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Introduction

Despite popular and scholarly perceptions of Magadha in northeastern 
India (modern Bihar) as the center of Indian Buddhism, the essays in this 
volume collectively make a strong case that the Buddhism of the Krishna 
River Valley in southeastern India (modern Andhra Pradesh) likewise 
played a pivotal role in the rise and development of the religion, and 
profoundly impacted subsequent Buddhist traditions, not only in India 
and the Indian subcontinent but throughout Southeast and East Asia as 
well. We are particularly interested in this theme, not only because one 
of us is originally from Andhra, grew up in the shadow of many of its 
famous archaeological sites and had an opportunity to study them as a 
part of pursuing academic degrees, but also because Buddhism in this 
region has been largely neglected within the scholarship to date. The 
impetus for this volume also stems from conversations between the edi-
tors about the present revival in interest about Buddhism now taking 
place in Andhra Pradesh among archaeologists, historians, politicians, 
and the general public. During our conversations, we also realized how 
a number of our own friends from various disciplines in the scholarly 
community, archaeologists, art historians, epigraphists, historians of 
religion, and philosophers, shared interests with us in the signifi cance 
of Buddhism in the Krishna River Valley. We invited some of these col-
leagues to participate in panels at the meetings of Association for Asian 
Studies and the University of Wisconsin South Asia Conference. Most of 
the chapters in this volume grew out of these panel presentations.

Various factors account for the relative neglect of Andhra’s signifi -
cance in buddhological circles, both in India and abroad. For example, 
in Europe and the United States, historians of Buddhist thought have 
been aware for quite some time that such pivotally important Mahåyåna 
Buddhist thinkers as Någårjuna, Dignåga, Candrak¥rti, ≈ryadeva, and 
Bhåvaviveka, among many others, formulated their theories while liv-
ing in Buddhist communities in Andhra, but such a premium has been 
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2 Sree Padma and A. W. Barber

placed on the study of religious doctrine or philosophy that the histo-
ricity of Buddhism, in both its material and social expression, has not 
been emphasized to any great degree. Similarly, we have been aware 
of some of the signifi cant contributions Buddhist communities of this 
region made to world Buddhist praxis, but we still know very little 
about these communities per se.

In India, many scholars are not very aware of the history of Bud-
dhism beyond the South Asian context, whereas it is in considering Bud-
dhism as a whole that Andhra’s special signifi cance becomes apparent. 
While Indian scholars have devoted considerable attention to the study 
of Buddhist art and other material culture that has been excavated and 
exposed in Andhra Pradesh during the past two centuries, and some of 
them have studied the infl uence of the Amaravati school of art in South 
and Southeast Asian Buddhist traditions, these studies tend not to go 
beyond the identifi cation of technical and stylistic details characteristic 
of this art. Simultaneously, especially in the context of Asian scholarship, 
the nationalist mythology of a pure Buddhist tradition being preserved 
in various Buddhist nations led to a refusal to admit the contributions 
of outside infl uences such as those coming from Andhra; if recognized 
at all, they were considered problematic and or even repellant.

Among the regional historians of India, especially those who have 
studied the regions south of the Vindhya Mountains, there has been a 
trend to trace connections between Buddhist communities of the south 
with the history of Buddhist communities in the north of India in the 
earliest eras of Buddhist history. This has been the case especially with 
many historians of Andhra. These historians have relied heavily on lit-
erary sources and travelogues to assert these connections. Considerable 
energy has been expended to match modern place names in Andhra with 
names of places mentioned in Buddhist literary sources and in foreign 
sources such as Pliny’s Natural History, Ptolemy’s Geography, and in the 
Chinese sources provided by Fa-Xian, Xuanzang, and Yiqing. In the 
absence of precise material evidence, the claims of these historians have 
often been debated and doubted in scholarly circles outside of Andhra. 
Some of these historians have asserted that Buddhism entered Andhra 
as early as the lifetime of the Buddha. References from the Suttanipåta 
and the Mahåvagga are cited to warrant these assertions. While claims of 
this nature by these historians have not been suffi ciently substantiated, it 
is clear that many of the ancient Buddhist sites that have been explored 
and excavated by archaeologists in the twentieth century, including 
Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda, and Jaggayyapeta in the lower Krishna 
River Valley, can be traced to at least to the third century BCE, if not 
earlier. Moreover, the great array of Buddhist sects that are mentioned in 
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inscriptions at Nagarjunakonda and other places has made it clear that 
Andhra was a lively historical venue at which numerous institutional 
schisms and novel doctrinal developments occurred. The study of these 
inscriptions, as well as the consideration of art, architecture, and other 
forms of material culture in the excavated sites, have been of enormous 
help in supporting or rejecting the claims made by earlier historians. In 
spite of all of the material evidence that has been weighed, there are 
still a large number of unanswered questions to ponder.

The holistic approach of the present volume—which embraces both 
Indian and extra-Indian Buddhist traditions, and treats Buddhism as a 
religion not only of philosophy but also of art, politics, and praxis—en-
ables a new appraisal of Buddhism in Andhra. Together, the various 
chapters—each focused on specifi c dimensions of Andhra’s long and rich 
history involving Buddhism, and treating it from a variety of disciplinary 
and methodological angles—contribute a uniquely comprehensive picture 
of Buddhist culture from even before its emergence in the historical re-
cord (third century BCE) up to and beyond its fi nal decline in about the 
twelfth century CE, and make the general case that the Buddhism that 
developed in Andhra’s Krishna River Valley played a catalytic role for 
the history of Buddhist tradition in other cultural milieus; its creativity in 
art, philosophy, praxis, and political theory became at times paradigmatic 
for, or at least a factor of signifi cant infl uence on communities in other 
regions of the world that embraced Buddhism in its various forms.

Sree Padma’s lead-off chapter traces the background leading to the 
history of Buddhism in Andhra, especially in its lower Krishna River 
Valley, to show how the Buddhist culture that developed in Andhra 
from the third century BCE to the third century CE was unique to the 
region. Citing recent archaeological reports, she traces out the movements 
of protohistoric communities in Andhra and their interactions with com-
munities in other regions to show how this shared knowledge led to 
gradual progress in metallurgy and building technology as they advanced 
from pastoral to agricultural stages, to developing trade, and then into 
the process of urbanization. A common theme throughout each of these 
stages was the veneration of the dead. To express their respect for the 
dead, these communities built substantial commemorative structures. 
The building methods of these structures increased in complexity as the 
communities progressed in their technology. By the time of the arrival of 
Buddhism, protohistoric communities had developed a religious culture 
that had anticipated important aspects of Buddhist cult. Specifi cally, the 
communities who were successful in building complicated monuments 
to venerate their dead in what we might call “proto-st¶pas” were not 
only poised to build Buddhist st¶pas and caityas, but to add their own 
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religious symbols and indigenous cultic practices into the Buddhist mix. 
This creativity, as it was expressed in art, architecture, and religious 
ideas, Sree Padma states, functioned as a kind of fulcrum that eventually 
proved attractive to Buddhist communities beyond Andhra.

Details of Mahåsåμghika literature, philosophy and the practice of 
caitya worship in the Krishna region have been dealt with at length in 
the next chapter by Bart Dessein. Dessein draws information from both 
Indian and Chinese sources using previously unstudied materials in his 
development of this theme. The chapter’s main focus is the study of 
ßråvakayåna schools which, as he says, constituted different subgroups 
of the Mahåsåμghikas. Dessein uses epigraphical records to determine 
the identity of various schools that existed in the Krishna River Valley. 
He analyses the history of these schools and their doctrinal viewpoints 
as revealed through their textual sources in order to show how the 
Mahåsåμghikas in Andhra were more innovative and held a slightly dif-
ferent view from their northern counterparts regarding the supermundane 
nature of the Buddha and bodhisatvas. In order to understand the histori-
cal and doctrinal signifi cance, he provides specifi c information about the 
Mah¥ßåka, Bahußrut¥ya, Caityaka, P¨rvaßaila, and Aparaßaila schools. He 
discusses, at length, the Mahåsaμghika abhidharma after conceptualizing 
it within the greater body of Mahåsåμghika literature. His article also 
contributes to our understanding of the controversial discussion about 
distinguishing characteristics between arhats and the Buddha.

Jacob Kinnard’s chapter focuses on the interpretation of Buddhist 
sculptural scenes. His attention centers on the issue of aniconic and 
iconic representations of the Buddha and the possible historical meanings 
of these representations. He focuses his study on the Amaravati st¶pa 
and its most conspicuous symbols, such as the footprint, the tree or the 
dharmacakra. He discusses how the representation of these symbols has 
been interpreted by earlier scholars as symbolic of the Buddha’s pres-
ence in aniconic form. The popular view among these scholars has been 
that the aniconic tradition of symbolic representation was succeeded by 
the iconic anthropomorphic tradition coinciding with the emergence of 
Mahåyåna ideas. Kinnard questions this standard interpretive conception 
and proceeds to demonstrate, with the help of visual examples from 
Amaravati, that this was not quite true. Noting that Susan Huntington 
has proposed that aniconic representation of the Buddha commemorates 
post-nirvå£a events, ongoing ritual practices, and the places associated 
with these events, Kinnard understands the sculptures at Amaravati as 
documenting early Buddhist ritual action and thereby constituting a 
kind of lexicon of cultic activity that eventually became paradigmatic 
for Buddhist communities in other parts of India. Kinnard fi nds that 
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this paradigm is especially refl ected in the Påla art of the later northeast. 
He argues convincingly that these sculptures were intended to be nar-
ratives, objects of veneration, and ritually mimetic images. For Kinnard, 
then, the art at Amaravati represents not just an “Amaravati School of 
art,” but a whole set of rituals in which various objects were venerated 
that later inspired the practice of Buddhism in other parts of India, Sri 
Lanka, and Southeast Asia.

John Holt and Sree Padma’s joint chapter on “Buddhism in Andhra 
and Its Infl uence on Buddhism in Sri Lanka” discusses the development 
of Buddhist ideas, practices, and the artistic portrayal of the Buddha in 
Andhra and their possible impacts on Sri Lanka’s burgeoning Buddhist 
culture. The chapter begins with noting how national myths of origin 
have often occluded aspects of social and political history when rendered 
authoritative by historians of a nationalist bent. It then reviews various 
scholarly fi ndings about the early schism between the Sthåviravådins 
and Mahåsåμghikas and notes the likely possibility that dissident 
Mahåsåμghika sects made Andhra their home. Citing inscriptions issued 
at two famous Buddhist centers and canonical writings produced in the 
early centuries CE in the lower Krishna River Valley, the chapter then 
describes how the emerging Buddhist culture of Andhra gave rise to 
ideas and practices congenial to the eventual Mahåyåna that were later 
spread to Sri Lanka, a development further refl ected in the growing 
distinction between the rival Theravåda Mahåvihåra and more eclectic 
Abhayagiri monasteries in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka. The chapter refutes 
claims made by Sri Lankan nationalist scholars that the Buddha image 
originated in Sri Lanka. It notes, by means of Ulrich von Schroeder’s 
detailed analysis of Buddhist sculpture, that many limestone images, 
made from a particular type of stone only found within the Krishna 
River Valley, were directly imported from Amaravati and used for ritual 
purposes in monasteries throughout the island and it further notes the 
extent of the infl uence of Amaravati on sculptural representations of the 
Buddha and on caitya building activity, citing examples at famous Bud-
dhist centers in Sri Lanka and the impact of Mahåyåna philosophy on 
conceptions of the Buddha and bodhisattva. What we see throughout Sri 
Lankan history, as it has been understood within Theravåda monastic 
circles and recapitulated through nationalist historians, is that there was 
a constant struggle to retain the so-called purity and originality of Bud-
dhist teaching that translated into controversies between the Abhayagiri 
and Mahåvihåra monasteries. In spite of this view that there was a stiff 
resistance by Theravåda monks to outside infl uence and their victory over 
the other group that advocated change, there was always, to be sure, a 
certain amount of ideas and practices that seeped into emergent Sinhala 
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Theravåda Buddhism, nationalist claims for purity notwithstanding. This 
chapter concludes by raising questions regarding the impact of all of this 
on contemporary Sri Lankan public and political consciousness.

The next chapter takes up the study of Candrak¥rti, an important 
Mahåyåna commentator on Någårjuna and ≈ryadeva’s works. Karen 
Lang studies some of Candrak¥rti’s assertions made in his commentary 
on ≈ryadeva’s Catu÷ßataka in which he vehemently refutes Brahmani-
cal and Jain beliefs and practices while vigorously defending Buddhist 
ideas of kingship. Candrak¥rti questions the Brahmanical concept of the 
king’s divinity, noting the fact that the king’s power was dependent on 
his subjects’ revenues. Candrak¥rti warns that the king who abuses his 
power for wealth and ill treatment of women would be reborn in a far 
less exalted stage. (Candrak¥rti’s criticism of military culture is quite 
classic in its substance and could even be compared to the conceptual 
underpinning of contemporary pacifi st movements!) Why did Candrak¥rti 
so severely critique Brahmanical and Jain beliefs and practices? Why did 
there seem to be such a compelling need for him to defend Buddhism? 
To understand Candrak¥rti’s rather harsh criticisms, Lang looks at the 
contemporary political and religious map of South India through the in-
scriptions issued by both Buddhist and Saivite Brahmanical kings. In her 
hypothesis, she situates Candrak¥rti in the seventh-century delta region 
between the two great rivers of the Deccan, the Krishna and Godavari. 
This was the time when many Buddhist monasteries fell out of use while 
political rulers were embracing Saivism. Lang documents, through an 
examination of inscriptions, the historical survival of some Buddhist 
monasteries under the patronage of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂ins, monasteries 
that were later were taken over by the Saivite Cålukyas. She compares 
the content of these inscriptions with a long donative inscription of the 
Saivite Cålukyas to show the changing religious culture of the Deccan 
and South India and its impact on the notion of an ideal ruler. The 
Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in records, consistent with Buddhist expectations of kinghood, 
show how the donor king wanted the resultant merit of his donations 
to be transferred to not only himself, but also to his parents and to all 
sentient beings, a development, we would note, that seems to fi nd its 
quintessential expression ultimately in the construction of temples by 
the Khmers at Angkor from the ninth through the twelfth centuries CE. 
Furthermore, these records mention the benevolence and generosity of 
the king and his rightfully acquired wealth. Saivite Cålukyan inscriptions, 
on the other hand, celebrate the rulers’ achievements as warriors, but 
do not emphasize their accomplishments as donors. The poet author of 
a Cålukyan inscription, for example, praises the king for pillaging the 
opponents’ territories and wresting their wealth. While Lang mentions 
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that glorifi cation of the battlefi eld was not unique to Saivite kings alone, 
she also quotes Davidson on how the Saivite kings and their poets were 
particularly susceptible to this kind of rhetoric. Lang also examines eu-
logies found in both Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in and Cålukyan inscriptional records 
to ascertain a conception of “the world ruler” and then compares this 
with Candrak¥rti’s ideology. According to Candrak¥rti, the world ruler 
must be the moral exemplar, not the powerful king who devastates the 
world through waging wars. Lang has successfully demonstrated how 
Buddhist Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in records meet Candrak¥rti’s standards of king-
ship while Candrak¥rti’s scathing criticisms are aimed directly at what 
Cålukyan inscriptions claim. She also notes that other Buddhist works 
by scholarly monks like Candrak¥rti advocated the idea of an ideal ruler 
who could be simultaneously a bodhisattva, by means of compassion. She 
further demonstrates through inscriptions how the notion of ideal Bud-
dhist king traveled to Sri Lanka, thus complementing assertions made 
by Sree Padma and Holt in their essay.

Building on the trajectory established by Dessein and using Indic, 
Tibetan, and Chinese sources, A. W. Barber explores the development of 
the tathågatagarbha concept and tantra traditions to show how Andhra’s 
Buddhist culture played a seminal role in their inceptions. He does 
this by developing doctrinal, historical, and geographical arguments 
in support of his thesis. The Lion’s Roar of Queen Srimala, a seemingly 
Mahåsåμghika infl uenced text discussed by Dessein in his chapter, is 
taken up once again by Barber within the context of how it appears to 
sustain the tenets of the Mahåsåμghika while also articulating the new 
notion of tathågatagarbha. Viewing Vajrayåna as another way of practicing 
Mahåyåna, Barber discusses the possible connection of various Vajrayåna 
Buddhist scholars and practitioners to the Andhra region, specifi cally 
to the Krishna River Valley. While cautioning his readers about textual 
inconsistencies and the hagiographic nature of the vast material that he 
has had to work through, Barber lists only a selected few Vajrayåna teach-
ers for whom the evidence seems compelling. He divides these teachers 
into two groups on the basis of the tantras that they practiced and cites 
specifi c references from Tibetan sources to show how the teachers of the 
two groups practicing various tantras either originated from Andhra or 
spent considerable amounts of time practicing and composing various 
tantric treatises in Andhra. The treatises that were composed in Andhra 
would play a crucial role in the development of Mahåyåna ideas in 
Tibet, China, and Japan.

The fi nal chapter, by Jonathan Walters, discusses Buddhist politics 
in Andhra in an era when Buddhism had defi nitely lost its popular 
support. Walters refers to this as the “post-Buddhist period” in Andhra 
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history. He begins his chapter by challenging the validity of claims made 
regarding the dating of an important inscription purportedly issued by 
a king called Siμhavarman Pallava. Walters raises the question of how 
Siμhavarman could have been a Pallava ruler belonging to an earlier 
period when the language and the script employed in this inscription 
betray a much later origin. He discusses the inscription’s shared similari-
ties with some twelfth century CE inscriptions issued at Amaravati by 
the Ko†a king Keta and his wives within the context of their donations 
to the “god” Buddha, in the process coming to the conclusion that the 
Siμhavarman inscription was actually manufactured by the Ko†a king 
Keta. Walters argues that the plausibility of this hypothesis, or Keta’s 
rationale for inventing an “older” inscription while issuing donations 
to the temple of the Buddha, was rooted in Keta’s desire to impress his 
Buddhist ally, the powerful King Paråkramabåhu I of Polonnaruva in 
Sri Lanka, so that Paråkramabåhu would know that the Buddha had 
received continuous patronage in the past and that he would continue 
to receive patronage under Keta’s rule. Walters situates this argument 
in the background scenario of political geography in southern India 
and in Sri Lanka wherein the Saiva king Keta and the Buddhist king 
Paråkramabåhu were brought together in an alliance to face their com-
mon enemies in southern India. To further his argument, Walters has 
mentioned and reviewed a number of issues within the broader his-
tory of Andhra, noting what happened to Buddhism in “post-Buddhist 
Andhra” under various dynasties and the historical implications of these 
developments for Sri Lanka.

Thus, though the articles cover a wide range of issues from various 
perspectives, all of them enhance our general understanding of Andhra’s 
signifi cance for Buddhist history worldwide. As suggestive as these essays 
may be, one of the interesting questions of a general nature to pursue 
in the future would be. What forces in Andhra’s own cultural milieu 
gave rise to its creative activities in art, philosophy, religious practice, 
and politics, a creativity that was obviously widely admired? In some 
cases, we have provided some specifi c answers relevant to specifi c de-
velopments, but that more general question regarding the specifi c types 
of impetus responsible for the fruition of Andhra’s own Buddhist culture 
per se remains. Our modest goal is that our refl ections will stimulate 
further sustained inquiry.

The editors would like to extend our deepest appreciation to the 
authors of the articles contained in this volume. We understand the 
nature of the work that went into to each of these articles and the dif-
fi culty of fi nding the time to research and develop each contribution. 
We further hope that the readers will fi nd our modest effort something 
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of use in their own pursuit of understanding Buddhism not only as a 
doctrine of major signifi cance in the world but as a cultural force that 
found expression in every aspect of human endeavors in the past and 
still inspires those of us so far removed in time and space.

Because of the problems brought about by modern versus ancient 
place names and the use of various languages, except in quotations, all 
geographic place names appear without diacritics. At the end of the 
volume, there is a list of place names wherein diacritics are provided.





CHAPTER 1

Material Culture and the Emergence of 
Urban Buddhism in Andhra

SREE PADMA

The presence of Buddhism in Andhra coincides with Andhra’s fi rst ur-
banization processes. Whether Buddhism was somehow responsible for 
urbanization in the Andhra region or whether urbanized society was 
congenial to the spread of Buddhism are not easy questions to answer 
with precision. Most of the explored and excavated Buddhist ruins in 
Andhra suggest that Buddhist institutions functioned for almost six 
hundred years, roughly from the third century BCE to the end of the 
third century CE. From a study of the majority of these sites, it seems 
as if Buddhism entered Andhra in a surge that inundated almost the 
whole populace but then disappeared almost as suddenly as it had 
made its presence, though there were isolated sites in Andhra, such as 
Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda, Jaggayyapeta, Salihundam, and Sankaram, 
where Buddhism lingered perhaps as late as the fourteenth century CE.1 
However, fi nding the reasons for the demise of the vast majority of 
Buddhist sites by the end of the third century CE in Andhra has also 
remained an intriguing problem for scholars of religion and archaeology 
alike. Some theories have been put forward to account for the relative 
disappearance of Buddhism in Andhra, but none have proved to be very 
satisfactory so far. What has been accepted, however, is that the spread 
of Buddhism and the fi rst urbanization processes in Deccan and south 
India coincided with each other. Trade, especially oceanic trade, was 
one of the major features of this urbanizing culture, activity which no 
doubt abetted the spread of Buddhism. Moreover, some scholars have 
pointed out that indirect trade with Rome or with Roman subjects came 
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to an end in the entire subcontinent sometime in the third century CE, 
coinciding with the disappearance of Buddhism.2

The aim of this chapter is not so much to see how and when oceanic 
trade ended and how it affected Buddhist establishments. Neither is this 
chapter focused on the continuing controversy of whether or not Andhra 
had direct trade relations with Rome and Roman subjects. Instead, my 
aim here is to trace out the fi rst urbanization process in Andhra in order 
to see how Buddhism came to be associated with it. In this study, the 
lower Krishna River Valley is given a special attention, as this particular 
region offers a continuum of evidence from the late stone age through 
its transition to historic ages. This continuity creates a scope to assess 
the nature of historical vicissitudes that occurred in this fertile valley in 
which urbanization and Buddhism played concomitant roles. Here, in this 
context, the term “Andhra” corresponds to the present political unit of 
Andhra Pradesh, the Telugu linguistic state of modern India. The lower 
Krishna River Valley includes the fl uvial area of the River Krishna and 
its estuaries comprising the present administrative divisions of Krishna, 
Guntur, Prakasham, and parts of Nellore and Kurnool districts.

I will begin my survey with the pastoral communities in neolithic 
societies of the lower Krishna River Valley, people who gradually settled 
into agricultural communities, the communities that eventually developed 
extensive networks with the rest of the subcontinent and beyond. Here 
my fi rst inquiry is to see how these relations helped to spread ideas and 
goods from other regions of the Indian subcontinent to the south, in the 
process facilitating the spread of Buddhism to Andhra and its lower 
Krishna River Valley, a development that served as a springboard for its 
further dissemination to other regions in the subcontinent and beyond. 
In each phase leading to the historical period, I will note technological 
progress, contacts with neighbors, and the evidence of emerging religi-
osity. My second inquiry is to see under what circumstances Buddhism 
came to be accepted by these local communities. By doing so, I propose 
to address two different specifi c questions: (1) What factors contributed 
to Buddhism being so popular among the urbanizing populations in 
Andhra? (2) Were modifi cations of the same factors somehow respon-
sible for its eventual demise from the land? Considering the scope of 
this chapter, the fi rst issue will form the main focus of this study while 
the second is left largely to the hypothesis that I derive from the study 
of the fi rst.

Archaeological sources indicate that Andhra, particularly the lower 
Krishna River Valley, witnessed all of the traditionally recognized pre- 
and protohistoric phases of cultural development that precede the early 
historical period.3 This simply indicates that the region was continuously 
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inhabited for centuries and perhaps for even thousands of years before 
the period of time with which I am concerned. While the archaeologi-
cal evidence from the early historic sites often has been subordinated 
to what we might ascertain from textual accounts, I aim to emphasize 
the former.

Neolithic and Neolithic-Chalcolithic

Archaeological evidence suggests that from 2000 BCE onward, all of the 
protohistoric communities of Andhra, with few exceptions, had entered 
the region from neighboring Karnataka by gradually moving east along 
the banks of the rivers Krishna and Tungabhadra.4 Depending on their 
cultural backgrounds and the availability of resources in their surround-
ing areas, various communities of neolithic, chalocolithic, and megalithic 
cultures practiced different ways of disposing of their dead. In general, 
their burial structures were better built than their homesteads and hence 
better preserved over time. They provide an excellent source for the 
study of these cultures, especially due to the fact that they often con-
tained goods that the dead used while living. These worldly possessions 
that accompanied the dead are referred to as “grave goods” or “burial 
goods” in archeological terminology. The study of these burial structures 
and their accompanied goods lead us to think that these protohistoric 
communities believed in some form of life after death. Megalithic buri-
als with their complicated building methods signal the communities’ 
respect to their ancestors. These protohistoric burial monuments were 
succeeded in the historical stage by monuments containing the relics of 
the Buddha or famous Buddhist monks. Unfortunately, little effort has 
been made by scholars to connect the afterlife beliefs associated with 
the burials of protohistoric communities with that of later st¶pa cults 
associated with historic Buddhism. Instead, scholarly focus based on 
literary analysis has often tended to project a picture of how Buddhism 
and Brahmanism suddenly spread from the north of India to the south 
thereby exposing the southern tribes for the fi rst time to “civilization.” 
There were some discussions by archaeologists about the architectural 
and conceptual similarities between the megalithic burial and a st¶pa 
(as I will quote in the following pages), but there was no attempt to 
show the continuity in the development of ideas and local genius from 
prehistoric to historic ages. The disjunction between accounts based on 
literary and archaeological bases has been refl ected in various attempts 
to account for the appearance of urbanization and the historical mani-
festation of religious behavior.
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Indeed, some Andhra sites, such as Amaravati and Nagarjuna -
konda, reveal successive layers of prehistoric, protohistoric, and historic 
stages of lifestyle refl ecting a very gradual transition from rural, pastoral 
habitation to urban life. Maurizio Tosi, tracing out early urban evolution 
in the Indo-Iranian borderland, mentions several background factors for 
the emergence of a city in that context:5

The city, taken as the nucleus of demographic and economic 
concentration, is necessarily the direct expression of a produc-
tive economy. As such, it can hardly be defi ned as a cultural 
model or type in itself, since it has no alternatives worthy of 
consideration . . . The different stages of evolution of human 
communities—agricultural-pastoral, mercantile and industrial—
have created different formulas; nevertheless, the city remains a 
point of confl uence in its initial phase, and its growth is closely 
linked to possibilities of concentration and cohabitation, as well 
as to its capacity for attracting external groups.

Amaravati, and Nagarjunakonda in the lower Krishna River Valley 
witnessed several evolutionary stages (agricultural-pastoral, mercantile, 
and industrial) through their pre- and protohistoric ages before they 
emerged as cities during the pre- and early Christian era. Specifi cally, 
some of the ancestors of those people who later worshiped Buddhist 
st¶pas in Amaravati and Nagarjunakonda can be traced back to neolithic 
communities who entered Andhra leading pastoral lives. Around 1500 
BCE, these neolithic communities began to make use of copper and 
emerged as characteristically chalcolithic. That is, they used agricultural 
tools like hoes as well as food-processing equipment, suggesting that 
they had left behind their pastoral lifestyle and had begun to settle 
down practicing agriculture. Pieces of jewelry made of copper, as well 
as copper tools recovered at places like Guttikonda, and Cinnamanur,6 
indicate their interaction with their northern neighbors, such as the cul-
tures that fl ourished in Vidarbha in Madhya Pradesh.7 For copper was 
not an easily available metal in these parts. The evidence shows that 
metallurgy at this period was developed only in the Vidarbha region 
by chalcolithic and megalithic communities from where the implements 
must have been imported. Although we don’t have any evidence to 
prove how they imported copper implements, it is plausible that these 
neolithic communities in Andhra exchanged their surplus agricultural 
produce. Agricultural production and its surplus must have given these 
communities some leisure time as evidence points to the development of 
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certain skills in organizing their society and developing arts and crafts. 
They showed interest in decorations and paintings, as is revealed from 
their pottery, terracotta objects, and rock brusings.8 Dhavalikar who 
worked on neolithic sites in the Western Deccan, was of the opinion 
that these communities were organized into “chiefdom societies” where 
the surplus was controlled by a few.9 His assumption was made on the 
basis of studying unearthed public buildings, fortifi cations, granaries, 
and irrigation structures at Diamabad and Inamgoan in Maharashtra. 
However, in Andhra, there is no evidence of monumental buildings 
belonging to neolithic-chalcolithic communities, although we know that 
these communities were branches of the same stock of people who lived 
in Karnataka. The kind of structured societies that Dhavalikar encoun-
tered in Karnataka were seen in Andhra only during the next stage, the 
megalithic period.

Be that as it may, I am primarily concerned here with the earliest 
structures built for the living and the dead. At Nagarjunakonda, the com-
munities who had arrived by 2000 BCE lived in underground dwellings 
aligned with postholes.10 They buried their dead in pits and fi lled them 
with cairn heaps. Although we don’t have enough proof to show that 
these cairn heaps were venerated in the same way as Buddhist st¶pas 
were in the later periods, one can argue that the origins for the concept 
of the st¶pa would seem to be traceable to these early burial forms. At 
the same time, it is hard to miss the similarity between the shapes of 
Buddhist st¶pas and the early dwellings of the neolithic communities in 
the southern part of Kurnool District, people who lived in huts of an 
apsidal, oval, and circular type.11 The apsidal and circular shapes were 
so sustained in popularity in later periods that the same huts have con-
tinued to be built even to this day in many parts of Andhra.

The newly migrated groups of neolithic-chalcolithic people in 
Andhra followed a postexcarnation system of burial. A majority of them 
attempted to arrange the bones of their dead in their original anatomical 
order thus refl ecting their ritualized care towards the dead.12 The fact that 
some of these communities buried their dead children either in pots or 
in pits within their houses may also refl ect their belief in afterlife, since 
these arrangements would seem to indicate that they believed that the 
children needed to be provided with safety and protection even after 
their deaths.13 From the study of the skulls of the dead, Murthy has 
argued that the majority of these early communities can be identifi ed as 
Mediterraneans of the Protoaustraloid complex whose continued presence 
can be traced up to the early historical period when Buddhism was the 
dominant form of religious expression.14
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Megalithic Phase (800 BCE–300 BCE)

The Megalithic period in Andhra falls between 800 and 300 BCE. The 
transition from chaclolithic-neolithic culture to the megalithic was very 
smooth as far as Andhra and the lower Krishna River Valley is con-
cerned. The evidence shows that there is a continuum in many cultural 
practices while the new period was characterized by the use of iron and 
further developments in agriculture, crafts, and building technology. Just 
like its preceding culture, megalithic culture witnessed many different 
communities arriving in different parts of Andhra who overlapped each 
other at times. Although all of them built megalithic monuments for their 
dead, these communities were differentiated according to the types of 
these sepulchral monuments.

