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PREFACE

The purpose of this book is to present a comprehensive description of the universe and
its inhabitants as they were understood by the Buddhists of ancient India. This is the

context within which the teachings of the Buddha were situated.

The material in this book should be of interest to both Buddhists and to students of
myth and folklore. For the modern Buddhist, especially in the Western countries outside
the historical range of the religion, the material in this book will hopefully fill a gap in
her knowledge. The understanding of this background should make the experience of
reading the suttas richer and more meaningful. This is the imaginative space in which
all Buddhists lived until very recently, and even if it is no longer held literally in all
details, this cosmology and mythology is still very much a living tradition in Buddhist
countries today. The teaching of the Buddha is a many-faceted jewel, and each facet has
its function. The brilliant analytic clarity of the Abhidhamma teachings challenges and
engages the intellect, but do little to stir the heart. The vision presented in this book is
one of a fascinating multi-faceted universe informed by the deepest teachings of the

Dhamma.

Those who approach this book with an interest in the mythological systems of the
world will also hopefully find something new. Ancient and medieval India was a fertile
source of myth and legend coloured by profound philosophical speculation. The
Theravada Buddhist version of this mythos is perhaps the least known and studied
outside the historic lands of its influence. Hopefully this book will serve as a step
toward remedying that oversight. This cosmological system deserves to be closely
studied not only because of its historic importance but because of its own intrinsic
beauty. This is a detailed, complex and many layered cosmology quite different from

anything conceived in the West.
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0:5 CONTENTS OF THIS BOOK

The first section of the book deals with a description of the physical nature of the
cosmos. The reader who is only familiar with the historical development of cosmology
in the European context will find the Indian Buddhist version brand new. This is neither
a geocentric nor a heliocentric model, but rather a Sineru-centric one. The fundamental
image is the truly immense Mount Sineru’ at the centre of the world-system around
which everything else is arrayed. Beyond this single world-system there are an infinite
number of other worlds, arrayed in horizontal and vertical hierarchies. This model has
both a strangeness and a familiarity for modern readers. It is based on completely alien
ideas, and therefore differs in almost every detail from the modern scientific model; and
yet we can identify with its general principles. The ancient Indian model and the
modern scientific one resemble each other much more than either one resembles the
Aristotelian-medieval one in at least two important ways. First, the universe is
conceived of as being either infinite or at least extremely vast and composed of a very
great number of worlds. Second, the domain of human habitation is not at the centre of

things but is confined to a periphery.

The next topic taken up will be the cosmological history of the universe: the origin,
development and ending of the world-system. A basic idea to notice here is that in
Buddhism there is no first moment of creation and no creator. We can trace from the
texts the story of how this world-system originated, how it was populated and how it
will come to its final destruction. But there were worlds before this one and there will be
worlds after it as well. The cosmos as a whole has generally been seen by Buddhists as
without a first beginning and without a final ending.”? No matter how far back you go in
time, there will always be a yesterday and no matter how far you look into the future,
there will always be a tomorrow. The scale of time involved even for the lifespan of a
single world is immense when compared to the pre-modern European linear

eschatological view and once more we find a greater resonance with modern ideas.

1. Mt Sineru is taller than the distance from the Earth to the Moon by modern reckoning.

2. This despite the Buddha's injunction that the question is unanswerable. See MN 63.
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The third topic, which will take up the bulk of this book, is a survey of the various kinds
of beings which inhabit the cosmos. Traditionally the very diverse array of beings is
divided into five gati or “destinations of rebirth” (DN 33). From lowest to highest, these

are:
The niraya beings which live in great misery, in a world of fire and cruelty,
The peta beings which exist as wretched shades,
The animals,
The humans, and

The devas, beings of splendid subtle forms who enjoy long lives of bliss (in this fivefold

scheme this category is taken to include the brahmas as well).

We shall see that this simple scheme is inadequate for anything more than the roughest
outline. In practice, there are great variations within each category and there are
numerous individual beings and in fact whole classes of beings which are difficult or
even impossible to pigeon hole within one of the five gati. This was already apparent in
ancient times, and later schools of Buddhism expanded this scheme to include a sixth

gati for the asuras, ferocious beings endlessly at war with the devas.

A more useful and inclusive method of analysis is provided by the Abhidhamma, which
divides all reality into four planes (bhiimi): the sensual-desire plane (kamabhiimi), the
plane of form (rapabhiimi), the plane of the formless (arupabhiimi) and the
supramundane (lokuttara, lit. “beyond the world.”) The last is nibbana, the
unconditioned, and is not a part of the cosmos at all. The first three apply to levels of

consciousness as well as realms of existence.

Kamabhiimi is the realm of sense desire. The psyche of beings in this realm is
dominated by the five physical senses and their motivation is normally to
acquire pleasant sense experiences and avoid unpleasant ones. This is the
most diverse and populous of the realms and includes beings in niraya,
animals, petas, asuras, yakkhas, humans and all the various levels of devas

below the brahma world.
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Riipabhiimi is the realm of form. This is the abode of the various levels of brahma
beings. These beings have transcended sensuality; they have no gender and
they take no coarse food, instead “feeding on bliss.” There are altogether
sixteen levels within this realm including the Suddhavasa, the “Pure Abodes”

where those who have reached the third stage of awakening are reborn.

Ariipabhiimi is the formless realm. This is the realm of beings that have no
physical bodies but are pure mind. It cannot therefore be located in space,
spatial location being a physical property. There are four levels within this

realm.?

The range of beings can also be sub-divided into four bhiimi by sub-dividing the sense
desire realm into the apayabhumi (“unfortunate ground”) and the kamasugatibhiimi
(“fortunate sensual ground.”) The former constitutes niraya, the animal realm, the petas

and the asuras. The latter is the sphere of humans and devas.*

The entire range of beings is often presented in late sources as a list of 31 realms.” See
the table at the end of this section. There are also other ways, more or less inclusive, in
that the various realms are categorized; the seven stations of consciousness (AN 7:44 &
DN 33) and the nine abodes of beings (AN 9:24 and DN 33) for example. These simply

divide the pie into different slices.

A quite different way of distinguishing beings is by their manner of birth. Buddhist
theory recognizes four (DN 33) of those:
samsedaja yoni—Moisture born. Beings like maggots which are born in rotten

food or other filth.

andaja yoni—Egg born. Beings that are born from eggs, like birds and snakes.

3. See Bodhi, CMA p. 27 f.
4. Bodhi, CMA p. 189 .

5. A preferred scheme of many modern summaries. The source appears to be the Abhidhammatthasarngaha,
see CMA p. 189 f.

15



jalabuja yoni—Womb born. Beings that are born from the womb of their mother,

as are mammals, including humans.

opapatika yoni—Spontaneously born. These beings simply appear fully formed
in their place of rebirth. This is the way devas, as well as beings in niraya, are

born.
The terminology may be slightly confusing to some readers; in premodern western

biology flies and other insects were thought to be “spontaneously born” but this mode

is what the Buddhist literature would call “moisture born.”
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TABLE ONE—THE THREE PLANES AND THE THIRTY-ONE REALMS OF REBIRTH

WORLD REALM TRANSLATION NOTES LIFE-SPAN
ne\fasannanasanna- plane of neu.her perception nor 84 KMK
bhumi non- perception

Mind-only or “four
ARUPABHUMI akificafifiabhiimi plane of nothingness khandha” realms. 60 KMK
(formless world) Equivalent to the formless
vinfanaficabhtimi plane of infinite consciousness jhanas. 40 KMK
akasanaficabhiimi plane of infinite space 20 KMKR
akanittha peerless 16 KMK
sudassi clear-sighted Suddhavasa 8 KMK
Pure Abod
sudassa beautiful (Pure Abades) 4KMK
Place of rebirth for
atappa untroubled anagami (non-returners) 2 KMK
aviha not falling away 1 KMK
asafifiasatta unconscious body only, no mind 500 MK
vehapphala very fruitful fourth jhana 500 MK
RUPABHUMI
N subhakinna refulgent glory 64 MK
(plane of form or
“the fine- appamanasubha unbounded glory third jhana 32 MK
material world”)
parittasubha limited glory 16 MK
abhassara streaming radiance 8 MK
appamanabha unbounded radiance second jhana 4 MK
parittabha limited radiance 2 MK
maha brahma great brahma 1K
brahmapurohita ministers of brahma first jhana %K
brahmaparisajja retinue of brahma 13K
. . . wieldin; ower over the
paranimmita-vasavatti . € . P 16 KCY
creation of others
nimmanarati delighting in creation 8 KCY
tusita contented d 4KCY
evas
yama restrained 2KCY
KAMABHOMI tavatimsa the thirty-three 1 KCY
(plane of sense- M catummaharajika the four great kings 500 CY
desire)
manussa human you are here
asura titans
peta ghosts not fixed
duggati (states of misery)
tiracchana animals
niraya hell

(1 CY =360 Celestial Days. 1 CD in the lowest heaven = 50 human years, length doubles with each level)
MK = Mahakappa, KMK = 1000 Mahakappa , CY = Celestial Year, KCY = 1000 Celestial Years
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0:6 HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The cosmology presented in this book represents a snapshot, albeit a somewhat blurry
one because the subject refuses to sit still. The ancient Indian cosmology was always a
work in progress. The picture of the universe presented here has deep roots in Vedic
and even pre-Vedic times, and afterwards continued to flourish and become elaborated
in later Theravada works and even more so in Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. The
focus in this book is on the system as it was presented in the Pali canon and
commentaries. This represents, more or less, the way the universe was perceived by
Buddhists living in the first millennium after the Buddha.

I have tried to stay strictly within that chronological limit. Looking backwards, I have
occasionally taken notice of the pre-Buddhist roots of the myth, particularly in the
section on Tavatimsa. However, this has not been done in any systematic way and my
knowledge of the Vedas and other pre-Buddhist texts is inadequate to treat this issue as
it deserves. The working out of the historical development of the Buddhist cosmology
and mythology is a vast topic that would reward further exploration; only the barest
hints will be found here. Looking forward beyond the age of its initial formulation, the
Buddhist cosmology continued to evolve. The focus of this book is, as stated, on the
canonical and commentarial texts, but I found it impossible to entirely ignore later
works such as the 14th century Thai Three Worlds According to King Ruang and the
Burmese sources as collected in the modern The Great Chronicles of Buddhas. Likewise,
the Pali sub-commentaries, which belong to a later period, have been used where they
clarify or expand on a topic of interest. One non-Theravada source proved
indispensable, particularly in the sections on cosmic space and cosmic time; that is the
Sarvastivada work the Abhidharmakosabhasya. The Mahayana developments have been

completely ignored. These areas, too, merit further study.

Some readers may be especially interested in determining how much is from the canon,
and what was added by the commentaries. This should become clear if one pays
attention to the references. In summary, the greater part of the structure of the

cosmology presented here is found in the canonical texts. This includes the basic map of
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the world-system; Mt Sineru and the four island-continents.® The various realms of
beings and their inhabitants are almost all found in the canon: the nerayika, the devas
and brahmas, the nagas and supannas and yakkhas were all spoken of by the Buddha.
What was added by the commentaries? A great mass of detail; most of the narratives
which add colour and depth to the picture are from the commentaries, although a few
quite detailed accounts can be found in the suttas themselves. The commentaries have
also provided a greater orderliness to the mass of sometimes confusing and even
contradictory details in the suttas, and sometimes this has been done by taking liberties

with the plain meaning of the original text.

6. Although the seven circular mountain ranges are a commentarial addition.
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0:7 THE LANGUAGE

I have left many Pali words untranslated, which may be appreciated by some readers
and deplored by others. My reasoning, to paraphrase something another translator once
said, “It is better to not understand a word than to misunderstand it.” So, in this book, I
have resisted the easy temptation of calling the lowest realm “hell” and consistently
referred to it as niraya. Likewise, I have not referred to “gods” living in various
“heavens” but to devas living in various saggas. This is important because using names
borrowed from other doctrinal systems based on completely different principles
inevitably carries a baggage of false connotations. My hope is that reading this work the
reader can place herself in the imaginative space of ancient India unbiased by concepts
picked up elsewhere. The burden on the reader has, I hope, been lessened by the
footnotes and by inclusion of a glossary. The entries in the glossary are intended not as
full definitions, which can be found in the text itself, but as very simple and minimal

reminders.

I have also made the decision to anglicize the plurals of Pali terms used in the text,
hence devas rather than the strictly correct deva. This is mostly for ease of comprehension
but also avoids the complication of Pali being an inflected language which English is

not.

The quoted passages are my own translations unless credited otherwise in the notes.
Any translation is inherently an approximation and the chief problem facing the
translator is deciding between literalness and clarity. I have mostly tried to take a
middle path between the two. Most of the longer narrative passages are condensed,
leaving out many details that are not germane to the point trying to be made. However,
whenever a passage is expressing something important about the nature of a kind of
being or a realm of existence, I have leaned on the side of literalness in the hope of
giving the reader a close approximation of the original rather than imposing my own
ideas. I have been fairly liberal in including the original Pali phrases in brackets
whenever other interpretations than my own are possible, or where I supposed that a
reader with some knowledge of Pali might be curious about the original wording. Feel

free to ignore these if they are of no interest to you.
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0:8 BUDDHIST TEACHINGS

This book is not intended as a general survey of Buddhist teachings. Some of the
general concepts of Buddhism which have a bearing on the cosmology are briefly
explained in the necessary places. For those readers without a background in

Buddhism, what follows is a very cursory outline of some of the principal ideas.

The Four Noble Truths

The Buddha'’s first discourse outlined the scheme of his teaching in the Four Noble
Truths. These are the Truth of Suffering, the Truth of the Origin of Suffering, the Truth of
the Cessation of Suffering and the Truth of the Path Leading to the Cessation of
Suffering. The first Truth, that of suffering (dukkha) is, in an important sense, the theme
of this book. It is the nature of this conditioned world and everything in it to be
imperfect, unsatisfactory and incomplete. The second truth states that the origin of this
suffering is found in craving (tanha). When craving is eradicated, the person can realize
the unconditioned state which is the cessation of suffering. As a guide to accomplishing
this, the aspirant must follow the Noble Eightfold Path laid out in the fourth truth;
Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort,
Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration.

The Conditioned and the Unconditioned

This world is described as “conditioned” (sankhata). This means that no phenomena or
entity within it is self-contained but is derivation of other phenomena and processes. All
things, and all beings, arise and pass away according to causes and conditions. This is
one aspect of dukkha (“suffering”). This is the nature of things in all realms of existence
from the lowest to the highest. Nowhere is there any stability or permanence. Beings are
born into this or that state of existence, live for shorter or longer lifespans, die and are
reborn somewhere according to their kamma (lit. “actions”, Skt. karma). This process of
continual wandering is samsara. The goal of Buddhism is to stop this process, to end the
futile wandering through conditioned existence and to realize the
“unconditioned” (asankhata), which is nibbana (Skt. nirvana). When this is fully realized

the person is an arahant or accomplished one for whom the process of rebirth and
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manifestation ceases.

Kamma and Rebirth

Beings existing in samsara perform actions with body, speech and mind. This is kamma
(Skt. karma) and such actions always have a later effect (vipaka). If the actions are skilful
(kusala) they lead to pleasant results, if they are unskilful (akusala) they lead to painful
results. Note that this terminology is preferred to the use of “good” and “evil” because
kamma is not a divine judgement, but a natural law. At the moment of death, when the
body ceases to provide a substrate for consciousness, the next moment of consciousness
will arise in a new body determined by the kamma made by that individual.” This may
be in any of the realms of being and may be either upward or downward depending on
that person’s kamma. This process of repeated rebirth is both beginningless and endless
unless that person achieves full awakening and makes an end of it. There is no ultimate
purpose served within the process of rebirth itself, and seeing into the futility of samsara

is an important aspect of waking up.

