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THE END OF THE BUDDHA'S LIFE
ACCORDING TO THE EKOTTARAGAMA

Andre Bareau

Only one complete Ekottaragama, corresponding to the Pali

Anguttara Nikaya, has come down to us and only in its Chinese
translation by Sahghadeva and dating from 397-8. It bears the

number 125 in the Taishb Shinshii Daizokyo edition. This work
contains a sutra relating the last months of the Buddha's life, from
his departure from Vaisall up to but excluding the moment of the

Parinirvana, and which hence partially corresponds to the Maha-
parinibbanasutta. We should remember that this Ekottaragama Ls

of unknown origin and that several hypotheses have been pro-

posed as to the school to which it belonged, the most likely being

one of those emanating from the Mahasamghikas without being
able to be more precise.

We give here a full translation of this sutra, then a study of

it based on a comparison with several parallel texts, particularly

the six extant versions of the Mahaparinirvanasutra, one in Pali

and well-known, another in Sanskrit edited by Ernst Waldscrmidt
and four which have come down to us only in Chinese translation.

1) (748c) Thus have I heard. At one time the Buddha was in

Vaisall, in Amrapalfs Park, with a great company of monks
numbering five hundred. Gradually, while dwelling among men,
he travelled around in order to win them over.

At that moment, the Blessed Lord turned round and looked
at the town of Vaisall. Suddenly, he uttered this verse (gatha):

(749a) 'I am now looking at Vaisall, for I shall not see it

again and I shall not enter it again. Henceforth, I shall leave it

and depart'.

2) Then, in the town of Vaisall, the people, having heard that
verse, were greatly saddened. They followed the Blessed Lord,
each shedding tears, and said to e;;ch other: 'The complete
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cessation of the Tathagata will occur shortly. The world will lose

its radiant light'. The Blessed Lord said to them: 'Stop {alam)\

.Mop! O men, do not be so greatly saddened. Phenomena are de-

structible; to wish to do something so that they are not destroyed
is totally unreasonable. I have taught you four things the reality

of which you have noted, and the Community of the four classes

has also given, this teaching on four things. Which are those four?

All formations (samskara) are impermanent (anitya), that is the

first dharma. All formations are painful (duhkha), that is the

second dharma. All formations are impersonal (anatmaka), that is

the third dharma. Nirvana is their cessation (nirodha), that is the

fourth dharma. Such is the origin. In a short time, the Tathagata

will attain complete cessation. Know the origin of those four

dfaarmas and explain their meaning (artha) to all living beings

{sativci).

30 A l that moment, the Blessed Lord wished to act so that the

people from the town of Vaisali returned to their homes,
immediately, he supernormally created a great trench, and the

Tathagata, at the head of the company of monks, stood on one of

its banks, while the local people were on the other bank. Then,
the Blessed Lord threw his own alms-bowl (patra) into space and
gave it to those people, saying to them: 'Make some good offer-

ings to that bowl, also make offerings to Dharma masters with
eminent talents, and you will obtain immense happiness for a

long time'. As soon as the Blessed Lord had made a gift of his

bowl, he set out for Kusinagara country.

4) At that moment, the people of Kusinagara country were
assembled in one place, in all more than five hundred Mallas, and
they conversed thus: 'Let us all do an extraordinary thing to-

gether, so that after the end of our life our renown will spread
far and our children and grandchildren will transmit it. Formerly,
the Mallas of Kusinagara had unequalled strength'. Immediately,
they reflected as follows: 'What meritorious action can we
perform?'

There was then, not far from the town of Kusinagara, a large

oblong stone, one hundred and twenty paces long and sixty paces
wide. 'All together, let us raise it upright!' they said. They used all
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their strength in trying to get it upright, but they were unable to

do so or even get it to move, let alone lift it.

At that moment the Blessed Lord, having reached them, said

to them: 'O young poeple, what are you wanting to do?' The
young people said to the Buddha: 'Our intention was, having dis-

cussed it, to raise this stone so that, from one generation to

another, our renown will be transmitted. We have spared no
effort (749b) for seven days, but we have been unable to do any-

thing so that the stone will rise or move'. The Buddha said to the

young people: 'Sires, would you like the Tathagata to raise that

stone upright?' The young people answered: 'At present, it is just

the moment when we wish only that the Buddha would place that

stone appropriately'.

Instantly, the Buddha rubbed the stone with his right hand,

then, having raised it and placed it in his left hand, he threw it

into space and the stone reached the Brahma heaven. Thereupon,

the Mallas of Kusinagara, not seeing the stone any more, said 10

the Blessed Lord: 'Where has that stone gone now, we do not see

it any more?' The Blessed Lord told them: 'That stone has now
reached the Brahma heaven'. The young people said to the

Buddha: 'When will that stone come to Jambudvlpa?' The Blessed

Lord said to them: 'At present I shall tell you a simile, for the

wise explain by means of similes. If a man were to go to the

Brahma heaven, if he were to take that stone and throw it onto

Jambudvlpa, it would take him twelve years to do so, but at

present the Tathagata, through the use of his supernormal power,

will make it return in an instant'. Hardly had the Tathagata
uttered those words than the stone reappeared in space and a

shower of divine flowers of several hundred kinds fell. Then the

young people, more than five hundred in number, seeing from
afar that stone coming, all fled and dispersed without any of them
remaining on the spot where they were before. The Buddha said

to the young people: 'Fear nothing! The Tathagata himself knows
the moment'. At that moment, the Blessed Lord held out his left

hand, took the stone and, placing it in his right hand, stood it

upright. Then the three thousand great thousands of worlds
trembled six times and, in space, the hidden gods scattered ai

kinds of utpala flowers. Thereupon, the five hundred young
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ijeople marvelled (saying): 'That never existed before! It is utterly

xtraordinary, utterly unique! The supernormal power of the
athagata is truly unequalled! That stone is one hundred and

twenty paces long and sixty paces wide, but with one hand he
placed it on that spot'.

The five hundred young people said to the Buddha: 'Due to

what might did the Tathagata move that stone? Was it through
the bases of supernormal power (rddhipdda)! Was it by using the

power of his knowledge and wisdom that he placed that stone on
that spot?' The Buddha said to the young people: 'I did not use
the might of the bases of supernormal power, and neither did I

use the power of knowledge and wisdom. Now, I used the might
of my father and mother to place that stone on that spot'. The
young people said to the Buddha: 'We did not know that the
Tathagata uses the might of his father and mother. What is this

thing?'

