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Foreword 

Buddhist cosmology is highly complicated compared to that of 
the Vedas, and much more advanced in its use of extraordinary 
numbers. When we read in the scriptures the complex numeri­
cal descriptions of the Buddhist universe, we feel overwhelmed. 
Even specialists find it difficult to understand the structure of 
Buddhist cosmology. 

Thus few scholars have tried to explain the Buddhist view of 
the universe. One exception is William Montgomery McGov­
ern, in his A Manual qf Buddhist Philosopf?y, vol. l: Cosmology 
(London: Trubner, 1923). McGovern was well versed in the 
scholarship set forth in Chinese versions of Mahayana scrip­
tures. Louis de la Vallee Poussin's article "Cosmogony and cos­
mology (Buddhist)" (Enryclopaedia qf Religion and Ethics, vol. 4 

[Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1974 (1911)], pp. 129-38) is a sounder 
treatment of the theme, based on profound scholarship. Poussin's 
Vasubandhu et Yayomitra, ch. 3 of L'Abhidhannakoya Kiirikii, Bhiisya et 
Jyiikhyii (Bouddhisme: Etudes et materiaux-Cosmologie; le 
monde des etres et le monde-receptacle, tome 6 [Bruxelles: 
Academie Royale de Belgique, 1919]) is an elaborate work and 
displays the author's high scholarly standard, but its materials 
are limited in scope, so that it is not useful to laypersons. 

Now, in Professor Sadakata's Buddhist Cosmology, we have a clear 
and accurate explanation of the subject. This work is based on 
his first book, Shumisen to gokuraku (Mount Sumeru and paradise), 
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12 FOREWORD 

which revived a seemingly defunct Buddhist cosmology by view­
ing ancient themes from a modern perspective. His knowledge 
of European culture and his extensive travels to significant his­
torical sites in South and Central Asia imbue this work with a 
cross-cultural and comparative perspective. Buddhist Cosmology 
brings many Buddhist sources to the attention ofWestern schol­
ars for the first time. Even those who may disagree on minor 
points cannot disregard this pioneering work. 

To today's reader, Buddhist teachings about the universe's 
structure may appear to be absurd. But Professor Sadakata finds 
many similarities between the cosmology of modern science and 
that of Buddhism. He also shows us how, even today, this an­
cient philosophy can help us lead more fulfilling lives. By clearly 
explaining difficult themes, Professor Sadakata has opened the 
door to Buddhist cosmology, and for that I am glad. 

Hajime Nakamura 
Prqftssor Emeritus 

7he Universiry qfTolryo 



Preface 

The teachings of Buddhism aim to lead people from the realm 
of delusion, the everyday world, to the realm of enlightenment. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that there should be large numbers 
of publications on the market explaining its practice, beliefs, and 
scriptures. To penetrate the realm of enlightenment, though, it 
is necessary to understand the realm of delusion. Likewise, ex­
planation of the realm of delusion entails reference to the realm 
of enlightenment, and studies of Buddhist cosmological ideas 
are useful in this regard. 

Such publications are surprisingly few; many years have 
passed since I sought to rectify the lack of such works by writing 
my Shumisen to gokuraku (Mount Sumeru and paradise). In Bud­
dhist Cosmology, I focus on concrete and specific descriptions of 
cosmology rather than on abstract doctrines. It is my hope that 
this book will be accessible and interesting to laypeople. 

I owe my thanks to a number of people who have been instru­
mental in bringing out this English translation. I would like first 
of all to acknowledge my gratitude to the translator, Gaynor 
Sekimori. A scholar of Buddhism, she has produced a lucid and 
accurate translation. My thanks go also to the book's editor, Joy 
S. Sobeck, whose professional expertise and rearrangement of 
the text have made the result extremely readable. The book also 
owes much to the efforts of the publisher, who amplified the 
text at essential points by adding supplementary information 
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14 PREFACE 

from my other books and essays, and identified the sources of 
the quotations. I can truly say that the translated version repre­
sents a great improvement on the original. 

Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to my mentor, 
Professor Hajime Nakamura. In the midst of a very busy sched­
ule he was kind enough to write the foreword to the English edi­
tion. It is a matter of great happiness and honor that he remains 
in good health and continues to show many kindnesses to me, 
his student for thirty-seven years. 



Editorial Note 

In this book, the plurals of the Sanskrit terms have been made 
in the English style, by adding s (for example,yq,ianas). 

The names of premodern Japanese (for example, Hirata 
Atsutane) are given in the japanese style, with the surname first, 
and those of modern (post-1868)Japanese (for example, Ryoun 
Kamegai) are given in the Western style, with the surname last. 





PART ONE 

Pre-Mahayana Cosmology 





1. The Structure of Matter 

and the Universe 

Buddhism's view of the universe has undergone many changes 
over the last 2,500 years. Very broadly, we can divide Buddhist 
cosmology into two streams, Abhidharma and Mahayana. About 
a hundred years after Sakyamuni's death in the fourth or fifth 
century B.C.E., Buddhism split into two schools, and in the fol­
lowing two or three hundred years these divided further into 
eighteen or twenty schools, which are collectively called Abhi­
dharma Buddhism. Around the first century B.C.E. a movement 
to restore the original spirit of Buddhism arose in reaction to 
Abhidharma Buddhism, which had become formalized and 
academic. The reformers called their form of Buddhism Mahii­
yiina ("great vehicle") and labeled Abhidharma Buddhism Hina­
yiina ("small or lesser vehicle"). Toward the end of the 
Mahayana period, esoteric or Tantric Buddhism made its ap­
pearance, and this form of Buddhism also had its distinctive 
view of the universe. In this book, though, I deal only with the 
Hinayana and Mahayana traditions. 

Buddhist cosmology according to the Hlnayana tradition cen­
ters on (1) the realm of Mount Sumeru, (2) dharmas (the Bud­
dha's teachings), and (3) the notion that the Buddha (Sakyamuni) 
is a historical person. In Mahayana Buddhism, (1) the various 
"buddha-realms" are more prominent than Mount Sumeru, (2) 
the Buddha (or buddhas) takes precedence over dharmas, and 
(3) the Buddha is a suprahuman (cosmological) existence. As we 
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20 MA TIER AND THE UNIVERSE 

shall see in part 2, Mahayana views thus changed Buddhism from 
a philosophy to a religion. 

I have relied principally on Vasubandhu's Abhidharmakosa 
(Abhidharma storehouse treatise) for my description of pre­
Mahayana cosmology which makes up part l of this book. This 
work, dating from the fifth century C.E., contains an excellent 
and concise description of the Buddhist view of the cosmos. 1 For 
my treatment of Mahayana cosmology in part 2, I have depended 
chiefly on the Flower Garland Siitra (ca. 3d century C.E.) and the 
Larger Sukhiivati-ryiiha (ca. 2d century C.E.). Though the Abhi­
dharmakofa dates from the fifth century, it inherits a doctrinal 
stance that predates the common era, so we can say that both 
the Flower Garland Siitra and the Larger Sukhiivati-ryiiha actually 
postdate the Abhidharmakofa in terms of doctrinal development. 

BASIC COMPONENTS OF MATIER 

1he smallest particles. Just as the modern scientific view of the 
cosmos is based on atomic theory, Buddhism posits elements 
and atoms along with its theory of the universe's structure. The 
fifth-century Abhidharmakosa examines elements and atoms in a 
chapter entitled "Analyzing the world (dhiitu)." Let us look at 
how the Abhidharmakofa treats the subject and supplement the 
explanation using the Great Commentary (Abhidharma-maha­
vibha~a-sastra, ca. l 00-150 C.E.), an encyclopedia of the 
thought of the Sarvastivadins (one of the twenty Hinayana 
schools), of which the Abhidharmakosa is a compendium. 

These Buddhist texts discuss particles called atoms (paramiir;us), 
defined as "the smallest part of matter, uncuttable, unable to be 
destroyed, taken up, or grasped. They are neither long nor 
short, neither square nor round. They cannot be analyzed, 
seen, heard, or touched."2 Paramiir;u derives from parama ("ex­
treme") and ar;u ("minute"). This definition reminds us of the 
Greek alamos ("atom"), made up of a ("not") and lomas ("cut"). 

Paramiir;us cannot exist individually; only when many paramiir;us 
accumulate can they occupy space and undergo change. 
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According to the Abhidharmakosa, in the first step of this process, 
one of seven paramiir,tus becomes the nucleus around which the 
other six spread themselves three-dimensionally, making one 
molecule (ar,tu; see figure 1). However, according to the Vaise­
~ika school of thought (one of the six principal Brahmanical, or 
orthodox Hindu philosophies), matter becomes visible as fol­
lows. Two paramiir,tus make a molecule, a particle called a 
d1.!Jar,tuka. Three such di.!Jar,tukas join to make a tryar,tuka, which is 
the size of a trasarer.m, a dust mote visible in the rays of the sun. 
Four tryar,tukas make a caturar,tuka (see figure 2). Thus larger and 
larger particles form, eventually creating matter that we are 
able to perceive. This process occurs by means of the power of 
adr.~ta, "invisible force." 

All matter is said to be made up of the "four great elements" 
(catviiri mahii-bhiitiini): earth, water, fire, and wind. Whereas the 
paramiir,tus are matter, the four great elements seem to be energy. 
They are not the physical earth, water, fire, and wind that we 
see or feel around us; they are invisible, though they do occupy 
space. As energy, the four great elements constitute paramiir,tus, 
and it is only when numbers of paramiir,tus congregate that we are 
able to perceive earth, water, fire, or wind themselves, or any 
other matter that exists. 

Each element has special characteristics and functions: earth 
is solid and supports things; water is moist and dissolves things; 
fire is hot and boils things; and wind is mobile and causes things 

up 

• north • 
west ·- ___ ,_ ---· east . .. ~ 

south : nucleus • down 

Fig. 1. Structure of a Molecule, 
according to the Abhidharmakosa 
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• 

8 
8888 

Fig. 2. Structure of Atoms and Molecules 
according to the Vais~ika School 

to grow. (Wind, consisting of air, was believed to be like breath, 
and therefore it was thought to cause growth or at least to main­
tain existence.) The elements do not exhibit their presence 
equally in all types of matter. Some particular elements are 
abundant in one thing; other elements are abundant in another 
thing. That is why some matter is solid, some pliant, some 
moist, and some hot. Another explanation has it that in any 
matter, the four elements are equally mixed and that only a par­
ticular element among them has the power to determine the 
characteristics of that matter. 

Greek atomism. What is the origin of Indian atomic theory? 
According to Buddhist sources, the theory of the elements was 
expounded by Ajita Kesakambalin and Pakudha Kaccayana, 
two philosophers who were active in India at the same time as 
Sakyamuni Buddha (ca. 560-ca. 480 B.C.E. or ca. 460--ca. 380 
B.C.E.). Ajita taught that only the four elements-earth, water, 
fire, and wind-have true reality, being independent and im­
mutable. Human beings are composed of these four elements, 
and when they die, the earth part of their composition returns 
to join the earth in the world, as do the water, fire, and wind 
parts to the water, fire, and wind in the world. The faculties of 
the various organs return to empty space. Pakudha taught the 
existence of seven elements, adding suffering, pleasure, and the 
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life force to the above four. "There is neither the killer nor the 
killed .... Even if [someone] cuts off the head with a sharp 
sword, no one takes the life of any other [because] the sword 
only passes through the spaces of the seven elements."' 

Several other Indian schools of philosophy also have such the­
ories. For example, the Vaise~ika school, the oldest of the six or­
thodox Hindu philosophical systems, declares that atoms are not 
infinitely small, for if they were, both Mount Sumeru (the enor­
mous mountain thought to be the center of the universe) and a 
mustard seed would be made up of an infinite number of atoms 
and therefore be of the same size.4 

There is also a strong possibility that Greek philosophy 
influenced Indian atomic theories. In the fifth century B.C.E., 

Empedocles suggested that the four elements-water, air, fire, 
and earth-were the primary constituents of the universe, and 
Democritus posited the existence of atoms. Aristotle (384-22 
B.C.E.) accepted the theory of the elements and assigned them 
particular characteristics (see figure 3). 

It appears that, chronologically, the Indians were slightly in 
advance of the Greeks regarding the theory of the elements. 

Aristotle Vaise~ika school 

Element Sense Movement Tactile Sense Action Tactile 
quality quality 

earth touch downward cold, sight heaviness neither hot 
dry taste nor cold 

smell* 
touch 

water sight stationary; cold, sight heaviness cold 
in-between moist taste* 

touch 

fire smell upward hot, sight* moves up- hot 
dry touch ward 

wind hearing stationary; hot, touch* moves hori- neither hot 
in-between moist zontally nor cold 

Fig. 3. Comparison of Greek and Vais~ika Theories of the Properties of the Elements 
• indicates an element's most closely associated sense. 
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Still, the Buddhist sutras were composed over a long span of 
time, and many new materials were added to the texts before 
they took their final written form. If we consider that the texts 
under discussion, and the Vaise~ika works as well, took their 
permanent form some time after the fourth century B.C.E., then 
the theory of the elements might very well have come to India 
from Greece. The many points of similarity between the Greek 
and Indian theories are obvious, as is an overall agreement de­
spite some differences in individual items. 

One final point illustrates the possible Greek origin of 
Buddhist atomic theories. A fifth element, space (iikiiia), was 
eventually added to Buddhism's four great elements. In esoteric 
Buddhism, the five great elements, like the five seed words, five 
shapes, and five bodily constituents, symbolized the essence of 
the universe, in a way analogous to the Chinese theory of five 
elements (wu-hsing; see figure 4). Democritus also wrote of space, 
not as a separate element, but as the location in which the four 

Five great Five Five bodily Five Tombstone Wooden 
elements shapes constituents seed words memorial tablet 

space almond crown of -A kha (unobstructed 
head void) 

wind crescent brow <(,_ h(etva) (origin) 

fire triangle chest ~ ra(ja) (dust) 

water sphere navel ~ va(ktva) (word) 

earth square knee ~ a(nutpiida) 
(originally un-
born) 

Fig. 4. Esoteric Buddhist Elements with Their Graphic Representations and SiddhaiJI 
(Ancient Indian) Characters 
In Japan, a "five-stone-stupa" (gorint6) tombstone formally represents the five great ele­
ments (gorin). When a person dies, he or she returns to the universe. Tombstones consist­
ing of five stones of different shape, each representing one element, reflect the oneness of 
the human body with the universe. Those who could not afford to construct such tomb­
stones made do with tall, upright wooden tablets bearing the five elements' symbols to 
mark the grave site. 
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elements acted. In the fact that the Buddhists actually made 
space a fifth element, and that it seems to be qualitatively the 
same as the other four, we can conjecture that they copied 
Greek philosophy but erred in interpretation. Later chapters in 
this book discuss other Greek influences on Indian thought, and 
routes and sites of cultural exchange. 

THE UNIVERSE 

In Buddhism, the common Sanskrit term for "universe" is 
loka-dhiitu. It refers to a place that has come into existence 
through the karma (actions and their enduring results) produced 
by living beings. The universe is also maintained by karma and 
disintegrates through the action of karma. In later Buddhism, 
beginning in the second or third century, it was believed that 
the loka-dhiitu existed within the human mind. The term universe 
came to have such a strm:1g connotation of human life and des­
tiny that it almost ceased to connote the universe as a spatial 
entity. 

The Abhidharmakofa describes the universe as follows. A circle 
of wind (viiyumar.ujala) floats in space (iikiifa). This wind circle is 
disk-shaped, 1059 yojanas in circumference and 1,600,000 yojanas 
in depth. (There are various explanations concerning the length 
of a yojana; one says it is about seven kilometers.) Resting on the 
wind circle is a disk of water (jalamaTJ¢ala); it has a diameter of 
1,203,450 yojanas and a depth of 800,000 yojanas. Above the wa­
ter circle is a disk-shaped layer of golden earth (kiiiicanamar;¢ala), 
of the same diameter and 320,000 yqjanas in depth. Its upper 
surface supports mountains, seas, and islands. To visualize the 
composition more easily, imagine a basin (the water circle) 
placed on top of a washtub (the wind circle), with a birthday 
cake (the golden earth circle with mountains) surmounting it. 

The diameters of the water and golden earth layers are the 
same, because these two layers were originally a single layer, or 
more correctly a cylinder, of water only. The golden earth layer 
was formed as skin forms on the surface of boiling milk. The 
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borderline between the two layers is called the golden ring extremity, 
an expression which has come to mean "the bottom-most 
place." For humans, who live in one small section on top of the 
golden earth layer, the golden ring extremity is certainly the 
very bottom of the world. 

Mount Sumeru. There are nine mountain ranges on the surface of 
the golden earth layer. Towering in the very center is Mount 
Sumeru, with seven ranges forming concentric squares around 
it. Proceeding outward, the seven ranges are called Yugan­
dhara, I~adhara, Khadiraka, Sudarsana, Asvakan;a, Vinataka, 
and Nirnindhara. 5 Beyond Nimindhara are four landmasses, 
spoken of as islands or continents. They are named Purvavideha 
(from puroa, "east") to the east of Sumeru, Aparagodaniya (from 
apara, "west") to the west, and Uttarakuru (from uttara, "north") 
to the north. In the case ofjambudvipa, the southern landmass, 
the prefix da~ir.ta, "south," is omitted. On the perimeter of the 
golden earth layer is a circular range of iron mountains called 
Cakravac;la, which prevents the waters of the great sea contain­
ing the four landmasses from falling into the void. The other 
seven ranges are made of gold, and Sumeru, in the center, is 
made of the four treasures: gold on its northern face, silver on 
its eastern face, lapis lazuli on its southern face, and crystal on 
its western face. Because Jambudvipa is south of Mount 
Sumeru, its sky is blue, reflecting the lapis lazuli of the southern 
face. The mountains and landmasses penetrate the waters (see 
figure 5). 

Many traditional representations of Mount Sumeru portray 
the seven mountain ranges as arranged in concentric circles, but 
according to the Abhidharmakofa, they are squares, with sides of 
80,000 yqjanas each (see figure 6). A cross-sectional view shows 
the waters of the various seas as having a uniform depth of 
80,000 yqjanas, about 560,000 kilometers. This vastly surpasses 
the deepest known part of our oceans, the Mariana Trench, some 
10 kilometers deep. Sumeru has a height of 160,000 yqjanas, of 
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Uttarakuru 

Fig. 5. Bird's-Eye View of the Mount Sumeru Realm 
Dimensions are given in yojanas. (1 yojana is approximately 7 kilometers.) 

which half is under water. The half above water is therefore 
80,000 yqjanas high. The heights above sea level of the eight 
ranges surrounding Sumeru are halved progressively from in­
nermost to outermost. 

So far, it has been easy to grasp the surface configuration of 
the golden earth layer. Two variables now complicate the mat­
ter. First, the width of each mountain range equals its height 
above sea level, which means that the width of each range is 
only half the width of the next range inward. Second, the widths 
of the seas also decrease progressively by half. The outermost 
sea, that between Nimindhara and Cakrava<;l.a, is very wide, 
however, as shown in figure 7.6 

Mount Sumeru, with a height of some 560,000 kilometers, is 
far taller than the tallest mountain in the Himalayas. The name 
Sumeru (sometimes Sumeru) recalls Sumer (or Shumer), the 
center of an ancient Mesopotamian civilization. The similarity 
in names seems to be no more than a coincidence, however. 
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Fig. 6. Mount Sumeru as a Square 
The Abhidharmakosa says, "The width of the first of the seven seas [that between Sumeru 
and Yugandhara] is 80,000 yojanas. The length [of the sea] is three times [80,000 
yojanas]. When measuring [one of the four sides that are] the seashores of Yugandhara, it 
becomes 240,000 yojanas" (Abhidharmakosa, lines 13-15, TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 29, p. 
57 c). Cf. Leo M. Pruden, Abhidharmakosabha~yam by Louis de Ia Vallee Poussin, vol. 2 
(Berkeley, Calif.: Asian Humanities Press, 1989), p. 454. (Dimensions are given in yo­
janas.) 

The earliest appearance of the mountain's name in literature is 
in the Mahiibhiirata, the great Indian epic composed between the 
fourth century B.C.E. and the fourth century C.E., where it is 
called Meru. Buddhism no doubt adopted the name from that 
source. By adding the eulogistic Indo-Aryan prefix su- ("won­
derful"), we get Sumeru.' 

P. B. Spooner links Meru to Merv-not the town of Merv in 
Turkmeniya, but the Merv near Persepolis in Iran, a sacred 
mountain associated with the rise of the Achaemenid empire in 
the seventh century B.C.E. He also points out that the number 
thirty-three, in the heaven of the thirty-three gods on Sumeru's 
summit, is Zoroastrian, from Persia.8 The invading forces of 
Alexander the Great (ca. 330 B.C.E.) heard the name Melos 
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Fig. 7. Sizes of Mount Sumeru and Surrounding Mountains and Seas 
1) Yugandhara (40,000); 2) i~adhara (20,000); 3) Khadiraka (10,000); 4) Sudarsana 
(5,000); 5) Asvakaroa (2,500); 6) Vinataka (1 ,250); 7) Nimindhara (625); 8) Cakravac;la 
(312.5). (Dimensions are given in yojanas.) 

(Mems), and thought it had its origins in the thigh (melos) of 
Zeus. 9 In addition, there seems to be a lingering tradition or 
memory of life at higher latitudes when we consider that the 
sun, moon, and stars revolve on a horizontal plane around 
Mount Sumeru (see figure 8). This reminds us that one theory 
has the Indo-Aryans coming from the direction of Russia, and 
that the northern land of U ttarakuru was considered a utopia. 10 

All the same, there is a strong likelihood that the idea of the 
Mount Sumeru world originated not from geographical or his­
torical reality but from the ancient Indian idea of a world axis. 
Mount Sumeru is the pillar that stands in the center of the 
world. When we add the wind layer below it and the heavens 
above it, we can see that this pillar penetrates the universe from 
top to bottom. The four directions are located with the pillar as 
center. The Indian liking for symmetry may have been a natu­
ral outgrowth of this concept of the directions. 

P. Mus has argued that the stiipa (the dome-shaped Buddhist 
shrine) incorporates and expresses the Mount Sumeru world. 
The hemispherical dome (ar;qa) covers the whole structure. The 
cattriivali, a series of parasols on the top, represents the various 
heavens of the realm of form, and the harmikii, the square pavil­
ion surmounting the dome, represents the heaven of the thirty­
three gods. The pole {yG$/Z) fixed to the harmikii and supporting 
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North Pole 

Fig. 8. Planet Revolution at High Latitudes 
For a person at point A, the sun seems to revolve horizontally. For 
a person at point B, however, the sun appears to revolve perpen­
dicular to the horizon. People living at higher latitudes-say, in 
Finland-might naturally believe that the planets revolve horizon­
tally around the earth. If lndo-Aryans came from the direction of 
Russia, this belief may have influenced the Buddhist view that the 
planets revolved horizontally around Mount Sumeru. 

the series of parasols is the world axis. The four gateways (tora1Ja) 
on the north, south, east, and west sides of Stiipa 1 at Safici, 
India (see photo 1 and figure 9) express the Indian idea of direc­
tion. 11 Archaeological investigations have revealed that this 
stiipa's foundation has the form of a spoked wheel (see figure 
1 0). This may be no more than a simple structural feature, inas­
much as it was not visible once the stiipa had been completed. 
All the same, the idea of the world axis and the directions may 
have played a part in its adoption. The spoked wheel was also 
used to represent the Wheel of the Dharma, possibly derived 
from the spokes of a chariot wheel or the sun's disk, and also 
perhaps related to the concept of direction. 12 

The Indian subcontinent. Of the eight seas separating the mountain 
ranges, the inner seven are freshwater, but the vast outermost 
sea is of salt water. The four landmasses, each of different size 
and shape, are found in this large outer sea. Purvavideha, in the 
east, is shaped like a half-moon (though four sides are attributed 
to it). The curved side faces outward, and three sides measure 
2,000 yqjanas each whereas the fourth is only 350 yqjanas. 
Jambudvipa, in the south, is a trapezoid, the short side facing 
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Fig. 9. Cross Section of Stupa 1 at Saiici, Madhya Pradesh, India 

outward. In fact, it is virtually a triangle. It has three sides of 
2,000 yqjanas each; the short side is 3.5 yqjanas. Aparagodaniya, 
in the west, is a circle with a diameter of 2,500 yqjanas. 
Uttarakuru, in the north, is a square, each side measuring 2,000 
yf!}anas. 

The southern land of Jambudvipa is "our" world. Figure 11 
makes it obvious that this continent's shape closely resembles 
the Indian subcontinent. Its various features bear this out; 
Jambudvipa's characteristics correspond to the Indians' geo­
graphical knowledge. For instance, in the northern part is a 
mountain range called Himavat, "mountains of snow." These 
are the Himalayas (hima, "snow," and iilaya, "store"). 

Modern lndologists, finding that the Abhidharmakosa locates 
Lake Anavatapta ("no heat or fever") north of Himavat, 
searched for such a lake on existing maps. A clue to its location 
is that it was considered the common source of four great rivers, 
the Ganges, Indus, Oxus, and Sita. Modern maps do not show 
these four rivers flowing from the same source. If, however, we 
extend the upper reaches of each of the four rivers, they would 
meet more or less where there actually is a large lake. This is 
Manasarowar (Mapam in Tibetan), 4,602 meters above sea 
level, situated north of the Himalayas in modern Tibet. None of 
the four rivers mentioned flows from it, although the Sutlej, a 
tributary of the Indus, does. Near this lake is a mountain called 
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processional terrace 

Fig. 1 0. Plan of Stiipa at Nagarjunakor:~(la, 
Andhrapradesh, South India 
An ayaka is a base for monumental pillars. 

Kailas, a pilgrimage site sacred both to Hindus and to Tibetan 
Buddhists. In view of the site's sacredness, perhaps we may be 
justified in conjecturing that Manasarowar is indeed Anavatapta. 
Furthermore, Tibetan legend says that in ancient times the 
country had greater water resources than it does now and that 
its lakes were then very large. When they dried up they left 
smaller lakes dotted around the region. If these legends contain 
an element of truth, Manasarowar could once have occupied a 
more extensive area than it does now and might very well have 
been the common source of the four rivers. 

In any case, Anavatapta was a square, each side fifty yqjanas 
long. According to the Great Commentary, the lake had four 
"mouths": in the east, the Ganges flowed from the mouth of a 
golden elephant; in the south, the Indus flowed from the mouth 
of a silver cow; in the west, the Oxus (Amu Darya) flowed from 
the mouth of a lapis lazuli horse; and in the north, the Sita (pos­
sibly the modern Yarkand) flowed from the mouth of a crystal 
lion. What is interesting is that the rivers, on issuing from the 
lake, immediately made a circuit of the lake (whether clockwise 
or counterclockwise is not certain) before taking their true 
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Gandhamadana 

three groups of 
three black mountains 

Avara-camara "f! "f/ Camara 

3.5 

Fig. 11. Jambudvipa according to the Abhidharmalco§a 
Dimensions are given in yojanas. 

33 

courses. 13 The depiction of the rivers as flowing from the 
mouths of animals probably stems from the same tradition as 
the spouts in the shape oflions' heads seen on jugs from the an­
cient Orient and Greece, on European fountains, and on water 
outlets injapanese bathhouses. 

Although the courses of the four great rivers are somewhat 
stylized, they still approximate actual geography. Moreover, the 
different materials and animals of the four outlets seem to depict 
the products of the regions in their corresponding directions. 
For example, in the south were gold and elephants. Gold was 
considered preeminent among the so-called four precious 
stones, and its placement in the south no doubt reflected the 
Indians' view ofthe importance of the South Asian continent. It 
is therefore of interest to see how this view of the world was 
treated by Buddhists who were not Indian. 

Hsiian-tsang (600-664 C.E.), perhaps the best known of the 
Chinese priests who traveled to India, presents another diagram 
of the world, one that shows the four rulers of Jambudvipa. In 
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his diagram, the Elephant Lord appears in the south, the Jewel 
Lord in the west, the Horse Lord in the north, and the Lord of 
Human Beings in the east. This latter placement raised the 
status of the east by implying that the eastern land, clearly in­
tended to be China, was where humanity and justice were prac­
ticed. The land of the Jewel Lord was the Near East, including 
Persia, where people valued wealth and possessions, and lacked 
propriety. The people in the north, in the domain of the Horse 
Lord, were wild and undisciplined. The land of the south should 
have been the superior one for a Buddhist, but Hstian-tsang 
said that in etiquette and law the east was superior, whereas in 
religion the south was superior. Incidentally, Hstian-tsang iden­
tified the Sua River as the Yellow River; after disappearing into 
the desert sands in western China the Sita reappeared further 
east as the Yellow. 

Let us return to Anavatapta for a moment. Why it is called 
the "lake of no heat or fever" is unknown, although water on 
the plateau north of the Himalayas should certainly not be hot. 
For people living in a land of fiery heat, like India, absence of 
the affliction of heat was a condition of utopia and an indispens­
able element of a sacred realm. In Kirgiziya (Kirgizstan), just in­
side the border with China, there is a lake called lssyk-Kul, 
which means "hot lake." The area around this lake, which is 
l ,609 meters above sea level, is said to have a moderate climate, 
thanks to the water of the lake. From this we can conjecture 
that a lake of "no heat or fever" might be one with no warming 
influence on its surroundings, or, to interpret it more positively, 
a lake that ameliorates heat. Later, it came to be thought that a 
dragon lord of the same name lived in Anavatapta. 

Y. Iwamoto compared Anavatapta and its four rivers with the 
Garden of Eden and its four rivers. He suggested that Anavatapta, 
as its name implies, is a mythologization of a desert oasis. The 
four rivers issuing from it correspond to the four rivers that 
flowed out of Eden, the Pishon, Gihon, Hiddekel (Tigris), and 
Phrat (Euphrates). Brahmanical works predating Buddhism tell 



THE UNIVERSE 35 

the same legend of the flood contained in the Old Testament, 
and thus Iwamoto believes there is very likely a connection be­
tween Anavatapta and the Garden of Eden. 14 

Beside Anavatapta grow tall trees called jambu trees, whose 
fruit is said to be very sweet; the name ofjambudvipa originates 
in that of the tree. North of the lake is the mountain Gandha­
madana, "mountain of intoxicating fragrance." According to 
the Sutra on the Original Cause of the Origin of the World (Ch'i-shih­
yin-pen-ching; Dharmagupta's Chinese translation [ca. 600 
C.E.] of the fourth part of the Long Discourses [Dirghagama]), 
many kinds of tree grow on the mountain, each emitting its own 
fragrance. Here live the gandharvas, demigods that serve Indra as 
musicians. They survive by eating fragrance (gandha). Under 
their control are innumerable kirrmaras, performers of music and 
dance. Therefore on this mountain the sound of music is always 
heard. 

Perhaps we could identify this mountain with Kailas (Ti-se in 
Tibetan). The name ofKailasa appears in the Mahiibhiirata, where 
it is called the paradise of Siva and as such later became a pil­
grimage site for Hindus and later, Tibetans, followers of the Bon 
religion, as well as Buddhists. It appears that followers of Bon 
were the first to regard this mountain as sacred and contended 
with the Buddhists, who came later, concerning its possession. 

South of Himavat are three groups of three black mountains. 
It is tempting to identifY these with the Deccan Plateau, but 
they should more properly be considered the foothills of the 
Himalayas. Mochizuki's Buddhist dictionary defines Himavat as 
follows: "The three groups of black mountains would seem to 
indicate the ranges in the central part of the Himalayas, which 
grow taller from south to north. These ranges are the Sub­
Himalaya, the Lower Himalaya, and the Snow Himalaya." 15 

It is rather strange to count the Snow Himalaya as one of the 
groups of black mountains, since "black" signifies a lack of 
snow. Nevertheless, the black mountains do seem to refer to 
Himalayan ranges. The photograph in Mochizuki's dictionary, 
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showing the Himalayas from Darjeeling, shows clearly the con­
trast between the three groups of black mountains and the 
snow-covered mountains beyond. 

South of Jambudvipa are two islands, on either side of the 
lower tip of land. They are called Camara and Avara-camara. 
The island on the east is without a doubt Sri Lanka. West of 
India's southern tip are the Laccadives and the Maldives, but 
they are far smaller than Sri Lanka. The Indians, though, de­
manded symmetry and conformity, even to the extent of ignor­
ing reality. By the same token, if there were two islands under 
Jambudvipa, there had to be two islands under the other land 
masses as well. On either side of Purvavideha are Deha and 
Videha, Uttarakuru has its Kuru and Kaurava, and flanking 
Aparagodaniya are Satha and Uttara-mantrin. 

The Indians maintained this unreal view of the world even 
into the present millennium. In Greece, the geographer Ptol­
emy (Claudius Ptolemaeus, fl. 127-51 C.E.) knew that the world 
was round and made a world map employing lines of latitude 
and longitude. But in India, the fifth-century Abhidharmakosa's 
cosmology was ethnocentric: "our" world, Jambudvipa, was 
shaped like India. Central to any Indian worldview were the 
commanding, everpresent Himalayas. lnjambudvipa these be­
came the Himavat, the Mountains of Snow, as well as Mount 
Sumeru itself, on top of the golden earth layer. 

The ancient Indians placed the four landmasses to the north, 
south, east, and west, and thought that their positions were un­
alterable for as long as the present kalpa lasted (a kalpa is an in­
calculably long period of time). Our knowledge of continental 
drift, however, tells us that this is not possible. We know, 
through examining the directional flow of terrestrial magnetism 
and the distribution of geological forms, which allows us theo­
retically to fit continents together, that the Indian subcontinent 
was once located near the South Pole, connected with Antarc­
tica, Mrica, and Australia. 

The triangular Indian subcontinent split off from Antarctica 
ages ago and moved at a snail's pace until it hit against the floor 
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of the Himalayas on the Asian continent. The impact pushed 
up the edge of Asia, forming the Himalayas. For some time 
there remained a gap between the two continents, into which 
sea water flowed. Over millions of years, sand from the Hima­
layas filled this gap, forming a layer of sand that at Varanasi is 
six thousand meters deep. Water flowing down from the moun­
tains formed a river, as indicated in figure 12. The upper/course 

® 

© 

Fig. 12. Structural Changes in the Indian Subcontinent 
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of the river formed the present Brahmaputra, its middle course, 
the Ganges (flowing in a direction opposite to its present course), 
and its lower course, the Indus. At some point a great subsid­
ence occurred in the area of Bengal. The river then flowed from 
that area into the sea and became divided into two rivers, the 
present Brahmaputra and the Ganges, which changed direction 
and gathered its waters from a different source. As a result of 
the Ganges' shift in direction, the Indus became a separate river. 
Of course the ancient Indians knew nothing of all this (as we 
also knew nothing until recently), for the subcontinent had 
changed position millions of years before human beings ap­
peared, and the sinking of the Bengal area belongs to prehistory. 

Sun and moon. The sun and the moon are components of any 
cosmology. 16 Imagine that a large ring of wind ~ike an inner 
tube) extends around Mount Sumeru at a height midway be­
tween mountaintop and sea level. This wind ring floats high in 
the air over the four landmasses, supporting and carrying the 
sun, moon, and stars. The sun is fifty-one yqjanas in diameter 
and the moon, fifty, which makes them about the same size as 
Lake Anavatapta, north of the Hirnavat. To judge by the one­
yqjana difference, Indian Buddhists understood the apparent dif­
ference in size between the two bodies to be real. The stars are 
of varying sizes, the smallest being one krosa in diameter ~ess 
than a kilometer). The sun and moon do not themselves float in 
the ring of wind, but are contained within vehicles or recep­
tacles called vimiina, "heavenly palace." The underside of the 
vimiina forms a circle of fire-pearl (ruby) to make the sun, and a 
circle of water-pearl to make the moon. Thus the sun shines 
brightly and is hot, whereas the moon gleams coldly. (The an­
cient Indians do not seem to have considered that the moon 
reflects the light of the sun. )I' 

One sun and one moon circle above the four landmasses. 
When the sun is over Jambudvipa in the south, it is sunset in the 
eastern Purvavideha, sunrise in the western Aparagodaniya, 



THE UNIVERSE 39 

and night in the northern Uttarakuru. Why do the lengths of 
days and nights change in the course of a year? According to 
the ancient Indians, the reason is that the sun moves continu­
ously between north and south over Jambudvipa. The Abhi­
dharmakosa says, "When the sun moves to the southern part of 
Jambudvipa [dak_s-i~qyana], the nights grow longer, and when it 
moves north [ uttarqyana], the days grow longer." 18 This analysis 
is faulty. It is true that the sun continuously moves between 
north and south. This movement, however, does not explain the 
changes in the lengths of day and night; for this, knowledge of 
the earth's roundness is indispensable. Jambudvipa, however, is 
on a plane surface. 

There is also a problem with the sun's northward movement 
overjambudvipa. The Tropic of Cancer runs through the middle 
of India (see figure 13). A person living south of the Tropic, say 
in Hyderabad, would be able to confirm that the sun did move 
to the north. A sharp-eyed observer living in Delhi, north of the 
Tropic, however, would be sure to realize that the sun certainly 
did not pass over his head, that it was not true that "the sun 
moves to the north of Jambudvipa." Megasthenes (ca. 3d cen­
tury B.C.E.), the Greek (Seleucid) ambassador to the Mauryan 
court at Pataliputra in the Ganges plain, was one such careful 
observer. He recorded that in certain places in India, shadows 
at certain times fell to the south, a strange phenomenon to a 
Greek who had lived only north of the Tropic of Cancer. 

What causes the waxing and waning of the moon? "When the 
house of the moon moves in the vicinity of the house of the sun, 
then the light of the sun falls on the house of the moon. Conse­
quently, the shadow falls on the opposite side, and the disk ap­
pears incomplete." 19 This seems to be a scientific explanation. 
The moon moves on a circular orbit (the wind ring), as does the 
sun. If the sun approaches the moon, the shadowed side of the 
moon should also move. But this is not a sufficient explanation, 
and the Abhidharmakosa therefore mentions the "manner of revo­
lution"(vahaj'oga).20 According to the commentaries, this appears 
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equator 

Fig. 13. Tropic of Cancer as It Passes over India 

to mean that there is a difference in the heights of the sun's and 
moon's orbits. If the sun's orbit is higher than the moon's, it be­
comes much easier to explain the waxing and waning of the 
moon. 



2. Hells, Heavens, and 

Other Realms 

So far we have described the pre-Mahayana view of the secular 
world. In this chapter, we will discuss the sacred world accord­
ing to pre-Mahayana philosophy. 

Buddhism divides living beings into five types: gods (deva), 
human beings (manU[)'a), animals (tiryaiic), spirits of the dead (preta), 
and inhabitants of the hells (naraka). Sometimes a sixth type, de­
monic gods (asura), is added. These states of existence, among 
which living beings transmigrate (are reborn) depending on 
their karma, are called the five or six paths (see figure 14). 

All living beings reside within the "realm of desire" (kama­
dhiitu). Human beings and animals live together on the surface 
of the Mount Sumeru realm. Spirits and demonic gods live 500 
yqjanas under the earth, and the inhabitants of the hells, even 
deeper. Gods of various types live in the upper places, in the 
realm of form (riipa-dhiitu) and beyond that, in the realm of 
formlessness (iiriipya-dhiitu). The realms of desire, form, and 
formlessness are known collectively as the "three realms" (tri­
dhiitu), in other words, the three kinds of worlds in which living 
beings exist. Tri-dhiitu is a synonym for the universe as a whole, 
or for all existence. 

HELLS 

Most religious cosmologies include the existence of hells some­
where in the universe, and Buddhism is no exception. "Hell" is 
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devas superior 

I humans ordinary good paths 

asuras inferior 

animals superior 

I hungry spirits ordinary bad paths 

inhabitants of hells inferior 

Fig. 14. The Six Paths of Transmigration 

a translation of the lndic word naraka (or nirqya), "devoid of hap­
piness."' The hells are mentioned in a large number of Buddhist 
siitras, either as a single entity, as in the Verses on the Law 
(Dhammapada, 4th-3d century B.C.E.), or as a system of indi­
vidually named hells, as in the Abhidharma commentaries (very 
early Buddhist writings). They were certainly not systematized 
into an elaborate structure such as we see in the Abhidharmakosa 
for a very long time. There are also variations in the type and 
size of the hells in the various sutras and commentaries, for the 
system of hells did not emerge as a single, comprehensive con­
cept. It is the result rather of the ideas of scholar-priests over 
centuries, and because it belongs to the common intellectual 
heritage of all Indians, similar lists of hells exist in both J ainism 
and Hinduism. 