While chalcolithic-neolithic culture in its fi nal stage witnessed 
agriculture and settled village life, it was the megalithic culture that 
would set the stage for urbanization in the fi rst historical period (third 
century CE forward). The examination of skulls in the lower Krishna 
River Valley and elsewhere in Andhra shows that the population of 
megalithic culture was mixed. Some of these mixed groups shared racial 
affi nities with the earlier chacolithic-neolithic communities while others 
with those of megalithic cultures from Karnataka.15 This racial mixing 
of communities resulted in the development of a new subculture in the 
lower Krishna valley and elsewhere in Andhra.

The most signifi cant new development in the megalithic period 
marking this new subculture was the construction of reservoirs at many 
places in Andhra.16 While spacious storage granaries dug into the earth 
suggest that these tanks were used for irrigation, their proximity to liv-
ing areas may indicate their use as drinking water reservoirs.17 Spacious 
platforms built inside and outside of houses may also have been used for 
temporary storage of grains and other produce just in the same way as 
platforms in the contemporary Andhra village houses are used today.18 
The houses during this time had enclosure walls with stone slabs prob-
ably erected to provide protection for produce from wild animals and 
thieves.19 The late phase of megalithic culture also witnessed the use 
of sun-dried mud bricks thus marking the innovation of brick making 
technology in Andhra.20

Findings of burial goods suggest that there were further develop-
ments in crafts and the trade network during this period. In addition 
to the usual pottery and personal ornaments, Andhra megalithic burials 
invariably contained iron implements and terracotta fi gurines. Although 
implements of copper continued to be sparse in Andhra, especially in 
the lower Krishna River valley, the use of iron for a variety of purposes, 
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from agricultural, domestic tools to defensive weapons, is evident from 
the fi ndings of these burial goods.21 Indigenous technology among these 
megalithic folk is known from the remains of a number of ancient iron 
working spots and iron ores found in Karimnagar, Mahaboobnagar, 
Nizamabad, and Adilabad Districts.22 The bead-making industry known 
from fi ndings at Kondapur and other places also belonged to this pe-
riod.23 Jewelry made of copper and bronze continued to appear in this 
period. In addition, ornaments made of silver, gold, and ivory have 
been noticed in burial goods in both lower Krishna River Valley and 
elsewhere in Andhra indicating their importation from other areas. These 
imports and exports helped to share ideas resulting in the advancement 
of technological skills.24

Megalithic burials grew dramatically in size and shape owing to an 
increasing complexity in building methods when compared to the burials 
of the earlier period. This development serves as a marker for assessing 
the amount of skills and resources that this culture had developed. In 
the study of other pre- and protohistoric cultures in other parts of the 
world, there has been quite a bit of debate among scholars about the 
possible spread of megalithic cultures from one region to another, even 
from one continent to another. Colin Renfrew, for instance, has found 
himself in a dilemma about whether or not to label similar types of 
contemporary burial structures found in different parts of Europe during 
megalithic period as “megalithic tombs”:25

It is important, then, to recognize that it is a taxonomic deci-
sion of our own which leads us to apply the term ‘megalthic 
tomb’ to monuments as different as the dysser of Denmark and 
the passage graves of Almeria. And yet, at the same time, it 
is diffi cult to escape from the feeling that there is a certain 
homogeneity, both in time and in space, of the distribution 
of these monuments once so defi ned.

In Andhra, we also have a variety of “megalithic tombs” refl ecting 
different cultural traits. But because of proximity, these Andhra cultures 
had undoubtedly interacted with each other and in the process had cre-
ated a greater amount of homogeneity when compared to the cultures 
of disparate regions of Europe. All of the megalithic communities in 
Andhra continued the tradition of extended burial practices of the dead 
handed down from their predecessors but employed new techniques that 
they learned through interaction with other neighbors to provide more 
secure and elaborate abodes for their ancestors. In Europe, the relative 
heterogeneity of megalithic cultures sharing a common feature of building 
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stone monuments has generated debates among scholars about whether 
or not a single culture was originally responsible for the diffusion and 
eventual variegation of burial practices. Debating the hypotheses that 
European megalithic culture originally had “a single focal area” from 
which it spread to different parts of the world, Renfrew says this:26

A widespread, Atlantic distribution in the absence of a single 
colonising movement of megalithic spread need not be a para-
dox. It requires simply that a particular set of conditions existed 
in the Atlantic region at this time, conditions which were not 
seen elsewhere in Europe, and that these favored the construc-
tion of stone monuments by the small-scale societies of the time. 
Such a general formulation, if it can be achieved, would explain 
for us the essentially independent genesis of stone monuments, 
no doubt of widely different forms, in several areas. It might 
also explain for us the essentially independent genesis of stone 
monuments, no doubt of widely different forms, in several 
areas. It might also explain the adoption of similar customs 
in adjacent areas, and do so in such a way as to give detailed, 
locally- operating reasons for such an adoption, rather than ap-
pealing to migration or diffusion as adequate explanation that 
is, in the traditional sense, non-diffusionist, in no way denies 
the mutual infl uence of neighbouring communities.

What Renfrew argues in relation to the European context appears 
to be true as far as the different streams of megalithic cultures in Andhra 
are concerned. While difference might be attributed to geographical 
and ecological factors abetting independent developments, the common 
features that tie these different and independent streams in Andhra had 
been a result of constant interaction of contemporary communities rather 
than an imposition of one dominant culture over others. If so, this view 
works against the more conventional understanding that the diffusion of 
religious culture from the north, be it Brahamnical or Buddhist, simply 
established itself in the south.

As far as independent innovations are concerned, megalithic com-
munities in Andhra adapted different building methods for their burials 
depending on the material available in the localities in which they lived. 
In the lower Krishna River Valley, these communities buried their dead 
in cairns, cists, pits, urns, and terracotta sarcophagi.27 The origins of the 
sarcophagus can be traced to the neolithic communities of the Deccan,28 
and its further development in Andhra took place in the alluvial plains 
of Krishna basin at places like Agiripalli and Tenneru29 where stone is 
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sparse for building. Stone troughs, however, were developed in hilly 
areas like Dongatogu in the Khammam District.30 Whatever their con-
struction methods, it is evident from these structures that not only did 
these communities believed in afterlife but also that they venerated their 
dead and spent a lot of time and energy to build structures that were 
far superior to their homes. Local people still refer to these structures 
as rakshasa gullu, the literal translation being the “temples of demons.”31 
But here “demons” refer to souls who become active during the night 
and wander about unless they are provided with secured abodes. At the 
risk of being anachronistic, if this popular belief is somewhat akin to the 
understanding of the megalithic community, then it would seem as if 
they were providing more than what would be practically expected for 
the dead to continue on in their “afterlives.” For, it was unnecessary to 
expend so much effort and to employ so many skilled people to build 
these relatively large and well-constructed monuments unless it was really 
their intention to venerate or placate their dead, and not just to provide 
for their welfare in the afterlife. Buddhist literature gives us some clues 
regarding what might have been the preexisting beliefs about the dead 
before Buddhism took over the land. The M¨lasarvåstivåda Vinaya32 men-
tions ghosts in the context of one of its discussions on how to dispose of 
the dead. It mentions how the dead, if not ritually disposed of properly, 
can return as ghosts to their previous abodes and cause harm. If there 
was a similar belief among the megalithic communities of Andhra, its 
presence would help to explain why they built elaborate abodes for 
their dead. Yet, the architectural complexity and the skill involved in 
constructing these monuments suggest that there may have been addi-
tional motivations at work. It is well known that many tribal societies 
in India built special structures in specifi c places that they revered as 
sacred. This was certainly the case in early historic Andhra culture. Some 
of the megalithic structures in Andhra have served as precursors to Bud-
dhist st¶pas not only in their shape, plan, and constructional methods, 
but also in the manner in which we can see a deliberated selection of 
given natural spaces for their constructions. Buddhist literature itself 
refers to a long-standing tradition of enshrining the relics that predates 
the religion. Gregory Schopen,33 in his essay on the cult of the monastic 
dead, cites archeological evidence indicating the construction of st¶pas 
predating the cult of the Buddha:

Archeologically and epigraphically, the two types of st¶pa 
appear now as roughly contemporary with, in some cases, 
some indication that st¶pas of the local monastic dead may 
actually have predated those of the Buddha.
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He goes on to say:34

It is interesting to note, moreover, that if we look at the in-
ternal chronology or narrative time taken for granted in our 
Buddhist literary sources, it would appear that their redactors 
also considered st¶pas for the local monastic dead to predate 
those of the Buddha. Both of the st¶pas mentioned in Udåna and 
Apadåna, and that referred to in the Pali Vinaya, for example, 
long preceded—according to the narrative time assumed by 
our texts—those erected for the Buddha.

In the case of megalithic monuments, we do not know for sure that 
these contained the relics of any dead monks, but it is very possible that 
the dead in whose commemoration these monuments were built were 
highly respected by the community.35 What we do know is that the mo-
nastic cult that Schopen is discussing was prevalent in Andhra’s Krishna 
River Valley in places like Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda and Guntupalle 
where a number of small st¶pas containing the relics of monks were set 
up close to other major st¶pa constructions.36 These structures may be 
the direct result of transformations originally derived from megalithic 
religious activities.

The megalithic culture in Andhra falls between the eighth and third 
centuries BCE, and there are, of course, overlaps with the urbanizing his-
torical period that starts as early as the fourth century BCE. This overlap 
of megalithic culture with the historical period is signaled, for instance, 
by the continuous but very rare presence of megalithic burials into the 
early centuries of common era, such as those found at Muktyala37 and 
at Galabhagutta38 where Bråhm¥ characters are noticed. There are several 
examples to show the infl uence of these megalithic burials on Buddhist 
st¶pas that started appearing in Andhra as early as the fourth to third 
centuries BCE, signaling the beginning of the early historic period.

Early Historic Phase (400–100 BCE)

In some ways, the transition between the megalithic culture and the 
early historical period might not seem so signifi cant. The gradual tech-
nological development achieved by megalithic communities in construc-
tion, metallurgy, and agriculture is what really advanced them into the 
early historic phase. The catalytic urbanizing revolution that did occur 
was, in addition to trade, the result of a vast increase in food produc-
tion made possible fi rst by the introduction of iron tools, such as the 
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plough, sickle, hoe, spade, and so on, and then with the construction of 
reservoirs and irrigation channels.39 This surplus of food, turned into a 
surplus of wealth through trade, is what helped to fund the patronage 
of skilled craftsmen and specialized labor. Not only were these develop-
ments conducive to the growth of brisk trade relations, but also to the 
formation of a complex form of government, a government that needed 
to protect the interests of various professions while providing safety and 
security from outside invasions by maintaining a standing army. Fear 
of outside invasion is what probably necessitated the building of forti-
fi ed cities and more sophisticated ways of organizing defense systems. 
All of this occurred simultaneously with the introduction of Buddhist 
religious culture.

While these forces of the urbanization process gathered more mo-
mentum starting from the fourth century BCE, small cities headed by 
chiefs grew out of villages situated along rivers and rivulets. The Mil-
indapañha, an early Buddhist text that was composed around this time 
in northern India, mentions an elaborate plan for building towns and 
cities.40 At the same time, sculptural constellations at sites like Amaravati 
and Nagarjunakonda begin to refl ect urban scenes. Corroborating this 
evidence, a number of very early cities and towns have been unearthed 
at Dhulikatta, Kotilingala, Budigapalle, and Dharanikota which belong to 
the early fourth century BCE and contain remains of fortifi cations, palatial 
buildings, subterranean sewage systems, well-laid-out roads, managed 
water supply systems, and metallurgy works. Several port cities that also 
later became famous Buddhist centers in the Krishna River Valley, such 
as Amaravati, Nagarjunakonda, Ghantasala, and Bhattiprolu also date 
precisely to this time.41 All were well planned with specifi ed places for 
common dwellings, workshops, public structures, palaces, good roads 
and covered drainage systems. Some of the dwellings dating to this time 
were multistoried with tiled roofs.

These fortifi ed cities and towns were ruled over by chieftains (with 
titles such as Mahårathi, Mahåtalavara, and råjaya) either independently or 
possibly through power delegated from a political center. In either case, 
we know that these rulers controlled local resources and then attempted 
to regulate the value of trade by minting coins on their own.42 Many 
of these rulers might have been Buddhist laity or possibly even monks 
as two Bråhm¥ inscriptions found at the Satavahana level of digging at 
Pedda Vegi, mention the name of one Mahåråja Kåkichi who is said to 
have been an inmate (antevåsaka) of a Buddhist monastery.43

Almost all of the towns and cities mentioned above became well 
known Buddhist centers and all of them were located along ancient 
trade routes and hence connected to the network of land routes and 
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navigational channels leading to different parts of the subcontinent. The 
port towns and cities not only were well connected to the land routes 
but also carried on coastal and inland trade using the sea and river 
systems. There is abundant evidence to show that contacts with the 
north and the rest of the subcontinent increased during this time. That 
these trade routes linked the north and Andhra is also inferred from 
the presence and spread of northern black polished ware (NBPW).44 
The evidence of a limited use of a special variety of NBPW treated with 
copper riveting and luting produced in the Ganga-Yamuna Doab makes 
its specifi c presence in many Buddhist sites in Andhra, indicating the 
ongoing relations that these Buddhist institutions maintained with their 
northern counterparts.45

Apart from pottery, the uniformity of punch-marked coins from the 
fourth century BCE found in many regions of the north as well as many 
places in Andhra further suggest the region’s connection through trade.46 
In addition, industries like bead making from semiprecious stones at 
Peddabankur and terracotta fi gurines and a mould found at Yelesvaram 
also add to my argument about how these cities and towns were well 
positioned to supply merchandise through a distribution network.47

Though less reliable owing to uncertainties of dating the redaction 
of texts, there is a variety of literary references suggesting the presence 
of Buddhism in Andhra at this time.48 Further, early epigraphic evidence 
dating to the reign of Aßoka in the third century BCE reveals that some 
Andhras were already followers of the Buddha by this time.49 This is by 
far the earliest epigraphic reference to the population of Andhra termed as 
“Andhakas.”50 Thomas identifi es these Andhakas as the Mahåsåμghikas 
who were said to have played a signifi cant role in the discussions
that took place at the third Great Buddhist Council convoked by Aßoka
at Pataliputra.51

Given the presence of Buddhism that emerged along with increased 
trade and urbanization in Andhra possibly as early as the fourth century 
CE or even earlier, some have taken the position that the local megalithic 
culture of Andhra was simply replaced by a triumphant Buddhism. Oth-
ers have argued that Buddhism integrated forms of practice from the 
indigenous traditions into its evolving religious culture. Schopen, for 
instance, argues how Buddhist monks when moving into foreign lands 
incuding Andhra had “to forge some links with the local land, to fi nd 
a place in the local landscape.”52 As a part of this strategy, he says that 
monks “sought out . . . already occupied” places by the protohistoric 
dead.53 It is true, as is seen in the following examples that most cases, 
st¶pas were built in the same spaces that were used by megalithic folk. 
In fact, not just the use of space, but also the form and architectural 
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 patterns of megalithic burials were assimilated into Buddhist st¶pas. 
Other popular religious symbols as I show below were also incorpo-
rated as well. Looking at the evolution of Andhra culture through its 
material remains, the presence of its local genius and its adaptability is 
unmistakable even after its Buddhist transformation. This is evident not 
just in how the Buddhist cult was expressed through assimilated local 
beliefs and traditions but also in how they shared their genius with other 
regions of the subcontinent and beyond.

I have already indicated how Buddhist st¶pas in the Krishna River 
Valley were built in the same spaces that were used earlier for megalithic 
burials of the proto-caitya type. Examples can be cited from Yeleswaram 
and Amaravati where megalithic burials of different types such as cairns, 
cists, and urns were found immediately beneath the tier of Buddhist 
st¶pas.54 This leads us to the possibility that the community accorded a 
similar kind of ritualized sanctity to the st¶pa as they had earlier accorded 
to the places of their own dead. In the past, archeologists have mentioned 
the structural similarities between megalithic burials and st¶pas noting, as 
I would argue, that the st¶pa evolved from a more primitive custom of 
burying the dead.55 In fact, the etymological meaning of st¶pa is “a pile” 
or “a heap.”56 What follows are some instances that further illustrate the 
signifi cant links. A burial at Chagatur has a stone pavement with four 
upright stones at each of its four cardinal points, the architectural feature 
that was seen adopted in the construction of many Buddhist st¶pas.57 The 
st¶pas at places like Amaravati and Yelesvaram were adorned with an 
åyaka platform and pillars at the four cardinal points just like the burial 
at Chagatur.58 Another popular form of apsidal plan used in building 
early Buddhist st¶pas can be seen in a dolmenoid cist at Padra, where 
the base is built in an apsidal plan, the plan that was used to build huts 
since neolithic times.59 This apsidal plan has been borrowed in building 
caitya g®has to house the st¶pa or other Buddhist symbols. Early forms 
of caityas that were built in the apsidal plan are also evident at Bhat-
tiprolu, a Buddhist site of the third century BCE60 and Guntupalli from 
the second century BCE.61 One of the other forms of st¶pa construction 
in Andhra is in the shape of a svastika. The megalithic communities often 
used the svastika pattern in the construction of multichambered cists.62 
Examples of these are the st¶pas at Nagarjunakonda63 and Peddaganjam 
containing svastika-shaped bases.64

While the architectural borrowings from the earlier megalithic period 
gave some uniqueness to Andhra Buddhist structures, the popular sculp-
tural motifs such as tree and någa (hooded serpent) as part of Buddhist 
symbols are well known beyond the boundaries of Andhra. Fergusson 
has discussed very elaborately the prevalence of the någa and tree cults 
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among pre-Buddhist societies including Andhra and its consequent and 
frequent depiction in the st¶pa decoration at Sanchi and Amaravati.65 
Especially at Amaravati, Fergusson felt that the representation of någa 
dominated the temple, making it diffi cult at times to determine whether 
the shrine was meant for the Buddha or the någa himself. While both 
någa and tree cults received veneration independently by the common 
folk throughout many parts of India, their association with the cult of 
the goddess is universal. Particularly in the context of Andhra, it is com-
mon for the rural populations to worship goddess in the form of tree 
or någa into the present day.66

What is interesting however, is how this seemingly ubiquitous 
worship of goddess was integrated into Buddhist institutions.67 The 
auspicious symbol p¶r£akumbha, the full pot of grains or water or veg-
etation, symbolizes abundance and is often taken to represent work of 
the mother goddess. Some of the nude mother goddess fi gurines were 
depicted with p¶r£akumbha as a kind of womb. This p¶r£akumbha is seen 
portrayed in bricks on the doorjambs of monk cells in Thotlakonda and 
Bavikonda and other Buddhist sites elsewhere.68 The goddess Hår¥t¥, 
a protective mother fi gure in the Buddhist pantheon who symbolizes 
monastic prosperity can be seen perhaps as a Buddhist adaptation of 
the mother goddess.69 The extent images of Hår¥t¥ located outside of 
refectories among the ruins of Buddhist monasteries in Nagarjunakonda 
and Sankaram would seem to attest to the popularity of this goddess 
cult at this time. Even to this very day in Andhra, the goddess contin-
ues to be worshiped in various forms and the worship of the goddess 
in the form of a vessel containing water remains very popular among 
Andhra population.

The architectural forms, symbolism, imagery, and sentiments that 
were held sacred by the local population were carefully integrated into 
Buddhism and its establishments. The structure and function of mega-
lithic burial reappeared with few variations in the form of Buddhist 
st¶pa. The någa becomes Mucilinda någa, the protector of the symbols of 
the Buddha which in the later period was portrayed as the protector of 
the Buddha himself. The symbols of the goddess such as p¶r£akumbha 
have been appropriated as auspicious symbols adorning the doorjambs 
of monks’ cells, while some of the monasteries constructed separate 
shrines for the goddess where monks and laity made food offerings. 
Thus the Buddhism that spread among Andhra folk expressed itself 
using the local genius and popular belief system as though the religion 
itself was the local creation.
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Íatavåhana and Ik∑våku Periods (100 BCE—300 CE)

I have noted how literary references seem to suggest the spread of 
Buddhism to Andhra possibly as early as to the life time of the master. 
I have also tried to show how aspects of emergent Andhra Buddhism 
was, in some cases, literally built on indigenous religious cults. But, the 
forms of cultic behavior constitutive of Andhra Buddhism did not just 
stay in Andhra but also seem to have created a space for themselves 
among the Buddhist communities of the north as well. The continuous 
interaction of Andhra Buddhists with the north is known from Buddhist 
texts such as Mahavågga, a text that refers to either monasteries or rest 
houses with the names Andhakavana near Shravasti and Andhakavinda 
at Rajagriha.70 An Aßokan pillar inscription that was issued later speaks 
about the followers of Dharma from Andhra living in Rajavisaya. We 
know from these types of references that Andhras were collectively re-
ferred to as Andhakas. More details about these Andhakas come from 
later literature belonging to Íatavåhana period.

Two important tribes, the Någas and Yak∑as, are mentioned in 
this literature as forming the majority of the Andhra population. These 
tribes did not seem to live in isolation. On the contrary we see signifi cant 
intermixing between these tribes, even with Brahmins from the north.71 
For instance, the Kathåsaritsågara written during Íatavåhana times (sec-
ond century BCE to third century CE), records the story of Dipakarni 
in which the origin of Íatavåhanas is mentioned.72 According to this, 
the fi rst Íatavåhana was born out of the union of a Yak∑a by name 
Íata and a Brahmin girl thus signaling how the dynasty perceived of 
its beginnings. Another text of the same period talks about Gunadhya, 
a minister to one of the Íatavåhana rulers who was born out of a wed 
lock between a Någa prince and a Brahmin woman.73 It is true that 
this evidence comes from later mythic sources, but it has some salience 
nonetheless. Given material evidence such as pottery, coins, and other 
sculptural representations, the frequent mention of Någas and Yak∑as in 
literature, one can deduce that the local tribes did share a lot in common 
with the north as early as the third century BCE.

While there are some records indicating royal support to Buddhist 
institutions, the majority of the evidence coming from inscriptions proves 
that it was common people, such as traders and craftsmen who were 
the main supporters of Buddhist tradition. Inscriptions found at the sites 
of ancient Buddhist st¶pas reveal that Buddhism seems to have been 
fi rst patronized in Andhra by traders and then gradually attracted the 
attention of all sections of society, including royalty. The relationship 
between Buddhism and trade has been legendary since the beginnings 
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of the religious tradition. Indeed, the literary tradition avers that the 
fi rst converts of the Buddha after his enlightenment experience were not 
monks, but merchants who became the fi rst lay supporters to take refuge. 
According to early textual accounts,74 the Buddha fi rst encountered two 
traveling merchants named Tapussa and Bhallika who, in later lore, were 
thought responsible for establishing the cult of the Buddha’s hair relic 
in various Buddhist countries, including Afghanistan, Burma, and Sri 
Lanka.75 While the story is more metaphoric in meaning than historical 
in fact, it underscores the perceived primary role played by merchants 
and traders in the early spread of the religion. Why Buddhism attracted 
the merchant class remains an interesting question to this day.

One view, probably more Buddhist apology than fact, is that it is 
possible that the Buddha’s “casteless” ethic provided a certain appeal to 
those formerly dependent on brahmanical ritual and teaching for their 
spiritual practices and hopes. But more likely, it would appear that the 
cult of the st¶pa honoring the remains of the Buddha struck a resonant 
cord among those with a cultural and religious penchant for honoring 
the dead, venerating någas, and venerating the powers of the goddess, all 
characteristics of proto-Andhra society that I discussed above. Moreover, 
the appeal of Buddhism for the artisans and traders who formed an 
important class of urbanizing people, can be clearly seen in the ideol-
ogy of merit that serves as a conceptual underpinning for the practice 
of st¶pa veneration. The cult of the st¶pa provided a means for those 
who had recently acquired wealth to express their religious sentiments 
through material means. Donating to the sa£gha through the building of 
monasteries and by the construction of st¶pas was a highly meritorious 
act that signaled positive karmic consequences in at least two ways. The 
doctrine of karma legitimates one’s social and economic status. By one’s 
actions, one benefi ts or suffers consequences. Being able to contribute 
liberally to the interests of the religion can be taken as a sign of one’s 
success. Second, the well-known practice of merit-transference provided a 
means to continue assisting and honoring one’s departed ancestors. It is 
within this context that acquiring wealth, the chief preoccupation of the 
trading class, made possible the making and sharing of merit, the chief 
form of Buddhist religious activity for the laity. These religious actions 
do not require the intermediary services of brahmin priests and suggest 
much more of an ethic of independence, self-effort and work, an ethic 
thoroughly congenial to the attitudes of the trading class.

The success of traders and their religious association with Bud-
dhism was not lost on the political rulers of Andhra at this time. In-
scriptions issued by political chieftains during this time at Amaravati,76 
and Bhattiprolu,77announce their donations and support to the Buddhist 
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sa£gha. At the same time, coins issued by these same rulers refl ect their 
enthusiasm for growing trade relations.78 It is clear that by embracing 
and supporting trade, they also saw it expedient to embrace and sup-
port the religion of the traders. Often the conversion of whole peoples 
is said to follow the conversion of their leaders. In the Andhra of this 
era, perhaps the reverse process occurred.

Following the conversion of political chieftains, we can also note, 
however, how other segments of Andhra society soon followed. We 
can see through further evidence of inscriptions that people of various 
castes belonging to agriculture and industry organized themselves into 
larger associations. The names of these associations and their fl ourishing 
states are known from the engraved records of donations they made to 
various Buddhist establishments. These include such groups who came 
to be known as gåmas79 (village agriculturalists), nigamas80 (traders), and 
ghos†is81 (professionals) at Bhattiprolu, Dhanyakataka, and Amaravati. The 
steadily increasing numbers of donations made collectively by people 
belonging to such gåmas, nigamas, and ghos†is indicates the sudden rise 
of their economic prosperity. This prosperity is also corroborated by the 
fi nding of many hoards of punch-marked coins dating to this time.82 In 
addition, some of these punch-marked coins at places like Nasthullapur 
were found along with extensive hoards of Roman coins.83 Foreign trad-
ers, who were residents at Amaravati, also apparently understood the 
connection between Buddhism and trade. Records of their donations 
made in support of Buddhist cave establishments are also now known.84 
By the preceding and early centuries of the Common Era, Buddhism 
through fl ourishing economic activity had proliferated into virtually all 
sections of Andhra society. Simultaneously, it spread to other countries 
as well.

Literary tradition abounds with stories of merchants from various 
parts of the subcontinent heading for Southeast Asian countries to amass 
wealth. Archaeological studies in Southeast Asia repeatedly mention the 
impact of Amaravati school of Buddhist art in these countries. According 
to Somasekhara Sarma, the script of some of the inscriptions found at 
Ghantasala’s st¶pa site, correspond exactly to inscriptions found in Java 
(Indonesia)85 raising the possibility of established trade relations between 
Andhra and Java in the early centuries CE.

There is abundant archaeological evidence in Andhra as far as the 
trade beyond the Arabian Sea is concerned.86 This evidence and the un-
earthed hoard of Roman coins in and around Buddhist establishments 
suggest the possibility that trade with countries beyond the Arabian 
Sea was conducted under the ageis of Buddhist institutions. The as-
sociation of this pottery with Buddhist monastic sites may reveal the 
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cosmopolitan nature of sa£gha during this time. At Nagarjunakonda, 
the names of various monasteries suggest that there were accommoda-
tions for monks coming from different regions of the subcontinent as 
far as Kashmir and Gandhara regions in the north and Sri Lanka in the 
Indian Ocean in the south. These monasteries must have had enormous 
resources to attract people from these far away lands. It was Kosambi87 
who fi rst suggested that the monasteries might have facilitated the trade 
through trade caravans to make profi ts. Not many accepted Kosambi’s 
view since some of the monasteries in question were away from towns 
and cities. Ray88 talks about the Buddhist sa£gha holding a considerable 
amount of land and property in the early centuries of Common Era. 
Her argument was on the basis of the evidence for storage rooms at 
Nagarjunakonda, material remains of the presence of various industries 
and a large number of donations made by people from different walks 
of life. Buddhist vihåras at places like Bavikonda and Thotlakonda also 
have remains of storage houses while local and foreign coins invariably 
have been included in the cultural remnants of almost all of the Buddhist 
sites. Furthermore, coin molds and coins in vihåras at Nagarjunakonda 
show that these monasteries possessed separate mints of their own.89 
Schopen in his chapter on monks, nuns, and “vulgar” practices argues 
with the help of inscriptional evidence how monks and nuns constituted 
the majority in making donations to the image cult.90 Obviously monks 
and nuns during the pre- and early centuries of Christian era were able 
to own property. If this was true, it would not have been diffi cult for 
them, if not on the behalf of the Buddhist monastery, to act on their 
own as private bankers to loan the money to traders.

Conclusion

The Buddhism that developed along with trade and urbanization in 
Andhra replaced the megalithic burial monuments with st¶pas. On the 
one hand it can be argued that the local megalithic culture of Andhra 
transformed Buddhism by integrating its forms of practice into the in-
digenous milieu. On the other hand, it may be surmised that Buddhism 
became the new status quo of religious culture and grafted some of the 
indigenous practices into its edifi ce. On the basis of the analysis of the 
material culture, we can assert with confi dence that the tradition of an-
cestor veneration that started in the prehistoric ages within these Andhra 
communities eventually culminated in the worship of the Buddhist st¶pa 
refl ecting the undeniable fact that there was continuity between the 
earlier and the newer forms of religion.
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The emergent Buddhist religious culture of Andhra reveals an inclu-
sive sensitivity to indigenous religious cults and their symbolic expression. 
This inclusive ethos in which Buddhist institutions incorporated popular 
forms of religion abetted its appeal to a broad cross-section of urbaniz-
ing society. The forms of veneration of the dead that were predominant 
among pre- and protohistoric societies were successfully merged into 
Buddhist symbols and cultic forms of veneration. Other lesser forms of 
religious expression in the form of goddess and snake images also found 
their place within the Buddhist complex thus providing a wider venue 
to meet a full-scale religious needs of the population as a whole.

When the population experienced a transition from a self-suffi cient, 
agrarian society to an urban one that was ambitious in acquiring skills, 
wealth, and self-respect, Buddhism came to its aid. It provided a matrix 
of values to meet these needs. This is seen very clearly in relation to 
the merchant community. Buddhist establishments were often set up 
in strategic places that would give shelters to merchant caravans and 
the sea voyagers. In conclusion, I want to briefl y allude to some of the 
reasons behind the close ties between the trading class and Buddhist 
establishments.