Not-Self

One of the most characteristic teachings of Buddhism is the anatta (“not-self”) doctrine.
It rejects the idea, so prominent in ancient India, of an abiding, unchanging, eternal self
(atta, Skt. atman) in beings which transmigrates from life to life. While Buddhism does
teach that the process of conditioned existence continues in a new form after death, it
denies any substantial entity which persists and moves on. Consciousness is not a thing
but a process. The idea of anatta is related to the conditionality of all things; nothing can
exist as a substantial entity because everything only exists as a reflection of other things.
This teaching is quintessentially Buddhist and is found in all schools but is never found
outside Buddhism.

Stages of Awakening

7. This assumes that the person is not an arahant and avoids the complex question of an intermediate

state.
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The Theravada school has a scheme of the path to full awakening® occurring in four
distinct stages. The first glimpse of nibbana means that a person has reached the stage of
sotapanna (“stream-enterer,”) which is essentially a purification of the view. A sotapanna
can never be reborn into the lower realms and will only be reborn seven more times at
most, always in the human realm or higher. One who has attained the second stage is a
sakadagami (“once-returner”) who can be reborn only once more in the human realm
although he or she may be reborn several times in higher realms before attaining final
nibbana. One who has reached the third stage, where sensuality is completely
transcended, is andagami (“non-returner”) and will never be reborn in the plane of sense
desire again but can only be reborn in the suddhavasa (“Pure Abodes,”) a special realm
within the rapabhiimi. One who has purified the mind from all the defilements and fully
attained nibbana is an arahant and is freed forevermore from the round of death and
rebirth.

The Jhanas

The jhanas (Skt. dhyana) are meditative attainments where a person’s mind is elevated
out of the plane of sense-desire (kamdavacara) into the plane of form (rapavacara) or the
formless (aripavacara). These will be discussed more fully in the chapter on Brahma
beings because the mind of the human meditator is, when in jhana, functionally
equivalent to the level of consciousness innate in Brahmas. Jhana is distinct from the
stages of awakening discussed above in that they do not permanently eradicate the
defilements and are not considered a final liberation, although they do assist in that

process.

The Theravada School

The Theravada (lit. “School of the Elders”) is that branch of Buddhism which is
predominant in Sri Lanka and South-East Asia. It is the oldest extant school and has the
most valid claim to be a faithful representation of the original Buddhism. The
Theravada has been very conservative in doctrine and has not departed far from the

Buddha’s original teachings. Doctrinally, the most prominent difference between

8. In this book, I have used “awakening” instead of “enlightenment” which, although now standard, is

not really equivalent to anything in the Pali.
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Theravada and the Mahayana schools is the Bodhisatta ideal. In Theravada, the goal of
the path is to become an arahant and make an end of further becoming. In the
Mahayana this is considered a narrow goal and the practitioner is expected to make a
bodhisattva vow to relinquish the attainment of final nibbana and continue being
reborn into samsara for the benefit of all beings. In Theravada, a Bodhisatta is someone
who is on the path to Buddhahood, attainment of which is a very rare development,’
and the aspiration to take this long and arduous path is only undertaken out of great

compassion.

9. In the section on Buddhas, we shall see how extremely rare it is.
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0:9 PALI PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Pali originated as an oral language and does not have an alphabet of its own. In
Thailand the scriptures are written in Siamese script, in Sri Lanka in Sinhalese script,
and so on In the West, Pali is written in Roman script with the addition of diacritical

marks.

For those unfamiliar with Pali names and terms, the pronunciation can be daunting at
first. But it is really easier than it looks. Pali is completely consistent in its spellings and
a given letter will always sound the same. The additional markings (diacriticals) are
made necessary because the Indian alphabets have more letters than the Roman. The

following is meant as an introduction.

Vowels:

a is always like the a in father, never like the a in cat.

e is like the English long a, as in make.

iis pronounced as in machine.

o is pronounced as in vote.

u is pronounced like the English oo sound, as in moon.

A macron over a vowel, such as a or @, does not change the intrinsic sound, but

indicates that the sound is to be held longer.
Consonants:

Mostly as in English. Exceptions to note:

c is pronounced like the English ch as in chop.

v is pronounced like a soft English w, as in week.

fi is pronounced as in canyon.
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m is the pure nasal sound, close to the English ng as in song.

A dot under other consonants indicates that it is a “retroflex” sound, meaning that the
tip of the tongue is held back against the hard palate. This refinement can be safely

ignored for a first approximation at sounding out the words.

h following another consonant, e.g. kh, th, bh etc. is not to be read as a separate letter
but indicates that the preceding consonant is “aspirated” meaning that it is pronounced

with a breath of air making it softer.

Doubled consonants are always pronounced separately and distinctly, as the t's in the

English phrase hot tar.
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0:10 ABOUT THE SOURCES USED IN THIS BOOK

This book is based for the most part on primary sources; particularly the Pali canon and

commentaries.

The Pali Canon

The collection of texts known as the Pali Canon represents the most complete version of
early Buddhist teachings still extant. They are divided into three pitakas (“baskets”): the
Sutta Pitaka which is the record of the Buddha’s discourses, the Vinaya Pitaka which
contains the rules and legal procedures for the bhikkhus and bhikkhunis (monks and
nuns) and the Abhidhamma Pitaka which is a collection of technical and psychological
teachings written in dry and precise language. The sources for this book are mostly
found in the Sutta Pitaka but the other two pitakas have been cited where needed. The
Sutta Pitaka is divided into five nikayas: the Digha, Majjhima, Samyutta, Anguttara and
Khuddaka Nikaya. The first four of these are sometimes referred to as the “principal
nikayas.” The Khuddaka Nikaya is a miscellany of mostly short books, some of which

are certainly late additions.

Some of the principal texts of the sutta pitaka which have especial interest in the study of

Buddhist cosmology are:

Digha Nikaya 26 & 27, the Aggarifia and Cakkavatti-Sthanada suttas which deal

with cosmic time; origins, evolution and destruction.

Digha Nikaya 20, the Mahasamaya Sutta recounts a visit of many devas and
brahmas to the Buddha and includes a long list of their names. DN 32 is

similar.
Digha Nikaya 18 recounts a visit of a brahma being to the deva world.
Anguttara Nikaya 7:66 which deals with the end of the world-system

Anguttara Nikaya 3: 81 which is the best canonical description of the multiple

world-systems
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The Samyutta Nikaya has several sections dealing with specific types of beings;
Devas (SN 1), Brahmas (6), Yakkhas (10), Nagas (29), Supannas (30) and
Gandhabbas (31)

The Majjhima Nikaya includes a few suttas with narrative portions relating to
various aspects of the cosmological background. For example, MN 50 is a
very interesting encounter between Mara and Moggallana and MN 37 one

between Moggallana and Sakka.

This list is very incomplete but should be sufficient to demonstrate that the basic
framework of the cosmology is found in the canon itself, even if many details are added

by the commentaries.

The Commentaries—Atthakatha

The commentaries (atthakatha) are adjuncts to the canonical texts which serve to explain
and expand on the original material. In part, they consist of word definitions which are
often extremely useful for translating doubtful passages. More importantly for our
purposes, the commentaries contain a wealth of stories full of fascinating detail. The
commentaries to the first four nikayas (Digha, Majjhima, Anguttara and Samyutta) are
the work of Buddhaghosa,'® a great scholar of the early fifth century A.D. Buddhaghosa,
a North Indian, worked in Sri Lanka. There he found old commentaries (now lost)
written in the Sinhalese language although based on Pali sources which were no longer
extant. These he translated into Pali, collated and edited. We have no way of knowing
how much of the commentaries we have are true reflections of the lost old
commentaries from immediately after the Buddha’s time, and how much represent
Buddhaghosa’s editorial license. Buddhaghosa appears to have been a careful and
conservative scholar and it is doubtful therefore that he invented much of this material.
All we can say for certain is that the commentaries became the orthodox position of

Theravada in later times, and that they incorporate much older material.

Buddhaghosa also produced a masterful summary of the teachings in the

10. This is not a complete list of his works. For details of Buddhaghosa's life and works, see the
introduction to The Path of Purification, Nanamoli's translation of the Visuddhimagga.
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Visuddhimagga, a work principally dealing with meditation but which includes

significant cosmological details and is often cited in this book.

Four texts of the Khuddaka Nikaya are of particular interest for the themes of this book;
the Jatakas, the Dhammapada, the Vimanavatthu and the Petavatthu. The canonical
parts of these four books are entirely in verse to which the commentaries have
appended stories. The Jataka and Dhammapada commentaries were among those
composed by Buddhaghosa, those of the Vimanavatthu and the Petavatthu were
produced by another great scholar, Dhammapala, who lived some time after
Buddhaghosa, probably in the seventh century A.D. The canonical verses of these four
books are sometimes very cryptic and the stories are skilfully woven around them. The
Jatakas are stories of the Buddha’s previous births. The Dhammapada stories cover
many topics and are used to illustrate various points of Dhamma raised by the verses.
The Vimanavatthu stories are all about the deva realms, mostly descriptions of the
pleasures of Tavatimsa. The Petavatthu stories concern beings in the Peta realm
(ghosts). Although these stories were composed quite late, they incorporate much older
material. In the case of the Jatakas, some of the stories show signs of being Buddhist

reworks of very old pre-Buddhist tales.

The Subcommentaries—T7ka

Dhammapala is also credited with composing a set of subcommentaries to
Buddhaghosa’s commentaries, known as the tika. I have not cited the tika very often in
this book, because they represent late texts which stretch the already broad
chronological framework of the cosmological view presented. In some cases they
provide invaluable clarification to obscure passages in the primary text or the
commentary, and in a very few instances long passages from the t7ka have been judged
worth reproducing because of their intrinsic interest and the wealth of detail they

provide.

The Abhidharmakosa

I have not been able to avoid using one source outside the Pali texts and that is the
Abhidharmakosa, this Sanskrit text was composed by Vasubandhu, who lived in the
fourth century C.E., and was therefore roughly contemporary with Buddhaghosa. It
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consists of two parts, first a text entirely in verse, the Abhidharmakosakarika, and then a
little later Vasubandhu’s own prose commentary on the verses, the
AbhidharmakoSabhasya. Vasubandhu represents a transitional figure in Buddhism. The
Abhidharmakosa is generally considered a text of the Sarvastivada School, one of the
original eighteen schools of original Buddhism and doctrinally not far from the
Theravada. However, already in the prose commentary there are other influences
present, particularly of the Sautrantika School. Later in his life Vasubandhu converted
to Mahayana and together with his brother Asanga founded the Yogacara School. It is

the prose commentary that I have mostly used here."

It was not really possible to omit using this text even though it is somewhat outside the
purview of the Theravada. Vasubandhu presented a more systematically developed
cosmological framework in the Abhidharmakosa than anything found in the Pali sources
and can often help clarify the picture. The Abhidharmakosa does, however, sometimes
diverge from the Theravada system and these differences are indicated where necessary
in the relevant places of this book. I have used exclusively the translation by Louis De

La Valleé Poussin and Leo M. Pruden.

Important Secondary Sources

Two reference works were invaluable for the composition of this book.

The Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, G.P. Malalasekera, originally published by the
Pali Text Society in 1938. This is an astonishing piece of scholarship, listing almost every
proper name in the canon and commentaries together with sometimes lengthy synopses
of the relevant sources together with references. It includes persons and places as well
as notes on some of the classes of beings such as nagas, supannas, the various kinds of
devas etc. This is all the more impressive because it was composed before the invention

of computers.

The Pali texts themselves were from the digitized canon produced by the Vipassana

Research Institute: http:/ /www.tipitaka.org. They were accessed via the Digital Pali

11. See the extensive introduction to Poussin and Pruden's translation for further information about the

provenance of this text.
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Reader of Yuttadhammo Bhikkhu.

OVERVIEW

The textual basis of this book represents the nearly one thousand year span between the
the time of the Buddha and that of Buddhaghosa and Vasubandhu with a little added
clarification from the time of Dhammapala.. The picture presented here is the view of
the universe and its inhabitants held by Buddhists of that period. This picture remained
substantially unchanged until the impact of modern science. In most of the Buddhist
world this was not until the nineteenth century. It is hoped the reader will be able to
suspend the use of hindsight and immerse himself in the perceptual world of those

times.
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0:11 ABBREVIATIONS

The following abbreviations are used in the notes. Numbering indicates the chapter and

sutta and follows the Burmese recension. Where this differs from the numbers used in

the most commonly accessible English translations, the numbers in the translation are

given in brackets as (Eng. X, y). Numbers in references to the commentaries follow the

chapter numbers in the main text, not in the commentary itself.

References to the Abhidharmakosa always include chapter and section number as well as

page reference to the Asian Humanities Press edition of Poussin and Pruden’s

translation.

§

-a

AENV

AK
AN

Abhidh-s
BPS

Bv

CDB

Ch

CMA

Cv

Dhp

Dhs

DN

this mark indicates an internal reference to another section of this book.
after another abbreviation; indicates the Atthakatha or commentary.

The All-Embracing Net of Views, (Brahmajala Commentary) tr.
Bhikkhu Bodhi

Abhidharmakosa. English translation by Poussin and Pruden.
Anguttara Nikaya; English translation: NDB
Apadana

Abhidhammattha Sangaha; English translation: CMA
Buddhist Publication Society
Buddhavamsa
Connected Discourses of the Buddha, tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi
Chapter

A Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma, tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi.
Calavagga (Vinaya)
Dhammapada
Dhammasangani (Abhidhamma)

Digha Nikaya, sutta number; English translation: LDB.
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DN-a
DPPN
eng
GGB
It

Jat

Khp

LDB
Mil
MLDB

PED

PTS
Pv
Sd

Digha Commentary; the Sumangalavilasani
Dictionary of Pali Proper Names
English; in footnotes refers to the English translation.
The Great Chronicle of Buddhas
Itivuttaka

Jataka Commentary, story number, English translation, PTS edition, E.B.

Cowell, editor.
Khuddakapatha
Kathavatthu
Long Discourses of the Buddha, tr. Maurice Walshe.
Milindapaiiha, English translation: .B. Horner, PTS.
Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha, tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi.
Majjhima Nikaya; English translation: MLDB.
Majjhima Commentary; the Papaiicasiidant
Mahavagga
Niddesa

Nidanakatha; following another abbreviation refers to the introductory

section of a text.
Numerical Discourses of the Buddha, tr. Bhikkhu Bodhi
Pacittiya (section of Vinaya Suttavibhanga)
Parajika (section of Vinaya Suttavibhanga)
Pali Text Society’s Pali-English Dictionary
Puggalapafifatti
Pali Text Society
Petavatthu

Sanghadisesa (section of SV)
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Skt
SN
SN-a
Sn
Sn-a

Vin-a

Th

Thi

Ud

Ud-a
Vibh
Vibh-a
Vin

Vism
Vism-mht

Vv

Sanskrit
Samyutta Nikaya; English translation: CDB
Samyutta Commentary; the Saratthappakasini
Suttanipata
Suttanipata commentary; the Paramatthajotika
Samantapasadika, the Vinaya Commentary
after another abbreviation; indicates the T7ka or sub-commentary.
Theragatha
Therigatha
Udana
Udana Commentary
Vibhanga (Abhidhamma)
Vibhanga Commentary, the Atthasalint
Vinaya
Visuddhimagga
Visuddhimagga Commentary; the Paramatthamarijisa

Vimanavatthu
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Part One—Cosmic Space

1:1 THE BUDDHIST COSMOS

The primary realities in Buddhism are samsara and nibbana.'> Samsara consists of
conditioned (sankhata) phenomena and nibbana is the unconditioned (asankhata). Of
nibbana this book will have comparatively little to say."> The entire cosmos, from top to
bottom, encompassing all its fascinating and terrifying variety, is samsara. It is the arena
of all manifestation, action (kamma) and result of action (vipaka). It is dependently arisen,
contingent, imperfect, and all forms within it are impermanent and subject to change
and dissolution. Every realm, every being, every formation (sankhaira) is marked by the
three characteristics of imperfection (dukkha), impermanence (anicca) and emptiness of
any self-essence (anattd). Samsara is suffering and change and it is all, in the last

analysis, void.