The word nirqya appears six times in the Verses on the Law, one 
of the earliest Buddhist texts we possess, where it is used simply 
to mean the destination of those who do evil. For example: 
"Some people are born on this earth; those who do evil are re­
born in hell; the righteous go to heaven; but those who are pure 
reach nirvana" ( 126). 2 An equally old text, the Group qf Discourses 
(Sutta-nipata, written after the 3d century B.C.E.), also mentions 
hell in the same way. "Injuring someone with developed self, 
overwhelmed by ignorance, he does not know that defilement 
(is) the road which leads to hell" (277).3 

The "Kokaliya" (or the Kokaliya-sutta) in the same work tells 
how the monk Kokaliya was reborn in the Paduma hell (padu­
manirqya, "red lotus hell") for censuring the teachers Sariputta 
and Moggallana, and then describes the horrors of this hell, 
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warning that those who malign teachers of the Way will "go to 
hell for one hundred thousand and thirty-six Nirabuddas and 
five Abbudas [very long periods of time]" (660).' Verses 667-75 
graphically describe the punishments of the hells (e.g., trees as 
sharp as blades, iron stakes, and a ball of heated iron), and their 
denizens (black and spotted dogs, ravens, and worms), which re­
call similar passages in the Abhidhannakosa. 

A further point of interest is the list of ten hells in the 
"Kokaliya": Abbuda, Nirabudda, Abaha, Ahaha, Atata, Kumuda, 
Sogandhika, Uppalaka, Pul).<;iarika, and Paduma. There is no 
reference in the Group qf Discourses or in its commentary, The 
Illustrator qf Ultimate Meaning (Paramatthajotika, usually called Pj 
II; 5th century C.E.), to the origins of these names. Later com­
mentators attempted to rationalize the names as denoting skin 
abscesses caused by cold (e.g., abbuda), or as onomatopoeic 
words to describe the cold of those hells (abaha, ahaha, atata). The 
Group qf Discourses, though, makes no mention of cold. The nine­
teenth siitra in the Long Discourses and the Commentary on the Great 
Perfection qf Wisdom Siitra (Mahaprajfiaparamita-upadesa; 2d-3d 
century C.E.) say that the names denote the color of the hell and 
its walls (e.g., uppalaka, "blue lotus"; paduma, "red lotus"). 

The Pali Text Society edition of the Piili-English Dictionary 
notes that the words abbuda and nirabudda denote extremely 
large numbers. The Illustrator qf Ultimate Meaning offers the same 
interpretation, explaining that the Abbuda hell does not refer to 
a special hell as such, but to the amount of time (abbuda) that in­
mates are burned in the Avici hell, the largest and lowest of the 
hot hells. The other designations are multiples of that unit. The 
word nirabudda appears in the Jiitakas (tale no. 405, Bakabrahma­
jataka; ca. 3d century B.C.E.?), tales of the Buddha's former 
lives, in a context unrelated to a hell, and the Great Dictionary qf 
the Meaning qf Buddhist T enns (Mahavyutpatti, ca. 9th century), 
says that utpala and padma in Sanskrit (uppalaka and paduma in 
Pall) both denote large numbers.5 My own inclination, too, is to 
regard all of the names as signifying units of time. It is fair to 
say, then, that in the Group qf Discourses (compiled after the 3d 
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century B.C.E.) the system of multiple hells had not yet been 
devised. 

Indian origins qf the Buddhist concept qf hell. The Indian epic, the 
Mahiibharata (4th century B.C.E.-4th century C.E.), describes hell 
in its final section. Yudhi~thira, the eldest of the five Pa1.1<;lava 
brothers, is enabled by the powers of lndra to see hell and there 
to discover his brothers and his wife.6 Hell is "shrouded in dark­
ness," and it contains a large bird with an iron beak (perhaps a 
vulture), a copper pot, a tree whose branches are like blades, 
and the difficult-to-cross Vaitarai,ll River. The description is 
very close to that in the Group qf Discourses (667-75).' The Brah­
manic (orthodox Hindu) Laws qf Manu (Manu-smrti, 2d century 
B.C.E.-2d century C.E.) lists twenty-one hells, among which is 
the term naraka, which may denote hells in general or a particu­
lar hell. 8 There is not much in the way of description, perhaps 
because the details were considered common knowledge. What 
there is shares elements of the Mahiibharata's description: "[The 
torture of) being tossed about in dreadful hells, Tamisra and the 
rest, [that of) the Forest with sword-leaved trees and the like, 
and [that of) being bound and mangled (75); And various tor­
ments, the [pain of) being devoured by ravens and owls, the 
heat of scorching sand, and the [torture of) being boiled in jars, 
which is hard to bear (76)."9 

Descriptions of hell are also found in the Silyagat/a-sutta 
(Distinction between good teachings and bad teachings, ca. 3d 
century B.C.E.) and the Uttarajjhayar:ta-sutta (Later responses, 1st 
or 2d century B.C.E.) of the Jainas, and these are also remark­
ably similar to those in Brahmanic sources. The following ex­
cerpts are from the Silyagat/a-sutta, "Description of the hells." 

Those cruel sinners who, from a desire of [worldly] life, commit 
bad deeds, will sink into the dreadful hell which is full of 
dense darkness and great suffering (3). 

Going to a place like a burning heap of coals on fire, and 
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being burnt they cry horribly; they remain there long, shriek­
ing aloud (7). 

Have you heard of the horrible [river] Vaitaral)i, whose 
cutting waves are like sharp razors? They cross the horrible 
Vaitaral)i, being urged on by arrows, and wounded with 
spears (8). 

And they come to the great impassable hell, full of agony, 
called Asurya, where there is great darkness, where fires, 
placed above, below, and all around, are blazing (11). 

The prisoners in hell come to the dreadful place called 
SantaksaQa, where the cruel punishers tie their hands and 
feet, and with axes in their hands cut them like wooden 
planks (14). 

And they turn the writhing victims round, and stew them, 
like living fishes, in an iron cauldron filled with their own 
blood, their limbs covered with ordure, their heads smashed 
(15). 10 

Similar themes continue in the second part of the section: sin­
ners are mutilated, forced to walk over burning ground, crushed 
by rocks, scalded in cauldrons, skinned and devoured by iron­
beaked birds, transfixed by pikes, burned in fires, beaten with 
clubs, devoured by jackals, and forced to descend into a river of 
molten iron. 11 A further description is found in the Jaina 
Uttarqjjhtrya1Ja-sutta (Later readings), "The Son of Mrga." 

In the desert which is like a forest on fire, on the Vajravaluka 
and the Kadambavaluka rivers, I have been roasted an 
infinite number of times. 

Being suspended upside down over a boiler, shrieking, with 
no relation to help me, I was cut to pieces with various saws, 
an infinite number of times. 

I have suffered agonies when I was fastened with fetters on 
the huge Salmali tree, bristling with very sharp thorns, and 
then pushed up and down. 



46 HELLS, HEAVENS, AND OTHER REALMS 

An infinite number of times have I been crushed like 
sugarcane in presses, shrieking horribly, to atone for my sins, 
great sinner that I was. 

By black and spotted wild dogs I have, ever so many times, 
been thrown down, torn to pieces, and lacerated, screaming 
and writhing. 

When I was born in hell for my sins, I was cut, pierced, 
and hacked to pieces with swords and daggers, darts and 
javelins. 

I have been forcibly yoked to a car of red-hot iron full of 
fuel, I have been driven on with a goad and thongs, and have 
been knocked down like an antelope. 

On piles, in a blazing fire, I have forcibly been burnt and 
roasted like a buffalo, in atonement for my sins. 

An infinite number of times have I violently been lacerated 
by birds whose bills were of iron and shaped like tongs, by 
devilish vultures. 

Suffering from thirst I ran towards the river V aitaral).i to 
drink its water, but in it I was killed [as it were] by blades of 
razors. 

When suffering from the heat, I went into the forest in 
which the trees have a foliage of daggers; I have, ever so 
many times, been cut to pieces by the dropping dagger 
leaves. 

An infinite number of times have I suffered hopelessly from 
mallets and knives, forks and maces, which broke my limbs. 

Ever so many times have I been slit, cut, mangled, and 
skinned with keen-edged razors, knives, and shears (50-62). 12 

It is clear from the number of identical elements in the 
Brahmanic and Jaina texts that the two religions gained their 
knowledge from the same source. The Buddhist Group rif Dis­
courses also shows a relationship with them in verses 667-75. 
However, as we have already seen, the Verses on the Law does not 
contain the description of hell that became famous in later times. 
Each of these works was composed over such a long period of 
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time that their dates are not very helpful in an accurate compar­
ison of the texts. It is also virtually impossible to judge the rela­
tive age of the various concepts of hell according to content or 
treatment. Ancient Indian culture was anonymous; people 
freely adopted the ideas of others and used them as their own. 
Perhaps, too, the ideas were an ancient common heritage. In 
any case, it is impossible now to decide which religion influ­
enced others in the concept of hell. 

1he eight hot hells. We will now examine the hells according to the 
Abhidharmakosa's description. It shows a continuity, though not a 
direct one, with the Group if Discourses description (for example, 
in the names of some of the hells), and the influence of the 
Brahmanic andjaina texts can also be seen there. 

The main group of hells is termed the "great hells" or, more 
commonly, the "eight hot hells." The hells are located one be­
low the other under Jambudvipa, and are, from the topmost: 
Sarp.jiva ("reviving"), Kalasutra ("black string"), Sarp.ghata ("dash­
ing together"), Raurava ("weeping"), Maharaurava ("great 
weeping"), Tapana ("heating"), Pratapana ("greatly heating"), 
and Avici ("no release"). 

The bottom-most hell, Avici, is the largest, a cube with each 
side 20,000 Yf!janas long. Its upper surface is 20,000 yrjanas under 
the earth's surface, and its bottom surface is 40,000 yry"anas un­
der the earth's surface. In the 20,000 yrjanas above the Avici hell 
are found the remaining seven hells, but the Abhidharmakosa does 
not go into detail about their placement. 

The Great Commentary (ca. 100-ca. 150 C.E.) gives three expla­
nations concerning the positions of the eight hot hells. The first 
supplements the deficiencies in the Abhidharmakosa. The 20,000-
yrjana layer above the Avici hell is occupied by the other seven 
hot hells, taking up the lower 19,000 yry"anas, and the remainder is 
taken up by layers of white clay (the lower 500 yf!janas) and mud 
(the upper 500 yry"anas). In plane dimension, each of the seven 
hells is a square with sides of 10,000 yrjanas. There is no men­
tion of their depth. This is probably because it is not possible to 
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divide 19,000 evenly by seven. The second explanation gives 
the Avi:ci hell as being 20,000 yqjanas deeper than in the first ex­
planation, making a space of 40,000 yqjanas available. This 
space accommodates seven hot hells, cubes with sides of 5,000 
yqjanas, and four earth layers (from bottom to top: blue, yellow, 
red, white) each 1 ,000 yqjanas deep, a white clay layer of 500 yo­
janas, and a mud layer, also 500 yqjanas. Here the figures add up 
to exactly 40,000. The third explanation has the hells aligned 
horizontally, not vertically. The seven hot hells are grouped 
around the Avici hell in the center, like small villages encircling 
a large castle. 

Many doubts will inevitably be raised about the position of 
the hells. For example, since Jambudvi:pa is given as being just 
6,003.5 yqjanas in circumference, how then can a number of 
larger hells exist beneath it? The Buddhist scholar-priests were 
not at a loss for an answer. They asserted thatjambudvipa was 
pyramidal in shape, its surface pointed and its base wide, like a 
heap of grain spilled on the ground (see figures 7 and 15). 

The kind of punishment given in each of these hells is apparent 
in their names. Some documents, though, do not clearly distin­
guish their characteristics, and the punishments seem similar in 
all of them. The Abhidhannakosa's descriptions of the eight hells 
are less detailed than the other portrayals we hfj.ve been dis­
cussing, so what follows is only a rough sketch. 

The uppermost hell is Sarp.jiva ("reviving"). Here evildoers 
are killed with blades, revived when a wind blows on their scat­
tered remains, and forced to suffer the same torture again. 
People do not die just once here, but time and time.again. This 
contrasts somewhat with the lowermost Avi:ci hell, where there 
is no respite at all from torture. 13 Beneath Sarp.jiva is Kalasutra 
("black string"). Here evildoers are placed on boards, and lines 
are drawn on their bodies with black-inked thread, like the 
string that carpenters use to draw straight lines. The bodies are 
then cut along the lines. Next is Sarp.ghata ("dashing together"). 
The element sarrz means "together," and ghata means "slaughter." 
Here all sorts of sufferings are inflicted. Below it is Raurava 



Fig. 15. Placement of the Eight Hot Hells according to the Second Interpretation in the 
Great Commentary 

Note that Jambudvipa is pyramidal in shape. Dimensions are given in yojanas. 
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("weeping"), where evildoers weep and cry because of the extent 
of their agony. The next hell, Maharaurava ("great weeping"), 
inflicts even greater pain, so there is greater weeping. Tapana 
("heating") is a hell where evildoers suffer the torment of flames. 
The flames of Pratapana ("greatly heating") cause even greater 
agony. 

Various siitras also depicted the hells, adding elements that 
stretch the imagination. One such siltra is the Sutra qf Stability in 
Contemplation qf the True Dharma (Saddharma-smrty-upasthana­
siltra, 538--43 C.E.). Its picture of the hells was used by the 
Japanese priest Genshin (942-1 0 17) in his Essentials qf Salvation 
(Ojo yoshil). Let us look at the description of Saq1ghata in his 
work, in particular the section detailing the retribution for 
adultery. 

Further, the demons of hell seize those who have fallen into 
hell and put them into a forest, whose trees have leaves that 
are sword blades. As [the evildoers] look up to the treetops, 
they see beautiful, well-dressed women, whose faces have reg­
ular features. Seeing them, [the evildoers] immediately start 
climbing the trees, but when they do, the leaves pierce their 
flesh like swords and cut their sinews. When at last they reach 
the tops of the trees, their bodies all lacerated, they find that 
the women [suddenly] are below the trees, looking up at 
them with eyes full of passion and coquetry and saying, "For 
love of you I have come to this place. Why do you not come 
to where I am and embrace me?" Seeing [them] the evildo­
ers, burning with passion, begin to climb down again. The 
blade-like leaves turn upward and lacerate their bodies as be­
fore. When they finally reach the bottom, the women again 
are at the tops of the trees. Seeing [this], the evildoers begin 
to climb the tree again. This continues for 10 trillion years. 
The cause of being thus deceived by their own minds and 
their continuous round of suffering and burning in this hell is 
their evil desire .... 

Connected with this hell are sixteen separate hells. Among 
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these is a hell called the Evil-Seeing Place. Those who have 
taken hold of the children of others and done evil things to 
them, causing them to weep and cry, fall into this hell andre­
ceive its agonies. They see their own children fallen into hell, 
tortured by the demons of hell, who thrust iron rods or iron 
gimlets into their genitals or drive iron hooks into their geni­
tals. Seeing their children suffering so, the evildoers are filled 
with such love and pity that they cannot endure the sight. 
This suffering of seeing their children, however, is not one­
sixteenth as great as the pain of being burned by fire. When 
the evildoers have been tortured thus in their minds, they are 
tortured physically. They are stood on their heads, and their 
vital organs and intestines are burned with molten copper 
that is poured [into the body] through the anus and, after 
burning the organs, comes out again from the mouth. These 
mental and physical sufferings continue unabated for immeas­
urable hundreds of thousands of years. 

There is another special hell called "Much Suffering," into 
which fall those who have committed the evil of sodomy. 
Their torture is seeing those men [with whom they have had 
relations] in the past, so that their bodies burn with desire. 
When they approach and embrace the man, all the parts of 
their bodies fall away and are scattered. 14 

In the Abhidharmakosa, each of the eight hot hells has an entrance 
in each of its four sides, each entrance leading into four kinds of 
sub-hell (utsada), making a total of 128 sub-hells (see figure 16). 
The four kinds are Kukula ("heated by burning chaff''), Kul)apa 
("corpses and dung"), K~uramarga ("razor road"), and Nadi 
Vaitaral)i ("burning river"). 

In the first sub-hell, evildoers are forced to walk over hot ash. 
In the second they wallow in a quagmire of corpses and excre­
ment, and maggots infest their skin, chewing the bone to the 
marrow. The third is of three kinds: (a) the razor road, where 
evildoers have to walk along a road of upward-facing sword 
blades; (b) the razor forest, where leaves like blades fall when 
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Fig. 16. A Hot Hell and Its Four Kinds of Sub-Hell, according to the Abhidharmako§a 

the wind blows, nearly severing the evildoers' arms and legs, 
which are then pulled off and eaten by dogs with black spots; 
and (c) the forest ofblades, where evildoers are forced at sword­
point to climb trees whose trunks are embedded with blades, so 
that if they try to climb up or down they are impaled, but if they 
stop hordes of ravens peck out and eat their eyes. The fourth is 
a hell in the form of a long, narrow moat or river of boiling wa­
ter; evildoers are thrown in, tossed up to the surface, and drawn 
under again by the currents, like grains of rice. If they try to pull 
themselves out by putting their hands on the bank, guards 
sweep off their hands with swords and spears. 

The eight cold hells. There are, in addition, eight cold hells, located 
below Jambudvi:pa adjacent to the hot hells. Their names are 
Arbuda, Nirarbuda, Atata, Hahava, Huhuva, Utpala, Padma, 
and Mahapadma. Note the similarity of some of them to the 
names of the ten hells in the "Kokaliya" of the Group qf 
Discourses. 
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As their designation suggests, these are the hells that torture 
evildoers through extreme cold. Arbuda means "abscess" or 
"swelling." The skin of those who fall into this hell breaks out in 
eruptions like frostbite, because of the intense cold. (Even today 
the japanese call pockmarks abata, a word that derives from this 
Indic expression.) In Nirarbuda, the cold is even more intense, 
and the eruptions on the skin crack open. The names of the 
next three hells are onomatopoeic, describing the cries of the 
sufferers. The remaining three are names of lotuses. The Abhi­
dharmakosa does not explain the connection between the lotus 
and the characteristics of the hells; earlier sources, however, 
such as the Chinese translation of the nineteenth siitra in the 
Long Discourses and a footnote to the Commentary on the Great Per­
fiction qf Wisdom Siitra, say that the name of each lotus indicates 
the color of the hell and its walls. Utpala ("blue lotus") refers to 
a blue-colored hell; Padma ("red lotus") to a red-colored hell; 
and Mahapadma ("deep red lotus") to a crimson hell. 

It is hard to understand how this description could cause 
terror, though perhaps the ancient Indians had some kind of 
psychological fear of these colors. The seventh-century com­
mentary on the Abhidharmakosa by the Chinese priest P'u-kuang, 
Chii-she-lun kuang-chi (Memoir Illuminating the Abhidharmakosa), 
includes a more satisfYing explanation. "The hell called Utpala 
is so named because the skin of an evildoer splits open because 
of the dreadful cold, and the body resembles a blue lotus. The 
hell called Padma is so named because here the skin splits and 
resembles a red lotus. The hell called Mahapadma is so named 
because here the skin splits and resembles the great crimson lo­
tus."15 It is hard to say whether the image of bodies that are like 
blue, red, and crimson lotus flowers vying to bloom on the sur­
face of a dark pond is horrifYing or beautiful. 

We have come to the end of the description of the hells, 
which total 144. The Abhidharmakosa also records the existence 
of "minor" hells, which are scattered from place to place. 
Unlike the hells we have seen so far, they are created from the 
karma of a small number of people. Though I will not take this 
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topic any further, it strikes me that isolated hells like these 
where just one person is tortured are a terrifying concept. 

REALMS OF ANIMALS, 

HUNGRY SPIRITS, AND ASURAS 

The Abhidharmakofa describes animals, beings that move hori­
zontally: "Animals may live in water, on the earth, or in the sky. 
They originated in the ocean and later moved from there to the 
land and sky." 16 This concept, of course, agrees with the mod­
ern theory of evolution. 

Hungry spirits are the dead; the Sanskrit term preta means 
"the departed." The idea of hunger was added later to express 
the miserable condition in which the dead spirits were thought 
to exist. The original abode of these spirits lies 500 yqjanas be­
neath Jambudvipa. Among the dead spirits, some are virtuous 
and some are not. The former pass a pleasant life in groves and 
trees or escape this nether world to sport in heavenly palaces. 
The latter live in holes filled with urine and feces, and suffer 
from continuous hunger. The typical depiction of a hungry spir­
it without virtue is a being with a distended stomach and a long, 
thin neck like a needle who, though starving, cannot ingest any­
thing through the throat (see photo 2). Some are shown manag­
ing to catch moths by attracting them to flames from their 
mouths, and others appear eating excrement, snivel, pus, and 
scum. In Japan a colloquial term for children is gaki ("hungry 
spirit") because of the large amount of food they eat. Y ama is 
the king of the realm of hungry spirits; more will be said of him 
later. 

Asuras dwell in the sea surrounding Mount Sumeru, and are 
considered inferior to human beings but superior to animals. 
They surpass human beings and match the devas in strength. 
Most are terrifying creatures, for they use their power for evil 
purposes. They are well known in Hinduism as being in constant 
batde with the devas, headed by lndra. In the famous drama 
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Sakuntalii, King Dul).syanta chastised the asuras at the request of 
the devas, who were continually subjected to the asuras' violence. 

In the most ancient sacred Hindu text, the I.Jg Veda (12th-8th 
century B.C.E.), however, asura had no such negative connota­
tion. The word shares a common etymology with the ahura 
("lord") of Zoroastrianism and signifies a god possessing mysti­
cal powers. Asu is interpreted as "breath"; asura therefore de­
notes a spiritual existence and is used as an epithet of Indra and 
Varul).a. In India, though, asura eventually came to signify a de­
monic god. With the establishment of asuras as dark powers, in­
terpretations of the etymology changed. A was interpreted as a 
negative prefix, and sura as "god" (deva), "drinking," or "delight 
and pleasure." All of these are possible meanings, but the most 
accurate is probably asura meaning "not-deva," a being that is 
godlike but not a god. 

The most famous asura is Rahula Asura. According to the 
Chinese translation of the Long Discourses, this asura rules a great 
city 80,000 yqjanas in length and breadth on the bed of the great 
ocean north of Mount Sumeru. The size, therefore, equals that 
of the ocean itself. Within the city are palaces, halls, and parks. 
Rahula was not happy that the thirty-three gods, the sun, and 
the moon passed to and fro above his territory, so he fought 
with lndra and threatened to make earrings of the sun and 
moon. According to other sutras, Rahula sometimes leaves his 
dwelling beneath the sea and ascends Mount Sumeru to see the 
heavenly maidens. Unable to see them for the brightness of the 
sun, he covers the sun with his right hand. This creates a solar 
eclipse. When he covers the moon, a lunar eclipse occurs. 

HEAVENS 

It is a common pattern in Asian religions that hells below 
complement heavens above. In Buddhism, just as there are 
many hells, there are countless numbers of devas, and a multi­
tude of heavens, summarized in figure l 7. 17 
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7he Realm qf the Four Great Kings (Ciitur-mahiiriija-kiiyi/ciil:z). The part 
of Mount Sumeru that appears above the sea is a cube, each 
side 80,000 yqjanas long. The Four Great Kings and their subor­
dinates live in four separate tiers on the lower half of the cube 
(see figure 18). Ten thousandyqjanas above the sea, a kind of ter­
race juts out 16,000 yqjanas on all four sides, and another, 
10,000 yqjanas above the first, juts out 8,000 yqjanas. Ten thou­
sandyqjanas above this there is yet another, which juts out 4,000 
yqjanas, and then a fourth, 10,000 yqjanas higher, which juts out 
2,000 yqjanas. The tapered effect can no doubt be attributed to 
what we would call today the right to sunshine. 

On the uppermost terrace live the Four Great Kings (also 
called the Four Heavenly Kings) and their servants. The kings 
are Dhrtara~tra, guardian of the east (in Japanese ]ikoku-ten, 
"protector of the country"); Vin1<;lhaka, guardian of the south 
(in Japanese -?,ocho-ten, "one who gains power"); Vin1p~a, 
guardian of the west (in Japanese llomoku-ten, "wide eyes"); and 
Vaisraval).a, guardian of the north (in Japanese Tamon-ten, 
Bishamon-ten, "much hearing"). The roles of these kings are not 
explained well in the texts. Their subordinates live on the lower 
three tiers, in the seven mountain ranges, and on the sun and 
moon (which revolve at a height halfWay up the mountain). 

The heaven qf the thirry-three gods. On the summit of Mount Sumeru 
is the heaven of the thirty-three gods (trayas-trirrz]ii/:l), whose roles 
are also somewhat mysterious, except for lndra. The summit is 
an area 80,000 yqjanas square, with a peak in each corner 500 
yqjanas tall, where the Vajra-paQ.i live, demigods calledyak,l-as. In 
the middle of that heaven is a city called Lovely View 
(Sudarsana), 2,500 yqjanas square and 1.5 yqjanas high. Its build­
ings are made of gold, and its ground is of a cotton-like sub­
stance (a cloud, perhaps) called !Ulapicu. In the center of the city 
is a palace, 250 yqjanas square, called the Palace of Victory 
(Vaijayanta). Adorned with various kinds of jewels, it is peerless. 
Here dwells the greatest of the thirty-three gods, lndra (Sakro 
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devanam indral).). The Buddhist Indra, of course, derives from 
the Brahmanic deity of that name. (See figure 19 for the dwell­
ings of the other thirty-two gods.) There are four parks in the 
four directions of the city, called Caitra-ratha, Paru~ya, Misra, 
and Nan dana. These names seem to derive either from the names 
of their makers or from the names of the trees planted in them. 
For example, in the Mahiibhiirata, Caitra-ratha is the garden of 
the god Kubera, made by the gandharva Citra-ratha, one of 
Indra's demigod musicians. Paru~ya might be a garden contain­
ing trees like aloe (PiiTUfJa). In the same source, Nandana ap­
pears as the name of Indra's garden. On the four sides of each 
of these gardens are pleasure areas, each twenty yqjanas distant 
from its garden. Outside the city on the northeast corner is a 
tree called a piirfjiita, and on the southwest corner, a hall called 
Sudharman. The roots of the piirijiita tree stretch fifty yqjanas into 
the earth (which is actually sand made up of the four jewels), 
and its trunk and leaves extend 100 yqjanas into the sky. The 
scent of its flowers and leaves is carried one hundred yqjanas in a 
favorable wind and fifty in an adverse wind. 

7he six abodes qf the gods qf the realm qf desire. The abodes of the 
Four Great Kings and their subordinates and the abode of the 
thirty-three gods are of the earthly realm, whereas the other 
four abodes of the gods of the realm of desire belong to the aerial 
sphere. The inhabitants of all six of these abodes belong to the 
realm of desire (kiima-dhiitu), differing little from human beings 
in their actions, although their power is much greater. Ethically, 
theirs remains an imperfect existence, for desires still hold them 
captive. Still, some have proceeded farther along the way of re­
ligious training than others. Although they all burn with the 
flames of the passions, the higher the heaven in which they 
dwell, the more sublimated is their method of quenching their 
passion. For example, the gods of the earthly realm (the Four 
Great Kings and the thirty-three gods) cannot quench their 
desires without sexual contact, but their passion, unlike men's, 



DISTANCE FROM THE 
WATER SURFACE OF THE 
GOLDEN EARTH LAYER 

Akani~!ha (yojanas) 167,772,160,000 
Sudar5ana 83,886,080,000 
SudrS.l 41,943,040,000 
Atapa 20,971,520,000 

Fourth Dhyana Abrha 10,485,760,000 
Brhatphala 5,242,880,000 
PuQyaprasava 2,621,440,000 

E 
Anabhraka 1,310,720,000 

-2 
Subhakf(sna (yojanas) 655,360,000 0 

E Third Dhyana ApramaQasubha 327,680,000 
-;;; Parittasubha 163,840,000 
~ ieavenly 

lei ties Abhasvara (yojanas) 81,920,000 
Second Dhyana ApramaQabha 40,960,000 

Parittabha 20,480,000 

Mahabrahma (yojanas) 10,240,000 
First Dhyana Brahma-purohita 5,120,000 

Brahma-kayika 2,560,000 

Para-nirmita-vasavartin heaven (yojanas) 1,280,000 
NirmaQa-rati heaven 640,000 
T u~ita heaven 320,000 

Six Heavens of Yama heaven 160,000 
the realm of desire 

arth- Heaven of the thirty-three gods (yojanas) 80,000 
welling Heaven of the Four Great Kings 
eities and their subordinates 40,000 

~ Uttarakuru (yojanas) 0 
·~ 
-c Aparagodan iya 0 

bove the 0 Purvavideha 0 
round E )ambudvipa 0 -;;; 

"' "' Realm of the animals (yojanas) 0 
Realm of the spirits of the dead 500 

Sa!T'jiva (yojanas) 1,000 
Kalasutra unclear 

elow Sa!T'ghata unclear 
1e earth Raurava unclear 

Maharaurava unclear 
Tapana unclear 
Pratapana unclear 
Avici 20,000 

Fig. 17. Relationship of the Realms of Desire and Form 
One krosa is a bit less than a kilometer. One hasta is the length of a forearm. One kalpa 
is an incalculably long period of time. One great ka/pa equals eighty kalpas. 



AREA HUMAN HEIGHT HUMAN LIFE SPAN 

one great-thousand-world (yojanas) 16,000.0 (one great kalpa) 16,000.0 
one great-thousand-world 8,000.0 8,000.0 
one great-thousand-world 4,000.0 4,000.0 
one great-thousand-world 2,000.0 2,000.0 
one great-thousand-world 1,000.0 1,000.0 
one great-thousand-world 500.0 500.0 
one great-thousand-world 250.0 250.0 
one great-thousand-world 125.0 125.0 

one medium-thousand-world (yojanas) 64.0 (one great kalpa) 64.0 
one medium-thousand-world 32.0 32.0 
one medium-thousand-world 16.0 16.0 

one small-thousand-world (yojanas) 8.0 (one great kalpa) 8.0 
one small-thousand-world 4.0 4.0 
one small-thousand-world 2.0 2.0 

area as broad as the four landmasses (yojanas) 1.5 (half a great kalpa) 1.5 
area as broad as the four landmasses 1.0 1.0 
area as broad as the four landmasses 0.5 0.5 

(yojanas) 80,000' (krosas) 1.50 (years) 16,000 X 1 ,600 X 30 X 12 
80,000' 1.25 8,000 X 800 X 30 X 12 
80,000' 1.00 4,000 X 400 X 30 X 12 
80,000' 0.75 2,000 X 200 X 30 X 12 

(yojanas) 80,000' (krosas) 0.50 (years) 1 ,000 X 1 00 X 30 X 12 

various 0.25 500 X 50 X 30 X 12 

(yojanas) 2,000' (hastas) 32 (years) 1,000 
1,250'1t 16 500 

about 2,000,000 8 250 
about 2,000,000 4 infinite-1 0 

unclear unclear at most, one kalpa 
unclear unclear 500 X 30 

(yojanas) unclear unclear (years) 500 X 30 X 12 X (500 X 50 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear 1,000 X 30 X 12 X (1,000 X 100 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear 2,000 X 30 X 12 X (2,000 X 200 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear 4,000 X 30 X 12 X (4,000 X 400 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear 8,000 X 30 X 12 X (8,000 X 800 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear 16,000 X 30 X 12 X (16,000 X 1 ,600 X 30 X 12) 
unclear unclear half a kalpa 
20,000' unclear one kalpa 
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Fig. 19. Detailed Plan of the Dwellings of the Thirty· Three Gods 
This figure is the "Drawmg of the Tusita Heaven" that appears in the thirtv-first fascicle ot 
the Fo-tsu t'ung-chi !Record of the lineage of the Buddha and patriarchs·,_ compiled in 
1258~69 by Chih-p'an. Th1s 1s a detail of the square land that appears in the inset in fig­
ure 18. The drawing should, 111 fact, be square, not round. The area shown in black in the 
center of the square land in figure 18, the Palace of Victory belonging to lndra. occupies 
the center of this drawing as well. The other thirty-two gods dwell in palaces outside 1ts 
walls in the city called Lovely View. Between the palace of lndra and those of the other 
gods are the markets for foodstuffs. cloth1ng, grains, and entertainment. 
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disperses with the ejection not of semen but of wind. In this 
sense they are considered higher than human beings. In the case 
of the inhabitants of the four aerial realms, gods in the Y ama 
heaven are able to fulfill their passion through a simple em­
brace, those in the Tu~ita heaven through clasping the hands, 
those in the NirmaQa-rati heaven through a smiling glance, and 
those in the Para-nirmita-vasavartin heaven through a glance 
alone. 

Children are conceived through wind rather than semen. The 
process of birth is also different from that of human beings. The 
Abhidharmakofa says, "There are both male and female deities; 
deva boys and deva girls are born upon their knees." 18 The higher 
the heaven, the more mature children are at birth. Children of 
the Four Great Kings and their attendants appear to be five 
years old at birth; those of the thirty-three gods, six; those of the 
inhabitants of the Yama heaven, seven; those of the Tu~ita 
heaven, eight; those of the NirmaQa-rati heaven, nine; and 
those of the Para-nirmita-vasavartin heaven, ten. This picture of 
deities with wives and children leading a life of pleasure is some­
what different from our usual picture of a god. 

Eighty thousand yqjanas above the summit of Mount Sumeru 
is the heavenly palace (vimiina) of Yama and his attendants, 
80,000 yqjanas square, the same size as the summit of Sumeru. 
There is no indication of how deeply it extends. Y ama is known 
in japan as Emma, lord of the dead. 0/Ve shall see in chapter 8 
why he lives here, rather than in hell.) One hundred sixty thou­
sand yqjanas above Yama's palace is the palace of the Tu~ita 
deities (from fU$ita, "satisfied"); the Tu~ita may be deities who 
know satisfaction. A further 320,000 yqjanas above this is the 
abode of the NirmaQa-rati, the deities who create their own en­
joyment, and then 640,000 yqjanas higher the palace of the Para­
nirmita-vasavartins (meaning "who can change the pleasure 
created by others into [his own pleasure]"). These gods may de­
sire not so much their own pleasure as to create pleasure them­
selves, and they are advanced in relinquishing desire. In size all 
these abodes are the same as the palace ofYama. 
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So far we have seen a universe with inhabitants living on the 
earth, in hells, in the realm of hungry spirits, and in heavens. It 
shares many elements with the cosmologies of other religions. 
Buddhism, though, is perhaps unique in positing an additional 
realm of dfryiina practitioners above the realm of gods. This con­
sists of the "realm of form" (riipa-dhiitu) and the "realm of form­
lessness" (iiriipya-dhiitu). 

Form (riipa) is that which has shape and is characterized by 
constant change and destruction. Rupa-dhiitu, therefore, is where 
those having form dwell. Of course the possession of form is a 
condition shared also by those who occupy the realm of desire 
(kiima-dhiitu). Nevertheless when we speak of the realm of form 
we do not include the realm of desire, for those who dwell there 
have gained release from all desires, so that only their physical 
bodies remain. This is the realm of those who practice dhyiina 
("meditation"), which includes the two practices of "quieting the 
mind" and "observing the nature of things." Buddhist priests, 
and indeed we ourselves, may climb to a realm higher than that 
inhabited by the gods by pursuing the practice of meditation to 
its limits. 

The realm of form is divided broadly into four areas, the First 
through Fourth Dhyanas (in ascending order). The First 
Dhyana consists of three Brahma realms: Brahma-kayika, 
where the subordinates of Brahma dwell; Brahma-purohita, 
where the attendants, ministers, and officials of Brahma dwell; 
and Mahabrahma, "great Brahma." The realm of Brahma­
kayika is l ,280,000 Yf!janas above the highest heaven of the 
realm of desire, Para-nirmita-vasavartin. Its extent is "as broad 
as the four landmasses," Purvavideha, Jambudvipa, Apara­
godaniya, and Uttarakuru. This is an extremely vague expres­
sion, but one possibility is that it means the area of a circle 
whose circumference is described around the four points that 
are the landmasses (see figure 20). If we consider that the four 
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landmasses are located in the center of the salt sea, the area 
would thus be a circle with a radius of 420,086,5 yrijanas. The 
inhabitants of this heaven have bodies half a Yl!jana tall. The 
heaven of Brahma-purohita is 2,560,000 yrijanas above Brahma­
kayika and is the same size as the latter. Its inhabitants are one 
yqjana tall. If the populations of the two were the same, those liv­
ing in Brahma-purohita might be rather cramped. Still, because 
they are officials, they may be fewer in number. Mahabrahma is 
5,120,000 yrijanas above Brahma-purohita and is the same size. 
Its inhabitants are 1.5 yqjanas tall. 

Though we are now in the realm of form, the First Dhyana is 
still concerned with the world of myth. Brahma was originally a 
Brahmanic god, the highest of the pantheon. He appears in the 
First Dhyana more as a symbol of separation from desires and 
of purity than as a god per se. The Mahabrahma heaven re­
minds us of the possibility of gaining release from the realm of 
desire through meditation, and is the realm where those whose 

ru 

jambudvipa 

Fig. 20. Extent of the First Dhyana Heavens 
The broken line shows one possible meaning of "an area as broad as the four landmasses." 
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virtue is equal to that of Brahma himself gather. The various 
mind functions of the deities of the First Dhyana have not yet 
stopped working, but these deities take joy in the fact that they 
have nothing to do with desires or with anything evil. 

The Second Dhyana also has three heavens; in ascending 
order, these are ParHtabha ("limited radiance"), ApramaQabha 
("boundless radiance"), and Abhasvara ("ultimate radiant pu­
rity"). All of them are replete with virtue, symbolized by various 
kinds of light. Parittabha is 10,240,000 yrljanas above the Maha­
brahma heaven, ApramaQabha is 20,480,000 yrljanas above 
ParHtabha, and Abhasvara is 40,960,000 yqjanas above 
ApramaQabha. They are all the same size, one "small-thousand­
world." (A "small single world" denotes a volume of space in­
corporating all of the realm of desire and the First Dhyana of 
the realm of form. A "small-thousand-world" is a measure of 
one thousand such "small worlds.") Whether we can assign a 
position to this vast space is somewhat doubtful (see figure 21 ). 
In the realm of the Second Dhyana there is no discursive 
thought or reasoning. All that remains is the delight born of in­
tensely tranquil and concentrated meditation (samiidhi). 

Like the First and Second Dhyanas, the Third Dhyana has 
three heavens, which are, in ascending order, Parittasubha 
("limited purity"), ApramaQasubha ("unlimited purity"), and 
Subhalqtsna ("complete purity"). Parittasubha is 81,920,000 yo­
janas above the highest stratum of the Second Dhyana, 
Abhasvara; Apramat:J.asubha is 163,840,000 yrljanas above 
Parittasubha; and Subhalqtsna is a further 327,680,000 yrljanas 
above Apramal).asubha. In size, each is a medium-thousand­
world, that is, one thousand small-thousand-worlds. In the 
Third Dhyana, all joy in meditation is eliminated and only a 
sublime delight remains, experienced when the meditator is one 
with truth. There is no greater tranquillity, and it may be the 
equivalent of what Greek philosophy terms ataraxia, imperturba­
bility of mind and body, the goal of human life. 

The first three Dhyana realms are alike in that delight (sukha) 
remains. Therefore they are termed sukha-upapatti, "realms of 
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All three heavens have an 
area as broad as the four 
landmasses 
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- Mahabrahma heaven 

- Brahma-purohita heaven 

N i rmaQa-rati heaven 

Brahma-kayika heaven 

_/;::Para-nirmita-vasavartin heaven 

_/ / Tusita heaven 

All four heavens have the ~-/ ~am.a heaven 
same area as Mount Sumeru _ ~ Y __ Y ___ Mount Sumeru 

golden earth layer ----1!!!!!:!!!:1 

wind circle 

1,120,000 

I- 1,600,000 

~circumference 1 0" ---+1 

Fig. 21. Composition of a World 
Dimensions are given in yojanas. 

delight." The realm ofform does not end here, however. Next is 
the Fourth Dhyana, the stage where all suffering and all delight 
have been transcended. It is made up of eight heavens, which I 
list without going into the subtle differences among them, leav­
ing that to more scholarly studies. They are: Anabhraka 
("cloudless gods"), Pul).yaprasava ("gods produced by virtue"), 
Brhatphala ("gods of great fruit"), Abrha ("undefiled gods"), 
Atapa ("gods of no heat"), Sudp\a ("gods looking handsome"), 
Sudar§ana (also "gods looking handsome"), and Akani~tha 

("gods of the extremity of the realm of form"). All of the gods, 
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from those of Brahma to those of Akani~tha, belong to the 
realm of form and are therefore material, with physical bodies. 
In the realm of formlessness, however, no material form re­
mains, only spirit. This realm is discussed in the "Enlighten­
ment" section of chapter 3. 





3. Transmigration, Karma, and 
Enlightenment 

When asked why the wind circle upholding the Sumeru realm 
did not disperse, Indian scholars said that it was held together 
by the force of the karma ("action") of living beings. Indians be­
lieved that all action leaves behind results; good actions leave 
good results, and evil actions leave evil results. Therefore, action 
does not disappear as soon as it is completed. An unseen force 
remains, the consequence of both individual actions and the ac­
tions of all living beings taken together. Buddhism calls the en­
tirety of action, including its results, combined karma or common 
karma. It is this combined karma that prevents the wind circle 
from dispersing. 