The spread and vitality of trade was directly linked to the spread 
and vitality of Buddhism. As a religion appealing to commoners because 
of its “casteless” concerns and its religious ethic of giving, it proved 
attractive to a wide variety of people. Traders found that in Buddhism, 
there were fewer barriers between them and the other classes (cultivators 
and artisans) with whom they came into contact with in the business of 
trade. Business friendship included religious friendship. Buddhist traders 
erected st¶pas not only to honor the Buddha, but also to demonstrate 
that their material excesses were equated with spiritual success. These 
st¶pas also became important landmarks, beacons and lighthouses to 
mariners, and the larger vihåras also provided shelter to itinerant trad-
ers. In this connection, it is interesting to note the role reversal that took 
place here: supportive laity had become those on the move in pursuit 
of economic success while the Buddhist monks had begun to live more 
of a sedentary existences. This last point does not ignore the fact that 
monks often accompanied traders in their far-fl ung voyages to regions 
of Southeast Asia and beyond where trade and Buddhism were also to 
fl ourish hand-in-hand. 

Finally, with reference to the question of what was responsible for 
the relative demise of Buddhism in Andhra that I raised at the outset 
perhaps we can only ponder basic questions and speculate. Did the Bud-
dhists outdo themselves in remaking the religion to make it congenial for 
so many of the masses? While Buddhist “inclusion” abetted its  success 
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as it spread across the depth and breadth of Andhra by meeting the 
needs of the changing society that was going through the evolution from 
pastoral through rural and urban forms, is it possible that it became too 
identifi ed with the socioeconomic regimes of those times? While it was 
successful for more than 600 years in Andhra, did the factor of economic 
decline of the society within which it had become so intertwined and 
identifi ed lead to its own decline? Buddhist institutions rather sud-
denly found themselves without much patronage in the fourth century 
CE. While there is some indication that it entered into another phase 
of change in association with the rise of the Mahåyåna, it also seems
to have lost its great popularity in Andhra at a time when the society in 
general had retreated economically. By the time the economy recovered, 
had Buddhism changed itself so much that it lost its resonance with the 
deeper structures of religion in Andhra? Was this why, as a transformed 
institution, it became a very poor competitor to other forms of religion 
such as Íaivism that seems to have better catered to the needs of the 
another wave of urbanization? And why was it not able to reconnect 
with the rural communities of those times as well?

However these questions are answered, it cannot be denied that 
Buddhism came to Andhra at a time when conditions were such that it 
was able to create cohesiveness and order in the society that was going 
through a change. Newly emerged professional groups found social re-
spect and spiritual satisfaction by associating themselves with Buddhist 
institutions. The concept of “dåna” helped not only to boost the moral-
ity of the public but also gave a further boost to the economy. While 
Buddhism fl ourished with the traders’ patronage, it was also spread 
by these trading communities from the Krishna River Valley to other 
regions of India and across the seas to Sri Lanka, regions of Southeast 
Asia and beyond.
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CHAPTER 2

Of Tempted Arhats
and Supermundane Buddhas

Abhidharma in the Krishna Region

BART DESSEIN

In the present article, textual records on the history of the Buddhist 
schools are discussed in the light of the evidence revealed by epigraphical 
sources of the Krishna valley region. This discussion concentrates on the 
position of the person of Mahådeva in the history of Buddhism. After 
a brief introduction to the various sources to study the Mahåsåμghika 
philosophical viewpoints, an analysis of their philosophy is given. This 
treatment envisages the “fi ve points” of Mahådeva. The analysis of the 
Mahåsåμghika doctrine brings us to the practice of caitya worship among 
the Buddhists in the Krishna valley region, and to some refl ections on 
caitya worship in Íråvakayåna and Mahåyåna circles.

Epigraphical and Textual Records

Precise determination of which school was present in which region and 
at what time, primarily has to rely on epigraphical evidence.1 For the 
Krishna valley region of what is now Andhra Pradesh, the majority of the 
inscriptions concerned are those found at Nagarjunikonda and Amaravati, 
both located on the right bank of the Krishna River.2 In these places, we 
fi nd inscriptions that date back to the reigns of the Íatavåhanas (second 
century AD) and the Ik∑våkus (third century AD). For these periods, the 
presence of the Mah¥ßåsakas,3 Bahußrut¥yas,4 Caitikas,5 P¨rvaßailas,6 and 
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Aparaßailas7 is attested. Although none of these inscriptions refers to 
the Mahåsåμghikas directly, there is textual evidence that of the above 
mentioned schools and sects, the Bahußrut¥yas, Caitikas, P¨rvaßailas, and 
Aparaßailas, issued from the Mahåsåμghikas.8 In Xuanzang’s translation 
of AD 662 of the Samayabhedoparacanacakra (henceforth Sbc) (Yibuzong 
lun lun), a work attributed to the Sarvåstivåda master Vasumitra,9 for 
example, we read:

In the course of the two hundred years [following the Buddha’s 
parinirvå£a], three schools issued from the Mahåsåμghikas: the 
Ekavyåvahårikas, the Lokottaravådins,10 and the Kukku†ikas.11 
Thereafter, equally in the course of these two hundred 
years, still another school issued from the Mahåsåμghikas: 
the Bahußrut¥yas.12 After this, still in the course of these 
two hundred years, a further school issued from within the 
Mahåsåμghikas: the Prajñaptivådins.13 When these two hun-
dred years had passed, there was a heretic who had given up 
heterodoxies and had returned to the right [doctrine]. Also he 
was called Mahådeva. He had gone forth in the Mahåsåμghika 
school and had received full ordination. He was well-versed 
and diligent, and resided on Caityagiri. With the monks of 
this school, he again studied the fi ve points. This caused 
discussion and a split into three schools: the Caityaßailas, the 
Aparaßailas, and the Uttaraßailas.14

That Vasumitra lays the cause of the schism “also” with Mahådeva who 
“again” studied the fi ve points with the Caityagiri monks, is because he 
also connected the original schism of Mahåsåμghikas and Sthaviras with 
Mahådeva.15 It is, in this respect, noteworthy that the Íåriputraparip®c -
chås¶tra, a text that, as the above quoted is claimed by André Bareau to 
belong to the earliest group of texts dealing with the affi liation of the 
early Buddhist schools,16 only mentions Mahådeva in connection with 
the further split of the Mahåsåμghika school, that is, at a moment when 
the Mahåsåμghika school already existed for about one century:

In the two hundred years after nirvå£a, because of dogmatic 
reasons, from within the Mahåsåμghikas, the following 
schools arose: Ekavyåvahårika, Lokottaravåda, Kukku†ika, 
Bahußrutaka, and Prajñaptivåda. In the three hundred years 
after nirvå£a, due to other doctrines, within these fi ve schools, 
other schools arose: the school of Mahådeva, the Caitras, and 
the Matar¥yas.17
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The second list of *Bhavya, included in the Nikåyabhedovibhangavyåkhyåna 
(henceforth Nbv), belongs to a second period of texts recording the 
affi liation of Buddhist schools.18 Taranåtha attributes this list to the 
Mahåsåμghika tradition.19 It, more precisely, should then be situated in 
the Andhra region around Amaravati.20 According to this text,

Within the Mahåsåμghikas, eight divisions occurred: the 
Mahåsåμghikas,21 the P¨rvaßailas, the Aparaßailas, the Råja-
giriyas, the Haimavatas, the Caitiyas, the Saμkråntivådins,22 
and the Gokulikas.23

It is noteworthy that the four schools that Buddhaghosa in his fi fth-
century commentary to the Kathåvatthu I, 9 grouped under the name 
“Andhaka,”24 are mentioned here: the Råjagirikas,25 the Siddhatthikas 
(Saμkråntivådins),26 the Pubbadeliyas, and the Aparaseliyas.27

Epigraphical evidence found in Mathura shows that the Mahå-
såμghikas were predominant in this region in the second half of the fi rst 
century BC,28 that is, a period that predates the inscriptions found in the 
Krishna valley region. This implies that the inscriptions of the Krishna 
valley region belong to a second period of Mahåsåμghika inscriptions, 
that is, inscriptions that are posterior to the inscriptions in Northern In-
dia.29 The textual evidence quoted thus affi rms the epigraphical sources. 
According to the Íåriputraparip®cchåßåstra, the Bahußrut¥yas issued from 
the Mahåsåμghikas in the second century AB.30 André Bareau hereby 
suggests that it is a controversy on the superfi cial and profound meaning 
of the scriptures, and on the relative and absolute truth that caused this 
schism.31 In the third century AB, a group of Southern Mahåsåμghika 
schools—Caitika, Uttaraßaila and Aparaßaila—arose.32

The Importance of Mahådeva

The accounts of the development of the Buddhist community after the 
death of the historical Buddha either mention the doctrinal position of 
Mahådeva—the “fi ve theses,”33 or the so-called ten points (daßa vast¶ni) 
of laxity in monastic behavior34 as the cause of the fi rst schism in the 
Buddhist community, that is, the schism between the Mahåsåμghikas and 
the Sthaviravådins.35 Janice Nattier and Charles Prebish (1977) convinc-
ingly claim that this schism, for which the date 116 AB is proposed,36 
was most likely caused by the expansion of the root Vinaya text by the 
future Sthaviravådins, an expansion that was not accepted by the later 
Mahåsåμghikas.37 If, indeed, the schism between Sthaviravådins and 
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Mahåsåμghikas had a disciplinary basis, the connection of Mahådeva 
with the origin of the Mahåsåμghikas becomes doubtful.38 The fi ve points 
of Mahådeva are the claim that:

(1) (1) Arhats can be tempted by others (paropah®ta), (2) [some 
arhats] are subject to ignorance (ajñåna), (3) [some arhats] have 
doubts (kå‰kƒå), (4) [some arhats] attain enlightenment through 
the help of others (paravit¥r£a), and (5) they obtain their path 
by emission of voice.39

As stated by Janice Nattier and Charles Prebish (1977), the fi ve points 
as here formulated clearly demote the arhat from his status of near-
 perfection which the Buddhist tradition had ascribed him. There are two 
logical reasons that can explain such a position. If arhatship is still the 
goal to be pursued, this goal is made easier to attain. The other possibil-
ity is that the Mahåsåμghikas wanted to highlight another ideal. The 
latter might be the more likely case. It seems awkward that a Buddhist 
school would demote the fi nal goal of religious praxis, and, further, 
Mahådeva is referred to as a “bodhisattva” (dashi) in the Fenbie gongde 
lun, a half Mahåsåμghika, half Mahåyåna commentary on the Chinese 
Ekottaragåma.40 This epithet seems to indicate an attempt to replace the 
goal of arhatship with that of the bodhisattva (resulting in the eventual 
attainment of full Buddhahood).41

Not all Mahåsåμghika groups, further, had the same opinion on 
the qualities of a bodhisattva. The so-called northern schools had a much 
more divinized concept of a bodhisattva, while the southern schools—with 
which we are concerned here—give a much more human description 
of a bodhisattva.42 This helps to explain that a demotion of the arhat-
ideal gradually also led to a more human concept of the bodhisattva,
thus highlighting Buddhahood as the fi nal goal to be achieved by the 
adept (ßråvaka).43

In the same line of argumentation, we have to mention the Sanlun 
xuanyi. In this—for Mahåsåμghika history—relatively late text, it is stated 
that “in addition to advocating the heretical fi ve points,” Mahådeva also 
“tried to incorporate Mahåyåna s¶tras into the Tripi†aka.”44 The latter 
opinion is also found in Paramårtha’s treatise on the schools.45

It thus seems that within Mahåsåμghika Buddhism, a gradual 
reinterpretation of the position of an arhat and a bodhisattva developed, 
and that this development was especially strong among the Andhaka 
subgroups. As textual evidence points to it that Mahådeva was only 
later connected to the original schism between the Mahåsåμghikas and 
the Sthaviras, the position of Mahådeva and his fi ve points thus shows 
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to be an important element in the difference between the northern and 
southern groups of Mahåsåμghikas.

Mahåsåμghika Abhidharma

Sources

We do not possess one single work that systematically outlines the 
complete philosophy of the different Mahåsåμghika groups. However, 
we do have a series of historical and philosophical works that provide 
us with a fairly clear picture of their viewpoints. Apart from the above 
mentioned accounts on the history of the different Buddhist sects and 
schools (Vasumitra, *Bhavya, Vin¥tadeva), these are the Bahußrut¥ya 
*Satyasiddhißåstra,46 and the Mahåvastu, a work that is connected to the 
Lokottaravåda subschool of the Mahåsåμghikas.47 The *Satyasiddhißås-
tra is a work by Harivarman who is supposed to have been a native 
of Central India and lived around the third century AD.48 The Indian 
original of the work is lost, but it is preserved in its Chinese transla-
tion by Kumåraj¥va (T.1646).49 The Mahåvastu is a compilation, probably 
fi nalized around the third or fourth century AD,50 of which the material 
shows to have been derived from the Lokottaravåda Vinayapi†aka and 
also shows connections with a S¶trapi†aka that must have consisted of 
texts that are identical or at least very similar to Påli texts and were 
reworked for the Mahåvastu.51 To these works have to be added the Påli 
Kathåvatthu, the *Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra, and the Sarvåstivåda works 
*Abhidharmavibhåƒåßåstra and *Abhidharmamahåvibhåƒåßåstra.

As the title indicates, the Kathåvatthu is aimed at refuting the—ac-
cording to Sthaviravåda viewpoint—heretical doctrines. Unfortunately, 
the different “points of controversy” are not attributed to some Buddhist 
sect/school in the Kathåvatthu itself. We do possess a commentary on 
the work by Buddhagho∑a (fi fth century AD), titled Kathåvatthuppakara£a-
A††hakathå,52 in which these doctrinal positions are attributed. Although 
this commentary is of a much later date, a comparison of the already 
mentioned works with the commentary by Buddhagho∑a shows that 
he was very well informed on the diverging doctrinal opinions of the 
 different schools.53 It should, however, be kept in mind that it is not at 
all unlikely that some of the polemics were attributed to those schools 
that were vigilant at the time of compilation of the commentary, and 
were not based on material that had been transmitted over a few hun-
dred years.54 For the purpose of the present article, the importance of 
the Kathåvatthu, therefore, primarily lies in these later attributions.
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The Chinese version of the *Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra, the Shelifo apitan 
lun (T.1548) was produced by Dharmayaßas and Dharmagupta, between 
AD 407 and 414 in Chang’an during the reign of the Qin Dynasty.55 An-
dré Bareau claimed that the work to all probability is of Dharmaguptaka 
origin.56 According to Vasumitra, the doctrine of the Dharmaguptakas was 
very close to the one of the Mahåsåμghikas.57 Analysis of the *Íåripu-
tråbhidharmaßåstra indeed shows that the work contains a great number 
of theses that were accepted by one or more of the Mahåsåμghika 
groups. As some theses of the so-called Andhaka schools are denied,58 
the *Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra thus most likely postdates the rise of the 
schools that later settled in the Krishna valley region.

The *Abhidharmamahåvibhåƒaßåstra should be dated roughly some-
where around the end of the fi rst to the end of the second century 
AD.59 The Chinese version by Xuanzang’s translation team (T.1545) 
was produced between 656 and 659. Before that, a translation of the 
*Abhidharmavibhåƒaßåstra had been completed by Buddhavarman together 
with Daotai between AD 437 and 439 (T.1546).60

In what follows, I will apply the scheme of the “path to liberation” 
to systematize the various opinions ascribed to the Mahåsåμghikas or to 
one of the schools that issued from them at a later date. These opinions 
will be interpreted in the light of what appears to be a major develop-
ment in Mahåsåμghika philosophy: the status of arhatship and, related 
to this, the status of the bodhisattva, and the interpretation of the nature 
of and the peculiar characteristics ascribed to the Buddha. For obvious 
reasons, I will primarily base myself on those of the aforementioned 
works that refer to the Mahåsåμghika schools directly, and use the other 
works—such as the Kathåvatthuppakara£a-A††hakathå—only as secondary 
information. Using these criteria, of all the above mentioned works, 
Vasumitra’s SBc is our oldest source of information.

The Abhidharma of the Southern Mahåsåμghika Schools

ORIGIN OF DEFILEMENTS

Humans (manuƒya) are endowed with faculties (indriya). As contact 
(sparßa) of these faculties with their respective objects (viƒaya) makes 
feelings (vedanå) arise, conditioning factors (saμskåra) are formed. This 
defi lement adds to the karmic result (vipåka), and, eventually, to a new 
birth and further suffering.

According to Vasumitra’s Sbc, the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyavahårikas, 
Lokottaravådins, and Kukkutikas shared the opinion that:
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(2) The group of such fi ve types of consciousness (vijñåna) 
as the one of the eye61 are both with attachment (saråga) and 
without attachment (vairågya).62

From Kathåvatthu X, 3, it is clear that we have to interpret this statement 
as “That one may develop the path while enjoying the fi vefold cognitions 
of sense.”63 The argument with this is that one who develops the path, 
although possessing the fi ve faculties, is not attracted by their respective 
objects. For this interpretation, according to Buddhagho∑a’s commentary 
on the Kathåvatthu, the Mahåsåμghikas referred to A‰guttaranikåya III, 
16, where can be read that when a bhikƒu’s sensual faculties (indriya) 
come into contact with their respective objects (viƒaya), this bhikƒu does 
not grasp at the general or specifi c characteristics of it.64 Also the follow-
ing two related statement are, in the Sbc, attributed to the above four 
Mahåsåμghika groups:

(3) The realm of form (r¶padhåtu) and the realm of formless-
ness (år¶pyadhåtu) are both provided with the group of the 
six types of consciousness (ƒa¿vijñånakåya);65

and:

(4) The nature of [the one of the] mind (cittasvabhåva) is clean 
(ßuddha) in its origin: it becomes defi led (kliƒ†a) when it is stained 
by secondary affl ictions (upakleßa), the “adventitious dusts.”66

These statements imply that in the higher two realms, consciousness of the 
mind is still present, be that it is no longer stained. As the Mahåsåμghikas 
further claimed that the existence of faculties presupposes the existence 
of their respective types of consciousness and vice versa,67 this implies 
that, for the Mahåsåμghikas, the eighteen elements exist throughout the 
three realms. This contradicts the general belief of the nonexistence of 
form in the realm of formlessness. The Mahåsåμghikas therefore recurred 
to acknowledging the existence of “subtle form” (s¶kƒma r¶pa)68 in the 
realm of formlessness. The subtlety of this kind of form is defi ned in 
relation to form of the other two realms.69

The picture that emerges from the above is that the Mahåsåμghika 
path to liberation accentuates the intrinsic value of the elements, and 
especially of the mental factors, not the number of these elements: the 
Mahåsåμghika path to liberation is a mental process of gradual interi-
orization, a process in which the external world is cut off from staining 
the adept’s mind.70
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Directly related to this process of “interiorization,” is the question 
whether sensual perception is effectuated in the sensual faculties themselves, 
in the types of consciousness associated with their respective faculties, or 
in mental consciousness. This question further encroaches on the ques-
tion in what way mental consciousness differs from the other fi ve types 
of consciousness, and in what way the sensual faculties and the objects 
perceived act as conditions for the arising of perceptual consciousness.71 The 
Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas are, 
according to the Sbc, claimed to have held to the following position:

(5) The fi ve material faculties (r¶pendriya) are nothing but lumps 
of fl esh. The eyes (cakƒur) do not see matter (r¶pa), the ears 
(ßrotra) do not hear sounds (svara), the nose (ghrå£a) does not 
smell odors (gandha), the tongue (jihvå) does not taste fl avors 
(rasa), the body (kåya) does not feel the tangible (spraƒ†avya).72

This statement clearly excludes the possibility that it is the sensual facul-
ties themselves that perceive the objects. This is in full accordance with 
the acceptance of the eighteen elements throughout the three realms. 
That the sensual organs are “nothing but lumps of fl esh” can hereby 
be understood as the sensual faculties that are like windows through 
which the sense-consciousness can acquire its sense-cognition.73 The 
possibility that these are the sensual faculties themselves that perceive 
their objects excluded, leaves the possibility of sensual perception in 
the fi ve types of consciousness, or in mental consciousness. On this is-
sue, the *Abhidharmamahåvibhåƒaßåstra informs us that, according to the 
Mahåsåμghikas, in the process of apprehending their respective objects, 
two thoughts (citta) can arise simultaneously.74 In view of the peculiar 
Mahåsåμghika assignment of liberation to the mental domain, it is 
not unlikely that the idea here is that mental consciousness is active 
whenever one of the other fi ve types of consciousness is active. This 
interpretation is sustained by the following two statements that in the 
Sbc are listed among those on which the Mahåsåμghikas later came to 
hold to an opinion that diverged from the one of the Ekavyåvahårikas, 
Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas:

(6) At one and the same time two thoughts can arise side
by side.75

and:

(7) Thoughts permeate the whole body, and [these] thoughts 
can contract and expand in accordance with the basis (åßraya) 
and the object (viƒaya).76
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Although we do not have any precise information on the place of resi-
dence of the Ekavyåvahårikas and Kukku†ikas,77 we do know that the 
Lokottaravådins (who may actually be the same group as the Ekavyå-
vahårikas) resided in the region of Bamiyan.78 This does not make it 
unlikely that it is especially among the southern Mahåsåμghika groups 
that the aforementioned statements came to be accentuated. In the light 
of the above thesis (7), and in view of the Mahåsåμghika interpretation 
of the process of the attainment of liberating insight as conceived as a 
process of interiorization, it is very likely that we have to give prominence 
to mental consciousness over the other—second—type of consciousness 
that is active whenever an object (viƒaya) is perceived.79 This explains the 
following statement in the *Abhidharmamahåvibhåƒåßåstra:

(8) Some, among whom the Mahåsåμghikas, adhere to [the 
opinion] that only thoughts and thought concomitants have 
a cause of retribution (vipåkahetu) and a fruit of retribution 
(vipakaphala). In order to stop them [. . . this explanation
is done].80

The Sbc further claims that the Mahåsåμghikas later came to hold the 
following opinion, not shared by the Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins 
and Kukku†ikas:

(9) The material [four] great elements (mahåbh¶ta) that consti-
tute the faculties (indriya) are subject to change: the thoughts 
(citta) and thought concomitants (caitasikadharma) are not 
subject to change.81

This means that material things are subject to change because they last 
for a longer period of time than thoughts and thought concomitants do. 
The latter are instantaneous, and hence do not transform from a previous 
to a later state.82 In the light of the denial of the existence of the three 
time periods (see below), this again points to it that enlightenment was 
interpreted as a process of “interiorization” of the individual adept.

ANALYSIS OF DEFILEMENTS

The Buddhist path to liberation aims at the ultimate destruction of all 
impure infl uence (åßravakƒaya).83 This is the quality that traditionally 
defi nes arhatship.84 This explains why the concept of “defi lement” has 
been a major topic in abhidharmic discussions in the different Buddhist 
schools. The problem of the nature of defi lement is related to the concept 
of “time” (kåla). The question arose whether conditioned factors (saμsk®ta 
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dharma) proceed through an eternal time, or whether “time” as such 
does not exist, but is an aspect of the conditioned factors themselves. 
In the latter supposition, it is the intrinsic value of the conditioned fac-
tors that determines their being present (pratyutpanna), past (at¥ta), or 
future (anågata). This intrinsic value is labeled “activity” (kåritra).85 For 
the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas 
(Sbc), “past” and “future” as such do not exist.86 It is in the conditioned 
things themselves that “time” is situated, the difference in the three 
stages of time (adhvan) being based on the “activity” (kåritra) of these 
elements. Given the fact that the past is without substance (does not 
“exist”), and that an action and its maturation by defi nition cannot exist 
simultaneously, the Mahåsåμghikas came to the following interpretation 
of the relation of an action with its matured effect (vipåka): as long as an 
action is not exhausted, it exists in a kind of a perpetual present. Also 
its matured effect, being present, exists at the same time as the action 
itself. Once a part of an action matures, it is exhausted and no longer 
exists. It has disappeared into the past (it is no longer “active”) and so 
no longer exists simultaneously with its matured effect.87

Judging from the Sbc, this idea was not shared by the Ekavyåvahåri-
kas, Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas; and in the *Satyasiddhißåstra, the 
view that “the past action that has not yet received its matured effect 
exists, and that the rest [of the past] does not exist,”88 is contradicted. 
According to the *Satyasiddhißåstra, the division of the past action into a 
part that has not yet received its matured effect and a part that already 
has, is meaningless.89

The idea that there is no strict demarcation between past and present 
does, further, not require the kind of factors characterized as “neutral,” 
that is, factors that do not have a karmic effect. The existence of neutral 
factors (avyåk®tadharma) is denied by the Mahåsåμghikas.90

We can summarize the above as follows: in the Mahåsåμghika 
interpretation of the path to liberation, time is seen as inherent in the 
conditioned factors. Liberating insight, that is, termination of the karmic 
succession of causes (hetu) and fruitions (phala), and hence of the cycle 
of rebirths (saμsåra), is, by consequence, situated in these conditioned 
factors themselves. The acceptance of all eighteen elements throughout 
the three realms, makes liberation the result of a mental process of interi-
orization. Attaining liberating insight hence implies that the contaminants 
are gradually made ineffective with regard to mind. This detachment 
from the contaminants is—as shown below—related to the acceptance 
of a latent and an active state of these contaminants, whereby these 
contaminants are situated in a kind of perpetual present. As indicated 
above, this interpretation appears to have become accentuated especially 
among the southern Mahåsåμghika groups.
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As stated, the notion of “activity” became fundamental in the 
Mahåsåμghika interpretation of fi nal liberation. The Mahåsåμghikas, 
Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas differentiate a la-
tent activity (= anußaya) and a manifest activity (= paryavasthåna) in
the defi lements:

(10) The contaminants (anußaya) are different from the mani-
festly active defi lements (paryavasthåna), and the manifestly 
active defi lements are different from the contaminants. It must 
be said that the contaminants are dissociated from thoughts 
(cittaviprayukta), whereas the manifestly active defi lements are 
associated with thoughts (cittasaμprayukta),91

and:

(11) The contaminants (anußaya) are neither thoughts (citta) 
nor thought concomitants (caitasikadharma), and they do not 
take a supporting object (ålambana).92

That the “manifestly active defi lements are associated with thoughts” is 
logically explained by the fact that, in the contrary case, their activity of 
defi ling thought—the obstruction to attaining nirvå£a—would be mean-
ingless, and so also the whole process of “annihilation” of defi lements 
would become meaningless. As the Mahåsåμghikas claim the existence 
of the eighteen elements in all three realms, it has to be so that, for at-
taining liberating insight, the contaminants gradually have to be made 
ineffective with regard to mind, in which the process of enlightenment is 
realized. If past and future were “substantial,”93 this also would make the 
“destruction of impure infl uence” impossible. It is precisely the concept of 
“activity,”that is, the acceptance of a latent and an active intrinsic nature of 
the defi lements, that overcomes both problems. When the contaminants no 
longer become manifestly active, the result of what we called “a process 
of interiorization of the individual adept,” they no longer add to karmic 
fruition (in their anusaya state, they do not take a supporting object).

Judging from the Sbc, the Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, and 
Kukku†ikas later no longer agreed with the Mahåsåμghikas who claimed 
the following:

(12) The seeds (b¥ja) precisely are the sprouts (a‰kura);94

and:

(13) Both the path and passions can exist side by side.95
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These two position are both related to the theory of “activity” as sustained 
by the Mahåsåμghikas. Statement (12) is likely to mean that the essence 
(bhåva) of contaminants (anußaya) and manifestly active defi lements (pary-
avasthåna) is the same. When their activity is latent, they are “seeds;” when 
this activity becomes manifest, they are “sprouts.” As the contaminants 
are dissociated from thoughts (statement [11]), there is no objection to the 
existence of good (kußala) and bad (akußala) seeds side by side (statement 
[13]): only one of them becomes active at the same time. When bad seeds 
become active, they form a manifestly active defi lement and stain the 
mind; when what is good becomes active, the path is developed. Also 
the denial of the existence of neutral factors is related to this.

Connected to the denial of the existence of the three time periods 
as such, the Mahåsåμghikas (as well as the Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokot-
taravådins, and Kukku†ikas) logically do not accept the existence of an 
intermediate state of existence (antaråbhava), a type of existence in between 
this life and the future life, accounting for the transfer of karmic effects 
from one lifetime to the next.96

The above analysis of the nature of defi lement shows that the 
Mahåsåμghika interpretation of this nature is in line with their view 
on the presence of the eighteen elements throughout the three realms, 
and with their view of liberation as the result of a process of mental 
interiorization. This interpretation appears to have been adhered to 
especially by the Mahåsåμghika groups who resided in the Krishna 
valley region.

KNOWLEDGE AND MEDITATIVE EXPERIENCE ON THE PATH TO LIBERATION

On the path to liberation, it is through the instrumentality of wisdom 
(prajñå)97 that the devotee makes sure that the contaminants no longer 
become manifestly active. The last step before entering the path to 
liberation is called “the highest worldly factor” (laukikågradharma). It is 
the moment of transition from being a worldling (p®thagjana) to being 
a noble person (åryapudgala). This point of transition, according to the 
Mahåsåμghikas, belongs both to the realm of sensual passion (kåmad-
håtu) and to the realm of form (r¶padhåtu).98 This refers to the fact that 
the Mahåsåμghikas conceived the process of attaining liberation as a 
gradual process. This is affi rmed in the following opinion that, accord-
ing to the Sbc, was shared by the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, 
Lokottaravådins, and Kukku†ikas:

(14) From conversion onwards to the stage of transformation 
of personality (gotrabh¶midharma), there is in all stages the 
possibility of retrogression (parihåni).99
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This means that a worldling (p®thagjana) is subject to falling back from 
the moment of his conversion onward, up to the moment of transition 
from being a worldling to being a noble person, namely, the moment 
of the “highest worldly factor.” As the “highest worldly factor” also 
belongs to the realm of sensual passion, the worldling and the noble 
person share some qualities. This opinion encroaches on the qualities 
of an arhat.

The actual noble path is twofold: it consists of the path of vision 
(darßanamårga), and the path of spiritual practice (bhåvanåmårga). The 
difference between both paths is based on the way in which defi lement 
is annihilated: vision of the four noble truths and spiritual practice re-
spectively. The path of vision, hereby, is divided into sixteen moments 
of which each time four moments correspond to the four aspects of one 
of the noble truths (ƒo¿aßåkåra100). In the Sbc, we read that the same four 
Mahåsåμghika groups claim that the adept, on entering the fi rst moment 
of these sixteen moments (patience regarding the doctrine in relation to 
suffering (du÷khe dharmakƒånti),101 at once destroys every defi lement to 
be abandoned through vision.102 It is in this respect noteworthy that the 
oldest Chinese translation of the Sbc claims that “one does not destroy 
all bonds when entering the righteousness of the ability to arise free 
from beings.”103 This implies that the sixteen aspects are understood to 
be comprehended gradually. In Kathåvatthu II, 9, this idea of gradual 
higher realization is, among others, attributed to the Andhakas.104 This 
is confi rmed in the Sbc.105 Related to this, is the idea that:

(15) Also in the eighth stage (aƒ†amaka-bh¶mi) one can abide 
for a long time.106

Kathåvatthu III, 5 attributes this position to the Andhakas,107 and 
explains that the idea here is that, for one who goes to the fruit of the 
streamwinner (srotaåpattipratipannaka),108 the contaminant perplexity 
(vicikitsånußaya) and the contaminant views (d®ƒ†yanußaya) no longer be-
come manifestly active. It is precisely because perplexity and views are 
still latent, that it can take some time before the one who goes to the fruit 
of the streamwinner attains this fruit (phalastha). This opinion corresponds 
to the Andhaka acceptance of a gradual higher realization of the truths.