The Blessed Lord said to them: 'I will now tell you a simile,

for the wise explain by means of similes. O young people, know
this, the might of ten camels is not like (749c) the might of a
single ordinary elephant. Furthermore, the might of ten camels
and an ordinary elephant is not like the might of a karada (?)

elephant. Furthermore, the might of ten camels and an ordinary
elephant with that of a karada (?) elephant is not like the might
of a kudhayana (?) elephant. Let us imagine the might of ten

camels, an ordinary elephant . . . and a kudhayana (?) elephant, it

is not like the might of a vdmana (?) elephant. Let us calculate

again: the might of that elephant is not like the might of a
kaneru elephant. Let us calculate again the might of those ele-

phants: it is not like the might of an utpala elephant. Let us
calculate again: the might of many of those elephants is not like

the might of a padma elephant. Let us calculate again: the might
of many of those elephants is not like the might of a kaumuda
elephant. Let us again calculate and compare: it is not like the

might of a pundarlka elephant. Again let us calculate and com-
pare: it is not like the might of a perfumed (gandhin) elephant.
Let us again calculate and compare: it is not like the might of a

mahdndga. Let us again calculate and compare: it is not like the

might of a nardyana. Again let us calculate and compare: it is not

like the might of a universal monarch (cakravartin). Let us again

calculate: it is not like the might of an abhiyukta (?). Let us again

calculate and compare: it is not like that of a bodhisattva

occupying an empty place. Let us again calculate and compare: it

is not like the might of a bodhisattva seated under the Tree of

Enlightenment (bodhivrksa). Again let us calculate and compare: it

is not like the might of the body left by the father and mother of

a Tathagata. At present, it is by means of the might of my father

and mother that I placed that stone in that spot'.

At that moment, the five hundred young people said further

to the Blessed Lord: 'What, then, is the might of the bases of

supernormal power {rddhipada) of a Tathagata?' The Blessed

Lord said to them: 'Formerly I had a disciple named Maud-
galyayana. At that time, we stayed together in the village of the

Bamboo Grove (venuvana) in Veranja. There was then, over the

whole territory of the land, an extreme famine, people ate each

other and their whitened bones filled the roadways. Those who
had left home to follow the Path obtained with difficulty food
that they begged for. The company of holy ones was thin and its

life forces were exhausted. Moreover, all the inhabitants of the

village were starving and they had no further resources. Then
Mahamaudgalyayana came to me and said to me: 'Now, in

Veranja, the famine is extreme and alms-seeking is impossible.

The inhabitants are overwhelmed with misery and they have no
further livelihood. Now, I have personally received from the

Tathagata this teaching: at present, under this ground, there is a

spontaneous (svayambhu) earth-fat which is extremely perfumed
and tasty. I merely wish that the Blessed Lord would allow his

disciples to turn that earth-fat over so that it is above (ground)
and people can eat it. Then the company of holy ones could
(750a) fully regain their life-forces'. I then said to Maudgal-
yayana: 'The worms that move in the earth, where do you wish
to put them?' Maudgalyayana said: 'A hand having the same
aspect as that earth needs to be supernormally created, then used
to turn that earth-fat, so that each of the worms which move
there (could) be put on it'. Then I again said to Maudgalyayana:
'According to which idea do you wish to turn that earth?'
Maudgalyayana said: At present, I shall turn that aspect of earth
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just as a man turns the leaf of a tree, there is no doubt or
difficulty.' I further said to Maudgalyayana: 'Stop (alam)\ Stop! O
Maudgalyayana! There is absolutely no need to turn that earth-fat.

Why? If beings (sattva) see that, they will be so afraid that the
hair that covers them will stand up and the temples of the
Buddhas and deities will be demolished'. Then Maudgalyayana
addressed the Buddha, saying: 'I merely wish that the Blessed Lord
would permit the company of holy ones to go to Uttarakuru to

be^ for their food.' The Buddha said to Maudgalyayana: 'In that

great community, there is no-one who possesses the bases of
supernormal power. How could it go to beg for its food?' Maud-
galyayana said to the Buddha: 'Those who do not have the bases

u pernormal power I will take and transport to that land!' The
Buddha said to Maudgalyayana: 'Stop! Stop! O Maudgalyayana!
What need is there for the company of holy ones to go there and
seek alms-food? Why? In times to come too, there will be
drought and famine, it will be difficult to obtain (food) by beg-
ling and men will no longer have colour. Then the notables

: sresthin) and brahmins will say to the monks: "Why don't you go
3 Uttarakuru to beg for your food? Formerly, the disciples of the

Sakya race possessed great bases of supernormal power. When, by
chance, there was drought and famine, they all went together to
Uttaukuru to seek alms, and they saved their lives themselves.
Now, the disciples of the Sakya no longer have the bases of
supernormal power, or even the supernormal power used by
ascetics (sramana)". Then they will scorn the monks, and that will

cause the notables and householders (grhapati) to have thoughts
of pride in their hearts and (in consequence) they will undergo an
infinity of punishments. O Maudgalyayana, know this, for these
reasons, it is not appropriate for the whole company of monks to
go alms-seeking there'. O young people, know this, Maudgal-
yayana's bases of supernormal power had such virtue that, in
order to calculate the might of Maudgalyayana's bases of
supernormal power, it is everywhere in the three thousand great
thousands of worlds, without there being a gap or fissure (where
it lacks). Nonetheless, it is not like the might of the bases of
supernormal power of the Blessed Lord, who is an hundred times,
3 thousand times, millions of times and milliards of times greater.
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so much so that it cannot be compared by means of a simile. The
virtue of the bases of supernormal power of the Tathagata cannot

be measured'.

The young people said to the Buddha: What is the power of

the wisdom of the Tathagata?' The Blessed One said to them:
'Formerly I also had a disciple named Sariputra, who was the

foremost with regard to wisdom (prajnq). The ocean (mahd-
samudra) is eighty-four thousand leagues (yojana) long and wide,

and full of water. Moreover (750b) Mount Sumeru is eighty-four

thousand leagues high and it enters the water by the same
amount. Jambudvipa is twenty-one thousand leagues from north

to south and seven thousand leagues from east to west. To make
a comparison now, by using the water of the four oceans as ink,

Mount Sumeru as tree bark, the grasses and trees of Jambudvipa
as brushes, to act so that all the inhabitants of three thousand
great thousands of worlds can write, in wishing to write a book
on the actions of wisdom of the monk Sariputra, O young people,

know this, the waters of the four oceans (used as) ink, those

brushes and people would gradually complete their existence
without being able to act so that (that book on) the wisdom of

the monk Sariputra is completed. Therefore, O young people, he
is the foremost in wisdom among my disciples. No-one is superior

to Sariputra in wisdom. By calculating that of the monk Sariputra,

the three thousand great thousands of worlds would be filled

without leaving any gap or fissure. If one wished to compare the

wisdom of the Tathagata, it is an hundred, a thousand, millions

and milliards of times greater, so much so that it cannot be
compared by means of a simile. The power of wisdom of the

Tathagata is like that'.