The ideas of karma and transmigration are the foundation of 
Buddhist cosmology, whose purpose is to illuminate their nature 
and relationship to human existence. Unlike the modern scien­
tific view of the cosmos, Buddhist cosmology is meaningless 
without the human element. 

THE SiX DESTINATIONS OF REBIRTH 

Transmigration (saf!lsiira) means the repeated cycle of birth and 
death in this realm of delusion. Literally "flowing together," 
Saf!!Siira is an expression of living beings buffeted by waves and 
at the mercy of water, perhaps a powerful river whose current 
carries us from place to place. As we have seen, rebirth has five 
or six destinations. The Abhidharmakosa gives five-the inhabit-
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ants of hells, hungry spirits, animals, human beings, and devas. 
This is the Sarvastivadin point of view; other schools gave six, 
the above five plus the asuras. 1 In Chinese and Japanese Bud­
dhism, the version favoring six paths gained popularity, and the 
expression "transmigration among the six paths" is well known 
throughout East Asia. According to the Commentary on the Great 
Perfiction qf Wisdom Siitra, the six paths are divided into three 
good and three bad, and further into superior, ordinary, and in­
ferior (see figure 14). 

It is obvious how the inhabitants of hells, hungry spirits, and 
animals could be considered bad destinations in the realm of 
delusion. Asuras and human beings on the other hand,. though 
good destinations, are also inhabitants of the realm of delusion. 
The unclean nature of human existence is emphasized in a 
meditation called "contemplation of impurity," in which medi­
tation subjects include human excreta and the internal organs. 
(Genshin has a good example of this in Essentials qf Salvation.) 
Zen priests also call the human being a bag of dung. 

The gods, too, are inhabitants of the realm of delusion. They 
may have received the most pleasant existence of the six paths, 
but they are still subject to the three poisons of greed, anger, 
and ignorance, so they may eventually fall into the realms of the 
hells or the hungry spirits. The Sii.tra qf Cause and Effect in the Past 
and Present (Kuo-ch'u-hsien-tsai-yin-kuo-ching, trans. into Chinese 
5th century) says, "When fortune is exhausted, there comes suf­
fering; on the six paths of transmigration, eventually suffering 
accumulates."2 Because the inhabitants of the six paths of re­
birth, including the devas, all dwell in the realm of desire, they 
are all subject to suffering. 

The idea of rebirth is also reflected in biographies of the 
Buddha. The Buddha experiences a variety of previous births, 
during which he practices his religious discipline and appears as 
a perfected being. The Jiitakas, tales of the Buddha's former 
lives, relate how he amasses great numbers of virtues. In some 
of them, he is shown as having been born previously as a mon­
key or a deer. 
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Of equal importance to the idea of transmigration is the con­
cept of karma. Karma (also kannan) means "action," and it con­
sists of both action and its power of influence. "Action" does not 
refer just to bodily movements, but also includes the actions of 
speech and mind. An action's power of influence is not confined 
to this life but extends to future lives as well. 

Karma affects the destiny of the entire natural realm, not only 
that of the individual. For example, when the universe is about 
to come into being, a subtle wind begins to stir, and what causes 
it to quicken is "the indirect force of the karma of the various 
living beings." The water circle that eventually develops is pre­
vented from dispersing because "it is maintained by the force of 
the karma of all living beings." This force also creates the hells 
and the heavens. In Buddhism, this combined karmic force is 
called common karma. 3 

Karma functions automatically, without the need of some 
kind of godlike arbitrator. Meritorious acts give rise to good re­
sults, and evil causes adverse results. This is a law analogous to 
natural law. Each person receives upon him- or herself the retri­
butions or rewards for his or her own acts. That is why 
Buddhist texts do not say "to be punished" or "to be thrown 
into hell," as though a god were the agent, but rather "to re­
ceive retribution" and "to fall into hell." Similarly, we will see in 
chapter 4 that those whose retribution in hell has not been com­
pleted will, at the end of this universe, be moved to a hell in an­
other universe. 

AJ"IVIKA IDEAS ABOUT TRANSMIGRATION 

Scholars of Indian intellectual history take continuing interest in 
the question of the origin of particular ideas, and transmigration 
is no exception. There is, though, no idea that is more lost in 
the mists of history than this one. I do not intend to discuss the 
question of its origin here, for it would be far too great a task. I 
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wish, instead, to examine the idea of transmigration in the non­
Buddhist philosophies that arose in India and Greece at much 
the same time as Buddhism. This will, perhaps, serve as a step­
ping stone to further study for interested readers. 

The idea of transmigration hardly appears in the Hindu l!g 
Veda (12th-8th century B.C.E.), though by the time the new reli­
gious movements arose in the sixth to fifth centuries B.C.E., most 
of the important ones included a philosophy of transmigration, 
outstanding examples being Buddhism, Jainism, and the reli­
gion of the Ajivikas. We also find the idea in Brahmanism in the 
new literature called the Upani$ads. Here I would like to exam­
ine the idea as it appears among the Ajivika sect. 

According to the founder, Makkhali Gosala, 

There are 1, 406,600 kinds of living being. There are 500 
karmas, 5 karmas, 3 karmas, 1 karma, and a half karma. 
There are 62 practices, 62 intermediate kalpas, 6 classes, 8 
stages, 4,900 modes of living, 4,900 wandering mendicants, 
4,900 Naga realms, 2,000 organs, 3,000 hells, 36 polluted 
realms, 7 thinking beings, 7 non-thinking beings, 7 insects, 7 
heavenly beings, 7 human beings, 7 demons, 7 lakes, 7 moun­
tains, 707 impregnable passes, 707 dreams. There are 
8,400,000 great kalpas [extremely long periods of time]. Dur­
ing that time both the ignorant and the wise undergo rebirth, 
and being reborn, bring about the end of suffering. During 
that time no one can say, "Through practice of the precepts, 
or through practice of the purities, or through asceticism, or 
through chastity, I will bring to maturity that karma still im­
mature. And I will gradually gain liberation from the karma 
already matured." The pleasure and suffering have already 
been meted out and will continue without increase or de­
crease during the course of the round of birth and death. It is 
like a ball of thread that must be unraveled to the end. Both 
the ignorant and the wise must undergo the round of birth 
and death until the end of suffering is reached. 4 
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Living beings transmigrate among all types of existence. So 
far, Gosala agrees with Buddhism. He differs, however, in say­
ing that meritorious activities such as religious practice and as­
ceticism are of no use in gaining liberation from the round of 
birth and death. According to Gosala, human destiny is fixed. 
As a ball of thread unravels, birth and death will continue until 
the stipulated end, whatever religious exercises a person might 
undertake. It was natural that Buddhism, with its emphasis on 
the importance of religious training, would reject this idea as fa­
talism (nyativiida). 

GREEK IDEAS ABOUT TRANSMIGRATION 

Among Greek ideas about transmigration, that of Orphism is 
particularly well known. In this theory, transmigration was said 
to occur as a result of sins committed. Followers of Orphism 
therefore had to maintain the precepts strictly and purify their 
lives, so that they could release their spirits from their bodies, at 
which point the spirits were believed to return to Dionysus. 
Pythagoras (ca. 580-ca. 500 B.C.E.) was a follower of the Orphic 
cult, and he founded a sect. A famous episode tells how, when 
he was out walking, he came across a man whipping a dog. He 
cried out, "Stop that! That dog you are beating is an old friend 
of mine! He has now been reborn as a dog, but I know his 
voice."5 

Empedocles (ca. 490-430 B.C.E.), a theoretician of elements, 
wrote, "The father fishes up his beloved dead child, now reborn 
as a fish, and kills him. And the fool even gives thanks to the 
gods! But they [his servants] hesitate to sacrifice one who seeks 
compassion. The father does not hear the cries [of the sacrificial 
victim J and after having killed him, prepares an evil meal within 
his house. In the same way sons capture fathers, children cap­
ture mothers, and take their lives and eat that dear meat. "6 

According to the Greek historian Herodotus (ca. 484--i-:a. 425 
B.C.E.), the idea of transmigration came to Greece from Egypt. 
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"The Egyptians say that Demeter [Isis] and Dionysus [Osiris] 
are the chief powers in the underworld; and they were also the 
first people to put forward the doctrine of the immortality of the 
soul, and to maintain that after death it enters another creature 
at the moment of that creature's birth. It then makes the round 
of all living things-animals, birds, and fish-until it finally 
passes once again, at birth, into the body of a man. The whole 
period of transmigration occupies three thousand years. This 
theory has been adopted by certain Greek writers, some earlier, 
some later, who have put it forward as their own. Their names 
are known to me, but I refrain from mentioning them."7 

What we should note is that the Greeks believed that the soul 
transmigrated, while Buddhism denied the existence of the soul. 
In the Buddhist work Milinda's Qjlestions (Milindapafiha, com­
piled 1st century B.C.E.~ 1st century C.E.), the Greek King 
Menandros (Menander) questions the Buddhist Nagasena about 
the seeming contradiction between the Buddhist ideas of rebirth 
and a non-self. The king asks how rebirth takes place without 
anything transmigrating, and Nagasena replies as follows: 

"It is as if, sire, some person might light a lamp. Would it 
burn all night long?" 
"Yes, revered sir, it might burn all night long." 
"Is the flame of the first watch the same as the flame of the 
middle watch?" 
"No, revered sir." 
"Is the flame of the middle watch the same as the flame of the 
third watch?" 
"No, revered sir." 
"Is it then, sire, that the lamp in the first watch was one thing, 
the lamp in the middle watch another, and the lamp in the 
last watch still another?" 
"0 no, revered sir, it was burning all through the night in de­
pendence on itself" 
"Even so, sire, a continuity of dhammas ["beings, existences, 
persons"] runs on; one uprises, another ceases; it runs on as 
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though there were no before, no after; consequently neither 
the one [dhamma] nor another is reckoned as the last con­
sciousness."8 

This passage states the belief of Buddhists that there is no 
continuous and eternal "1." While the lamp burns, the flame 
changes from moment to moment, yet it is as if it were the same 
flame. The flame of the first watch is the "I" of the present, and 
the flame of the middle watch is the "I" of the future. 

The fact that the idea of transmigration was current in both 
India and Greece at around the same time is surprising and 
puzzling. Is it possible that there was some borrowing between 
the two cultures? The Roman officer Arrian mentions the leg­
end that Dionysus invaded India. 9 If we give some credence to 
this as evidence of contact between the two cultures, we can al­
low that there was some connection between Greek and Indian 
transmigration theories. The question of which culture affected 
the other remains. There is also the possibility that there may 
have been an indirect relationship through a third culture. 

ENLIGHTENMENT AND 

THE REALM OF FORMLESSNESS 

In previous chapters we have discussed the dwelling places 
among which living beings transmigrate according to karma. 
But where does the Buddha dwell? Mahayana Buddhism posits 
its own theories about this, which are discussed in part 2. In 
terms of the Abhidhannakosa, however, the Buddha probably oc­
cupies a position above the realm of formlessness, where old 
maps of Mount Sumeru show him. To be accurate, however, 
the realm of the Buddha is beyond space. 

Where, then, is the realm of formlessness (iiriipya-dhiitu)? In 
that realm, beings no longer have physical, material bodies. 
There is only spirit, and no form (riipa) remains. We should not 
assume that the realm of formlessness is "above" the realm of 
form, for it transcends all geographical notions. Though we in-
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elude 1t m cosmology, it is completely detached from spatial 
concepts. It is not, however, beyond the reach of time, and the 
inhabitants of its various levels follow allotted life spans of twenty 
thousand great kalpas, eighty thousand great kalpas, etc. (A kalpa 
is a period of time so long that it cannot be calculated in years.) 

Before he became a buddha, Siddhartha, on taking up the re­
ligious life, studied under the ascetic Ara<;la Kalama and at­
tained the Four Dhyanas and the samiidhis of the Four Formless 
Abodes, which were subsequently incorporated into Buddhism. 
These Four Abodes are termed Akasa-anantya-ayatana ("abode 
of the infinity of space"), Vijfiana-anantya-ayatana ("abode of 
the infinity of consciousness"), Akirpcanya-ayatana ("abode of 
nothingness"), and Naiva-sarpjfia-nasarpjfia-ayatana ("abode of 
neither thought nor non-thought"). 

Samiidhi. We have seen that practitioners of dhyiina may attain 
any of the various Dhyana heavens in the realm of form. The 
realm of formlessness, however, belongs to practitioners of 
samiidhi. There is a subtle difference between the two. Dlryiina in­
corporates the practices of tranquillity ("quieting the mind") 
and discernment ("observing the nature of things"). Samiidhi in­
volves an intensification of the elements of tranquillity. In the 
broadest sense of the word, it means concentration of the mind 
on one point, and so includes dlryiina. Samiidhi is an element of 
religious training that has been consistently emphasized in both 
pre-Mahayana and Mahayana Buddhism (especially in the 
Wisdom sutras). 

Each of the Four Formless Abodes is attained by means of a 
corresponding kind of samiidhi. For example, when one has at­
tained the Akasa-anantya-ayatana samiidhi, one dwells in the 
abode of the infinity of space. To enter this abode means that 
all thoughts of the realm of form are eliminated, and only 
infinite space remains. The Commentary on the Great Peifection qf 
Wisdom Siitra sets out in specific terms how this may be achieved: 
"Contemplate space within the body, and always contemplate 
the body as being void, like a cage, or like a receptacle for steam 



ENUGHTENMENT A.'\ID THE REALM OF FORMLESSNESS 77 

cooking. . .. Thus [you] are enabled to transcend form and 
eliminate the body. As the body becomes infinite space, so does 
other outer form. At that time [you] have succeeded in contem­
plating the emptiness of the infinity of space."'" 

The concept of the four samiidhis is subtle, and I fear that I, 
not having ascended to such heights ( l 70 billion yojanas above 
Jambudvipa!), scarcely have the qualifications to discuss their 
differences. Nevertheless I will attempt a simple explanation. 
The goal of samiidhi practitioners is the realm of the absolute, a 
realm where the self is at one with the universe, in which all rel­
ativity has vanished. From the practitioner's standpoint, it 
means liberation from the "small self' 11 to seek the state of free­
dom. I deal with the idea of the absolute later, but here I discuss 
the samiidhi of the four stages from the viewpoint of freedom. 

Even in the realm of form practitioners attain considerable 
freedom, though strictly in terms of the material world. In the 
realm of formlessness, the practitioner has freedom from the 
material, and strives to attain perfect spiritual freedom, realized 
only when the practitioner removes all thought objects. When 
thought objects exist, one remains in the grip of the idea of the 
final stage. In the first stage of the realm of formlessness, the 
mind has to enter the realm of infinite space (infinite voidness) 
in order to eliminate thought objects concerning the material. 
This is the samiidhi of the abode of the infinity of space. 

Upon reflection, though, the practitioner realizes that infinite 
space is itself an object (what the fifth-century B.C.E. Greek 
philosophers Leucippus and Democritus called "not-being be­
ing not inferior to being"). Therefore the mind must next do 
away with infinite space as a thought object and gain liberation 
from that condition. At that point, the practitioner enters a 
realm from which all thought objects have been eliminated, a 
realm in which only mind itself exists. This is VijfUina-anantya­
ayatana (the abode of the infinity of consciousness). 

Upon still further reflection, the practitioner comes to realize 
that the thought of "the elimination of all thought objects" does 
remain, and liberation must be gained from that. One must 
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proceed to eliminate all thoughts of having done something, of 
having gained liberation from a lower stage and ascended to a 
higher one, or of having attained the fruit of practice, so that 
one may enter the realm of having nothing at all. This is 
Akirp.canya-ayatana (the abode of nothingness). 

Again on further reflection, one realizes that even nothingness 
is an idea that one holds, and it is necessary to eliminate this, 
too. Then one enters Naiva-sarp.jfia-nasarp.jfia-ayatana (the 
abode of neither thought nor non-thought). "Non-thought" is 
"not thinking," which itself becomes the "thought of not-think­
ing." It must therefore be negated as well, which gives us "nor 
non-thought." This is considered the highest of the stages. 12 (By 
this logic, however, we must admit that it cannot be called the 
last stage at all, and we could continue the process infinitely.) A 
buddha (literally, "one who has attained enlightenment") ascends 
to the abode of neither thought nor non-thought, and then tran­
scends the three realms and gains liberation from the cycle of 
transmigration. 

A buddha's mission is to rescue living beings trapped in the 
worlds of transmigration. A buddha appears in the world as a 
result of his aspiration toward enlightenment in former exist­
ences and his accumulation of various kinds of practice in order 
to fulfill a vow. It is said that only one buddha appears in a sin­
gle world system (or, some say, in a trichiliocosm, described in 
chapter 4). Sakyamuni, the buddha who appeared in India, was 
one such buddha. 

To attain enlightenment is not an easy thing. The Japanese 
call a person who has died hotoke, which means "buddha." 
Under the influence of Christianity, there has also been a recent 
tendency in Japan for mothers to explain a father's death to 
children by saying that he has gone to heaven. I hesitate to shat­
ter children's dreams, but according to Buddhism those fathers 
are almost certainly not in heaven. In Buddhism, death alone 
cannot make a person a buddha; in all likelihood the dead per­
son would merely be reborn in a hell or as a hungry spirit. To 
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attain enlightenment, and to enter heaven, demands effort and 
faith. 

Non-duality. Non-duality is a concept central to the notion of 
enlightenment. Non-duality denies all relative and opposite con­
cepts. Only in this denial can the truth appear; it is like a dialec­
tic that resolves opposites. "Neither thought nor non-thought" is 
an example of non-duality, in that there is a negation of both 
opposing concepts. In the Heart Siitra (Prajfiaparamita-hrdaya­
sutra, ca. 5th-6th century C.E.) the expressions "not born, not 
destroyed," "not defiled, not pure," and "no ignorance and no 
end to ignorance" are examples of non-dual thought. 

The Vimalakirti Siitra (Vimalakirti-nirdesa-sutra, trans. into 
Chinese 5th century) expounds the idea of the non-duality of all 
existences. The hero of this very popular sutra is the lay practi­
tioner Vimalakirti, a man whose deep understanding of the emp­
tiness of transcendental wisdom (prajiiii) surpasses even that of 
the ordained disciples of the Buddha. At one point, Vimalakirti 
and the disciples discuss the teaching of non-duality. A certain 
bodhisattva says, "Many wise people think that there is birth 
and there is death. However, things originally were not born, 
and therefore they do not die. To enter the gate of non-duality 
means to gain the tranquillity of mind that comes of the under­
standing that 'things are not born."' Other bodhisattvas proceed 
to deny other opposing concepts, such as pure and defiled, good 
and evil, and saT{lSiira ("life and death," "transmigration") and 
nirviitta ("eternal peace"). Finally they appeal to the bodhisattva 
Maftiusri, who says, "In my way of thinking, nothing can be said, 
explained, shown, or discerned about anything at all. Being de­
tached from all questions and answers is to enter the gate of non­
duality." Rightly is Mafijusri called the embodiment of wisdom! 
His reply overwhelms the answers of the other bodhisattvas. Then 
he says to Vimalakirti, "Everyone has finished. It is now your 
tum. What is the meaning of entering the gate of non-duality?" 
But Vimalakirti says nothing. Mafijusri praises him, saying: 
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"Wonderful, wonderful! You use neither letters nor speech. That 
indeed is what it truly means to enter the gate of non-duality!" 13 

Non-duality is a philosophy of the absolute. In Buddhism, 
that which is absolute is true, whereas that which is relative is 
only temporary, a falsehood. This idea arose from the concept 
that the world is characterized by suffering, and that we must 
seek in whatever way we can to remove that suffering. The ori­
gin of suffering is believed to be the relativistic nature of the 
world. Because we discriminate between ourselves and others, 
pain and anguish arise. This abhorrent world of the relative is 
not the true world. In the world from which all relativity has 
been eliminated, that is, the world of the absolute, there is no 
suffering. That is the realm of truth. 

Buddhism gave its whole attention to the question of the nature 
of the absolute. From the Buddhist point of view, the concept of 
the absolute in popular usage carried only a faint echo of its 
true meaning, for it tended to be employed only in the sense of 
contrasting relative and absolute, not in terms of absolute truth. 
This distinction is rarely recognized. What do we mean by an 
absolute god? If we say "an existence standing above all other 
things," we have not yet understood its meaning sufficiently. We 
are only comparing "absolute god" with "all things." The true 
meaning of absolute god is god beyond all concepts of "us" and 
"god," a god where we and god are one. In this sense, Bud­
dhism is pantheistic. 

The idea of a non-dual absolute is not confined to Buddhism. 
Brahmanism terms the absolute the "identicality of Brahman 

- -
and Atman," Brahman being the entire universe, and Atman 
the self, real and immortal. The two are, in truth, one. Thinking 
that the self somehow exists separately from the universe derives 
from attachment to deluded views created by that very sel£ The 
idea of non-duality appears throughout the Brahmanic sacred 
texts called the Upan~ads, and it is here we should look to dis­
cover its origin. It is in the BrhadiiraTJ:Yaka-upan~ad (Upan~ad of 
the Great Forest, 700-500 B.C.E.) that the famous expression 
neti, neti Oiterally, "not this, not this") appears. 
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The philosopher Yajfiavalkya said to his wife Maitreyi: 

When there is, as it were, duality, then one sees the other, 
one smells the other, one tastes the other, one speaks to the 
other, one hears the other, one perceives the other, one 
touches the other, one knows the other. But when the one is 
the self (iitman), how should one see another, how should one 
smell another, how should one taste another, how should one 
speak to another, how should one hear another, how should 
one perceive another, how should one touch another, how 
should one know another? How should one know that 
through which one knows all this? The self is to be described 
only as "Not this, not this." It is incomprehensible, for it cannot 
be comprehended; it is imperishable, for it cannot be de­
stroyed; it is unattached, for it does not attach itself; it is un­
fettered, for it does not suffer, it does not fail. How should 
one know the knower? Thus you have already been in­
structed, 0 Maitreyl. Ah, immortality is truly thus! 

Having said this, Yajfiavalkya went away [into the forest]. 14 

Those who idealize the absolute tend to be suspicious of what 
is diverse. Psychologically, their ideal is the absence of discrimi­
natory thought and the cessation of mental functioning. Of the 
various mental conditions being awake, being in a dream 
state, and being deeply asleep they consider that the first is the 
condition closest to delusion, for a person who is awake must be 
in contact with the world at its most diverse. This diversity is re­
duced somewhat in the dream state, but in the state of deep 
sleep it disappears entirely. It is when diversity is annihilated 
that the spirit exists in its purest form. 

Yoga. According to Indian tradition, fundamental truth cannot 
be attained through daily, busy life, but only by the concentrated 
mind. This concentration of mind is variously called yoga, 
samiidhi, or dlryiina. Yoga (etymologically the same as the English 
yoke) means "attaching the mind to one object," "concentrating 
the mind on one thing." Samiidhi means "putting together (the 
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mind which always tends to disperse)." The Hindu yoga school 
probably started before the common era, but its most important 
scripture, the Yoga-siitra, was composed by Patafi.jali around the 
fifth century C.E. Many new yogic sects subsequently developed. 
One of them, Hathayoga (hatha, "force, pertinacity") which devel­
oped after the twelfth century C.E., specializes in bodily training, 
in the belief that the body's function and the spirit's function are 
inseparable. 

It is very difficult to probe the origins of this tradition. Among 
the remains of the Indus Valley civilization that flourished around 
2,300 B.C.E., there is a statue excavated from Mohenjo-Daro of 
a man, perhaps a priest, meditating (see photo 3). His eyes are 
half-closed, the very image of one who has entered samiidhi 
(though some believe that this means only that he is of Mongo­
lian origin). The way his robe is worn over the left shoulder, 
leaving the right one bare, is similar to the custom that per­
tained later in Buddhism. (A seal also found at Mohenjo-Daro 
depicts a man, or perhaps a god, in a yogic pose.) Nevertheless, 
there is a gap of nearly two thousand years between the Indus 
Valley civilization and the time of the Upani$ads and the new re­
ligious sects. Furthermore, the new religious movements did not 
arise in the Indus Valley, but in the Ganges Valley. We do not yet 
know for sure whether this one small statue will be able to bridge 
the gap of two thousand years and two thousand kilometers. 

Yoga is the most non-European of all the ways of thought. 
European civilization has believed that one can approach re­
ality by seeing things clearly, and that anything else leads to 
turbidity. For Westerners, lack of cognition is imbecility. In the 
Yogic teachings about being asleep and awake, however, there 
is something very persuasive. People often reminisce at the ends 
of their lives that all has been somehow like a dream. That 
might very well be true, but it is something that can be fully re­
alized only after we die. 

While we dream, we do not doubt the truth of what happens 
in the dream. After we awake, though, and recall what hap­
pened in the dream, we know the dream world to be full of 
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contradictions and impossibilities. In a dream, I can be in one 
place now and an instant later far away. I can be speaking with 
someone and then find him turned into someone else. Never­
theless I continue talking, completely unconcerned, and with no 
doubts whatsoever. To my awakened self, the dream is a world 
of illusion. 

Now I am awake. Things occur logically, leaving no room for 
doubt. This waking world is not the world of dreams but the 
realm of undeniable truth. We cannot think otherwise. It is the 
world of dreams that deceives us, for there not a single doubt 
arises. But isn't the waking world just the same? It is an even 
greater trickster. Isn't death itself the true awakening? 





4. The Cosmos and Time 

In chapter 3 we saw how individual beings transmigrate. 
According to Buddhism, the cosmos also transmigrates, under­
going drastic changes over long periods of time. 

THE THOUSAND-CUBED 

GREAT-THOUSAND-WORLD 

To understand the worldview of Buddhism, 1t ts necessary to 
comprehend the concept of the thousand-cubed great-thousand­
world, or trichiliocosm. We begin by examining what a "single 
world" consists of. The Chinese translation of the Abhidharmakosa 
describes its horizontal limits in the expression, "The Iron Moun­
tains [Cakrava<;la] encircle a single world." 1 A single world thus 
includes Mount Sumeru, its surrounding mountain ranges and 
seas, and four landmasses. The vertical boundaries are not as 
clear, but appear to extend from the circle of wind to Brahma's 
world, the First Dhyana heavens of the realm of form. The 
heaven of the greatest of all the gods is therefore the upper limit 
of a single world (see figure 21 ). The higher dhyana practitioners 
in the realms of form and of formlessness, and the buddhas, are 
beyond this world, but all the other five (or six) types of beings 
dwell in the single world. This world also includes one sun, one 
moon, and the stars. In modern terms, a single world may equal 
the solar system. 

93 
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A thousand single worlds are called a "small-thousand­
world." (Small thousand means "one thousand.") In modern 
terms, this would be a galaxy. One thousand small-thousand­
worlds make a medium-thousand-world. "Medium-thousand" is 
dvi-siihasra ~iterally, "2,000"), a term used to mean 1,0002

, that is, 
a million worlds. One thousand medium-thousand-worlds make 
a great-thousand-world. "Great-thousand" (tri-siihasra, literally, 
"3,000") denotes l ,000', that is, one billion worlds. A great­
thousand-world is also called a "thousand-cubed great-thousand­
world" (tri-siihasra-mahiisiihasro loka-dhiitu~), or trichiliocosm. These 
worlds all experience the Buddhist cycle of existence and disap­
pearance together, so they can be called a single unit in terms of 
destiny. 

The upper three Dhyana stages in the realm of form and the 
stages of the realm of formlessness are not included in the trichilio­
cosm, but it is incorrect to say that they transcend space and 
time. The Second, Third, and Fourth Dhyanas' heavens have 
physical limits, and the living beings who inhabit them have 
specific life spans. In contrast, the realm of formlessness is with­
out size, transcending spatial dimensions. It is not, however, be­
yond the reach of time, and its inhabitants also follow allotted 
life spans. (In the abode of the infinity of space their life span is 
twenty thousand great kalpas, in the abode of the infinity of con­
sciousness it is forty thousand great kalpas, in the abode of noth­
ingness it is sixty thousand great kalpas, and in the abode of 
neither thought nor non-thought, eighty thousand great kalpas.) 

The Abhidharmakosa does not mention multiples of the upper 
three Dhyana stages, but other sutras and commentaries suggest 
such plurality. 2 A small-thousand-world includes one thousand 
suns and one thousand Brahma heavens, whereas a medium­
thousand-world has a million suns, a million Brahma heavens, 
and also one thousand Second Dhyana heavens. A great-thou­
sand-world has a billion suns, and a billion Brahma heavens, a 
million Second Dhyana heavens, and a thousand Third Dhyana 
heavens. 
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TIME, SEASONS, AND HUMAN LIFE 

Time. The concept of the trichiliocosm is closely linked with 
Buddhist theories about time and human destiny. Buddhist 
thought is generally clouded with pessimism, and this is 
nowhere more obvious than in its concept of time. The notion 
of an eternal round of birth and death is an intolerable thought. 
I will discuss this further, but would first like to introduce some 
basic units of time and discuss time in terms of daily life. 

In ascending order, the basic units of time are: 

k$m;a ('hs second) 
tat-k$m;a; equals 120 k$a7Jas (13/s seconds) 
lava; equals 60 tat-k$a7Jas ( l minute 36 seconds) 
muhiirta; equals 30 lavas (48 minutes) 
aho-riitra; equals 30 muhiirtas (24 hours, day) 
miisa; equals 30 aho-riitras (month) 
sarrwatsara (year) 

Thus a muhiirta more or less corresponds to an hour, a lava to a 
minute, and a tat-k$a7Ja to a second. A k$a7Ja represents a very 
tiny unit of time, for which we do not possess any modern unit. 

There is another way to explain a k$a7Ja's small size. A k$a7Ja is 
the time it takes "for a dharma to arise when all the causes and 
conditions have come together," that is, for a certain existence, 
thing, or being to emerge when all the conditions are in place.3 

Certain chemical compounds, for example, suddenly form 
when the temperature is right. The Great Commentary graphically 
describes the brevity of a k$a7Ja: "Two adult men stretch tight a 
big cable of Kasi silk thread. Another adult man severs that ca­
ble in one stroke with a strong Chinese blade. The time the 
blade takes to pass through one thread is sixty-four k$a7Jas." 4 Silk 
from Kasi seems to have been extremely fine, and the cable 
would consist of hundreds or thousands of threads. The blade 
takes perhaps 64,000 k$a7Jas to pass through the whole cable, 



96 THE COSMOS AND TIME 

and that is one stroke by an adult man! You can imagine how 
brief a unit the ~m;a is. 

Now let us examine units longer than a day. A month consists 
of thirty aho-riitras ("days and nights"), but there were also six 
months with only twenty-nine. The Indians knew that a month 
actually has about twenty-nine and a half days. Modern astron­
omy has accurately calculated the time of a synodical month 
(from one full moon to the next) as being an average of 29 days, 
12 hours, 44 minutes, and 2.8 seconds. 

A year consists of twelve such months (30 x 6 + 29 x 6 = 354 
days). In the Abhidharmakosa, time units finish with "year" 
(sarrwatsara). There is, however, another enormous unit of time 
that we could add, the kalpa, which is so long that it cannot be 
calculated in years. (The Chinese transliterated kalpa as kiap and 
translated it as "great time." In the Japanese game of Go there 
is a rule known as kO [Japanese for kiap] to prevent stalemates 
through constant repetition. Without it, the game could con­
tinue indefinitely.) 

Buddhist writings demonstrate the length of a kalpa by a 
number of similes. It is at least the time required to take away 
all the mustard seeds stored in a castle of one cubic ytjana (7. 4 
cubic kilometers) if only one seed is removed every hundred 
years. Alternatively, it is at least the time taken to wear away a 
great rock of one cubic yojana by wiping it with a piece of soft 
cotton (karpiisa) from Kasl once every hundred years. These sim­
iles are found in the Miscellaneous Discourses (Sa.rp.yuktagama, date 
uncertain, probably 3d century B.C.E.-lst century C.E.). Some 
sutras substitute the robe of a celestial woman (which is ex­
tremely soft) for the piece of Kasl cotton. 

This immense amount of time is still short compared with the 
"great kalpa" (mahiikalpa) and the cycle of sixty-four great kalpas. 
One great kalpa consists of eighty kalpas. (When comparing a 
kalpa with a great kalpa, we usually call the original kalpa an "in­
termediate kalpa" [ antarakalpa].) A great kalpa is truly an enor­
mous length of time, and sixty-four are immeasurably longer, of 
course. This should not occasion surprise, however, for there 
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exists even a vaster amount of time, the asaT(lkhya kalpa, in com­
parison with which these seem no more than brief moments. 
AsaT[lkhya has often been mistranslated as "infinite," but actually 
it is a number representing lO to the power of 59. Three 
asaT(lkhya kalpas, the time deemed necessary to train to become a 
buddha, is therefore 3 x l059

• Some commentaries say the kalpas 
spoken of here are great kalpas, and others say they are interme­
diate kalpas. 

Seasonal changes and the calendar. The day, month, and year are 
closely connected to everyday life, and regulate its rhythms. Bud­
dhist priests used the lunar calendar, which began and ended 
with the full moon. The first half of the month (Kr~I).apak~a) was 
the period from the full moon to the new moon, and the second 
half (Suklap~a), the period from the new moon to the full 
moon. Kr~I).apak~a (black half), the period of the darkening or 
waning moon, was the time when there was litde moon in the 
sky (or perhaps the time when the moon rose late at night). Suk­
lapak~a (bright half) was the time when the moon could be seen 
in the sky during the evening. With the month divided into two 
halves this way, the priests would count the days as the fourth 
day of Kr~I).apak~a or the fifteenth day of Suklapak~a, rather 
than as the sixteenth or the thirtieth of the month. To be pre­
cise, however, there were some months when the first part 
(Kr~I).apa~a) had only fourteen days. At such times the month 
would be a "small" month of twenty-nine days, rather than a 
"large" month of thirty days. Small and large months alternated. 
This was a natural result, because the synodical month is about 
twenty-nine and a half days. The months were named for con­
stellations. Thus if the full moon of a particular month arose in 
the Pleiades (Krttika) the month was named Karttika. 

So far we have seen how the moon's cycle governed the 
construction of the calendar. India has seasonal changes, how­
ever, which are cyclical and based on the sun's movement. Bud­
dhists recognized three seasons, calling them the "cold season" 
(hemanta), "hot season" (gr0rza), and "rainy season" (var$a). Indians 
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who were not Buddhists, on the other hand, had six seasons, 
"advancing heat" (vasanta), "great heat" (~a), "rainy season" 
(var~a), "dry season" or "season of ripening" (sarad), "advancing 
cold" (hemanta), and "great cold" (SiSira). 

Let us now examine how the lunar and solar cycles were 
connected. Hsi.ian-tsang (600--662 C.E.) mentions that the first 
season of the year was not the "cold season," but instead the 
"hot season." He adds the divisions of spring, summer, autumn, 
and winter to the divisions of three or six seasons. This concept 
of four seasons is vague, however, in view of India's climate, 
and it is uncertain whether it was generally used. The informa­
tion in the relevant passage from Hsi.ian-tsang's Records qf the 
Western Regions qf the Great Tang I?Jnasty is tabulated in figure 22, 
together with Gregorian calendar months. 

It is of interest to see how the Indian months match our own 
months, which are based on the solar calendar. The Abhidharma­
kosa says, "The nights lengthen after the ninth day of the latter 
half of the second month during the rainy season."5 The second 
month of the rainy season is the sixth in the table, Bhadrapada. 
The ninth day of the latter half of the month is the ninth day of 
Suklap~a, which means, in our way of counting, the twenty­
third day of Bhadrapada. It is not certain whether "lengthening 
of the nights" refers to the phenomenon that begins in the sum­
mer solstice or in the autumn equinox. At any rate, it seems 
unreasonable to think that the phenomenon begins in Bhadra­
pada, because in those days, Caitra was the month that contained 
the spring equinox, as in figure 22.6 

There appears to be a considerable discrepancy between the 
Indian months and our own; the lunar calendar shifts between a 
half and one month every two or three years. It is only natural 
that the information in the Abhidharmakosa (5th century C.E.) and 
Records qf the Western Regions (7th century C.E.) should not com­
pletely accord with our calendar. Neither work mentions what 
Buddhists thought about the discrepancies between the solar 
and lunar calendars, but there is little doubt that intercalary 
months were inserted when necessary. Three years of twelve 
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months (354 days) would result in a discrepancy of about a 
month in comparison with the solar calendar. This would mean 
that Caitra, now at the beginning of the hot season, would in 
three years be at the end of the cold season. 

For Buddhist priests, the pure lunar calendar might have 
been preferred, in order to preserve the rhythm of religious life. 
The important meeting of members of the order, called uposatha 
in Pali (upavasatha in Sanskrit), was held regularly at full moon, 
new moon, and days in the middle of each interval between full 
and new. Miisa ("month") derives from the Indo-European root 
mii ("to measure"). For priests, the month was the most con­
venient measure of time. For farmers, however, the sun would 
have been the most important indicator. 

The very important rainy season retreat (viir$ika in Sanskrit), 
however, could not ignore the changing seasons. Religious prac­
titioners remained in one place during the three-month period 
of heavy rains, which lasted either from Sraval).a to Asvayuja or 
from Bhadrapada to Karttika, depending on differences in cli­
mate, calendar, and location. In linking the names of the months 
to the period of the rainy season retreat, Buddhist priests almost 
certainly calculated the retreat through a system of intercalary 
months that was common throughout India. 

This discussion must seem unexpectedly down-to-earth after 
the cosmological flights of imagination we have seen in earlier 
chapters. At times, such realism does appear in the fanciful 
Buddhist scheme, for Buddhists themselves could not escape the 
practicalities of daily life. 

THE CYCLE OF INCREASE 

AND DECREASE OF THE UNIVERSE 

The rycle if four periods. The universe, with its multiple worlds and 
variety of living beings, eternally repeats a cycle of fourfold 
change (see figure 23). Each of the four periods lasts twenty 
intermediate kalpas, so one complete cycle takes eighty inter­
mediate kalpas. The cycle includes the Kalpa of Dissolution 



INDIAN CALENDAR 

Three seasons Six seasons ((tu) Four seasons 

Krsoapaksa 
1. Caitra Suklapaksa advancing heat 

-------- (vasanta) 
Krsoapaksa* 

2. Vaisakha 
Suklapaksa spring 

hot --------

3. Jyais!ha 
Krsoapaksa (gri?ma) 

Suklapaksa great heat 
-------- (gri?ma) 
Krsoapaksa* 

4. Asac;lha 
Suklapaksa 

--------

5. Sravaoa 
Krsoapaksa 

Suklapaksa summer 

-------- rainy season 

Krsoapaksa* (var?a) 
6. Bhadrapada 

Suklapaksa rainy --------- (var?a) 
Krsoapaksa 

7. Asvayuja 
Suklapaksa dry season 
--------

(sarad) 
Krsoapaksa* 

B. Karttika 
Suklapaksa autumn 

------

9. Margasiras 
Krsoapaksa 

Suklapaksa advancing cold 
-------- (hemanta) 
Krsoapaksa* 

10. Pausa 
Suklapaksa 

cold ---------
(hemanta) 

11. Magha 
Krsoapaksa winter 
Suklapaksa 

great cold --------
Krsoapaksa* (sisira) 

12. Phalguna 
Suklapaksa 

Fig. 22. Comparison of Indian, Chinese, and Gregorian Calendars 
Under the Chinese calendar are listed first the month according to Hsuan-tsang, and the 
correct month in parentheses.(* These half-months have only 14 days.) 

---

---

---

---

---

---

---

---· 



CHINESE CALENDAR GREGORIAN CALENDAR 

1st month March -------------
(2d month) spring equinox 

2d month April -------------(3d month) 

3d month May -------------
(4th month) 

4th month june 
-------------(5th month) 

5th month july 
-------------

(6th month) 

6th month August -------------(7th month) 

7th month ------------- September 
(8th month) 

8th month October -------------(9th month) 

9th month November -------------(lOth month) 

lOth month December -------------(11th month) 

11th month January 
-------------(12th month) 

12th month February -------------(1st month) 

1st month March - (2d month) 



102 THE COSMOS AND TIME 

20 intermediate kalpas 20 intermediate kalpas 20 intermediate kalpas 

(1) Kalpa of Dissolution (2) Kalpa of Nothingness (3) Kalpa of Creation 

1+-------------------one great ka/pa------­

Fig. 23. Cycle of the Universe 

(Sarpvartakalpa); the Kalpa of Nothingness (Sarpvartasthayi­
kalpa), during which the world remains dissolved; the Kalpa of 
Creation (Vivartakalpa); and the Kalpa ofDuration of the created 
world (Vivartasthayikalpa). That the cycle starts with dissolution 
is a very Indian way of thinking, as is the custom of calculating 
the month from the full moon. 