Also the opinion of the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokot-
taravådins, and Kukku†ikas, that:

(16) Even in the state of meditative attainment (samåhita) one 
can utter words: there is also a subdued mind and also a 
quarrelsome mind.109
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seems to be related to the Mahåsåμghika opinion that the eighteen ele-
ments exist throughout the three realms.

The above section can be summarized as follows: The Mahåsåμghikas 
interpreted liberation of the adept as a gradual process of interiorization, 
in the course of which the defi lements are gradually made ineffective 
with regard to the mind. This process of attaining enlightenment is 
explained by their acceptance of a latent and an active state of these 
defi lements, and, hence, of the fact that past and future as such do not 
exist. The idea that there are no past and future appears to have been 
contradicted by the Mahåsåμghika groups that resided in the North. As 
the interpretation of time necessarily encroaches on the interpretation of 
the nature of defi lements, and, hence, also on the attainment of libera-
tion, this may explain why among the northern Mahåsåμghika groups 
the concept of a “sudden enlightenment” developed. This may further 
be connected to the fact that the northern Mahåsåμghika groups had 
a much more divinized concept of the bodhisattva than the groups that 
resided in the South had. The southern Mahåsåμghikas, on the contrary, 
saw the transformation from being a worldling to being a noble person 
as a gradual process. This idea further infl uenced their interpretation 
of the bodhisattva. In the South, a more human interpretation of the 
bodhisattva prevailed.

THE FRUITS OF NOBILITY

Three stages precede arhatship (arhattvaphala): the stage of the streamwin-
ner (srotaåpanna), the stage of the once-returner (sak®dågåmin), and the 
stage of the nonreturner (anågåmin). In the Sbc, only statements concern-
ing the srotaåpanna and the arhat are found. We read:

(17) A streamwinner is liable to commit all kinds of evil 
(påpa) except the forms of proximate blameworthiness (ånan-
taryavadya);110

and:

(18) A streamwinner is subject to falling back while an arhat 
is not.111

That a streamwinner is subject to falling back (statement 18) is exactly 
because he is liable to commit evil (statement 17). This is because he 
still possesses latent contaminants (anußaya), and some evil may be done 
through the power of habit. Here, it is important to remark that the three 
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versions of the Sbc we possess, all give a different opinion. According 
to the oldest version, “A streamwinner is subject to falling back and 
also an arhat is subject to falling back.”112 The second version states that 
“A streamwinner is subject to falling back, while an arhat is sometimes 
subject to falling back.”113 Only in Xuanzang’s version do we read that 
an arhat is not subject to falling back.

An investigation of the Sarvåstivåda and Påli philosophical lit-
erature shows that they share the ideal of arhatship as the fi nal goal 
of the religious praxis. Hereby, the early Buddhist texts do not make 
much distinction between the liberation of the Buddha and the one of 
an arhat.114 That very soon however, divergent opinions arose on the 
precise characteristics of an arhat, is seen already in the oldest texts, 
where some peculiar characteristics not shared with the arhat came to be 
ascribed to the Buddha.115 The different Buddhist schools also came to 
accept different types of arhat. One of these is “the one who falls back” 
(parihå£adharman). The “fi ve points of Mahådeva” already repeatedly 
referred to above can thus be seen as an element in this discussion on 
the interpretation of the status of an arhat.

If, indeed, the status of an arhat is as fundamental to Mahåsåμghika 
philosophy as the historical records persuade us to believe, it seems 
justifi ed to ask the question why then the “fi ve points of Mahådeva” 
are only listed as the twenty-seventh of the forty-eight theses that the 
Sbc ascribes to the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, 
and Kukku†ikas,116 and why they are also not listed as fi rst viewpoint 
of the schools that issued from them at a later date: the Bahußrut¥yas, 
Caityaßailas, Aparaßailas, and Uttaraßailas.117 In the light of the two 
Chinese versions of Vasumitra’s treatise, prior to Xuanzang’s, which 
claim that arhat are (sometimes) subject to falling back, and in view of 
the fact that Kathåvatthu II, 1–5 ascribes this opinion to the P¨rvaßailas 
and Aparaßailas, the “fi ve points” are likely to either be a rewriting of 
a previous issue, or to be a later opinion.

As mentioned, one of the types of arhat that is enumerated in the list 
of different types of arhat, is “the one who falls back” (parihå£adharman). 
This shows that already in the early Buddhist schools, doubt arose on 
the infallibility of an arhat in contradistinction to the Buddha. The condi-
tions depending on which such an arhat who falls back has attained his 
arhatship are mundane. This fact is similar to what P. S. Jaini remarked 
concerning Yaßomitra’s commentary on the Abhidharmakoßa. In this text, 
two kinds of ignorance are differentiated. The fi rst type is the kind of 
ignorance that pertains to the worldly nature of things (as opposed to 
the true nature of dharmas). This kind of ignorance persists even after one 
has become an arhat. Most probably, it is this kind of knowledge that is 
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referred to when claiming that “[some] arhats are subject to ignorance.” 
Contrary to ordinary worldlings who have not attained liberating insight 
(prajñå) yet and for whom not meeting with the desired object causes 
frustration (and meeting with it causes delight), for an arhat it is so that, 
as his defi lement has been destroyed, “ignorance of ‘things’ is unable to 
obstruct the purity of his mind. When a need arises to know something 
hitherto unknown (i.e., when he becomes aware of his ignorance), the 
arhat will be mindful and will dispel any delight that may accompany 
the act of knowing the new object. In the case of the Buddha, there is no 
such defi ciency because he lacks all forms of curiosity and consequent 
delight, since the objects he wants to know become instantaneously 
known to him without any effort (prayoga) whatsoever.”118 From Kathå-
vatthu II, 2 and II, 3, we learn that according to the P¨rvaßailas, the 
arhat may still possess ignorance and doubt because he may be ignorant 
and doubtful about worldly things, such as names of men, trees, and 
so forth. In these matters, he may be even excelled by worldlings.119 As 
with ignorance, also doubt has to be understood as doubt concerning 
worldly matters, not as doubt concerning the Buddha, his doctrine and 
his community.120

It may thus be evident that, actually, the “fi ve points” do not much 
more than emphasize the differences between the interpretation of the 
enlightenment of the Buddha and the one of an arhat as it already existed. 
The “fi ve points” thus appear to be a rewriting of a previous issue. This 
accounts for the fact that the “fi ve points” are not the fi rst item listed in 
Vasumitra’s work, and also accounts for the differences in opinion with 
regard to the position of Mahådeva in the history of Buddhism.

BUDDHA AND BODHISATTVA

As already indicated, far more important is that—the fallibility of an 
arhat being accepted—arhatship as ultimate goal of the path of liberation 
became replaced with the bodhisattva ideal. Gradually, the reinterpretation 
of the state of arhatship also invoked a reinterpretation of the concept of 
the bodhisattva, and, consequently, of the notion of the Buddha to whom 
supermundane characteristics became ascribed. That, with the further 
fragmentation of the original Mahåsåμghikas, the reinterpretation of the 
concepts of the bodhisattva and of the Buddha became more important than 
the “fi ve points” may be evident from the fact that the Sbc, discussing 
the doctrinal positions of the Mahåsåμghikas, starts from this tenet. Not 
only is this problem the fi rst that is addressed, it also is the one most 
elaborately worked out: twenty of the total of forty-eight theses the Sbc 
attributes to the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, and 
Kukku†ikas, concern the concepts of Buddha and bodhisattva.
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Concerning the bodhisattva, we fi nd the following points in the Sbc, 
attributed to the Mahåsåμghikas, Ekavyåvahårikas, Lokottaravådins, 
and Kukku†ikas:

(19) None of the bodhisattvas, when they enter their mothers’ 
wombs (garbha), take on the specifi c nature (svabhåva) of a kalala, 
fetus in the second week (arbuda), fetus in the third week (peß¥) 
and fetus in the fourth week (ghana) as one of the four embry-
onic stages, [stages] which ordinary people pass through.121

(20) All the bodhisattvas assume the forms of white elephants 
when they enter their mothers’ wombs.122

(21) All the bodhisattvas are born from the right side when 
they come out of their mothers’ wombs.123

The fi rst thing that deserves our attention in the above three statements 
is that the phrasing in all three Chinese versions of the Sbc unmistakably 
refers to bodhisattvas in the plural.124 This may refer to the bodhisattva(s) 
of the past, present, and future, but may equally already be presup-
posing the existence of many bodhisattvas, an idea that is universal 
for the Mahåyåna schools. A second element noteworthy in the above 
three statements is that the bodhisattvas are seen as superior to ordinary 
worldlings, and are, as such, characterized by an extraordinary birth. The 
superiority of a bodhisattva vis-à-vis ordinary worldlings, is also referred 
to in the following statement:

(22) In none of the bodhisattvas, thoughts of desire (kåma), of 
malice (vyåpåda), or of violence (vihiμså) come up.125

This proposition does not only make a bodhisattva superior to a worldling, 
but, as statement (18) and (19) are also ascribed to the P¨rvaßailas and 
the Aparaßailas in the Kathåvatthu, also superior to an arhat.126 Related 
to statement (18), is the following statement that in Kathåvatthu VIII, 11 
is ascribed to the P¨rvaßailas and Aparaßailas:

(23) The arhat, because of his actions, is subject to falling 
back.127

Just as statements (19–21) are similar to later Mahåyåna positions, 
also the following point (24) is similar to the Mahåyåna interpretation 
of a bodhisattva, and is further also related to the concept of the twofold 
truth (dve satye):
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(24) For the benefi t of sentient beings, bodhisattvas are born 
into bad states (durgati) at will, and can be born into any of 
them as they like.128

The fi rst statement concerning the characteristics peculiar to a Buddha 
is that:

(25) All World-honored Buddhas are supermundane
(lokottara).129

Parallel to what we remarked concerning the statements on the bodhisat-
tvas, the three Chinese versions of the Sbc also refer to the Buddha in 
the plural.130 In view of what was remarked in the previous passage, 
we may have to interpret the “supermundaneaity” of the Buddha as 
that Buddhahood is situated on the level of what the Mahåyåna came 
to term “absolute truth” (paramårthasatya), in contradistinction to the 
“conventional truth” (saμv®tisatya).131 Above, it has been evidenced that 
the Mahåsåμghikas interpreted liberation as to be attained through the 
instrumentality of liberating insight (prajñå), wisdom being the real body 
of the Buddha, his dharmakåya.132 It thus is clear that some elements point-
ing to the philosophical concept of the twofold truth are also traceable 
in the Mahåsåμghika interpretation of Buddhahood.

The idea that Buddha is “not of this world” is, in fact, already fore-
shadowed in the earliest Buddhist literature. In the Anguttaranikåya we can 
read that Gautama, when asked what kind of being he was, denied that 
he was human.133 Since arhatship as the fi nal goal to be attained through 
the process of liberation was gradually replaced with Buddhahood, Bud-
dha not being subject to falling back, it is very likely that a need arose to 
highlight those peculiar characteristics of a Buddha that defi nitely make 
him excel over the arhat, that is, his “Buddha-like” characteristics (åveni-
kadharma).134 That is, the outerworldliness of a Buddha was accentuated. 
All other characteristics that, in the Sbc, are enumerated for a Buddha 
illustrate this fi rst statement on the Buddha. That this difference with 
the arhat is linked to the “fi ve points,” is evidenced in, for example:

(26) The Buddha has neither sleep nor dream.135

The “fi ve points” claim that it is in the state of dreams that an arhat has 
emission of semen. The Mahåsåμghika claim that the Buddha does not 
sleep is related to the fact that, being in the Tu∑ita heaven, he is always 
in the state of meditation (samådhi); that he does not dream is because 
dreams are invoked by such things as volition (cetana), conceptual iden-
tifi cation (saμjñå), or desire (kåma).136
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The tenet that:

(27) All Tathågatas are without defiled factors (såsrava
dharma).137

supports the claim that, for the Mahåsåμghikas, Buddhahood is the 
stage to be attained, as it is only a Buddha who is completely free from 
affl ictions. This further is precursory of the acceptance of the two bodies 
that in Mahåyåna Buddhism came to be ascribed to the Buddha. This is 
evidenced in the following:

(28) The physical body (r¶pakåya) of the Tathågata is indeed 
limitless (ananta).138

The mere fact that a “physical body” is mentioned (as opposed to an 
“non-physical” body) presupposes that the Mahåsåμghikas distinguished 
multiple aspects in the Buddha’s body. At fi rst sight, the claim that the 
physical body of the Tathågata is limitless might seem awkward, since 
also the historical Buddha experienced his parinirvå£a. The remark of 
Louis de La Vallée Poussin (1913) that even before the time of Aßoka 
there were sects that regarded the historical Íåkyamuni as nothing but 
a magical double of a real Íåkyamuni, a man who had become Buddha 
a long time ago and who resided in the Tu∑ita heaven (i.e., belonging to 
the realm of sensual passion), may help us to understand this tenet. From 
the acceptance that the historical Íåkyamuni is only a magical double, 
it is an easy step to accord a kind of eternity to him.139 Also the above 
listed statement (24) on the nature of a bodhisattva can easily be interpreted 
in this light. Before going into this problem further, the following two 
Mahåsåμghika tenets that relate to the same topic should be given:

(29) The divine power (prabhåva) of the Tathågata is also 
limitless.140

(30) The length of life of the Buddhas is also limitless.141

That the divine power and the length of life of the Buddhas is limitless, 
most likely refers to these Buddha-like characteristics, that is, these dhar-
mas that make a Buddha “Buddha” (in contradistinction to, for example, 
an arhat who still has doubts). When taking refuge (ßara£a) with the 
Buddha, one naturally does not take refuge with the dharmas that the 
Buddha shares with worldlings (p®thagjana), but with those dharmas that 
are peculiar to a Buddha. These factors are shared by Íåkyamuni Bud-
dha and all other previous (and later) Buddhas.142 If, indeed, Íåkyamuni 
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is only a magical double of a real Íåkyamuni who resides in the Tu∑ita 
heaven, one can correctly claim that his physical body is limitless, as 
other magical doubles are possible.143 The above three statements (28–30) 
clearly allude to a later Mahåyånistic interpretation of the Buddha-bodies 
and the theory of two truths. We can conclude that the Buddha-notion 
of the Mahåsåμghikas is not the historical Buddha, which is nothing but 
the nirmå£akåya, created by a “real” Buddha (his dharmakåya) residing 
in the Tu∑ita heaven.144 In this docetic interpretation of the Buddha, we 
can see an early germ of the later trikåya-concept.145 Maybe we also have 
to see statement (30) as an expression of the idea that the Buddha lived 
on. Connected with the Buddhist shrines, this could mean that it was 
thought that the Buddha lived on, dwelling in his shrine (caitya).146 We 
will return to this in section four: “Buddhas, and St¶pa Cult.”

On the (historical) Buddha’s proclaiming of the doctrine we read:

(31) All the speeches of the Tathågata are the turning of the 
wheel of the doctrine (dharmacakraμ pravartayanti).147

(32) The Buddha expounds all the doctrines (dharma) with a 
single utterance.148

(33) Everything that has been preached by the World-honoured 
One is in conformity with the truth (ayathårtha).149

(34) The s¶tras proclaimed by the Buddha are all perfect in 
themselves.150

That these opinions gradually became linked to the concept of the 
supermundaneaity of the Buddha, may possibly be evident in the fol-
lowing statement, that the Sbc attributes to the Bahußrut¥yas:

(35) The teachings of the Buddha on the following fi ve themes 
are the supermundane teachings (lokottaraßåsana) because the 
teachings on these fi ve themes lead a man to the attainment 
of the path of emancipation: (1) impermanence (anityatå),
(2) suffering (du÷kha), (3) emptiness (ß¶nyatå), (4) selfl essness 
(anåtmatå), (5) the peace (ßånta) of nirvå£a. The teachings of 
the Tathagata on the themes other than the above are the 
mundane teachings.151

Related to this, is the account in Paramårtha’s commentary on Vasumitra’s 
treatise that *Yåjñavalkya, awakening from a long samådhi, declared that 
the Mahåsåμghika school only proclaimed the superfi cial meaning of 
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the Buddha’s doctrine. Thereupon, he himself went over to the procla-
mation of both the superfi cial and the profound meaning (including the 
teaching of the greater vehicle). This is reported to have evoked a schism 
within the Mahåsåμghikas, leading to the Bahußrut¥yas.152 As statement 
(34) is further the only divergence mentioned between the Bahußrut¥yas 
and the Mahåsåμghikas, it is not impossible that this doctrinal matter 
indeed caused a fi rst schism within the Mahåsåμghika community.153 We 
further have to mention the Nbv here, that claims that 137 years after the 
demise of the Master, Måra invoked a great discord in the community 
because of fi ve propositions. These propositions are then said to have 
been praised by Någa and Sthiramati who taught that “One returns to 
others in turn; ignorance; doubt; perfect knowledge; and that the path 
is liberation in itself.”154 Because of these positions—which immediately 
recall of the fi ve points of Mahådeva—the community is said to have 
been divided into Sthaviras and Mahåsåμghikas. Later, after two hundred 
years had passed, from within the Mahåsåμghikas, the Ekavyåvahårikas, 
and Kukku†ikas are said to have issued. The fundamental position on 
which the Ekavyåvahårikas based their doctrine is the idea that “The 
Buddha is supermundane (lokkottara).”155

We can summarize the above as follows. After the Mahåsåμghikas 
and Sthaviravådins had, to all likelihood, split on monastic grounds, 
within these Mahåsåμghika circles, the interpretation of the doctrine—the 
Abhidharma—further developed. In this way, the discussion on the 
status of an arhat that already existed in the early community, became 
formulated as the “fi ve points of Mahådeva.” These “fi ve points” were 
given as cause of the fi rst schism in the Buddhist community in some 
historical accounts.156 As the arhat was accepted to be fallible, this issue 
must have encroached on the interpretation of the concepts of bodhisattva 
and Buddha. This explains why the opinions on the nature of a Buddha 
and a bodhisattva are the positions that were listed as the most important 
doctrinal tenets in the later historical accounts, and are treated as the 
fi rst item of the Krishna schools in the Sbc.

These concepts of a Buddha and a bodhisattva are, in the Nbv, the 
fi rst item dealt with for the Ekavyåvahårikas.157 Also in Vasumitra’s Sbc, 
these are the fi rst tenets listed for the Caityaßailas, Aparaßailas, and Ut-
taraßailas.158 The Sbc only attributes two of all the above mentioned doc-
trinal positions to the Caityaßailas, the Aparaßailas, and the Uttaraßailas: 
the “fi ve points of Mahådeva,”159 and the opinion that

(36) Bodhisattvas are not free from the bad states (durgati).160

It is remarkable how here, and this in complete analogy with what 
was claimed in statement (18) concerning the susceptibility of an arhat 
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to falling back, not all Chinese versions of Vasumitra’s treatise accord. 
In the oldest version, we read that “bodhisattvas are free from bad states 
of existence.”161 The two more recent Chinese translations claim the op-
posite. This may refl ect the gradual process of attributing supermundane 
characteristics only to the Buddha, to the disfavor of arhats and bodhisat-
tvas.162 While the northern Mahåsåμghika schools retained a much more 
divinized concept of a bodhisattva and of a Buddha, and hence gradually 
came to see enlightenment as a “sudden event,” the Mahåsåμghika 
schools in the Krishna valley region appear to have given a much more 
human description of a bodhisattva.163 They exalted the Buddha only.

This reinterpretation of the concepts of the bodhisattva and 
the Buddha, and other strong similarities between Mahåyåna and 
“Mahåsåμghika,” have made some scholars claim that Mahåyåna rose 
from within the Mahåsåμghika school.164 However, to quote Akira 
Hirakawa, “It would be premature to conclude that the Mahåyåna is a 
development from the Mahåsåμghika, simply because the latter advo-
cated a number of progressive ideas.”165 Certain progressive ideas also 
existed within other Íråvakayåna groups.166 The scrutiny of the st¶pa cult 
as it was prevalent among the southern Mahåsåμghika schools, given 
below, sheds more light on this issue.

Buddhas, and St¶pa Cult

One of the supermundane characteristics of the Buddha is the idea that 
the Buddha lives on (statement 30). This idea may very well have inspired 
caitya worship that became so prevalent in Andhra167. Examination of 
epigraphical data has revealed that among the Aparamahåvinaseliyas, 
indeed, caitya worship was a dominant practice, and that this practice 
was at least supervised by learned monks.168 This draws the attention 
to the element “caitya” in the name Caityaßaila. This name either has 
to be interpreted as “those with a doctrine about shrines,” or “those 
who honor shrines”169 The Sbc attributes the following statement to the 
Caityaßailas, Aparaßailas, and Uttaraßailas:

(37) Even if one makes offerings to a st¶pa*167 one cannot 
acquire great fruits (mahåphala).170

This makes the fi rst interpretation of the above suggested two the most 
likely one.171 Such an interpretation is, at fi rst sight, corroborated in the 
Mahåsåμghikavinaya (Mishase wufen jieben).172 Here, giving (dåna) is claimed 
not to evoke great fruit, but only some happiness.
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The (Mishase wufen jieben) further lists the four occasions on which 
it is allowed for monks to bring offerings to st¶pas and caityas,173 and 
contains a description of how shrines are built at the four sides of a st¶pa, 
and how an image of the Buddha is carved.174 Akira Hirakawa explained 
that this phenomenon “probably arose as a religious necessity to meet 
the demands of the faithful who believed in an eternal Buddha through 
the medium of the st¶pa.”175 The argument thus is that worship of the 
Buddha was a lay practice, and that the origin of the Mahåyåna has to 
be linked to this st¶pa worship. It is then supposed that the popularity 
of st¶pa worship among the laity, probably forced the Nikåya sa£gha to 
adopt the practice in order to keep the followers tied to the sa£gha.176

However, after stating that “the land of the sa£gha and the land 
of the st¶pa must not encroach on each other,” the Mahåsåμghikavinaya 
further says that if the karmadåna, because of hardships in the sa£gha, sells 
goods belonging to the st¶pa and offers it to the sa£gha, he has committed 
the offense of stealing and is guilty of a påråjika.177 The sa£gha was not 
permitted to consume or to use the property owned by the st¶pa, and 
at the same time the st¶pas could not be renovated or fi xed by using 
materials owned by the sa£gha.178 The mere fact that this is taken up in 
the Vinaya and is connected to the category of påråjika offenses is a very 
likely proof of the fact that, indeed, monks were engaged in practices 
of st¶pa/caitya worship. Interpreting the Nagarjunikonda inscriptions 
that belong to the Aparamahåvanaseliyas, Gregory Schopen comes to 
the conclusion that the inscriptions “seem to indicate that their redactor 
did not think of the dhåtu or ‘relic’ as a piece or a part of the Buddha,” 
but as “something that contained or enclosed the Buddha himself.”179 
If we connect this idea with such concepts as that the Buddha’s body 
was thought to stay on forever (statement [28]), and that the length of 
his life is limitless (statement [30]), this relic cannot have been taken as 
something representing the dead Buddha. It may further be remembered 
here, that the deifi ed body of the Buddha, was, in the Íalistambha S¶tra, 
referred to as the dharmaßar¥ra.180 To paraphrase Gregory Schopen, it 
thus appears that the Mahåcetiya at Nagarjunikonda was conceived of 
as a structure housing the living presence of the Buddha, and that any 
worship of “it” would actually be of him.181

This interpretation is sustained by the following position that, in 
Kathåvatthu XVII, 1, is attributed to the Andhakas:

(38) The århat has accumulation of merit.182

A similar statement is Kathåvatthu VII, 5, attributed to the Råjagiriyas 
and to the Siddhårthikas:
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(39) One accumulates merit (pu£ya) [by giving that] consists 
of joy (paribhogamaya).183

What has to be understood under “joy,” is explained in Kathåvatthu 
VII, 6, a statement equally attributed to the Råjagiriyas and to the 
Siddhårthikas:

(40) That what is given here sustains elsewhere.184

According to Buddhagho∑a, “elsewhere” means “the deceased.”185 In the 
Indian social context, renunciation of worldly life is likely to have left 
monks/nuns with feelings of anxiety regarding their relatives. The idea 
of “transference of merit” and st¶pa cult can be perfectly interpreted in 
this context.186 It is, in this respect, telling that ideas of “transference of 
merit” and st¶pa worship were not restricted to Mahåsåμghika circles 
only.187 It is further not improbable that Buddha worship was gradu-
ally expanded to worship of the community (sa£gha), the third element 
of the trißara£a. This may be evidenced in the following statement that 
*Bhavya (Nbv) attributes to the Bahußrut¥yas:

(41) The community (sa£gha) is supermundane (lokottara).188

The Mahåsåμghika doctrine as it is transmitted in textual form shows 
to parallel the actual practice of Mahåsåμghika monks and nuns as it is 
revealed by epigraphical evidence. St¶pa worship in the sense as described 
by Gregory Schopen—that is, that any worship of “it” would actually 
be of him—implies that the Buddha is conceived of as someone who 
possesses supermundane capacities. Such supermundane characteristics 
are enumerated in the Sbc. As the stage of the bodhisattva immediately 
precedes the one of the Buddha, also to this bodhisattva at least some 
supermundane characteristics are ascribed. The latter tendency was 
stronger among the northern Mahåsåμghika schools, who had a much 
more divinized concept of a bodhisattva than the southern schools had. 
As the attainment of enlightenment is an individual mental process, st¶pa 
worship as prevalent in the Krishna valley region is likely to have to be 
interpreted in the light of “transference of merit.”

Conclusion

An analysis of epigraphical and textual records, and of the doctrinal 
viewpoints attributed to the different Mahåsåμghika groups shows 



65Of Tempted Arhats and Supermundane Buddhas

that, to all probability, the Mahåsåμghikas originated on monastic 
grounds. In a later phase, different subgroups issued from within these 
Mahåsåμghikas. To all probability, it was the so-called fi ve points of 
Mahådeva that demote the position of an arhat that triggered this fur-
ther fragmentation within the Mahåsåμghikas. In fact, the quality of 
arhatship had been the subject of scholarly discussion already in other 
early schools. This implies that the “fi ve points” were not the doctrinal 
issue most peculiar for the Mahåsåμghikas. Much more innovative was 
the Mahåsåμghika interpretation of the bodhisattva and the Buddha, to 
whom supermundane characteristics were ascribed. The fact that the 
Mahåsåμghika groups in the Krishna valley region appear to have had 
a much more human interpretation of the bodhisattva than the northern 
groups had—bodhisattvaship being the outcome of a gradual process 
of interiorization of the individual adept—explains why, in the South, 
the outerworldly characteristics became attributed to the Buddha only. 
St¶pa worship was hereby conceived of as worship of the supermundane 
Buddha himself, that is, of the Buddha in his doctrinal body. Epigraphi-
cal evidence reveals that worship of the Buddha had the aim to transfer 
merit in this life.
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Våsi∑†h¥putra Pulomå (ca. 130–159). See H. Lüders, A List of Brahmi Inscriptions 
from the Earliest Times to About A.D. 400 with the Exception of Those of Aßoka. Vara-
nasi: Indological Book House, 1973, no. 1248. Undated references to the Caitikas 
are “Cetika” on a tile from Amaravati (C. Sivaramamurti, “Sculptures,” no. 33), 
“Cetiyavamdaka” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1223), “Cetiavadaka” (H. Lüders, 
Inscriptions, no. 1263), “Cetika of Rajagiri” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1250), and 
“Mahåvanasala” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1272). In Amaravati, there further 
is an inscription “Jadikiya” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1244), an inscription 
“[Se]liya” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions no. 1270; E. Hultzsch, “Amaråvat¥-Inschriften,” 
ZDMG XXXVII, 1883, p. 554), and an inscription “Mahåvanaseliya” (H. Lüders, 
Inscriptions, no. 1230). With respect to the “Mahåvanaseliya,” G. Bühler, “Cor-
respondence,” JRAS, 1892, p. 597, claimed that the term “Mahåvanasåliya” that 
repeatedly occurs in the Amaravati inscriptions as an epithet of teachers, may 
refer to a Buddhist school. See also note #7.

 6. The name “Puvasel[i]ya” is mentioned on a pillar in Dharanikota, prob-
ably dating from Våsi∑†h¥putra Pulomå (ca. 130–159) (Epigraphia Indica XXIV, pp. 
256–260; Annual Report on South Indian Epigraphy for the Year Ending 31 March 1923. 
Madras: Government Press, 1924, p. 97). “Puvaseliya” is further mentioned on a 
pillar in Alluru (undated) (N. Dutt, “The Mahåsåμghika School of Buddhism,” 
University of Calcutta: Journal of the Department of Letters VII, 1922, p. 125).

 7. We have two inscriptions “Aparamahåvinaseliya,” both on a pillar 
in Nagarjunikonda, from the year 6 of Må†har¥putra V¥rapuru∑adatta of the 
Ik∑våkus (ca. 250–275) (Epigraphia Indica XX, p. 17 and pp. 19–20). We further 
fi nd “Aparamahavinaseliya” in a temple in Nagarjunikonda, from the year 18 of 
the same king (Epigraphia Indica XX, pp. 21–22). The Aparamahåvinaseliya are 
also referred to as “Ayirahaμgha” and as “Ayirahagha,” that is, “Holy Commu-
nity” (Epigraphia Indica XX, pp. 15–17 and pp. 19–20 respectively) on inscriptions 
found in Nagarjunikonda, that have to be dated in the sixth year of Må†har¥putra 
V¥rapuru∑adatta of the Ik∑våkus (ca. 250–275). According to E. Lamotte, Histoire 
du bouddhisme indien, des origines à l’ère Íaka. Louvain: Bibliothèque du Muséon, 
43, 1958, p. 582, “≈ryasaμgha” is the title that the Mahåsåμghikas of the region 
of Guntur assumed in the fi rst centuries of the Christian era. See also note #5.