The noun samsara is derived from the verb samsarati, “to move about continuously, to
come again and again.”'* This is the essence of the idea of samsara, that all the beings in
the cosmos are continually engaged in endless transformation and movement. There is
no real satisfaction to be found anywhere within it, all this “faring on” is ultimately
pointless. The goal of Buddhism is not found anywhere within these fantastically
multiplied struggles and changes, but in making an end of it all and finding the

ultimate peace and quiescence of nibbana.

Samsdra is the cosmos; it encompasses the entirety of conditioned existence from the
lowest to the highest realms of being. An important theme to grasp, and one often

spoken about by the Buddha, is the incomprehensible vastness of samsara:

Bhikkhus, the beginning of this samsira cannot be known. Suppose a man were to

12. Sanskrit = nirvana.

13. For an excellent survey of the teachings about nibbana see The Island by Ajahn Pasanno and Ajahn

Amaro.

14. PED s.v. samsarati.
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gather all the grass, sticks and branches in this continent of Jambudipa and, having
cut them into four inch pieces and placed them in a single heap, were to put them
aside one by one, counting “This is my mother, this is my mother’s mother, this is
her mother ...” That man would exhaust his pile of sticks before he reached the
beginning of this samsara. Why is this? It is because the beginning of this samsara is
not to be known. The first point of beings, wandering and passing from existence
to existence (samsarati), obstructed by ignorance and bound by craving, is
unknowable. For such a long time, bhikkhus, have you endured suffering, pain

and misery, filling up the cemeteries (SN 15:1).

For such a long time have you wandered and passed from existence to existence
that the streams of blood flowing from having your head cut off is greater than the
volume of water in the four great oceans. In this long time, bhikkhus, you have
existed as cows, oxen, goats, sheep, chickens or pigs and had your head cut off. In
this long time, you have existed as robbers and thieves and being taken, had your
head cut off. (SN 15:13).

The beginning of this samsara is not to known. It is not easy to find a being who in
this great long time has not previously been your mother, your father, your brother,
your sister, your son or your daughter. For such a long time, bhikkhus, have you
endured suffering, pain and misery, filling up the cemeteries. Enough! Develop
weariness (nibbindati) with all formations. Enough! Become dispassionate towards
them. Enough! Become liberated from them. (SN 15:14 f.)

These quotations demonstrate that the problem of samsara is not just a personal one. It

is intrinsic to the nature of the cosmos. While the solution to suffering is personal

(ajjhatta—"internal”), suffering itself is universal (bahiddha—"external”). We could say,

without exaggeration, that all of manifest reality is a kind of dysfunction. The study of

the cosmos is in essence a study of the First Noble Truth, the truth of dukkha or suffering.
The Buddha enjoined us to comprehend the truth of dukkha (SN 56:11) and this means

understanding samsara. In this book we will be examining this reality in terms of the

way the ancient Buddhists of India understood it. We need to begin by setting the stage,

so to speak, and describing the physical arena in which the great cosmic drama of

samsdra is played out.
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1:2 THE FOUR GREAT ELEMENTS

Before we begin considering the details of the material universe, it may be useful to
consider at least briefly the underlying physics on which it is based, according to the
ancient Buddhist texts. The basic building blocks of matter are the four great elements
(mahabhuta). These are earth (pathavt), water (apo), air, or more correctly wind (vayo), and
fire (tejo). To these are sometimes added space (akdsa" ) and consciousness (vififiana) to

make a list of six elements (DN 3).

The system of four or five elements (with space) is not unique to Buddhism and in fact

predates it by many centuries. For example, the TaittirTyaka Upanishad states:

From that Self (Brahman) sprang ether (dkisa, that through which we hear); from
ether air (that through which we hear and feel); from air fire (that through which
we hear, feel, and see); from fire water (that through which we hear, feel, see, and
taste); from water earth (that through which we hear, feel, see, taste, and smell).
From earth herbs, from herbs food, from food seed, from seed man. Man thus

consists of the essence of food.'®

The system of Ayurvedic medicine is based on the idea of balancing the four elements."”
The four elements are also found in the western tradition: their discovery is
traditionally accredited to Empedocles.'® Returning to the four elements as understood
by Buddhism, earth (pathavi) has the quality of extension, hardness or the taking up of

space, water (dpo) is viscosity or cohesion, wind (viyo) is motion and fire (fejo) is heat

15. We will consider the nature of space in the section on the formless realms (§3:7,3).
16. TaittirTyaka Upanishad 2:1. Translated by Max Miiller 1879:54.

17. The Ayurvedic Institute, s.v. “Doshas, Their Elements and Attributes”, https:/ /www.ayurveda.com/
resources/ articles / doshas-their-elements-and-attributes, accessed Mar 12, 2018.

18. Empedocles proved the existence of air as a physical substance by immersing a bucket upside down in
water. Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. “Empedocles (c. 492—432 B.C.E.)”, https://
www.iep.utm.edu/empedocl/ #SH3, accessed Mar 12, 2018.
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and energy."”

The four elements may be divided into those that are internal (ajjhattika), parts of the
human body and external (bahira), belonging to the outer world. The internal elements
are cited as suitable objects for meditation in, for example, the Mahasatipatthana Sutta
(DN 22). Thus earth element is taken to be bones, skin, muscles, organs and so forth;
water to be bodily fluids such as blood, pus, phlegm and urine; wind to be the breath as
well as “upward going winds, downward going winds and winds in the belly” and fire

is bodily heat and the energy of digestion.

The Mahahatthipadopama Sutta (MN 28) deals with the external elements, emphasizing
their impermanent and changeable nature by discussing what happens in the world

when the elements are disturbed or destroyed.

There is an occasion, friends, when the external water element is agitated (pakuppati
lit. “angry”). At that time there will be the complete disappearance of the earth

element.?’

There is an occasion, friends, when the external water element is agitated and
villages, market towns, cities, provinces and whole countries are carried away.
There is (another) occasion when the waters of the great ocean sink by a hundred
yojanas, by two hundred yojanas, (and so forth until) the water in the great ocean

is not sufficient even to wet one’s finger tip.

There is an occasion, friends, when the external fire element is agitated and
villages, market towns, cities, provinces and whole countries are burned up. It is
only when the fire reaches green grass, a road, stone, water or a fair and open
meadow that it is extinguished for want of fuel. There is (another) occasion when

they seek (in vain) to make fire even with cock’s feathers and dried scraps of hide.*!

19. Bodhi CMA p. 237 f., VM XI & SN-a 14:30.

20. This refers to the destruction of the world-system by a rainfall of caustic water at the end of a cycle.
See §2.8

21. The commentary says they are only able to produce a small amount of heat even with such trifles, not

like formerly. The idea seems to be that such things should burn easily, but now do not.
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There is an occasion, friends, when the external air element is agitated and villages,
market towns, cities, provinces and whole countries are blown away. There is
(another) occasion in the last month of the hot season when they seek to make
wind by means of palm leaves and fans. At that time the wind is insufficient even
to stir the grass on a thatched roof. (MN 28)

Whereas there were teachers in India like Pakudha Kaccayana who taught that the four
elements were among those things to be considered stable and permanent “like
pillars” (DN 2), the Buddha always emphasized their changeable and impermanent
nature. Further, they were not to regarded as the self or belonging to the self (SN 4:177).
In short, the four elements upon which all material reality is based are themselves
subject to the laws of conditioned existence; they are imperfect, impermanent,

changeable and void of real self-substance.

All four elements are present in every instance of actual matter. One who has attained
mastery of mind might focus on an object like a block of wood and perceive it as earth,
water, air or fire because all these are present in the wood (AN 6:41). Similarly, among
the listed psychic powers possible to one who has gained such mastery are walking on
water as if it were earth or passing through solid objects as if they were water (DN 2).
These ideas imply something beyond a materialist or naive realist position. In the
dependently arisen universe nothing can be considered a discrete, solid, self-sufficient

entity.

The four element physics continued to be elaborated in the Abhidhamma and
commentaries. Along side the essential four elements which are present in every real
material instance there is an additional list of 24 secondary attributes of matter.”> The
majority of these are applicable only in the special case of the bodies of living beings.
One important secondary element is that of space (akasa) which we will consider in the
context of the formless realms (§3:7,3). In a later development only fully worked out in
the sub-commentaries this became a kind of atomic theory. Clusters of the four great

elements together with at least four of the secondary elements (colour, smell, taste and

22. For a full list of these see CMA p.236.
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nutriment) form the smallest unit of matter, a ripa kaldpa.” These represent the
fundamental units of physical reality. The ripa kalapa are material instances of the

1724

Abhidhamma concept of a dhamma; the momentary “point-instant”~* of existence.

Especially when considering these later developments, the names of the elements
should not be considered as representing the ordinary substances of earth and water
etc. but as mnemonic devices only. The elements in the Buddhist system are more like
qualities or potentials of matter than discrete physical constituents. Thus, earth element
is not strictly speaking some thing which possess the quality of hardness, it is hardness
itself. The Abhidhammic concept of discrete dhammas does not allow for any duality of
substance and quality.” In the later texts it is said that all four are present equally in all
instances of physical matter and the differences observed in different substances are

determined by the varying intensities of the four elemental qualities.”

Beside their importance as the fundamental constituents of physical reality, the four
elements have at least two implications for the cosmology presented in these pages.
Four of the five elements are said to be stacked vertically in the world-system. The earth
rests on water which rests on air (wind) which rests on space.”” And when that world-

system comes to an end it will be destroyed either by fire, water or air (§ 2.7-2.8).

23. Karunadasa, 2015, p. 215 £.

24. To use a phrase coined by the Russian Buddhist scholar Theodore Stcherbatsky.
25. Karunadasa, 2015, p 171-2.

26. Karunadasa, 2015, p. 177.

27. See Figure Two—Cakkavala Cross-Section.
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1:3 CAKKAVALA—THE WORLD-SYSTEM

The basic unit of the Buddhist cosmos is the cakkavala which may be translated as a
“world-system.” This is the functional, but not the structural, equivalent of a solar
system in modern terms. The cakkavala is like a solar system in that it is a grouping of
“worlds” or “realms” that includes one sun and in which various kinds of beings live.
Furthermore, as we shall see, it is a unit of cosmic space but not the entirety. There are
countless other cakkavilas spread out through space, just as there are solar systems in
modern scientific cosmology. However, we cannot push this analogy too far. The other
cakkavalas are not associated at all with the stars, nor is the sun the central feature. The

cakkavala is grouped around the great central mountain, Sineru.”

The term cakkavila is almost unknown in the canon,?

and the concept is only fully
developed in the commentarial literature. The canonical texts use lokadhatu (lit. “world-
element”) or just loka (“world”) to refer to the world-system. The contents of loka are

defined in the Anguttara Nikaya as:

As far as the sun and moon revolve, shining in all directions, this is the world
(Ioka). There is the moon, the sun, Sineru king of mountains, (the four island-
continents of) Jambudipa, Aparagoyana, Uttarakuru, and Pubbavideha, the great
ocean, (the six “sensual heavens” of) the Four Great Kings, the Catumaharajika,
Tavatimsa, Yama, Tusita, Nimmanarati, and Paranimmitavasavatti, and the

Brahmaloka.*

The commentators no doubt introduced the term cakkavala for the sake of precision. The

28. K. N. Jayatilleke (2009: p. 65-76) explores this analogy in his essay “The Buddhist Conception of the

Universe”.

29. There is only one use of the word cakkavala in the four principal nikayas, in a stanza placed at the end
of the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (DN 16) which the commentary says was added by the Sinhalese elders. It
is also found in the Buddhavamsa and the Apadana of the Khuddaka Nikaya, both of which are certainly

late additions.

30. AN 3: 81 (eng. 3:80)—The original refers to one thousand such world-systems and has been changed

here from the plural to the singular.
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word loka is extremely variable in its exact signification, even when modified as
lokadhatu which may refer to one world-system or to some multiple of world-systems.
The element loka may also be used to refer to a particular realm within a cakkavala such
as the devaloka or the brahmaloka. The commentary is often obliged to exactly specify

what is meant by loka in any given context, for example:

There are three (meanings of) loka; okasaloko “the world of space”, sattaloko “the
world of beings” and sarnkhiraloko “the world of formations.” The world of beings
is meant here. (DN-a 2)

The Pali Text Society’s Pali-English Dictionary (PED) devotes a page and a half to sorting
out the various nuances of meaning of loka. It is not surprising that the compilers of the
commentaries felt the need for a more precise term to refer to this very specific

grouping of objects.

The word cakkavala (Sanskrit cakravata, cakravada, cakkavala) implies an enclosed circular
space. The first element, cakka, is the word for a “wheel” and the second, vala from

Sanskrit vata means “an enclosure or enclosed space.”!

The fullest description of the cakkavala is given in the Visuddhimagga:

The diameter of a cakkavala is 1,204,450 yojana. The circumference is 3,610,035
yojana. The whole rests on a layer of earth 240,000 yojana thick. This rests on a layer
of water 480,000 yojana thick and this on a layer of vapor (nabhamugga) 960,000
yojana thick.

The cakkavala contains the following:

Sineru, the greatest of mountains which is 84,000 yojana high and descends into the

sea a further 84,000 yojana.

Around Sineru there are seven circular ranges of mountains, each of which is one
half the height of the preceding one. These are named, from the innermost to the

outermost, Yugandhara, Isadhara, Karavika, Sudassana, Nemindhara, Vinataka

31. See Turner, Comparative Dictionary of Indo-Aryan Languages and Monier-Williams, Sanskrit-English

Dictionary.
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and Assakanna. These ranges are adorned with many gems. Here abide the great

kings (maharaja) and many devas and yakkhas.

(Lying in the ocean around the outermost ring of mountains there are the four
island-continents:) Jambudipa which is 10,000 yojana across, Aparagoyana and
Pubbavideha which are each 7,000 yojana in size and Uttarakuru which 8,000 yojana

across. Each of the island-continents is surrounded by five hundred small islands.

The moon is forty-nine yojana across and the sun is fifty. The realm of the
Tavatimsa devas (on the peak of Sineru) is 10,000 yojana in size. Likewise the realm
of the Asuras (under the sea, at the base of Sineru). The niraya of Avici (below
Jambudipa) is also 10,000 yojana across. Encircling the whole is a ring of mountains

plunging 82,000 yojana into the sea and rising a like distance into the sky.