The Kalpa of Dissolution begins when beings are no longer 
reborn in the hells. When all living beings disappear from the 
hells, the hells themselves vanish. The process is repeated in the 
abodes of hungry spirits and animals. As for human beings, 
when one person is reborn in a First Dhyana heaven and expe­
riences the joy brought about by abandonment of evil life, that 
motivates all others to enter samiidhi and be reborn there. Like­
wise, among devas of the First Dhyana heavens, when one of their 
number is reborn in a Second Dhyana heaven and experiences 
the joy resulting from samiidhi, all the others receive an impetus 
to enter samiidhi and be reborn there. When the karma of living 
beings that created the world is finally exhausted (because there 
are no more living beings in the world), seven suns appear and 
burn up the wind circle, water circle, golden earth layer, Mount 
Sumeru, the four landmasses, and the Brahma palace at the 
highest point of the First Dhyana heavens. Beings who escaped, 
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infinite years 

80,000 years 
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1111111111111111111 
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r 
repeated cycles of the r 
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kalpa of decrease kalpa of increase 

I 
(4) Kalpa of Duration of 

created world 

so to speak, to the Second Dhyana heavens can evade this 
catastrophe. 

When the hells and the abodes of the hungry spirits and animals 
finally disappear, evil ones living in the human world might clap 
their hands in glee, saying, "Now I can do anything I want to. 
There is now no longer any place below the human realm to 
which I can fall." Similarly, those who entered the hells just 
before their final dissolution would no doubt rejoice that their 
period of torment would be very short. Their joy would be pre­
mature, however. The Abhidhannakosa says that the inhabitants 
of hells who have not yet received their full measure of punish­
ment would be transferred by the force of their karma to a hell 
in another universe. 

Next comes the Kalpa of Nothingness, in which the world 
remains dissolved for twenty intermediate kalpas. 

The Kalpa of Creation begins when a tiny wind begins to blow 
"through the indirect force of the karma of living beings" (who 
and where these living beings are is not clear). The wind circle 
forms, then the water circle, the golden earth layer, the soil, the 
four landmasses, and Mount Sumeru. The palaces and abodes 
reappear exactly as they were before, peopled by the rebirth in 
lower realms of those who had escaped to the Second Dhyana 



106 

" c 
-~ 

>­
.D 

§~-------1 

"t~ 
2 
~ 
" 

destruction 
by fire 

.D 
c 
0 

·.;; 
u 
2 
t;; 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 ~ 

Ill 
//\"\ 

111121131141 
one great kalpa 

1 

THE COSMOS AND TIME 

destruction destruction 
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Fig. 24. Relationship of the Three Great Catastrophes to the Cycle of Sixty-Four Great 
Kalpas 
(1) Kalpa of Dissolution, (2) Kalpa of Nothingness, (3) Kalpa of Creation, and (4) Kalpa of 
Duration of the created universe 

Kali (iron, lasting 432,000 years). This cycle continues infinitely. 
We are living in the Kali-yuga, the most inferior of the four 
ages. (According to the Arab scholar and scientist Al-Birunl 
[973-1048 C.E.], the Kali-yuga began on February 18, 3102 
B.C.E.) The ancient Greeks also divided time symbolically into 
gold, silver, copper, and iron. 

The Buddhist idea of the period of the Decay of the Dharma 
is similar to these philosophies about the ages. According to Bud­
dhist theory, the Buddha's teachings degenerate over three pe­
riods. These are called the period of the True Dharma, when 
teaching, practice, and attainment of emancipation are all 
possible; the period of the Counterfeit Dharma, when only 
teaching and practice of Buddhism remain and emancipation is 
impossible; and the period of the Decay of the Dharma, when 
only the Buddhist teachings survive. One theory states that the 
first period lasted five hundred years after the death of Sakya­
muni and the second, one thousand years, whereas the third 
will continue for ten thousand years. Another theory makes the 
first and second periods last one thousand years and the third, 
ten thousand. 
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Sakyamuni died in the fifth or fourth century B.C.£. Soon after 
that, it seems that his teachings were in danger of abandon­
ment, and this filled his followers with a sense of crisis. Perhaps 
this gave rise to the idea of the three periods of the teachings. 
Those who established the theory maintained vigorously that 
their age had already entered the time of weakening (second pe­
riod) or degeneration (third period). To prove they had alr~ady 
entered the period of the Decay of the Dharma, they manipu­
lated the timing of the three periods to agree with the difference 
between their own time and the Buddha's death. These notions, 
of living in an increasingly evil age and of the periodic occur­
rence of catastrophes in the universe, seem to give Buddhist cos­
mology a pessimistic tone. But it is exactly because of this that 
Buddhism maintains the need for salvation and teaches that 
buddhas appear regularly in the universe for this purpose. 

A buddha can appear only during the kalpa of decrease within 
the Kalpa of Duration, when the human life span is between 
80,000 and 100 years. Buddhas do not appear during kalpas of 
increase, for then human beings are living longer and longer in 
a prosperous world, so they are content and in no frame of 
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mind to listen to a buddha's teachings. Nor do they appear 
when the life span has sunk to between l 00 and l 0 years, for 
then human beings have become so inferior that they lack the 
ability to respond to the teachings. This is a time called the "evil 
world," permeated by five corruptions (~iiyas): the "corruption 
of life" (iiyu~-~iiya), because the human life span is short; the 
"corruption of the kalpa" (kalpa-k~iiya), because the natural envi­
ronment worsens; the "corruption of the passions" (kle5a-k~iiya), 
because beings pursue only pleasure; the "corruption of views" 
(dr~ti-ka~iiya), because religious practitioners pursue false opin­
ions; and the "corruption of living beings" (sattva-~iiya), be­
cause beings are physically and mentally inferior. 

A buddha does not appear in every kalpa of decrease. As the 
expression "one universe, one buddha" seems to indicate, a 
buddha will appear only once in the course of a great kalpa, 
which is one cycle of dissolution, nothingness, creation, and du­
ration. During a great kalpa, the period of decrease between 
80,000 and 100 years occurs nineteen times (this refers to the 
first nineteen of the twenty intermediate kalpas in the Kalpa of 
Duration), and a buddha may appear in only one of them. We 
have been born as humans in the intermediate kalpa that has 
seen the appearance of Sakyamuni. Because he lived for only 80 
years, we are able to come into contact with him only through 
his teachings. But even this is a great thing. 

In this sense, Buddhists consider a personal encounter with a 
buddha a rare chance, and an occasion for deep gratitude. The 
rarity of this opportunity is emphasized by the Buddhist saying 
that it is as difficult for a living being to be born human and to 
encounter the Buddha as for a blind turde that raises its head 
above the surface of the sea only once in a hundred years to put 
its head in a hole in a floating log. This metaphor encourages 
the devotee to pursue religious training. 

According to the theory of the Auspicious Kalpa, many more 
buddhas are expected to appear.8 This theory divides time into 
three kalpas, the past Kalpa of Adornment, the present Auspi-
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cious Kalpa, and the future Kalpa of Constellations, in each of 
which a thousand buddhas appear. Sutras listing the names of 
the thousand buddhas of each kalpa were composed. 9 It is not 
clear what connection these three kalpas have with the kalpas dis­
cussed above (the Abhidhamzakosa does not mention them), but it 
appears that the Auspicious Kalpa of the present is considered 
identical with the Kalpa of Duration. 10 Here, then, we have not 
just one buddha appearing in the Kalpa of Duration, but one 
thousand. 

In northwest India around the third century C.E., the belief 
grew that Maitreya would be the next buddha, following Sakya­
muni. At present accumulating religious training as a bodhi­
sattva, Maitreya is the focus of hope of those born too late to 
enjoy Sakyamuni's salvation. All the same, he is not due to ap­
pear until5,670,000,000 years after Sakyamuni's death. 11 

Reflecting on the description of the universe presented in the 
last four chapters, the reader will be aware that much of Bud­
dhist cosmology seems fantastical. The physical layout of the 
cosmos has a logic mostly unrelated to what we know of the uni­
verse, and the mathematical calculations consist of apparently 
arbitrary numbers which, however, are strangely precise. 
Naturally, ideas such as the centrality of the Indian experience 
to the cosmology and the existence of hells inside the earth do 
not hold true today. All the same, we do not necessarily gain by 
interpreting Buddhist cosmology purely in terms of geography 
and revealing all its deficiencies, for to a certain extent it was 
constructed as a symbolic representation. For example, we may 
infer that the authors of the cosmology depicted it symbolically 
from the first, given the overly schematic description of the uni­
verse and the too-artificial numbers of the worlds' dimensions. 
Of course those authors did not come out and say that their cos­
mology was symbolic. Because of the boldness of expression, 
though, both speakers and hearers must have understood it as 
being so. If we comprehend it in this way, we can appreciate the 
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sophistication of ancient Buddhist cosmology. It explained 
graphically, in a way that is easy to memorize, the entire picture 
of the world and the universe. In this sense it is of little import 
that the individual numbers and configurations do not match 
reality. 



PART TWO 

Mahayana Cosmology 





5. The Western Pure Land 

So far we have been discussing Buddhist cosmology largely in 
terms of the Abhidharmakosa. This we might call for convenience 
the classical view, a product of a time when Buddhism was or­
ganizationally at its most stable. The cosmology that we are 
about to examine, in contrast, is the product of new doctrinal 
developments which occurred with the segmentation of Bud­
dhism and the rise of Mahayana thinking. While in Hinayana 

' Buddhism the Buddha appears and disappears in the universe, 
in Mahayana thought the Buddha is the universe itself, eternal 
existence. This idea was probably influenced by the notion of 
Brahma, Brahmanism's fundamental principle of the universe, 
and by Hinduism's concept of the gods Vi~l)U and Siva. 

Mahayana Buddhism arose in India around the first century 
C.E. It can be classified into three periods: early, or dynamic (1st 
century C.E. to 4th century C.E.), middle, or scholastic (4th~mid-
7th century), and late, or esoteric (mid-7th~early 13th century). 

5AHA AND SUKHAVATI 

In the Abhidharmakosa, despite all that was written about hells 
and heavens, there is not one word about the key Mahayana 
idea of Sukhiivati ("supreme joy"). To understand this concept, 
let us first take a brief look at the Mahayana notion of the Saha 
world. Sahii refers to the world in which we live, the stage for 
Sakyamuni's appearance and the object of his teaching. Sahii, "a 

J13 
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place where suffering is endured," (and its variant Sabhii, "con­
fused congregation") appears to derive from the Sanskrit word 
sabhaya, meaning "a land of fear." All these words describe this 
world as a realm of defilements, filled with suffering. 

There are a number of different opinions concerning the extent 
of Saha; some say it is Jambudvipa, some say it comprises the 
four landmasses, and some say that it is a thousand-cubed great­
thousand-world. Hsuan-tsang defines Saha as the thousand­
cubed great-thousand-world that is the object of the teaching of 
one buddha. The Perflction q[Wisdom Siitra in 25,000 Verses (Fang­
kuang pan-jo-ching, ca. 1st century C.E.) says, "In the far limits 
of the west is a world called Saha, whose buddha is named 
Sakyamuni." 1 The Smaller Sukhiivati-vyiiha (Amitabha siitra, ca. 
1st century C.E.) says: "Sakyamuni Buddha did those things that 
are extremely difficult and rare; [that is,] he did attain Perfect 
Enlightenment in the Saha world, the evil world, permeated by 
the five corruptions." 2 

Let us now turn our attention to the Mahayana expression 
buddha-realm or buddha-land. Mahayana thought posits not just 
one buddha, but many buddhas throughout the universe. (Chap­
ter 6 describes the origins and characteristics of these buddhas 
in more detail.) They possess their own lands, apart from the 
Saha world, in which they teach. These are called buddha-lands, 
buddha-realms, or pure lands. Best known are the Realm of Pro­
found joy of Ak~obhya Buddha, the Pure Lapis-lazuli World of 
Bhai~ajya-guru Buddha, and the Pure Land of Sukhavati of 
Amida (Amitabha/ Amitayus). Resembling buddha-lands, though 
not strictly identical, is the Tu~ita heaven, one of the six heavens 
of the realm of desire and the dwelling place of bodhisattvas prior 
to their appearance on earth as buddhas. Sakyamuni descended 
to Jambudvipa from there, and at present Maitreya, the future 
buddha, lives there. Another place resembling buddha-lands is 
Mount Potalaka, said to be located in the sea south of India, 
where Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva dwells. The Saha world might 
seem to be the buddha-land of Sakyamuni; it is not, however, a 
"pure land," but rather a defiled realm, and thus is quite distinct 
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from the buddha-lands. Sakyamuni, moreover, is a historical 
person and other buddhas are mythological or metaphysical 
beings. 

In the pre-Mahayana Abhidhannakosa, the Buddha is described 
as gaining liberation from the three realms of desire, form, and 
formlessness and returning to nothingness. Such a return to 
complete nothingness (termed nimpadhiie~a-nirviil}a, "nirval_la with­
out residue") was the goal of pre-Mahayana Buddhists. They 
had no concept of a buddha that retains form and is active in a 
buddha-land. In Mahayana Buddhism, though, the buddhas re­
solve to train themselves to build their own buddha-lands and 
work eternally to bring to those lands all the living beings now 
lost in delusion. We of Saha can be reborn virtually only in 
Sukhavati, because Amitabha is the only buddha who offers us 
an effective means for rebirth there (i.e., nembutsu, calling upon 
Amitabha). Though Sakyamuni and Amitabha have completely 
different origins, the Pure Land siitras depict Sakyamuni as 
expounding Amitabha's teachings. 

There are two theories concerning the location of Amitabha 
Buddha's pure land of Sukhavati. One places it within the three 
realms, and the other places it outside them. The reason for this 
division of opinion lies in the fact that classical cosmology did 
not speak of buddha-lands. All agree, however, that Sukhavati is 
"ten myriads of a hundred millions of buddha-lands to the west 
of Saha," an expression found in the Chinese translations of the 
Smaller and Larger Sukhiivati-vyiiha siitras. Thus another name for 
Sukhavati is the Western Pure Land. Specific distances and di­
rections are also given for other pure lands. The Realm of 
Profound joy is one thousand buddha-lands to the east of Saha, 
the Pure Lapis-lazuli World lies to the east by ten times the 
number of buddha-lands equaling the sands of the Ganges, and 
the Unconquerable World of the Buddha Sakyamuni (perhaps 
the same Sakyamuni as the buddha of the Saha world) is to the 
west by forty-two times the number of buddha-lands equaling 
the sands of the Ganges. Because of discrepancies between the 
Sanskrit and Chinese versions of certain siitras, we cannot accu-
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rately interpret the extent of a buddha-land itself. All we can say 
with confidence is that the distance between Saha and Sukha­
vati, "ten myriads of a hundred millions of buddha-lands," is 
indeed vast. 3 

As the Chinese translation of the name Sukhiivati suggests, it is 
a land of supreme joy. The Sanskrit is of similar meaning: "that 
which possesses ease and comfort." Sukhavati is not subject to 
the sufferings that plague this world and, furthermore, it is a 
land of unsurpassed beauty. It is described as having seven tiers 
of balustrades, seven rows of nets, and seven rows of trees, all 
adorned with the four jewels (gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and crys­
tal). There is a lake of the seven jewels (gold, silver, lapis lazuli, 
crystal, a kind of a big shell [tridacna gigas], coral, and agate), 
filled with water having the eight virtues. The bottom of the 
lake is gold sand. On the four sides of the lake are stairs (gal­
leries) made of the four jewels. Above are towers and palaces 
also adorned with the seven jewels. In the lake bloom lotus flow­
ers as large as chariot wheels. The blue lotus flowers emit a blue 
light, and the yellow, red, and white lotus flowers emit light of 
corresponding colors. They all give forth a sweet fragrance. 

The delightful sound of heavenly music can be heard, and in 
the morning, at noon, and in the evening mandarava flowers 
fall from the sky and gently pile up on the golden ground. Every 
morning the inhabitants of the Pure Land gather these flowers 
with the hems of their robes and make offerings of them to myr­
iads of buddhas in other lands. At mealtime they return to their 
own land, where they take their meal and stroll around. 

There are many kinds of birds-swans, peacocks, parrots, 
sharikas, kalaviilkas, and jivarpjivakas, which sing with beautiful 
voices, proclaiming the teachings of the Buddha. When living 
beings hear this song, they think about the Buddha, Dharma 
("law," or his teachings), and Sangha ("community of believ­
ers"). When the gentle breezes blow, the rows of four-jeweled 
trees and jeweled nets give forth a gentle music, like a beautiful 
symphony. 

In this land dwell Amitabha Buddha and his two attendants, 
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the bodhisattvas A valokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta. At 
their feet are those virtuous beings who have been reborn in 
that land because of their ardent faith. All, however, are male; 
women of deep faith are reborn here with male bodies. The fe­
male sex, considered inferior and unfortunate, has no place in 
Sukhavati. 

All people, says Sakyamuni, should ardently wish for rebirth 
in that land and become the companions of the most virtuous of 
all beings. People cannot hope for rebirth there just by perform­
ing a few good deeds, however. Ifliving beings meditate eagerly 
upon the name of Amitabha for even one day with an undis­
turbed mind, Amitabha and his holy retinue will appear before 
them to receive them at the end oflife. They will enter the Pure 
Land with unperturbed hearts. 

It is obvious that the concept of Sukhavati is related to the 
senses, not to ethics. The court nobility of the Heian period 
(794-1185 C.E.) in Japan, whose yearning after the beauty of 
Sukhavati was expressed in such forms as the lotus pond of 
Byodo-in at Uji, Kyoto, and the Taima Mandala (a depiction of 
the Pure Land made of lotus threads) at Taima-ji, harbored no 
dissatisfaction with this type of land. Modern religious seekers, 
though, probably would feel that this description lacks profun­
dity. Others might feel disappointed that they cannot find fe­
male companions. One point in favor of Sukhavati's sensuous 
character is the fact that a purely spiritual realm is unhealthy 
and difficult to bear. In regard to the lack of women, the male 
priests did not consider womanhood a pleasurable state, and 
thus could only provide for the happiness of women through 
conversion to male form. 

The idea of Sukhavati certainly grew out of the concept of a 
material paradise, but early on it became allied with an elevated 
spiritual and ethical outlook, the teaching of the Buddha as res­
cuer, in which Amitabha Buddha, lord ofSukhavati, saves those 
who meditate upon him. Classical Buddhism taught that salva­
tion must occur by one's own efforts ("self-power"). Those who 
had lost hope in salvation through their own efforts flocked to 
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the new teaching of salvation through the power of another, i.e., 
of Amitabha Buddha. 

At first, people attracted to this new teaching were probably 
motivated by a desire to escape from suffering into what was 
conceived of as a materially satisfying land. But Sukhavati was 
soon linked with the idea of good and evil, and those who 
sought to be reborn in Sukhavati did so out of despair at their 
own evil. A good example of such a thinker is Shinran ( ll 7 3-
1262 C.E.), the Japanese priest who founded the True Pure 
Land (Jodo Shin) sect. Modern Pure Land thought resembles 
Christianity in many ways-the strong monotheistic coloration, 
salvation through the Buddha (God), the concern with good 
and evil rather than with suffering and pleasure. In the mid­
twentieth century, Kamegai Ryoun, ajodo Shin sect priest, con­
verted to Christianity on the grounds that the Jodo Shin sect 
was preparing the road leading to Christianity. It certainly 
seems possible that in its two thousand years, Pure Land thought 
has been influenced by Christian ideas (by the Christian N esto­
rian sect ofCh'ang-an in east-central China, for example). 

ORIGINS OF THE WESTERN 

PURE LAND (ONCEPT 

There are numerous theories regarding the ongm of the 
Western Pure Land concept, Sukhavati. Some scholars look to 
an Indian derivation, others to an Iranian one, and still others 
to Judaic antecedents. 

The latter has been proposed by Y. Iwamoto, who says that 
Sukhavati derives from the Garden of Eden. "'Eden,"' he 
writes, "is the Aramaic form of a Hebrew word that means 
'pleasure.' Both Hebrew and Aramaic are western Semitic lan­
guages. The Old Testament was first compiled in Aramaic."• 
The Aramaic language and script were used by the Persian 
Achaemenid dynasty (7th-4th century B.C.E.), whose lands met 
India on the eastern border. The Indian script called Kharo~thi 
developed under the influence of the Aramaic alphabet, and 
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Achaemenid architecture also affected India. There are thus 
sufficient grounds for believing that the name and concept of 
Eden could have entered India around this time. 

Furthermore, the Judaic Eden and the Buddhist Sukhavati 
have many points in common. "Both are based on an idea of a 
particular direction, and both symbolize an oasis in a desert.'' 5 

Eden is said to be in the east and Sukhavati in the west; more­
over, Eden is derived from the Assyrian edinnu ("desert, plain"), 
and Sukhavati is an elaboration of Lake Anavatapta, itself a 
mythicized oasis. "As the Chinese translation of Anavatapta, 'no 
heat or fever,' indicates, it is clearly a mythicized desert oasis. 
The banks of the lake are adorned with gold, silver, lapis lazuli, 
and crystal; there is an abundance of gold sand; and the waves 
on the lake sparkle clear as a mirror, their waters pure and cold. 
It is very likely that the Sukhavati in the Larger Sukhiivati-vyiiha 
[Sutra oflnfinite Life] is an extension and enlargement of the leg­
end of Lake Anavatapta and an exaggeration of its depiction."6 

In Buddhist Sukhavati thought, the idea of the west is extremely 
important. If we look for the origin of Sukhavati in the Garden 
of Eden, how do we resolve such Biblical expressions as "God 
planted a garden eastward in Eden," "God placed at the east of 
the garden of Eden, Cher'u-bims, and a flaming sword that 
turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life," and "the 
land of Nod, on the east of Eden," which offer no concept of the 
west? The Judaic ("eastward in Eden") and Buddhist paradises 
are even in opposite directions. Furthermore, the Buddhist con­
cept of Sukhavati is connected with death; like the Egyptian 
Amnt and the Greek Elysion, it is the place to which the dead 
proceed. The Garden of Eden, however, is the earthly paradise 
from which Adam and Eve were expelled, and has no direct 
connection with death. In Christianity, the good go to Heaven, 
not to Eden. It seems we must look elsewhere for Sukhavati's 
ongms. 

I prefer to believe that Sukhavati has links with the Greek 
Elysian and the Egyptian Amnt. The Elysion of Greek mythol­
ogy was also located in the west. In this mythology, some char-
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acteristic descriptions express the west in terms reminiscent of 
Sukhavati:; for example, snow does not fall, there is no torrential 
rain, gentle breezes blow, trees bear golden fruit, and the 
Hesperides always dance. Homer described Elysion as a happy 
land ruled by the judge Rhadamanthus: "The immortals will 
send you to the Elysian Fields at the world's end, to join 
auburn-haired Rhadamanthus in the land where living is made 
easy for mankind, where no snow falls, no strong winds blow 
and there is never any rain, but day after day the West Wind's 
tuneful breeze comes in from the Ocean to refresh its people."7 

Later, Strabo, the Greek geographer and historian (64 B.C.E.­

ca. 21 C.E.), commented that the "West Wind's tuneful breeze 
com[ing] in from the Ocean" indicates that Elysion is not only 
in the west, but also that it is a warm place. 

Similar to the Elysian fields are the mythical Islands of the 
Blessed and the Garden of the Hesperides. The Islands of the 
Blessed are a place of happiness where the spring breezes blow 
and the trees bear golden flowers. Likewise, the Garden of the 
Hesperides is in the west, where the sun sets, near the edge of 
the ocean, and on its trees are golden fruits, guarded by the 
daughters of Hesperus, the Hesperides, whose pleasure is danc­
ing and singing. According to Shigeichi Kure, as time passed 
poets such as Pindar (522?-442? B.C.E.) added an ethical ele­
ment to the qualifications for rebirth in the Islands of the 
Blessed, describing them as a place where those who were virtu­
ous in life enjoyed ease and happiness. 8 

M. P. Nilsson believes that the idea of Elysion came to Greece 
from Egypt by way of Crete.9 From ancient times in Egypt, the 
idea prevailed that a person would be reborn after death in 
Amnt (the west), a land where there is no death, a place of hap­
piness and joy, where a gentle breeze constantly blows. We find 
the following inscription at the grave ofHarmhabi (a king of the 
14th century B.C.E.): "On the left and on the right three large 
sailing ships are in a row and tow a gondola in which sit 
Harmhabi and his wife. This is the route of peace, leading to­
ward Abydos, leading toward Osiris, the Good Being. The great 
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lord is with you. In the west, in the west, the land of those who 
are good. The place that you loved cries in lamentation. Those 
who are drawing you on have achieved happiness. Your people 
embrace you. You, who proceed safely among those beloved by 
the lord, and against whom no wrong is found. Oh, Osiris 
Khent-amenti, permit a gentle breeze to blow upon him, permit 
him to join those who pay homage in the land of the living, 
Osiris Harmhabi!" 10 

Osiris is a god who died and lived again. A person who dies 
becomes Osiris and lives again in the land of the west, the name 
of which the Greek historian Plutarch ( 46?-120? C.E.) transmit­
ted as Amenthes, and which became Amnt in Coptic. This means 
that the ancient idea of Amnt still existed in the second century. 
There is also a strong possibility that the Osiris cult influenced 
the tradition of jesus Christ's resurrection. If this is so, the Osiris 
cult still had considerable effect in the first and second centuries, 
though the rise of Christianity eventually annihilated it. 

Ptolemy I (304-282 B.C.E.), ruler of Egypt, syncretized Greek 
and Egyptian religion in the invention of Sarapis. This deity 
was a fusion of the Greek Zeus (later the Roman Jupiter) and 
the Egyptian Osiris and Apis. He formed a trinity with Isis (an 
Egyptian goddess) and Harpocrates (Horus the Child). In the 
second century C.E., Egypt possessed forty-two temples to 
Sarapis, that in Alexandria being the most important. In 390 
the Roman emperor Theodosius the Great, under whom Chris­
tianity became the official religion of the empire, destroyed the 
great image of]upiter-Serapis in Alexandria. 

How did Greek and Egyptian ideas of a western paradise find 
their way to India? From the second century B.C.E. to the sec­
ond century C.E., under the Pax Romana, commercial and cul­
tural exchange flourished between India and the Roman world. 
Iranian nomads (including the Ku~aQ.a dynasty, discussed below), 
invaded India and influenced culture there. This was truly an 
epoch of syncretism, and a time when many new religions be­
came popular in India. 

Evidence of this process can be found at Begram, north of 
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Kabul in Afghanistan, the site of the ancient city of KapisL 
Hsiian-tsang visited it in the seventh century C.E. and wrote 
about it in his travel record. He noted that it had been the sum­
mer capital of Indian kings long ago, probably those of the 
Ku~al)a dynasty, who ruled from the first to the fourth century. 
It was during the middle of this period that the most famous of 
its kings, Kani~ka, ruled. He is known in Buddhist literature as a 
patron of Buddhism. 

The Ku~al)a dynasty originated in Central Asia. Their civiliza­
tion was not urban, and they borrowed from more sophisticated 
neighboring cultures, including the Indian, Iranian, Greco­
Roman, and Chinese (Han dynasty). Their coins document this 
with a variety of kingly titles: riijiitiriija ("king of kings"), maharaja 
("great king"), and devaputra ("son of heaven"). These are, re­
spectively, Iranian-, Indian-, and Chinese-derived titles. Accord­
ing to the French scholar Andre Maricq, however, devaputra is 
an Iranian-derived title. 11 

Kani~ka II, a descendant of the first Kani~ka, also adopted the 
title kaisara, derived from the Roman caesar. There is some 
doubt as to whether the term basileus ("king" in Greek) also ex­
isted. The Bactrian Greek rulers (in what is now northern 
Mghanistan) and their successors, the Sakas and Parthians, had 
formerly used it on coins. At the time of the Ku~al)as, who fol­
lowed the Sakas and Parthians, the Greek usage may have been 
abandoned, but it is beyond doubt that the Ku~al)as, like their 
predecessors, were strong philhellenes. (It is of interest that the 
Parthian kings in Iran actually used "philhellene" as a name.) 

There is also substantial material evidence for Greek and 
Egyptian influence in this Central Asian region. At the begin­
ning of this century, French scholars unearthed many items of 
Greek and Egyptian origin from Begram (ancient Kapisi), the 
probable site of the Ku~al)a capital. Many of these appeared to 
have originated in Alexandria and consisted largely of plaster 
and bronze statues of Greek gods and youths. Among the stat­
ues of gods were those of Silenus, satyrs, Eros, Psyche, Diony­
sus, maenads, Athena, and Hercules. Also found were a statue 
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of the hero Odysseus (Ulysses) and an unusual form of a god, 
Serapis-Hercules. Indian goods are represented by an eye­
catching openwork panel of ivory. Chinese lacquer was also 
found. The excavated items make it clear that a great deal of 
Greek culture had been imported from Alexandria. 

We should mark in particular the statue of Serapis-Hercules 
in relation to the origin of the idea of a Western Pure Land of 
happiness. The American archaeologist B. Rowland, Jr. re­
marked on the syncretism of the statue, which was associated 
with the mystery religions: "This esoteric figure is immediately 
recognizable as a combination of Serapis and Hercules by the 
crown or modius ornamented with olive leaves as a symbol of 
the Nile's abundance and Hercules' familiar attributes of the 
club and the golden apples of the Hesperides." 12 Rowland has 
also identified another small statue excavated at Kapisi as the 
Egyptian god Harpocrates and the female figure on a glass cup 
as the goddess Isis. A statue of Harpocrates has also been exca­
vated from Taxila in Pakistan. These discoveries indicate that 
the Alexandrine Serapis cult extended as far as the borders of 
India. An examination of the dates of the Buddhist siltras in 
question seems to support these facts. The Larger Sukhiivati-1!Jiiha 
(1st century C.E.) was translated into Chinese at least five times 
between the years 148 and 258, a period corresponding to the 
middle Ku~al).a period, by translators from Parthia, the Ku~al).a 
empire, Samarkand (in Uzbekistan), and Kucha (in northwest­
ern China). This supports the theory that Buddhist, Greek, and 
Egyptian religious ideas all flourished simultaneously in this re­
gion, with opportunities for mutual influence. 





6. Buddhist Deities 

Because its philosophy and practice are so difficult, Buddhism 
began as an elite religion. But Mahayana Buddhism did not for­
get the masses, and offered them an easier road to salvation: 
praying to buddhas, bodhisattvas, and gods. 

Though Buddhism adopted large numbers of deities from 
other religions, it is essentially atheistic. The German philoso­
pher Friedrich Nietzsche ( 1844-1900) praised Buddhism as a 
religion that had done away with the concept of God. Buddhist 
deities do not by any means represent the highest existence; 
they are thought of as standing below the Buddha, protecting 
the Buddha and the Dharma. Gods are above the realm of hu­
man beings, but the buddha-realm is above all existences, and it 
is human beings, not the gods, that are able to reach this state. 
It is not easy, for it takes enormous amounts of religious train­
ing, but theoretically human beings are able to surpass the gods. 

DEVAS 

We saw in chapter 2 that most Buddhist deities were adopted 
from Hinduism. Examples include the Four Great Kings, fairly 
low-ranking gods who guard the four sides of Mount Sumeru, 
and the thirty-three gods dwelling on the peak of that mountain. 

The most important god of the latter group is Indra, a valiant 
warrior deity who was in ancient times the most popular of all 
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the Indian gods. The Aryans worshiped Indra when they invaded 
India in about 1,500 B.C.£. and proceeded to conquer the in­
digenous population. When Indra was brought into Buddhism, 
though, his status was much reduced and he became merely a 
protector of the Buddha. This lndra is often called the heavenly 
lord Sakra (Sakro devanam indral,l), which was translated into 
Chinese andjapanese as the compound ten-taishaku, literally, the 
"powerful one" (shaku) that is "lord" (taz) of the "gods" (ten). 

Indra's origin appears to be linked with the Roman deity 
Jupiter. In ancient India people prayed to lndra for rain, believ­
ing he would smite the evil niigas (serpents) that prevented rain 
from falling. Indra is a personification of lightning, and his 
weapon is the voJra, a thunderbolt. Vajra was translated into 
Chinese as a compound that means "diamond pounder." It is 
depicted in sculpture as an extremely simple weapon. A relief 
from northwestern India shows Sakyamuni attended by a god 
carrying this weapon, who is called either Vajra-paiJ.i or Vajra­
dhara, both forms meaning "vqjra-wielding god." This god is a 
form of lndra, protector of the Buddha. 

Dwelling in the sky above lndra is Y ama, who later became 
the feared lord of the underworld. Above Varna's abode is the 
Tu~ita heaven, from which Sakyamuni was believed to have de­
scended when he was born in India. It is now the dwelling place 
of the bodhisattva Maitreya, the future buddha who is now 
waiting to appear, examining the state of our world. There are 
many Yama and Tu~ita deities living with their wives and chil­
dren. The deities in yet higher heavens, the NirmaiJ.a-rati and 
Para-nirmita-vasavartins, are comparatively senior gods, who 
find satisfaction in fulfilling their meager desires. 

All of the deities mentioned so far belong to the realm of de­
sire and are superior to human beings only in their greater 
strength, not because they are any less captive to desires. Above 
the realm of desire is that of form, from the lowest Brahma 
heaven to the uppermost Akani~tha heaven, each with its gods. 
Above that is the realm of formlessness, with its four heavens. 
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BUDDHAS 

Though we have translated deva as "god" and "deity," there is a 
vast difference between the Indian gods and the modernJudeo­
Christian idea of a deity. The Buddhist being that is closest to 
the Judea-Christian notion of God is the Buddha. We cannot, 
though, in the narrowest sense of the word, call the Buddha a god. 

lnJudaism and Christianity, it was God who created the uni­
verse, and he exists in contradistinction to his creatures. In 
Mahayana Buddhism, the Buddha is the universe itself, and 
there is no distinction at all between the universe and the 
Buddha. Whereas Judaism and Christianity are monotheistic, 
Buddhism is pantheistic; that is, everything is god. The deity is 
everywhere-in each of us, in the smallest particle of dust, in 
the farthest corner of the universe. This idea was expressed in 
China by the phrase "plants and earth may all attain buddha­
hood." A pantheistic god is an unlikely object offaith, and there 
is even the possibility that pantheism may, at one end of its 
spectrum, verge into atheism (though pantheism allows religious 
emotion and atheism proceeds rationally, without regard for 
human sentiment). 

At first, the Buddha meant Sakyamuni alone. Even today that 
remains true in countries that follow the Theravada (a type of 
pre-Mahayana) tradition. At a very early period in Buddhist his­
tory, however, there arose the idea of the seven buddhas of the 
past: Vipassin (in Pali; Vipasyin in Sanskrit), Sikhin (Sikhin), 
Vessabhu (Visvabhu), Kakusandha (Krakucchanda), Koi.J.aga­
mana (Kanakamuni), Kassapa (Kasyapa), and Sakyamuni (Sakya­
muni). It is interesting to note that though Sakyamuni is the 
most recent of the buddhas, he is still considered a buddha of 
the past. As Mahayana developed, the buddhas of the past grew 
in number. In the Larger Sukhiivati-vyuha (ca. 100 C.E.), eighty bud­
dhas are said to have made their appearance while Amitabha 
Buddha was still training (the Chinese translation puts this num­
ber at fifty-three). The names of the seven buddhas of the past 
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do not appear in this siitra, perhaps indicating that the eighty 
buddhas belong to an even earlier period. 

If we can conceive ofbuddhas of the past, we can also consider 
buddhas of the future, the most important of which is Maitreya, 
who will appear in this world 5,670,000,000 years after Sakya­
muni's death. He is known as the "Future Savior," and some 
scholars think that this belief exhibits the influence of Messianic 
thought, which flourished in western Asia, including Iran, in the 
first and second centuries C.E. 

As time went by, the numbers of buddhas thought to exist 
increased, and one thousand buddhas were described as inhab­
iting each Kalpa of Adornment of the past, each Auspicious 
Kalpa of the present, and each Kalpa of the Constellations of the 
future. The Siitra qf the Auspicious Kalpa (Bhadrakalpika-siitra, 
trans. into Chinese ca. 300 C.E.) lists the names of the thousand 
buddhas of the Auspicious Kalpa, starting with Krakucchanda, 
Kanakamuni, Kasyapa, Sakyamuni, and Maitreya. Only four of 
those listed were said to have appeared in the past, however. 

At this moment, we live in the time between Sakyamuni's 
death and the coming of Maitreya. It thus seems correct to say 
that there is no buddha at present, although there are one thou­
sand buddhas of the present kalpa. The idea of buddhas of the 
present may have grown out of a feeling of lack among some 
followers of Buddhism when they learned of the divinities of 
other religions, such as Ahura Mazda of Zoroastrianism and 
Jehovah of Judaism and Christianity. Amitabha, described in 
the next section, is such a buddha. 

THREE BODIES DOCTRINE 

The profusion of buddhas, including those like Bhai~ajya-guru 
(the Buddha of Healing) and Mahavairocana, made some kind 
of systematization necessary. What emerged (ca. 2d or 3d century 
C.E.) was the "three bodies" (tri-kiiya) theory, which describes the 
Buddha as having three bodies: the body of manifestation 
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(nirmiiTJa-kiiya), the reward body (saT(lhhoga-kiiya), and the ab­
solute, or Law, body (dharma-kiiya). 

The Law body is the Buddha as Truth itself, the fundamental 
buddha beyond shape or form, purely abstract. The Law body 
is the source of other bodies; it takes form in the manifestation 
and reward bodies. Mahavairocana is the Law body. Followers 
of the Japanese Shingon sect, though they recognize many dif­
ferent buddhas, understand Mahavairocana to be the supreme 
existence and venerate this buddha. 

The body of manifestation, also called the transformation 
body, is the Buddha in human form. Pre-Mahayana Buddhism 
does not accept that Sakyamuni was anything but human, only 
that his abilities were vasdy superior to those of an ordinary 
person. In Mahayana Buddhism however, Sakyamuni, the Bud­
dha as Truth, is believed to have manifested himself in human 
form, and as such is termed "body of manifestation." 

A good example of the reward body is Amitabha. Unlike 
Sakyamuni, this buddha is not a historical person, but a mani­
festation of the Law body. Amitabha appears in only some 
sutras, and made a number of vows to save living beings (in­
cluding one that promised salvation to any person who called 
his name). He practiced as a bodhisattva in life after life until he 
eventually attained buddhahood. Such a buddha is called a "re­
ward body" because his body results from eons of religious 
practice. Those unable to gain enlightenment through their 
own efforts call upon Amitabha with all their might. Another 
example of the reward body is Bhai~ajya-guru, the Buddha of 
Healing, who also made vows and has his own pure land. His 
statues are distinguished by the fact that they carry a medicine 
pot (perhaps originally the maTJi gem) in the left hand. 

BODHISATIVAS 

Bodhisattvas are beings undergoing religious training to attain 
buddhahood not only for themselves but also for other people; it 
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is hard to say whether we should call them human beings or 
gods. Before becoming a buddha, Sakyamuni spent many exist­
ences as a bodhisattva, sometimes as a prince, sometimes as an 
elephant or a deer, but at all times manifesting his spirit of sac­
rifice and compassion. He trained in this way for three asaT(lkhya 
kalpas. Many ]iitakas relate the stories of his former lives. 

Avalokitesvara. One of the most famous bodhisattvas ts 
Avalokitesvara (Kuan-yin in Chinese; Kannon in Japanese). 
There are many theories about the meaning of this name. It 
was translated into Chinese using characters meaning "sound 
observer," that is, one who listens to sounds, or more specifically, 
to the cries of the suffering in the world. A second translation, 
Kuan-tzu-tsai, means "one who sees everything without hin­
drance." In the Heart Siitra (Prajfiaparamita-hrdaya-sutra, ca. 
5th-6th century C.E.), Avalokitesvara looks down on the world 
from on high, equipped with many powers and abilities. 

The bodhisattva Avalokitesvara appears not only in the Pure 
Land sutras but also in the famous Lotus Siitra (Saddharma­
pm)<;larika-sutra, ca. 1st century C.E.). He is popular throughout 
Buddhist Asia and is strongly associated with the geographical 
spread of Mahayana Buddhism. The sculptures in Cave 90 at 
Kanheri, north of Bombay, depict Avalokitesvara protecting 
devotees from shipwreck and wild beasts. The Chinese priest 
Fa-hsien (340?-420? C.E.) himself was shipwrecked twice on his 
return journey to China and called on Avalokite§vara for deliv­
erance from danger. Avalokitesvara also came to be thought of 
as having his own Pure Land, called Potalaka. Local versions of 
this name are to be found in many places in China, Korea, and 
Japan. For example, Mount Futara (also called Nikko) in 
Tochigi Prefecture, Japan, is a form of Potalaka, and in Lhasa, 
Tibet, the palace of the Dalai Lama is called Po tala. 