5) Thereupon, the young people said further to the Buddha: 'Does
there exist a power that surpasses that power?' The Blessed One
said to them: 'There does indeed exist a power that surpasses that

power. — What is it? — It is the power of impermanencc
(anityata). Today, in the middle of the night, between two twin

' trees, the Tathagata will pass away completely, drawn by the
power of impermanence'. Then the young people, all together,
shed tears (saying): 'The Tathagata is going to pass away com-
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pietely, Why so quickly? The world will lose its eye!'

6) At that moment, the nun Kundalaketu, who was the daughter
of the notable i'sresthin) Varada, had this thought: 'I have learned

that the Blessed One is going to pass away completely in a short

time, the number of his days being exhausted. It is appropriate

for me to go now to the Blessed One to pay him a visit and
question him'. That nun then left the town of Vaisall and went to

the Blessed One. From afar she saw the Tathagata who, at the

head of his company of monks and the five hundred young
eople, wished to go between the twin trees. Then the nun ap-

proached the Blessed One, bowed down at his feet and said to

him: 1 have learned that the Blessed One is going to pass away
completely in a short time'. The Blessed One said to her: The
Blessed One is going to pass away completely today, in the
middle of the night'. At that moment, the nun said to the Buddha:
'At present, I have left home to study the Path and I have not

obtained the fruits (phala) which I desire, but the Blessed One is

abandoning me and is going to pass away completely. I only wish
that he would expound the Good Dharma (saddharma) to me, so
that I may obtain the fruits which I desire'. The Biessed One said

to her: 'Reflect now on the origin of suffering'. The nun further

said to the Buddha: 'Real (is) suffering, O Blessed One! Real (is)

suffering, O Tathagata!' (750c) The Blessed One said to her: "What
meaning (artha) do you examine when you say "suffering"?' The
nun said to the Buddha: 'Birth is suffering, old-age is suffering,

disease is suffering, death is suffering, sorrows, lamentations and
torments are suffering, union with what one dislikes is suffering,

separation from what one likes is suffering, in short the five

aggregates of grasping (upadanaskandha) are suffering. It is

because I examined that meaning that I said "suffering"'.

7) Then the nun, having reflected on the meaning, obtained three
superknowledges (abhijha) while she was sitting on her seat. She
then said to the Buddha: 'I am not capable of seeing the Blessed
One pass away completely. I only wish that he would permit me
to pass away completely with him'. The Blessed One then gave
his approval by remaining silent. Immediately, the nun rose from
her seat, bowed down at the feet of the Blessed One and, in front

148 L

Bareau — EA on the End of the Buddha's Life

of the Buddha, flew off into space, where she performed eighteen

transformations: she moved about, or sat down, or moved about

again, her body emitted smoke and fire, it jumped and dis-

appeared at her will without encountering any obstacles, or else it

poured forth water or flames, filling all space. When the nun had
accomplished innumerable transformations, she passed away
completely in the sphere of Nirvana without a remainder (ana-
vasesanirvanadhatu). Then, the Blessed One said to the monks:
'Among my listeners (sravakas), the foremost nun with regard to

promptness of wisdom is the nun Kundala'.

8) The Blessed One then said to Ananda: 'Go between those two
twin trees and lay out a couch for the Tathagata in such a way
that his head would be at the north'. The other replied: 'Yes, O
Blessed One'. Immediately, having received that order from the

Buddha, he went between the two twin trees and laid out a couch
for the Tathagata, then he returned to the Blessed One, bowed
down at his feet and said to him: 'The couch is laid out so that

the head is at the north. It is suitable for you to know the
(appropriate) moment'. Thereupon, the Blessed One went between
those trees_ where the couch was laid out. At that moment,
Venerable Ananda said to the Blessed One: 'For what reasons did

the Blessed One say that his couch should be laid out, with its

head pointing to the north?' The Buddha said to Ananda: After
my complete passing away {parinirvana), the Buddhadharma will

remain in North India. It is for that reason that I had my couch
laid out pointing towards the north'.

9) At that moment, the Blessed One divided up his three robes

(triclvara). Ananda then said to the Buddha: 'Why does the
Tathagata divide up his three robes today?' The Buddha said to

Ananda: 'It is because of my donors (ddnapati) in future times
that I divided up those robes. It is in wishing to act so that those
men may receive merit (punya) that I have divided up my robes'.

10) At that moment, the Blessed One suddenly caused to issue

from his lips a five-coloured light which illuminated the whole
town. Ananda then said to the Buddha: 'For what reason does the
Tathagata cause to issue from his lips (751a) that five-coloured
light?' The Blessed One said to him: 'I have reflected in this way:
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formerly, when the Enlightenment was not yet accomplished,
those who dwelled for a long time in the hells swallowed balls of

burning iron, or else they ate grasses and wood to make their

tour great (elements) (mahabhuta) grow, or else they became
mules, asses, camels, elephants, horses, pigs or sheep, or else they
became hungry ghosts (preta) and, to make their four great

(elements) grow, their bodies had received a mouth as narrow as

that of a foetus, or else they received divine happiness and they
ted on spontaneous (svayambhu) ambrosia (amrtd). Now that I

have become a Tathagata, that I am enlightened regarding the

Path through the power of my faculties Qndriya), that I have
received the body of a Tathagata, for that reason I cause the five-

coloured light to issue from my lips'.

At that moment, in a single instant, he caused to issue from
his iips a marvellous light, superior to the preceding light. Ananda
I !ien said to the Blessed One: 'For what reason does the Tathagata
again emit a light, superior to the previous one?' The Blessed One
said to him: i have reflected in this way: when the Blessed Ones,
the Buddhas of the past, passed away completely, they left a
leaching which did not endure for long in the world. I further
reflected: by which means (upaya) can I act so that my teaching
may remain in the world for a long time? The body of the
Tathagata is to be counted among diamonds (va/ra); I wish to

break that body into pieces (as small as) mustard seeds in order
to disperse them in the world so that, in the future, donors
(danapati) who delight in faith (sraddha) but no longer see the

form of the Tathagata, will take them and pay homage (puja) to

them and, due to the assistance of that merit, they will be reborn
;nto families of the four castes, into families of the four Divine
Kings, among the Thirty-Three gods, among the Yama gods,
among the Tusita gods, among the Nirmanarati gods, among the
Paranirmitavasavartin gods, due to the assistance of that merit
they will be reborn in the World of Desire (kamadhatu), the
World of Form (rupadhdtu) or the Formless World {drupya-
dhdiu), or again they will acquire the Srotaapanna Path (marga),
the Sakrdagamin Path, the Anagamin Path, the Arhat Path, the
P.aiyekabuddha Path or the Path of the Samyaksambuddhas. It is

for that reason that I caused the brilliant light to issue forth.'
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11) Then, the Blessed One himself folded his sanghati into four

thicknesses, placed it on the ground and (lay down) on his right

side, his feet together, one on top of the other. Then Venerable
Ananda, much afflicted, could not help weeping and shedding a
flood of tears. Furthermore, he questioned himself and reproached

himself for not having yet achieved the Path and for still being

attached by the fetters (samyojana) and (he said): Now, the

Blessed One is going to abandon me and pass away completely

Who will be my support and my help?'