(In various places there are these great trees) each stand 100 yojana tall altogether,
with a trunk 15 yojana around and 50 yojana high and with foliage extending 100
yojana around (and upwards to the same height). On the southern continent
Jambudipa there stands the Jambu tree, on Aparagoyana the Kadamba tree, on
Uttarakuru the Kapparukkha, on Pubbavideha the Sirisa tree, in the realm of the
asuras there stands the Cittapatali tree, in the place of the supannas (on the slopes of
Sineru) there is the Simbali tree and in the realm of the Tavatimsa devas there

stands the Paricchattaka tree.

The Himava mountains (roughly speaking, the “Himalayas” located on
Jambudipa) are 500 yojana high, 3000 yojana in length and width and contains
84,000 peaks.

The number of cakkavalas is endless and in between are the Lokantaranirayas (the

dark hell realms existing between worlds).**

32. Vism 7.40f. The original is partly in verse. This translation rearranges some of the elements and omits

some poetic flourishes. Phrases in square brackets have been added for clarification. Oddly, a few of the

proper names have been spelled differently here than elsewhere, and in a manner closer to the Sanskrit

versions. This translation replaces them with the standard Pali forms. An almost identical passage is also
found at Sn-a 3:7.
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All of these elements will be described in due course.

Taken together, these two passages from the Anguttara Commentary and the
Visuddhimagga provide the most complete map of the cakkavala we can find in the Pali
sources. To complete the picture we need to turn to the Abhidharmakosa which supplies
some of the missing measurements. There we are told that Sineru and the seven
surrounding mountain rings are each as wide as they are tall, thus Sineru is 80,000
yojana across the base where it emerges from the sea, Yugandhara is 40,000 and so on.
The mountain rings are separated by circular seas. The one between Sineru and
Yugandhara is 80,000 yojana wide and each successive ring is half as wide as the
preceding one. The celestial saggas (deva realms or “heavens”) above the earth are each
twice as high as the preceding one, thus the Yama world, the first of the six saggas is
80,000 yojana above the Tavatimsa world at the peak of Sineru or 160,000 yojana above
“sea-level’ and the highest sagga, the Paranimmitavasavatti world, is 1,280,000 yojana
above sea-level. If we include the lowest Brahma world in the definition of the cakkavala,

as the Anguttara Commentary does, then it must be 2,560,000 yojana above the earth.”

33. For measurements taken from the Abhidharmakosa see AK 3:5, p. 451 £.
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FIGURE ONE—THE CAKKAVALA TO SCALE

The central circle represent Mt Sineru, the dark circles are the mountain ranges. The blue areas are seas.

The four island-continents are indicated by the capital letters of their names.

For an idea of the scale, consider that the distance from the earth to the moon in modern reckoning would
be somewhat less than the width of the Yugandhara range, the first circle out from Sineru.

This diagram is shown according to the ancient Indian convention, with East at the top.

45



FIGURE TWO— CAKKAVALA CROSS-SECTI

Vapour Layer

Drawn to scale.
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FIGURE THREE—
VERTICAL MAP OF THE CELESTIAL DEVA REALMS
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To summarize the picture of the cakkavala: the world-system is dominated by the central
mass of Sineru which is surrounded by seven rings of mountains separated by broad
seas. In the outermost ocean belt are found four large island-continents and two
thousand smaller islands. The southern island-continent, Jambudipa, is where the
familiar kind of humans live. The whole is surrounded by a ring of mountains which
mark the boundary of the cakkavala. Below the surface, the earth is supported by a layer
of water which is supported by a layer of vapour. Above, in space, are the various

saggas, each twice as far away as the preceding one.

The first thing to note about this map is the enormous scale of the world-system as
conceived by the ancient Indians. If we take the yojana as being approximately twelve

kilometres,* then Sineru is 960,000 km high and the entire cakkavala is 14,453,400 km in

34. See the the appendix on units of measurement.
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diameter. By way of comparison, in modern reckoning the diameter of the earth is
12,756 km and the distance from the earth to the moon is 384,400 km or less than half
the height of Sineru. The island-continent of Jambudipa, which corresponds to the then
known world of human habitation, has a width about three times the modern reckoning
of the earth’s circumference and a glance at diagram one will demonstrate that,

physically, Jambudipa is a very insignificant part of the whole.

The second feature which strikes us about this cosmos is the elegant symmetry and
harmony of the whole. Horizontally, the system radiates out from the central mass of
Sineru in rings of water alternating with rocky mountains, each successive ring one-half
the size of its predecessor. Above, each sagqa is twice as distant as the preceding one.
The number seven is important; there are seven rings of mountains and seven
intervening circular seas. Above the ground level of human habitation, there are seven
saggas if we include the Brahmaloka. This number seven is a potent symbol and is
prominent in many mystical systems around the world. There are seven days of the
week, seven (astrological) planets,” seven chakras, seven musical notes and so forth. In
the cosmological system we are considering here, we see the creative force of an
unfolding cosmos emerging from the immense central mass of Sineru like resonant

frequencies, and this applies both horizontally and vertically.

35. In the western reckoning at least. In India they add Rahu, the eclipse planet.
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TABLE TWO—PRINCIPAL FEATURES OF THE CAKKAVALA

TYPE NAME SIZE (in yojana) NOTES
Central Mountain Sineru 84,000 Tavatimsa is situated on
the peak
st .
Mountain Range I" ring range,
) ’ Yugandhara 42,000 associated with sun and
Circular
moon
Mountain R - .
_oun ain ‘Range, Isadhara 21,000 2" ring range
Circular
Mountain R
ountain ange, Karavika 10,500 3" ring range
Circular
Mountain R
-oun amn Range, Sudassana 5,250 4t ring range
Circular
Mountain R
-oun ain fange. Nemindhara 2,625 5" ring range
Circular
Mountain R
ountain Bange, Vinataka 1,312.5 6" ring range
Circular
Mountain R
_oun amn Bange, Assakanna 656.25 7t ring range
Circular
. _ southern continent; the
Island-Continent Jambudipa 10,000
known world
Island-Continent Aparagoya 7,000 eastern continent
rth ti t;
Island-Continent Uttarakuru 8,000 flortaern con 1 fent. an
earthly paradise
Island-Continent Pubbavideha 7,000 western continent
Outer Ocean Mahasamudda 312,318.75 (width)
h 1iff wall
Outer Wall Cakkavalapabbata 82,000 (height) sheet it walis

limiting the whole
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1:4 SINERU

The cakkavala is dominated by the huge central mass of Mount Sineru. This is the great
axis of the world around which all else is arrayed symmetrically. Sineru towers 84,000
yojana into space and plunges an additional 84,000 yojana into the depth of the sea and is
84,000 yojana across at sea-level.*® To grasp the immensity of Sineru, consider that by
modern reckoning the distance from the earth to the moon would work out to 32,000
yojana.”” Sineru is listed as one of the things which are “mighty and unique” (mahanto so

ekoyeva).*® It is called “The King of Mountains” (pabbataraja).”

The name Meru or Sumeru for this mountain, which is well known from Sanskrit
sources, is almost never found in the oldest strata of Pali texts. One verse passage in the
Suttanipata refers to the devas as merumuddhavasin (“dwellers on Meru’s summit”) (Sn
3:11), and in another verse from the Digha Nikaya, Sineru is referred to as Mahaneru
(DN 32). These variant names are also found in the commentaries and in some of the
later books of the Khuddaka Nikaya, usually as a poetic trope in verse passages.*’ Even in
the commentaries, the name Sineru is by far the most common and will be used

exclusively here.

The shape of Sineru is that of a steep, truncated four-sided pyramid. The northern face

36. AN 7:66. The Abhidharmakosa gives the height as 80,000 yojana and the underwater depth at 24,000
yojanas, AK 3:5. p 453.

37. Taking the yojana at 12 km and the earth-moon distance as 384,401 km.
38. MN-a 115. The others are the Buddha, the ocean, the sky, Sakka, Mara and Brahma.
39. For instance at MN 129, SN 22:99, AN 3:81 (Eng. 3:80), AN 5:196 among many other places.

40. Meru is found for example at Thi 6:6, Jat 506 and 537 as well as extensively in the Apadana and
Buddhavamsa. Sumeru is found only in one verse which is found at Thi 6:6 and in the parallel section of

the Therfapadana.

Neru is found in the phrase nerurdjavalarnkato (“adorned like the king of Neru”) at MN-a 53 and SN-a
35:196. It is fairly common in the verse sections of the Jatakas, but should not be confused with the golden
mountain Neru in the Himava (Jat 379). Mahaneru is used at Th 20:1 and Jat 370.
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is made of gold, the eastern of silver, the southern of jewels (identified as sapphires in
the sub-commentary) and the western is of crystal. Each face emits rays which,
extending to the world’s edge, determine the colour of the seas and the sky in that
direction. Hence, to the south of Sineru, where we live, the seas and the sky are mostly

blue, the colour of sapphires.*' Sineru is described as being “beautiful to see” (Jat 541).

On the summit of Sineru is a flat plateau on which stands the city of the Tavatimsa
devas. This city is said to be 10,000 yojana across (Sn-a 3: 7 & Vism 7.44). It is not clear
whether this city is coterminous with the plateau or if there are open terraces outside
the city walls.* If we make the assumption that the city covers the entire plateau, which
would mean that it is also 10,000 yojana, then we can easily calculate the slope of Sineru,
which works out to 58.05 degrees; which is quite steep.* This accords well with the

image of the asuras attacking Tavatimsa “swarming up the slope like ants ascending an
anthill” (MN-a 37).

41. DN-a 32 and DN-t 32. See also SN-a 15:3.

42. There are mentionings of sinerussa alinde at SN-a 11:1, which could be interpreted as terraces outside
the walls but the context makes clear that these are “lines of defence” some of which are located well

down the slopes of Sineru.

43. See diagram 3. Note that if the plateau is larger than the city, then the slope would be even steeper.
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FIGURE FOUR—SLOPE OF MT. SINERU
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( ky = 1000 yojana)

Side AC =V (372+842) = 9 ky
Sine a = BC/AC
a= 58.05°

The slope of Sineru derived by trigonometry. ky = 1000 yojana.

The shape and dimensions of that portion of Sineru lying beneath the sea cannot be
described with certainty. The most likely assumption is that the mountain side
continues to slope in the same way down to the sea-bed. This would make the width of
Sineru at the bottom about 150,000 yojana. This assumption is supported by the
statement that the sea floor slopes gradually from the foot of Sineru. It is here, at the
underwater base of the mountain, that the dwellings of the asuras are located.** Another
possibility, which can be seen in some old drawings, is that Sineru is lozenge shaped,
that is to say, it tapers below the water at a reverse angle, resting on the sea-bed on a
10,000 yojana base. Although this seems absurd, it would accord with the concept of the

asura realm as a mirror of Tavatimsa, which will be discussed in Part Three (§ 3:3,23).

The slopes of Sineru are wooded, at least in part. It is on the lower slopes that the grove

44. Ud-a 5:5. For the asuras see § 3:3,23.
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of Simbali trees grows which is the home of the supannas.* Where Sineru slopes into the
ocean there are sandy beaches where in ancient times holy men lived who were
troubled from time to time by the passing of the asura armies (SN 11:10). The sands
there are variously described as being silver (SN-a 11:10) or golden (Jat 542, Eng. 546)
and when something is very difficult to accomplish it is said to be “like fetching sand

from the foot of Sineru.”*®

Looking beyond the Pali texts, we find a different and somewhat more elaborate picture
of Sineru in the Abhidharmakosa. That text informs us that there are four terraces jutting
out from the face of Sineru, the first at an elevation 10,000 yojana above sea-level and the
others are spaced at 10.000 yojana intervals above that. These terraces are each said to
have their inhabitants. On the first dwell a race of yaksas (Pali = yakkhas) known as
“Pitcher in their Hand” (karotapanaya), on the second the “Wearers of Crowns”, on the
third the “Always Intoxicated” (sadamatta), and the fourth is the home of the Four Great
Kings and the lesser Catumaharajika devas (AK 3:5, p.462). This last habitation agrees
with the Pali texts which also place the Catumaharajika realm half-way up Sineru (Vibh-
a 18:6).

The great importance of Sineru as the dominant physical feature of the cakkavala is

evidenced by its frequent use in similes, some of a proverbial nature.

The Buddha asked, “What do you think is greater, bhikkhus? Sineru the king of
mountains or a pile of seven pebbles the size of mung beans?” The bhikkhus
replied, “Sineru king of mountains is greater, bhante, in comparison the pile of
pebbles is of no significance.” “Even so, bhikkhus, is the suffering remaining to a

noble disciple who has attained to vision ... compared to the suffering which has
been eliminated by him. (SN 13:10)

An enormous quantity is called a sinerumatto (“as big as Sineru.”) (MN-a 56) It is said
that one cannot repay the gift of Dhamma even with a pile of costly goods as great as
Sineru (MN-a 142). When something is impossible it is said to be like “trying to shatter

Sineru with one’s fist” or “climbing Mt Sineru” (DN-a 1). When something is truly

45. Jat 31. The supannas are gigantic birds, see § 3:2,5.

46. DN-a 1, MN-a 44, SN-a 14:15, SN-a 35:99, Jat 542.
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wonderful or marvellous, often referring to a discourse of the Buddha, it is said to be
“like lifting up Sineru, (DN-a 1) or like “Sineru flying into the sky,” (Jat 509) or like
“turning Sineru around” (Jat 532). When some pious individual wishes to express that
his own virtue or understanding cannot be compared to that of the Buddha he might
say, “It is like comparing Sineru to a mustard seed.”*” When a spiritual quality, such as
faith, is firmly established it is said to be “as unshakeable as Sineru.”* Some of these
similes involve evocative images. We are told that Kumarakassapa’s Dhamma discourse
is like “like a thousand oil-lamps on the peak of Sineru” (MN-a 43). The Buddha Vipasst
only gave a dhamma talk once every seven years, but when he did it was a momentous
occasion. It was said to be like “bringing down the Milky-Way (the akasaganga, lit. “Sky-

Ganges”) or like using Sineru as a pestle to churn the great ocean.”*

Among those outside of the Buddhist tradition, Sineru together with the “great
earth” (mahapathavi) and the sea were considered eternal and not subject to change
(MN-a 22 & SN-a 22:96). Certainly this view seems a natural, if naive, assumption;
Sineru being the solid centre of this world, is the ever present background for all the
changing drama of the lives of devas and humans. But the Buddha taught that even
mighty Sineru is subject to change and dissolution. “This earth and Sineru, king of
mountains, will be burned up and consumed” (AN 7:66). For an audience who lived in
a world centred on the great Sineru, this was a powerful statement about

impermanence indeed.

The Buddha, having himself transcended samsaric becoming, makes the ephemeral
nature of all conditioned reality evident. There would be no better way to do this than
to use Sineru, the symbol of unmoving solidity. When the Buddha ascended to
Tavatimsa heaven to teach Abhidhamma to the devas there, he did so by taking just two
steps; he first placed his right foot on Yugandhara (the first and highest of the great
circular ranges) and then placed his left foot on the peak of Sineru. These mountains
“bent down like twigs” to receive his level tread (DN-a 30). Not only the Buddha, but

47. DN-a 4, MN-a 22, MN-a 95, Dhp-a 1:8.
48. DN-a 27, MN-a 47, MN-a 108 etc.

49. SN-a 16:11 & AN-a 1: 191: dkdasagangam otarento viya sinerum mattham katva sagaram nimmathento.
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some of his great disciples were able to work this kind of miraculous transformation.
When Moggallana made his own ascent to Tavatimsa to consult with the Buddha about
his return to earth, he did so by passing through the solid core of Sineru in such a way
that he was visible to the people on earth the whole time. When the Buddha asked him
what he would do if asked to perform a great supernormal feat, Moggallana said he
would put Sineru between his teeth and crush it like a bean, or else he would stroll

about using the great earth as a sun-shade and Sineru as the stick (Dhp-a 14:2).
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1:5 THE SEVEN RANGES

Surrounding Sineru there are seven circular ranges of mountains, separated by seven
circular belts of ocean. These are, from the inner ring surrounding Sineru, to the

outermost:

Yugandhara—"“Yoke-bearing”. 42,000 yojana high
Isadhara—"Lord-bearing”—21,000 yojana high
Karavika—“The Cuckoo”—10,500 yojana high
Sudassana—"Beautiful”—35,250 yojana high
Nemindhara—“Rim-bearing”—2,625 yojana high
Vinataka—*“Crooked”—1,312.5 yojana high

Assakanna.—"“Many Cornered”—656.25 yojana high.”