 8. Hereby, the term “sect” (nikåya) only refers to differences of ordina-
tion lineage (upasampadå), and the term “school” to groups that are identifi ed 
according to doctrinal position. See H. Bechert, “Aßoka’s ‘Schismenedikt’ und 
der Begriff Sanghabheda,” WZKSO V, 1961; H. Bechert, “Notes on the Forma-
tion of Buddhist Sects and the Origins of Mahåyåna,” in L. Alsdorf and F. M. 
Müller (eds.), German Scholars on India. Contributions to Indian Studies (Varanasi: 
Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Offi ce), 1973, pp. 8–10; P. Kieffer-Pülz, “Die bud-
dhistische Gemeinde,” p. 288.
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 9. E. Lamotte, Histoire, pp. 301–302, dates Vasumitra 400 years after the 
Buddha’s parinirvå£a. J. Masuda, “Origin and Doctrines of Early Indian Buddhist 
Schools: A Translation of the Hsüan-Chwang Version of Vasumitra’s Treatise 
I-pu tsung-lun lun. Translated with Annotations,” AM 2, 1925, p. 8, situates 
Vasumitra in the fi rst century AD. On the dates of the three Chinese versions 
of the Samayabhedoparacanacakra—Yibuzong lun lun (T.2031), Shiba bu lun (T.2032), 
and Buzhiyi lun (T.2033), see J. Masuda, ibid., pp. 5–6; E. Lamotte, ibid., p. 302; 
B. Wang, “Buddhist Nikåyas through Ancient Chinese Eyes,” Untersuchungen zur 
buddhistischen Literatur. Sanskrit-Wörterbuch der buddhistischen Texte aus den 
Turfanfunden, Beiheft 5. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994, p. 171 and 
pp. 175–176. On the problem of Vasumitra’s authorship: see L. S. Cousins, “The 
‘Five Points’ and the Origins of the Buddhist Schools,” in T. Skorupski (ed.), The 
Buddhist Forum. London: School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 
London, 1991, vol. 2, p. 28, where he proposes a date from the third to fourth 
century AD. On the problem of the attribution of the Shiba bu lun to Paramårtha 
or Kumåraj¥va: see J. Masuda, “Early Indian Buddhist Schools. A Translation 
from the Hsüan-Chwang Version of Vasumitra’s Treatise,” University of Calcutta: 
Journal of the Department of Letters I, 1920, p. 1; J. Masuda, ibid., 1925, pp. 5–6.

10. On the identity of the Ekavyåvahårikas and the Lokottaravådins: see 
A. Bareau, Les sectes bouddhiques du petit véhicule (Paris: Publications de l’Ecole 
Française d’Extrême-Orient 38), 1955, p. 75; L. S. Cousins, “The ‘Five Points,’ ” 
p. 49, explains the name Ekavyåvahårika as that the “One-utterancers” “held 
the belief that Buddhas have only one kind of utterance, i.e. a transcendent 
utterance. Hence too their alternative name of Lokottaravådins ‘those whose 
doctrine is transcendent’ or ‘those who affi rm the transcendent speaking (of 
the Buddha).’ ” With this position, L. S. Cousins claims that they were opposed 
to the Kukku†ikas, according to whom the Buddha had two kinds of speech: 
transcendent and ordinary, the latter when speaking about ordinary things. See 
on this subject statements (32) through (35) below. See also G. Roth, “Particular 
Features of the Language of the ≈rya-Mahåsåμghika-Lokottaravådins and Their 
Importance for Early Buddhist Tradition,” in H. Bechert (ed.), Die Sprache der 
ältesten buddhistischen Überlieferung. The Language of the Earliest Buddhist Tradition 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980), p. 79. As to geographical presence, 
we know that the Lokottaravådins resided in the North, more precisely in the 
region of Bamiyan. See E. Windisch, “Die Komposition des Mahåvastu. Ein Beitrag 
zur Quellenkunde des Buddhismus,” Abhandlungen der Philologisch-—historischen 
Klasse der Königlich Sächsischen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften XXVII, 1909, p. 469; 
Da Tang xiyu ji T.2087, p. 873b13 (trans. S. Beal, Si-yu-ki. Buddhist Records of the 
Western World. Translated from the Chinese of Hiuen Tsiang (A.D. 629). Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1994, Pt. I, p. 50; Th. Watters, On Yuan Chwang’s Travels in India. 
Oriental Translation Fund. New Series, vol. XIV. London: Royal Asiatic Society, 
1904–1905, vol. I, pp. 116–120). See also notes #11 and #51.

11. For the discussion on the names “Gokulika,” “Kukku¬aka,” “Kukku†ika,” 
“Kaukku†ika”: see A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 79. According to L. S. Cousins, “The 
‘Five Points,’ ” p. 49, this name most probably originated from the name of
the Kukku†åråma in Pataliputra, a monastery associated in some sources with the 
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Mahåsåμghikas. Their precise place of residence is not known. On the cause of 
this fi rst schism within the Mahåsåμghika school, P. Demiéville, “L’origine des 
sectes bouddhiques d’après Paramårtha,” MCB I, 1931–32, pp. 21–22, p. 41, note 
b, claims that it was caused by the Ekavyåvahårika and Lokottaravåda acceptance 
of Mahåyåna s¶tras as the authentic word of the Buddha, while the Kukku†ikas 
are supposed to have only recognized the authority of the Abhidharma.

12. According to Paramårtha (557–669), in his commentary on Vasumitra’s 
Sbc (Sanlun xuanyi jian you ji T.2300, p. 460c6 ff.), this school was founded by 
*Yåjñavalkya. Having seen that the Mahåsåμghikas were only developing the 
superfi cial meaning of the scriptures, not the profound meaning, *Yåjñavalkya 
is said to have established a new school that proclaimed the profound doctrine. 
See P. Demiéville, “Origine,” p. 22, p. 47; Kuiji, Yibuzong lun lun shuji, 17a1–9. 
See also note #152.

13. According to A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 84, the name ‘Prajñaptivådin’ prob-
ably refers to their doctrine that everything is mere nominal (prajñapti). On their 
residing in the Himalaya mountains: see P. Demiéville, “Origine,” pp. 49–50.

14. T.2031, p. 15a26–b8. The same chronology is found in T.2032, p. 18a14–23 
and in T.2033, p. 20a26–b7. This chronology of the schools and sects that have 
issued from the Mahåsåμghikas parallels the one presented in D¥p V30–54 (B.C. 
Law (ed.), “The Chronicle of the Island of Ceylon or the Dipavamsa. A Histori-
cal Poem of the 4th century A.D.,” The Ceylon Historical Journal 1957–1958, no’s. 
1–4, pp. 41–43; trans. pp. 162–164).

15. T.2031, p. 15a20. See also T.2032, p. 18a17–20 and T.2033, p. 20b2–4. 
According to E. Lamotte, “Buddhist Controversy over the Five Propositions,” IHQ 
XXXII, 1956, p. 150, Xuanzang had this information from the *Abhidharmamahåvib-
håƒaßåstra (Apidamo dapiposha lun, T.1545, pp. 510c23–512a19). Paramårtha (T.2300, 
pp. 455b3–456c16) and his pupil Jizang (549–623) in his Sanlun xuanyi T.1852, p. 
8b22–c13, reproduced the account of the Vibhåƒa. This version of the account is 
again taken up by Xuanzang in T.2087, p. 886b11–22. (trans. S. Beal, Si-yu-ki, Pt. I, 
pp. 150–151; Th. Watters, Travels, vol. I, pp. 267–269). See also P. Demiéville, “A 
propos du concile de Vaißåli,” TP 40, 1951, pp. 267–269, note #2. According to the 
Chu sanzang ji ji T.2145, p. 19c26, the adherents of Mahådeva would have called 
themselves Mahåsåμghikas. See in this respect A. Schiefner (trans.), Tåranåtha’s 
Geschichte des Buddhismus in Indien—aus dem Tibetischen übersetzt. St. Petersburg: 
Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Eggers & Co., 1868, p. 293; L. de La 
Vallée Poussin, “The ‘Five Points’ of Mahådeva and the Kathåvatthu,’ JRAS 1910, 
p. 415, note #1. For the life of Mahådeva: see P. Demiéville, ibid., pp. 262–269; 
E. Frauwallner, “Die buddhistischen Konzile,” ZDMG 102, 1952, pp. 87–88; A. 
Bareau, Les premiers conciles bouddhiques. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 
1955, p. 98. For the discussion on the existence of two Mahådevas: see N. Dutt, 
Early Monastic Buddhism. Calcutta: Calcutta Oriental Series no. 30, 1945, vol. 2, 
p. 120; P. Demiévillle, ibid., pp. 267–269, note #2.

16. A. Bareau, “Les origines du Íåriputråbhidharmaßåstra,” Le Muséon 
LXIII, 1–2, 1950, p. 70, dates the compilation of the work between the third 
century BC and the fi rst century BC to the 1st century AD. A. Bareau, Sectes, 
p. 21, dates the existing version of the Íriputraparip®cchås¶tra ca. AD 300. The 
affi liation of the Íåriputraparip®cchås¶tra is still a matter of scholarly debate. A. 
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Bareau, Sectes, p. 17; J. Nattier and Ch. S. Prebish, “Mahåsåμghika Origins: The 
Beginnings of Buddhist Sectarianism,” HR 16, 1976/77, p. 249; L. S. Cousins, 
“The ‘Five Points,’ ” p. 28; and B. Wang, “Buddhist Nikåyas,” p. 170, ascribe 
the text to the Mahåsåμghikas. The text was translated into Chinese during the 
Eastern Jin Dynasty (317–420).

17. Shelifu wen jing T.1465, p. 900c6–10.
18. See A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 22; E. Lamotte, Histoire, pp. 592–593.
19. A. Schiefner (trans.), Geschichte, p. 271.
20. A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 23.
21. E. Lamotte, Histoire, p. 592, calls them “M¨lamahåsåμghikas.”
22. A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 23, A. Bareau, “Trois traités sur les sectes boud-

dhiques attribués à Vasumitra, Bhavya et Vin¥tadeva. IIe Partie,” JA 244, 1956, p. 
171, and E. Lamotte, Histoire, pp. 592–593, call them “Siddhårthikas.”

23. See A. Schiefner (trans), Geschichte, p. 271.
24. See trans. Ktv, pp. xxii–xxiv and p. 104.
25. Råjagirika inscriptions are: (1) “Råjagirinivåsika” (H. Lüders, Inscrip-

tions, no. 1250), and (2) “Råjagiri” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1225), both on an 
undated sculpture at Amaravati.

26. A Siddhartika inscription is: “Sidhata” (H. Lüders, Inscriptions, no. 1281; 
C. Sivaramamurti, “Sculptures,” no. 102) on an undated sculpture at Amaravati. 
See also note #22.

27. For further chronologies of the origination of the Mahåsåμghikas and 
their offshoots: see Vin¥tadeva’s Samayabhedoparacanacakrenikåyabhedopadarßana -
saμgraha (henceforth Sbcs) (trans. A. Bareau, “Trois traités. pt. II,” pp. 192–200), 
Mañjußr¥parip®cchås¶tra (Wenshushili wen jing) T.468, p. 501a29–b12; Yijing, Nanhai 
jigui neifa zhuan T.2125, p. 205a26 ff. (trans. J. Takakusu, A Record of the Bud-
dhist Religion as Practised in India and the Malay Archipelago (A.D. 671–695). Delhi: 
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1966, pp. xxiii–xxiv, pp. 7–20); “San lun yi juan” (trans. 
S. Julien, “Listes diverses des noms des dix-huit écoles schismatiques qui sont 
sorties du Bouddhisme,” JA XIV, 1859, pp. 330–331, pp. 334–335, pp. 336–338, 
pp. 341–342, pp. 343–345), and the Varƒågrap®cchås¶tra (See W. W. Rockhill, The 
Life of the Buddha and the Early History of His Order. Derived from Tibetan Works 
in the Bkah-hgyur and Bstanhgyur, followed by notices on the early history of Tibet 
and Khoten. London: Trübner, 1884. Reprint Asian Educational Services, Delhi, 
1992, p. 183). See further also A. Bareau, Sectes, pp. 19–27.

28. For epigraphical evidence on the Mahåsåμgikas in Mathura, see 
M. Shizutani, “Matorå to Daishøbu,” IBK XIII/1, 1965. We have an inscription 
“Mahasaghia” that is dated in the fi rst century AD, that is, almost one and a half 
centuries prior to our inscriptions in the Krishna valley region (S. Konow (ed.), 
Kharosh†h¥ Inscriptions—with the Exception of Those of Aßoka, Corpus Inscriptionum 
Indicarum. vol. II, part 1 (Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1969, pp. 48–49).

29. For linguistic evidence on the spread of the Mahåsåμghikas, see
G. Roth, “Particular Features,” p. 85.

30. AB: Anno Buddhae, dating from the parinirvå£a of the Buddha. From 
inscriptional evidence, we know that the Bahußrut¥yas resided in the North, more 
precisely close to Peshawar. See S. Konow (ed.), Inscriptions, pp. 120–122.

31. A. Bareau, Sectes, p. 32. See also note #10.
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32. A. Bareau, Sectes, pp. 32–33, further specifi es the date of the origin of 
the Caitikas and Uttaraßailas as “the end of the second, beginning of the 3rd 
century after the Buddha’s nirvå£a.” E. Lamotte, Histoire, p. 586, claims that 
the split of Mahåsåμghikas into Caityaßailas was on the matter of ordination. 
Hereby, the partisans of Mahådeva II (see also note #15) are claimed to have 
gone to the mountainous region (probably Andhra country), where they formed 
the Caityaßailas, which soon divided into Easterners (P¨rvaßaila) and Westerners 
(Uttaraßaila). He further suggests the fi rst century of the common era for the 
moment of arising of the P¨rvaßailas and Aparaßailas.

33. T.2031, p. 15a15–23; T.2032, p. 18a9–14, p. 18a17 ff.; T.2033, p. 20a15–25, 
p. 20b2 ff.; Nbv, list 3; T.1545, pp. 510c23–512a19; T.1852, p. 8b22–c13.

34. The “ten points” are only given in the accounts that belong to the 
 Sthaviravåda tradition: D¥p V, 16 (trans. H. Oldenberg, The D¥pavaμsa: An Ancient 
Buddhist Historical Record. London: Williams and Norgate, 1879, p. 35); Mhv IV, 9 
(trans. W. Geiger, The Mahåvaμsa or the Great Chronicle of Ceylon. Pali Text Soci-
ety. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1912, pp. 19 ff.). On the tenth of the “ten 
points,” the Mahåsåμghikavinaya and the Påli Vinaya agree: the monks of Vaißåli 
were accepting monetary donations, the precept-keeper (vinayadhara) objected 
to this, and this gave rise to a controversy. See Påli Vinaya: H. Oldenberg (ed.), 
Vinayapi†akaμ, Vol. II. Cullavagga. London: Luzac & Co. Ltd., 1964, pp. 294–298; 
I. B. Horner (trans.), The Book of the Discipline (vinaya-pi†aka). London: Luzac & 
Co. Ltd., 1963, vol. V, pp. 407–414; Mohesengqi lü T.1425, p. 231a29–b22. See also 
Mah¥ßåsakavinaya (Mishasebu hexi wufen lü) T.1421, p. 192a27 ff.; Dharmaguptakavi-
naya (Sifen lü) T.1428, pp. 968c19–969c3; Daßådhyåyavinaya (Shisong lü) T.1435, p. 
450a28–29; [M¶lasarvåstivada]Vinayakƒudrakavastu (Genben shuoyiqieyoubu pinaiye 
zashi) T.1451, pp. 411c4–413c26 ff. Also T.1465, pp. 900b20–28, mentions disciplinary 
grounds as the cause of this schism, but does not call this “the ten points.”

35. The fi rst list of *Bhavya (Nbv) mentions “various points of controversy” 
as cause of the schism, without further specifi cation; the second list of *Bhavya 
lists eighteen schools, but does not give reasons for the schisms that provoked 
their origin. See A. Bareau, “Trois traités. pt. II,” p. 168.

36. J. Nattier and Ch.S. Prebish, “Origins,” p. 239.
37. See T.1425, pp. 493a28–c22. See also M. Hofi nger, Étude sur le concile de 

Vaißål¥. Louvain: Bibliothèque du Muséon, 1946, p. 173; E. Frauwallner, The Earli-
est Vinaya and the Beginnings of Buddhist Literature. Roma: Serie Orientale Roma 
VIII, 1956, pp. 9–10; Ch. S. Prebish, “A Review of Scholarship on the Buddhist 
Councils,” JAS XXXIII, no. 2, 1974, p. 252.

38. It thus becomes very likely that the dogmatic questions that tradition 
relates to a third Buddhist council, were the causes of further schisms within the 
Mahåsåμghika school. See N. Dutt, “The Mahåsåμghika School of Buddhism,” 
pp. 121–122; J. Nattier and Ch. S. Prebish, “Origins,” p. 238; P. Kieffer-Pülz, 
“Die buddhistische Gemeinde,” p. 293. It may also be remembered here that 
Kuiji, in his Dacheng fayuanyi lin zhang T.1861, p. 270c8 ff. records that Vå∑pa, 
not Mahådeva, was the leader of the Mahåsåμghikas.

39. T.2031, pp. 15c17–18; T.2032, pp. 18b25–27; T.2033, pp. 20c20–21. Thesis 
27 of Vasumitra (Sbc); theses 13 and 15 of *Bhavya (Nbv); thesis 16 of Vin¥tadeva 



71Of Tempted Arhats and Supermundane Buddhas

(Sbcs).(*) Ktv II, 1, II, 2, II, 3, II, 4, and II, 5 (trans. Ktv, pp. 111–123) ascribe this 
position to the P¨rvaßailas (and Aparaßailas). See also note #159.

(*) In what follows, we follow the numbering of J. Masuda, “Origins and 
Doctrines,” 1925.

40. Fenbie gongde lun T.1507, pp. 32c9–10. This work was translated between 
AD 25 and 220. See E. Lamotte, “Buddhist Controversy,” p. 156.

41. See J. Nattier and Ch. S. Prebish, “Origins,” p. 257.
42. This is, for example, seen in statement (24) and note #128.
43. Paragraph 47 of the Íålistamba S¶tra predicts such a complete Buddha-

hood: “Whosoever [. . .] understands conditioned arising perfectly [. . .] ‘He will 
become a perfect, complete Buddha!’ ” See N. Ross Reat, The Íålistamba S¶tra. 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993, p. 10, p. 72. In “The Historical Buddha and 
His Teaching,” in K. Potter (ed.), Encyclopedia of Indian Philosophies. Volume VII: 
Abhidharma Buddhism to 150 A.D. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1996, p. 27, N. Ross 
Reat claims that the The Íålistambha S¶tra may be a Mahåsåμghika work.

44. T.1852, pp. 8b18–19. See also note #11.
45. T.2300, pp. 456a25–b23. As remarked by André Bareau, Sectes, p. 32, 

the time elapsed between the fi rst schism and the further fragmentation of the 
Mahåsåμghikas, at most half a century later, is most likely too short to have 
made such a textual evolution possible.

46. For this attribution: see T.2300, pp. 460c3–22. See also A. Bareau, “Les 
sectes bouddhiques du Petit Véhicule et leurs Abhidharmapi†aka,” BEFEO, 1951, 
p. 1; E. H. Johnston (trans.), The Buddhacarita, Or Acts of the Buddha. Reprint Delhi: 
Oriental Books Reprint Corporation, 1972, pp. xxxi–xxxv.

47. See É. Sénart (ed.), Le Mahåvastu. Texte Sanscrit Publié pour la première 
fois et accompagné d’introductions et d’un commentaire. Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 
vol. 1, 1882, p. 2. The work was edited by É. Sénart under the above mentioned 
title (1882–1897), and translated by J. Jones as The Mahåvastu. 3 vols. London: 
Luzac, 1949–56.

48. N. A. Sastri (ed.), Satyasiddhißåstra of Harivarman. Baroda: Oriental In-
stitute, vol. 1, 1975, p. i, claims that he was a native of Kashmir. According to 
A. K. Warder, Indian Buddhism. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980/2, p. 293, note 
#2, he wrote near Pataliputra.

49. See N. A. Sastri (ed.), Satyasiddhißåstra, p. vii, who gives AD 412 as 
date of translation into Chinese.

50. J. Jones (trans.), The Mahåvastu, vol. 1, p. xi.
51. See J. Jones (trans.), The Mahåvastu, vol. 1, p. xii; E. Windisch, “Komposi-

tion,” pp. 473–474 and pp. 476 ff. See also H. Oldenberg, “Buddhistische Studien,” 
ZDMG LII, 1898, p. 644; H. Oldenberg, “Studien zur Mahåvastu,” Nachrichten von 
der königlichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen. Philologisch-historische 
Klasse, 1912, pp. 141–142 and p. 152. N. Ross Reat, The Íålistamba S¶tra, p. 2, 
remarks that most of the content of the Mahåvastu is mythological and therefore 
uninformative regarding the nature of their early doctrine.

52. Edited by N. A. Jayawickrama as Kathåvatthu. London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul, 1979, and translated by B. C. Law as The Debates Commentary 
(Kathåvatthuppakarana-A††hakathå) (London: Luzac & Company, 1940).
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53. See A. Bareau, Dhammasa‰ga£i. Traduction Annotée. Thèse complémen-
taire présentée à la Faculté des Lettres de l’Université de Paris pour le Doctorat 
Es-Lettres. Paris, 1951, p. 32.

54. See trans. Ktv, p. xxxiii. See also L. de La Vallée Poussin, “Le Vijñånakaya 
et le Kathåvatthu,” Bulletins de la classe des lettres. Académie Royale de Belgique 
5e Série, T.VIII, 1922, no. 11, p. 520; E. Frauwallner, “Abhidharma-Studien IV. Der 
Abhidharma der anderen Schulen,” WZKSO XVI, 1972, p. 124. L.S. Cousins, “The 
‘Five Points,’ ” p. 45, argues that “the Kathåvatthu was expanded and reshaped 
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CHAPTER 3

Amaravati as Lens

Envisioning Buddhism
in the Ruins of the Great St¨pa

JACOB N. KINNARD

[T]he Tope at Amaravati has been so completely destroyed that a trav-
eler might ride over the mounds in which it is buried without suspecting 
what they covered. . . .

—James Fergussn, Tree and Serpent Worship

The ruined st¶pa at Amaravati has been one of the most analyzed struc-
tures in the history of Buddhism: the stone slabs, columns, and friezes that 
were recovered from the site have for well over a century been celebrated 
by scholars as the high point of Buddhist art and architecture, the “jewel 
in the crown of early Indian art” that, in the words of a popular survey 
of the Buddhist art of India, exhibits a “suave richness never surpassed 
even by the fi nest Gupta works.”1 Along with the st¶pas at Sanci and 
Bharhut, there has been no more infl uential Buddhist structure. The basic 
visual vocabulary of Buddhism is expressed very early on at Amaravati, 
and expressed with striking clarity and coherence.

Indeed, the sculptural motifs and forms of Amaravati’s great st¶pa 
fundamentally infl uenced the development of Buddhist iconography at 
other sites in India, presenting a basic visual lexicon that would for cen-
turies inform and guide Buddhist artisans in their production of sculpture 
and architecture. Furthermore, these sculptures also presented a visual 
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blueprint for a range of ritual performance that established a model of 
Buddhist practice that would be replicated for centuries in India and 
elsewhere in the Buddhist world. Finally, there is the important second-
order issue of how the early scholarly interpretations of Amaravati’s art, 
beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, shaped—or perhaps misshaped 
would be more precise—our basic scholarly conceptions of the develop-
ment of Buddhist artistic motifs, as well as of Buddhist practice itself.

In this chapter, I want fi rst to provide a brief orienting history of 
Amaravati, one that focuses in particular on the discovery of the great 
st¶pa in the early nineteenth century. I will then move to a discussion 
of how the early interpreters of the sculpture excavated at Amaravati 
established what amounted to a hegemonic understanding of early Bud-
dhist artistic and religious practice, one that fundamentally privileged 
narrative over ritual. Finally, I will then briefl y discuss the infl uence that 
Amaravati had within the Buddhist world, and suggest that one of the 
most important aspects of Amaravati’s infl uence, and one that has been all 
but overlooked, is the degree to which the early sculptures of Amaravati 
not only established forms of Buddhist ritual practice that were centered 
on the person and body of the Buddha, but also, in their emphasis on 
the places associated with the events in his life, helped create, indirectly, 
perhaps, the need to preserve the actual sites themselves.

A Mysterious Structure Discovered

The ruins of the great temple of Amaravati were discovered by accident 
at the end of the eighteenth century, when a local ruler, the Rajah of 
Chintapalle, Vassareddy Nayudu, began to establish a new palace and 
town near the Saiva Ameresvara temple.2 In need of building materials, 
Nayudu had limestone slabs moved from the nearby remains of what 
was then known as Dipaldinne, “the hill of lights,” a sprawling ruin 
near the banks of the Krishna River. In the process, dozens of Buddhist 
sculptures were uncovered—stone slabs, reliefs, pillars—many of which 
were reused in the building of Nayudu’s palace. In 1797 Colonel Colin 
Mackenzie, then a surveyor for the British East India Company, learned 
of the discovery of the images, and visited the site shortly afterward. 
On initial inspection he found what he called a “mysterious structure,” 
a “great low mound, the upper part of which rose in a turreted shape 
to the height of twenty feet.”3 Scattered about were various pieces of 
sculpture, fragments of carved stone work and pillars, and large limestone 
slabs. Mackenzie stayed only briefl y during this initial visit, making a 
few sketches, but was at any rate there long enough to recognize that 
this was a major archeological fi nd.
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Mackenzie was not able to return to Amaravati until 1816, by which 
time he had been appointed Surveyor General of India; he and his as-
sistants stayed for six months (his staff stayed on until 1818), making 
sketches and excavating stone images.4 By this time, though, many of 
the images that had originally been uncovered had already been taken 
away from the site. According to his report, Nayudu was apparently 
convinced that there was treasure buried at the site and he had “virtu-
ally disemboweled it,”5 subsequently carting away anything that could 
be used in the construction of the palace and the steps of the Íivaganga 
tank. Mackenzie laments that in the process the reliefs on the slabs had 
been largely rubbed off; the mound itself, the remains of the Amaravati 
Mahåcaitya, was now almost completely gone; and the center of the 
great st¶pa had been dug out to be used as a water tank. There were, 
however, still a great many images and stone reliefs lying about.

Mackenzie had eleven of these images removed and sent to Calcutta; 
two remained there, at the Indian Museum, and nine were later sent to 
London to the collection of the East India Company. Although there 
continued to be sporadic minor excavations at the site over the next two 
decades, no major work was done at Amaravati again until 1845, when 
Sir Walter Elliot of the Madras Civil Service set about excavating a part 
of the st¶pa. Elliot eventually removed seventy-nine pieces—sculptures 
and parts of the railings which, collectively, would eventually become 
know as the “Elliot Marbles” when they fi nally found a home in the Brit-
ish Museum—and these were taken to Madras and essentially neglected 
until they were sent off to London in 1859. Again, the images were more 
or less forgotten until James Fergusson, while assembling an exhibi-
tion of photographs for the 1867 Paris Universal Exhibition in London, 
went searching for castings to be included in the exhibition. He learned, 
while examining four of the sculptures that Mackenzie had unearthed at 
Amaravati, that there was “a large collection of marbles from the same 
monument . . . stored in the coach-houses of the establishment.”6 A year 
later, Fergusson published his sprawling Tree and Serpent Worship, which 
included reproductions of all of these images. This strange and rather 
obscure volume, as we shall see, proved to be tremendously infl uential 
in the understanding of early Buddhist art and ritual practice.

On its face, this is certainly not a unique series of events in the history 
of British archaeology in India—an accidental discovery, incomplete exca-
vations, images lost, stolen, neglected, reused—and the images that were 
found at this sight were not, at least initially, viewed as extraordinary, 
as evinced by their consistent neglect. This moment marks, however, one 
of the most important points in the West’s interest and understanding of 
Buddhism, rivaled in signifi cance by Hodgson’s manuscript discovery in 
Nepal (which provided one of the fi rst  substantial collections of  Buddhist 
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texts in Sanskrit and really led to the textual study of Buddhism by 
Western scholars). The images that were discovered here became some 
of the most written about objects in the Buddhist world, and along with 
the images from Sanci and Bharhut they formed the evidential basis for 
one of the most replicated ideas about Buddhism: that early Buddhism 
was an aniconic tradition that prohibited the physical representation of 
its founder and that categorically eschewed idolatry and ritual.

Amaravati and the Aniconic Buddha

The remains of the great st¶pa that is known usually simply as “Ama-
ravati” are located near the banks of the Krishna River, in Guntur Dis-
trict, near the ruins of the ancient city of Dharanikota, which had been 
a signifi cant regional center from perhaps as early as the fi fth century 
BCE.7 Like the later Nagarjunakonda, Amaravati no doubt owes much 
of its fame and signifi cance to its proximity to the Krishna and its river 
traffi c, which brought not only commercial traffi c, but also pilgrims from 
other parts of Andhra, other regions of India, and elsewhere in South 
and Southeast Asia.8

The very early history of the Amaravati st¶pa and Buddhist activity 
at the site has been a matter of some speculation and debate, much of 
it centered on the question of the dating of the earliest activities at the 
site; Robert Knox has characterized this discourse as the “manipulation of 
shadowy information from ancient historical texts” which “obscures the 
broader historical signifi cance of the monument.”9 Leaving the details of 
this often complicated debate aside,10 then, it is safe, at any rate, based 
on sculptural fragments and various inscriptions, to say that Buddhist 
activity at the site began sometime during the Mauryan period (fourth 
through second centuries BCE)—it has been suggested that Amaravati 
might have been directly supported by Aßoka himself, although this 
seems unlikely, or at the very least unsubstantiated. At any rate, the 
earliest sculptural remains from Amaravati resemble those from the 
contemporary structures at Bharhut and Sanci, in that they present a 
basic, albeit fragmentary, narrative of the Buddha’s life.11 Certainly it is 
likely that there was a shared iconographic lexicon in India during this 
early period; and given Amaravati’s proximity to the Krishna, allowing 
access to both river and ocean travel, the similarities in both content 
and style between Amaravati and Bharhut and Sanci may be well more 
than coincidence.

In the sculpture of the very early period, the Buddha is not rep-
resented at Amaravati. Instead, we see those objects that are typically 
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associated with his presence: the empty throne, the footprints, the dhar-
macakra, and the Bodhi tree. Because of this apparent absence of the 
physical form of the Buddha, a basic and pervasive assumption about 
the early art of Amaravati has been that it, like that found at Bharhut 
and Sanci, was the product of an aniconic artistic and ritual ideology; in 
other words, that those responsible for the images intentionally omitted 
the fi gure of the Buddha, substituting for his physical form an array 
of symbolic representations. Perhaps the most prominent of the early 
popularizers of this theory was Alfred Foucher.