12) At that moment, the Blessed One, knowing (that), said to the

monks: 'Where is the monk Ananda at present?' The monks
answered him: 'The monk Ananda is at present behind the bed of

the Tathagata, he cannot help lamenting and shedding tears.

Furthermore, he is questioning himself and reproaching himself

for not having achieved the Path and for not having severed his

fetters (saying): 'Now, the Blessed One is going to abandon me
and pass away completely'. Then, the Blessed One said to Ananda:
'Stop, stop, O Ananda! There is no need to sorrow, since mankind,
animals and the world which they inhabit are all destined to

destruction. You wish them to change, but that is impossible.

With vigour iylrya) accrued through zeal, think of the Gco J

Dharma (saddharma) and cultivate it. Thus, (751b) in a short time

you will come to the end of suffering and you will perform
activities (samskara ?) free of defilements (andsrava). In the past,

the Tathagata Arhat Samyamsambuddhas also had assistants

(upasthdka) like this one, and assuredly the Buddhas of the

future, (as numerous as) the sand-grains of the Ganges, will also

have assistants comparable to Ananda. The noble (drya) universal

monarchs (cakravartin rdjan) have four qualities (dharma) which
did not exist previously. What are those four? When a noble
universal monarch wishes to leave his realm, of people who see

him there is none who is not joyful. When a noble universal
monarch gives orders, of those who hear him there is none who
is not joyful, they are in no way tired of hearing his orders.

\ When a noble universal monarch remains silent, people who see
him remaining silent are all joyful. Such are the four qualities

possessed by noble universal monarchs and which did not exist

previously. O monks, know this, Ananda now also has four
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qualities which did not exist previously. What are those four? If

the monk Ananda arrives in a large community while remaining
silent, of those who see him there is none who is not joyful. If

the monk Ananda utters words, those who hear him are all joyful.

If the monk Ananda arrives in a group of the four classes, in a

group of ksatriyas or brahmins, if he enters a group of ruling

_:ings or householders (grhapati) all are joyful, they arouse
noughts of respect and they look at him without tiring. If the

monk Ananda utters words, they listen to his teaching of the

Dharma without tiring. Such are the four qualities of that monk
which did not exist previously'.

13) At that moment, Ananda said to the Blessed One: 'What
conduct should we follow with women? At present, when the

time has come, the monks don their robes, take their bowl and
beg for their food from one house to another, for the happiness

and benefit of beings (sattva)'. The Buddha said to Ananda: 'Do
not look at each other (with them). If you look at each other, do
not speak to them. If you speak to them, concentrate your mind'.

Then the Blessed One uttered this stanza:

'Do not have relations with women, do not speak to them.
Those who can keep themselves apart and distant then avoid
eight difficulties'.

14) (751c) 'What conduct should we follow with the monk
Chann.a?' The Blessed One said:_ 'Punish him by means of the law
of Brahma {brahmadharma)'. Ananda said to the Buddha: 'How
do we punish him by means of the law of Brahma?' The Blessed

One said: 'You should not speak to the monk Charina. You should
not even say to him "That is good" or "That is bad", and that

monk should not address you'. Ananda said to the Buddha: 'But if

he does not examine that matter correctly, will not the punish-

ment for his faults be aggravated?' The Blessed One said: 'Simply

do not speak to him, that is the punishment of the law of
Brahma. If he does not redeem himself because of that, he should
bs led into the assembly, where people will judge him and have
Wm expelled, but do not expose him to the (disciplinary) precepts
and do not (participate) with him in a gathering of Dharma
(teaching)'. Then, the Blessed One uttered this stanza:
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'Those who wish to conduct themselves as foes with others,

who do not return their enmity, think constantly of that, but

do not speak to them, for those are (men) who corrupt those

who are innocent'.

15) At that moment, the inhabitants of Kusinagara learned that

the Tathagata was going to pass away completely in the middle

of the night. Then, the inhabitants of the land went to the two

twin trees, and having arrived, bowed down at the feet (of the

Buddha) and sat to one side. Those people said to the Blessed One:

'We have just learned that the Tathagata is going to pass away
completely. How may we show him our respect?' Then the

Blessed One turned to look at Ananda. Immediately, the latter had

this thought: 'At present, the body of the Tathagata is exhausted

by fatigue. He wishes to act so that I may transmit the homages

of these (people) to him.' Immediately, Ananda placed his knee on

the ground, joined his hands and said to the Blessed One: 'Here

are are two families of this clan, one named Varada (?), the

second named Subhadra, who now come to take refuge in the

Tathagata and the Community of holy ones. They only wish that

the Blessed One will accept them as upasakas. Henceforth, they

will no longer kill living beings. Here again is the one named
Tisya and the second, named Upatisya. Here also is the one
named Pusya and the second, named Krttika. Thus, they have all

come to take refuge in the Tathagata and only wish that the

Blessed One will accept them as upasakas. (752a) Henceforth,

they will no longer kill living beings, but they will observe the

five precepts'. Then the Blessed One expounded the Dharma to

them in detail, after which he dismissed them to return home.
Immediately, the five hundred Mallas rose from their seats, made
the threefold circumambulation of the Buddha and departed

backwards.

16) At that moment, the Blessed One said to Ananda: 'I have
received my very last disciples, namely, the five hundred Mallas
of Kusinagara'. Then the brahmin ascetic {brahmacarin) Subhadra
arrived in Kusinagara from another land. From afar he saw the

five hundred men approaching and asked them: 'Where have you
come from?'. The five hundred men answered: 'O Subhadra, know
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this, the Tathagata is going to pass away completely today,
between two twin trees'. Subhadra then reflected thus: 'When a

i'athagata appears in the world, it is extremely difficult to meet
him, since a Tathagata appears in the world from time to time (as

rarely) as udumbara flowers, which appear (once) in an hundred
thousand cosmic periods (kalpa). At present, I still have some
doubts (due to which) I do not understand all the articles of the

Dharma. Only this ascetic (sramana) Gautama can dispel my
doubts, I can now go to this Gautama and question him on those

meanings (arthaj.