Other than the simple statement of their respective heights, we are told little more about
these ranges. They are called “the seven great peaks” (satta mahdseld) and “gigantic
mountains” (gir? braha). They are said to be adorned with various jewels® and to be the
dwelling place of great kings (maharaja), devas and yakkhas.”> As they rise gradually

from Assakanna to Yugandhara, they are compared to a set of stairs (Jat 541).

The only one of the seven which is given a little more individual description is the first

50. The list of names is found in verses at Vism 7.42, Sn-a 3:7 and Jat 541. In the commentarial explanation
of the verses we are told that each range is half the size of the preceding one. The translations of the
names are literal. The Abhidharmakosa uses the same names, in their Sanskrit forms, in a slightly different
order. See AK 3:5, p. 452.

51. The Abhidharmakosa says they are made of gold. AK 3:5. p. 453.

52. All this from Vism-mht 7 and an almost identical passage at Sn-a 3:7. Are the mahardja meant to be the
catumaharaja, the “Four Great Kings?” Probably, as Vibh-a 18:6 identifies their dwelling as half-way up the

slope of Sineru, and this agrees with the Abhidharmakosa.
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and highest, Yugandhara. It is associated with the sun and moon which are sometimes
described as “rising from Yugandhara,” (DN-a 20, Dhp-a 2:3) as these heavenly bodies
revolve around Sineru at the height of Yugandhara. In the Javanahamsa Jataka the

Bodhisatta was born as a golden goose (hamsa) of supernormal speed and power.

The two younger brothers of the Bodhisatta resolved to run a race with the sun.
The Bodhisatta warned them, “the sun is swift, you cannot race it, you will be
destroyed.” But they, not heeding his words and not knowing their own strength,
flew up to the level of the sun and sat upon Yugandhara. To save them, the
Bodhisatta also flew up to Yugandhara and sat beside them. When the disk of the
sun appeared, the geese flew after it. (Jat 476)

There is also a great yakkha chief named Yugandhara, so-called because he dwells on
that mountain (DN-a 32).
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1:6 THE CIRCULAR SEAS

The spaces between the seven circular ranges of mountains are filled by seven circular
seas, called sidantaramahasamudda (“great intermediate oceans”) or just sidantara. The
one between Sineru and Yugandhara is as wide as Sineru is high, and each successive
ocean is half as wide as the preceding one, diminishing in the same ratio as the heights
of the mountains (Vism-mht 7). These seas have some remarkable properties. The water
in them is so “subtle” (sukhu) that nothing can float on their surface, “not even a
peacock’s feather.” This is the reason for their name, sidantara, the element sid- derives
from the verb sidati “to sink” (Jat 541).

One passage tells us that the waters of the sidantaras are completely still, without waves
or motion of any kind (Nidd 1: 14). But this is contradicted by a simile which occurs
elsewhere which refers to a great sound as of many beings rejoicing. When the
Bodhisatta renounced the home life the rejoicing of a multitude of devas was said to be
like “the roaring of the sea inside Yugandhara” (Ap-nid). In another place, the sound of
a great royal festival is compared to the sound made when “the wind off of Yugandhara
strikes the middle of the sea” (Jat 539).

There is also one mention of a Nadi Sida (“Sinking River”) flowing between golden
mountains deep in the Himava. It has the same subtle nature as the Sidantara Seas, so
that “not even a peacock’s feather” can float on the surface.” Given that the seven
mountain ranges and their intermediate oceans are a late addition to the cosmology this

river may be the original form of the idea.

The Abhidharmakosa lists eight qualities of the intermediate seas; their waters are cold,
clear, light, tasty, sweet, not fetid and harmless to the throat and stomach (AK 3:5. p.
454). Given the special qualities of the water as given in both the Pali texts and the
Abhidharmakosa, we can infer that these waters do not communicate in any way with the

salt waters of the outer ocean.

The seven seas of Sidantara are home to two tribes of mighty nagas, the Kambala and

the Assatara, who live in houses made of earth and stone and are so powerful that they

53. Jat 541. Thanks to Bhante Nyanatusita for pointing this out.
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cannot be caught by even the greatest of the supannas.”*

54. SN-a 30:1. For nagas and supannas, great serpents and birds always at enmity, see § 3:2,5.
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1:7 GREAT OUTER OCEAN

The great circular belt of ocean which lies between Assakanna and the mountains at the
world’s edge is referred to as the Mahasamudda (“The Great Ocean.”) In a few places
reference is made to “the four Great Oceans.” This is explained as meaning the four
sections of the ocean which lie under the four faces of Sineru and get their colour from
the rays emitted by that mountain.” The width of this oceanic belt can be determined
by calculation; taking the given radius of the cakkavala and subtracting the measure of
the various mountains and intermediate oceans we arrive at a width of 312,318.75
yojana.”® The size, depth and capacity of the great ocean are so vast it becomes a symbol
of that which is immeasurable, like the mind of the Tathagata (MN 72). It was widely
believed by ignorant people that the ocean contains a bottomless abyss, but the Buddha
denies this (SN 36:4). The ocean is home to innumerable living beings, ranging from

great sea-monsters down to extremely minute creatures (SN 56:36 & AN 1:322, Eng.
1:333).

The asura Paharada once told the Buddha that the asuras take delight in the great ocean
(mahasamudda) because of its eight wonderful qualities (AN 8:19, AN 8:20, Ud 5:5). This
passage is problematic in that sometimes it seems to be referring to the sidantara at the
base of Sineru, and at others to the world encircling great ocean. To begin with, the

commentary explains what is meant by the asuras “taking delight in the great ocean”:

Their realm is on the lower portion of Sineru (sinerussa hetthabhige). They go in and
out from there, and having created pavilions at the foot of Sineru (sinerupade) there
they delight in play. (Ud-a 5:5)

Leaving aside for the moment the problem of the precise location of the asura realm,””

55. SN 15:3 & AN 3:81, eng. 3:80. The explanation is from the Samyutta commentary.

56. This makes the assumption that the width of the world bounding mountains is not included in the
total diameter of the cakkavala. This assumption agrees with the calculation done in the Abhidharmakosa
which arrives at an ocean width of 322,000 yojanas derived from slightly different heights and widths for

the mountain ranges.

57. This will be dealt with in § 3:3,23.
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the obvious interpretation of this passage is that the asuras are enjoying the beaches of
golden sand at the place where Sineru rises out of the first sidantara. That this is not
their actual home but a sort of holiday resort is indicated by two different words being
used to describe their realm, and this place of sport—sinerussa hetthabhiage and sinerupade
As pleasant as this beach-front property may be, swimming would not be among its

attractions; recall that nothing can float in the waters of the sidantara!

Turning to the eight “wonderful and marvellous qualities” (acchariya abbhuta dhamma) of

the great ocean:

1. The floor of the great ocean slopes gradually without any sudden precipice. The
commentary explains this as meaning that from “the region of its shore” (tiradesato)
where it has a depth of one angula (a finger, or an inch) to its greatest depth at the “root
of Sineru” (sinerupiadamiile) where it reaches a depth of 84,000 yojana, there is only a

gradual incline without any sudden dropping off.

2. The great ocean is of a stable nature (thitadhammo) and does not overflow its limits.
Does this mean that it has no tides?*®

3. The great ocean does not tolerate a corpse, but quickly washes it onto dry land. The
Milindapaiiha says that this is because the ocean is the abode of great beings (mahabhiita)
(Mil 5:1,5, Eng. v.2, p.59).

4. The great rivers, such as the Ganga (“Ganges”), Yamuna, Aciravati and Sarabha,
which flow into the great ocean lose there their former names and become known as

just “the great ocean.”

5. Although all the rivers of the world flow into the Great Ocean, and rains shower
down from the sky, there is never seen to be either a deficiency or an excess in its

waters. From the commentary:

The nature of the great ocean is such that it is never possible to say either “the rain
devas are idle, let us put out traps and catch fish and turtles” or “there is so much

rain that there is no place left to lie down.” From the beginning of the kappa such

58. Ireland (1990: 75) translates “does not exceed the limits of the tide-line” but this is reading too much

into the text.
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rain as has fallen remains lapping at the edge of Sineru (sinerumekhala—Ilit. “the
girdle of Sineru”) and the level neither rises nor falls by so much as a finger-
breadth. (Ud-a 5:5)

6. The great ocean is of a single flavour, the flavour of salt.

7. The great ocean contains many and various precious things, such as pearls, jewels,
lapis-lazuli (veluriya—or perhaps, “beryl”), shells, stones, coral, silver, gold, rubies and
cat’s eye jewels (masaragalla). The commentary lists many sub-categories of these. In the

commentary we hear of the cakkavatti (“wheel-turning monarch”) diving into the sea

with his retinue to harvest these precious jewels.”

8. The great ocean is the abode of mighty beings (mahabhuta) such as the timi, timingalo

(kinds of giant fish or sea-monsters), asuras, nagas and gandhabbas.*

59. DN-a 17. For details see § 3:1,10.

60. These beings will all be described in Part Three. It is unclear why gandhabbas are here to be thought of

as living in the ocean.
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1:8 ATEXTUAL ISSUE

Given the geography we have described so far, that of Sineru surrounded by alternate
belts of sea and mountain with a separate great outer ocean, it is hard to reconcile some
discrepancies in the list of the ocean’s marvellous qualities. That the great rivers of India
flow into it, and that it is salty would indicate that the outer ocean is meant. But the
introductory passage references the delight of the asuras, who live on the lower slopes
of Sineru, and the commentarial passages frequently reference that mountain in
explaining the marvellous qualities of the ocean. As well, we are told that the great

ocean does not overflow its bounds, implying that it has no tides.

We can only make sense of this if we conclude that the seven ranges and the seven seas
were late additions to the cosmological scheme, unknown at the time of the Buddha.
The seven mountain ranges are named in only a very few places, all in the
commentaries.”” The same may be said of the seven sidantara.” There is no real
contradiction in the qualities of the great ocean because the canonical texts assumed a

single great ocean extending from the base of Sineru to the world’s edge.

This simpler version of the cakkavala is also implied in a passage from the Anguttara

Commentary:

Just as in a great lake there may be a water-lily, a lotus bud with four leaves (panna,
perhaps “petals”): the lotus bud is like Mount Sineru and the four leaves are like
the four island-continents and the encircling waters take up the rest of the space.
This is well known to great beings with psychic powers that travel through the air
and see Mount Sineru and the rest in this way. (AN-a 1: 322)

There are several places in the commentaries where a long compound noun is used to
represent the whole world by listing the most significant things in it. The contents of

this list varies from place to place and it is significant to note which items are listed and

61. Sn-a 3:7, Jat 541, Dhs-a 2, Vism 7.42.

62. SN-a 30:1, AN-a 4:42, Jat 541 and Nidd 1: 14. The Niddesa is classed as canonical, but is certainly a late

text.
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which are not:

sineru-yugandhara-uttarakuru-himavanta-adi (Uda 1:1, Vism-mht 7)

“Sineru, Yugandharas, Uttarakuru, Himava, etcetera.”
himavanta-sineru-cakkavala-mahasamudda-candima-siiriya (DN-a 1)

“Himava, Sineru, cakkavala, the great ocean, the sun and the moon.”
pathavi-himavanta-sineru-cakkavala-mahasamudda-candima-siriya (MN-a 49)

“The Earth, Himava, Sineru, Cakkavala, the Great Ocean, the sun and the moon.”
sineru-cakkavala-himavanta-paribhandapabbate (SN-a 47:13)

“Sineru, Cakkavala, Himava, the Bounding Mountains.”

Mount Sineru, as the central feature of the cosmology, is always included. Other
elements which occur often are the Earth, Yugandhara and the Himava. Other than
Yugandhara, the seven ranges are never mentioned. The inclusion of the Himava, which
is a large mountain range on the island-continent of Jambudipa, is noteworthy.
Although it is the most massive feature on Jambudipa, at a “mere” 500 yojana height
(Sn-a 3:7) it is not to be compared with Sineru and even the lowest of the seven ranges;
Assakanna, tops it at 656.25 yojana. It is odd that this feature would be considered
important enough to include, but not the ranges beyond Yugandhara unless these were
more recent flourishes on a simpler cosmology known at the time when these more or

less proverbial phrases were coined.

Kloetzli (1983: 45f.) tentatively advances the hypothesis that the seven mountain ranges
of the Buddhist cakkavala correspond to the spheres of the seven planets in Hellenistic
cosmology. This hypothesis is intriguing, but not entirely convincing. The differences
between the two models are greater than any similarities, and no connection between
the planets and the mountains are found in the Pali sources, except that the sun and
moon rise from behind Yugandhara. However, it is within the realm of possibility that
the Hellenistic system had some minor influence on this late flourish to the Buddhist

cakkavala.
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1:9 CAKKAVALAPABBATA—THE WORLD’S EDGE

The outer limit of the cakkavala is defined by one final ring of mountains which encloses
the whole system. This is the cakkavalapabbata, the “world-system mountain,” also in a
few places referred to as the cakkavalasiluccaya, “the world-system rock” (Sn-a 3:7) or the
cakkavalamukhavatti (Dhp-a 3:7) (“world-system edge”). The height of this mountain ring
is usually given as 82,000 yojana, thus being somewhat lower than Sineru (Vism 7.43 and
Sn-a 3:7). However, this figure is somewhat problematic. The Visuddhimagga passage

already cited which describes the physical structure of the cakkavala says:

dve astti sahassani, ajjhogalho mahannave,

accuggato tavadeva, cakkavalasiluccayo,

parikkhipitod tam sabbam.

Two and eighty thousand, plunging into the great sea,
Rising up the same, the world-system rock,

Surrounds the whole.®?

The most straightforward interpretation of this would be that the mountains rise 82,000
yojana into the sky and plunge 82,000 yojana into the sea. However, the moonrise is said
to be seen coming from the eastern cakkakavalapabbata, (DN-a 32) Implying a summit
close to the height of Yugandhara, it may be that the Visuddhimagga passage means that
the total height of the mountains is 82,000 yojana, with 41,000 rising above the ground.
In any case, they must be higher than the level of the sun and moon, whose rays cannot
penetrate into the outer void which is in many places said to be immersed in
impenetrable darkness.* To add to the confusion, the Abhidharmakosa gives their height
of the world-encircling mountains at 312-% yojana (AK 3:5. p. 454). This low estimate

63. Vism 7.42. The same passage is found at Sn-a 3:7. These are the only places in the Pali texts that the

height of these mountains is given.

64. See for example SN 56:46 and MN-a 123.
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obviously contradicts the idea that the sun and moon do not shine outside the world-
system and seems to be derived from a perfunctory following of the scheme that each

range of mountains is one half the height of the preceding one.