Statues of this bodhisattva are of many kinds. The usual form, 
the Holy Avalokitesvara, is human in appearance. Another form 
is the Eleven-headed Avalokitesvara, with ten small heads like a 
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crown on top of an ordinary head, perhaps representing the 
various characteristics of the bodhisattva or symbolizing the 
bodhisattva's ability to see all those who are suffering in the 
world below. The Unfailing Fishing Line Avalokitesvara carries 
a rope (pasa) looped in his hand; this he casts to capture those 
who are evil and to pull in those who are suffering. In this he is 
unfailing (amogha). The Thousand-armed form expresses the 
idea that Avalokitesvara saves numerous suffering beings. Paint­
ings excavated in Central Asia show one thousand arms, as does 
a wooden statue at Toshodai-ji in Nara. Due to the difficulty of 
carving, statues having forty arms are more common, each arm 
being said to represent twenty-five abilities. The Thousand-eyed 
form is a similar concept and symbolizes the bodhisattva's en­
compassing power of salvation; the eyes are depicted on the 
palms of the hands. The Horse-headed Avalokitesvara appears 
in sculpture as a human body and head with a horse's head on 
top. The origin and meaning of this form is not clear. 

All these depictions are male, but female depictions also exist, 
such as the Kuan-yin called the wife ofMa-lang and the Cui.J.c;ll 
Avalokitesvara. Ma-lang was a man whom Kuan-yin wanted to 
bring to the Buddhist faith. The bodhisattva therefore took the 
form of a woman, promising Ma-lang that she would marry him 
if he became a Buddhist. Because Avalokitesvara expresses com­
passion, there was a strong tendency to link the image of the 
bodhisattva with that of a woman rather than a man. Moreover, 
in the Near East there existed a religion of the mother goddess, 
and Buddhists wanted a deity with the same characteristics. 
The Indic word Avalokitesvara is a masculine noun, however, and 
people in India and Central Asia felt a certain reluctance to de­
pict him in female form in sculpture; indeed, Avalokitesvara 
always wears a mustache in that part of the world. 

In China and Japan there is no grammatical gender, so 
people did not feel the same resistance to portraying the bodhi­
sattva as female. Gradually the feminine form grew more and 
more prevalent. In Japan, most people think of Kannon as 
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being a woman, and yearn for her loving warmth. A work by 
the nineteenth-century Japanese painter Kan6 Hogai, entitled 
Compassionate Mother Kannon, shows Kannon appearing above the 
clouds holding a staff in one hand, from the end of which dangles 
a thread. On the tip of this thread is a balloon-like object con­
taining a baby. As the title indicates, the painting can be inter­
preted as a depiction of womanhood, and Kannon does have a 
woman's form. Nevertheless if we look closely at the face we can 
see a mustache, which recalls the Indian and Central Asian 
traditions. 

Maitreya. Second only to Avalokitesvara in popularity is 
Maitreya, whose name derives from maitri, meaning "benevo­
lence." His cult grew at about the same time as that of 
Avalokitesvara and perhaps even predates it. He is the Future 
Buddha, who now resides in the Tu~ita heaven. Later there 
arose the belief that it was relatively easy to reach the Tu~ita 
heaven and that even an ordinary person might hope to achieve 
the religious training necessary to go there. This supported the 
cult of those who sought rebirth in that heaven. Between the 
third and seventh centuries the cult was extremely popular in 
eastern Asia. Early in the fifth century, the Chinese priest Fa­
hsien crossed the Pamirs on the way from China to India. Deep 
in the Karakoram Range he came across a large wooden statue 
of Maitreya. The local people told him that Buddhism had be­
gun spreading outside India when the statue was erected. After 
Sakyamuni's death it was therefore Maitreya who had the abil­
ity to spread Buddhist teachings. The Maitreya faith subse­
quently gained great popularity in China, and spread from 
there to the Korean Peninsula andjapan. Among the statues in 
the Horyii-ji Treasure House at the Tokyo National Museum, 
there are many figures of Miroku (Maitreya), depicted sitting 
with one leg resting on the other knee and the right hand raised, 
touching the chin. Around the eighth century, the Maitreya 
cult's popularity waned, perhaps because of the rise of the 
Avalokitesvara cult. 
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Bodhisattvas and Pure Land thought. Also competing with the 
Maitreya cult was that of Amitabha Buddha (Amida in 
Japanese). His statues are often shown accompanied by two at­
tendants, Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta. With the rise 
of Pure Land thought, people began to ask which cult, that of 
Amitabha or Maitreya, was the most effective for salvation, and 
to wonder if it would be better to be reborn in the Pure Land of 
Sukhavati or in the Tu~ita heaven. It was, in fact, a straightfor­
ward decision: whereas the Tu~ita heaven was merely one of 
many abodes in the realm of desire, with its lord not a buddha 
but a bodhisattva, the Pure Land of Sukhavati was a buddha­
land where the defilements no longer existed, and its lord was a 
buddha. No doubt proponents of the Pure Land cult would 
have stressed that a place like the Tu~ita heaven was neither one 
thing nor the other; rebirth there did not preclude falling at 
some later time into the lower realms. In eastern Asia, the 
Maitreya cult gradually weakened, while that of Amitabha grew 
ever more popular. 

Other bodhisattvas. Mafijusri, the bodhisattva of wisdom, is depicted 
riding on a lion. Samantabhadra symbolizes Buddhist medita­
tion and is shown riding an elephant. Though Brahma and 
lndra appear in early pre-Mahayana Buddhist carvings, Mafiju­
sri and Samantabhadra belong only to the later Mahayana tra­
dition. K~itigarbha is determined to deliver all the beings of the 
world from their suffering. Like Amitabha Buddha, he has under­
gone eons of religious training, but K~itigarbha has appeared in 
this world without accepting buddhahood. He is usually de­
picted as a bodhisattva with a shaved head. Other bodhisattvas 
portrayed frequendy in Buddhist art include Suryaprabha 
("sunlight") and Candraprabha ("moonlight"), the attendants of 
Bhai~ajya-guru; and Mahasthamaprapta, who symbolizes wis­
dom and is one of the attendants of Amitabha. 

Because bodhisattvas are still undergoing religious training, 
living beings of this world may be called bodhisattvas. Asariga 
and Vasubandhu, great Buddhist philosophers of the fifth century, 
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have been given the title of bodhisattva, as have Gyogi (668-
749) and Nichiren (1222-82) inJapan. 

Avatars. The idea of the temporary transformation (gonge or 
gongen in Japanese) of buddhas and bodhisattvas is a distinctive 
feature of Buddhism. For example, the universal Buddha 
Mahavairocana manifests himself in the form of Sakyamuni or 
Maitreya, and Avalokite§vara may appear in the eleven-headed 
form or in the form of Ma-lang's wife, adopting whichever 
manifestation best suits the circumstances. 

This idea appeared in Buddhism after the rise of Mahayana; 
it derives from the Hindu concept of avatars, or incarnations. 
Vi~l).u, one of Hinduism's chief deities, has ten incarnations, in­
cluding a boar, a lion, and the Buddha. Because followers of 
Hinduism consider Sakyamuni to be an avatar of Vi~l).u, they 
tend to view Buddhism as part of their own religion. The idea of 
avatars has been extremely effective in the spread of Buddhism 
from region to region, allowing Buddhism to absorb the gods of 
other countries as temporary manifestations of its own deities. 
The Japanese kami (nature gods and deified heroes) were thus 
declared to be avatars of particular Indian deities. For example, 
Hachiman, said to be the deified emperor Ojin, was identified 
as a great bodhisattva, a Buddhist avatar. 

FEMALE DEITIES 

As in the Orient, many female deities were worshiped in India 
in the common era. Many Hindu male deities (devas) have a wife 
(devi) or wives, who are naturally viewed as goddesses. In this pe­
riod, female deities became more popular than before, because 
people saw them as symbols of abundance and tenderness. 
Lak~mi, the consort of Vi~l).u, was adopted by Buddhists as 

their most authentic female deity. She is a favorite subjectin art; 
particularly famous are a painting at Yakushi-ji and a statue at 
Joruri-ji, both in Nara. Lak~mi personifies beauty and, like 
Aphrodite (Venus), rose from the waves. Her son Kama, like 
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Eros (Cupid), is the god oflove. Both Kama and Eros pierce hu­
man hearts with an arrow. So close are the parallels between 
the Greek and Hindu myths that one is led to believe that there 
must have been some direct western influence. 

In Vedic times (1,000-500 B.C.E.), Sarasvati was a river 
personified by a goddess. The area of Pakistan in which five 
rivers flow is called the Punjab, which literally means "five 
rivers." In ancient times, though, the region had a name mean­
ing "seven rivers." Sarasvati was one of the two rivers that dried 
up due to climatic changes. Later Sarasvati became the goddess 
of eloquence, wisdom, and music. In japan she has become part 
of folk belief and is counted as one of the seven gods of fortune 
(the Chinese character for the ::;ai component of her name in 
translation is expressed as "wealth" rather than "learning"). Her 
shrines, like the one at Enoshima injapan, still tend to be found 
near water, befitting her origin as a river deity. 

Harm is invoked today for the health of children and for an 
easy birth. In India she was originally a demon who fed on 
small children. Legend says that grieving villagers appealed to 
the Buddha to deliver them from her, and so the Buddha hid 
one of her ten thousand children from her. Mad with grief, 
Harm searched frantically for the missing child and then, un­
able to find it, went to the Buddha for help, believing him omni­
scient. "Here you are," said the Buddha, "grief-stricken because 
one of your ten thousand children is missing. How do you think 
the villagers, who have only two or three, feel when they lose 
one?" Harm then awoke to the extent of her wrongdoing and 
became a deity that protected children. 

Carvings found in the Punjab depict Harm with a kind face, 
seated on a chair surrounded by five or six children and holding 
another to her breast, with other children in her lap, or sur­
rounded by children playing at her feet. Many statues show her 
holding a pomegranate, a many-seeded fruit that symbolizes 
fertility. Pomegranates are grown widely in the dry heardand of 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, which suggests that the Harm cult 
originated somewhere in northwestern India. 
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Another female deity that should be mentioned is Marici, 
literally "mirage," a goddess who entered Buddhism from Hin­
duism. She rides before the sun, and is a personification of the 
sun's rays. She also personifies the "wave of vapor," that is, a 
wave of heated air on a summer street. Perhaps because of this, 
in Japan she became the protector-goddess of samurai, who 
wanted to conceal themselves like transparent vapor. 

MAHAKALA 

Before we leave the Indian deities I would like to touch upon 
Mahakala, the "great black one." 1-ching, a Chinese priest who 
visited India in the seventh century, commented that a wooden 
statue of the "great black deity" (Daikoku-ten inJapanese) stood 
beside the dining pillar in the temples, that it was continually 
blackened with oil, and that the deity had a protective function. 
From early times in Japan Mahakala was revered as a deity of 
good luck, apparently confused with an ancient native kami 
called Okuninushi no mikoto. (This confusion doubtless arose 
because both names can be pronounced "daikoku," according 
to alternative readings of the Chinese characters.) It became the 
custom to call the central pillar of the house the daikoku-bashira 
(hashira, "pillar"). I think, despite the different explanations that 
appear in Japanese dictionaries, that this expression derived 
from the pillar upon which Daikoku-ten was venerated. 

Why this god is black we do not know. It may be significant 
that Marco Polo, writing in the thirteenth century, remarked 
that in southern India black was revered and white despised. 1 

When the Aryans entered the Indian subcontinent, they made a 
distinction between themselves, whom they thought of as white, 
and the aboriginal inhabitants, whom they considered black. 
The Hindi term var~Ja, meaning "color," is the common Indian 
term for the system of four castes that divides society, and so it 
may be thought that the caste system is the result of white su­
premacy. By the time Marco Polo arrived in southern India, 
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however, it appears that the old way of thinking had been 
turned about, and black had come to be thought superior. The 
name of Kr~Qa, the best known of Hindu deities, means 
"black," as does that of the grim goddess Kali, "the black one." 
Perhaps Mahakala shares the same tradition. 

DEMIGODS 

Protectors if Buddhism. There are a large number of demigods in 
Buddhism, which could be defined as either demons or gods, for 
they share characteristics ofboth. The demigods have tradition­
ally been grouped into eight kinds of beings that protect 
Buddhism: devas, niigas, ya/cyas, gandharvas, asuras, gamrjas, kirrmaras, 
and mahoragas. Carvings of these can be seen, for example, at 
Kofuku-ji in Nara,Japan. 

We have dealt already with devas; they are of course not 
demigods but gods. 

The niiga is a personified snake, in particular the cobra, the 
object of a widespread cult in India. Throughout the world the 
snake is linked with the bringing forth of water, perhaps because 
snakes are found near water or because their movements re­
semble a twisting river. 

Ya~as tend to be wild, demonic beings; they were originally 
tree deities and spirits of the villages and woodlands. Though 
they are thought of as frightful in aspect, female ya~as are de­
picted in Indian sculpture as beautiful and erotic. lnJapan they 
seem to have terribly cold hearts, lending meaning to the popu­
lar Japanese expression "the face of a bodhisattva and the heart 
of a ya/cya." In China and Japan ya~as were almost always 
shown as terrifYing beings. 

Gandharvas are Indra's retainers, and they are represented as 
celestial singers and musicians who feast on perfumes. 

Asuras are the demonic enemies of the gods (devas). Asura 
shares the same derivation as ahura ("lord") of ancient Iran. In­
terestingly, Ahura Mazda, the supreme god of Zoroastrianism, 
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means "radiant lord," whereas daevas in Persian means "violent 
and amoral destroyers." 

In Hinduism, the garuqa is a mythical bird, the personification 
of the eagle and the steed of Vi~r_1u. Indian sculpture portrays 
the garuqa as an eagle, but in Central Asia it is depicted as a hu­
man body with an eagle's wings, talons, and beak. In China and 
Japan the image of the tengu ("heavenly fox") accreted to that of 
the garuqa, resulting in portrayals of a being with wings and a 
long nose, the latter perhaps a misrepresentation of a beak. It is 
also possible that the depiction of the garuqa was influenced by 
the gigaku and gagaku masks of the N ara and Heian periods in 
Japan, which include representations of karura (garuqa) and suikoo 
("drunken barbarian kings") with large noses. 

Kirrmaras are a type of bird. The Sanskrit word means "Is it 
human?" revealing the half-human, half-bird nature of this be­
ing. It does not exhibit the garuqa's fearsome aspect but is gentle 
in appearance. The deity of music, the kirrznara derives from the 
same source as the Greek goddess of the moon, Selene. In 
Japan this type of being is called a karyobinga (kalaviitka m 
Sanskrit). 

The mahoraga ("boa") is a personification of a large snake. 

Rii/cyasas. Other demonic demigods include the rii/cyasas, demons 
and devils connected with the island of Sri Lanka. In the Riimii­
ym;a (Romance of Rama), one of India's two great epics, they 
appear as inhabitants of that island. A modified form of that 
legend entered Buddhism, relating that there lived in Sri Lanka 
five hundred female rii/cyasas, who captured and ate shipwrecked 
merchants.2 This perhaps hints at the existence somewhere in 
India of a tribe that ate human flesh. Herodotus mentions a 
tribe of Indians called the Callatiae (Kallatiai), who ate their 
parents' dead bodies, and another called the Padaei (Padaioi), 
who killed the sick in order to eat their meat before it was de­
stroyed by illness. 3 This is a good example of the way some people 
are viewed as demons because of their different customs and 
manners. 
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Other demigods. Another monster is KumbhaQ.<,ia, a demon with 
testicles as huge as a waterpot. So big are they, in fact, that he is 
able to use them as a seat, and he can only walk if he holds 
them up out of the way. I was inclined to think of this as pure 
fantasy until I saw some photographs of enlarged testicles caused 
by a parasite, a condition called elephantiasis. It is a disease 
prevalent in hot countries, including southern India. A col­
league commented on the similarity of this aspect of Kum­
bhaQ.<,ia with the traditional ceramic depiction of the raccoon 
dog, the tanuki, as having enormous testicles. The KumbhaQ.<,ia 
oflndia and the tanuki ofjapan may both be fantastic represen­
tations of an actual condition. 

Kumbhira is the personification of the crocodile and thus is 
associated with water. He came to be regarded as a water deity, 
the protector of shipping. He is enshrined in Japan as Kompira 
and is familiarly known as Kompira-sama. Kompira's most fa­
mous shrine is found in Kagawa Prefecture on Shikoku. Since 
the Meiji period (1868-1912) this shrine has been formally 
called the more ShintO-sounding Kotohira Shrine, the result of 
government efforts to separate the closely entwined Buddhist 
and Shinto traditions. 

GODS OF THE ESOTERIC TRADITION 

Esoteric Buddhism, the last stage in the religious development 
of Buddhism in India, appeared suddenly in India around the 
latter half of the seventh century C.E. One of its features is ultra­
symbolism, in which minor differences in the position of the 
fingers symbolize one or another great truth. In the same way, 
single letters or syllables (bija, "seed") symbolize particular 
deities. Another feature of esoteric Buddhism is affirmation of 
worldly desires. Early Buddhists endeavored to escape from the 
defiled world and the stained self. Esoteric Buddhism, however, 
declares that worldly desires are emancipation, perhaps because 
everything is a manifestation of the cosmic Buddha. Thus in this 
type of Buddhism appear deities who are possessed of anger, 
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desire, passion, and other intense feelings. Furthermore, esoteric 
Buddhism grew under the enormous influence of Hinduism, 
with the result that virtually all the Hindu deities entered 
Buddhism at that time. 

Acala. Acala is depicted surrounded by flames and has a fierce 
countenance. His mind is immovable (acala), and he consumes 
evil with his fire. Some paintings and statues of Acala show his 
body as red and others, yellow or blue. There thus arose a cus­
tom of referring to Acala in terms of color, such as the Red 
Acala or the Yellow Acala. Still other color designations are 
made in terms of the color of his eyes, such as the Black-eyed 
Acala or the White-eyed Acala. 

Raga Vit!Jiirqja. Riiga means "red," and symbolizes the blood 
running hotly through a body overwhelmed by desires, and so 
has the connotation of being stained by the passions. Pre­
Mahayana Buddhism taught people to cast away the passions 
and defilements and to seek enlightenment. Mahayana brought 
changes in this doctrine, and by the time esoteric Buddhism 
held sway, the defilements were considered to be in themselves 
enlightenment, which meant that this life of ours, full to burst­
ing with defilements and passions, is itself the enlightened state. 
This idea came from Hindu tantrism. 

Pre-Mahayana Buddhism, however, taught that a life stained 
by the passions is a life steeped in delusion, and that it therefore 
must be purified. It is Raga Vidyaraja who performs that 
cleansing. He is generally portrayed with a red body, symboliz­
ing both the defilements themselves and their purification. The 
epithet vidyiiriija, shared also by Acala, belongs to those divinities 
who express enlightened wisdom through a passionate aspect. 

GaT_leSa. GaJ:IeSa, with an elephant's head and a human body, 
often appears in the form of embracing male and female figures, 
an expression of enlightenment through the unity of male and 
female. 
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Mahayana Buddhism was influenced by the Hindu idea that 
the Absolute (Brahman, the universe or world essence) is identi­
cal with the Self (Atman). To an enlightened person the two are 
one, for with enlightenment comes the loss of all egotistic con­
sciousness. We usually consider the world and the self to be in 
opposition, the self working as the subject of action. Such an at­
titude is, however, a delusion. Those who wish to arrive at this 
truth must undergo various kinds of religious training. Some 
practitioners of Tantric (esoteric) Buddhism taught that the 
realm of true enlightenment could be reached through the unity 
of male and female. By means of the sexual act the practitioner 
could enter a state of rapture, losing all sense of self and so pen­
etrating the truth of the oneness of Brahman and Atman. 
Gal).esa symbolizes this idea. 4 





7. The Buddha and the Cosmos 

As we have seen, pre-Mahayana Buddhism makes a distinction 
between the realm where the Buddha dwells and the realm of 
delusion. Although Mahayana Buddhism also posits the exist­
ence ofbuddha-realms and our own defiled world, another key 
element of Mahayana cosmology is the premise that the 
Buddha is omnipresent in our own realm. As this idea devel­
oped, the Buddha came to be equated with the world. The ori­
gin of this view is an attempt to interpret the nature of a buddha 
by positing the existence of various buddha bodies. 

For followers of pre-Mahayana Buddhism, the Buddha was a 
historical figure; he had already entered nirval).a (eternal peace), 
so he did not now inhabit this world. The stupa was none other 
than a grave, a construction symbolizing the Buddha's death. 1 

As time and distance between the Buddha and his followers in­
creased during the centuries following his death, believers tended 
to deify the Buddha. The Lotus Siitra (1st century C.E.), which 
speaks of an eternal Buddha of whom the historical Buddha is 
no more than a single manifestation, and above all the Flower 
Garland Siitra (Avataqlsaka-sutra, ca. 3d~4th century C.E.), ex­
press the idea that numerous buddhas exist simultaneously in 
the universe. This is a fundamental principle of Mahayana 
Buddhism. 

In a relief called "Miracle at Sravasti" (photo 5), Sakyamuni 
manifests himself as a multitude of buddhas in order to gain ac­
ceptance among followers of non-Buddhist sects. The miracle at 
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Sravasti is a pre-Mahayana theme, but the relief can also cer­
tainly be interpreted in terms of the Flower Garland Siitra. It may 
even have been created to express that sutra's teachings that the 
Buddha is present everywhere in the universe (note the lotus 
throne on which the Buddha sits, a Mahayana element). The 
Heavenly Stories (Divyavadana, 3d-4th century C.E.) describes the 
miracle at Sravasti as buddhiivatar(lsaka ("adornment, or glorious 
manifestation, of the Buddha"). This expression is identical to 
that used in the full title of the Flower Garland Siitra, Mahavaipulya­
buddhavatarpsaka-sutra. It means that countless buddhas mani­
fest themselves in this realm, thereby adorning it. To understand 
this idea more fully, we must first explore the cosmology of the 
Lotus Repository World, which graphically pictures the Buddha's 
multiplicity and all-pervading presence. 

It is important to keep in mind that the concepts of the Lotus 
Repository World and the pure lands have different origins. 
Furthermore, the pure lands are located outside Saha (our 
world), while the Lotus Repository World embraces all worlds, 
including the trichiliocosm, the largest conception of space in pre­
Mahayana Buddhism. 

THE LOTUS REPOSITORY WORLD 

It is interesting that the Chinese translated avatar(lSaka in the 
Flower Garland Siitra's title as hua-yen, literally, "flower adorn­
ment." Though the wordjlower (or lotus) does not appear in the 
Sanskrit title, it was incorporated into the Chinese because the 
sutra describes the universe as a lotus flower. The chapter of the 
sutra titled "Lotus Repository World" describes the universe in 
the following way. 2 

The universe contains layers upon layers of wind circles, as 
portrayed in figure 25, equivalent in number to the particles of 
sand there would be if Mount Sumeru were ground into dust. 
The lowest wind circle is called Abode of Equality. The surface 
of this wind circle is filled with jeweled ornamentation, shining 
as brightly as a flame. The wind circle above that is called 
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Fig. 25. Layers of Wind Circles and the Great Lotus Flower that 
Blooms on Them, according to the Flower Garland Siitra 
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Adornment of Jewels Springing Forth; here banners adorned 
with that supreme jewel, the mar.zi, are radiant with light. The 
siltra describes the first ten lower layers in detail; the uppermost 
wind circle is called Repository of Unexcelled Radiance. Above 
that is a fragrant ocean, in which blooms a great lotus flower, 
called Banner of Fragrance Whose Stamens Emit Various Kinds 
of Illumination. Because it is easily understood, the actual lotus 
flower is used as an object of meditation, and the Flower Garland 
Siitra enlarges and embellishes this flower in its description of 
the universe (see figure 26). 

The fragrance comes from the closely packed stamens or, 
more accurately, from the anthers of the stamens, and lights 
shine within. This great lotus, standing like a banner in the cen­
ter of the fragrant ocean, contains the Lotus Repository World. 
The petals of the lotus, standing in peaks, are its Great Encir­
cling Mountains. The nectar in the center of the flower is the 
fragrant water, and the stamens are the jeweled trees and sweet­
smelling grass. 

The receptacle in the center of the great lotus is the land of 
the Lotus Repository World. Made of diamond, the land is 
hard, pure, and flat. just as a lotus flower contains seeds, anum­
ber of holes in the receptacle contain the fruit. These are the 
"fragrant oceans" of the Lotus Repository World, as numerous 
as "the number of atoms in indescribably many buddha-fields." 

Fig. 26. The Lotus Repository World as a Symbol of the Structure of the Universe 



THE LOTUS REPOSITORY WORLD 147 

The floors of these oceans and their shores are made of jewels, 
and their translucent waters reflect the colors of the various jew­
els. Jeweled flowers surround them, and sandalwood powder 
settles on their floors. The Buddha's voice is heard, and bo­
dhisattvas hold parasols. There are stairways and balustrades 
made of the ten jewels, and countless palaces, forests, and white 
lotuses. Into the fragrant oceans flow many fragrant rivers with 
jeweled banks circling the oceans to the right. The rivers emit 
jeweled clouds of the buddhas and the sounds of the speech of 
living beings. The actions and forms of the buddhas emerge 
from the swirling of the waters. The land between the rivers is 
also variously adorned. 

The Flower Garland Siitra goes on to say, "In these oceans of 
fragrant water, as numerous as the atoms in indescribably many 
buddha-fields, rest world systems as numerous as the atoms in 
indescribably many buddha-fields." I interpret this to mean that 
in one fragrant ocean there is one world system, so that the 
number of the oceans and the number of world systems is the 
same, rather than that there are indescribably large numbers of 
world systems in each ocean. I base my interpretation on the 
fact that a lotus flower has a single seed (actually, fruit) in each 
hole. I also believe that "system" (expressed by the character for 
"seed" in Chinese) is an expression derived from an actual lotus 
seed. The various world systems differ according to the ocean 
on which they rest; they are richly varied in both shape and 
substance. 

The fragrant ocean in the middle of the great lotus is called 
Boundless Light of Wonderful Flowers, and the world system in 
this ocean is Blazing Jewel Light Illuminating the Ten Direc­
tions.3 Twenty worlds exist along the vertical axis through the 
center of the world system, and each of these worlds is sur­
rounded by countless worlds (see figure 27). This scheme is ex­
pressed on the pedestal of the Great Buddha Vairocana at 
Todai-ji temple in Nara, Japan. The lowest of these twenty 
worlds is called Omnipresent Illumination of Supreme Light; it 
is surrounded by worlds "as numerous as the atoms in one 



Fig. 27. The World System at the Center of the Lotus Repository World 
Twenty worlds, each with its buddha, exist in a world system called Blazing jewel Light 
Illuminating the Ten Directions; infinite worlds surround each of the twenty worlds, and 
the number of surrounding worlds increases as the sequence extends upward. 
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buddha-field." The buddha of this world IS called Undefiled 
Lamp of the Eye of Purity. The next world above this is called 
Wonderful Adornment with Lotus Flowers of Various Fra­
grances, surrounded by worlds "as numerous as the atoms of 
two buddha-fields." The buddha of this world is called Supreme 
Leonine Illuminating Radiance. Eventually we come to the 
highest world, called Wonderful Jewel Flame, surrounded by 
worlds "as numerous as the atoms of twenty buddha-fields," 
whose buddha is called Radiance with Fortune and Virtue. It is 
of interest to note that the thirteenth world in the series is called 
Saha. This is "our" world. The occupants of the other worlds 
are not specified, but we may assume that beings do inhabit 
them. 

The great number of worlds in just one lotus seed exemplifies 
the reproductive power of a single seed. One lotus seed will give 
birth to a great lotus containing uncountable cells, and even 
while the lotus is still in formation, it probably holds within itself 
the existence of its own descendants, just as a human female fetus 
is thought already to possess many ova. 

The possibility inherent within the seed had already been 
discussed in the Hindu Upani$ads (ca. 600 B.C.E.) in a conversa­
tion between a philosopher and his son Svetaketu Arui)eya. 

"Bring me a fruit from that banyan tree." 
"Here it is, father." 
"Break it." 
"It is broken, father." 
"What do you see there?" 
"I see extremely tiny seeds, father." 
"Break one of them." 
"It is broken, father." 
"What do you see there?" 
"I can see nothing at all." 
And then the father said to his son, "My son, it is from the 
subtle essence within the seed that you cannot see that this 
great tree exists. My son, believe what I say. That infinitesimal 
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subtle essence, which you cannot see, is the spirit of all the 
universe. It is this that is true. It is this that is Atman. And 
you are it. "• 

It is said, incidentally, that a lotus seed retains its power of 
germination for a thousand years. 

The Lotus Repository World contains even more world systems 
than those already discussed. East of the central fragrant ocean 
lies another ocean (see figure 28), called Repository of Undefiled 
F1ames. Its world system is called Omnipresent Illumination of 
the Vortex of Fields, and contains twenty layers of worlds. The 
lowest of these twenty worlds, called Banner of Adornment of 
the Palace, is surrounded by world systems "as numerous as the 
atoms of one buddha-field" and has a buddha called Radiance 
Emitted from between Eyebrows Illuminating All Directions. 
The other worlds are similar to those of the world system exam­
ined earlier. A third ocean, south of the second, is called Ring of 
Inexhaustible Radiance; it supports a world system called 

N 
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s 
Fig. 28. Simplified Arrangement of Fragrant Oceans in the 
Lotus Repository World 
1) Boundless Light of Wonderful Flowers, 2) Repository of 
Undefiled Flames, 3) Ring of Inexhaustible Radiance 
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Adorned with the Buddha's Banners. Though it, too, has twenty 
layers of worlds, the sutra describes only nineteen, hinting at a 
possible copying error. To the right of this ocean there is a 
fourth, and so on to the eleventh. The twelfth is to the east of 
the second fragrant ocean (Repository of Undefiled Barnes), 
and from the thirteenth to the twenty-first, the oceans are de­
scribed as being "outward" from the seas numbered three to 
eleven (see figure 28). The sutra says that there are as many fra­
grant oceans as the atoms in indescribably many buddha-fields, 
and that they extend beyond each other to the encircling moun­
tains. It considerably abbreviates the details of the outer world 
systems, only generally describing the first, tenth, thirteenth, 
and twentieth. 

The sutra goes on to characterize oceans of worlds of other 
lotus worlds. To the east of the Lotus Repository World is the 
ocean of worlds called Adorned with Pure and Radiant Lotus 
Bowers, to the south is the ocean of worlds called Repository 
Adorned with the Radiance of All Jeweled Moons, and there 
are further oceans to the west, north, northeast, southeast, 
southwest, northwest, nadir, and zenith. In all of them are 
worlds, with their buddhas and countless bodhisattvas. The 
oceans of worlds, although finite in number, are not limited to 
these eleven but are "as numerous as the atoms of a myriad 
buddha-fields." 

These countless oceans of worlds "undergo changes over 
kalpas as numerous as there are atoms in the oceans of worlds," 
as described in chapter 4. Far in the past, more than twice "the 
kalpas as numerous as the atoms of the worlds," there were 
oceans of worlds different from those of today. 

VAIROCANA AND 

THE MULTIPLICITY OF BUDDHAS 

The splendid Lotus Repository World was made by the buddha 
Vairocana, who undertook religious practice for kalpas as numer­
ous as "there are atoms in the ocean of worlds." He associated 
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in each kalpa with buddhas as numerous "as there are atoms in 
the ocean of worlds," and practiced in purity, in the presence of 
those buddhas, great vows as numerous "as there are atoms in 
the ocean of worlds." As a result of the power of those actions, 
the Lotus Repository World came into being. 

The word Vairocana means "illuminating all places." The 
element roc- has the same derivation as the Latin lux ("light"). 
When Mahayana Buddhism was developing, cults of a sun deity 
spread throughout India, the Orient, and Europe. Vairocana 
was described as a solar deity and, around the seventh century 
C.E., developed into the esoteric buddha Mahavairocana, who is 
the abstract, fundamental buddha beyond shape or form. The 
connection between a lotus flower and the sun is worth noting. 
F1owers open as the sun rises and close as it sets. Their petals 
are also reminiscent of the rays oflight extending from the sun's 
disk. Incidentally, many paintings from ancient Egypt portray a 
solar deity being born from a lotus or, to be accurate, a water lily. 

Various passages in the Flower Garland Siitra describe how 
Vairocana Buddha penetrates and fills the cosmos: 

The vast fields that the Buddha has adorned are equal in 
number to all atoms. Pure children of the Buddha fill these 
lands and cause to fall the rain of the finest, mysterious dharma 
[teaching]. As we see the Buddha sitting at this assembly, we 
see the Buddha sitting in the same way in all atoms. The 
body of the Buddha neither departs nor comes but all the 
same is manifested clearly in all the realms (ch. 1). 

In every grain of dust of the Lotus Repository World can be 
seen the dharma-essence (ch. 5). 

The Tathagata [the Buddha] manifests himself in all the 
lands of the ten directions, but his actual body is undifferenti­
ated. It is like the full moon appearing in its entirety in dew­
drops upon the ground (ch. 24). 
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The Siitra if the Peifect Net (Brahmajala-siitra, ca. 3d century 
C.E.), a Mahayana Vinaya (precepts) text, presents a different 
depiction of a world resting upon a lotus, which nevertheless 
also shows the Buddha's multiplicity and omnipresence. Vairo­
cana sits upon a great thousand-petaled lotus, each petal of 
which supports a world. He incarnates into one thousand Sakya­
muni Buddhas, one for each of the worlds (see figure 29). On 
each petal, in each world, there are ten billion Mount Sumeru 
worlds. The Sakyamuni Buddhas each incarnate into ten billion 

ten billion worlds in each petal 

Fig. 29. Lotus Pedestal World according to the Siitra of the Perfect Net 
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Sakyamuni Bodhisattvas, who dwell within each of these Mount 
Sumeru worlds. We therefore have a total of one Vairocana 
Buddha, one thousand Sakyamuni Buddhas, and ten trillion 
Sakyamuni Bodhisattvas. 

Each lotus petal is more or less equivalent to one great­
thousand-world. I say "more or less" because although the Sutra 
qf the PeJfict Net mentions that there are ten billion worlds on 
each petal, the pre-Mahayana tradition defines a great-thousand­
world as consisting of only one billion worlds. I should also 
point out similarities between Hindu myth and the Siitra qf the 
Perfict Net's Lotus Pedestal World. In the Hindu tradition, 
Brahma was brought forth by Vi~l)u from a thousand-petaled 
lotus growing from Vi~l)u's navel and, sitting on the lotus, he 
created the world. 

The famous Great Buddha of Todai-ji in Nara, Japan (see 
photo 6), was modeled on the iconography of the Sutra qf the Per­
fict Net. The Great Buddha, who is of course V airocana, sits on 
a lotus-shaped base, around which petals are carved. There 
should theoretically be one thousand petals, but this proved im­
possible to cast, so there are only a few dozen. On the upper 
part of each petal is engraved a Sakyamuni surrounded by bo­
dhisattvas, with twenty-six horizontal lines (photos 7 and 8) 
beneath Sakyamuni that separate the buddha from several ab­
stract Mount Sumeru worlds. Only one Mount Sumeru world 
appears in photo 8; of course it is impossible to depict ten billion 
of them on each petal. The twenty-six horizontal lines seem to 
represent the twenty-five realms above and including the Yama 
heaven (that is, the four heavens of the realm of desire, the 
seventeen heavens of the realm of form, and the four abodes of 
the realm of formlessness, as described in chapters 2 and 3). 

THE (OSMIC VAIROCANA 

A wall-painting from Khotan shows a buddha figure with the 
world depicted on his body (see photos 9 and 10). Joanna 
Williams has called this the Cosmic Vairocana. 5 The design on 
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the buddha's chest suggests the Hindu legend of the Churning 
of the Ocean. In this legend, Vi~J:.lu, in his incarnation as a tor­
toise, dove to the bottom of the ocean, and allowed his back to 
serve as the base for Mount Mandara. This mountain became a 
churning rod, and the great serpent (niiga) Vasuki, wrapped 
around the mountain, became a rope. With this the gods 
churned up the ocean and were thus able to recover objects lost 
in the great flood, including the nectar of immortality (amrta). 
The Khotan wall-painting shows a two-headed snake (Vasuki is 
one-headed). The scene depicted may or may not be related to 
the legend of the Churning of the Ocean, but it has a striking 
connection with the cosmos of the Flower Garland Siitra. Sik~a­
nanda, this sutra's translator, was born in Khotan, and some 
scholars believe the sutra was composed there. 

In the sixteenth-century novel Monkry, by Wu Ch'eng-en, 
there is a famous episode concerning an altercation between Mon­
key and the Buddha. 'Jump off the palm of my right hand," 
challenged the Buddha, and stretched out his right hand, about 
the size of a lotus leaf. "It's a snap," said Monkey, and jumped 
onto the Buddha's palm, before whizzing off on his magical 
cloud. flying along for a great distance, he at last came to five 
fleshly pillars. Thinking that they must denote the limits of the 
world, he made a mark on the middle one and then returned. 
When Monkey reported the vast distance he had traveled, the 
Buddha laughed, and held out his hand. On his middle finger 
was the mark that Monkey had left. Monkey had not gone even 
a step beyond the limits of the Buddha's palm. This reflects the 
world of the Flower Garland Siitra, where every phenomenon is 
located within the buddha-world. 

Although V airocana is the universe itself, transcending all 
forms and limits, he was strikingly expressed in symbolic human 
form within Mahayana Buddhism. The enormous Buddha fig­
ures at Bamiyan reflect the idea of the Cosmic Buddha, and the 
tradition of making huge statues of the Buddha continued at 
Yiin-kang in Shansi, China, and Todai-ji in japan. The extreme 
of this symbolism came with the development of esoteric Bud-
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dhism, about which I refer readers to other reliable books.6 

Here I will discuss only the origin of esoteric mar_ujalas, geometric 
representations of the world that show the Buddha's manifold, 
far-reaching presence. 

It is not known when the earliest Buddhist ma11rfala was made, 
but a depiction of a large number of buddha figures together is 
found in the "Miracle at Sravasti" relief (photo 5), though it 
does not follow a geometric pattern. There are, however, geo­
metric depictions among the Buddha paintings at Bamiyan in 
Mghanistan, as photo ll illustrates. 

I would argue that the origin of the ma11rfala is in cut glass, 
which features a pattern of round or hexagonal forms set into a 
goblet's rounded outer surface. If the glass is placed over a small 
object, such as a buddha figure, the figure appears within each 
form in the glass, just as in a ma11rfala. Such cut glass goblets 
have been discovered among the Ku~al)a remains at Begram in 
Mghanistan, dated between the first and third centuries (photo 
12 shows one example). The decorated, domelike ceilings of the 
rock-cut caves at Bamiyan have similar features. As shown in 
photo 13, they give one the sensation of looking at cut glass 
from within; the decorations form a pattern of hexagons, each 
containing a buddha figure. It is tempting to think that the idea 
of the matJrjala came about in this way. 

The idea that the Buddha pervades the universe also appears 
in wall paintings of the thousand buddhas in Central Asia and 
at Tun-huang. Borobudur in Java is another mandala-type ex­
pression of Flower Garland thought (see photo 14). Six layers of 
square, graduated terraces are topped by a circular, three-tiered 
platform. One theory holds that the square section symbolizes 
the earth, and represents the realms of desire and form, whereas 
the upper round section represents the realm of formlessness. 
There are a total of 504 buddha figures, more than half of 
which represent the five buddhas of the Diamond Realm Man­
dala (Mahavairocana, ~obhya, Ratnasarp.bhava, Amitayus, and 
Amoghasiddhi). These encircle the stupa in the center, which con­
tains Mahavairocana. This structure expresses the Mahayana 
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idea that the buddhas emanate from Mahavairocana and pene­
trate the universe, that the "one" is at the same time the 
"many." Borobudur was built in the eighth and ninth centuries, 
at much the same time as the great Buddha ofTodai-ji in Nara, 
which indicates that Flower Garland concepts were prevalent 
throughout the Buddhist world at that time. 

The Flower Garland worldview sees the Buddha in everything 
around us. Although pre-Mahayana Buddhism divided the 
world into the realms of delusion and enlightenment, and fos­
tered a pessimistic outlook, Mahayana taught that the realm of 
delusion and the realm of the Buddha are inseparable, and 
thereby overcame that pessimism. The lotus flower, growing out 
of mud but not stained by it, is an apt symbol for this view of 
the world. 





8. Changes in the 
Conception of Hell 

The most significant transformation in the history of Buddhism 
i~ the shift from Hinayana to Mahayana Buddhism. But many 
smaller changes in religious thought also occurred over time 
and in a variety of places. This chapter discusses one prevalent 
example of this process: the idea of hell. The conception of hell 
underwent an evolution particularly in japan, and was part of a 
kind of Japanization of Buddhism that began in the Heian pe­
riod (794--1192 C.E.). 