Then the brahmin ascetic Subhadra went between the two
;win trees, and having reached Ananda, said to the latter. 'I have
learned that the Blessed One is going to pass away completely
today. Is that true?' Ananda replied: 'It is an avowed truth'.

Subhadra said to him: 'At present, I have doubts and I only wish
thai I be permitted to tell this to the Blessed One: "Other men
cannot understand what is taught by the six masters. May I see
t fie ascetic Gautama (in order to know) what he says?' Ananda
said to him: 'Stop, stop, O Subhadra! Do not importune the
Tathagata!' Thus, three times (Subhadra) again said to Ananda:
"When the Tathagatas appear in the world, it is extremely difficult

to meet them. Just like udumbara flowers which appear from
time to time, the Tathagatas appear only from time to time. If I

can now see the Tathagata, it is enough if he can dispel my
doubts. Why should I not be contented with what he will tell me
concerning the meanings (artha) on which I would question him
now? Moreover, O Ananda, do not come with me to speak to the
Blessed One. Once I have heard the Tathagata, I will contemplate
him unrestrictedly from one side, I will face and look at him end-
lessly, but today, even if I do not see him, present me (to him)'.

At that moment, the Blessed One, owing to his divine eye,
from afar saw Subhadra who, turned towards Ananda, was
holding that conversationwith him. The Blessed One then said to
Ananda: 'Stop, stop, O Ananda' Do not prevent the brahmin
ascetic Subhadra (from speaking to me)! Why? He has come to
question me on the meaning, which is of great profit. If I ex-
pound the Dharma to him, he will win Deliverance'. Thereupon,
Ananda said to Subhadra: 'It is well (sadhu)\ It is well! The
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Tathagata permits you to enter now and hear his Dharma'. As
soon as Subhadra heard those words, he could not help jumping
for joy (752b) and, having approached the Blessed One, bowed
down at his feet and sat to one side. Then, Subhadra said to the

Blessed One: 'At present, I would like to question you and I wish
only that you permit me to'. The Blessed One then said to Su-

bhadra: Tt is just the appropriate moment for you to question me'.

Subhadra then said to the Buddha: 'Different ascetics (sramana), O
Gautama, know the means and procedures to win over many

I

(people). They are Purana Kasyapa, Ajita (Kesakambalin),
(Maskarin) Gosalu, Pakudha Katyayana, Samjayin Vairutlputra,

Nirgranthaputra. Do such men know the matters of the three

worlds? Why do they not explain them? Among those six mas-
ters, is there a Conqueror (jindp. A Tathagata?' The Blessed One
then said: 'Stop, stop, O Subhadra! Do not question me on that

meaning! Why do you importune me by asking if those men are

Conquerors, Tathagatas? Henceforth, while I am on this couch, I

am going to teach you my Dharma. Pay great attention!'

Subhadra said to the Buddha: 'At present, I will question you on
the profound (gambhira) meaning. I wish only that the Blessed

One may speak of this to me at the appropriate moment'.

Thereupon, the Buddha said to him: 'I was twenty-nine years

old when I began to study the Path, because I wished to win over
beings. At the age of thirty-five, I studied among the heterodox
(tlrthika) but, from then on, I saw no more ascetics (sramana) or

brahmins since, in their large company, there were none of the

four fruits (phala) of the religious life (sramanya). O Subhadra,
the world was entirely empty, there were no holy men (arhat)
who had acquired the Path. It is in the holy Dharma and because
of it that there are men who possess the holy Dharma, that there
are those whose fruits of the religious life constitute fruition

(vipaka). Why? Because all those who have the four fruits of the
religious life as fruition owe that to the Noble Eightfold Path. O
Subhadra, if I had not attained that supreme (anuttara) Noble

,
Path, none of them would have attained the Noble Eightfold Path,
and it is because I attained the Noble Eightfold Path that I

accomplished the Path of the Buddhas. That is why, O Subhadra,
you should seek the means (upaya) to attain the Noble Path'.
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Subhadra again said to the Buddha: 'I also delight in hearing

(talk) of the Noble Eightfold Path, and I wish only that you may
"'. eminate it by expounding it'. The Blessed One said to him:

What is called the Eightfold Path is right thought, right intention,

right speech, right livelihood, right action, right vigour, right

attention and right mental concentration. Such is, O Subhadra,
vhdt. is called the Noble Eightfold Path.' At that moment
Subhadra, while he was on his seat, obtained the perfectly pure

Dharma eye (dharmacaksus).

Thereupon, Subhadra said to Ananda: 'At present, I have just,

with much joy, obtained a great profit (suldbha) and I wish only
vhat the Blessed One may accept that I become an ascetic

\sramana)\ Ananda answered him: 'Now go yourself to the
Blessed One and ask him to make you an ascetic'. Then, Subhadra
pproached the Blessed One, bowed down at his feet and said to

;iim: 'I wish only (752c) that the Blessed One may agree to make
me an ascetic'. Immediately, Subhadra's body became like that of

an ascetic (sramana), girded in the three robes (tricivdra) of the

Dharma. At that moment, Subhadra contemplated the sight of the
3' /issed One and, while he was on his seat, his mind blemished by
defilements (sdsrava) obtained Deliverance (vimukti). The Blessed

One then said to Ananda: 'Among my disciples, the very last is

Subhadra'.

17) Then, Subhadra said to the Buddha: 'I have just learned that

the Blessed One was going to pass away completely in the middle
of the night. I wish only that the Blessed One may allow me to

pass away completely before then, since I could not bear to see

the Tathagata pass away completely before (me)'. The Blessed One
then acquiesced by remaining silent. Why? In the past, the Blessed

Ones, the Buddhas (as numerous as) the sand-grains of the
Ganges, (agreed that) the very last of their disciples could pass

av/ay completely before (them), after which those Tathagatas
passed away completely. This is the constant rule (dharma) of the
Buddhas, the Blessed Ones, it is not by pure chance just now.
Once Subhadra had seen that the Blessed One acquiesced, in front

of the Buddha, his body straight, his mind correct, his attention
fixed on what was in front of it, Subhadra passed away com-

pletely in the sphere of Nirvana without a remainder (anavasesa-

nirvdnadhdtu). At that moment, the earth was shaken by six

tremors. Then, the Blessed One uttered this stanza:

All formations (samskara) are impermanent (anitya), what

is born will certainly die, but what is not born will not die.