There is no detailed description of the cakkavalapabbata in the Pali sources, but we may
infer that it rises from the sea as a steep cliff; the suffering beings in the lokanatara niraya
(“inter-world hell”) outside the wall of the world are said to cling to it “like bats.”® The
whole cakkavala is compared to a wheel, with the cakkavalapabbata as the rim (DN-a 14).
The Abhidharmakosa tells us that they are made of iron (AK 3:5. p452).

65. DN-a 14. For the lokanatara niraya see § 3:3,20.
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1:10 MAHADIPA—THE ISLAND-CONTINENTS

Within the great outer ocean there lie four island-continents (mahadipa) each of which is
surrounded by five hundred lesser islands (Vism 7.44). Even the four great islands are
tiny compared to the scale of the cakkavila. These islands are the abode of human
beings. These island-continents cannot be equated with the continents of modern
scientific geography. They are so remote that they cannot be reached by ordinary means,

although beings with psychic power can visit them (Mil 2-3:7,9, Eng. v1, p117).

The southern continent, Jambudipa, is the one upon which we live and upon which all
human history as we know it has played out. It is shaped like a cart (sakatasanthano),
which is usually taken to mean a blunt nosed triangle with the narrow end facing south
(KdpA 6 and Vism-mht 7). This would roughly agree with the shape of the Indian sub-
continent, which would have constituted the known world at the Buddha’s time. It has
been suggested that the term sakata was a reference to the constellation Rohini, roughly
equivalent to Taurus; a triangular formation of stars with the apex being Aldebaran.®

Jambudipa is ten thousand yojana across at its greatest width (Vism 7.44).

The eastern continent, Aparagoyana, is seven thousand yojana across and it shaped like
a mirror (adasasanthano), that is to say, round. The northern continent, Uttarakuru, is
eight thousand yojana wide and is shaped like a chair (pithasanthano) which is generally
taken to mean it is square like the seat of a chair. The western continent, Pubbavideha,
it is half-moon shaped (addhacandasanthano) and is seven thousand yojana wide (Khp-a 6
and Vism-mht 7.1).

Jambudipa is the only continent for which we have any information pertaining to its
internal geography. It is, as we have seen, roughly triangular in shape and ten thousand
yojana in extent (parimano). It is not specified whether this refers to the north-south axis
or to the northern base of the triangle; perhaps both measures are equal. Of these ten
thousand yojana, three thousand comprise the habitat of humanity, three thousand are
covered by the Himava (“snowy”) mountain mass and four thousand are covered by

ocean (Ud-a 5:5). The area of human habitation we can take as being roughly equivalent

66. See PED s.v. “sakata”.
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to the Indian subcontinent of modern geography. The Himava is a rough equivalent of
the Himalayas and is the abode of yakkhas, nagas, and wild animals as well as serving
as a refuge for religious seekers. The six thousand yojana covered by sea presents
something of a puzzle. The Pali, padeso udakena ajjhotthato samuddoti sankham gato, can be
read as meaning “this land is reckoned as having been submerged by the sea.” A likely
interpretation is that this refers to a large area which was flooded in some previous

epoch®”

It is said that in this Jambudipa there are pleasant meadows, forests and lotus ponds but
that these are few, whereas steep slopes, raging rivers, grounds full of stakes and
stumps and rough mountains are far more common (AN 1: 322, Eng. 333). There are
many thousands of human cities in Jambudipa. In the remote past there were eighty
thousand cities, but this has “now” (i.e. at the time the texts were compiled) dwindled
to sixty thousand and will continue to dwindle in this declining age until there are only
twenty thousand left (Sn-a 1:3).

The portion of Jambudipa inhabited by humans represents the lands of ancient India
and as such belongs more to the study of geography than to cosmology or mythology. It
should be noted in passing that the measure given, three thousand yojana, is about
36,000 km or at least ten times greater than the actual extent of the sub-continent,
whether measured north-south or east-west. This discrepancy may be attributed in part
to the ancient Indian tendency to inflate large numbers but might also represent an
awareness that the inhabited world was larger than India. However, most of the foreign
lands known to ancient India could only be reached by a sea voyage and were probably
considered as being among the five hundred minor islands associated with Jambudipa.
These would have included Lankadipa or Tambapannidipa (Sri Lanka), Suvannabhiimi
(“The Golden Land” or S.E. Asia), Baveru (Babylon) and the lands of the Yona (Ionians,

or Greeks).%®

67. Perhaps a memory of widespread flooding at the end of the last glaciation? There is a flood myth

recorded in Satapatha Brahmana 8:1.

68. See DPPN for these names.
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1:11 THE HIMAVA

The Himava (or Himavant) lying to the north of the lands of the humans, is 3000 yojana
in extent, 500 yojana high and consists of 84,000® separate mountain peaks (Vism 7.42).
Although many features of the Himava are named and even described in the texts, we
cannot say how they all lie in relation to each other, making it impossible to construct a
map. In the introduction to the Kunala Jataka the Buddha conveys some bhikkhus to a
secluded spot in the Himava and while flying through the air with them, points out

some of the landmarks:

The Teacher by his own power took them up into the air and brought them to the
Himava. Standing in the sky over the delightful land of the Himava he showed

them its various features;

Kaficana (“Golden”) Mountain, Rajata (“Silver”) Mountain, Mani (“Jewel”)
Mountain Hingulika Mountain, Afijjana Mountain, Sanu (“Table”) Mountain,

Phalika (“Crystal”) Mountain and various other mountains.

Five great rivers and the seven lakes; Kannamunda, Rathakara, Sthapapata,

Chaddanta, Tiyaggala, Anotatta and Kunala.

This great Himava is five hundred yojana high and three thousand yojana in extent.
In one delightful region he showed them, by his own power, prepared resting
places (katanivasa i.e. shelters for hermits). In one region he showed them the abode
of lions, tigers, elephants and other animals. He showed them pleasant groves,
trees bearing flowers and fruits, various flocks of birds, flowers of the land and of

the water.

To the east of the Himava is a golden plain, to the west is a vermilion plain. (Jat
536)

The picture we have of the Himava is of a wild and magical place, thickly forested and

69. The reader encountering these numbers should be aware that ancient Indian texts often use numbers

like 500 or 84,000 simply to indicate “a great many” without any implied precision.
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mountainous.

The earth there bears many kinds of herbs and flowering vines. There are
elephants, buffaloes, deer, yaks, antelopes, rhinoceros, horned oxen, lions, tigers,
panthers, bears, wolves, otters, wild cats and hares roaming about with their
young, as well as great boars, snakes and families of elephants living in herds.
There are issa-deer, sakha-deer, sarabha-deer, eni-deer, vata-deer and pasada-deer.

There dwell non-human beings (purisalu), kinnaras, yakkhas and rakkhasas.

There are upright trees bearing clusters of delightful flowers on top. Spreading out
among these trees are osprey, partridge, eagle, peacock, cuckoo, jivarijivaka birds,

celavaka birds and bhinkara birds, living in flocks, mad with joy.

There are many hundreds of mineral substances covering and adorning the region;
red arsenic, yellow orpiment, vermilion, gold and silver. Such is this delightful
forest. (Jat 536)

When King Vessantara was exiled from his kingdom and fled to the Himava, he at first
tried to dissuade his wife, the loyal Maddyi, from following him. He called the Himava a
“terrible forest, filled with wild beasts.” In reply Maddi sang the praises of the Himava

in verse:

When you see the elephant, the tusker sixty years of age,
Roaming alone through the forest, you will not long for your kingdom.
When you see the elephant, the tusker sixty years of age,

Wandering morning and evening through the forest, you will not long for your

kingdom.

When you see the herd of she-elephants, with their lord in front of his flock; and
hear the tusker trumpeting, the elephant sixty years of age; hearing that roar, you

will not long for your kingdom.

From both sides the forest spreads, and when you see your every desire, wild

beasts everywhere, you will not long for your kingdom.
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When you see the deer bearing five-pointed antlers that come in the evening, and

when you see the dancing of the kimpurisas,” you will not long for your kingdom.

When you hear the roar of the flowing river, and the song of the kimpurisas, you

will not long for your kingdom.

When you hear the shout of the screech howl living in a mountain cleft, you will

not long for your kingdom.

Lion and tiger, rhinoceros and buffalo; when you hear the roaring of these beasts in

the forest, you will not long for your kingdom.

When you see a peacock dancing on the mountaintop, surrounded by his peahens,

you will not long for your kingdom.

When you see the peacock, egg-born, gaily colored, dancing before his peahens,

you will not long for your kingdom.

When you see the peacock, blue necked, crested, dancing before his peahens, you

will not long for your kingdom.

In the winter, when you see the flowers springing from the earth, wafting their

fragrance, you will not long for your kingdom.

When in the winter months, you see the fat green beetles (indagopaka)’” covering

the ground, you will not long for your kingdom.
When in the winter, you see the flowers covering the earth;

the kutaja, bimbajala, and loddapaddhaka (names of flowers), blowing forth their

gorgeous scent, you will not long for your kingdom.

When in the months of winter, you see the forest flowering with buds and

70. A small woodland being like a tiny human being. See § 3:4,6.

71. Indagopaka. Red Velvet Mite, an arthropod of the family Trombidiidae. The Pali name for these small

creatures means “Indra’s herdsman.” These mites have a bright-red rounded body with a velvety

appearance and are parasitic on spiders and insects. See Dhammika 2018:52.
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blossoms, you will not long for your kingdom. (Jat 547)

The Himava is a prominent location in the Jataka tales, featuring as at least a secondary
locale in 167 Jatakas, or almost a third of the total. In these stories, the Himava is clearly
distinguished from the realms of human habitation. In one story a farmer searching for
his missing cattle “leaves the paths of men and enters the Himava” (Jat 516). In another
story, when the naga prince Bharidatta is lost, his three brothers divide their search into
the world of the devas, the world of men and the Himava (Jat 543). Although human
beings do not normally live in the Himava, there are exceptions; it is the favoured locale
for the ascetic spiritual seekers known as isi (“rishis”). No less than ninety Jatakas
mention a spiritual seeker who has renounced the world and went to the Himava
taking the isipabbajja (“hermit’s going-forth”) to live in a leaf hut and practise
meditation, eating the fruits and nuts of the forest. Sometimes these hermits return to
the lands of men for the rainy season, (Jat 312) or to procure “salt and vinegar” (Jat 313).
These excursions often result in interactions with kings or other persons which

constitute the main plot of the story.

Besides the ordinary hermits, the Himava is also the abode of paccekabuddhas, fully
awakened beings who arise in the ages between Buddhas.”” It is also sometimes a place
of refuge for exiled kings and princes.”” Besides these, ordinary humans sometimes

t’* or to gather wood.”” In the Jataka stories these individuals

enter the Himava to hun
are most often depicted as being of a low moral character, acting as the villain of the

tale.

Many of the Jataka tales are stories about animals and many, if not most, of these occur
in the Himava; there are fifty three Jatakas featuring animal characters which take place

in the Himava; these most often involve elephants, monkeys, lions and various kinds of

72. Jatakas 40, 378, 408, 424 and 496. For paccekabuddhas, see § 3:1,14.
73. Jatakas 6, 234, 461 and 547.
74. Jatakas 117, 159, 221, 222, 423 and 501.

75. Jatakas 72, 219, 455, 512.
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bird.”® The Himava as depicted in the Jatakas is also the abode of various non-human
beings, particularly the kinnara or kimpurisa, a race of diminutive bird-like little people.””
It is also the preferred site for the yakkhas to hold their assemblies (Jat 347).

76. For a discussion of animal stories in the Jatakas see § 3:2,2.

77.Jatakas 481, 485 and 504.
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1:12 LAKE ANOTATTA

The most important single feature of the Himava is surely Lake Anotatta. This is one of
the seven great lakes, each of which is fifty yojana in length and breadth and has a
circumference of one hundred and fifty yojana (MN-a 54 and Ud-a 5:5). These
measurements imply a circular shape. It is the source of all the great rivers of
Jambudipa including the five major rivers which water the human portion: the Ganga
(Ganges), the Yamuna, the Aciravati, the Sarabhai and the Mahi. A detailed description

of Lake Anotatta and its environs is found in the commentaries:

Lake Anotatta is surrounded by five mountain peaks; Mt Sudassana, Mt Citta, Mt
Kala, Mt Gandhamadana and Mt Kelasa. All of these mountains are three hundred
yojana high, shaped like a crow’s beak, curving inward and thus covering over (or
“concealing”) the lake. Mt Sudassana is made of gold, Mt Citta is made of the
seven precious things,”® Mt Kala is made of antimony (a7ijana), Mt Gandhamadana

is made of chalcedony (masaragalla) and Mt Kelasa is made of silver.

There, through the power of devas and nagas, it rains and rivers flow and all these
waters enter Lake Anotatta. The sun and the moon, as they travel overhead either
to the north or to the south cast their light in between the mountains, but they do
not shine onto the Lake from directly overhead. Thus it came to be called

“Anotatta” (an-ava-tatta, “not warmed” i.e. “cool”).

There are bathing places there, with delightful jeweled stairs leading to a flat stone
floor. The water is pure, clear as crystal and free of fishes and turtles. These places
have arisen for the enjoyment of beings solely through the power of their kamma.
In these places, paccekabuddhas, disciples possessing psychic power and rishis
bathe and devas and yakkhas play in the water. (MN-a 54 and Ud-a 5:5)

The text goes on to describe the four great rivers which issue from Lake Anotatta. These
flow out through four “mouths” (mukkha); the Lion’s Mouth, the Elephant’s Mouth, the
Horse’s Mouth and the Bull’'s Mouth. In the country surrounding each mouth, the

appropriate species of animal predominates. Each of these rivers flows outward from

78. Le. gold, silver, pearls, rubies, lapis-lazuli, coral and diamond.
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one of the four cardinal directions (although the text does not specify the place of each
mouth), flows completely around Lake Anotatta three times in a clockwise direction
without interfering with the other rivers, and then finds its way to the Great Ocean
(ibid). An attempt to sketch this geography will quickly reveal that it is quite impossible
if we assume these are ordinary rivers. However, the course of the Ganga, the great
river which enters the human portion of Jambudipa, is described in some detail and this
includes both an underground tunnel and a portion where it passes through the air.
Although it is not stated, we must assume the other rivers also possess these

“overpasses” and “underpasses.”

The river issuing from the southern mouth of Anotatta flows three times around
the lake; this stretch of the river is called the Avattaganga (“Winding Ganges”). It
then proceeds in a southerly direction for sixty yojana across the surface of an
upright rock; there it is known as the Kanhaganga (“Dark Ganges”). Having struck
the surface of the rock, it then rises up into the air forming a torrent of water three
gavutas’ across which flies through space for sixty yojana. This portion of the river
is named the Akasaganga (“Sky Ganges”). The Ganga then lands upon the rock

called Tiyaggala (“Triple Bolt”)™

and there the force of the water, breaking the rock,
has made a fifty yojana pond and that portion of the river is known as the
Tiyaggalapokkharani (“Triple Bolt Pond”). From the banks of the pond, the river
then cleaves the rock and enters (a cleft in) the boulder for a distance of sixty
yojana where it is called the Bahalaganga (“Dense Ganges”). After which it breaks
into the solid earth and flows through an underground tunnel for sixty yojana. This
portion of the river is named the Umangaganga (“Subterranean Ganges”). Then it
strikes the horizontal rock called Vifijjha and splits into five branches, like the
fingers from the palm of a hand. Thereafter it is reckoned as five rivers; the Ganga,

the Yamun3, the Aciravati, the Sarabha and the Mahi.?!