In his highly infl uential essay, “The Beginnings of Buddhist Art,” 
Foucher writes: “When we fi nd the stone-carvers of India in full activity, 
we observe that they are very industriously engaged in carrying out the 
strange undertaking of representing the life of Buddha without Buddha.”12 
Foucher was so confi dent in his conception of Buddhist art as aniconic 
that he declared that his interpretation of this “strange undertaking” 
would be the standard “of which every history of Buddhist art will 
have at the outset to render account.”13 He had not underestimated the 
infl uence of his theory, for as Susan Huntington has pointed out, “So 
deeply embedded within a matrix of long-standing views of Buddhist 
doctrinal, institutional, and sectarian history is the aniconic interpretation 
of early Buddhist art that any erosion of the theory threatens to crumble 
the foundations upon which decades of scholarship have been built.”14 
Although I do not want to further prolong this already tired discussion, 
I think it important to acknowledge Huntington’s important critique of 
Foucher and his interpretive lineage. She boldly proposes a very differ-
ent modus operandi: rather than read into the early images an ideology 
that is nowhere unambiguously expressed in any Buddhist texts, and 
rather than look for such texts to explain the images, we ought instead 
to look at the images themselves. When we do so, Huntington asserts, 
we see that such images are not, in fact, narratives of the Buddha’s 
life—that is, essentially instructive “texts” to be read by the contemporary 
viewer—but rather are very often commemorations of post-nirvå£a events, 
commemorations of ongoing ritual practices and the places associated 
with these events and practices. “I contend,” writes Huntington, “that 
at least some of the so-called aniconic scenes depict sacred locations of 
Buddhism being visited by laypersons, most likely some time after the 
Buddha had lived.”15

Let me emphasize that this is an extremely important observation, 
one that is relevant not only to our understanding of the actual sculptures 
from Amaravati, but also to their infl uence on both the sculptural tradi-
tions that later developed elsewhere in India—particularly in the Northeast 
during the Påla period (eighth through twelfth centuries)—as well as the 
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ritual and devotional context in which such sculptures functioned. For 
what we see at Amaravati is not simply sculpture as narrative, as has 
been so often assumed, but sculpture as both a record of ritual activity as 
well as a kind of blueprint for its continued performance. In other words, 
following Huntington, I want to suggest that Amaravati’s sculpture is 
best seen as what Clifford Geertz has famously called a model of and a 
model for ritual behavior. This has important implications. What we see in 
much of the sculpture at Amaravati is not, in fact, the sculptural narration 
of events in the Buddha’s life—as has been their standard interpretation 
since the sculpture fi rst came to light in the 1880s—but precisely what 
Huntington suggests: the commemoration and celebration of postdeath 
ritual activity, devotion directed toward the Buddha’s physical remains, 
the dharmacakra, the throne, the footprints, and the Bodhi tree. Further-
more, because these rituals were indelibly tied to the actual places that 
the Buddha had visited, the places where these events actually took place, 
these very early sculptures seem also to have served for later Buddhists 
as a kind of imperative to preserve—and in some cases resurrect—these 
physical sites centuries after the sculptures were produced.16

Mackenzie was the fi rst Westerner to write about Amaravati’s 
sculpture; preliminary extracts from his journal were fi rst published in 
1807, as well as an article in 1823.17 Over the next half century, a variety 
of short articles were published on the site: Elliot began to write about 
Amaravati and its sculpture beginning in the 1840s, and Robert Sewell 
made several reports in the 1870s and 1880s.18 These were largely the 
works of archaeologists, mostly concerned with issues of dating and 
provenance and the attempt to piece together a model of the monu-
ment as a whole. It was James Fergusson, though, who really fi rst at-
tempted to analyze the sculptures, in his Tree and Serpent Worship, a 
landmark—albeit a largely neglected one—in the study of Indian art 
and archaeology. It was also Fergusson who “rescued” the sculptures 
that Mackenzie and Elliot had shipped to England—they were lying 
neglected, exposed to the elements, for decades—having been, by his 
own account, smitten with them when he fi rst saw them in the 1840s. 
He thus set out to write a book about Amaravati and Sanci, one that 
would not be “a mere description of the two Topes,” which would 
have relegated it (the book) “to the small and I fear diminishing body 
of enthusiasts who are supposed to delight in grubbing in the despised 
local antiquities of India.”19 Rather, what Fergusson undertook was a 
study that would place these images into the larger context not only of 
Indian religion, but world religion and art: what he produced, Tree and 
Serpent Worship, is a behemoth of a work, a massive, overly ambitious, 
essentializing, and ultimately fascinating book.
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Fergusson considered himself to be something of an archaeologist, 
although he was not formally trained as such, and he is throughout the 
book obsessed with dating, an obsession that tends to move him com-
pletely away from any consideration of the original function and context 
of the images. This emphasis on dating, as I have already noted, is a 
basic component of nearly everything that has been written on Amara-
vati. Nonetheless, Fergusson does attempt to understand the images as 
narratives—he uses language such as the “story told in the lower bas-
relief” or the “story of the left-hand pillar” throughout the work—and 
when possible, he looks to the available texts, especially the Lalitavistara, 
for guidance, again marking the beginning of a trend in scholarship on 
Indian art that persists to this day, linking image and text in such a way 
that the text is always given priority over the image.20 Nowhere in his 
massive work does Fergusson consider the possibility that the images 
uncovered at Amaravati might have been situated in a ritual context, 
might have been not only the commemoration of rituals, but also ritual 
objects themselves. Signifi cantly, in a book published only seven years 
after Tree and Serpent Worship, James Burgess does.

Burgess’s The Buddhist St¶pas of Amaråvat¥ and Jaggayyapeta, published 
in 1882, is the fi rst truly interpretive work devoted Amaravati.21 It is in 
this book that we see the fi rst real development of the aniconic thesis, 
although, signifi cantly, Burgess in fact recognizes, albeit fl eetingly, the 
possibility that the symbols that appear in the images at Amaravati might 
actually have been the actual objects of devotion in the scenes depicted, 
as opposed to symbolic stand-ins for the unrepresentable, and therefore 
absent, Buddha. For instance, Burgess analyzes a fragment from the outer 
railing that depicts, in its center, several fi gures kneeling in veneration 
before the Bodhi tree and two footprints on what he sees as an altar: 
“Three men are seated on each side, wearing the Andhra turban, and 
two on each side below, in a horizontal position, are paying worship to 
it.”22 It is, to be sure, only a passing observation, but Burgess seems to 
recognize, without second thought, that the object of veneration is not the 
Buddha, aniconically represented by the tree and footprints, but rather 
the pillar itself; in other words, that this image does not present a visual 
narrative of the Buddha’s life, but a visual record of ritual activity that 
took place after his death. Burgess does not further develop the point, 
although throughout the text he makes several other allusions to this 
sort of representation of ritual veneration.23

The question might reasonably be asked, then: Why, if it was rec-
ognized as early as the 1880s, was this ritual dimension of the images 
from Amaravati ignored? The answer is complex, of course. In part, it 
may be simply that since Burgess himself did not make much of this 
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interpretation it was overlooked by subsequent scholars; furthermore, 
Burgess emphasized what he saw as a marked shift in iconography that 
he says took place late in what he calls the Middle Phase of Amaravati’s 
scultpural development, in which the Buddha begins to enter the pic-
ture, and he sees this shift, signifi cantly as “a theological, or rather a 
religious, question which scarcely admits an answer in the present state 
of knowledge of early Buddhism.”24

More to the point, though, this recognition, fl eeting as it is, of the 
ritual dimension of Buddhism, as recorded in some of the earliest extant 
sculptural remains from India, ran contrary to the prevailing understand-
ing of Buddhism as a nonritualistic religion. Indeed, the very idea of the 
aniconic thesis is intimately connected to the basic Orientalist construc-
tion of Buddhism, in that it is at the root of the understanding of Bud-
dhism as a distinctly textual tradition, a kind of virtual religion—to use 
the contemporary parlance—that in the eyes of its Western interpreters 
existed more in the realm of ideas expressed in s¶tras than in practices 
acted out in rituals.25 There was, as has been well-documented, a serious 
political dimension to this portrayal of Buddhism, which I will leave un-
remarked here; more germane to my purposes, this interpretive construct, 
this very limited lens through which Buddhist art was viewed in the 
nineteenth century, has continued to distort the western understanding of 
early Buddhist art. For when we turn to the actual sculptures produced 
and used at Amaravati what we see, over and over again, is evidence 
that contradicts this understanding of Buddhism: scene after scene of 
ritual devotion to objects associated with the Buddha. These scenes, and 
particularly the physical objects that are venerated, emphasize at once 
his absence from the physical world—his pastness, as signifi ed by such 
motifs as the empty throne and the footprints—as well as his continued 
presence—as signifi ed by the devotees who are depicted venerating him 
even in his physical absence.26

Mimetic Images

The fi rst image that I want to consider here is a railing pillar very similar 
to that discussed by Burgess (see above), an image that is now housed 
in the British Museum collection (fi g. 3.1).27 There can be little doubt that 
this image, as Knox points out, is “concerned with events associated with 
the Enlightenment.”28 At the center of the pillar, the main image presents 
a small Bodhi tree, a pedestal with two footprints, and a group of wor-
shipers, all of whom appear to be women, some bearing offerings. At 
the bottom of the pillar is a similar scene, with two men offering what 



89Amaravati as Lens

Figure 3.1. Limestone Railing Pillar © The Trustees of the British Museum
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appears to be a length of cloth to the footprints. At the top of the pillar 
there is a river depicted, along with several footprints (in what is perhaps 
sand or mud), as well as a tree with a hand emerging from it: the river 
here is no doubt the Phalgu, along the banks of which Íåkyamuni began 
his meditations; the footprints are self evident, perhaps, but further tie 
the scene to Bodhgaya and its environs; Knox, following Sivaramamurti, 
suggests that the hand is that of a vanadevatå, a forest spirit, who offers 
it to assist the Buddha in crossing the river.29 Aside from this rather puz-
zling detail, the top register seems visually rather straightforward. What, 
however, are we to make of the other two scenes?

Knox, following C. Sivaramamurti, suggests that the central scene 
is the well-known episode of the laywoman Sujåtå offering food to the 
near-death Bodhisattva.30 Sivaramamurti, however, recounts the story of 
Sujåtå in the context of his interpretation of another Amaravati image,31 
one that is really quite different from that discussed by Knox. In that 
image, we see the Buddha himself, seated, displaying what appears to 
be the abhayamudrå, the gesture of “no fear” (the arm is broke above the 
wrist, so it is impossible to tell, exactly, but this would be the expected 
mudrå), with several women, some making offerings of what appears 
to be food, others simply bowing in reverence. Even here, though, it 
is not clear to me that this is in fact an image of the Sujåtå episode; in 
the textual narrative, after all, Sujåtå is alone. This image could just as 
plausibly be a depiction of general (or generic) worship of the Buddha 
by his followers. In the image that Knox interprets as the Sujåtå episode, 
though, the offerings are not made to the Buddha, but to the footprints. 
Certainly it is possible that the footprints were intended to represent the 
living Buddha, but it seems more likely (or at least more self-evident) that 
this scene represents precisely what it seems, on its face, to represent: 
the veneration of images of the Buddha’s footprints, a most physical 
index of his absence, a common visual theme in the Buddhist art of 
India and a ritual practice that continues to the present day, especially 
in and around Bodhgaya.32 Furthermore, as in the image analyzed by 
Sivaramamurti, there are nearly two dozen women depicted making 
multiple offerings, not just the lone fi gure of Sujåtå. I would suggest, 
then, that this image presents a kind of ritual snapshot, an image of 
both actual and ideal practice. In other words, this is an image of what 
has been done—offerings to the footprints—and what should continue 
to be done. Thus one of the pernicious effects of the persistence of the 
aniconic thesis is the insistence on an overdetermined analysis that not 
only sees the function of the image as narrative, but must also fi nd a 
correlation between text and image, despite the fact that in many case it 
is quite possible that it was in fact not the text that informed the image, 
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but the image that came fi rst.33 A particularly glaring example of this 
sort of overdetermined analysis can be seen in the various interpreta-
tions of a fragment from one of Amaravati’s st¶pa railings that depicts 
an empty throne surrounded by worshipers. Fergusson was the fi rst to 
write analytically about this image—although Mackenzie briefl y made 
note of it—and he seems puzzled as to what it might represent, and 
thus describes it simply as representing “a Hindu chief. He has the 
Chaori, but no umbrella, and is followed by one of his wives on the left 
hand.”34 Burgess, likewise, did not attempt to tie a very similar image to 
a particular text or narrative, and, like Fergusson, leaves it more or less 
at that.35 Thus both of these scholars, writing before the aniconic thesis 
had been clearly articulated, assume that the image represents precisely 
what it seems to represent, even if it is a bit of a mystery.

Fifty years later, however, Sivaramamurti writes about another im-
age that presents a similar scene, but he makes what can only be said 
to be an interpretative leap, and links the image to a specifi c textual 
narrative, the visit of Ajåtasutta (Skt. Ajåtaßåtru) and his wife to the 
Buddha, recounted in the A‰guttara Nikåya.36 Although he does not give 
any rationale for this interpretation, he seems simply to have found a 
textual narrative that can be grafted onto the visual image and then 
does precisely that, ignoring, in so doing, the visual details of the image 
itself as well as the narrative details of the textually expressed episode. 
Knox, subsequently, when he writes the updated catalog of the British 
Museum collection, then simply labels the image: “The visit to the Bud-
dha of the parricide Ajåtaßåtru, king of Magadha, with his women and 
male attendants,” and cites only Sivaramamurti as a source.37

The image about which Sivaramamurti writes is, however, very 
different from the one in the British Museum that Knox labels. It is, for 
one thing, far more elaborate, with elephants and riders, and dozens 
of worshipers. More important, though, in Sivaramamurti’s image the 
Buddha himself is depicted, whereas in the British Museum piece he is 
absent. Certainly it is possible that the artisans responsible for the image 
in the British Museum took the Ajåtasattu story as their inspiration, and 
it is, likewise, possible that the Ajåtasutta story was the model for the 
image about which Sivaramamurti writes, although as I think I have 
made clear, it is just as likely that these are images that present generic 
scenes of worship (the images themselves, unlike many of those found 
at Sanci and Bharhut, were not labeled by the artisans who made them). 
On the face of it, though, what we see are two very different images that 
represent two very different things: the one (Sivaramamurti’s image) a 
scene with the living Buddha venerated; the other (Knox’s image) with 
no Buddha depicted and the empty throne worshiped.
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Sometimes the throne in the images from Amaravati is neither oc-
cupied by the Buddha nor empty; sometimes it has on it a st¶pa. In such 
cases, there can be little question that the scene is meant to represent—or 
commemorate—a post-nirvå£a practice or event, in that the st¶pa is, de 
facto, dependent on the Buddha’s death, and hence his physical absence 
from the world, for its very existence. Signifi cantly, none of those who 
have pushed the aniconic interpretation in relation to Amaravati (Sivara-
mamurti, Barrett, Knox) has anything particular to say about this variety 
of image, perhaps because it so clearly seems to represent precisely what 
it does, in fact, represent—the placement and veneration of a reliquary 
on the vajråsana, the seat of enlightenment—and thus it needs no external 
(e.g., textual) verifi cation. Fergusson perhaps provides the minimalist, 
Ockham’s razor standard here: “The action is simple. A casket containing 
a relic is placed on the throne under an elaborate canopy, and is being 
worshipped by the Någa Råjå and his people.”38 Of course the “action” 
is not simple, and there is in fact much that can be analyzed here, not 
the least of which is the complex set of philosophical and ritual issues 
involved in the substitution of the relics for the Buddha.39 Apparently, 
though, because there is no obvious textual parallel, those scholars most 
committed to a image-as-text analysis, with the basic assumption of the 
aniconic thesis, had nothing to say because such an image does not, in 
fact, support such a position.

Clearly, then, the artisans and patrons who were responsible for 
the images at Amaravati were interested in more than narrative: in some 
cases, they represented scenes from the Buddha’s life with the Buddha 
himself represented; in others, they represented the Buddha’s absence 
with the empty throne, and often represented the throne itself as an 
object of veneration; and in still other images, they represented the relics 
being worshiped in place of the Buddha. I want to suggest, as clearly 
as possible, that such iconographic variety is indicative of the different 
functions these images would have had in their various contexts at Ama-
ravati—as narratives, as objects of veneration, and as what I have called 
ritually mimetic images intended to provide a guide to proper worship. 
Furthermore, I want to argue, such different contextual functions were 
neither contradictory nor exclusive. Indeed, as I have elsewhere argued, 
it is the very nature of such images to be multivalent.40

There is a dome slab that is now in the British Museum which 
presents three scenes that is illustrative in this regard: at the bottom of 
the piece is the empty throne and tree scene, with worshipers; in the 
middle is another throne, above which is the dharmacakra, surrounded 
by various worshipers; and at the very top of the piece is a st¶pa being 
venerated (fi g. 3.2).41 Knox, following Barrett’s 1954 catalog, says that these 
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Figure 3.2. Limestone Dome Slab © The Trustees of the British Museum
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three scenes respectively represent the enlightenment, fi rst sermon, and 
death. Of course each of these scenes is related to these events, but that is 
clearly not what they would have visually presented to the contemporary 
viewer/participant: these are all images that are about the absence of 
the Buddha in the world, scenes that take place after his death, scenes 
of the veneration of objects and places associated with events in his life, 
but they are not scenes that depict the events themselves.42 Certainly, it 
is possible that such images would have presented the opportunity for 
narrative of the events themselves and further doctrinal discussion. But 
fundamentally these are images about ritual.

In the same vein, there is an image now in the Madras State Mu-
seum that illustrates my point precisely.43 On a single slab there are two 
scenes, separated by a border of fl owers and other ornaments. The two 
scenes are nearly identical, except for one important detail. The scene 
on the right presents the Buddha in the dharmacakrapravartana mudrå, 
preaching his fi rst sermon at Sarnath; he is fl anked by four fi gures, with 
two devatås fl oating about his head. The scene on the left is identical in 
all regards, except that in place of the preaching Buddha, we fi nd the 
dharmacakra. The fact that these two different modes of presenting what 
seems to be the same basic motif is striking, and strongly suggests that 
the agents responsible for this image wanted the viewer/participant to 
see both images at the same time and to apprehend not simply two dif-
ferent versions of the same moment in the Buddha’s life, one iconically 
presented, the other aniconically. Rather, it seems they intended that 
their combined visual message be simultaneously absorbed. And what 
is it? That there is a basic equivalence between the Buddha teaching 
and the dharmacakra; indeed, the latter, as the emblem of his teachings, 
replaces the Buddha after his death, as the Buddha so poignantly tells 
≈nanda in the D¥gha Nikåya. Such an image, then, at once conveys the 
narrative, makes an essential doctrinal point about the continued pres-
ence of the Buddha in the teachings, and provides a visual guide to the 
ritual veneration of the wheel itself.

There is a fi nal image from Amaravati that, I think, is worth dis-
cussing in this regard, a very complex image that throws something of 
a wrench into the works of my analysis (fi g. 3.3).44 This image, a dome 
slab, has to do with the Buddha’s birth, a common theme at Amaravati, 
and presents four different scenes. This is how Knox interprets them: 
the dream of Måyå; the presentation of the dream to Íuddhodana and 
its interpretation by his advisors; the birth of Siddhårtha; and the pre-
sentation of the baby to the Íåkya clan’s ®ƒi, the yakƒa Íåkyavardhana.45 
The problem is, there is no baby! Rather, according to Knox, the “baby 
is shown aniconically, in symbolic form, but is an integral part of the 
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Figure 3.3. Limestone Dome Slab © The Trustees of the British Museum
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narrative structure of these reliefs.”46 Fergusson, for his part, candidly 
admits that he simply does not know what to make of this image, al-
though he says that what Knox later calls the birth really represents the 
time before the birth. At any rate, he writes: “It is not quite clear what 
the fourth compartment is intended to represent, as it is not to be found 
in any edition of the legend I am acquainted with.”47 He contends that 
perhaps the cloth is intended as evidence of the birth, and is not, as 
Knox suggests, carried by Måyå herself—unlikely, of course, given that 
she has just given birth, and will soon die—but by an attendant. At any 
rate, this is a puzzling image, in that the baby is not represented and 
seems to be replaced by the cloth, although the image is clearly present-
ing scenes in which the Buddha would have been present. Furthermore, 
to add to the complex puzzle of this stelae, on the cloth are two tiny 
footprints: these could, certainly, be intended to represent the bodhisattva; 
they could also be intended to present the steps that he is said to have 
taken immediately after his birth But why are they on the cloth? And 
why is the baby not represented?

Is what we see here evidence of an aniconic ideology? Perhaps. It 
may also, however, be an anomaly, a mystery, or be caught up some-
how in the signifi cance of the cloth (recall that there is another image at 
Amaravati, see above, that involves the offering of cloth). It certainly is 
puzzling that the baby does not appear in this image, since the scenes 
presented are obviously contemporary to his infancy. To jump to the 
aniconic conclusion, however, seems at the very least unwarranted, 
at once too complex (assuming a doctrinal ideology nowhere stated)
and too simple (assuming that the image functions as straightforward 
narrative).

I have intentionally avoided the very complex topic of the dating 
of Amaravati’s scultpure here, largely because I do not believe that 
causal arguments can be made based on the posited date of a particular 
piece—that is, the typical argument that the early sculpture, that produced 
before the second century CE, was the product of an aniconic ideology. 
Nonetheless, it may well be that some sort of ideological or theologi-
cal or ritual shift took place sometime around the second century. For 
instance, there is a spectacular dome slab now in the British museum 
that was carved on both sides, each at a different time.48 On one side is 
a scene that, based on stylistic similarities to other images, particularly 
those from Bharhut and Sanci, would seem to date to the fi rst century 
BCE: it presents the vajråsana under the Bodhi tree, without the Buddha, 
but with two footprints in front of it, being worshiped by several devo-
tees, above which hover several kinnaras. On the other side, however, 
is a far more elaborate image, a carved st¶pa with tremendous detail, 
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and which appears to date to the second or third century CE. Here, the 
Buddha appears in several guises. Because these two images were carved 
on a large slab that would have made up part of the dome of the great 
temple, only one side could possibly have been visible; in other words, 
the fi rst side was carved and then, later, the stone was reused, with a 
very different image presented.

Again, it is possible that this is evidence of a new iconicism at 
Amaravati, a new ideology governing the production and use of images, 
one that now admitted the representation of the Buddha. Certainly by the 
second century CE the Buddha is commonly represented at Amaravati. 
Again, I do not think that this presents proof that an ideological shift 
took place. Indeed, as much as he is, indeed, represented, the so-called 
aniconic indexes—empty throne, footprints, dharmackra, and so on—con-
tinue to be represented in the later scultpure. Rather, it may well be 
that the function of these images was simply different, refl ecting a shift 
in ritual practice and philosophical discourse, a shift that would have 
been consistent with a general emphasis, evinced particularly in the 
contemporary Mahåyåna texts that were circulating in South India, on 
the person of the Buddha and on his continued presence in the world. 
However, and this is crucial, simply because the Buddha appears at this 
point does not, logically or otherwise, lead to the conclusion that when 
his form was absent in the earlier sculpture, it was absent because of 
a prohibition, an aniconic ideology. New buddhalogical ideas were in 
the air—one need think only of the complex articulation of the different 
kåyas (“bodies”) worked out in a variety of texts—and it is perhaps the 
case that what we see in these images is a visual articulation of some of 
these ideas.49 This is, of course, speculative; in the end, however, it is no 
more speculative than the aniconicism thesis itself, for as Burgess noted 
well over a century ago, in a remark that is still strikingly relevant to 
the whole issue today, whatever may have led to the shift in the mode 
of representing the Buddha, it is a mystery that, still, “scarcely admits 
an answer in the present state of knowledge of early Buddhism.”

Physical and Visual Pilgrimage

The infl uence that Amaravati had on Buddhist art in other parts of the 
Indian subcontinent has typically been discussed in stylistic terms. Thus, 
for instance, Anamika Roy has recently written that “Amaravati art found 
its expression again in the art of Nagarjunikonda,” and goes on to describe 
what are mostly stylistic similarities, without delving into causal connec-
tions between the two sites; this is a typical interpretive modus operandi.50 
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Certainly, one can tease out all manner of stylistic and compositional 
similarities between Amaravati and other complexes in India, and, as I 
have already noted, given the close proximity of Nagarjunakonda, the 
documented travel between various Buddhist centers in India, as well 
as travel between the Eastern coast and Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, 
it is likely that artisans, monks, and pilgrims circulated artistic forms 
and styles. As Debala Mitra has nicely put it: “Amaravati, however, 
maintained its sanctity till the fag end of Buddhism in India. Up to the 
fourteenth century AD, it was attracting pilgrims from Ceylon, where 
have been found several Buddhist sculptures in the characteristic styles 
of the early and later schools of Amaravati. The Buddhist architecture 
of Andradhesa produced a lasting effect on this island.”51

Amaravati’s infl uence was more than stylistic, however. Indeed, the 
basic ritual forms expressed—or, perhaps, recorded, as Huntington has 
suggested—in the so-called aniconic sculptures of Amaravati continued 
for centuries to be replicated throughout the Buddhist world. Further-
more, not only did the artisans and patrons at Amaravati, as well as 
at Bharhut, Sanci, and Nagarjunakonda, establish a basic ritual lexicon, 
they also established, when they did actually represent the Buddha, the 
basis of what would become a standard set of signifi cant events in the 
Buddha’s life. In the process, they also created the centrality of those 
places as pilgrims’ destinations to be visited and preserved by monks 
and laypersons. Certainly, Amaravati itself was an important pilgrimage 
site throughout its history, but it was what we might call a second-order 
pilgrimage place, in that it was not the site of any events in the actual 
life of the Buddha; rather, what attracted pilgrims to the st¶pa and its 
environs were the representations of other pilgrimage places. Many of 
Amaravati’s images depict multiple events in the Buddha’s life, events 
linked to specifi c places. The very elaborate dome slab I have discussed 
above presents an excellent example of this prototypical form. The image 
depicts an elaborately detailed st¶pa with various scenes from the Buddha’s 
life: these scenes include a standing Buddha in the center, displaying the 
abhayamudrå, fl anked by several much smaller standing and kneeling 
worshipers; a scene that appears to be the dream of Måyå, as well as the 
birth of Íåkyamuni; the Buddha seated in meditation; the Buddha deliver-
ing his fi rst sermon (as indicated by the two small deer who fl ank him, 
representing the deer park at Sarnath); and other scenes of teaching and 
veneration. What is particularly signifi cant about this image in the pres-
ent context is the arrangement of multiple scenes around a single central 
image, scenes that, when taken together—as they would have been in the 
ritual context in which the dome slab was originally situated—can be 
seen to present the Buddha’s entire life story in condensed form—birth, 
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enlightenment, teaching, and death (as signifi ed by the st¶pa form of the 
dome itself), plus various paradigmatically signifi cant events.

Again, though, this image, and the many similar to it from Ama-
ravati,52 is not just a narrative, a stone image that is to be “read” by the 
worshiper. Rather, this image allows the ritual participant to be, in an 
important sense, a part of these events, not just in his or her mind, but 
in time and space—the image, in this sense, makes the events and the 
people and the places present.53 And in presenting such scenes together, 
as part of a single image, the artisans have allowed the worshiper to be 
a part of the ongoing life of the Dharma. By the Gupta period, this had 
become a standard iconographic form in Buddhism—usually a single 
image surrounded by four or six scenes from his life, almost always in-
cluding, at least, the enlightenment, the fi rst sermon, and the pårinirvå£a. 
By the Pålå period, a standard set of eight scenes was developed, the 
iconographic form known as the aƒ†amahåpråtihårya, presenting not only 
a visual narrative, as it were, of the signifi cant events in the Buddha’s 
life, but also a kind of map of this life, a locatively specifi c narrative, 
that is, that presented both event and place.54 These eight scenes all 
represented actual places that could be, and were, physically visited by 
Buddhist pilgrims—famously, of course, by the Chinese pilgrims Fax-
ian (in the fi fth century) and Xuanzang (in the eighth), but by countless 
other pilgrims over the centuries.

In general, empahasis on actual place in Buddhism has been down-
played by those who write about Buddhism, at least, if not also by Bud-
dhists on the ground, and this is in part, perhaps, because Buddhism 
can happen anywhere—the Dharma is, necessarily, portable. As I have 
attempted to demonstrate here, though, Amaravati helps to establish, 
along with Bharhut, Sanci, and Nagarjunakonda, an increasingly unvary-
ing set of signifi cant events from the Buddha’s life—without exact textual 
parallels, as a set—that were presented by Buddhist artisans. More to 
the point, though, a great many of these images were not intended, as I 
have argued, to narrate at all, but rather to depict Buddhist laypersons 
worshiping at the particular sites that are marked as signifi cant in the 
Buddha’s life. Importantly, the Buddha must be absent from such im-
ages precisely because he is absent from the sites themselves. Thus such 
images, as Huntington has convincingly argued, were certainly intended 
to mark the signifi cant sites themselves, but they also served, as well, 
as what I have referred to as a ritual blueprint for proper participation 
in these sculptural images. Likewise, as images of the Buddha began to 
proliferate throughout India, marking what Stephen Beyers has called 
an iconographic “explosion” coinciding—although not necessarily caus-
ally—with the rise of the Mahåyåna.55
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As the infl uence of Amaravati’s early images spread to other parts 
of the Buddhist world, the places depicted in these images—Bodhgaya, 
Sarnath, Lumbini, Shravasti, Rajagriha—themselves became extremely 
important pilgrimage places, places at which monasteries were built and 
to which pilgrims made often extremely arduous journeys. Signifi cantly, 
though, in light of the physical and fi nancial diffi culty of visiting the 
actual places, the images continued to serve as the next best thing to 
being in the actual place; just as a second-century Buddhist could visit 
Amaravati and, in a sense, experience the events and the places of the 
Buddha’s life, so too, over the next two millennia, could Buddhists all 
over the world, from Mandalay to Montreal, continue to make these “vir-
tual pilgrimages” via physical images, images that very much have their 
roots—in form as well as function—in the great temple of Amaravati.
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CHAPTER 4

Buddhism in Andhra and Its Infl uence 
on Buddhism in Sri Lanka

JOHN CLIFFORD HOLT AND SREE PADMA

Throughout the history of religions, one of the most ubiquitous patterns 
of religious expression is the mythic articulation of ethnic, class, caste 
or national origins. Mythic expressions of this nature are often crucial 
to how a community conceives of its collective identity, how it imag-
ines the beginning of religious tradition, its founder, or even the very 
cosmogonic origins of the world.1 In India, perhaps one of the best ex-
amples of this mythic pattern comes in the form of §g Veda 10.90 where, 
from the Brahmanical religious perspective, the origins and hierarchical 
structures of traditional society (and the brahmin position within it) are 
linked to the veritable creation of society through a divine sacrifi cial 
dismemberment of the mythical fi rst person, Puru∑a. In the West, this 
same pattern of collective mythic consciousness relating social identity 
to origins is clearly manifested not only biblically in the manner in 
which the Hebraic identity of Israel is ultimately linked to the ancestral 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and then back to the fi rst man Adam dur-
ing the primordial creation of the world, but also ecclesiastically in the 
way in which various Christian reform groups throughout European 
and American history have asserted that their forms of religiosity most 
authentically re-create and are indubitably linked to the original spirit of 
the religion as it was envisaged by Jesus or his apostles at the beginning 
of what is now regarded as the “common era” (CE). In the history of 
Buddhism specifi cally, there are a variety of mythic examples refl ecting 
this very same pattern wherein a given ethnic society or monastic sect 
has linked its identity with the origins of the religious tradition. Within 
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the Theravåda Buddhist religious traditions of Sri Lanka, Burma, and 
Thailand, for example, well-known national mythologies link the begin-
nings of Sinhalese, Burmese, and Thai ethnic identities to mythic visits 
of the Buddha to their countries, or with the coming of ancestors who 
are converted to the Dharma.2 Within those same countries and cultures, 
the institution of the Theravada monastic sa£gha is understood as the 
direct descendent of the original brethren who followed the Buddha 
into homelessness.