This cessation (nirodha) is supreme happiness (sukhaj.

18) The Blessed One then said to Ananda: 'I order the monks
that, henceforth, they no longer address each other (in terms) of

Lord or Servant, superiors being called Honourable (arya) and

inferiors called Wise (bhadra). They should consider each other

as older and younger brothers. Henceforth, they should not be

called by the name given to them by their father and mother'.

Ananda said to the Blessed One: 'By what names should the

monks now call each other?' The Blessed One said to him: 'If an

inferior monk addresses a superior monk, he should call him
Venerable Senior (dyusmant), and a superior monk who addresses

an inferior should call him by his clan (gotra) name. Moreover,

monks who wish to choose a name for themselves should base it

on the three Honourables. Such are my orders and my pro-

hibitions'. Then, having heard the Blessed One's words, Ananda
was well pleased and applied himself to their practice.

The study of this text is based in the main on a comparison

which should be made with parallel texts, particularly the six

versions of the Mahaparinirvanasutra. We would like to do so by
referring to the fine work by Prof. Ernst Waldschmidt, Die
Oberlieferung vom Lebensende des Buddha (Gottingen 1944-8)

and Das Mahaparinirvanasutra (Abhandlungen der deutschen
Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, Berlin 1950 and 1951), as

well as our own Recherches sur la biographie du Buddha dans
les Sutrapitaka et les Vinayapitaka anciens II. Les demiers mois,

le Parinirvdna et les funerailles (Publications de l'Ecole francaise

d'Extreme-Orient, Paris 1970 and 1971), and to our article on 'La
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composition et les etapes de la formation progressive du Maha-
pannirvanasutra ancien' (Bulletin de I'Ecole francaise d'Extreme-
Orient LXVI, Paris 1979, pp.45-103).

The sutra in the Ekottaragama consists of eighteen episodes
which can be enumerated as follows:

1) The Buddha's last look at Vaisall.
2) The affliction of the people of Vaisall.
3) The marvel of the river near Vaisall.
4) The marvel of the stone at Kusinagara,
5) The affliction of the people of Kusinagara.
6) The visit of the nun Kundalaketu.

? The complete passing away of the nun Kundalaketu.
8j The Buddha's installation under the twin trees.
9) The dividing of the Buddha's robes.
10) Various marvels performed by the Buddha.
U) Ananda's affliction.

12) The Buddha consoles Ananda and praises his wonderful
qualities.

13) The rules of conduct for monks concerning women.
14) Conduct to be used towards the monk Channa.
15) The visit of the Mallas from Kusinagara.
16) The visit of Subhadra the brahmin ascetic.
17) The complete passing away of Subhadra.
18) The Buddha's final admonitions to his disciples.

Structurally, this sutra is greatly differentiated from. the six
versions ot the Mahaparinirvanasutra (= MPNS) which, despite
umerous and at times considerable differences between each

other, on the whole present a strong resemblance, which a com-
parison with our sutra will bring out.

In the first place, the Ekottaragama (= EA) text contains only
sree episodes, the first three, located outside Kusinagara, whereas

the six MPNSs open with an account of events located in
-\ajagrha, then continue with a narration of actions which
occurred in Pataligrama, and which these six MPNS continue
with numerous episodes located first in Vaisall then in the neigh-
bourhood of that town, followed bv several more spaced out
along the road from Vaisall to Kusinagara, where the Parinirvana

of the Buddha and his funeral took place. Thus, our EA sutra

appears to have preserved a very archaic structure, concentrating

on events located in Kusinagara in the hours which preceded the

supreme Passing Away of the Blessed One. We find confirmation
of this in that only the three episodes which it locates in Vaisall

concern the extreme end of the Buddha's last stay in that town
and that one of the three, the last look at Vaisall, is also re-

counted by five of the six MPNSs. The other two, which follow

on from this first episode, are found elsewhere in only one of

these MPNSs, that which, moreover, differs from the others in its

structure and through various characters, but the origin of which
remains unknown. These three initial episodes located in Vaisali

which, furthermore, are somewhat brief, were probably added
quite late to the early version of the EA sutra, which must have
been reduced to a series of scenes with Kusinagara as its setting.

However, this series itself was obviously established gradu-

ally, since it contains elements from very diverse periods. In fact,

several of the episodes which it contains, not least by their length,

are unknown elsewhere, in particular in the six MPNSs. These are,

basically, the marvel of the stone thrown by the Buddha in

Kusinagara, including the long discourse praising the Blessed
One's might, then the visit of the nun Kundalaketu and her
complete passing away. The Pali Canon is fully cognisant of a

nun named KundalakesI who was regarded by the Buddha as also

being the foremost in promptness of intelligence, but it says
nothing of her presence with the Blessed One in Kusinagara at

the moment of the Parinirvana and it is also silent over her
passing away. These three episodes, therefore, were thought up
very late and so inserted in our sutra. We should note, furthe.-
more, that all three of them are placed at the beginning of the
series of episodes set in Kusinagara, which is very clear proof of
their addition to an earlier version of the sutra, which consisted
of the following eleven episodes, which we will examine further
on. It can even be supposed that this addition preceded that of the
three scenes located in Vaisall and which must have been
borrowed later from a text close to the only MPNS that recounts
all three. Nonetheless, the three later episodes set in Kusinagaui
may well have been inserted after those of Vaisali, since they are
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precisely linked to the town of the Mallas. In fact, the first con-

cerns an exploit, the intention of which is ascribed to the men of

Kusinagara, which requires the presence of the Buddha in that

:own, and the other two are based on the desire of the nun
Kundaiaketu to see the Buddha before his Parinirvana, which
leads her to hasten to the spot where it will take place. It is also

^derstandable that the addition of these three episodes could well

have been an insertion into an early version, between the three

scenes located in Vaisall and the long series of those which
already had the town of the Mallas as their setting.

It is also highly possible that the insertion of the two epi-

sodes introducing the nun Kundaiaketu preceded by some greater

or lesser length of time that of the account of the marvel of the

stone and the discourse which follows. On the one hand, the tone

is very different, much more faithful to the normal spirit of

sutras and lacking the supernatural elements of that account and
discourse, the exaggerations of which seem truly ridiculous to us.

Moreover, their inspiration is very different: the nun Kundaiaketu
conducts herself on the whole very much as will, a little later, the

ascetic Subhadra, of whom she is in some way the feminine
double. Since the episode of Subhadra's visit is well-known else-

where, not only in the six MPNSs, but also in the two Samyukta-
gamas, it is clear that it is at the origin of the invention of the

two scenes in which the nun plays the main part. We are
Therefore probably right in supposing that these two scenes were
added to our sutra before the episode of the marvel of the stone
and the discourse which followed it. This addition was nonetheless
juite late, since these two scenes are unknown to other canonical
texts that have come down to us.