The five rivers are thus all forks of the Ganges. The Aciravati is the modern Rapti River,

79. There are four gavutas in a yojana.
80. As in a door-bolt, meaning an obstruction.

81. MN-a 54 and Ud-a 5:5. I have slightly rearranged the order of the text for easier comprehension.
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which drains into the Ghagara which in turn may be identified with the Sarabha
(Sanskrit Sarayii) and the Mahi is the modern Gandak.*” The basin of the Ganges River
system was the central area for the ancient civilization of Buddhist India and was the
region in which the Buddha wandered throughout his life. It was called the
Majjhimadesa, the “Middle Country.” The inhabited portions of Jambudipa outside the
Majjhimadesa were called the Paccantajanapada, “The Border Countries.” It is not
surprising that the mythical geography of Jambudipa focuses on this river system to the

exclusion of, for instance, the Indus.

That section of the upper Ganga which flies through the air, the Akasaganga, is visible
from lower Jambudipa and nowadays it is known as “the Milky Way.” This
identification is assumed but not made explicit in the Pali texts but it was a common
heritage of ancient India that the Ganges descended from the heavens, and the idea is

found in the Bhagavata Purana,® for example.

We can see in all this the great importance of Lake Anotatta as the ultimate source of the
waters which give life to human civilization. We have seen that the waters of this lake
are cool, pure and free of contamination by fish or turtles. The lake itself is centrally
located and secluded by the mountains which overhang it. Water from Lake Anotatta
was highly sought after for its cleansing and healing properties. On the night of the
Bodhisatta’s conception, his mother dreamt that the Four Great Kings took her in her
bed to the shore of Lake Anotatta where female devas bathed her in Anotatta water
(DN-a 14). During the rainy season that the Buddha spent teaching the devas in
Tavatimsa, he would return to Jambudipa every day for his meal. Part of this daily
routine was to rinse his mouth with the water of Lake Anotatta (Dhp-a 14:2). Indeed,
this is the place where all previous Buddhas have rinsed their mouths, (MN-a 26) as
well as paccekabuddhas (SN-a 3:20) and sometimes arahants (Dhp-a 8:2) and anigamis
(MN-a 23). When the paccekabuddhas meet for their uposatha ceremonies, the hall is
magically prepared for them in advance; a wind springs up which cleanses the floor
with water blown from Lake Anotatta (Sn-a 1:3). When the Buddha’s arahant disciple

Anuruddha came down with indigestion, it was only a drink of Anotatta water which

82. See DPPN.

83. Bhagavata Purana, 23: 5.
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could cure him (Dhp-a 25:12). It is even said that the devas brought King Asoka sixteen
jars full of Anotatta water every day (Vin-a-nid). So highly prized was this water that
King Vessavana, the Great King (Catumaharajika) of the North, sends the yakkhinis
(female yakkhas) who are in thrall to him to fetch it, and he works them so hard at this
task that they sometimes die of exhaustion (Dhp-a 1:4).

Of the mountains which surround Lake Anotatta, Mount Gandhamadana is the most

celebrated.

Mount Gandhamadana is made of chalcedony and is the colour of Green Gram.** It
has an abundance of the ten scents (of trees); the scent of roots, scent of heartwood,
scent of sapwood, scent of inner bark, scent of outer bark, scent of the trunk, scent
of sap, scent of flowers, scent of fruit and scent of leaves. It is covered with many
kinds of herbs. On moonless nights it glows as brightly as burning charcoal. (Ud-a
5:5)

The name Gandhamadana means “Intoxicated by Scents,” and it is by all accounts a most
delightful place. It is the home of the kinnara folk, a small bird-like people, as well as
yakkhas and devas (Jat 485, 540). But the beings most characteristic of Mt
Gandhamadana are the paccekabuddhas, those who achieve full awakening in the dark
ages which lie between the arising of Buddhas. They have the same penetration of
reality as a Buddha, but they do not establish a teaching which survives their death.
Sometimes there are hundreds of them in the world at once, and they have their

dwelling and place of assembly on Mt Gandhamadana.®

Gandhamadana is located in the Himava. It lies beyond seven mountains (or
mountain ranges): Calakalapabbata (“Little Black Mountain”), Mahakalapabbata
(“Great Black Mountain”), Nagapalivethana (“Naga Encircled”), Candagabbha
(“Womb of the Moon”), Stariyagabbha (“Womb of the Sun”), Suvannapassa (“Gold
Flank”) and Himavantapabbata (“Snowy Mountain”). There (i.e. on Mt

84. Mugga—PED has “kidney beans” but the context seems to demand a green colour, due to the lush
vegetation. Green Gram or Mung Bean, Vigna radiata, is a commonly cultivated plant which produces
small green edible beans. See Dhammika 2018:152.

85. See for instance, MN-a 26, SN-a 3:20 AN-a 1:192 among many other references.
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Gandhamadana) is a slope called Nandamulaka (“Root of Joy”) where
paccekabuddhas may be found. There are three caves, Suvannaguha (“Gold

Cave”), Maniguha (“Jewel Cave”) and Rajataguha (“Silver Cave”).

At the entrance to the Maniguha there stands a tree called Mafjasaka which is a
yojana high and a yojana across. On any day during which paccekabuddhas come,
this tree flowers with every flower found on the land or in the water. This tree
stands over the meeting hall of the paccekabuddhas, called the Sabbaratanamala
(“Pavilion of All Jewels”). The hall is swept clean of rubbish by a sweeping wind,
sand which is made of all the jewels is spread over the floor by a leveling wind, a
sprinkling wind fetches Anotatta water and sprinkles it around the hall and a
fragrance-working wind gathers flowers from the fragrant trees in the Himava and
places them in the hall. A grass wind gathers grass and places grass mats in the
hall. Thus are the seating places of the paccekabuddhas always prepared and ready
for the day that they come and assemble there. Whenever a new paccekabuddha
arises in the world, he goes there and all the other paccekabuddhas assemble and

ask him about his meditation object (kammatthina). (Sn-a 1:3)

As we have said, it is impossible to construct a coherent map of upper Jambudipa from
the Pali texts; the inconsistencies in the geography are just too great. Trying to fix the
location of Mt Gandhamadana, therefore Lake Anotatta, in relation to the lands of
human beings illustrates this problem. The seven mountain ranges, which are
mentioned only in the passage cited and a parallel passage in the Apadana
Commentary (Ap-a 1:1,2), would imply a very great distance for the lake and its

surrounding mountains from human habitations.

However, in the Vessantara Jataka when the king and his family go into exile in the
Himava they leave the human lands from his brother’s kingdom of Ceta™ for a fifteen
yojana journey to the site selected for their hermitage; Mount Vanka. The route they took
is described by mentioning important landmarks. The very first is Mount
Gandhamadana, from there they proceeded due north to Mount Vipula, then to a river

named Ketumati, then onwards to a Mount Nalika and then the Mucalinda Lake, from

86. Located in present day Nepal according to the DPPN.
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which they followed a mountain stream to its source in a small lake under Mt Vanka.
This passage implies that Mt Gandhamadana lies just to the north of the human lands,

as it is cited as their first landmark in the journey.*”

To add to the confusion, in the Dhammapada Commentary there is the story of the visit
of the Buddha and five hundred bhikkhus to the elder Revata, Sariputta’s brother, who
was dwelling at the Khadiravana (Acacia Grove) in the Himava (Dhp-a 7:9). This
account of this journey says that there were two possible routes to take from Savatthi.
One was a round-about journey of sixty yojana through lands inhabited by human
beings, the other a direct path of thirty yojana but through country inhabited by non-
human beings (amanussa, which usually implies malevolent yakkhas). As the Buddha
knew that the elder Sivali, who was possessed of very great merit, was part of the
company, he opted for the direct but dangerous route. The route taken is specified in

another passage (which does not mention the possibility of a longer one) as follows:

On the first day they reached the Banyan Tree, (presumably the one under which
the Buddha stayed for a week shortly after his awakening under the Bodhi tree).
On the second day they reached Mt Pandava near Rajagaha. On the third day they
came to the Aciravati River (a known tributary of the Ganges). On the fourth day
they reached the ocean (varasagara). It was only on the fifth day that they entered
the Himava. On the sixth day they came to the Chaddanta Forest. On the seventh
day they reached Mt Gandhamadana. There they stayed for a week waited upon
by the deva Nagadatta and thereafter proceeded in one day to the Khadiravana
and Revata’s hermitage. (AN-a 1: 207)

There is much that is difficult to make sense of in this itinerary, especially if this route is
meant to be the direct path mentioned in the first passage cited. It doesn’t make sense
that the company travelled all the way to the sea before striking north, unless the word
varasagara (“Noble Ocean”) means something else entirely. Also, since they did not even
enter the Himava until the fifth day of a thirty yojana journey, it seems this passage also

implies that Mt Gandhamadana lies not very far north of the human lands; certainly

87. Jat 547. Another problem is the mention of Mt Vipula which is a known mountain located near
Rajagaha, very much within the human zone. Is this perhaps intended to be another mountain with the

same name?
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there is no mention of crossing seven mountain ranges.

As we have seen, there is some evidence that the geography of the whole cakkavila was
still being worked out in the commentarial period. The seven mountain ranges of the
Suttanipata Commentary may be an intermediate stage in the process and represent an
early version of the seven ranges around Sineru. The names do not match up, but the
inclusion of ranges named “Womb of the Moon” and “Womb of the Sun” is reminiscent

of the role of Yugandhara as the place where these heavenly bodies reside.

By way of comparison, the Abhidharmakosa has nine “Ant Mountains” lying between the
human lands and the Himava. They are so called either because of their shape, or
because they are low in comparison to the mountains of Himava proper. Beyond those
lies Lake Anavatapta (the Sanskrit form of Anotatta) from which flows the four great
rivers named as the Ganga (Ganges), the Sindhu (Indus), the Vaksu (Oxus) and the Stta
(Yarkand), and beyond that lies Mount Gandhamadana (AK 3:5. p 456, & n. 393, p 531).
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1:13 THE GREAT LAKES

Most of the other great lakes of Himava are little more than names in the texts. There are
stories about petas living in magical dwellings by the shores of Lake Kannamunda (Pv-
a 2:12) and Lake Rathakara, (Pv-a 3:3) and the Buddha gave a talk to a group of
bhikkhus by Lake Kunala (Jat 536, story of the present). Otherwise we know nothing
about either their location or character, with the exception of Lake Chaddanta which is

described in some detail:

Lake Chaddanta is fifty yojana broad. In the middle of the lake, for a space of
twelve yojana around, no pond-scum (sevala) or weeds (panaka) grow and the still
water is like a beautiful jewel in appearance. Surrounding this central area is a belt
of pure white lotuses, a yojana across. Surrounding this is a belt of pure blue
lotuses, a yojana across. Then alternate belts of red lotuses and white lotuses, each
surrounding the previous belt and each a yojana across, for seven belts altogether.
This is surrounded by a belt of lotuses of mixed colours, also a yojana wide. Then,
in water as deep as an elephant’s flank, there is a belt of fine red rice. Around this
lays a belt of small bushes covered in delicate and very fragrant flowers of blue,

yellow, red and white colours. Thus, there are ten belts, each a yojana across.

7 £

Around that is a belt where various kinds of beans grow, “little king beans”, “great
king beans” and “green gram” (khuddakarajamasa-maharajamasa-mugga). Then a belt
with vines upon which grow different kinds of squash, cucumbers and pumpkins.
Then a belt of sugar-cane, growing as big as palm trees. Then a belt of plantains as
big as elephant’s tusks, then a belt of Sal trees, then one of jack fruits as big as
water pots, then one of sweet tamarinds and one of mango trees, then a great
jungle thicket of many kinds of plants and around all these stands a grove of
bamboo. (Jat 514)

(The widths of the various outer belts are not specified, but as the total for the inner
belts do not make up the requisite width of the lake, we must assume that some of the
outer ones lie in shallow water. If they are also taken as being one yojana broad, then

everything up to the mango trees lies within the lake).

Around the bamboo grove there are seven mountains. From the outermost inwards
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these are; the Cualakala Mountain (“Little Black”), Mahakala Mountain (“Big
Black”), Udaka Mountain (“Watery”), Candimapassa Mountain (“Moon Flank”),
Sariyapassa Mountain (“Sun Flank”), Manipassa Mountain (“Jewel Flank”) and the
Suvannapassa Mountain (“Gold Flank”). These last are seven yojana in height and
surround Lake Chaddanta like the rim of a bowl. The innermost flank of these
mountains is golden coloured and its radiance causes the lake to resemble the
newly risen sun. The outer mountains are in turn six yojana, five yojana, and then

four, three, two and one yojana in height.

At the north-east corner of the lake, at a place hit by a moist (i.e. cool) breeze, there
grows a great banyan tree. Its trunk is five yojana around and is seven yojana high.
Four branches grow outward in the four cardinal directions and a fifth grows
straight upward. Each of these is six yojana long, so the overall height of the tree is
thirteen yojana, and the distance from the end of one side branch to the other is
twelve yojana. The banyan tree has eight thousand descending shoots and stands
there as beautiful as a bare jewel mountain (mundamanipabbato). To the west of the

lake, on the Suvannapassa Mountain, there is a golden cave twelve yojana in size.

(ibid.)

The environs of the lake, with its lush vegetation rich in edible plants, are home to the
herd of Chaddanta elephants, the mightiest of all elephant-kind. The name Chaddanta
means “six-tusked.” These elephants live in the golden cave during the rainy season
(vassaratta) and in the shade of the great banyan in the summer (gimha), enjoying the

cool breeze.?

88. ibid. For details of the various tribes of elephants, see § 3:2,2.
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1:14 THE GREAT TREES

Seven of the locales within the cakkavala are graced with a great tree which last for the
entire kappa (AN-a 1: 322, Eng. 1: 333). Each of these stands one hundred yojana high
with a trunk fifteen yojana in girth and foliage extending for a hundred yojana around
(Vism 7.43).

The great tree of Jambudipa is the Jamburukkha. The name can refer also to a common
tree, the black plum tree, Syzygium cumini.*’ It was, for example, under one such tree
that the young Bodhisatta Siddhattha experienced jhana while his father, King
Suddhodana performed the ploughing ceremony. The shadow of this tree stayed
miraculously stationary to provide shade to the young prince throughout the afternoon
(MN-a 36). The singular great Jamburukkha is sometimes called Mahajamburukkha to
distinguish it from the lesser trees (e.g. SN-a 47:13 & Dhp-a 14:2). The island-continent
of Jambudipa takes its name from this great tree, which is its emblem (safifianabhiita)
(AN-a 1: 322).

The location of the Jamburukkha is deep in the Himava, (AN-a 1:322) most probably on
the upper reaches of the Ganga which is the source of all the major rivers of lower
Jambudipa. This is implied in a passage describing the origin of Jambu gold, a special

high-quality gold panned from rivers, renowned for its colour and lustre:

Jambu gold is found in the Jambu River. Where the great Jambu tree, with its fifty
yojana branches, grows there flow many rivers. Onto both banks of these rivers fall
fruit from the Jambu tree. From these fruit there arise golden shoots. The water of
the rivers carries these shoots down all the way to the sea and this is known as

).90

“Jambu gold” (jambonada

When the Buddha was staying with the fire ascetic followers of Uruvelakassapa, he

89. The jambu tree has often been misidentified as the “rose apple tree,” Eugenia jambos or Syzygium
jambos in PED, etc. But Wujastyk (2004) has convincingly made the case for Syzygium cumini which, unlike
the rose apple tree, is indigenous to India.