YAMA 

Injapan, Emma (Yama in Sanskrit) is considered to be the lord 
of the underworld. We have seen in the Abhidharmakosa, though, 
that Yama's dwelling is in the sky above Mount Sumeru. Yama 
was originally a deity called Y amadeva, who more or less corre­
sponded to the Brahmanic Y ama of the l!g Veda. As we examine 
how Yama made his downward journey, we trace the develop­
ment of the Buddhist idea of hell. 

Let us examine what kind of deity Yama was initially, as 
described in the l!g Veda. According to this work (12th-8th cen­
tury B.C.E.), the progenitors of the human race were twins, 
Yama and Yami. Yami, wanting descendants, urged Yama to 
join her in begetting offspring, but he refused, saying it was 
against human ethics. There was a bitter exchange between 
them, but the scriptures do not relate the outcome in any detail. 

159 
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Considering the fact that the human race subsequently flour­
ished, it seems that Yam! had her way. Yama, being the first 
man, was therefore the first person to die. He pioneered the 
way to the abode of the dead and became sovereign of that 
realm as others followed his path. His kingdom was in the 
heavens and was thought of as a kind of paradise. 

Drawing upon the Brahmanic tradition, the Buddhist Yama 
also had his abode in the heavens. In the Abhidharmakosa, 
though, in addition to the heavenly Varna there is another 
Varna, who belongs to the realm of the hungry spirits. It is un­
clear whether these two are the same or different beings. What 
is obvious in the Abhidharmakosa is that the realm of the dead has 
shifted from the heavens to the underworld. This may have 
some connection with the historical shift from cremation to bur­
ial. It is thought that cremation was a custom of the Aryans, the 
composers of the 1!g Veda. If we stretch the imagination, we 
could conjecture that burial was the norm of the people who oc­
cupied India before the Aryan invasion, and that the custom 
gradually reasserted itself in the face of Aryan pressure. 

In any case, the realm of the dead, now having shifted to the 
subterranean abode of the hungry spirits, was no longer a pleas­
ant and comfortable land, but a sad and gloomy place where 
the majority of the dead were forced to suffer. Even in the 
Vedic period there had been unhappy dead. Venerating the 
spirits of dead ancestors was an important duty of the descend­
ants. Those who died without progeny had no one to enshrine 
them and so became unhappy spirits. (The description in the 
Chinese Book if Rites [Li-chi] that "a spirit is one who is dead 
and without a tomb" derives from the same type of thinking.) 
By the time of the Abhidharmakosa (5th century C.E.), a being un­
happy in death was considered merely to have reaped what he 
had sown in life. 

In Sanskrit an ancestral spirit is pitr, pitar, or pitii (pitr or pitar 
originally meant "father" and was related to the Latin pater) and 
a hungry spirit is preta. In the vernacular Prakrit language, 
though, both are peta. It is not at all strange, therefore, that in 
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the vernacular the ancestral spirit became a hungry spirit and 
Y ama, lord of the ancestral spirits (pitr-pati), became lord of the 
hungry spirits. 

Though in the Abhidharmakosa Y ama descended to the realm 
of the hungry spirits, he did not at first go as far as the hells. 
The hells had their wardens, but they did not have a lord. All 
the same, Yama was not without some connection with the 
hells, for it was he who ordered the riik$asas (flesh-eating 
demons) to toss living beings into them. After the time of the 
Abhidharmakosa, Y ama did descend to become the lord of the 
hells, his second demotion. We see this in the Yogiiciirabhiimi­
siistra (ca. 5th-6th century C.E.). 

Keep in mind that, in Buddhist thinking, death is one of 
many forms of rebirth. The hells were not the final dwelling 
place, but a point along the way. Buddhism taught that the suf­
ferings of hell came as a result of deeds done in life. The hells 
themselves were formed by the karma of living beings, and even 
their wardens were born there as a result of karma. There was 
no figure of absolute judgment, divorced from the karma of 
living beings. Varna's lordship of the hells is the result, and 
philosophical requirement, of the introduction of the idea of 
judgment into the Buddhist concept of hell. With judgment 
came the need for a judge, and before long the lord of the hun­
gry spirits had taken over that role. At this point, in Japan, the 
transliterative character -ma of Yama was replaced with a fright­
ful character meaning "demon." 1 

The provenance of the idea of judgment is a question worthy 
of examination. One possible source lies near at hand, in the 
Avesta (ca. 7th century B.C.E.), the scriptures of Zoroastrianism. 
Zoroaster says, "I ask you these things, Ahura [the Zoroastrian 
supreme god]; what does indeed occur and arrive? What debt 
do they pay for judgment to the pure, what to the wicked, when 
these [judgments] shall be concluded?"2 The idea also appears 
in Greek mythology. Minos sits in judgment over the dead, as 
does Hades. In the Odyssry Homer describes Minos as "sitting, 
gold sceptre in hand, and delivering judgment to the dead, who 
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sat or stood all around, putting their cases to him for decision 
within the House of Hades, to which the gate is wide."' Hades 
corrects humans in the underworld, recording all their deeds on 
a slate and investigating them. It is difficult to say which of these 
ideas of judgment is closest to the Buddhist concept, though 
graphically the Buddhist and Greek judges have many similari­
ties. Both are depicted, in texts or in visual arts, as holding 
scepters and writing implements. In Judaism, of course, God is 
the judge. The Chinese concept of the other world must also be 
considered, as must the possibility that ideas from different cul­
tures influenced Buddhism concurrently. Furthermore, we must 
not forget that all these ideas might have a common origin 
somewhere-for example, a picture from ancient Egypt that 
shows the heart of a dead person being measured is suggestive. 

SANZU NO KAWA 

A new and different aspect of hell entered japanese Buddhism 
around the eleventh century. This was Sanzu no kawa, the "river 
of the three ways." In the history of ideas, seemingly incongru­
ous ideas sometimes appear, whose origins are difficult to trace. 
Sanzu no kawa is one of these cases. The idea of a river that has 
to be crossed after death appears in literature as watari-gawa 
("river to be crossed") in 77ze Great Mirror (Okagami, ca. 1119), 
as sanzu no kawa ("river of the three ways") and mitsuse-gawa 
("river of the three currents") in 77ze Rise and Fall qf the Genji and 
Heike (Gempei Seisuiki, fourteenth century), and as sanzu no kawa 
in the Chronicle qf the Great Peace (Taiheiki, ca. 13 71 ). Sanzu no 
kawa is not an orthodox Buddhist concept. There is absolutely 
no mention of it, for example, in the Abhidharmakosa or in later 
Indian Buddhist writings. Nor is there any lndic equivalent of 
the expression. Furthermore, it is an idea that appeared around 
the time Buddhism began to decline in India, when the creative 
activities ofBuddhists had come to a standstill (ca. lOth century). 
This suggests that the idea entered Buddhism from another re­
gion, perhaps the border regions of India or somewhere in 



SANZU NO KAWA 163 

China. Another possibility is that the idea arose within Bud­
dhism itself at a later date. 

The Abhidhannakosa mentions the existence of a sub-hell called 
Nadl Vaitaral)l ("burning river"), as discussed in chapter 2. This 
hell takes the shape of a river or moat, and the name of this 
"burning river," Vaitaral)l, has the connotation of "to cross." 
Perhaps this hell became a "river to be crossed" and was the 
forerunner of Sanzu no kawa. The two rivers differ, however, 
on the following three points. First, Nadi Vaitaral)l is itself a 
hell, whereas the Sanzu no kawa stands at the entrance to the 
underworld. Second, Nadl Vaitaral)l is a sub-hell, where the 
damned are tortured on leaving hell proper, and is therefore a 
hell to which people fall qfier entering hell proper. The Sanzu no 
kawa, on the other hand, has to be crossed bifore people enter 
hell. Third, there are four Nadl Vaitaral)ls associated with each 
of the hot hells, making thirty-two in all. There is only one 
Sanzu no kawa. 4 Yet there are those who remain convinced that 
there is sufficient scope in the concept of Nadl Vaitaral)l for 
Sanzu no kawa to have developed from it if a long period of 
time is taken into consideration. 

There is the added possibility that if some other concept 
much closer to Sanzu no kawa happened to exist in or near a 
Buddhist region, that concept might have been adopted into 
Buddhism. In fact, both Greek mythology and the Zoroastrian 
scriptures contain descriptions of such a river. For purposes of 
comparison, let us first consider the description of Sanzu no 
kawa as it appears in Mochizuki's Buddhist dictionary, based on 
a sutra called the Sutra qf K$itigarbha Bodhisattva and the Ten Kings 
(Jizo bosatsu hosshin inn en juo-kyo, ca. 12th century), probably 
composed in China or Japan. 

Near the Sozuga [Sanzu no kawa], in the vicinity of Shoko, 
stretching together are the offices of the officials receiving 
those who cross. The great river in front is the Sozuga. The 
dead who cross are called "forders of the river of hell." There 
are three crossing points: (I) the shoals of the upper stream 
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[sansui in Japanese]; (2) the depths of the lower stream 
[koshin'en]; and (3) the bridged crossing [ulryoto]. In front of the 
official building is a large tree, called eryijju. Two demons live 
in its shadow, one called Datsueba ["the old woman who rips 
off robes"], and the other Ken'eo ["the old man who hangs 
out robes"]. The female demon admonishes against thieving 
actions and breaks the fingers of both hands, and the male 
demon abhors lapses in ritual and bends the head against the 
feet. And men [who are first-time offenders in adultery] bear 
their women on their backs, and the ox-headed [demons who 
are the guardians of hell] bind the shoulders of two people 
with iron poles and chase them across the swift current. All 
gather under the tree. There the female demon rips off their 
robes and the male demon hangs the robes on the branches. 
They weigh their sins by the degree of bending [of the 
branch], then send them to the court ofjudgment.5 

According to Greek mythology, there are five rivers in the 
underworld: Styx, Acheron, Cocytus (Kokytos), Lethe, and 
Pyriphlegethon (Phlegethon). Because the san in Sanzu no kawa 
means "three," it might be thought that the five rivers of the 
underworld are unlikely ancestors of Sanzu no kawa. San, how­
ever, refers not to the number of rivers but to the number of 
crossing points on one river; furthermore, the Greeks did not 
consider five rivers to be a fixed number, and did not conceive 
them as a group of five at a particular time. More important is 
the fact that the Greek and Mochizuki's descriptions have in 
common the factor that the dead have to cross the river prior to 
entering the underworld. There are other similarities. There is a 
guard or ferryman at each river, with whom the dead have to 
negotiate when crossing. A ferryman called Charon carries the 
dead across the Acheron for a fee; in Japan, Datsueba and 
Ken'eo guard the Sanzu no kawa. It was a custom in both 
Greece andJapan to place a coin in the coffin or in the mouth 
of the dead person. It therefore seems reasonable to allow that 
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the idea of the Acheron had some influence on the concept of 
Sanzu no kawa. 

The Zoroastrian Avesta (ca. 7th century B.C.E.) describes the 
souls of the dead as crossing the Bridge of the Separator, 
Chinvato Peretu, before reaching the shore (haetu) of three 
Yazatas (angel-like beings). This bridge reminds us of the 
"bridged crossing" in Mochizuki's description of Sanzu no 
kawa. In the Avesta, however, it is the souls of the righteous who 
proceed across the Chinvat Bridge to the shore of the Yazatas, 
whereas the Sanzu no kawa is crossed only by evildoers and de­
notes a gloomy and melancholy place. The easy and safe 
"bridged crossing," unlike "the shoals of the upper stream" and 
"the depths of the lower stream," has no connotation of punish­
ment; it thus may be related to the Chinvat Bridge. Interest­
ingly, the Japanese Buddhist priest Nichiren (1222-82), in his 
Treatise in Praise rf Ten Kings (]iio sandan-sho), describes this 
bridge as being made of the seven precious stones, including 
gold and silver, and says that only the good are able to cross it. 

Although it is possible to seek Sanzu no kawa's origins in 
Greece and Iran, we must not forget China, which may have 
been where Greek and Iranian mythology accreted to Bud­
dhism. The Siitra rf K$itigarbha Bodhisattva and the Ten Kings is said 
to have been narrated by a man called Tsang-ch'uan, who also 
appears as the narrator of an earlier siitra, the Siitra on Rebirth 
into the Pure Land and the Ten Kings (Y oshii jiio shoshichi-kyo, 
Chinese apocrypha, ca. 1Oth century). He was said to have lived 
during the T'ang dynasty (618-907) in China. If the two sutras 
were authentic, they would have had to be composed in India 
and translated ("narrated") by Tsang-ch'uan. An analysis of 
their content, however, indicates that both seem to have been 
written in China, first and foremost because of the extremely 
Chinese nature of the names of the ten kings UuO) of the tides. 

We saw earlier how in Greek myth the dead had to pay a fee 
to Charon to be transported across the Acheron. The custom of 
inserting "burial money" (i-ch'ien) inside the coffin of the dead 
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person prevailed in China from around the second century, and 
by the T'ang dynasty "paper money," coin shapes drawn on pa­
per, had come to be used instead. The idea that the dead pro­
ceeded to a place called the "yellow springs" seems to have 
come into being around the time of Tso-ch'uan's Commentary on 
the Spring and Autumn Annals (ca. 3d century B.C.E.), prior to the 
introduction of Buddhism to China.6 It is likely that pre­
Buddhist Chinese ideas of the other world had much influence 
on the Buddhist concept of hells. Incidentally, it is said that 
Taoism adopted its idea of hell from Buddhism. 

SAI-NO-KAWARA 

AND K~ITIGARBHA BODHISATTVA 

Yet another conception of hell is Sai-no-kawara, the "riverbank 
of suffering," and it is also a product of later Buddhism. Though 
it is situated somewhere near the entrance to hell, its connection 
with Sanzu no kawa is unclear, and texts do not state that Sai­
no-kawara is the bank of Sanzu no kawa. The concept most 
likely originates in the "village of Sahi," a burial ground for the 
common people at the confluence of the Kamo and Katsura 
rivers in Kyoto. Its existence is mentioned in records dating 
back to the latter half of the ninth century.' These records also 
mention the custom of piling stones to make small mounds 
(stupas) in memory of the dead. The original meaning of Sahi is 
unclear (it may mean "rust" [sabz] or "astringent" [shibu]), but 
later it appears to have become linked with the gods of bound­
aries (Sae no kami, or Doso-jin), who prevent evil spirits from 
entering a village. Small shrines or piles of stones dedicated to 
them are placed at crossroads, and travelers add small stones to 
the mound in much the same way as travellers crossing the 
Tibetan passes. As crossroads and mountain passes are dividing 
points, Sai-no-kawara is the dividing point between the realms 
of the living and the dead. 

Sai-no-kawara is notorious as a place of torture for children. 
It is said that a dead child caused its mother much pain and suf-
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fering while in the womb and yet died without returning any of 
the kindness it had received, and that it caused its parents to 
grieve by dying. Surely this is not the fault of the child, and in­
deed this would have been the cry of those who had lost their 
children. They would have felt no need for their children to re­
pay any imaginary debts. All the same, in Buddhism everyone, 
including children, roams the realms of delusion as long as they 
have not reached enlightenment. Everyone passes through the 
six paths of transmigration, and who can say who eludes the 
torments of hell? 

At Sai-no-kawara, children who die young have to build stone 
mounds without cease. Children of three or four, separated 
from their parents, are tormented by the guards of hell and 
forced to pile up small stones to make mounds. As soon as these 
mounds are almost finished, they are knocked down, and the 
children have to begin piling up stones all over again. This is 
the Japanese version of the Greek myth of Sisyphus, who for his 
crimes was hurled into Tartarus and condemned eternally to 
roll a large rock up a hill. As soon as the rock almost reached 
the top it would come hurtling down and Sisyphus would have 
to start his endeavors again. I am convinced that the myth of 
Sisyphus influenced the description of the piling up of rocks at 
Sai-no-karawa. 

There is a famous poem (wasan) about Sai-no-kawara that 
deeply moves the japanese, translated here in prose. 

We devote ourselves to the Three Treasures [Buddha; 
Dharma, or his teachings; and Sangha, or community of be­
lievers]. In this world all is transient. In the fact that children 
may die before their parents, there are various kinds of sad­
ness. Young children, one or two, or three, or four, or 
younger than ten, are separated from their mother's breasts, 
gathered together on the riverbank of Sahi, where for all the 
hours of the day they carry big stones and pile them into 
mounds. For all the hours of the night they pick up small 
stones and pile them into stupas. They pile the first layer [of 
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stones] for Father, the second for Mother. On the third they 
face the west and place their tiny hands together, for their 
brothers and sisters in their native towns and themselves. Oh, 
how pitiful, young children crying and crying as they carry 
stones. Their hands and feet are lacerated by the stones, 
blood streams from their fingers, staining their bodies red. "I 
miss you, Father! I miss you, Mother!" Crying for their par­
ents they fall down, crying as though they were in pain. The 
fearsome guards of hell, with their eyes like mirrors reflecting 
the sun, glare at the young ones. "The stupa mounds you 
have built are crooked and displeasing to the sight. They will 
bring you no merit as they are. Build them again, praying for 
your buddhahood." Thus howling at the children they flail 
their iron scourges and break down the stilpa mounds. The 
poor little children throw themselves down and weep .... 

A stream runs between the banks. The thought of the 
grieving parents in the Saha world reaches there, and their 
shadows are reflected [on the stream]. Wishing to relieve 
their hunger, the children crawl and approach, longing for 
the [mother's] breast. At that moment [her] shade immedi­
ately disappears, and the [stream] water burns as bright as a 
flame, scorching the children's bodies, and the children fall 
down. Uncountable are such unbearable things.8 

For parents who have lost young children, how sorrowful this 
poem must be! Not only have their beloved children gone to a 
place where the parents' hands and voices can no longer reach 
them but, unendurably, they are subjected to suffering at the 
riverbank. Moreover, if the parents mourn their children, their 
voices sound like the cries of demons to the children; the hot 
tears of the fathers become boiling water raining down on them, 
and the mothers' tears, ice, imprisoning them. There must be 
parents who would even act wrongfully in order to follow their 
children to hell. But such a wrong act may separate them even 
more. 

It is K~itigarbha Bodhisattva who observed the suffering of 
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the inhabitants of the six paths of transmigration and who, hav­
ing undergone myriads of years of religious training, now walks 
there, relieving pain. Like the bhik$u (ordained priest) Dharma­
kara (the name of Arnitabha Buddha before his enlightenment), 
K;;itigarbha made a number of vows, resolving to bring deliver­
ance to living beings. He appears in works of art dressed as a 
Buddhist novice or a young Buddhist ascetic with shaved head, 
emblematic of his hurry to arrive at the realms of suffering. 

But doesn't Arnitabha already provide deliverance to all those 
who call upon his name? This he does, but he is far away, ten 
myriads of hundreds of millions of buddha-lands to the west. 
K;;itigarbha, on the other hand, sets no conditions and will save 
all those transmigrating among the six paths of rebirth who may 
not repent and call upon Arnitabha, or who may not know of 
Arnitabha's existence. Moreover, K~itigarbha has himself come 
to J ambudvipa and walks among the beings in the six paths of 
rebirth. In particular he is found in the hells, especially at Sai­
no-kawara where young children are suffering. He takes their 
hands, and like a kindly old priest playing ball with children in a 
temple garden, he speaks gently to them and plays games with 
them. He is the buddha of whom it is said "a buddha in hell." 

This contrast between the roles of Arnitabha and K~itigarbha 
was not designed from the beginning. Arnitabha and K~itigarbha 
originally represented two distinct lines of belief. The three Pure 
Land siitras that speak of Arnitabha contain no clear depiction 
of hell; there are only scattered references. The name of K~iti­
garbha is nowhere to be found. K~itigarbha seems to have be­
longed to another stream of thought entirely, that of the 
tathiigata-garbha, "repository of buddhahood" inherent in all be­
ings. The Sanskrit name K$iligarbha means "earth matrix." He 
stores within himself all merits, and brings them forth in various 
forms. 

All Buddhism, whether pre-Mahayana or Mahayana, stresses 
the spirit of compassion. When the idea of judgment entered 
Buddhism (ca. 10th-11th century), a sense of compassion soon 
ameliorated that gruesome notion, and so Varna, the judge, was 
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said to be a manifestation of K~itigarbha. Yama, it was taught, 
is not as fierce as his aspect suggests; he terrifies people as a skill­
ful means to lead them to deliverance. Certain beings may learn 
from the horrors of hell and be encouraged to escape the round 
of birth and death. Pictures of the Ten Kings (who sentence the 
dead in the underworld) show the judges fiercely berating evil­
doers, with the compassionate face of K~itigarbha looming close 
behind them. The cult of K~itigarbha was flourishing in China 
by the seventh century. 

The Pure Land of Sukhiivati and hell are not to be found in 
this world. Nevertheless, throughout Japan there are places in 
the mountains with names like "plain of Amitabha" and "valley 
of hell." These originate mainly from the practices of the yama­
bushi, mountain ascetics who populated these regions and 
named the various features to provide a means of training them­
selves and teaching the common people. Nowadays, though, the 
expressions jigoku ("hell") and Sai-no-kawara are often used casu­
ally as the names of outdoor pools at hot-spring resorts. At some 
of these places, arbors even provide delectable views. Sai-no­
kawara was originally written with the first character meaning 
"to block." A character with the same pronunciation, but mean­
ing "to enshrine," later replaced it. At Kusatsu, a hot-spring re­
sort north of Tokyo, I found Sai-no-kawara written with the first 
character meaning "west," also with the same pronunciation. 
This latest change has no doubt come about through association 
with the idea of the western paradise of Amitabha. According to 
Buddhism, though, hell and its riverbank are not somewhere in 
the west but beneath our land ofJambudvipa. 

For people of the Middle Ages, in both Japan and Europe, 
hell was very real. It is curious how close the two distant cul­
tures came on this point. Between the Heian and Kamakura 
periods in Japan, that is, between the ninth and thirteenth cen­
turies, the idea of an approaching period of the Decay of the 
Dharma (mappif) gained currency. Numerous books depicting 
the hells or the hungry spirits were produced, and many people 
placed their faith in rebirth in the Pure Land of Amitabha. In 
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Europe, also, the idea of the millennium became influential, 
and depictions of hell appeared in the cathedrals of Germany 
and France in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 

Early in the twentieth century a French scholar discovered 
Buddhist remains at Ha<;l<;la in Mghanistan. The stucco sculp­
tures of demons' heads he unearthed attracted considerable in­
terest because of their similarities with the demons' faces found 
in European cathedrals. The Ha<;l<;la sculptures are much earlier 
than the European ones, dating from the fourth and fifth cen­
turies, and with good reason might be considered the models for 
the carvings of demons found in Christian churches. Another 
scholar believes that both traditions derive from Roman art, 
products of the borderlands of the Roman Empire, and that the 
similarities between them indicate an indirect connection (the 
Ha<;l<;la sculptures are Greco-Roman in style). The demons in 
the stucco sculptures of Ha<;l<;la may or may not have some con­
nection with the concept of hell; certainly later they came to be 
linked with the demons who populated hell. I do not know 
whether any depictions of the Buddhist hell existed in India, but 
excavations have unearthed such depictions in Central Asia, 
and the Central Asian images are similar to the pictures of hell 
drawn in Japan. It is those images that cause us to postulate a 
connection betweenjapan and Europe during the Middle Ages. 

In this chapter we have deviated from our discussion of 
Buddhist cosmology in India proper. But studying the Buddhist 
thought of different regions suggests that Buddhist cosmology 
has been and can be a worldwide concern. In the next chapter I 
will discuss the cosmology from this point of view. 





9. The Buddhist View of 
the Universe Today 

MYTHOLOGIZING AN EXPERIENTIAL UNIVERSE 

In many ways, Buddhism is a unique religion and worldview. 
Compared with the modern scientific view of the world, the 
Buddhist perspective is considerably colored by religious and 
practical concerns: it sees the natural world in terms of its rela­
tionship to human destiny. Unlike other religious interpreta­
tions-Christianity, for example-Buddhism does not see the 
hand of God in the existence of the universe, and is pessimistic, 
believing that suffering is intrinsic to the world. Many authors 
have already discussed those issues, and readers will reach their 
own conclusions about them through examining Buddhist cos­
mological concepts. Here I would like to offer a historical inter­
pretation of Buddhist cosmology's development, based on the 
material we have covered so far. 

We have seen how the Buddhist conception of the universe 
underwent numerous changes over time. If we view those shifts 
as changing responses to the problem of human suffering, we 
can see a steady progression in one direction: Buddhists gradu­
ally ceased to regard life as suffering. Inevitably the Buddhist 
worldview, originally based on the idea that suffering was in­
escapable, became increasingly irrelevant and eventually en­
tered the realm of myth. Let us look at these changes in regard 
to suffering over three stages, following the structure of this 
book. 
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The first stage corresponds to the first four chapters. It is the 
classical view of pre-Mahayana Buddhism, from the time of 
Sakyamuni to Vasubandhu in the fifth century. According to 
the legend of the departure from the four gates, Sakyamuni left 
home and embarked on the religious path because of his en­
counter with the three major expressions of unhappiness: old 
age, sickness, and death. He came to see that all existence is 
subject to the repetition of birth and death, and that this is the 
root of existential suffering. During this period in history, people 
shared the idea that life itself was suffering, and that Mount 
Sumeru andjambudvipa were realms of suffering. 

Buddhism taught that existential suffering would continue as 
long as ignorance reigned. The greatest ignorance is the idea 
that the self exists absolutely, and this is the source of all suffer­
ing. People's highest concern must therefore be to undertake re­
ligious practice in order to overcome that ignorance. Suffering 
was considered an urgent and personal problem, and the com­
pulsion to escape that suffering urged them toward religious 
training and practice. The earliest and most important expres­
sion of these ideas was the doctrine of the Four Noble Truths: 
that suffering,lexists, that it has a cause, that there is a means to 
annihilate suffering, and that the Eightfold Path is that means. 
(The Eightfold Path consists of right view, right thinking, right 
speech, right action, right living, right effort, right mindfulness, 
and right: concentration.) Conceptions of the heavens, karma, 
and trans~igration also addressed the issue of suffering. 

The second stage corresponds to the discussion of buddha­
realms in chapters 5 through 7. The growth of the Buddhist 
idea of paradise took place around the first and second centuries 
C.E., with the rise of Mahayana Buddhism. By this time people 
no longer felt suffering to be so cruel, having discovered the 
possibility of pleasure even within a life of suffering. Human life, 
rather than being the painful force that compelled people to re­
ligious training, became a powerful temptation holding them 
back. People suspended attempts to reach enlightenment be­
cause, in Shinran's words, they could not abandon the old 
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home of suffering amid the round of birth and death. The new 
world of enlightenment, deferred until after death, was para­
dise, Sukhavati. Even the idea of paradise, Buddha's pure land, 
was secularized, and depicted as replete with the joys and adorn­
ments of secular life. This was an entirely different spiritual ex­
pression than that of the first stage, which regarded existence as 
evil and considered "nothingness" an ideal state. 

The third stage corresponds to chapter 8 and its treatment of 
the idea ofhell. Injapan's Edo period (1603-1868), when mate­
rial life became easier and rationalism gained influence, there 
appeared a completely new understanding of the nature of hell, 
involving a dilution of its terrors. Suffering was not so much 
personal as an abstract condition that was the fate of all hu­
mankind. A new optimism had arisen, one that did not regard 
existence as consisting only of suffering. As a result, religious 
training lost its urgency. Depictions of hell became mythological 
and were experienced as literary romanticism rather than as the 
stark truth of human existence. 

As people gradually stopped thinking of suffering as a threat, 
Buddhist cosmology, which had been constructed on the terror 
of suffering, steadily lost its connection to everyday reality. 
What had originally been a living belief turned into myth. This 
process had already occurred in Greece before the beginning of 
the common era, with the mythologization of ancient religion. 

In modern times, the idea of existential suffering has further 
weakened. Human life is no longer regarded as a realm of suf­
fering but instead as a setting for the actualization of human 
happiness. Suffering has even been given a somewhat positive 
meaning. The words of Kumazawa Banzan (1619-91), a Con­
fucian thinker of Edo-periodjapan, "However greatly troubles 
mount, I will confront them with the limited force of my being," 
are those of a modern man who stands up fearlessly to face suf­
fering, rather than the view of a traditional Buddhist, who seeks 
to escape suffering. 1 

The modern turnabout in Buddhist values is not limited to 
the question of suffering. Changes in the meanings of Buddhist 
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terms highlight the trend. For instance, the Japanese word aki­
rameru, "to clarify the truth," was originally the highest religious 
act in Buddhism, but it is now understood in a negative way, 
meaning "to abandon" or "to resign oneself to something." 
Similarly, gaman, "self-importance," something which formerly 
was to be overcome, is now used to mean "patience" or "en­
durance," as when parents urge their children to forbear crying. 
This process of devaluation has been apparent over the last two 
or three centuries, no doubt linked to changes inJapanese soci­
ety and lifestyle. The introduction of Western science and first­
hand knowledge of India exacerbated this tendency. Thus the 
authority of Buddhist cosmology gradually lost its force. The 
nativist (Kokugaku) scholars of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
turies, who favored traditional Japanese ways of thinking and 
living, viewed Buddhism as a foreign religion. They attacked it 
ruthlessly, realizing that they were provided with a powerful 
counter-weapon if Buddhist cosmology were taught as doctrine. 

Hirata Atsutane (1776-1843) was such a nativist scholar and 
a Shinto theologian. He undermined the traditional authority of 
T enjiku (India) and laughed away belief in paradise (Sukhavati). 
Quoting the description in the Smaller Sukhiivat'i-I!Jiiha that 
Amitabha's Pure Land had both night and day, he suggested 
that paradise seemed to exist within our own world, being 
blessed with the sun and the moon. Of course no one had ever 
seen Sukhavati. It might, in fact, very well be Japan itself: be­
cause the world is round, if one keeps going farther and farther 
west one must reachJapan! He also ridiculed Buddhism, saying 
that a person sitting for a long time on a lotus flower in paradise 
might fall into the water when yawning as a result of boredom, 
or when sneezing because someone was talking about him or 
her back in the land of the living. Therefore, he quipped, people 
should learn to swim. If someone drowned by falling off a lotus 
flower, where would he or she be born next? he wondered. 

Here we seem to have arrived at the terminus of Buddhist 
cosmology as a practical philosophy. It is a point all ancient 
views of the universe have finally reached. As knowledge is dis-
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seminated in ever-greater amounts, people have sought out the 
rational and overturned old dogmas. Yet Buddhist cosmology 
will not be completely forgotten, for within it reality became 
one with the realm of religion. Its vast cosmological system and 
its detailed explanations are unique. Buddhist cosmology i, a 
spiritual legacy of the past, yet it remains a force capable of stir­
ring the imagination of people today. Like old ceremonial gar­
ments no longer worn, it retains an attraction for us and can 
transport our minds to the spiritual world of ancient and me­
dieval people, in the same way that the Greek myths, though 
they have lost their significance as a religion, continue to main­
tain their hold on our imagination. 

WHAT BUDDHIST COSMOLOGY 

TEACHES Us 

Can new inspiration spring from Buddhist cosmology's ashes? 
Let us look first at the idea of transmigration. Many modern 
people view it as outmoded, but I believe that it has many 
points relevant to the world today. The body of a dead worm 
returns to the earth, and its constituents change and become 
grass. This grass is eaten and becomes part of a cow, and even­
tually people eat the cow. Then they, too, return to the earth 
and become worms. If we pursued a single atom of nitrogen, 
we would probably find that it circulated among Gosal.a's 
1,406,600 kinds of living beings. People are born, and people 
die. They experience a variety of emotions such as anger, love, 
and hate, and die with their minds unsettled. They are followed, 
in turn, by others beginning their lives of anger, love, and hate. 
Human life is thus full of such delusions, which actually have no 
absolute existence. Transmigration is the intuitive expression of 
this meaningless round of birth and death. 

The quickest way to understand the Buddhist view that human 
life is delusion is to recognize it in ohe's own inner life. As many 
of us grow to adulthood, our inner hypocrisy and evil reveal 
their ugly selves. The repeated experience of feelings of con-
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fidence followed by subsequent disappointment causes even 
more suffering than experiencing disappointment alone. As we 
grow older, our youthful admiration for the nobility of life and 
for the achievements of human beings may die away. Though 
we may be moved by expressions of nature or human life, we 
cannot wholly reject the conviction that life is something like 
transmigration. 

Many people will no doubt judge the idea of transmigration 
to be gloomy and life-negating. Those who consider the spirit­
ual condition of Japan late in the Heian period (794--1185), 
when the idea of impermanence dominated thought, may take 
the position that Buddhism is retrogressive and harmful. Bud­
dhism recognizes the realities of life (even if they are not what 
one might hope), and does not try to conceal reality that is un­
pleasant. Furthermore, the idea of transmigration does not nec­
essarily lead to a nihilistic lifestyle. 

One possible result of the idea of transmigration's development 
in Japan can be found in the contrast between the words pes­
simism and nihilism. It is difficult to differentiate the two clearly; 
let us interpret the former as "the rejection of this world as im­
perfect," and the latter as "the idea that everything is void." 
Pessimism regards this world as imperfect, but it does not deny 
everything. In these terms, Indian Buddhism is certainly pes­
simistic, for it denies that the reality of this world is anything 
more than transmigratory existence. But it has one clear pur­
pose, liberation, and it sets out along a defined road, religious 
training. Transmigration and liberation from transmigration: 
these are the two wheels of the chariot of Indian Buddhism, in­
dispensable to its view of human life. 

In the NirviilJa Sutra (ca. 3d-2d century B.C.E.), the final words 
of Sakyamuni were, "All things pass. Strive without ceasing to 
perfect your religious practice." Because all things pass, we must 
try to perfect our religious practice, and thus conquer the im­
perfect world. For Indian Buddhists, a pessimistic outlook was 
the force propelling them toward a high purpose. When this 
pessimistic view of humanity enteredJapan, however, it became 



WHAT BUDDHIST COSMOLOGY TEACHES US 179 

colored with nihilism. Buddhism, which in the Nara period 
(71 G--94) appears to have had ritualistic, political influence, dur­
ing the Heian period came to imbue the spiritual life of the 
people. The phrase "the impermanence of all things" symbol­
izes the Buddhism of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, which 
focused on the pitiful nature of human life. This happened be­
cause Buddhism had forgotten its watchword, "strive without 
ceasing," and so had lost sight of its purpose. Why this hap­
pened is a tricky question. 

One reason for the shift from pessimism to nihilism can be 
found in Mahayana Buddhism's own philosophy of emptiness 
(siinyatii). In sunyatii nothing was either bad or good. During the 
Heian period, this philosophy criticized pre-Mahayana Bud­
dhism's dissatisfaction with the present. In one sense it was an 
attempt to bring into Buddhism a more optimistic attitude about 
life, but it turned out to be a paralyzing agent, taking away the 
certainty of all values. This weakened both the pre-Mahayana 
negation of the value of human life and Mahayana impulse to 
undertake religious training. 

Another reason was the fact that Mahayana made inroads 
into Japanese society by attaching itself to the nobility and to lit­
erature. This period corresponds to the second of our three 
stages concerning the consciousness of suffering. While on the 
one hand the nobility held to the Buddhist teaching that human 
life is imperfect, they could materially afford to emphasize that 
which was beautiful and pleasant in life. Forgetting about work, 
the court nobility tended to separate themselves from real life 
and frolic in a world of the imagination. The vigorous lifestyle 
of Sakyamuni's time had abated, and the nobility held human 
life in greater esteem. Leisure opened a space in their minds, 
and in filling up that space they indulged their aesthetic conscious­
ness. They drowned themselves in an atmosphere of aesthetics; 
to them anything, even death itself, was beautiful. A line from a 
poem by the japanese Buddhist priest and poet Saigyo, "Let me 
die in spring under the blossoming trees, let it be around that 
full moon of Kisaragi month [the second month of the lunar 
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year]," is an expression of this sentiment. 2 In this nihilism, values 
are uncertain and all is void. The secularized Buddhism of the 
late Heian period certainly lost the goal ofliberation from exist­
ence and in particular the path to it. (In this sense we can say 
that the sect founders of the Kamakura period [1185~ 1336], such 
as Shinran [1173~1262], Dogen [1200-1253], and Nichiren 
[1222~82], reaffirmed the path, that is, religious practice.) 

Purpose is meaningless without the path to its achievement. 
According to Zen, the purpose is liberation, and the path is reli­
gious practice (zazen, "sitting meditation"). According to the 
Pure Land sects, the purpose is salvation (Pure Land rebirth) 
and the path is recitation of Amitabha's name (nembutsu). There 
are other paths in Buddhism, however. Zen says that "the mind 
of everyday life is in itself the path." I understand this to mean 
that rather than actively trying to escape the river of transmi­
gration, one should trust oneself to the flow; in other words, one 
should rid oneself of ego-attachment. In this way, everyday life 
takes on a new dimension. Absorbed in daily existence, the 
mind becomes conscious that somewhere there exists something 
of higher value. The more we penetrate transmigratory exist­
ence (human life), the more brilliantly that beacon shines above 
us. It is because of that higher existence that we can be of settled 
mind regarding transmigration and entrust ourselves to it. For 
those who do not know such a higher existence, the present life 
is all, and despair forever looms before them. Only those who 
do not cling to their own existence are able to view the world 
with equanimity, never finding disappointment. Paradoxically, 
it is then that the world seems acceptable. This may be a pes­
simistic outlook, but it is not nihilistic. 

An antidotal practice for transmigration, meditation (dhyiina), 
can also teach the modern person much. As we have seen, Bud­
dhism regards the variegated world as a realm of illusion, am­
plified by the activity of the sense organs. Liberation therefore 
begins with the control of those organs by means of meditation. 
Gradually the spirit becomes unified, and a single world comes 
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into being, in which there is no distinction between you and me, 
good and bad, happy and unhappy. 

Advanced Buddhist philosophy was born of the practice of 
meditation. On occasion it compares favorably even with 
Western philosophy. Coming to the conclusion that all could be 
doubted except his own existence, the French philosopher and 
mathematician Rene Descartes (1596-1650) said, "I think, there­
fore I am" (Cogito ergo sum). Buddhism goes still further in linking 
the questions of existence and mind (or consciousness). The ex­
istence of the world is identified with ego, "I." Sum, "I am," how­
ever, is merely one defined stage. Searching for this ego more 
deeply, seeking the roots of existence, we gradually reach the 
higher levels of the abode of the infinity of consciousness, the 
abode of nothingness, and the abode of neither thought nor 
non-thought. Farther than that is beyond the boundaries of 
language. 

Let us next examine Buddhist cosmology itself in terms of its 
modern significance. There are a surprising number of similari­
ties between Buddhist cosmology and modern science. We have 
seen how Buddhism regards the world as a plurality, coming 
into being and then disintegrating over a long period of time, a 
process which continues infinitely into the past and the future. 
Numbers concerning space and time increase in geometric ra­
tio, and the field of vision concerning the universe, in terms of 
the very small and the very large, expands virtually to infinity. If 
we remove the graphic, the dogmatic, and the mythological 
from the expressions of Buddhist cosmologists, we are left with a 
series of concepts that resemble in no small way the conclusions 
of modern science. We may include here ideas such as the solar 
and galactic systems, the birth and extinction of nebulae, the 
birth of the heavenly bodies from cosmic dust, and the concept 
of thousands and billions oflight years. If we translate the words 
of two thousand years ago into our modern tongue, it becomes 
apparent that Buddhist and modern cosmology are not all that 
far apart. 



182 THE BUDDHIST VIEW OF THE UNIVERSE TODAY 

The ideas of hell and paradise can also be explained in terms 
of Buddhist symbolism. We saw previously how the human 
realm, as well as the realm of the underworld, is created by the 
karmic force generated by living beings. In the majority of cases, 
this karmic force is created blindly; karma breeds karma, and in 
a mass called "common karma" causes results shared by many, 
an unpredictable or at least unopposable fate. For all we know, 
the country we inhabit, or the whole world for that matter, may 
suddenly turn into hell. Think, for example, how readily we are 
inclined to describe certain conditions as "hellish"; traffic may 
be "hell," or the daily commute, and injapan the competition 
engendered by annual examinations to enter high school or uni­
versity is termed "examination hell." In the same way we can 
recover the truth of the Buddhist paradise. Paradise is a place 
where flowers bloom, birds sing, and the murmuring of a 
stream can be heard. Though we tend to dismiss paradise as an 
oversimplified concept, we would do well to consider, now that 
we are in danger of losing these things through environmental 
deterioration, that they do indeed represent paradise. 

I would like to conclude by considering one further point, the 
possibility of the unification of science and religion. Though a 
great deal of time has passed since their separation began to be 
thought a problem, there seems to be no prospect of their rec­
onciliation in the near future. This has led many people, par­
ticularly those speaking for religion, to assert that science and 
cosmology should deal with different dimensions. I cannot help 
having the impression that those advocates are acting out of a 
sense of self-preservation in light of the truths that science is 
revealing. 