Nearly all the other episodes, which are set in Kusinagara,
are found in the MPNSs and therefore belong to early versions of
the EA sutra. If it is compared to other canonical texts containing
parallel scenes, we can apparently recognise various stages in the
establishment of the series. The earliest episodes would be the
following:

1) The installation of the Buddha under the twin trees ( = 8).

2) The visit of Subhadra the ascetic ( = 16).
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3) The complete passing away of Subhadra ( = 17).

4) The affliction of the inhabitants of Kusinagara ( = 5).

We should note, nevertheless, that this last episode has been

displaced in our sutra: instead of following immediately after the

account, whether brief or detailed, of the Parinirvana, it precedes

it by far, since it is placed between the account of the marvel of

the stone, accompanied by the discourse which this incurs, and

that of the visit of the nun. In fact, it is presented as a kind of

brief appendix to the Buddha's discourse after the marvel and is

lead quite skilfully by the transition of the extraordinary power

of the Tathagata to that, even greater, of the impermanence

which will cause the Parinirvana. This displacement is linked, in

all appearances, to the fact that our sutra does not narrate, let

alone mention in its place the supreme Passing Away of the

Blessed One but concludes just before for reasons unknown to us.

A little later these early kernels were expanded by the

following episodes, also narrated by the six MPNSs but absent

from other canonical sources:

5) Ananda's affliction ( = 11).

6) The Buddha consoles Ananda and praises his qualities (
=

12).

7) The conduct to be used towards the monk Channa ( = 14).

8) The Buddha's final admonitions to his disciples ( = 18).

9) The visit of the Mallas from Kusinagara ( = 15).

Even later, two episodes were added and which appear only

in three of the six MPNSs:

10) Various marvels performed by the Buddha ( = 10).

11) The rules of conduct for monks concerning women ( 13).

Very much later, a brief scene unknown elsewhere, at least

by the early canonical texts, was inserted: the dividing up of the

Buddha's three robes, which immediately follows the installation

of the Buddha under the twin trees and precedes the account of

the marvels. This scene was clearly inspired by the homage
rendered to three monastic robes presented to devotees as having

belonged to the Buddha. Was one of those three robes the Blessed

One's sahghati, the presence of which Fa-hsien, Sung-yun and

Hsiian-tsang noted in the neighbourhood of the town of Hidda,
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120 km east of modern Kabul? It is possible since, in order to

explain the position of the dying Buddha with his head towards

the north, in episode No.8 our sutra attributes to him these sig-

nificant words: 'After my Parinirvana, the Buddhadharma will

remain in northern India'. Nonetheless, the Blessed One having
certainly used a successive quantity of robes in the course of his

long life and the veneration of relics having a greater propensity

to increase the former for the satisfaction of an ever larger

number of devotees, such pieces of material must have been
offered for the veneration of the Buddhist faithful in many other

places in India, and more particularly in northern India, from the

first centuries of the Common Era.

The episode of the marvel of the river (No.3) clearly alludes

> another relic of the Buddha, namely, the alms-bowl (patrd)
which the former cast to the faithful of Vaisall as he left them,
a'"ter having created an uncrossable trench in order to disengage

: otv those importuners. Fa-hsien and Hsuan-tsang recount this

legend in connection with their passage through that place, but
neither of them note the presence of that relic or of a stupa
which might have contained it. Doubtless that object must have
long since disappeared by their time and no material trace of it

had been preserved thereabouts.

It is the same for the heavy stone raised upright by the
Blessed One in order to demonstrate his superhuman might to the
young Mallas of Kusinagara. Neither Fa-hsien nor Hsuan-tsang
saw that immense rock, an hundred paces long and sixty wide,
and they make no allusion whatever to that object or its legend.

Since it is difficult to believe that such a rock, which must have
r»een clearly visible on the immense plain where Kusinagara was
to be found, could have disappeared in a few centuries without
having the least trace, we can but think that this story of a
marvel is purely imaginary and was not invented to provide a
Buddhist explanation for some accident of terrain.

Relics of quite another kind are mentioned in the narration
, the marvels performed by the Buddha in Kusinagara (No.10),

namely, the dividing up of the Blessed One's body into a multi-
tude of particles intended for the veneration of the faithful, a
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veneration due to which these last acquired immense merit in the

form of rebirth among fortunate men or the gods, and finally as

the fruits of holiness. This passage, absent in the parallel canonical

texts, has the obvious aim of justifying the veneration paid to the

bodily relics (sarlra) of the Buddha, that is, to the miniscule frag-

ments of calcinated bones collected after the cremation of his

body. This, it seems, is an allusion, not only to the sharing out of

these relics into eight portions, as is recounted in the last chapters

of the six MPNSs, but also doubtless to their distribution amor
;

several myriads of stupas scattered by Asoka over all his vast

empire.

At the end of the same passage, it should be noted that the

career of the Samyaksambuddhas is promised, alongside those of

Arhats and Pratyekabudcjhas, to the faithful who pay homage to

those bodily relics. This is an idea which, if it is not frankly

Mahayanist, is at least close to concepts of the (Great Vehicle, but

it is true that the EA, here and there, contains clearly Mahayanist

elements which were inserted quite late in the text of that col-

lection. However, we should remark that, in the present passage,

it is a question of a goal to be attained, that is, the Great

Enlightenment which transforms the holy one irito a perfect

Buddha, and not of the long series of existences which precedes

that event and prepares him, that Bodhisattva career which is in

itself proposed as the ideal for adherents of the Mahayana. This

means perhaps that this paragraph does not yet pertain to the

Mahayana, but only to an intermediate stage between early

Buddhism, what was to be called Hlnayana, and Mahayana proper,

a stage of which other early canonical texts, particularly those of

the Theravadins, which remained resolutely refractory to Maha-
yanist tendencies, have retained scarcely any trace. Doubtless we
can see here an indication that the EA belonged to one of the

sub-schools of the Mahasamghika group, a group which was very
important but which, alas, remains mostly unknown to us through
a lack of documentation.