90. AN-a 4:6 for the fine quality of Jambu gold, MN-a 120 for its origin.
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displayed several miracles as a prelude to converting them. In one of these, he fetched
in an instant a fruit from the Jambu tree “after which Jambudipa takes its name.” He
offered it to Uruvelakassapa, saying that it had “superb colour, superb aroma, superb

flavour,” but the ascetic declined, not feeling worthy of such a gift.”!

On the island-continent of Uttarakuru, which is a kind of earthly paradise,” the great
tree is the Kapparukkha. It is not possible to identify this with any known species.” The
name indicates that it lasts for an entire kappa, a characteristic it shares with all the
great trees. There are many kapparukkhas growing all over Uttarakuru, perhaps meant to
be scions of the original great Kapparukkha. These trees provide the necessities of life to
the inhabitants of that land; clothes, ornaments and food-stuffs hang down from the
branches (AN-t 9, 21). This has led many modern translations to refer to them as “wish-
fulfilling trees.” Devas too are said to take clothes from kapparukkhas (Sn 3: 11). The
fabulously wealthy Jotika who married a maiden of Uttarakuru had one of these on the
grounds of his estate, from which he made gifts of fine clothes to the people of the town
(Dhp-a 26:33). In Buddhist countries offerings made to the sangha are sometimes hung

on a small model of a kapparukkha.

The great trees of the other two continents are no more than names to us. That of
Aparagoyana is the Kadamba tree, identified by the DPPN with the species Nauclea
cordifolia, and that of Pubbavideha is the Sirisa tree, identified with the Acacia sirisa
(AN-a 1: 322).

The great tree of Tavatimsa, the realm of the devas situated at the summit of Mt Sineru,
is the Paricchattaka. This tree is identified with the earthly species called in Pali kovilara

which according to the DPPN is the Bauhinia variegata. This tree is remarkable for its

91. Vin Mv 1. The story as related in GGB p. 411 includes a statement that the Jambu tree is located “at the

tip of” Jambudipa. I have been unable to trace this statement in the original sources.
92. But a qualified one, see § 3:1,3.

93. DPPN says it is “sometimes a fig”. The Kalpavrksa (the Sanskrit form of the name) is known in Vedic
lore as the wish-fulfilling tree raised up by Vishnu at the churning of the ocean. See Britannica Library, s.v.
“Churning of the ocean of milk,” http:/ /library.eb.com/levels/referencecenter/article/82582, accessed
January 9, 2017.
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lovely orchid like flowers, and indeed the flowers of the Paricchattaka tree seem to be
its most important feature. The origin of this tree is explained as being due to the
powerful kamma of a man called Magha. In very ancient times he, together with his
thirty-two companions, did meritorious deeds on earth. Because of these deeds, they
were reborn as Sakka and the other devas of the Thirty-three. One of Magha's righteous
acts was the planting of a kovilara tree and the placing of a stone slab underneath it. By
the power of this kamma, the one hundred yojana high Paricchattaka Tree appeared in
Tavatimsa, together with Sakka’s throne, the pandukambalasila, a huge stone slab

described as being under the shade of the great tree.*

The Paricchattaka Tree blossoms once a year, however we can infer that by this is meant
a celestial year or one hundred earthly years.”” The various stages of the budding
flowers is eagerly watched by the devas and each new development is an occasion for
rejoicing (AN 7: 69). The arrival of the fully blown flowers marks the beginning of a
festival. The flowers are very beautiful, as radiant as the newly risen sun and they are

visible for fifty yojana away. Their heavenly scent carries one hundred yojana.

The flowers do not have to be cut, winds arrive which sever the stalks of the flowers
and blow them toward the Sudhamma Hall, the assembly place of the devas. Other
winds sweep away the old dried flowers and strew the fresh blossoms around the
seating places.”® The pollen from the flowers covers the bodies of the devas with a
golden powder so that it is as if they were painted with lacquer. For four months the
devas play in this blossom festival, striking one another with the flowers (AN-a 7, 69 &
DN-a 19).

As stated above, the devas do not have to labour to harvest the flowers of the tree, but
sometimes they climb into the tree and pluck them for fun, making garlands of them. A
story is told of a named deva Subrahma who went with one thousand accharas

(“nymphs”, a class of minor female devas) to the Paricchattaka Tree. Five hundred of

94. Dhp 2:7—for more on Magha and Sakka see § 3:5,16.
95. For celestial years in Tavatimsa see AN 3:71, (eng. 3:70).

96. The winds are named in the Pali as the “cutting wind”, the “sweeping wind”, the “spreading wind”
etc.
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the accharis climbed into the tree to make garlands, having first used the power of their
minds to make the tree’s branches bow down to receive them. In the denouement of this
episode, all of these female devas die and are reborn in niraya causing Subrahma in his
distress to seek out the Buddha (SN-a 2:17).

The blossoms of the Paricchattaka Tree are important emblems of Tavatimsa. In one
story Sakka gives one to an earthly woman whom he had transported to Tavatimsa, to
serve as a sign that she had really been there (Jat 531). In another story, the hermit
Narada, who could travel to Tavatimsa by psychic power, was resting by Lake Anotatta
using a Paricchattaka blossom as a parasol when he was accosted by three devis (female
devas), the daughters of Sakka, who had come there to bathe. They said it was not
appropriate for any human or danava (in this context, meaning an asura) to possess
these “noble immortal” (amaravara) flowers, which were only suitable for devas (Jat
535). Of course, the flowers are not really immortal; this may be taken as a poetic trope.
The fact that Narada was able to use one as a sun-shade demonstrates that the

Paricchattaka flowers are very huge in human terms.”

The Paricchattaka festival described above is one of the four occasions upon which the
devas assemble. One of the others is to mark the end of the earthly rains retreat of the
Buddha's sangha. At that time, the devas travel to the human realm and “with
Paricchattaka blossoms and divine sandalwood in hand” invisibly attend the Pavarana
ceremonies which mark the end of the rains. Sakka goes to the Piyangudipa
Mahavihara on a small island off the Sri Lankan coast, and the rest disperse to various
other viharas around the Buddhist world (DN-a 19).

The beauty and glory of the Paricchattaka Tree in full blossom is such that it is used as a
metaphor for the glory of the halo around the Buddha’s head (MN-a 11). When the
Buddha entered parinibbana (i.e. died) the devas showered down Paricchattaka

blossoms onto his lifeless body.”

In the asura realm, the great tree is the Cittapatalr (SN 48:69). We shall examine the asura

97. But so are the devas, see § 3:5,9.

98. DN-al6. The sutta says these were mandarava blossoms, which the commentary equates with the

Paricchattaka flowers.
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realm in detail later (§ 3:3,23), but for now it must suffice to say that their realm is in
many ways a kind of distorted reflection of the Tavatimsa deva realm, and that the
asuras having been cast down the slopes of Sineru in primordial time have been forever
after making war upon the devas to attempt and regain their lost kingdom. The
Cittapatali Tree must resemble the Paricchattaka Tree at least superficially because after
the asuras had been cast down they did not at first realize that they weren’t in
Tavatimsa anymore; it was only when the Cittapatali Tree blossomed that they knew,
“We are not in the deva world. In the deva world, there are Paricchattaka flowers. Old

Sakka has made us drunk and cast us down into the great ocean.”*

The Paricchattaka and the Cittapatali Trees always blossom at the same time but have
recognizably different blossoms (Dhp-a 2:7). Whenever their tree goes into flower, the
asuras are reminded of their great loss, become enraged and swarm up the slopes of
Sineru to make war upon the devas (AN-a 9,39). The DPPN says that the Cittapatalt

7100 and most translators have followed suit.

Tree is “the (pied) trumpet-flower,
Following this translation, the most likely species would be a heavenly multi-coloured
counterpart of the mundane trumpet flower tree, the Stereospermum chelonoides, a tree

native to India.'”!

The supannas are gigantic birds which live half-way up the slopes of Sineru in a grove
of simbali trees.'™ These trees are identified by DPPN as being Bombax ceiba, “silk-
cotton” or “kapok” trees.'” Their great tree is also of this kind (AN-a 1: 322).

Trees have a very important place in the Buddhist literature. The Buddha was born

under a Sal tree (Shorea robusta), attained full awakening under a Bodhi tree (Ficus

99. Jat 31. See also SN-a 11:1, Dhp 2:7 and MN-a 37.
100. DPPN s.v. “citta 1”.

101. Dhammika 2018:127,

102. The supannas are described in § 3:2,5.

103. Dhammika 2018:185,
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religiosa) and passed away under a pair of Sal trees.'” The Bodhi tree, or a leaf taken
from it, was declared by the Buddha to be a suitable object for homage (Jat-a 479). It is
not surprising that these seven important places, the four island-continents and the
three realms associated with Mt Sineru, should each be graced with a huge central tree
which lasts for an entire age of the world and serves as the characteristic emblem of that

place.

104. See GGB.
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1:15 CELESTIAL REALMS

The Tavatimsa realm is the highest sagga (deva realm or “heaven”) which is still in
physical contact with the earth, being situated on the summit of Mt Sineru. There are
four additional saggas which are located in the space above in “aerial abodes” (AK 3:5,
p. 465). These are, in order from the lowest to the highest; the realms of Yama, Tusita,
Nimmanarati and Paranimmitavasavatti. These realms, although not located on the
“earth” are considered an integral part of the cakkavala. The Pali sources are silent about
the actual distances of the various saggas above Sineru, but there is a scheme outlined in
the Abhidharmakosa in which each succeeding saggqa is twice as high above “sea-level” as
the preceding one. Thus, as Mt Sineru is 80,000 yojana high according to the same
source, the sagga of the Yama devas is another 80,000 yojana above the mountain’s
summit, or 160,000 yojana above “sea-level”. Going upward, Tusita is 320.000 yojana
high, Nimmanarati 640,000 and the Paranimmitavasavatti sagga is 1,280,000 yojana
above the ground (AK 3:5, p. 467).

The realm of the first level of brahma beings is also included in the cakkavala.'® The
Abhidharmakosa continues the doubling scheme through the sixteen realms of the
brahmas (AK 3:5, p. 467). There is a problem with this in that some of these levels ought
to be considered as inhabiting the same cosmological space.'® In any case, we are here
concerned only with the first level brahmas which are part of a single cakkavala
according to the Visuddhimagga scheme. The Abhidharmakosa places the three grades of
these in three separate levels which would then be 2,560,000, 5,120,000, and 10,240,000
yojana above sea-level respectively. There is a Pali source which gives us the height
above ground for the first level brahmas (which should be taken as including all three
grades). This text states that if a heavy stone is dropped from this realm and if it travels

downward at 48,000 yojana per day, then it would strike the earth in four months’ time.

105. At least according to the Visuddhimagga passage under consideration. Below we will see that
elsewhere the first level of Brahma is described as encompassing and above many thousands of
cakkavalas. For details of the brahma beings, see § 3:6.

106. See discussion in § 3:6,4.
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This works out to 5,760,000 yojana.'"”

If we accept the length of the yojana as being approximately twelve kilometres, then we
can make a comparison of the ancient Buddhist cakkavala to the modern scientific model
of the solar system. The average distance of the moon to the earth is about 384,400 km
or 32,000 yojana and the distance from the orbit of the earth to the orbit of Mars, the next
planet out, is roughly 75,000,000 km or 6,250,000 yojana. Thus, the cakkavala is very large

in comparison to the earth-moon system but small relative to the entire solar system.

These various realms located in space above the earth can all be considered as
increasingly subtle and refined versions of Tavatimsa. There is much less to be found
about them in the Pali sources by way of detailed description, compared to the
abundant information about Tavatimsa. We are, however, told that each sagga has its
own Nandana Grove.'® The Abhidharmakosa states that they are all ten thousand yojana
in size (AK 3:5. p. 468). These details would strongly support the concept of these
worlds as being variations on a single theme. Tavatimsa translated onto increasingly
elevated planes of being. We shall return to this theme when we discuss the various
deva realms in Part Three (§ 3:5,24).

107. SN-a 6:3. Obviously this is based on an ancient and obsolete understanding of physics and does not

take gravitational acceleration into account.

108. Jat-nid. For Nandana Grove, see the chapter on Tavatimsa; § 3:5,10.
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1:16 THE STARS AND PLANETS

In the West, beginning with the ancient Greeks and continuing through the Hellenistic
and medieval periods right down to modern times, cosmological speculation has been
informed by a desire to explain the apparent movement of the sun, moon, stars and
planets. By contrast, for the cosmology found in the Pali sources the heavenly bodies are
at most a very minor theme.'” The primary concern of the Buddhist cosmological
system is to describe the physical matrix of samsara and to find a place for all the
various classes of beings in their different planes and with their different modes of

consciousness, rather than an attempt to explain the observable physical universe.

The only detailed description of the movements of the celestial bodies found in the Pali
texts is from the commentary to the Agganfia Sutta (DN-a 27). This text describes the
origin of this world-system and its inhabitants."'” At the beginning this earth was just
one mass of water covered in darkness and the sun and moon were not yet manifest (na
panifiayanti). The first beings to arrive here descended from the Abhassara Brahma world
(the level of the second jhana brahmas) (§ 3:6,13) and being self-luminous had no need
of sun or moon. However, after savoury foam appeared on the surface of the sea and
some of these beings tasted it out of curiosity, they took on a coarser material form, fell
to earth and, losing their radiance, began the long devolution into human beings as we
know them today. It was at this point in the story that the sun, moon and stars appear.

The commentary describes the process thus:'"

Taking the foam piece by piece they ate of it. Then the sun and moon manifested

(patubhavimsu).

Which manifested first? Who lives there? How big are they? Which goes above?
Which goes swiftly? On how many tracks do they travel? On how many places do
they shine?

109. See Kloetzli 1983: 18.
110. We will consider this more fully in the section on Cosmic Time, § 2:4-5.

111. The following details are all from DN-a 27 unless noted otherwise.
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Both (sun and moon) manifested together but the sun was perceived first. When
the self-radiance (sayampabhaya) of the beings disappeared, there was darkness and
they became afraid. They thought, “Oh, it would be good (bhaddakam vatassa) if a
light were to manifest!” Then the circle of the sun appeared giving the people
courage (sirabhavam). Thus it was called suriya (“the sun”, siira means “courage”)
Thus by day there was light, but at night there was still darkness. So they thought,
“Oh! It would be good if another light appeared!” Having expressed this wish, the

circle of the moon arose. Thus it is called canda (“the moon”, canda means “a wish”)

The interior of the moon is a jewelled palace (vimana). On the outside it is covered
with silver. Both inside and outside are cool. The interior of the sun is a golden

palace; the outside is covered with crystal. Both inside and outside are hot.

The moon is 49 yojana across and 147 yojana around. The sun is 50 yojana across and
150 yojana around.'” The moon is below, the sun is above. Just so they are

arranged. The sun is above the moon by 100 yojana.

The moon goes up slowly and moves across swiftly. It travels among the
constellations. The moon approaches the constellations as a cow approaches her
calf, the constellations themselves however do not move from their place. The sun

goes up swiftly and moves across slowly.

There follows a rather difficult passage describing the motions of the sun and moon.

Consider that any astronomical system, be it geocentric, heliocentric or in this case

Sineru-centric, must account for both the annual and the diurnal apparent movements

of the sun, the monthly and daily motions of the moon as well as its phases and also the

changing of climate through the seasons of the year. In the ancient Buddhist system, the

alternation of day and night is explained by the sun orbiting around Mt Sineru. At an