Nevertheless, science seems to have been won over by those 
voices, and has imposed on itself a taboo on discussing the mean­
ing of human life and happiness. Faced with such contradictory 
(or at the least, disunified) ideas, can human beings attain hap­
piness? The answer is no. To think that science and religion 
should deal with different dimensions is superstition. People 
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must have only a single, unified understanding of the world if 
they are to live in faith. 

Buddhist cosmology skillfully combines the scientific and the 
religious, unremittingly concerned with the nature of human 
suffering and deliverance from that suffering. Modern cosmolo­
gies have forgotten about the happiness factor, but Buddhism 
never has. Of course, many of the scientific elements in Bud­
dhist cosmology have become outdated as a result of scientific 
progress, and so have lost their usefulness. But its science is not 
dogma, and it can change at any time according to new knowl­
edge. The religious ideas of karma and rebirth, suffering and 
deliverance, are completely compatible with the new science. I 
do not know what new understanding of the world will arise in 
the future, but the existence of Buddhist cosmology points to the 
possibility of a new worldview that unites science and religion. 





APPENDIX 

Linear Measurement 

The smallest linear measurement unit used by the ancient 
Indians is the atom (paramiitJu), the smallest indivisible particle of 
matter. When seven of these join together, the unit is called an 
ar;u, meaning "minute." Seven of these together make a "gold 
dust mote" (!aha-rajas). (Gold was evidendy thought to be very 
fine and its particles therefore very small.) Seven "gold dust 
motes" make a "water droplet" (ab-rajas), considered the smallest 
particle of water. Seven "water droplets" in turn make a speck 
of dust equal to the width of the tip of a strand of hare's fur 
(faJa-rajas), which is known to be extremely fine. The next unit, 
comprising seven of these, is a speck of dust equal to the width 
of the tip of a sheep's hair (avi-rajas), and a collection of seven of 
these makes a speck that equals the width of the tip of a cow's 
hair (go-rajas). These are followed in size by a dust mote seen in 
a ray of sunlight coming through a chink in a wall (chidra-rajas). 
Seven of these become a "louse egg" (lik$iij, and seven "louse eggs" 
are in turn considered to be a "louse" (yiika) in size. Seven "lice" 
are a "kernel ofbarley" (yava) and seven "kernels of barley" are an 
aitguli-parvan, a "finger joint," which means the distance between 
two joints of a finger. 

The next unit of measurement is the hasta, "forearm," which 
refers to the distance between the tip of the fingers and the el­
bow. The size of a hasta is twenty-four times the width of a 
finger, a testament to the powers of close observation possessed 
by Indians. Next in size to the hasta is the dhanus, a "bow." The 
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bow was one of the weapons the Indians used in war; it is 
close to four times as long as the hasta. The bow-length is also 
called l!)'iima, which means "to extend or stretch." The Chinese 
translated this with a character that now means "to seek or in­
vestigate" and which seems to signify the distance between the 
fingertips of a person's arms stretched out to the sides. Modern 
dictionaries translate the term as fathom, a word also originally 
meaning "the space reached by the extended arms." 

The unit next in size to the dhanus is the krosa, the length of 
five hundred bows lined up lengthwise. Originally krosa signified 
the sound of a cow mooing; the length is therefore the distance 
at which a cow can be heard. Buddhists, however, gave it a 
more personal interpretation-the distance between the forest 
and a village. Many Buddhists lived in forests much of the time, 
performing their religious training; at mealtime, though, they 
would take their alms bowls and seek food in a nearby village. 
The regulations, in fact, stipulated that a Buddhist practitioner 
should not live too near to, or too far from, a village; if too near, 
they would be bothered by the village lifestyle, and if too far, 
they would not be able to get to the village easily to beg for 
food. The ideal distance was considered to be one krosa. 

The final unit is the yqjana. This word originally signified "being 
yoked"; it is, in fact, etymologically related to the English yoke. 
The distance a cow yoked to a cart could pull was one yojana. It 
consists of eight krosas. 

A study of Indian units of measurement gives us some idea of 
the lifestyle of the ancient Indians. Villages lay close to the for­
est. Cows, prized for their milk, could be heard in the distance 
or seen pulling carts. Barley was grown. At times the soldiers of 
the king would appear on the main thoroughfare of the village, 
armed with bows. Perhaps people sat in sunny corners and 
picked off lice. They were familiar with rabbits and sheep. 

Let us compare the traditional measurements to those used 
today. The paramiiTJ-u and the "golden dust mote," etc., corre­
sponding to our atoms and molecules, are too small and ab­
stract to be calculated. The dhanus ("bow") would be roughly a 
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body length, approximately two meters. Five hundred of them 
make a krofa, about one kilometer, the distance a cow can be 
heard. The yqjana would, by the same reckoning, be eight kilo­
meters; probably, though, the length is closer to seven kilome­
ters because we have slightly overestimated the length of the 
dhanus. 





Notes 

Chapter 1 

1. The Abhidhannakosa has two parts: a verse section (the Abhidhannakosa­
kiirikii), which is a condensed commentary on doctrine; and a prose 
section (the Abhidhannakosabhiisya), which is a fuller treatment of the 
same material. In this book I have made no distinction between the 
sections, referring to them both as the Abhidhannakosa. A good English 
translation of the Abhidhannakosa appeared after I had written my books 
on Buddhist cosmology. This is Abhidhannakosabh~yam by Louis de La 
Vallee Poussin, vols. 1-4, trans. Leo M. Pruden (Berkeley, Calif.: Asian 
Humanities Press, 1988-90). The chapter on the world is included in 
volume 2. 

2. Abhidhanna-mahii.vibh~ii.-siistra (Great Commentary), vol. 136, Taishi5 
Tripitaka, vol. 27 (Tokyo: Daizo Shuppan, 1924-29), p. 702a. 

3. Hajime Nakamura, Indo Shiso Shi (History of Indian thought), 2d 
ed. (Tokyo: lwanami Shoten, 1968), 42. 

4. Louis Renou and Jean Filliozat, L'lnde Classique: Manuel des etudes 
indiennes, vol. 2 (Paris: Ecole Franc,aise d'Extreme-Orient, 1953). 

5. Each of the seven concentric mountains around Mount Sumeru, 
except Sudarsana ("looking good"), has a distinctive name. Yugan­
dhara means "maintaining a yoke." l~adhara means "maintaining a 
shaft." Khadiraka is the name of a well-known hardwood. AsvakarJ:.la 
is the name of a tree whose leaves are shaped like horses' ears. Nimin­
dhara means "maintaining a circle," and Cakravac;la means "maintain­
ing a wheel," (for viida, refer to the Hindu viilii, "be possessed of'). Thus 
the names of the seven ranges are nearly all related to vehicles or to 
the material that was perhaps used to construct them. 

189 
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Some have suggested that the Chinese translation of uinataka as 
"elephant's ears" might be a mistake for the Indic word for "elephant's 
trunk." The original Sanskrit text of the Abhidharmakosa (Abhidharmakosa­
bhiisya, ed. P. Pradhan, I st ed. [Patna: K. P. Jayaswal Research Insti­
tute, 1967], p. !59) gives the original word as uinitaka, which, however, 
does not appear in any dictionary. Vinataka means "bowed" or "bent." 
In Paramartha's Chinese translation of the Abhidharmakosa, Chii-she-shih 
lun (TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 29, p. 214b), and Hstian-tsang's translation, 
Chii-she lun (TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 29, p. 57b), the term is transliterated as 
p'i-na-to-k'o and p'i-na-ta-chia, respectively. In Tibetan translations it ap­
pears as rnam bdus, a mechanical transposition of vinataka into Tibetan, 
and means "bowed" or "bent." The translation into meaningful Chi­
nese characters appears as "elephant's ears" in Susumu Yamaguchi 
and Issai Funabashi, Kusharon no Genten Kaimei (Translation and annota­
tion of the Sanskrit text of the Abhidharmakosa), chapter on the world 
([Kyoto: Hozokan, 1955], p. 365), and as "elephant's trunk" in Mochi­
zuki's Buddhist dictionary (Bulqo Dai]iten), vol. 3 (Tokyo: Sekai Seiten 
Kanko Kyokai, !933, p. 2515a). 

In Hinduism, Vinayaka is the god Ga!_le§a (see chapter 6, pp. 140-
41 ). Depicted in the form of an elephant, he has a long trunk and large 
ears. The Buddhist expressions "elephant's ears" and "elephant's 
trunk" may be terms born of a confusion between uinitaka (vinataka) and 
viniiyaka. However, there is nothing in the meaning of either uiniiyaka or 
gaiJ.eSa that gives a clue to the Chinese translation's use of the charac­
ters for ears or trunk. Viniiyaka means no more than "leader," while 
ga7J.esa means "lord of the herd." Etymology aside, it is tempting to say 
that vinitaka should be translated as "elephant's trunk," because we al­
ready have "horse's ears" (aiuakar7J.a), the name of the concentric moun­
tain, which contrasts nicely with "elephant's trunk." Furthermore, the 
elephant's popular name hastin, derived from "nose," shows that the 
elephant's prominent characteristic is its trunk rather than its ears. For 
the time being, however, I will leave uinitaka (vinataka) as "elephant's 
ears." 

Another word similar to uinitaka is uinitaka (= uainitaka), which means 
"palanquin" or "litter." Considering that many of the names of the 
mountains are connected with vehicles, it is possible that the name of 
the mountain range under question might be Vinltaka. If this is so, its 
name should then be translated as Mount Palanquin. 

6. If we based our calculations on the values given in figure 6, the 
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diameter of the golden earth layer would be I ,200,87 5 yojanas, not the 
1,203,450 yojanas given in our initial description. Yasomitra's commen­
tary on the Abhidharmakosa, the Abhidharmakosavyiikhyii (extant in Sanskrit 
[Sphufdrthii: Abhidharmakosavyiikhyii by Ya5omitra, parts 1 and 2, ed. Unrai 
Wogihara (Tokyo: Sankibo Buddhist Book Store, 1971 )]) and Tibetan, 
ca. 5th or 6th century C.E.), sets out a number of opinions on this mat­
ter. One is that the width of the outer sea is not 322,000 yojanas but 
rather I ,287 .5 yojanas greater. Another is that the golden earth layer ex­
tends beyond the Iron Mountains by the amount of the deficit. Still an­
other is that the cross section of the mountains is not a true rectangle 
but more trapezoidal in shape (that is, the width of the mountains is 
only approximately the same as their height above the water), and 
when we add the length of the base of the mountains, the total is 
greater than 1,200,875 YC!}anas. Yasomitra himself seems to favor the 
second interpretation. 

7. Injapan there is a mountain called Myoko, which is a translation 
of Sumeru, myo being equivalent to su and ko ("tall") perhaps being 
equivalent to meru. 

8. P. B. Spooner, "Zoroastrian period of Indian history," Journal qf 
the Royal Asiatic Sociery (1915): 407f. 

9. "Dionysus named this city Nysa and this land Nysaea in memory 
of his nurse, who bore that name; and to the mountain near the city he 
gave the name Merus-or the Thigh-because legend has it that he 
grew in the thigh of Zeus." Arrian, Campaigns qf Alexander, bk. 5, sec. 2, 
trans. Aubrey de Se!incourt (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 
1987), 256. 

10. It is said, however, that both the Egyptians and the Chaldeans 
believed in the sun's horizontal-plane movement. W. F. Warren, "Prob­
lems still unsolved in Indo-Aryan cosmology," Journal of the American 
Oriental Sociery 26 (1905): 86-87. 

11. P. Mus, "Barabudur, les origines du stiipa et Ia transmigration," 
Bulletin de !'Ecole Fran[aise d'Extreme-Orient, tome 32, fasc. 1 (1932): 384. 

12. The Wheel of the Dharma (dharma-cakra in Sanksrit) refers to 
Sakyamuni Buddha's teachings, which are compared to the wheel­
rolling king's wheel treasure because they crush all the evils of living 
beings. (A wheel-rolling king is any king who is strong and sacred, and 
the wheel treasure symbolizes kingly power or religious truth.) They 
are also like a wheel in motion because they spread endlessly from one 
person to another. 
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13. According to the Great Commentary (vol. 5, p. 70 !c), they run 
clockwise, which agrees with the Buddhist idea that movement around 
a holy object should be in a clockwise direction. The compiler of the 
Abhidharmakosa, a kind of abridged version of the Great Commentary, may 
also have thought that the rivers ran clockwise. 

14. Yutaka Iwamoto, Gokuraku to Jigoku (Paradise and hells) (Tokyo: 
San'ichi Shobo, 1965), 23~24. 

15. Mochizuki, Buklryi5Dai]iten, vol. 3, 2934. 
16. According to the Abhidharmakosa, living beings (sattva) inhabit the 

sun and the moon, under the jurisdiction of the Four Great Kings (see 
chapter 2). Folk legend has it that a rabbit inhabits the moon. Let us 
examine this legend from the Records qf the Western Regions qf the Great 
Tang f!ynasry (Ta-T'ang hsi-yu-chi), Taishi5 T ripi/aka, vol. 51, p. 907b. 
C( Si-yu-ki: Buddhist Records qf the Western World, trans. Samuel Beal 
(Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint Corp., 1969, pp. 59~60). 

Long ago, in a certain forest, there lived in great amity a fox, a 
monkey, and a rabbit. Thinking to test the hearts of the three ani­
mals, the god Indra took on the guise of an old man and appeared 
before them. "Are you well," he asked, "are you on good terms with 
one another?" The animals replied, "We are on very good terms." 
Then lndra said, "I came here because I had heard of your reputa­
tion for compassion. I am very hungry; won't you bring me some­
thing to eat?" The three animals immediately went off to search for 
food. 

The fox brought a carp from the river. The monkey brought fruit 
from a tree. Only the rabbit returned empty-handed and in conster­
nation. lndra said, "Still your minds are not as one. You still lack re­
ligious training, for only the rabbit has brought me nothing." Then 
the rabbit said to the others, "Gather together firewood, lots of it. I 
have an idea." 

The fox and the monkey ran off and gathered dried grass and 
wood. The rabbit set fire to the wood, and said to lndra, "Old man, 
I have no strength and could bring you nothing to eat. Therefore, 
be pleased to make a meal of my body!" He threw himself on the 
fire and was burned to death. Indra returned to his true form, lifted 
the dead rabbit out of the fire, and with a great sigh said, "What 
kind feelings you had, and how you took it to heart! I will place the 
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rabbit m the moon so that future generations will know of this 
event." After that, there came to be a rabbit in the moon. 

According to the Records of the Western Regions of the Great T'ang Dynasty, 
the name India signifies the moon (indu). This is a later theory, how­
ever, and there seems to be no connection between the words India 
and indu. When the Chinese first heard about India, they called it 
Chuan-tu or T'ien-chu, both of which are transliterations of Sindhu, 
Hindhu, or some corrupted form of these words. Later Hsi.ian-tsang 
stated that neither "Chuan-tu" nor "T'ien-chu" was a correct pronun­
ciation of the original word, which he wrote as Yin-tu. This form, 
pronounced "Indo" in Japanese, is still used today and thus is not a 
loanword from English or French. 

Sindhu, Hindhu, and India are all derived from Indus, the name of the 
great river in the northwest of the subcontinent, and the name the 
Persians and Greeks gave to the basin of the Indus river. Later "India" 
grew to include the east and south. Sindhu appears to be a common 
noun, originally denoting "river." According to E. D. Phillips, 

People with Indo-European names ruled the Mitannian Kingdom 
in northern Iraq and Syria in the middle of the second millennium. 
Others passed on through Iran to found the Sanskrit-speaking 
Aryan society of India. Corded pottery found in the stone cist­
graves of Kayakent near Derbent has been claimed as evidence that 
the Aryans passed the Caucasus by this route along the Caspian 
coast. Some Indo-European names ofMitannian kings appear with 
Caucasian suffixes in Hittite texts. The name of the ancient Sindians 
of the Kuban delta may be the Sanskrit sindhava, "men of the river." 
It is suggested that these Indo-Europeans remained in their old 
home when the majority passed southward, to arrive eventually on 
the banks of another river that they likewise called Sindhu and we 
call the Indus (E. D. Phillips, The Royal Hordes: Nomad Peoples of the 
Steppes [London: Thames and Hudson, 19651, 42). 

Why then in later times did the theory arise that India meant "moon"? 
As we saw above, India was thought to be superior to all other coun­
tries in terms of religion. Hsi.ian-tsang explained that all living beings 
ceaselessly journey on the round of transmigration and rebirth through 



194 NOTES 

the long night of ignorance. In that darkness, India is a beacon; her 
sages, like the moon, guide the world. Though the stars shine, the cool 
moon is much brighter. Therefore India was eulogistically called indu, 
the moon. 

I 7. Many mythologies from all over the world incorporate the motif 
of the sun and moon gods riding through the sky in their chariots. 
From the Middle East to India, we find paintings and carvings of the 
sun god driving a chariot with four horses. The thirteenth-century 
Surya temple at Konarak in eastern India, a Hindu temple famous for 
its erotic carvings, is dedicated to the sun god Surya and was con­
ceived as a great wheeled chariot. Thus the sanctuary and ma1J¢apa 
(temple) are called vimiina. 

18. Abhidharmakosa, lines 12-13, p. 59b. 
19. Abhidharmakosabhiisyam, vol. 2, trans. Leo M. Pruden (Berkeley, 

Calif.: Asian Humanities Press, 1988), 461-62. 
20. P. Pradhan, ed. Abhidharmakosabhiifyam qf Vasubandhu, 1st ed. 

(Patna: K. P.Jayaswal Research Institute, 1967), p. 166, line 17. 

Chapter 2 

I. Before Buddhism entered China, no such word existed in 
Chinese. It was transliterated as nai-lo (naraku in Japanese), and trans­
lated as ti-yu (jigoku in japanese), "prison beneath." 

2. 1he Verses on the Law (Dhammapada), 1he Dhammapada: 1he Path qf 
Perfiction, trans. juan Mascaro (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973), 
53. Parenthetical numbers following quotations refer to verse or line 
numbers in the source. 

3. "Great good-fortune," 1he Group qf Discourses (Sutta-nipata), vol. 2, 
trans. K. R. Norman (Oxford: The Pali Text Society, 1992), 31. 

4. "Kokaliya," 1he Group qfDiscourses, vol. 2, 76. 
5. Great Dictionary qf the Meaning qf Buddhist Terms (Mahavyutpatti), 

7797, 7798, 7926, 7927. This dictionary categorizes many kinds of 
words according to numbered themes. 

6. 1he Mahiibhiirata, vol. 19, ed. V. S. Sukthankar and S. K. Belvalkar 
(Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1959), Svargarohal).a­
parvan (chapter on the ascent to heaven), verses 16-25, pp. 8-9. 

7. "Kokaliya," 77. Following are verses 667-75. 
He goes to the place of impaling upon iron spikes, to the iron 
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stake with its sharp blade. Then there is food like a ball of heated 
iron, thus appropriate. 

(The hell-keepers) when they speak do not speak pleasantly. (The 
hell-dwellers) do not hasten towards them; they are not arriving at a 
refuge. They lie on scattered coals; they enter a blazing mass of fire. 

And tying them up with a net (the hell-keepers) strike them there 
with hammers made of iron. (The hell-dwellers) come to blind dark­
ness indeed, for it is spread out like mist. 

Then moreover they enter pot(s) made of copper, a blazing mass 
of fire. In those they are indeed cooked for a long time, jumping up 
and down in the masses of fire. 

Then the doer of wrong is cooked there in a mixture of pus and 
blood. Whatever region he inhabits, there he festers, as he is 
touched. 

The doer of wrong is cooked there in water which is the abode of 
worms. There is not even a shore to go to (for refuge), for the cook­
ing pots all around are all the same. 

Moreover they enter that sharp Asipatta wood, (and) their limbs 
are cut to pieces. Seizing their tongue(s) with a hook, pulling them 
backwards and forwards, (the hell-keepers) strike (them). 

Then moreover they approach VetaraJ:.li, difficult to cross, with 
sharp blades (and) with razors (in it). Fools fall there-in, evil-doers, 
having done evil deeds. 

There black and spotted dogs, and flocks of ravens, (and) greedy 
jackals indeed devour them, as they are wailing, (and) vultures and 
crows strike them. 
8. Manu, The Laws qf Manu, ch. 4, trans. G. Buhler, vol. 25 of Sacred 

Books of the East (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1964), 142~43. The myth­
ological author of this work was Manu, or Original Man. It includes 
cosmography and cosmogony. Verses 88~90 in chapter 4 mention 
twenty hells. They are Tamisra, Andhatamisra, Maharaurava, 
Raurava, Kalasutra, Mahanaraka, Sarp.jivana, Mahavici, Tapana, Sarp.­
pratapana, Sarp.hata, Sakakola, Kw;lmala, Putimrttika, Lohasarp.ku, 
~i~a, Pathin, Salmali, Asipatravana, and Lohadaraka. The name of 
the remaining hell is uncertain; it may be either naraka or nadi. The 
term naraka in The Laws qf Manu seems to denote both hells in general 
and a particular hell (Cf. The Vzsh~u Purii~a: A System qf Hindu Mythology 
and Tradition, vo!. 5, part 2, trans. H. H. Wilson, ed. Fitzedward Hall 
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[London: Trtibner and Co., 1877], index [naraka]). Nadi ("river") is 
generally believed to refer to the Salmall nadL The sa/mall is a tree 
with thorns, and the Salmah nadl may be a river with such trees on its 
banks or one whose water is an irritant. 

9. Ibid., ch. 12, 500. 
I 0. Siitrakrtiinga Siitra, bk. I, lee. 5, ch. 1, in Jaina Siitras, part 2, trans. 

HermannJacobi, vol. 45 of Sacred Books of the East, 279--81. 
11. Ibid., ch. 2, 283-86. 
12. Uttariidhyayana Siitra, lee. 19, in]aina Siitras, part 2, 94--95. 
13. There are doubts, however, whether avici, which was translated 

into Chinese as "no interval," really does mean that. It is possible that 
the original meaning had been forgotten, and that the element a, 
which can be the negative in Sanskrit, was translated as wu ("no") in 
Chinese and that the second element was translated in a seemingly 
consistent way. 

14. Genshin, Ojo Yoshii, a modernJapanese translation by Mizumaro 
Ishida, Toyo Bunko series (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1963), 16-18. 

15. P'u-kuang, Chii-she-lun kuang-chi, 30 vols., TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 41, 
no. 1821. 

16. Abhidharmakosa, lines 11-12, p. 59a. 
17. In Buddhism, the Chinese word t'ien (ten inJapanese) that we use 

to translate the Sanskrit deva ("heaven") does not indicate the sky, but 
the god. For example, Bon-ten denotes Brahma as the king of the 
Brahma heaven, and Taishaku-ten denotes lndra as the king of the 
Tu~ita heaven. The Indic deva is related to the Latin deus (god). Inci­
dentally, when Christianity first came to Japan at the end of the six­
teenth century, deus was transliterated into Japanese as Daius. No one 
knew that this was related etymologically to Devadatta, once a follower 
of the Buddha but later his great enemy. If Buddhists had realized this, 
they might have believed that Daius Oesus Christ) was the reincarna­
tion of Devadatta. The Chinese translated deva as t'ien ("heaven") per­
haps because their own word for "god" (shen) had connotations of 
"spirit" for the Chinese. 

The Indic deva refers to the divinity, and deva-gati refers to the place 
where divinities reside. In Chinese, however, t'ien can sometimes refer 
to both. The Indic noun and its derivatives were virtually the same 
form, and the Chinese tended to translate them using the same charac­
ter. For example, they translated both trayas-trirrzsiib ("the heaven of the 
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thirty-three gods") and triiyas-trirrzsii~ ("the inhabitants of the heaven of 
the thirty-three gods") using exactly the same compound. 

18. Abhidharmakosa, lines 11-12, p. 60b. 

Chapter 3 

1. Both these theories rejected other theories. The Great Commentary 
states, "Members of other schools added the asura to make six desti­
nations of rebirth. This should not be done, for the siitras teach only 
five destinations" (no. 1545, p. 868b). On the other hand, the Commen­
tary on the Great Perfection qf Wisdom Sutra says, "The Buddha did not state 
clearly that there are five destinations of rebirth. The idea of five desti­
nations is the theory of the Sarvastivadins, whereas that of six belongs 
to the Vatsiputriyas [one of the twenty Hinayana schools]" ([Ta-chih­
tu-lun], 100 vols., attributed to Nagarjuna [ca. 150-ca. 250 C.E.]; 
Kumarajiva's Chinese translation, TaishO T ripitaka, vol. 25, no. 1509, p. 
135c). 

2. Sutra qf Cause and E.ffect in the Past and Present (Kuo-ch'u-hsien-tsai­
yin-kuo-ching), Gul).abhadra's Chinese translation, TaishO T ripitaka, vol. 
3, no. 189. 

3. For Buddhists, the doctrine of karma is extremely important. The 
following question in the Abhidharmakosa could not have been conceived 
by one not deeply concerned with karma. "Are the guards of hell 
[naraka-piila] living beings or not?" (p. 58c). Those who fall into the 
hells and who suffer as hungry spirits are all living beings. But have the 
guards of hell, who torture the beings there, also been reborn there 
through karma? The Abhidharmakosa offers two explanations. The first 
is that the guards of hell are not living beings. Can things not classified 
as living beings act? The Abhidharmakosa says that they act by means of 
the karmic force of those that are living beings. The other explanation 
is that they are living beings, but unlike other beings their bodies have 
been specially made to withstand the fires of hell, and therefore do not 
burn. The evil a guard does finds retribution in the same hell in a 
future life. 

4. Siimafifiaphala-sutta. Cf. Dialogues qf the Buddha, vol. 2, trans. T. W. 
Rhys Davids, vol. 2 of Sacred Books of the Buddhists, (London: Pali 
Text Society, 1977 [1899]), 72. These numbers require some clarifica­
tion. Gosala seems to have held to an animistic way of thinking, for he 
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saw a spirit in the trees and grass, in seeds, in stones, and in water, re­
sulting in I ,406,600 kinds ofliving beings. He also gives different kinds 
of karma. The large number, 500, seems to refer to all types, and the 
smaller numbers, 5, 3, I, and 112, to specific categories. For example, 
the designation of five karmas probably refers to the actions based on 
sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch; the three karmas to the three ac­
tions of body, speech, and mind; the one karma to action of the body 
or of speech; and the half karma to the mind, because the karma of the 
mind is as yet unrealized. The six classes are the black, blue, red, yel­
low, white, and pure white. The black is the class of people like fisher­
men and robbers who are concerned with evil actions (fishermen take 
life). The blue are the practitioners of Buddhism, the red the followers 
of J ainism, the yellow those who follow the Ajlvikas, the white the or­
dained men and women of the Ajlvikas, and the pure white the three 
leaders of the Ajlvikas, including Gosala. 

The eight stages signify the process oflife from birth to the perfection 
of training: the stage of unconsciousness of the first seven days after 
birth; the stage of laughing and crying, around one year; the stage of 
determining to walk; the stage of walking; the stage of learning; the 
stage of religious practice as a homeless mendicant; the stage of en­
lightenment; and the stage of perfection and seclusion. The organs are 
those of sensation and procreation, such as eyes, ears, nose, womb, 
and testicles. Whereas Buddhism andjainism commonly taught six or 
ten types of organ, Gosala proposed two thousand, though we have no 
knowledge of what he meant. 

5. Shoki Girishia Tetsugaku Dampenshii (Collection of fragments of early 
Greek philosophy), trans. and ed. Mitsuo Yamamoto (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten, 1958), 15. 

6. Ibid., 63. 
7. Herodotus, 17ze Histories, bk. 2, par. 123, rev. ed., trans. Aubrey de 

Se!incourt (New York: Penguin Books, 1972), 178. 
8. Milinda's OJ.iestions, vol. I, trans. I. B. Horner, vol. 22 of Sacred 

Books of the Buddhists (London: Luzac and Company, 1969), 55-56. 
9. Arrian: History qf Alexander and Indica, vol. 2, bk. 8, trans. E. Iliff 

Robson, The Loeb Classical Library (London: William Heinemann 
Ltd, 1933), 307. 

I 0. Commentary on the Great Perftction qf Wisdom Siitra, vol. I 7, pp. 
186b-c. 

II. The "small self' in Buddhism corresponds to the layperson's con-



NOTES 199 

ception of the self, as an entity different from other selves and from the 
universe. The "great self' is the self that is identified with the universe. 

12. This philosophy is open to misconception, as is evidenced by the 
way Hirata Atsutane (Shinto theologian and nativist scholar, I 776-
1843) interpreted it. The concept of the abode of neither thought nor 
non-thought was said to have originally been the teaching of A)ara 
Kalama to Sakyamuni, who criticized that stance. Defending A)ara, 
Atsutane developed an argument based on misconception or even de­
liberate distortion. He interpreted "neither thought" as "not thinking 
of anything evil," and "neither non-thought" as "not not-thinking of 
good," that is, "thinking of good." He then said that thinking good and 
not thinking bad is liberation. Consequently he approved A)ara's teach­
ing. Sakyamuni, he said, had angrily denounced A)ara's theory, be­
cause he, Sakyamuni, was an evil person who for the sake of his own 
liberation had abandoned parents, wife, and child. The discussion of 
the abode of neither thought nor non-thought as it appears in the 
Buddhist siitras refers, of course, to a dimension transcending both 
good and evil. 

13. Vimalakirti Siitra, ch. 9, "Entry into the doctrine of non-duality," 
Taisho Tripitaka, vol. 14, no. 475, p. 55lc. 

14. Brhadiira(lyaka-upani$ad, ch. 4, section 5, subsectionl5. 

Chapter 4 

1. Abhidharmakosa, line 13, p. 5 7b. 
2. For example, Long Discourses, fasc. 18, TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 1, pp. 

114b-17c, and Great Commentary, fasc. 134, vol. 27, pp. 692b-96c. 
3. Ibid., line 18, p. 62a. 
4. Great Commentary, p. 70lb. 
5. Abhidharmakosa, line 20, p. 59a. 
6. The Great Commentary says, "On the eighth day of the bright half of 

the month of Karttika, day and night each last 15 muhiirta [periods of 
48 minutes]. After this the days lessen and the nights lengthen in turn 
by one lava [I minute and 36 seconds, the 900th part of a day and a 
night]. On the eighth day of the bright half of the month of Vaisakha, 
day and night each last 15 [muhiirta]. After this the nights lessen and 
the days lengthen in turn by one lava" (p. 70 I c). 

"The eighth day of the bright half of the month of Karttika" clearly 
refers to the autumn equinox. Additionally, the statement that "the 
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days lessen and the nights lengthen in turn by one lava" obviously cor­
responds to expressions in the Abhidharmakosa that "the days shorten," 
"the nights lengthen," and "[they] become shorter in turn by one 
lava." Therefore, the expression in the Abhidharmakosa that "the nights 
lengthen" most likely refers to a phenomenon associated with the autumn 
equmox. 

However, according to the Great Commentary, the phenomenon of 
lengthening nights begins in the eighth month, Karttika, while accord­
ing to the Abhidharmakosa it occurs in the sixth month, Bhadrapada. 
How should we reconcile this seeming discrepancy? 

One conceivable explanation is that over some two thousand years 
the time of the autumn equinox moves one month. The Great Commen­
tary was composed around the second century C.E. and may have em­
ployed the old calendar. The Abhidharmakosa, however, was composed 
in the fifth century and could have been referring to the new calendar, 
which had by then come into use. The calendar of the Vedas, which 
had been used since around 1,500 B.C.E., remained influential for a 
long period of time. According to this calendar, the second month, 
Vaisakha, was the month of the spring equinox. According to the new 
calendar, however, the spring equinox fell in the first month, Caitra. It 
is natural that over two thousand years a month's discrepancy had 
grown up. 

As a matter of fact, the Abhidharmakosa lists the names of the months 
of the year beginning with Caitra, proof that it employed the new cal­
endar. However, by this token, the autumn equinox should have fallen 
in the seventh month, Asvayuja. This would be only one month before 
the eighth month, Karttika, in which the equinox of the Great Com­
mentary's calendar fell. Why then was it said to have occurred two 
months earlier, in the sixth, Bhadrapada? In neither the old nor the 
new calendar does the sixth month contain either of the equinoxes or 
the solstices. Is there perhaps an error in the Abhidharmakosa? 

The expression "the nights lengthen" appears as vardhate nifii in 
Sanskrit. "Shorten" is hryate. These expressions do not appear to con­
note relative length; they merely mean "increase" and "decrease." 
Consequently the phenomenon of "lengthening nights" can certainly 
be connected with the summer solstice instead of with the autumn 
equinox. In India the words uttarqyana ("proceeding northward") and 
dalqir_tqyana ("proceeding southward") are used to refer to the half-year 
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periods, and indicate the time between the winter solstice and the sum­
mer solstice, and the summer solstice and the winter solstice, respec­
tively. It should not be odd therefore to find other explanations of time 
based on the solstices. Furthermore, the Indic original of the Great 
Commentary has not been found; it is extant only in Chinese. 

There is also a problem with the comparison of the Indian and 
Chinese (T'ang) calendars given in the Records of the Western Regions of 
the Great T'ang Dynasty. According to Meiji-:;:en Nihon Tenmongaku Shi (A 
history of Japanese astronomy before the Meiji period, ed. by Meiji­
zen Nihon Kagakushi Kankokai [Tokyo: Nihon Gakujutsu Shinkokai, 
1960], p. 23), "the month incorporating the autumn equinox is the 
eighth of the Chinese [T'ang] calendar," which should correspond to 
September of the Gregorian calendar (the month of the autumn 
equinox). Therefore the "seventh month" of the Records of the Western 
Regions is one month off. 

7. The realms that undergo the cycle through one great kalpa are the 
first Dhyana heavens. The First Dhyana heavens consist of the three 
realms: Mahabrahma, Brahma-purohita, and Brahma-kayika. Their 
respective life spans are 1.5, 1.0, and 0.5 of a great kalpa (see figure 1 7). 
Since a great kalpa consists of eighty intermediate kalpas, half a great 
kalpa would therefore be forty intermediate kalpas. Thus the life spans 
can be calculated as sixty, forty, and twenty intermediate kalpas, respec­
tively. By the same reasoning, the life span of the Mahabrahma heaven 
lasts the cycles of creation, duration, and dissolution, that of the 
Brahma-purohita heaven lasts the cycles of duration and dissolution, 
and that of the Brahma-kayika heaven lasts the cycle of dissolution. 

8. Siitra of the Auspicious Kalpa, TaishO T ripitaka, vol. 14, p. 1 f. 
9. They are the Siitra of the Names of One Thousand Buddhas in the Past 

Kalpa of Adornment (TaishO Tripi{aka, vol. 14, no. 446), the Siitra of the 
Names of One Thousand Buddhas in the Present Auspicious Kalpa (Ibid., no. 
44 7) and the Siitra of the Names of One Thousand Buddhas in the Future Kalpa 
of Constellations (Ibid., no. 448). They are collectively called the "Sutras 
of the Names of Three Thousand Buddhas." 

10. Mochizuki, Bukkyo Dai]iten, vol. 1, 940c. 
11. Recently, when I had occasion to look up the entry on the 

Bodhisattva Maitreya in Mochizuki's Bukkyo Dai]iten, I was brought up 
by the sight of the figure of 5, 760,000,000 (not 5,6 70,000,000), given 
as the number of years between the death of Sakyamuni and the de-
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scent of Maitreya as the new Buddha. In the Japanese edition of this 
work, S'humisen to gokuraku (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1973, p. 119), I had 
quoted a figure: "His [Maitreya's] appearance will be 5,670,000,000 
years after the death of Sakyamuni." Not once since I wrote the figure 
had I any occasion to doubt it. 

I wondered if Mochizuki's figure was a misprint. A quick review of 
over two dozen dictionaries and encyclopedias confirmed my figure. 
But, since Mochizuki's dictionary is one of the most authoritative of all 
Buddhist dictionaries, I still had doubts. I then consulted numerous 
sutras in the Taisho Tripitaka. Many sutras stated only that Maitreya's 
descent would occur "when the human life span reaches 84,000 
years," or "when the human life span is 80,000 years." Virtually none 
say "after 5, 760,000,000 years" or "after 5,670,000,000 years." All I 
found was the expression "5,670,000,000 years" in the Siitra qfthe Abode 
in the Womb (P'u-sa ch'u-t'ai-ching), Fo-neng's Chinese translation 
(Taisho Tripitaka, vo!. 12, no. 384, p. 1025c) and "5,600,000,000 years" 
in very few other sutras. 

Another statement in Mochizuki's entry is more revealing, however: 
"Maitreya's descent as the Buddha will occur after he has spent 4,000 
years in the Tu~ita heaven; that is, in human terms, after 
5, 760,000,000 years." It is thought that Maitreya, receiving Sakya­
muni's prediction that he would descend to earth in the future and at­
tain buddhahood, went immediately to the Tu~ita heaven to await his 
future descent. (The choice of the Tu~ita heaven seems to be based on 
the tradition that Sakyamuni himself descended from that heaven.) 
Sakyamuni made no statements about when precisely in the future 
Maitreya would descend. It is not surprising, therefore, that people ex­
trapolated from the 4,000-year life span of the Tu~ita heaven. We do 
not know ifMaitreya is supposed to descend before or after completing 
his life span, but the latter would be the natural supposition. In my cal­
culations in figure I 7, I had figured the life span of the inhabitants of 
the Tu~ita heaven as 4,000 X [400 X (30 X 12)]. This was derived from 
the statement in Hsilan-tsang's Chinese translation of the Abhidharma­
kosa (no. 1558, p. 6lb) that "one day in the Tu~ita heaven is equivalent 
to 400 years in the human realm; the inhabitants of the Tu~ita heaven 
have a life span of 4,000 of those years," and assumed that a year in 
the Tu$ita heaven was made up of 360 days (12 months x 30 days), like 
that of the human realm. The result is 576,000,000, one decimal place 
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smaller than Mochizuki's figure of 5, 760,000,000, but with the same 
numerical sequence of 5, 7 and 6. Checking my calculations, I was as­
tounded, and assailed with misgivings. Had I perhaps come tq the 
hasty conclusion that the numerical sequence was consecutive, that is, 
5, 6, and 7? 

The Buddhist scholar Shoko Watanabe has one theory about the 
order of these numbers. He states: "Taking one year to have 360 days 
and taking the life span of beings in the Tu~ita heaven to be 4,000 
years, we arrive at a figure of 400 X 360 x 4,000 which equals 
576,000,000 (referring to the Siitra qf the Wise and the Fool fHsien-yi.i­
ching], fasc. 12 [TaishO Tripitaka, vol. 4, no. 202, p. 437a]). But the 
figure began to be read as 5, 760,000,000. In time the figures 7 and 6 
changed places, probably because it was easier to say" (Ai to Heiwa no 
Sh0ch0-Miroku-9i5 [The Maitreya siltras: The symbol of love and 
peace], vol. 8 of Nihonjin no Bukkyi5 [Buddhism in Japan][Tokyo: 
Chikuma Shobo, 1966], 263-64). 

The literary critic Koichi Isoda puts forth another explanation 
(personal communication). He suggests that the figures 576 and 567 
represent the difference between calculating the year at 360 days and 
354 days, respectively. The Abhidharmakofa, in fact, says that six months 
of the year have thirty days and the other six months have twenty-nine 
days. This would give 354 days in the year, making the life span of the 
Tu~ita heaven 4,000 X 400 X 354 = 566,400,000, which could be 
rounded down to 566,000,000 or up to 567,000,000. 

Another concern is that Mochizuki's figure of 5, 760,000,000 years is 
larger than mine by one decimal place. Perhaps it reflects a calculation 
error on the part of ancient Indian scholars. Alternatively, there may 
have been separate traditions, which held that one day in the Tu~ita 
heaven was equivalent to 4,000 years in the human realm (not 400), or 
that the life span of the inhabitants of the Tu~ita heaven was 40,000 
years (not 4,000 years). Isoda points out that sometimes the character 
for 100,000,000 is represented by the compound "thousand-ten thou­
sand" (i.e., l 0,000,000), by means of which the period under discus­
sion would become 5, 706,000,000. He also explains that I ,000,000 
was later changed to I 0,000,000. 

According to the Great Commentary, "Certain people say: The amount 
of the life span of an inhabitant of the Tu~ita heaven is the same [as 
the] period [in which] the bodhisattva attains buddhahood, and the 
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people of J ambudvlpa become mature enough to see the works of the 
Buddha. That is, when human beings have passed 57 kotis [koti = 
I 0,000,000] and 60 thousand years, the roots of goodness for instruc­
tion and being instructed are mature; and this is none other than the 
amount of the life span of an inhabitant of the Tu~ita heaven" (no. 
1545, 892c). The expression 57 kotis and 60 thousand years has un­
doubtedly dropped a hundred somewhere. In the Great Commentary (no. 
1545, 698b), we find 57 kotis and 60 hundred thousand years. We there­
fore arrive at the number 57 X I 0,000,000 + 60 x I 00 x I 000, which 
gives 576,000,000. 