* If several parts of our sutra were conceived quite late or

contain very late additions, others remained very faithful to eariy

versions of the episodes which they narrate. Certain of them have
even preserved for us the most archaic version of this or thai
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scene, as is clearly shown by a comparison with the parallel texts,
in Particular with the six MPNSs. This is so with the account of

Buddha s last look at Vaisall (No.l), taken without any modifi-
cation from a version which has remained set in its most ancient
crm. It is the same for several scenes or groups of phrases
pertaining to the following episodes: the installation of the
iuddha under the twin trees (No.8), Ananda's affliction (Nail) the
Buddtes consolation of Ananda (No.12), the rules of conduct for
monks concerning women (No.13), the visit of the Mallas from
kusinagara (No.15). The last four accounts, moreover, have only
undergone modifications of little importance and have remained
faithful to the oldest version in their essentials. This same fidelity

noticeable in respect of the other four episodes, despite more
numerous alterations of details, behind which it is less easy to
rind the early text: the conduct to be used towards the monkLnanna (No.14), the visit of Subhadra the ascetic (No 16)
Subhadra s complete passing away (No.17) and the Buddha's final
admonitions to his disciples (No.18). In contrast, the accounts of
tne afrliction of the people from Kusinagara (No.5) and of the
r.arvels performed by the Buddha in Kusinagara (No.10) have
been considerably altered and belong to a more recent stage than
the parallel texts in the evolution of the legend.

Despite these later, even much later and of considerable
importance, additions and alterations, the EA sutra has on thewhole remained faithful to a very early version of the MPNS
even more faithful than the six MPNSs we have to hand Not
only has it preserved passages and even episodes from a versionmore archaic than those of these six texts, but its structure shows
\

t0
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e^° m a Stage clearly older than theirs in the formation of
tne MPNS. As we saw earlier, all the episodes it contains are set
in Kusinagara, apart from the first three, taken from an account
or the Buddha s last stay in Vaisall, of which they constitute the
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there lack a11 the P^ceding parts of the sixMPNSs, which contain in full some fifty episodes, at times of

great importance, spaced all along the road leading from Raiagrha
to Kusinagara, via Pataligrama and Vaisall. Moreover if it con-lams episodes absent in the six MPNSs, in contrast 'it ignores
Several which recount these last: the choice of Kusinagara as the
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site of the Parinirvana, the Buddha's last words and, especially, the

long series of those which narrate the Parinirvana itself (an

episode which is curiously missing in our sutra), the Buddha's
funeral and the argument over the relics, the importance and
fame of which are undeniable. It has only seven episodes in

common with the six MPNSs: the installation of the Buddha
under the twin trees (No.8), Ananda's affliction (Noll), the
Buddha's consolation of Ananda (No. 12), the visit of the Mallas

from Kusinagara (No.15), the visit of Subhadra the ascetic (Ng.16),

Subhadra's complete passing away (No.17), and the Buddha's final

admonitions to his disciples (No.18), including the conduct to be
used towards the monk Channa (No.14). Our sutra has two further

episodes in common with only three of the six MPNSs, among
them the Pali: the various marvels performed by the Buddha in

Kusinagara (No.10) and the rules of conduct concerning women
(No.13), which indicates a common tradition with the Theravadins
and Dharmaguptakas, without this proving a relationship between
the school to which the EA belonged and those two.

If the structure of our sutra shows that it pertained to a stage

clearly prior to that where the six MPNSs were formed, it is in

contrast later, according to appearances, than that of short series

of certain sutras in the Pali Samyutta Nikaya and the Sam-
yuktagamas of the Sarvastivadins and KasyapTyas, consisting of
only three or six episodes. Our text has no episode in common
with the Pali sutta, but it has three with the others: the instal-

lation of the Buddha between the two twin trees (No.8).
Subhadra's visit (No.16) and his complete passing away (No.17).

Similar verification can be made by studying two other
sutras in the EA (T 125, 593a-b; 619a-624b) narrating a series of
episodes from the eve of the Enlightenment to the Buddha's
return to Kapilavastu: alongside several episodes manifestly
conceived much later, we find in them many others whose text is

at least as old, and sometimes older, than those of other parallel

canonical accounts, in Pali or Chinese translation; moreover, a
certain number of episodes narrated by these parallel texts,
particularly all those which are set in Rajagrha, are totally lacking
in our EA sutra, which has thus remained more faithful than the
others to a very ancient version of this partial biography of the
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Buddha, limited to events which followed the Enlightenment.

This clearly shows that a study of the EA, which is little

known, should not be neglected since, besides numerous incon-

restably very late elements, it also contains many other extremely
ancient elements, even more ancient than those of the cor-

responding Pali texts. It is therefore of importance to research

and examine these data which have remained set in their archaic

form if we wish to advance in our knowledge of the oldest stages

of Buddhist literature and, in consequence, of the history of
Buddhism in general.

I*his article originally appeared under the title 'La fin de la vie du
Buddha selon l'Ekottara-agama' in Hinduismus and Buddhismus.
Festschrift fur Ulrich Schneider, ed. Harry Falk, Freiburg 1987,

•jp.13-37. Translated by Sara Boin-Webb and published with the
Kind permission of Madame Bareau.

IS THE ASTASAHASRIKA PRAJNAPARAMITA SUTRA

REALLY ARGUING AGAINST THE SARVASTIVADINS?

Ynshinori Onishi

INTRODUCTION

It goes without saying that the Prajhaparamita sutras have been

of enormous importance to the development of Mahayana

Buddhism. Yet, it is not well understood under what circum-

stances, and with what intentions, these texts were actually

composed. In fact, assumptions (rather than knowledge

substantiated by evidence) often seem to form the basis tor

literature treating the rise and development of the Mahayana,

especially with regard to the nature of its relationship with other

early schools. The underlying aim of the present paper is to

emphasise the importance of examining what the texts themselves

have to say about this subject. More specifically, this paper aims

at re-evaluating the relationship (if any) between the Mahayana

and the Sarvastivada (which is distinguished by its theory of the

substantiality of dharmas) on the basis of evidence found in the

Astasahasrika Prajhaparamita Sutra (henceforth abbreviated as

Asta), which is considered the earliest Prajhaparamita sutra (as

weil as the earliest of all Mahayana sutras).

When discussing the early development of the Mahayana,

especially with the Asta in mind, some scholars talk about the

Mahayana critique of the Sarvastivada's notion of own-nature
,
as

Harvey has done (P. Harvey, An introduction to Buddhism,

Cambridge 1990, p.87). Another author writes:

The Mahayana. . . arose as an attempt to popularize Buddha-

word and also as a reaction against the metaphysics of tne

Sarvastivada school which abandoned the anti-substantiahst or

anti-essentialist position. . . (D.J. Kalupahana in J.

Dhirasekera, ed„ Encyclopaedia of Buddhism 4, 3, Colombo

1979, p.450).

This latter statement involves at least two issues: the nature

of the origin of the Mahayana and the question of whether the

target of the Prajnaparamita sutras' criticism really was the
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