The ancestors of the Telugu people of Andhra also appealed to 
this genre of myth during an earlier period of their history in order to 
articulate their own perceived primordial connection to Buddhist origins. 
Hsüan-tsang cites a legend current during the seventh century CE that 
the Buddha himself once visited Andhra.3 The Påli Suttanipåta of the 
Khuddaka Nikåya, certainly of a much earlier date by many centuries, 
contains in its fi nal chapter a story about how a brahmin from Shravasti 
by the name of Bavari who, in search of detachment, had traveled south 
to live by the banks of the Godavari River where, having fallen ill due 
to a curse laid on him by a beggar, was advised by a friendly yakƒa to 
travel back to Shravasti to learn about the nature of all du÷kha (suffering) 
from the Buddha. Bavari not only follows her advice, but proceeds along 
with sixteen of his students to meet the Buddha who in turn preaches a 
discourse on parayåna (“the way to the beyond”). In the process, Bavari 
and his brahmin students become enlightened as arahants before return-
ing to their native Andhra to establish the sa£gha.4 B. S. L. Hanumantha 
Rao, cites a different legend of how Mahåkåtyayåna, one of the Buddha’s 
foremost disciples, converted the then king of the Assakas who sub-
sequently became a bhikkhu. From that time onward, according to the 
legend, Buddhist monks from Andhra were referred to as Andhakas.5 
All three of these instances indicate how Buddhists of Andhra exercised 
their mythic imaginations to understand how their communities could 
be considered direct descendents of the earliest Buddhist community 
in a manner not at all different from how Sinhalas, Burmese, and Thais 
have imagined their own ancient religious identities.

Indeed, when myths such as these are historicized, the result is a 
narrative construction congenial to affi rmation of religious identity. In 
the following pages of this chapter, we shall fi rst review some of the 
important and well-known scholarship on the origins of Buddhist mo-
nastic schism in ancient north India and the beginning of rival sectarian 
claims for legitimacy between the Mahåsåμghika and Sthåviravådin (of 
which the later Theravåda is a descendent) Buddhist communities as a 
prelude to examining the development and legacy of the Mahåsåμghikas 
in Andhra as a “proto-Mahåyåna” movement. We shall then relate early 
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evidence of general Mahåyåna infl uence in Sri Lanka before coming to 
our central focus, which highlights the specifi c ways in which the Bud-
dhism of Andhra made a defi nitive historical impact on the Sri Lankan 
Buddhist scene as a result of extensive contacts between the Amaravati 
and Nagarjunakonda communities of Andhra and various parts of Sri 
Lanka. The implication of our study, given by way of conclusion, is that, 
contrary to the views expressed as a result of a Sinhalese mythicization of 
history, the Buddhism of Sri Lanka was historically much more inclusive 
and defi nitely far more variegated than many of its modern apologists 
or often politically inspired mythologists would normally claim. Further, 
it openly embraced many innovations of cultural religious expression 
as these had previously developed in regions of south India, chiefl y 
Andhra. That is, the Buddhism of Sri Lanka may be known throughout 
the Buddhist world for its confessions of doctrinal purity and claims 
of institutional conservatism (that for 2,500 years it has maintained the 
original teachings and practice of the Buddha), but the evidence marshaled 
in our article will demonstrate that the religious culture of its Buddhists 
during the Lankan Anuradhapura period and beyond was not necessarily 
so insulated and self-generated, and that much of its inspiration, inno-
vation, and vitality can be traced not only to the conservative tenacity 
of Theravåda tradition per se, but also to injections of religio-cultural 
expression from an Andhra impetus, from off-shoot branches of the old 
Sthåviravådin nemesis and rival, the Mahåsåμghikas.

Schism in the Saˆgha

The school of Buddhism that came to dominate the religious culture of 
Andhra during the period from approximately the third century BCE 
through the third and fourth century CE was the Mahåsåμghika, often 
regarded in scholarly circles as one of the forerunners of the later de-
veloping Mahåyåna because of their views regarding rules of monastic 
discipline (vinaya), their conceptions of the nature of the Buddha, and 
their association with a variety of religious practices that may have 
originally been exclusively the province of the laity.

It is diffi cult to know with any degree of great certainty exactly 
how unity within the early north Indian Buddhist sa£gha was originally 
fractured and why separate monastic schools of distinctive sectarian 
identities were forged. Suggestions in Påli sources indicate that, even 
during the lifetime of the Buddha, there may have been schismatic 
pressures at work within the monkhood. Early vinaya ritual traditions, 
including the pråtimokƒa and pavåråna,6 created a binding moral effect 
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on the community that also sustained an ethos of egalitarian collectiv-
ity and responsibility. However, as a community under its own samaya 
within ancient Indian society,7 the sa£gha was largely a self-regulatory 
social institution, a semiautonomous association that was bound to 
witness competing interpretive understandings of what constituted the 
true teachings and practices leading to the fi nal religious goal. Because 
of these competing understandings regarding details of the Dharma 
and vinaya of the Buddha, a series of monastic councils were convened 
in the centuries following the Buddha’s demise to settle the inevitable 
disputes that had arisen. We are particularly interested in the issues as-
sociated with the so-called Second Great Buddhist Council purportedly 
held about one hundred years following the death of the Buddha; for a 
crucial schism between the Sthåviravådins, whose bastion of privilege 
became Sri Lanka, and the Mahåsåμghikas (“Great Assembly,” who, as 
we have noted, eventually came to dominate religious culture in Andhra), 
is said to have been one of its consequences.

A considerable amount of scholarly discussion has focussed on the 
historicity and substance of the First and Second Great Buddhist Councils.8 
What interests us specifi cally is the perceptions from each side of the 
monastic divide regarding the “other.” From the Theravåda perspective 
articulated in the Påli Vinaya Cullavagga and the mytho-historical Sinhalese 
monastic chronicle, the Mahåvaμsa, the Mahåsåμghikas were accused 
by the Sthåviravådins of laxity in regard to keeping the vinaya rules of 
monastic discipline. The Sthåviravådins cited ten points of controversial 
behavior, some involved with seemingly very minor concerns, as espe-
cially indicative of Mahåsåμghika spiritual carelessness. One of the ten 
points, for instance, had to do with whether or not storing salt in an 
animal horn is acceptable. But others, such as whether or not a bhikkhu 
should be in possession of money, are more serious complaints. In any 
case, the schismatic issue has been framed from the Theravådin side as 
being one primarily concerned with the integrity of monastic behavior. 
Theravåda, especially in Sri Lanka but in Burma and Thailand as well, 
has always staked its claims for purity in relation to strictly upholding 
monastic discipline. Its understanding of this initial schism functions, 
therefore, as a kind of mythic social charter for its own conservative 
self-identity within the Buddhist world as the preservers of the Buddha’s 
original teachings. Further, what is important to keep in mind here is 
that for the Theravådins, behavioral expression is regarded as a mirror 
of mental disposition. Ill-disciplined behavior would be understood as 
evidence of minds that had not yet been fully tamed and had yet to 
realize the fullness of complete awareness.9 Thus, from the Theravåda 
point of view, anachronistic or not, the Mahåsåμghikas failed in their 
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self-efforts to translate mental discipline into behavioral praxis. In short, 
they were regarded as spiritually inferior.

From the Mahåsåμghika point of view, the schism was framed 
rather differently: it centered on an argument over fi ve theses ad-
vanced by a dissident (from the Sthåviravådin point of view) teacher, 
one Mahådeva, and according to Prebish and Nattier, was also about 
Mahåsåμghika objections to Sthåviravådin expansion of the root Vinaya 
text.10 In any case, the fi ve theses were concerned with the following 
matters: an arahant may entertain doubts on matters of Dharma, cannot 
achieve enlightenment without the aid of a preceptor, may be an arahant 
and yet not know it, may commit behavioral infractions due to uncon-
scious temptations, and may gain insight by means of a sudden shout.11 
Mahådeva’s fi ve theses seem to be of a far more theoretical nature than 
the more concrete disciplinary concerns advanced on the Sthåviravåda 
side. With the exception of the last thesis, which seems to be a precur-
sor of later Mahåyåna predilections for sudden enlightenment, each of 
the theses appears to be aimed at the diminution of the Sthåviravåda 
understanding of how nibbå£a is won through rigorous self-effort. The 
last of these may, indeed, foreshadow the later Mahåyåna understanding 
of tathågatagarbha. It is also clear in these theses that Mahådeva wanted 
to insist on an existential element of unpredictability, of human humility, 
of the fragility and vulnerability of even those who have advanced to 
superior stages of the religious life. By implication, the Mahåsåμghika 
position seems at once to attack the perceived arrogance of self- realized 
and self-proclaimed arahants representative of the Sthåviravådins, on the 
one hand, and also imply the need for some self-transcendent powers 
of assistance in the quest for religious realization on the other. That is, 
Mahådeva argues at once for the possibility of realizing what is already 
inherent (tathågatagarbha) and also the possible need to reach beyond 
one’s own self and one’s own rigorous self-effort to experience the fi -
nal summum bonum by means of otherworldly intervention. Implicit in 
Mahådeva’s Mahåsåμghika theses is the raison d’être for bodhisattvas and 
their lokottara (transmundane) soteriological signifi cance as well as the 
assertion that one may already be enlightened. Both of these positions 
are later fully formulated in Mahåyåna.

The substance of these basic differences between Mahåsåμghika and 
Sthåviravådin, defended from a thoroughly rehearsed Theravåda Abhid-
hamma perspective, is articulated at length in the Kathåvatthu12 purportedly 
within the proceedings of the so-called Third Great Buddhist Council 
held during the time of Aßoka in the third century BCE at Pataliputra in 
north India. We are not so concerned with the exact details of doctrine 
discussed in this importance text for the moment. We will discuss the 
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ramifi cations of the doctrinal split for Sri Lankan Buddhism later. What 
we wish to stress now is that the Kathåvatthu and the Mahåvaμsa13 both 
reemphasize that the Mahåsåμghikas are said to have held the heretical 
positions that were defeated in this debate. The Kathåvatthu mentions 
that by this time the Mahåsåμghikas had migrated south to Andhra 
and had settled down at Amaravati and Nagarjunakonda,14 which later 
became their centers of power and support. It further lists the various 
Mahåsåμghika sects, as does the Mahåvaμsa, which collectively came 
to be known as Andhakas (to indicate their geographical locales) and 
Caityakas (to indicate the centrality they accorded st¶pa veneration in 
the religious life). 

Mahåsåμghika Buddhism in Andhra

Inscriptions found and deciphered at Amaravati and Nagarjunkonda 
tend to support the generalities mentioned in the Kathåvatthu and the Sri 
Lankan chronicles.15 These inscriptions indicate that the Mahåsåμghikas, 
possibly as early as Aßoka’s time (some would contend by the time of 
the Second Great Buddhist Council), possessed their own Tripi†aka,16 
and had established other monastic centers to the north at Pataliputra, 
Mathura, Karli, and Vaishali as well.17

The subsequent development of Mahåsåμghika Buddhism in 
Andhra would seem to be marked by a growing popularization of lay 
participation in cultic practice and a further cosmological reassessment 
of the nature of the Buddha. With regard to the former, the making and 
transference of merit through the erection, decoration, and worship of 
caityas seems to have emerged as the primary form of religious activ-
ity among the laity, especially the royal and business classes, and also 
among the monks. Coomaraswamy, as well as Sree Padma, have argued 
that the unusually widespread proliferation of caityas in Andhra during 
this early period was due to a cultural synthesis taking place between 
Buddhism and the religious customs prevalent among the Yakƒas or other 
protohistoric peoples of Andhra.18 In support of this thesis, it should be 
noted that a very large number of Yakƒas carrying garlands and depicted 
as mythic fi gures were sculpted at Amaravati, thus marking the partici-
pation of these tribal peoples in the cult of Buddhism.19 But what is of 
greater signifi cance to us is the large number of inscriptions in Andhra 
that record the gifts of donors, the merit from which was dedicated for 
the afterlife benefi t of familial relations as well as for the entire world.20 
The building of st¶pas and the practice of merit transfer seemed to have 
become the hallmarks of popular Buddhism in early Andhra. 
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The Buddhist practice of merit transference has its roots in ancient 
Brahmanical rites for the dead. That its principle was subsequently ab-
sorbed into Buddhist tradition, including the later Theravåda, is clearly 
indicated in the popular sermons told to the laity by monks recorded 
in the Påli Petavatthu.21 Its spiritual ethos is totally consistent with the 
later emergent Mahåyåna bodhisattva ethic: to give selfl essly of oneself by 
eschewing immediate spiritual reward for the ultimate benefi t of others. 
That is, the altruism for which Mahåyåna came to be so well-known could 
be an abstract generalization of the earlier practice of merit-transfer.

The religious valorization of altruism and the emerging emphasis 
on securing supramundane assistance was stressed through a develop-
ing ontology of compassion (karu£å) in the canonical writings of the 
Mahåsåμghikas in Andhra. These qualities of the Buddha reveal a lokot-
tara (“beyond this world”) as well as a this-worldly cosmological and 
soteriological signifi cance. Two brief examples from the Mahåsåμghika’s 
Mahåvastu will suffi ce to illustrate these propensities. These examples, 
though innocent of the fully developed Mahåyåna bodhisattva notion per 
se, contain the seed of concepts later associated with the most widely 
propitiated of all Mahåyåna bodhisattvas, Avalokiteßvara, best known for 
the manner in which he surveys the saμsåric world of suffering out of 
compassion for humanity in general and his devotees in particular.

There are two sections of the Mahåvastu entitled Avalokita S¶tra. 
The fi rst is fundamentally a sermon about how the Buddha conquered 
Måra (the personifi cation of death). Nanda, a celestial deva (divinity), 
requests the Buddha to preach this sermon for the benefi t and well-being 
of both devas and humans alike. The key to the title of the s¶tra lies in 
a twice-repeated passage translated by Jones as follows:

When monks, the Bodhisattva from this shore surveys the shore 
beyond, the antecedent conditions of the survey being actually 
present, devas who have great power worship the Tathågata 
with the highest worship and honour him with the highest 
honour, while the Suddhavasa devas get eighteen grounds 
for rejoicing [emphasis ours].22

The second s¶tra (with the same title) is far more thoroughly developed 
and therefore contains a much richer source of symbolism. The key to 
its title comes at the beginning of the text when a monk named Visud-
dhimati says to the Buddha: “Let the Exalted One disclose what he 
saw, when as a bodhisattva, he had come to the bodhi throne and for the 
benefi t and welfare of the entire world, made his survey”23 [emphasis 
ours]. In a footnote to this passage, Jones argues that the use of the term 
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avalokitam here, which he has translated as “survey,” was subsequently 
incorporated into the name of Bodhisattva Avalokiteßvara.24 But what 
is central to this discussion is that the action undertaken to effect the 
end of the religious goal, the overcoming of suffering, is initiated by the 
Buddha, rather than by the self-effort of some human being. It reveals 
a theocentric soteriological worldview.

As interesting, however, is the following passage from the same 
s¶tra which characterizes the Buddha in a manner anticipating the 
character of later cosmic Mahåyåna bodhisattvas. In this passage, Måra’s 
son is describing the Buddha to Måra in a way that seems to prefi gure 
specifi cally the later developed character of Avalokiteßvara:

When this peerless, virtuous man was born, the earth with its 
rocks shook six times. The ten quarters of the world were all 
lit up. Celestial musical instruments gave forth music without 
anyone playing them.

Devas held up celestial sun shads, and the Buddha-fi eld 
was overspread with banners and fl ags. Throngs of gods and 
hosts of devas waved their garments. Noble men became 
alert.

He will become the eye of the whole world, a light dis-
pelling darkness. He will scatter the darkness of those who 
are in misery. Do not in thy feeble understanding, nurture 
distrust for him.

For he will become a shelter for the whole world, a 
protection, an island, a refuge, and a rest. Those men and 
devas who put not their trust in him pass to the terrible hells 
of Av¥ci.

He is without a peer in the world, worthy of offerings. 
He is ever benevolent and compassionate to the world. When 
all men and women realize this they will become blessed here 
in all the world.

But he who nurtures a mind distrustful of him who is 
endowed with merit, who has shed his passions, the Sakyan 
lion, verily, there will be no prosperous state for him.25

This passage is remarkable for many reasons. It emphasizes the altruism 
and compassion of the Buddha. The symbolism of lightness, an essential 
motif associated with devas (deva, it should be recalled, literally means 
“shining one”), now seems to have become directly associated with 
the Buddha. While speculative, this passage also seems to refer to the 
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conceptual (but perhaps not cultic) beginnings of a more bhakti-oriented 
Buddhism and popular Mahåyåna.

The profi le of the Buddha here is somewhat, although not entirely 
at odds with the later Theravåda conception of the Buddha who passes 
into nibbå£a beyond the realms of saμsåra. Rather, it would seem to be 
something of a “proto-Mahåyåna” view of the Buddha with its emphasis 
on the ever-compassionate bodhisattva fi gure set on rescuing the devoted 
from conditions of suffering in the rebirths of saμsåra. That such a pas-
sage would be conceived by the Mahåsåμghikas and incorporated into 
their canonical text is an indication of the extent to which their emerg-
ing transcendental lokottara view of the Buddha, in opposition to a view 
of Gotama the Buddha as a paradigmatic teacher and monk (the later 
dominant orthodox Theravådin perception), had become thoroughly 
rooted in their “buddhology” and cosmology by this early time. This is 
not to argue unequivocally that supramundane aspects were not part of 
the Buddha’s profi le in Theravåda Påli literature.

At the time that the Buddha was being so regarded by the 
Mahåsåμghika communities in Andhra, a concomitant shift was occur-
ring in the manner in which the Buddha was being represented within 
the context of cultic veneration. The bodhi tree, the throne, the dharma 
wheel and footprints of the Buddha, symbols invoked for the veneration 
of the Buddha’s presence at the ancient sites of Bharhut, Bodh Gaya, 
and Sanci, were gradually being replaced at Amaravati by consecrated 
Buddha fi gures in various poses of preaching, teaching or mediat-
ing.26 A literary work of the Íåtavåhana period, the Gåthåsaptasati also 
makes explicit reference to the idea of bhakti and self-surrender while 
consecrating an image.27 The Gandavy¶ha also identifi es Andhra as the 
land of bodhisattva worship par excellence.28 What we are interested in 
determining is the extent to which these Mahåsåμghika developments, 
which seem to have been at the forefront of an emerging Mahåyåna 
also occurring in northwest Gandhara, made any impact on Buddhist 
traditions developing simultaneously in Sri Lanka. Before making that 
assessment, it is necessary to review briefl y the early phases of Mahåyåna 
presence in Sri Lanka.

The “Proto-Mahåyåna” Presence in Sri Lanka

Inscriptions at Sri Parvata in Andhra indicate the presence of three mo-
nastic establishments during the later Amaravati period belonging to the 
Sinhalese Theravåda, two of which were affi liated with the Mahåvihåra 
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monastery, the bastion of Theravåda conservatism in Anuradhapura, Sri 
Lanka.29 The Mahåvihåravåsins may have sponsored vigorous mission-
aries at this time. They are said to have been successful in conversion 
efforts in places as diverse as Kashmir, Gandhara, China, Cilata, Tosala, 
Aparanata, Vanga, Vanavasa, and Yavana. In addition to coming into 
interaction with other Buddhist communities through missionary ac-
tivities, Buddhists from Sri Lanka also came into contact with emergent 
Mahåyåna notions when undertaking pilgrimages from Sri Lanka to 
the other holy and famous Buddhist sites in India. These instances of 
interaction are refl ective of the later phases of the long history of contact 
between these two Buddhist cultural centers.

Even as early as the fi rst century BCE, schismatic pressures in Sri 
Lanka would seem to imply the presence of Mahåsåμghika or “proto-
Mahåyåna” infl uence in Anuradhapura. We use the term “imply” ad-
visedly in referring to these early instances, for it is diffi cult to prove 
directly and without a doubt Andhra’s infl uence until we consider artistic 
and archaeological evidence from the third century CE, the material to 
which we shall turn in the next section of this article.

The Mahåvaμsa asserts that during the reign of the Sri Lankan king 
Va††agåmaˆi (103–102 and 89–77 BCE) after the successful resistance of a 
military invasion from south India, the fi rst written Påli versions of the 
Tripi†aka were commissioned. At the same time, Va††agåmaˆi constructed 
and gifted the Abhayagiri monastery in Anuradhapura to one Mahåtissa, 
a loyal bhikkhu supporter who had played a major role in helping to 
expel south Indian invaders. When this same monk was charged with 
infractions of the vinaya rules by rival monks from the Mahåvihåra, a 
number of Mahåvihåra monks, in protest, crossed over to join Mahåtissa 
at the Abhayagiri fraternity. Thus, what was later to become an historic 
rivalry30 throughout the history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka seems to 
have fi rst originated, from the Theravåda perspective, over matters of 
interpretation with regard to monastic discipline, the same interpreta-
tion provided on the Theravåda side regarding the original split with 
the Mahåsåμghikas at the Second Great Buddhist Council.

Toward the end of Va††agåmaˆi’s rule, a south Indian monk named 
Dhammaruci arrived in Anuradhapura with a company of followers and, 
fi nding themselves unwelcome at the Mahåvihåra fraternity because of 
their affi liation with the Vajjiputtaka sect, took up residence at Abhaya-
giri and began to propound their non-Theravådin views on Dharma. It 
is diffi cult to determine with certainty if these were specifi cally early 
Mahåyåna perspectives on Dharma or not, but the fact that they were 
considered illegitimate by the Mahåvihåra Theravådins suggests just such 
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an implication.31 The two monasteries again clashed publicly during the 
reign of Bhåtikabhaya (19 BCE–CE 9). Again, the dispute is said to have 
been over matters of interpreting vinaya, but more signifi cant is the fact 
that in the public debate that ensued, the Abhayagiri monks relied on 
canonical texts written in Sanskrit rather than Påli, thereby indicating 
another important growing distinction between the two fraternities, and 
one that at least circumstantially suggests a Mahåyåna presence, or the 
possible presence of Mahåsåμghika texts.

The fi rst fairly certain indications of Mahåyåna teachings present 
at the Abhayagiri monastery occurs during the reign of Vohårika Tissa 
(CE 214–236) when the king appointed his minister Kapila, according 
to the Nikåya Sangrahåya,32 to decide whether or not the Mahåvihåra’s 
claim that the Sanskrit Vaitulyapi†aka s¶tras being used at the Abhayagiri 
were truly the teachings of the Buddha. Kapila found in favor of the 
Mahåvihåra monks, the Vaitulya s¶tras were burned, and the Vaitulya 
(meaning “dissenting”) monks were disrobed and banished.

The controversy over Vetulla (Påli for Sanskrit Vaitulya) teachings 
surfaced again, and rather dramatically, during the reign of Go†hakåbhaya 
(ca. CE 255). That Mahåyåna-oriented conceptions were present not only 
among the ranks of the monastic community but among the laity and 
kings as well, despite the suppression of the Vaitulyas under Vohårika 
Tissa, seems evident from the Mahåvaμsa’s account of Go†hakåbhaya’s 
predecessor, King Sirisanghabodhi, whose short reign of kingship (CE 
251–253) is characterized in such a way that it is clear that kings were 
now beginning to interpret the signifi cance of their own reigns by means 
of comparisons to the bodhisattva concept.33 But Go†hakåbaya, who had 
been but a treasurer under Sirisanghabodhi, was more sympathetic to 
the Theravåda worldview and the political pressures exerted by the 
Mahåvihåra. Following Sirisangabodhi’s reign, he pillaged the Abhayagiri 
monastery and banished sixty of its monks to south India. A monk-poet 
by the name of Sanghamitta from the famous Kåveripå††aˆam monastery 
took up their cause, traveled from south India to Anuradhapura, gained 
the king’s favor, and subsequently became the king’s råjaguru (royal 
preceptor).34 It is particularly important to note that the oldest surviving 
sculpted Sinhalese Buddha images probably date to the reign of this king 
and “are reminiscent of the South Indian Amaravati School.”35 Upon the 
ascension to the throne of Mahåsena (CE 276–303) Sanghamitta succeeded 
in convincing the new king that the Theravåda Mahåvihåra bhikkhus did 
not teach the true vinaya. Consequently, the king issued a decree prohibit-
ing the giving of alms to the Mahåvihåra community, a decree that led 
to the Theravådin monastery’s abandonment and temporary destruction. 
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Along its boundaries, he began the construction of the Jetavåna monastery 
with its massive st¶pa within which gold plates containing Mahåyåna 
pråjñåpåramitå texts have recently been discovered.

That the interpretation of dharma and vinaya of the Vaitulya monks in 
Anuradhapura was a development of “proto-Mahåyåna” or Mahåsåμghika 
origins seems a reasonable inference. The eminent fi fth century CE or-
thodox commentator of the Theravåda Mahåvihåra, Buddhagho∑a, char-
acterized the teachings of the Vetullaka sect as mahåß¶ññavåda (“the path 
of great emptiness”). Two centuries earlier in Andhra, Någårjuna had 
formulated his philosophical arguments equating nirvå£a with saμsåra 
on the basis of the existential and cosmological signifi cance of ß¶nyata. 
Elaborating on their teachings in his commentary on the Kathåvatthu 
(which, it should be recalled, had originally equated the supramundane 
views of the Buddha advanced by the Mahåsåμghika Andhakas with 
the Vaitulyas), Buddhagho∑a explains that the Vetullakas held a docetic 
view of the Buddha; that is, they believed that the Buddha is utterly 
transcendent and appeared in human form as Siddhattha Gotama only 
to make known the truth of Dharma. This “buddhology,” of course, is 
similar to the views advanced by the earlier Mahåsåμghikas who had 
propounded the view that their were two natures of the Buddha: one 
eternal and transcendent (lokottara) and the other temporal.

From Presence to Impact: Andhra’s Infl uence on Sri Lanka

In the previous section, we noted evidence drawn chiefl y from Sinhalese 
sources regarding the presence of “proto-Mahåyåna” conceptions in Sri 
Lanka in the earlier phases of Buddhist monastic history. That presence 
was discussed chiefl y within the context of how Theravåda monastic 
sources describe confl icts with “heretical” monks over matters of or-
thodoxy and orthpraxy. In this section, we will discuss other forms of 
evidence that seem to indicate how the religious practices and artistic 
traditions of the Mahåsåμghikas cultivated in Andhra Pradesh made a 
formative impact on Buddhist tradition throughout Sri Lanka.

While the building and veneration of st¶pas is a practice known to 
have been in vogue at least since the second century BCE reign of the 
Sinhalese hero and warrior king Du††hagåmˆi, the practice must have 
been certainly enhanced and legitimated further by the emphasis on 
the practice and ideology of merit-making and merit-transfer so heavily 
emphasized in Andhra Buddhism. Indeed, the ability to construct st¶pas 
for the glorifi cation of the Buddha became a measure of the Sinhalese 
king’s own spiritual and material well-being throughout the remainder 
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of the history of kingship in Sinhalese Sri Lanka. While we have noted 
that merit-making and merit-transfer were probably also practiced in 
Theravåda circles from an early date, the later profusion of caitya build-
ing may very well have been stimulated by contact with the Andhra 
Caityakas, though there is no way to prove this directly.

Of more direct and concrete signifi cance is the manner in which the 
Buddha became depicted in sculptural representation in Sri Lanka. By 
the third and fourth centuries CE, Theravådins were erecting images of 
the Buddha in preaching, teaching and meditating poses. By the seventh 
and eighth centuries, these images had become enormous in size. Those 
surviving at Aukana, Sasseruva, and numerous other later sites are typi-
cal examples refl ecting an understanding of the Buddha as superhuman 
in conception, cosmic in being.

Ulrich von Schroeder has argued that the earliest surviving images 
of the Buddha found in Anuradhapura date to the third century CE. His 
conclusion is further corroborated and detailed by many other scholars 
who also point to an unmistakable Andhra inspiration for these images. 
Coomaraswamy, for instance, observed that

The most characteristic Buddha images of Anuradhapura are 
what would be called in India the Gupta style. The design very 
closely recalls the (Pre-Gupta) Amaravati standing fi gures and 
at the same time shows an approach to a later type in the trans-
parent clinging drapery.36

Vogel’s assessment lends further support:

In their general style, and particularly in the treatment of drapery 
with its schematic folds, these images exhibit a close relationship 
to the Buddha type of Amaravati.37

Benjamin Rowland argued that the inspiration for both Buddhist sculpture 
and architecture came especially from the later part of (third century CE 
and after) Amaravati school. In referring to the earliest standing Buddha 
images at Anuradhapura cited by von Schroeder, Rowland states:

It needs but a glance to see in them a Sinhalese adaptation of 
the type of Buddha fashioned at Amaravati. Although some 
seated Buddhas from Anuradhapura are related to later Andhra 
models, the Indian prototype for this statue has to be sought in 
such Kushan images from Katra . . . and has to be dated not later 
than the 3rd century AD.38
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Senarat Paranivitana was so struck by the parallels between Buddhist 
sculptures in Andhra and Sri Lanka that he said:

The earliest type of Buddha image known in Ceylon is that of 
the Andhra school . . . The evidence of the infl uence of Andhra 
art on that of early Ceylon is so overwhelming, that it may 
even be suggested that a branch of that school was established 
in Ceylon.39

Though, as we have just seen, the predominant view in scholarly 
circles asserts that the earliest Buddha images in Sri Lanka were decid-
edly infl uenced by the art fl ourishing in Amaravati and elsewhere in 
Andhra, many Sinhalese Buddhist scholars (perhaps captive to the col-
lective mythic consciousness we cited in our introduction), argue to the 
contrary. Ven. Walpola Rahula, in regard to the Mahåvaμsa’s claim that 
Devånampiya Tissa (the Sinhalese king converted by Asoka’s missionary 
son Mahinda in the third century BCE) had a stone image of the Buddha 
placed in the Th¨paråma at Anuradhapura, states that:

If we accept this statement, Ceylon had the earliest Buddha 
image in the world. Merely because we do not fi nd Buddha 
images among the early sculptures at Bharhut and Sanchi, it is 
not logical to conclude that there were no Buddha images made 
in the 3rd century B.C. anywhere else either.40

Von Schroeder has cited a series of incredible statements made by D. T. 
Devendra in his The Buddha Image and Ceylon in which it is asserted fal-
laciously that there was no aniconic phase of Buddhist art in Sri Lanka, 
that Buddha images were part and parcel of the religion since the time 
of its introduction to the land, that the Sinhalese were the fi rst to ever 
use the image of the Buddha ceremoniously, and the fi rst to ever cre-
ate Buddha images in the round.41 Siri Gunasinghe, another Sinhalese 
Buddhist apologetic scholar, went so far as to argue that monks from 
Ceylon introduced the cult of the Buddha image to south India in the 
second century CE.42 The culture critic, novelist, sometime anthropologist, 
and still revered Sinhalese Buddhist nationalist, Martin Wickramasinghe, 
popularized the view that Sri Lanka was home to the fi rst Buddha im-
ages ever created and that their production in India had been more of 
a commercial than a spiritual matter.43

In fact, not only was Andhra the stylistic inspiration for Buddha 
images created in Sri Lanka, but numerous archaeological fi nds prove 
that images in the round and other forms of sculpted carving were 
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frequently imported directly from Andhra for ritual use in Buddhist 
monasteries, including those coming under the administrative aegis of 
the Mahåvihåravåsins. These artistic creations were carved on or out 
of a type of green-hued limestone found only in the Amaravati and 
Nagarjunkonda regions of Andhra. Specifi cally, von Schroder cites as 
evidence: a limestone Mahåmerugala valhalkada pillar from a fi fth century 
CE relic chamber in the Råmakal Dågaba near Sigiriya in the Matale 
district of central Sri Lanka;44 imported limestone slabs forming part of 
a bodhigåra near Kurunegala (midway between modern Colombo and 
Anuradhapura) depicting the miracle at Shravasti and the dream of Queen 
Mahåmåya, which are also very similar in style to limestone slab carv-
ings excavated at Amaravati and now preserved in the British Museum;45 
limestone carvings from the Jetavåna monastic complex in Anuradhapura 
that resemble sculptures exhumed at Nagarjunkonda;46 three imported 
standing Buddha fi gures made of limestone found at Anuradhapura, 
Trincomalee, and Kuccaveli (30 miles north of Trincomalee);47 and, fi ve 
imported limestone seated Buddhas at Trincomalee, Polonnaruva, and 
Panduvas Nuvara.48 Von Schroeder also cites numerous instances where 
comparisons between pieces created in Andhra of limestone and in Sri 
Lanka out of dolomite marble bear out striking stylistic affi nities rein-
forcing the view that Sinhalese artists modeled their work on Andhra 
prototypes. For examples, to illustrate this point, he has documented 
and photographed three buddhapådas from Mullaitivu (extreme northeast 
coast), Jetavåna (Anuradhapura), and Trincomalee that compare closely 
in style with a buddhapåda found in the Guntur District in Andhra,49 a 
sculpture of a yakƒini at Jetavåna in Anuradhapura imported from Ama-
ravati that probably functioned as a model for Sinhalese creations,50 fi ve 
very early representations of Mucalinda fi gures from Kantale (between 
Anuradhapura and Trincomalee), Seruvila (just south of Trincomalee), 
and Mahintale (just east of Anuradhapura), all of which are obviously 
inspired by prototypes at Amaravati.51 He has also provided evidence 
of Andhra’s great infl uence with regard to the rendering of någaråja52 
Padmanidhi and Sankanidhi (attendants of Kuvera or Jambhala) fi gures,53 
as well as moonstones.54 Through copious photographic presentations 
of the evidence, he illustrates how all of these artistic creations were 
clearly derived stylistically from Andhra prototypes. Von Schroeder’s 
evidence is thorough and conclusive. It is abundantly clear that Buddhist 
Sri Lanka’s material religious culture of the fi rst millennium CE owes 
much of its inspiration to Andhra creations.