It is very likely that the number represented by "57 kotis and 60 
hundred thousand years" was expressed in the original Sanskrit as 
saptapaiiciifat-kotayaJ.t fa.ftifata- sahasrii"(li ca varfiib. Saptapaiiciifat means 57. 
Kotayab is the plural form of koti. $0-fti is 60, sata is I 00, sahasrii"(li is I ,000 
(plural). Ca means "and," and varfiib, "years." Hsiian-tsang obviously 
tried to retain the flavor of the original in his translation (the Great Com­
mentary), thus translating it literally as 57 kotis and 60 hundred thousand 
years. 

Concerning the Indian use of numerical degree, all sources agree in 
terms of units, hundreds and thousands, but after that there is consid­
erable discrepancy. All the same, koti is fairly standard in usage and 
generally denotes the eighth degree (10,000,000). Therefore "57 kotis 
and 60 hundred thousand years" would today be read as 576,000,000 
and so Maitreya is to appear, neither 5,670,000,000 years nor 
5,760,000,000 years, but 576,000,000 years after Sakyamuni's death. 

The extra numerical place appears as a result of the way koti was 
interpreted in China and Japan. In Mochizuki's dictionary, koti is 
defined, based on the Commentary on the Great Peifixtion qf Wisdom Siitra (p. 
87 a), as I 00,000,000, and no doubt it was this figure that became the 
base for interpreting 57 kotis as 5, 700,000,000. The 6 in the next line of 
degree should represent 6,000,000, but misinterpretation by subse­
quent scholars perhaps led to it being understood as 60,000,000, re­
sulting in the figure of 5, 760,000,000. 

Chapter 5 

I. Perfection qf Wisdom Siitra in 25,000 Verses (Fang-kuang pan-Jo­
ching), Wu-ch'a-lo's Chinese translation of the PaiicaviT[I.iatisiihasrikii­
prajiiii-piiramitii, Taisho Tripitaka, vo!. 8, no. 221, p. 2a. 
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2. Amitiibha-siitra (A-mi-t'o-ching), Kumarajiva's Chinese translation 
of the Smaller Sukhiivatz-vyiiha, Taisho T ripi!aka, vol. 12, no. 366, p. 348a. 

3. The term sata-sahasra-ko!i-nayuta appears in the Sanskrit text of the 
Siitra of Infinite Life (Larger Sukhavati-vyuha), and the term sata-sahasra­
koti appears in the Amitiibha-siitra (Smaller Sukhavatl-vyiiha). Sata-sahasra 
means "10 times 1,000." One would assume, then that ko!i-nayuta, or 
ko{i, means "one hundred million," but actually ko!i means "ten mil­
lion," and nayuta, "ten thousand times greater." The Chinese word 
now used as "one hundred million" in ancient times meant "one hun­
dred thousand," and in non-Buddhist usage the Indian nayuta is "one 
million." Whatever variation we maY' consider, we cannot reconcile 
the Indian number with the Chinese. It is possible the Chinese chose a 
phrase that was then in common usage to express the highest possible 
number. 

4. Iwamoto, Gokuraku toJigoku, 114. 
5. Ibid., 116. 
6. Ibid., l I 7. 
7. Homer, The Oqyssry, bk. 4, rev. ed., trans. E. V. Rieu (London: 

Penguin Books, I 99 I), 61. 
8. See O!Jmpian Odes 2:61-84 (The Odes ofPindar, trans. C. M. Bowra 

[Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, I 969], 82, 83) and Dirges 
129-30. Shigeichi Kure, Girishia Shinwa (Greek mythology) (Tokyo: 
Shinchosha, 1969), 200. 

9. M. P. Nilsson, The Minoan-lvfycenaean Religion and Its Survivals in 
Greek Religion, 2d ed. (Lund: Gleerup, 1950), 627. 

10. M. G. Maspero, "Etude sur quelques peintures et sur quelques 
textes relatifs aux funerailles," Journal Asiatique, ser. 7, tome 15 (1880): 
150. 

11. Andre Maricq, "La Grande Inscription de Kani~ka et l'Eteo­
Tokharien l'Ancienne Langue de la Bactriane," Journal Asiatique, 1958, 
pp. 378ff. 

12. Benjamin Rowiand,Jr., Ancient Art of Ajghanistan (New York: Asia 
Society, 1966), 211. 

Chapter 6 

l . "It is a fact that in this country when a child is born they anoint 
him once a week with oil of sesame, and this makes him grow much 
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darker than when he was born. For I assure you that the darkest man 
is here the most highly esteemed and considered better than the others 
who are not so dark. Let me add that in very truth these people por­
tray and depict their gods and their idols black and their devils white 
as snow. For they say that God and all the saints are black and the 
devils are all white. That is why they portray them as I have described. 
And similarly they make the images of their idols all black" (The Travels 
of Marco Polo, trans. Ronald Latham [Harmondsworth, England: Pen­
guin Books, 1958], 277). 

2. One day five hundred merchants, including one very wise man, 
found themselves wrecked on the shores of Sri Lanka. Very soon they 
were welcomed by five hundred gaily dressed riilqasa women, and the 
men, overjoyed, went with them to their palace. So pleasant was 
palace life that the men forgot the passing of days, and eventually chil­
dren were born of unions between the rii/cyasas and the men. Each of 
the five hundred couples had a child. One day the wise leader of the 
merchants found himself in a strange part of the island and spied in 
the distance a castle, from which came the sound of voices raised in 
misery. He climbed a tree standing near the castle walls and saw be­
fore him a cruel sight. Several men were wailing, blue-faced, and a 
number of bones and blood surrounded them. He was told by one of 
them that they had once been shipwrecked also, and then were treated 
kindly. When the five hundred merchants arrived, though, the earlier 
men had been locked up in this castle and eaten one by one. "When 
new men arrive, you will meet the same fate," his informer warned. 
The merchant hurried back to tell his companions, and they all prayed 
for deliverance. Thereupon a horse alighted from heaven, and they all 
clambered onto it, some clinging to its tail, others to its legs. As the 
heavenly steed flew away, the riilqasa women pursued it, saying how 
much they loved the merchants and reminding them of the children 
they had had together. Enticed by the promise of the pleasant life they 
could continue living together, all the merchants except the leader re­
mained behind. The leader arrived safely back in India. The rii/cyasa 
queen, his former spouse, was derided by the others for her husband­
less state, and so she set out with her child and flew to the Indian 
mainland, reaching the parental home of the merchants' leader before 
the leader himself did. To the parents she presented herself as their 
son's wife, and her child as their grandchild, and then settled down to 
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await her husband's homecoming. \Vhen he arrived, he repudiated 
her, knowing the nature of her true form. The rii/qasa queen appealed 
to the Indian king, who wanted to punish the merchant, but he himself 
fell in love with the rii/qasa woman and made her his queen. Though 
the merchant warned the king, he was ignored, and that very night the 
king and his retainers were all devoured. The rii/qasa queen then flew 
back to Sri Lanka. Deprived of their ruler, the people of India began 
to search for a new king, and finally decided upon the merchant, be­
cause of his reputation for wisdom. The new king then led his army to 
Sri Lanka to attack the rii/qasas. Having subjugated them, he led his 
companions home. 

3. Herodotus, 7he Histories, bk. 3, pp. 219, 245-46. 
4. The Hindu temples at Khajuraho in central India are famous for 

their wealth of sculptural ornamentation. Distinctive among the sculp­
tural subjects are figures in sexual embrace, even on the outer walls. 
Scenes of sexual activity include one man with several women, people 
copulating with animals, and men and women in complicated sexual 
acts. Such sexually explicit Tantrism seems to have occurred also in 
Japan within the clandestine Tachikawa branch of the Shingon sect. 

Chapter 7 

I. Nevertheless, the stupa served as a kind of temple for those who 
came to worship the holy relics, a temple in which the Buddha dwelt. 
P. Mus equates the Buddha with the stupa because both the Buddha 
and the stupa were considered to be the cosmos (P. Mus, "Barabudur, 
les origines du stupa," 618). M. Benisti calls a stupa with a figure of the 
Buddha portrayed on its outer surface, such as that shown in photo 4, 
a "stupa with the Buddha affixed"(M. Benisti, "Etude sur le stupa dans 
l'lnde ancienne," Bulletin de /'Ecole Franfaise d'Extreme-Orient, tome 50, 
fasc. I [1960]: 81). 

2. Flower Garland Siitra, 80 fascs., chapter on the Lotus Repository 
World, Sik~ananda's Chinese translation of 695-99, Taisho Tripitaka, 
vol. I 0, no. 279. 

3. There is mention of a lotus flower brought forth from each of the 
fragrant oceans in the center and in the east, and a world system rests 
on each of these lotus flowers. This structure does not agree with that 
of an actual lotus flower. 
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4. Chiindogya-upani:;ad, Prapiithaka (chapter) 6: li.haw!a (section) 12. Cf. 
The Upanishads, trans. F. Max Muller, vol. l of Sacred Books of the 
East (first published by Clarendon Press, 1879. Reprinted by Motilal 
Banarsidass, Delhi, 1965). 

5. Joanna Williams, "The iconography of Khotanese painting," ~East 
and West, new series, vol. 23, nos. l-2 ( 1973), 117. 

6. One of these is Shashi Bhushan Dasgupta, An Introduction to Tantric 
Buddhism, 3d ed. (Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1974). 

Chapter 8 

l. When Yama still resided in the heavenly realm, he owned two 
black-spotted dogs that led the dead safely to paradise. It seems that 
when Yama grew ferocious in aspect, his retainers followed suit. Thus 
the dogs (or possibly, their descendants) now tore ofT the limbs of those 
suffering in the hells (see pages 46, 52). 

2. Cf. The Zend-Avesta, part 3, trans. L. H. Mills, vol. 31 of Sacred 
Books of the East (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1965 [1887]), p. 48. 

3. Homer, The Orfyssey, bk. ll, 176. 
4. Another clue to the possible origin of Sanzu no kawa is the ex­

pression "three roads or ways" (santo in japanese), which is found in lit­
erary sources much earlier than Sanzu no kawa. Sarpghavarman's 
Chinese translation of the Larger Sukhavatl-vyiiha (ca. 2d century) 
contains the compound "the suffering of the three roads," and the 
Sutra of the Auspicious Kalpa (Hsien-chieh-ching, ca. 3d century) has 
"drowning in the three roads and the five destinations" (SUtra of the 
Auspicious Kalpa, Dharmarak)a's Chinese translation, Taisho Tripitaka, 
vol. 14, no. 425, l-66). Did the "three roads" become Sanzu no kawa? 
The Tang period lexicographer Hsuan-ying, in his Dictionary of 
Pronunciations and Meanings of Words and Phrases in the Tripitaka ([I-ch'ieh­
ching-yin-i], Koryo Tripitaka, vol. 35 [Tokyo: Midori Sogy6 Company, 
1974], p.l7l), defined the "three roads" as follows: "The 'three roads' 
borrows from the expression 'there are dangerous places of the three 
roads' found in the Spring and Autumn Annals. The character employed 
for 'road' is virtually identical in meaning to the more commonly used 
tao. It does not have the meaning of 'mire [written with the same char­
acter as "road"] and coal' [i.e., 'great misery']. In Sanskrit works it is 
called iipanna-gatz~ which in Chinese translation is 'the unfortunate 
realms of rebirth [hells, hungry spirits, animals]."' 
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This explanation makes it apparent that there is no element in 
"three roads" that has any connection with a river, or any direct rela­
tion to the idea of suffering. Neither is there any such relationship with 
a river in the concept of iipanna-gati. Furthermore, the Sanskrit version 
of the Larger Sukhiivati-vyiiha does not contain any expression identical to 
"the suffering of the three roads," and does not depict any river. The 
meaning of the term may be one of the following: (I) A steep mountain 
in China, located in the southwestern part of Lo-yang and north of 1-
shui; (2) hell, hungry spirits, animals; or (3) the road of fire (the hells), 
the road of blood (animals), the road of swords (hungry spirits). There 
is nothing here that could have developed into the idea of Sanzu no 
kawa. 

Mochizuki's dictionary (val. 2, p. 1621 b) states that the sanzu of 
Sanzu no kawa was originally written not with characters meaning 
"three ways" but with characters denoting "to bury" and "head." One 
has the strong impression that this compound is a transliteration of a 
foreign word; it harclly seems likely that it means "to bury a head." 
One theory proposes that the compound meaning "three ways" was 
used first and that the meaning "to bury a head" came later, as a dis­
tortion or pun. This is hard to believe; there seems to be no reason for 
changing the first compound into the second. We do not know, either, 
what word the second compound was used to transliterate. Neither 
Sryx nor haitu ("shore") fits, though setu, the Indic form of haitu, bears 
some phonetic resemblance to sanzu (ancient sandu). It is difficult, how­
ever, to trace this connection in literary sources. 

5. Mochizuki, Bukfryo Dai]iten, vo!. 2, 1621. 
6. According to the Yin-kung of the Ch'un-ch'iu tso-chuan (Tso's 

commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals) (Tadashi Kamata, 
Shurgil sashiden, vo!. 30 of Shinshaku kambun taikei [Tokyo: Meiji Shain, 
1971], pp. 48-54), Duke Wu (r. 770-44 B.C.E.) of Cheng (a state under 
the Chou dynasty, occupying the present district of K'ai-feng in Ho­
nan) married Wu-chiang. Wu-chiang gave birth to the future Duke 
Chuang (r. 743-01), who was a breech birth. Because of his irregular 
birth, Wu-chiang came to have an aversion for her eldest child and fa­
vored her second son Kung-shu Tuan, desiring that he succeed to the 
dukedom. She often pressed her husband to make him his heir but he 
would not. 

When Chuang inherited his father's position, Wu-chiang incited 
Kung-shu Tuan to rebel, but the new duke quelled the rebellion and 
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banished his brother. Then he imprisoned his mother at a place called 
Ch'eng-ying and vowed to her that he would never set eyes on her 
again until he met her in the Yellow Springs (Hades) on death. 

Soon, however, he repented of his attitude. At that time a border 
guard from Ying-ku called Ying K'ao-shu heard about Duke Chuang 
and sent tribute to him, wanting to meet him. The Duke invited him 
to dinner. Ying, however, did not eat the specially prepared meat. 
When the Duke asked the reason, he replied, "I have a mother. She al­
ways eats what I do. My mother has never had such excellent food, so 
I intend to take the meat home and give it to her to eat." The Duke 
said, "It is good that you have a mother to whom you can give deli­
cious things to eat. Ah, I alone have no mother!" The Duke explained 
what had happened and felt a sharp pang of sorrow and remorse. 
Then Ying said to him, "If that is so, you need have no grief. If you dig 
a hole in the ground and keep digging until a well begins to flow, and 
then meet, mother and child, beside the underground well of water 
[the subterranean Yellow Springs], no one will be able to say that the 
duke broke his vow." The Duke carried out the plan to the letter. After 
that, mother and son maintained a good relationship. 

7. See the Classified and Annotated Legal Codes qf the Three Eras (compiled 
I 002-1 089) (ShintO taikei-koten hen: Ruiju sandaikyaku [Shinto sys­
tem on Classics: Ruiju sandaikyaku], ed. ShintO Taikei Hensankai 
[Tokyo: ShintO Taikei Hensankai, 1993], pp. 339--40) and the Veritable 
Record qf Three Generations qf Japan (Sandai jitsuroku, ed. Ariyoshi Saeki, 
vol. 8 of Rikkokushi [Tokyo: Asahi shimbunsha, 1930], p. 472). 

8. Mochizuki, Buklryo Dai]iten, vol. 2, p. l422c-1423a. 

Chapter 9 

I. Zotei Kumazawa Banzan (Kumazawa Banzan, enlarged edition), ed. 
Sumio Taniguchi and Michio Miyazaki (Tokyo: Meicho Shuppan, 
1980), 161. 

2. Saigyo, Saigyo: Poems qf a Mountain Home, trans. Burton Watson 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 40. 
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Abaha hell, 43 
Abbuda hell, 43 
Abhasvara heaven, 65 
Abhidharma commentaries, 42 
Abhidharmakosa (Abhidharma store-

house treatise), 20, 36, 62, 94, 
113; on animals, 54; calendar in, 
98; on five destinations of rebirth, 
69-70; hells in, 42, 43, 47--48, 
53; on inhabitants of hells, 103; 
on Lake Anavatapta, 31; on 
matter, 20-21; on Mount 
Sumeru, 26; on realm of Buddha, 
75; on single world, 93; on sub­
hells, 51, 52, 163; on sun and 
moon, 39; time units in, 96; on 
universe, 25; on Yama, 159-161 

Abode of Equality, 144, 145 
abode of neither thought nor non­

thought. See Naiva-sarpjiia­
nasarp jna-ayatana 

abode of nothingness. See 
Akirpcanya-ayatana 

abode of the infinity of conscious­
ness. See Vijnana-anantya-ayatana 

abode of the infinity of space. See 
Akasa-anantya-ayatana 

Abodes, Four Formless, 76-78 
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Abrha heaven, 66 
absolute, concept of, 80, 89 
absolute body. See Law body 
Acala, 140; Black-eyed, 140; Red, 

140; White-eyed, 140; Yellow, 
140 

Achaemenid empire (dynasty), 28, 
118-19 

Acheron, 164-165 
action. See karma 
Adorned with Pure and Radiant 

Lotus Flowers, 151 
Adorned with the Buddha's 

Banners, 150-51 
Adornment, Kalpa of, 108, 128 
Adornment of jewels Springing 

Forth, 144--46 
adnta, power of, 21 
adultery, retribution for, 50-51 
advancing cold, 98 
advancing heat, 98 
ages, philosophies about, 105-6 
Ahaha hell, 43 
aho-riitra, 95, 96 
Ahura Mazda, 128, 137-·38, 161 
Ajita Kesakambalin, 22 
Ajivika ideas about transmigra­

tion, 71-73 
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Akani~tha heaven, 66, 67, 126 
Akasa-anantya-ayatana (abode of 

the infinity of space), 76~77, 94 
Akii)1canya-ayatana (abode of 

nothingness), 76, 78, 94 
akirameru, I 7 6 
~obhya, 156 
Alexander the Great, 28~29 
Amida, 114, 133 
Amitabha Buddha, 114, 127, 128, 

170, 176, 180; cult, 133; and 
K~itigarbha, 169; as reward 
body, 129; and Sukhavati, !IS, 
116~18 

Amitayus, 114, 156 
Amnt, Egyptian, 119, 120~21 
Amoghasiddhi, I 56 
Amu Darya, 32 
Anabhraka heaven, 66 
Anavatapta, Lake, 31, 32, 34-35, 

38, 119 
animals, 41, 54,70 
aT_lu, 20, 21, 185 
Aparagodaniya, 26, 27, 31, 36, 38, 
63~64 

Aphrodite, 134 
Apis, 121 
ApramaQ.abha heaven, 65 
ApramaQ.asubha heaven, 65 
Ara<;la Kalama, 76 
Aramaic language, 118 
Arbuda hell, 52~ 53 
Aristotle, 23 
Arrian (Roman officer), 75 
Aryans, 126, 136, 160 
asaT[lkhya kalpa, 9 7, 130 
Asailga, 133~ 34 
asleep and awake, Yogic teachings 

about being, 90-91 
asuras, 41, 54-SS, 70, 137~38 
ASvakarQ.a, 26, 29 

Asvayuja, 99 
A tapa heaven, 66 
ataraxia, 65 
Atata hell(s), 43, 52 
atheism, 125, 127 
Athena, 122 

INDEX 

Atman, 80, 141, ISO 
atomism, Greek, 22~25 
atoms, 20~21, 22, 185, 186 
Auspicious Kalpa, 108~9, 128 
autumn, 98 
autumn equinox, 98 
Avalokite§vara, 114, 117, 130~32, 

133; cult, 132; CuQ.<;Ii, 131; 
Eleven-headed, 130~31, 134; fe­
male depictions of, 131 ~32; 
Holy, 130; Horse-headed, 131; 
Thousand-armed, 131; 
Thousand-eyed, 131; Unfailing 
Fishing Line, 131 

Avara-camara, 36 
avatars, 134 
Avesta, 161, 165 
Avici hell, 43, 47~52 

Bamiyan, ISS, 156 
Banner of Adornment of the 

Palace, ISO 
Banner of Fragrance Whose 

Stamens Emit Various Kinds of 
Illumination, 145, 146 

Begram, Mghanistan, 121~22, 156 
Bhadrapada,98,99 
Bhai~ajya-guru, 128, 129, 133 
Biriini, AI-, 106 
black mountains, 35~36 
Blazing] ewe! Light Illuminating 

the Ten Directions, 147, 148 
Blessed, Islands of the, 120 
bodhisattvas, 129~30; Avaloki­

tesvara, 130~32; and avatars, 
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134; Maitreya, 132; other, 
133-34; and Pure Land 
thought, 133 

Bon religion, 35 
Book qf Rites, !60 
Borobudur, 156-57 
Boundless Light ofWonderful 

flowers, 14 7 
Brahma, 67, 93, 113, 133, !54; 

heavens,63-65, 126 
Brahma-kayika heaven, 63-64 
Brahman, 80, 141 
Brahmanism, 72, 80, 113 
Brahmaputra river, 38 
Brahma-purohita heaven, 63, 64 
brass, 105 
Brhadiira'f}yaka-upani$ad, 80-89 
Brhatphala heaven, 66 
Bridge of the Separator, 165 
Buddha: altercation between 

Monkey and, !55; and Buddhist 
deities, 125; death of, 107, 143; 
and God, 127; and Harm, 135; 
idea of rebirth and, 70; and 
lndra, 126; in Mahayana 
thought, 113; multiplicity of, 
144;realmof, 75,143,157 

buddha(s), 78, 114; of the future, 
128; human life and appearance 
of, I 05-9; multiplicity of, 
151-54; of the past, 127-28; of 
the present, 128 

Buddha as Truth, 129 
buddha-lands, 114-16 
Buddha of Healing, 128, 129 
buddha-realms, 114 
Byodo-in (Uji, Kyoto), lotus pond 

of, 117 

Caitra, 98, 99 
Caitra-ratha, 57 
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Cakrava<;la, 26, 27, 29, 93 
calendar(s): comparison oflndian, 

Chinese, and Gregorian, 98, 
100-101; lunar, 97, 98, 99; so­
lar, 98-99 

Camara, 36 
Candraprabha, 133 
catura'f}uka, 21, 22 
Cave 90 (Kanheri, India), 130 
Charon, 164, 165 
Chinese calendar, 98, 100-10 I 
Chinvato Peretu (Chinvat Bridge), 

165 
Christianity, 119, 121, 127, 128, 

173; in japan, 78; and Pure Land 
thought, 118 

Chronicle qf the Great Peace, 162 
Churning of the Ocean, 155 
Cocytus, 164 
cold season, 97, 98, 99 
Commentary on the Great Perfection qf 

Wisdom Siitra, 43, 53, 70, 76-77 
compassion, 169-70 
Constellations, Kalpa of, I 09, 128 
contemplation of impurity, 70 
copper, 106 
corruptions, five, I 08 
Counterfeit Dharma, period of, 

106 
Creation, Kaijla of, 102, 103-4, 105, 

106 
crystal, 26, 116 
Cupid, 135 

Daikoku-ten, 136 
Dalai Lama, palace of, 130 
Datsueba, 164 
days, 95, 96, 97 
death, as true awakening, 91 
Decay of the Dharma, period of, 

106, 107, 170 
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Deccan Plateau, 35 
Deha, 36 
deities, female, 134-36 
delight, realms of, 65-66 
delusion, realm of, 69, 70, 143, 

157 
Demeter, 74 
demigods, 137-39 
Democritus, 23, 24-25, 77 
demonic gods, 41, 54-55 
Descartes, Rene, 181 
desire, realm of, 41, 63, 70, 114, 

115; deities belonging to, 126; 
relationship of realm ofform 
and, 58-59; six abodes of gods 
of, 57-62 

devas,41, 70,125-26,127, 137;and 
asuras, 54-55; wives of, 134 

Dharmagupta, 35 
Dharmakara, 169 
Dhrtara~tra, 56 
Dhyana: First, 63--65, 93, 102, 105; 

Second,65,94, 102-3, 105; 
Third, 65, 94, 105; Fourth, 
66-67, 94, 105 

dhyiina, 76, 89 
dhyiina practitioners, realm of, 

63-67,93 
Dhyanas, Four, 63-67, 76 
Diamond Realm Mandala, 156 
Dionysus, 73, 74, 75, 122 
directions, concept of, 29, 30 
Dissolution, Kalpa of, 99-103, I 05, 

106 
Dogen, 180 
dome, hemispherical, 29, 31 
dreams, 90-91 
dry season, 98 
Duration, Kalpa of, 102, 103, 104-5, 

106, 107, I 08; and Auspicious 
Kalpa, 109 

dust mote, 21 
Dvapara age of world, I 05 
dvyar.lUka, 21 , 22 

INDEX 

earth, 21-22, 23; layer, golden, 
25-27, 36 

earthly realm, 57 
Eden, Garden of, 34-35, 118-19 
Edo period, I 7 5 
eight cold hells, 52-53 
Eightfold Path, 174 
eight hot hells, 47-52 
elements: four, 21-22,23, 24-25; 

five, 24-25;seven, 22-23 
elephantiasis, 139 
Elephant Lord, 34 
Elysian, Greek, 119-20 
Emma, 62, 159. See also Yama 
Empedocles, 23, 73 
emptiness, philosophy of, I 79 
energy, four great elements as, 21 
enlightenment, 141; and realm of 

formlessness, 7 5-91 
Eros, 122, 135 
esoteric Buddhism, gods of, 139--40; 

Acala, 140; GaiJ.esa, 140--41 ; 
Raga Vidyaraja, 140 

Euphrates River, 34 
evil world, 108 
evolution, theory of, 54 

Fa-hsien, 130, 132 
famine, I 04-5 
fatalism, 7 3 
fire, 21-22, 23, 105 
five corruptions, 108 
five elements, 24-25 
five or six paths of transmigration, 

41,42 
Flower Garland Siitra, 20, 143, 152, 

155, 156, 157; "Lotus 



INDEX 

Repository World" chapter in, 
144-51 

form, realm of, 41, 75, 93, 94, 115, 
126; Four Dhyanas of, 63-67; 
relationship of realm of desire 
and, 58-59 

formlessness, realm of, 41, 63, 67, 
93, 94, 115, 126; enlightenment 
and, 75-91 

Four Dhyanas, 63-67, 76 
Four Formless Abodes, 76-78 
four gateways, 30, 31 
four great elements, 21-22, 23, 

24-25 
Four Great Kings, 56, 57, 62, 125 
four jewels, 116 
Four Noble Truths, 174 
four periods, cycle of, 99-1 05 
four treasures, 26 
Futara, Mount, 130 

galaxy, 94 
gaman, 176 
Gandhamadana, 35 
gandharvas, 3 5, 13 7 
GaQda, 140-41 
Ganges River, 31, 32-33, 34, 38 
Ganges Valley, 90 
garurjas, 137, 138 
gateways, four, 30, 31 
Gempei Seisuiki, 162 
Genshin, Essentials qf Salvation, 

50-51, 70 
Gihon River, 34 
Go,Japanese game of, 96 
gods, 41; demonic, 41,54-55. See 

also thirty-three gods 
gold, 26, 33, 105, 106, 116 
gold dust mote, 185, 186 
golden earth layer, 25-27, 36 
golden ring extremity, 26 

Gosala, Makkhali, 72-73, 177 
Great Buddha ofTodai-ji. See 

Vairocana 
great cold, 98 
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Great Commentary, 20, 32, 4 7, 95 
Great Dictionary qf the Meaning qf 

Buddhist Terms, 43 
great elements, four, 21-22, 23, 

24-25 
Great Encircling Mountains, 145, 

146 
great heat, 98 
great hells. See eight hot hells 
Great Kings, Four, 56, 57, 62, 125 
Great Mirror, 7he, 162 
great-thousand-world, 94, 154 
Greek atomism, 22-25 
Greek ideas about transmigration, 

73-75 
Gregorian calendar, 98, 100-101 
Group qfDiscourses, 42, 43--44, 46--47; 

"Kokaliya" in, 42--43, 52 
Gyogi, 134 

Ha<.f<;la, Buddhist remains discov-
ered at, 171 

Hades, 161, 162 
Hahava hell, 52-53 
Hachiman, 134 
Harm, 135 
Harmhabi, King, 120-21 
Harpocrates, 121, 123 
Hathayoga, 90 
Healing, Buddha of, 128, 129 
Heart Siitra, 79, 130 
heaven(s), 55-62; of Four Great 

Kings, 56; of gods ofrealm of 
desire, 57-62; multitude of, 55, 
58-59; and realm ofform, 63--67; 
of thirty-three gods, 28, 29, 
56-57 
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Heavenly Stories, 144 
Hebrew language, 118 
Heian period, 117, !59, 170, 178, 

179, 180 
hell(s), 41--44; eight cold, 52-53; 

eight hot, 47-52; evolution in 
conception of, 159,162, 175; 
Indian origins of Buddhist con­
cept of, 44--47; inhabitants of, 
41,69-70, 103; in Middle Ages, 
I 70-71; minor, 53-54; retribu­
tion in, 71; and Sai-no-kawara, 
166-70; and Sanzu no kawa, 
162-66; and sub-hells, 51-52, 
163; and Yama, !59, 161 

Hercules, 122, 123 
Herodotus, 73-74, 138 
Hesperides, Garden of the, 120, 

123 
Hesperus, 120 
Hiddekel River, 34 
Himalayas, 27, 31, 34, 35,36-37 
Himavat, 31, 35, 36, 38 
Hinduism, 54, 113, 125, 136; and 

avatars, 134; and esoteric 
Buddhism, 140; four ages of the 
world in, 105-6; and garn¢as, 
138; hells in, 42 

Hirata Atsutane, 176 
Homer, 120; 01/yssey, 161-62 
Horse Lord, 34 
Horus the Child, 121 
hotoke, 78 
hotseason,97,98,99 
hours, 95, 96 
Hsuan-tsang, 33-34, 98, 100, 114, 

122; Records qf the Western Regions 
qf the Great T'ang Dynasry, 98 

Huhuva hell, 52-53 
human beings, 41, 70 
Human Beings, Lord of, 34 

INDEX 

human life, and appearance of 
buddhas, I 05-9 

hungry spirits, 54, 70 

I-ching, 136 
Illustrator qf Ultimate Meaning, The, 

43 
impermanence, 178, I 79 
Indian calendar, 98, 100-10 I 
Indian origins of Buddhist concept 

of hell, 44--4 7 
Indian subcontinent, 30-38 
Indo-Aryans, 29, 30 
Indra,44,54,55, 133;and 

gandharvas, 35, 137; and heaven 
of thirty-three gods, 56-57; 
origin of, 125-26 

Indus River, 31, 32-33, 34, 38 
Indus Valley civilization, 90 
inhabitants ofhells, 41,69-70, 

103 
iron, 106 
Iron Mountains. See Cakrava<;la 
I~adhara, 26, 29 
Isis, 74, 121, 123 
Issyk-Kul, Lake, 34 
Iwamoto, Y., 34-35, 118 

Jainism, 42, 72 
Jambudvipa, 26, 27, 63-64, 169, 

170; eight cold hells under, 52; 
eight hot hells under, 47, 48; 
four rulers of, 33-34; hungry 
spirits beneath, 54; origin of 
name, 35; and Saha, 114; shape 
and circumference of, 30-31, 
48; and sun and moon, 38-39; 
two islands south of, 36 

jambu trees, 35 
Jatakas,43, 70,130 
Jehovah, 128 
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Jesus Christ, 121 
Jewel Lord, 34 
jewels: four, 116; seven, 116 
Jodo Shin sect, 118 
Judaism, 127, 128, 162 
Jupiter, 121, 126 

Kailas, pilgrimage site of, 31--32, 
35 

Kakusandha (Krakucchanda), 
127-28 

Kalasiitra hell, 4 7-52 
Kah, 137 
Kali age of world, I 06 
Kali-yuga, 106 
Kalpa, Auspicious, 108-9, 128 
kalpa(s): asamkhya, 97, 130; corrup-

tion of the, 108; of decrease, 
103, 104, 107, I 08; defined, 36, 
76, 96;great, 94,96-97, 105;of 
increase, 103, 104, 107; of in­
crease and decrease, 103, 104; 
intermediate, 96, 97, 99; sixty­
four great, 96, 105, 106-7 

Kalpa of Adornment, I 08, 128 
Kalpa of Constellations, I 09, 128 
Kalpa of Creation, 102, 103-4, 105, 

106 
Kalpa of Dissolution, 99-103, 105, 

106 
Kalpa of Duration, 102, 103, 

I 04-5, 106, I 07, 108; and 
Auspicious Kalpa, I 09 

Kalpa of Nothingness, 102, 103, 
105, 106 

Kama, 134-35 
Kamegai Ryoun, 118 
Kamo River, 166 
Kani~ka, King, 122 
Kani~ka II, King, 122 
Kannon, 130, 131-32 
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Kan6 Hogai, Compassionate Mother 
Kannon, 132 

Kapisi, 122, 123 
Karakoram Range, 132 
karma, 25, 69, 182; combined or 

common, 69, 71; force of, 71 
Karttika, 97, 99 
Kassapa (Kasyapa), 127-28 
Katsura River, 166 
Kaurava, 36 
Ken'eo, 164 
Khadiraka, 26, 29 
Kharo~thi, I 18 
kimnaras, 35, 137, 138 
Kokaliya, 42-43 
Kokytos, 164 
Kompira-sama, 139 
KoQ.agamana (Kanakamuni), 

127-28 
Kotohira Shrine, 139 
Kr~IJ.a, 137 
Kr~IJ.apak~a, 97 
Krta age of world, 105 
4a7Ja, 95-96 
~itigarbha Bodhisattva, 133, 163, 

165, 168-70 
K~uramarga sub-hell, 51-52 
Kuan-yin, 130, 131 
Kukiila sub-hell, 51 
Kumazawa Banzan, 175 
KumbhaQ.<;ia, 139 
Kumbhira, 139 
Kumuda hell, 43 
KuQ.apa sub-hell, 51 
Kure, Shigeichi, 120 
Kuru, 36 
Ku~a.Q.a dynasty, 121, 122, 123, !56 
Kusatsu, 170 

Laccadives, 36 
Lak~mi, 134 
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lapis lazuli, 26, 116 
Larger Sukhiivati-l!Jiiha, 20, 115, 119, 

123, 127-28 
lava, 95 
Law body, 129 
Laws qf Manu, 44 
Lethe, 164 
Leucippus, 77 
life, corruption of, 108 
linear measurement, 185-87 
living beings: corruption of, I 08; 

Gosala on kinds of, 72-73, 177; 
types of, 41 

Long Discourses, 35, 43, 53, 55 
lotus flower, 144, 146, 147, 

153-54, 157, 176; connection 
between sun and, !52 

Lotus Pedestal World, 153, !54 
Lotus Repository World, 144-51, 

152 
Lotus Siitra, 130, 143 
Lovely View, 56-57 
Lower Himalaya, 35 

Mahiibhiirata, 28, 35, 44, 57 
Mahabrahma heaven, 63, 64-65, 

105 
Mahakala, 136, 137 
Mahapadma hell, 52-53 
Maharaurava hell, 47-52 
Mahasthamaprapta, II 7, 13 3 
Mahavairocana, 128, 129, 134, 

152, 156-57 
mahoragas, 13 7, 138 
Maitreya, 109, 114, 126, 128, 132, 

134; cult, 132, 133 
Ma-lang, 131, 134 
Maldives, 36 
Manasarowar, Lake, 31,32 
marJrfalas, !56 
Mandara, Mount, !55 

INDEX 

manifestation, body of, 128-29 
Manjusrl, 79-80, 133 
Mariana Trench, 26 
Marlci, 136 
Maricq, Andre, 122 
miisa, 95 
matter, basic components of, 20-25 
meditation, !80-81 
medium-thousand-world, 94 
Megasthenes, 39 
Melos (Merus), 28-29 
Menandros (Menander), King, 74 
Meru, 28 
Merv (Iran), 28 
Milinda's Qjlestions, 7 4-7 5 
Minos, 161-62 
minutes, 95, 96 
"Miracle at Sravastl," 143--44, !56 
Miroku, 132 
Miscellaneous Discourses, 96 
Misra, 57 
Mochizuki, Buddhist dictionary of, 

35-36, 163-64, 165 
Moggallana,42 
Mohenjo-Daro, 90 
molecule, 21, 22, 186 
months, 95, 96, 97, 98-99; large, 

97; small, 97; synodical, 96, 97 
moon, 38-40; and construction of 

calendar, 97, 98, 99; waxing and 
waning of, 39--40 

muhiirta, 95 
Mus, P., 29 

Nadl Vaitaral).l sub-hell, 51, 52, 163 
niigas, 137 
Nagasena, 74-75 
Naiva-sarpjfla-nasarpjfla-ayatana 

(abode of neither thought nor 
non-thought), 76, 78, 94 

Nandana, 57 



INDEX 

nembutsu, 115, 180 
Nestorian sect, 118 
Nichiren, 134, 180; Treatise in Praise 

ofTen Kings, 165 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 125 
nihilism, 178-79, 180 
Nikko, Mount, 130 
Nilsson, M. P., 120 
Nimindhara, 26, 27, 29 
Nirarbuda hell, 52-53 
Nirabudda hell, 43 
Nirma~a-rati heaven, 62, 126 
Nirma~a-rati palace, 62 
nirva~a, 79, 143 
nirva~a without residue, 115 
Noble Truths, Four, 174 
non-duality, 79-89 
Nothingness, Kalpa of, 102, 103, 

105, 106 

Odysseus, 123 
Ojin, 134 
Okagami, 162 
Okuninushi no mikoto, 136 
Omnipresent Illumination of 

Supreme Light, 14 7, 148 
Omnipresent Illumination of the 

Vortex of Fields, 150 
Orphism, 73 
Osiris, 74, 120, 121; cult, 121 
OxusRiver, 31,32-33,34 

Padma hell, 52-53 
Paduma hell, 42--43 
Pakudha Kaccayana, 22-23 
Piili-English Dictionary, 43 
Pali Text Society, 43 
pantheism, 127 
parama1Ju, 20-21, 185, 186 
Para-nirmita-vasavartin heaven, 

62, 63, 126 
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Para-nirmita-vasavartin palace, 62 
parasols, 29-30, 31 
PariWibha heaven, 65 
Parittasubha heaven, 65 
Parthians, 122 
particles, smallest, 20·-22 
Paru~ya, 57 
passions, corruption of the, I 08 
Pataiijali, 90 
pavilion, square, 29, 31 
Pax Romana, 121 
Perfection of Wisdom Siitra in 25,000 

Verses, 114 
periods: Buddhist idea of, 106-7; 

cycle of four, 99-105 
pessimism, 95,107, 157, 173; and 

nihilism, 178-79, 180 
pestilence, 104-5 
Phlegethon, 164 
Phrat River, 34 
Pindar, 120 
Pishon River, 34 
planet revolution at high latitudes, 

30 
Pleiades, 97 
Plutarch, 121 
pole, 29-30, 31 
Polo, Marco, 136 
pomegranates, 135 
Potala, 130 
Potalaka, Mount, 114, 130 
Pratapana hell, 47-52 
protectors of Buddhism, 137-38 
Psyche, 122 
Ptolemy (Claudius Ptolemaeus), 36 
Ptolemy I, 121 
P'u-kuang, Chii-she-lun kuang-chi, 53 
Pu~<;lartka hell, 43 
Punjab, the, 135 
Pu~yaprasava heaven, 66 
Pure Land, 115,116,117,130, 170; 
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and Christianity, 118; sects, 118, 
180; thought, bodhisattvas and, 
133; True, 118; Western, 115, 
118-23 

Pure Land of Sukhavati of Amida 
(Amitabha/ Amitayus), 114, 170 

pure1ands, 114,115,144 
Pure Lapis-lazuli World of 

Bhai~ajya-guru Buddha, 114, 115 
Purvavideha, 26, 27, 30, 36, 38, 

63-64 
Pyriphlegethon, 164 
Pythagoras, 7 3 

Radiance Emitted from between 
Eyebrows Illuminating All 
Directions, 150 

Radiance with Fortune and Virtue, 
149 

Raga Vidyaraja, 140 
Rahula Asura, 55 
rainy season, 97, 98, 99 
rii./cyasas, 138, 161 
Riimqya1Ja, 138 
Ratnasarpbhava, !56 
Raurava hell, 47-52 
realm of delusion, 69, 70, 143, 157 
realm of desire, 41, 63, 70, 114, 

115; deities belonging to, 126; 
relationship of realm of form 
and, 58-59; six abodes of gods 
of, 57-62 

realm of dhyiina practitioners, 
63-67,93 

realm of form, 41, 75, 93, 94, 115, 
126; Four Dhyanas of, 63-67; 
relationship of realm of desire 
and, 58-59 

realm of formlessness, 41, 63, 67, 
93, 94, 115, 126; enlightenment 
and, 75-91 
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