At this point, it needs to be emphasized that by noting the artistic 
infl uence of Andhra on Sri Lanka, we also mean to imply a philosophical 
impact on conceptions of the Buddha and bodhisattva as well. In  discussing 
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the general relationships between art, religious thought, symbols, and 
society, Kenneth Clark has put the matter abstractly in this way:

In the relationship of art and society the importance of an 
accepted iconography cannot be overly stated. Without it, the 
network of beliefs and customs which hold a society together 
may never take shape as art. If an iconography contains a number 
of suffi ciently powerful symbols, it can positively alter a philosophical 
system. The points of dogma for which no satisfactory image 
can be created tend to be dropped and popular religious 
expression and episodes which have scarcely occupied the 
attention of theologians tend to grow in importance if they 
produce a compelling image [emphasis ours].55

The appearance of anthropomorphic images of the Buddha were both a 
catalyst for and a symbol of changing conceptions of the Buddha. Even 
in the polemical Theravåda Påli chronicles, the D¥pavaμsa and Mahåvaμsa 
composed in the fourth and fi fth centuries CE, and in measured con-
trast to the earlier Påli Nikåyas, the Buddha is imagined in ever more 
spectacular ways stressing his supramundane abilities and character. 
Earlier we mentioned the massive Buddha fi gures from the seventh and 
eighth centuries sculpted at Aukana and Sasseruva. These fi gures signal 
the beginnings of the tradition of making enormous fi gures to indicate 
not only the cosmic character of the Buddha, but his heroic nature as 
well. By the Polonnaruva period, enormity had become standardized 
and huge statues or sculptures of the Buddha continue to be fashioned 
to the present day.

In addition to how the development of iconic representation signals a 
changing conception of the Buddha, an almost equally powerful infl uence 
on the Theravåda in Sri Lanka can be seen in the evolving development 
of the notion of the bodhisattva. In centuries subsequent to the impact of 
Andhra Buddhism and its Mahåyåna proclivities, many Sri Lankan kings, 
ostensibly Theravådin in their sympathies, understood themselves to be 
“buddhas-in-the-making.” King Buddhadåsa (CE 340–368) is described as 
having “lived openly before the people the life that bodisattvas lead,”56 
King Dhatusena (CE 459–477) had a sculpture made of the Bodhisat-
tva Maitreya in which the bodhisattva was fashioned in “the complete 
equipment of a king,”57 in a tenth-century inscription, King Mahinda 
IV proclaimed that “none but bodhisattvas would become kings of a 
prosperous Lanka,”58 and in the twelfth-century Nissanka Malla recorded 
the inscription that “the appearance of an impartial king should be wel-
comed as the appearance of a buddha.”59 It is also worth noting that the 
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ten påramitås (spiritual perfections) constituting the bodhisattva path also 
seem to have been associated with the ten royal duties incumbent on a 
king. In describing the piety of Upatissa II (CE 522), the Culavaμsa refers 
to the practise of both within the same sentence, thereby fusing the ide-
als of kingship and bodhisattvahood: “Shunning the ten sinful actions, 
he practiced the ten meritorious works; the King fulfi lled the ten royal 
duties and the ten paramitas.”60 The confl ation of kingship and bodhist-
tva did not end with the Anuradhapura period. The Nikåya Sangrahåya 
states that Vijayabåhu IV (CE 1270–1272) was popularly known as “Bosat 
Vijayabåhu”61 while the fi fteen-century Parakramabåhu VI of Kotte was 
referred to as “Bosat Parakramabåhu” in an inscription.62 While there is 
no doubt that the bodhisattva concept is also present in Theravåda Påli 
literature, especially with reference to the Buddha’s previous incarnations 
in the Jåtakas and to its presence in the Maitreya cult, its application to 
kingship and its later association with deities in Sri Lanka would seem to 
point to Mahåyåna inspirations. With regard to how the bodhisattva concept 
was later associated with deities, all of the major national guardian deities 
incorporated into the hierarchical pantheon of Sinhala Buddhist traditions 
including Vishnu, Pattini, Saman, Skandha, Vibhi∑ana, and Nåtha came 
to be regarded eventually as bodhisattvas. The last is of particular signifi -
cance because his original identifi cation has been clearly established as 
the Mahåyåna Bodhisattva Avalokiteßvara. As Nåtha, this bodhisattva/god 
became the guardian deity of the late medieval Kandyan Kingdom and 
later also became associated with future Bodhisattva Maitreya. The nature 
and conception of divinity in Buddhist Sri Lanka, therefore, was clearly 
abetted by the bodhisattva concept originally derived from Andhra.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have attempted to sketch out in general outline the 
legacy of infl uence ultimately emanating from the Mahåsåμghika Andhra 
context for aspects of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. What we have endeavored 
to make clear is that the emergent Theravåda Buddhist tradition of Sri 
Lanka has absorbed much more from Mahåsåμghika sources in Andhra 
and other parts of south India than its contemporary apologists would 
normally admit. The practice of merit-transfer, the construction and ven-
eration of st¶pas, but especially the erection, stylization, and consecration 
of Buddha images, traditional conceptions of Buddhist kingship, and 
the manner in which divinity is understood, are all aspects of Sinhala 
Buddhist tradition that owe all or part of their impetus to development 
of religion amid the Mahåsåμghika Andhra community.
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No religious tradition exists in a historical vacuum, no matter how 
an evolved community may later mythicize its history to proclaim an 
unadulterated relationship to the origins of the religion. The Buddhist 
tradition of Sri Lanka certainly has a long, rich, and textured past. But 
its longevity and vitality has been due as much to the ways in which 
it has reacted inclusively and creatively to religio-cultural innovations 
originating elsewhere on the Indian subcontinent as much as it has been 
due to its often self-professed conserving ethos. The history of Buddhism 
in Sri Lanka is thus one of both continuity and change, of transformation 
as well as preservation.
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CHAPTER 5

Candrak¥rti on the Medieval Military 
Culture of South India

KAREN C. LANG

Candrak¥rti (ca. 550–650 CE) wrote commentaries on the works of Någår-
juna and ≈ryadeva, in the late sixth to early seventh century, when royal 
patronage of Brahmiˆ and Jain temples eclipsed the generous support 
once given to Buddhists and their institutions. In his commentary on 
≈ryadeva’s Catu÷ßataka, Candrak¥rti refutes Brahmanical and Jain beliefs 
and practices and presents a vigorous defense of Buddhism, perhaps, 
to counteract the declining support Buddhism received in court circles. 
In the fourth chapter, he attacks the entrenched military culture that 
plagued medieval South India, as the Cålukya dynasty kings and their 
rivals, the Pallavas and Påˆ∂yas, struggled for supremacy. In a literary 
debate with an unnamed royal adversary, Candrak¥rti defends the Bud-
dhist values of compassion and nonviolence.

We have little historically reliable information about Candrak¥rti’s 
life. Most scholars assume that Candrak¥rti was active sometime between 
550 and 650 CE because in his works he criticizes other Buddhist authors, 
Dharmapåla, Vasubandhu, Dignåga, and Bhåvaviveka, who lived in the 
sixth century or earlier.1 According to the sixteenth-century religious 
history (chos ‘byung) of Tårånåtha,2 Candrak¥rti was born in South India 
and entered a monastery, where he mastered all the Buddhist scriptures. 
Tårånåtha places Candrak¥rti’s birth in Samanta during the reign of King 
Har∑a’s son, a date that is too late since the father’s reign ended in 647 
CE. The location of Candrak¥rti’s birthplace in South India, however, is 
more promising. Samanta (“fl atlands”) most likely refers to the delta 
formed by the Krishna River and the Godavari, the river Candrak¥rti 
refers to as “the dark daughter of the southern ocean.”
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Numerous Buddhist institutions once fl ourished in the fertile region 
of the Krishna and Godavari river valleys, now modern Andhra Pradesh. 
Buddhism had the support of Såtavåhana dynasty kings and the female 
members of the succeeding Ik∑våkus dynasty. Donors’ inscriptions at 
Buddhist sites indicate support for these Buddhist institutions continued 
into the early medieval period. Two-way monastic travel back and forth 
between South India and Sri Lanka maintained the Buddhist connection 
between these two regions at least until the sixth century.3 Sixth-century 
copperplate inscriptions found in the Godavari region indicate that Hari-
varman, of the P®thivim¨la family, vassals (såmanta) of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in 
kings, had constructed a new monastery at Gunapashapura for Sri 
Lankan monks and allocated the revenue of a village for their support: 
“the village Kattacheruvulu was donated, along with exemptions from 
all taxation, for the provision of the four requisites for the noble com-
munity of monks from the four directions, present and future, living
in the great monastery which he himself had built on the hilltop4 at 
Gunapashapura.”5 When the Chinese pilgrim, Hsüan-tsang (596–664 CE), 
visited the region a century later, support for Buddhist monasteries had 
declined. Hsuan-tsang reports only twenty monasteries remained active 
while there were hundreds of fl ourishing Íaivite temples.6

Någårjuna and ≈ryadeva advised Såtavåhana dynasty kings and in 
the Deccan region the Madhyamaka School prospered.7 Joseph Walser’s 
research suggests Yajñaßri, who ruled from Amaravati (ca. 175–204 CE), 
as the most likely Såtavåhana patron and recipient of Någårjuna’s Rat-
nåval¥, which was composed “somewhere in the Lower Krishna Valley.”8 
With the decline of royal patronage, Buddhist institutions in the Krishna 
and Godavari river valleys succumbed to the prevailing tide of medieval 
Íaivite devotion. One of the few Buddhist sites still active in the seventh 
century was Jaggayyapeta.9 A seventh-century inscription on the base of a 
Buddha image found near the Jaggayyapeta St¶pa credits Candraprabhå, 
“the disciple of a disciple of Någårjuna,” with installing the image.10 While 
it is tempting to identify Candrak¥rti with this unknown Mådhyamika, 
this identifi cation remains uncertain. What is certain is Candrak¥rti’s vig-
orous opposition to the military culture that dominated his native South 
India. Against the lust for power, the pride in position, and the defense 
of violence, values characteristic of the Íaivite rulers who conquered the 
Deccan, Candrak¥rti argued for generosity, restraint, and nonviolence.

The Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in Kings and the Tummalagudem Copperplates

Not all the kings who ruled over the Deccan during the sixth and seventh 
centuries were Íaivite. The Íaivite affi liation of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in dynasty, 
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ruling central and eastern parts of Andhra from the fi fth to the seventh
 

century, has been challenged by two medieval copperplate donative in-
scriptions found in the village of Tummalagudem.11 These copperplates, 
were the “hard copies” of less enduring materials that recorded medieval 
land grants made by a king or his royal administrators to Brahmins or 
religious institutions. Along with the donation of the land (or the vil-
lage), the grant provided its recipients with certain privileges or benefi ts, 
most often exemption from taxation. While the record of the donation 
was the ostensible reason behind the copperplates’ creation, much of 
the inscription is dedicated to lengthy and often elaborate praises of the 
king and his royal ancestors.12 Both Tummalagudem land grants record 
the donation of villages to a Buddhist monastery for its maintenance. 
The anonymous composers of these two copperplate inscriptions depict 
several Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in kings as Buddhist patrons. M. Rama Rao identifi es 
three of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in kings, Govindavarma I, Vikramendra II, and 
Govindavarma II, as “Buddhist devotees.” S. Sankaranaryan concedes 
that Govindavarma I was a Buddhist (as both Tummalagudem plates 
state) but contends that Govindavarma and Vikramendra II should both 
be considered Íaivites since other land grants describe them as wor-
shiping at the feet of Íiva.13 With the exception of the Tummalagudem 
grant issued in the name of Govindavarma, which salutes the Buddha, 
Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in land grants “invariably start with salutations to Íiva—the 
Lord of Ír¥parvata.”14

The chronology of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in dynasty kings and of the two 
Tummalagudem copperplates is also disputed. S. Sankaranarayanan and 
A. M Shastri believe the Govindavarma grant is earlier and that the 
king identifi ed by Rama Rao and V. V. Mirashi as Govindavarma II is 
the same person as the fi fth-century founder of the dynasty, Govinda-
varma I. Sankaranarayanan recognizes that the paleographic evidence 
does not support a fi fth-century date for the copperplate he attributes to 
Govindavarman and suggests original land grant that fallen into disuse 
was revised during the time of Vikramendravarman II by the Buddhist 
monks of the Paramamahådev¥-vihåra. Sankaranarayan reaches this con-
clusion because of “the stress on the king’s leaning toward the Buddhist 
religion, the glorifi cation of the Buddha and the Buddhist clergy, and 
the excessive use of Buddhist technical terms.”15 Mirashi comes to the 
opposite conclusion: Govindavarma II was different from his namesake 
and fl ourished later than Vikramendrabha††åraka, who issued the other 
set of Tummalgudem plates. He also rejects Sankaranarayanan’s “gratu-
itous assumption” that the original charter had fallen into disuse: “The 
real cause of the developed characters is that the grant was made and 
incised at a later date.”16 I have followed Rao and Mirashi in the belief 
that the copperplates refer to two different kings—Govindavarma I and 
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Govindavarma II—and that the copperplate issued by Vikramendra II 
precedes that of Govindavarma II.17

Vikramendra II fought a Pallava king, Si¤havarma, for control over 
eastern Andhra Pradesh. Sankaranaryanan’s study of the land grants of 
both kings, indicates “beyond a doubt it was Siμhavarma, the Pallava, 
who was the aggressor by invading the Vengi country” and threatening 
the fortune of Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in family.18 One of the Tummalagudem copper-
plates records that in 566/67 CE the righteous conqueror (dharmavijayin), 
King Vikramendra II, on his return from battle with Pallava forces, which 
he broke like a twig (pallavabha‰ga) gave “for the use of the of noble 
monks from four directions a village called Irundoro, along with all its 
custom duties, and with an exemption from the burden of all taxation.” 
The monastic institution that received this generous gift, Paramabhå††arikå 
Mahåvihåra, takes its name from Queen Paramabhå††arikå, Vikramen-
dra II’s great-great grandmother, whose generous support enabled it to 
be built.19 The inscription also praises her husband, Govindaråja, the 
Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in dynasty’s founder, for his “confi dence in the Buddha’s 
teachings” and for “the collection of unlimited excellent merit he has 
acquired by building many great monasteries.” Its anonymous composer 
credits Govindaråja with ornamenting the entire Deccan “with the crest 
jewels of marvelous st¶pas and monasteries.” One of these monasteries, 
named after him, is referred to in a fi fth-century rock inscription found 
near Hyderabad.20 The Tummalagudem copperplate also characterizes this 
generous couple’s grandson Vikramendra I (518–28) as a “preeminent 
devotee of the Buddha (paramasaugata).”

The copperplate inscriptions of Vikramendra II and Govindavarma 
II both indicate that the kings’ transference of property is made to the 
monastic community.21 The Paramabhå††arikå monastery’s fortunes seem 
to have declined by the end of the sixth century. The second copperplate 
inscription records that a later Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in king, Govindavarma II, 
restored the monastery’s dilapidated and damaged sections. The inscrip-
tion memorializes the king’s donation of two villages to the community, 
described as “the unsurpassed fi eld of merit, the noble community of 
monks from the four directions, traveling in three vehicles.” It indicates 
that the king’s support extended to the Mahåyåna vehicle of the bodhisat-
tva and the lesser vehicle of the disciple and the solitary Buddha. This 
generous king and his queen supplied the monastic community with a 
long list of material goods—lamps, incense, sandalwood paste, fl owers, 
banners, food, drink, beds, seats, and medicine. The fi rst items in the 
list provided for the worship of Buddha; the latter items provided for 
the monks’ support.

Govindavarma’s meritorious grant of two villages provides much 
more than basic necessities for the monks of the Paramabhå††arikå mon-
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astery. The copperplate inscription contains considerable detail about the 
benefi ts conferred along with the transference of the property.

Two villages named Ermadala and Penkaparu, preceded by 
the ritual pouring of water, were given. The treasure hidden 
underground, deposits underground, fi nes, tenants’ fees, unpaid 
labor, taxes on the land, a share of the produce, and other sup-
plies provided by the tenants were presented. Soldiers, police, 
envoys, herdsmen, and royal agents were not allowed entry.22

In regard to “treasure hidden underground,” Krishna Prasad Babu 
notes that these villages were located in a district of Andhra Pradesh 
that once was an iron mining area. Early Indian sources refer to mines 
as an important item of royal income. The ownership of iron mines 
also involves control over the supply of iron agricultural implements 
to the villagers.23 The legal language transferring the property implies 
that the monastery had the right to the income provided by a variety 
of taxes—tolls collected on its roads, taxes paid by tenant farmers who 
used the land to cultivate crops or graze livestock, and the traditional 
one sixth share of the grain that the farmers were required to give the 
king.24 Govindavarma’s grant also specifi es immunity from the entry 
of royal troops and offi cials. Unless specifi cally exempted, Nilakantha 
Sastri writes, villages were liable to visits from royal offi cers for digging 
salt, the manufacture of sugar, and arrest of culprits. They also had to 
accommodate touring offi cers with beds, boiled rice, milk, curds, grass, 
fuel, vegetables, as well as providing free labor on specifi ed public 
works.25 The grant enabled the monks to employ this unpaid labor for 
the cultivation of their own agricultural fi elds.

The king sows the seeds of his generosity in the most fertile of 
fi elds, the Sa£gha, “the unsurpassed fi eld of merit.” In providing gener-
ously for the monastic community, the king intends also that merit, the 
“auspicious roots” planted by his gifts will not be severed. The merit 
generated by these donations is intended for king’s own well-being and 
also for relieving his mother, father, and all beings of the suffering of 
complete ignorance.26 Similar statements about the donor’s intention 
of benefi ting parents and others occur in Buddhist donative inscrip-
tions found throughout India. Schopen indicates that when parents are 
mentioned in Mahåyåna inscriptions as the intended benefi ciaries of 
this implicit transference of merit it is in conjunction with the category 
of “all beings” and “the merit from that act is always explicitly stated 
to be for the attainment of supreme knowledge.”27 The transference of 
Govindavarman’s merit to all beings implies that he is a bodhisattva-king 
intent on liberating all beings from suffering.
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The Buddhist character of the second Tummalagudem copperplate 
is transparent. The inscription begins with a invocation to “the fully 
enlightened and compassionate Lord Buddha, who has shown the wise 
the path to nirvå£a.”28 The inscription goes on to describe Govindavarma 
II as a bodhisattva whose “great altruistic intention of enlightenment is 
produced for the sake of protecting the realm of all sentient beings.” This 
royal bodhisattva seems intent on perfecting the virtue of generosity. The 
poet portrays him as beloved by his people because of his generosity in 
repeatedly giving up all that he owns: villages, fi elds, gold, elephants, 
horses, cattle, vehicles, houses, furniture, food, drink, and servants of 
both sexes. He donates this wealth, which the poet is careful to say that 
he has acquired properly, to monks, Brahmins, and the poor. In addition 
to giving away his property, Govindavarma II constructs new temples, 
monasteries, halls, ponds, and wells, and repairs old ones, an ambitious 
building project that rivaled that of his namesake, Govindavarma I. The 
inscription concludes with wish that the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in dynasty may rule 
the earth as long as the sun and the moon remain in the sky. Despite the 
wishes of this anonymous composer, the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in reign soon ended, 
replaced by Cålukya dynasty kings with a quite different agenda.

The Cålukya Dynasty and Ravik¥rti’s
Panegyric Inscription at Aihole

Mutual confl ict among the Cålukya dynasty kings and their South Indian 
rivals, the Pallavas and the Påˆ∂yas, began in the middle of the sixth cen-
tury.29 Pulakeßin I (543–566 CE) established Cålukya sovereignty by erected 
a hill fortress at Vatapi and performed a horse sacrifi ce and a golden egg 
ceremony to proclaim himself as an independent lord. Ali writes:

Since Vedic times the horse sacrifi ce had been the liturgical act 
for articulating an imperial order through combat. A king’s 
performance of the horse sacrifi ce was a political challenge to 
other ruling kings. The golden embryo, however, was not a 
Vedic sacrifi ce but instead One of the “great gifts” elaborated 
in the Puråˆas. Future Cålukya kings saw Pulakeßin as not only 
the performer of Vedic sacrifi ces but also as having “emerged 
from the golden egg.”30

By releasing a horse to roam free for a year and threatening to fi ght 
any king who would impede it, Pulakeßin I established himself as lord 
over all land it crossed. The performance of the golden egg ceremony, 
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in which the royal donor chants “formerly I was born from my mother 
but only as a mortal, now being born of you, I shall assume a divine 
body”31 associates the king with divinity.

Pulakeßin I left his hill fortress of Vatapi in the western Deccan, 
eight miles from Aihole, where Ravik¥rti would celebrate his exploits, to 
conquer territories bordering the Krishna River. D. C. Sircar regards the 
Aihole inscription as “fairly clear and trustworthy” in its account of the 
rise and early history of the Cålukyas, though it suffers from defects com-
mon to inscriptions: limits of space, attention to the conventions of poetry, 
and the willingness of the court poet to exaggerate the accomplishments 
of his royal patron and his ancestors.32 Most eulogistic inscriptions are 
“stiff and pedantic” in style and suggest, as Salomon says, that “becom-
ing a favored poet may have often have had more to do with political 
than literary skills.33 Ravik¥rti’s composition, which takes Kålidåsa’s epic 
poem on the accomplishments of Råma, the Raghuva™ßa as its inspiration, 
raises above the pedestrian work of most court poets.34

Ravik¥rti composed in 634–635 CE a eulogy of the Cålukya dynasty 
that celebrates their achievements as warriors, not as donors. The chang-
ing religious landscape of South India is seen in this stone inscription, 
which celebrates the construction of a Jain temple, by its royal patron, 
Pulakeßin II.35 Ravik¥rti portrays (v. 5) the fi rst Cålukya king, Pulakeßin I, 
also known as Jayasi¤havallabha, in the thick of combat where “horses, 
soldiers, elephants, reeled, and fell under the blows of many hundreds 
of weapons and thousands of blazing swords sparked a macabre dance 
of headless corpses.” His son, K¥rtivarma (567–597 CE), continued the 
dynasty’s eastward expansion. Ravik¥rti (v. 9) depicts him as “a deadly 
night” for his enemies whose fortunes had enticed him. At his death, his 
younger brother Ma∫galeßa (597–609 CE) took control and through his 
own violent conquests won his enemies’ fortunes (v. 12) “after repelling 
with the sheen of hundreds of blazing swords the dark mass of [enemy] 
elephants.” K¥rtivarma’s son, Pulakeßin II, successfully fought his uncle 
for control of the kingdom (vv. 14–15).

The remainder of Ravik¥rti’s poem in praise of the Cålukya dynasty 
(vv. 15–32) concentrates on the glorious victories of his patron, Pulakeßin 
II (609–654/5 CE). The court poet depicts (vv. 16–17) this warlord’s bril-
liance overpowering the hostile darkness as he makes his enemies know 
“the taste of fear.” Radiant like Íiva, the destroyer (v. 21), he extends his 
dynasty’s domain further east into the Krishna and Godavari river valleys. 
In a deceptively beautiful simile (v. 28), Ravik¥rti compares the water of 
the Kunala Lake “red with the blood of men slain with a multitude of 
weapons” to “the sky red at twilight.” At Kunala Lake, Pulakeßin II de-
feated the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in forces and brought eastern Andhra country under 
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Cålukya control.36 The Cålukya understood their domain as the hub of 
the sphere of command of a world ruler. These poets’ use of royal titles 
such as “great king among kings,” “paramount overlord,” “beloved of 
earth and fortune” and “worthy of highest honor” emphasizes the over-
whelming power of these South Indian kings who considered themselves 
“rulers not simply of the Deccan but of the entire earth.”37

Ravik¥rti was not the fi rst South Indian poet to employ these striking 
images to depict the royal occupation of war. Several centuries earlier, 
the Tamil poet Kåppiyå®®ukappiyaˆår, wrote of his king’s victories on 
the battlefi eld:

Headless bodies dance about
before they fall to the ground.
Blood glows, like the sky before nightfall,
in the red center of the battlefi eld.
Demons dance there.
And your kingdom is an unfailing harvest
of victorious wars.38

This poem and others collected in early anthologies of Tamil poetry 
(ca. 100–250 CE) speak of an unstable society of small kingdoms at war 
with one another. The poems glorify the battlefi eld (“the fi eld of carnage 
resplendent while arrow-drops rained down and shining swords were 
lightning in your camp as you gained victory!”)39 Several centuries later, 
South Indian kingdoms are still at war and anonymous poets attached 
to royal courts praise their patron’s conquests on land grants.

The Timmapuram land grant praises Kubja Vi∑ˆuvardhana, the 
younger brother of Pulakeßin II, who, with “the blade of his own sword 
subdued an entire circle of vassals in his conquest over eastern Andhra 
Pradesh.40 Other inscriptions similarly describe the brute force used by 
Jayasi¤havallabha, the nephew of Pulakeßin II, in his numerous victories 
over rival kings in the Krishna and Godavari river valleys.41 It is not only 
the skillful use of the sword that makes these Cålukya kings success-
ful in the Deccan. Ronald Davidson draws attention also to the poets’ 
deliberate invocation of an erotic undercurrent to this tide that swept 
over South India. The divine virility of the Cålukya dynasty’s founder is 
so irresistible that Pulakeßin I easily wins fortune’s favor. Pulakeßin II’s 
conquest of Vanavås¥ is “rendered in a language that portrays the city 
as coy as a woman and the warlord as her ardent lover; their embrace 
depicted as the dalliance of idle courtiers, not the bloody pillaging of a 
terrifi ed population.” While Ravik¥rti’s use of heroic and erotic sentiments 
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(rasa) to describe a royal patron, is not unique, Davidson concludes that 
Íaivite kings and the court poets who celebrate their victories, seem 
particularly susceptible to such seductive rhetoric.42

Candrak¥rti on the Proper Role of Kings

Candrak¥rti’s rhetoric is far different. He criticizes the king’s willingness 
to allow passion to dominate his behavior, but he directs most of his 
criticism toward the necessary submission of the king to his Brahmin 
power brokers. Instead of helping him to make decisions, all their advice 
makes him appear indecisive and foolish. In a particularly savage anal-
ogy, Candrak¥rti compares the king to trained monkeys and dogs that 
must look to their masters for instruction before they act.43 He is equally 
forthright in undermining the heroic claims of a king who leads his men 
into battle. His harsh condemnation of the royal occupation of war may 
well refl ect the persistent military adventures of the Deccan’s Chålukya 
dynasty kings, fueled by belief in their divine right to conquer.

Candrak¥rti repudiates the conception of the king’s divinity. In the 
Mahåbhårata, the sage Bh¥∑ma informs Yudhi∑†hira’s (12.68.40–47) that the 
king is a god in a man’s form. He can assume any of fi ve different divine 
forms: Agni’s form when he scorches with his anger those who deceive 
him, the form of the ever-present sun when he sends out spies, Yama 
when he punishes the wicked, Death when he destroys the wicked, and 
Vaißravaˆa, god of wealth, when he grants prosperity to the righteous. 
Candrak¥rti satirizes the divine king’s polymorphous nature with the 
example of a royal dancer. The dancer, through the artifi ce of cosmetics 
and costumes, can assume any one of fi ve roles: a king, a minister, a 
priest, a householder, and a servant. Each of the roles the dancer plays 
is temporary. Candrak¥rti warns the king that his role of king is tem-
porary and the stage he dances on is the cosmos, with its fi ve potential 
places of rebirth (gods, humans, animals, ghosts, and hell-beings).44 Not 
only is the king at present not a god in the form of a man but also he 
is unlikely to become a god in future because of the perilous nature of 
his royal role. The king, who abuses his position because of his passion 
for wealth and women, will reap the consequences of his ignorant and 
immoral behavior when he is reborn in a far less exalted state.

In Candrak¥rti’s view, kingship, rather than a divine right, is a hu-
man institution. Candrak¥rti relies on an account of the king’s origins 
similar to those found in the Aggaññasuttana (D III.84–96) and in the 
Mahåvastu (I.338–348). The people of the fi rst eon chose the most capable 
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man to protect the fi elds and paid him one-sixth of the harvested grain.45 
The king’s pride in his royal position is unwarranted because he is eco-
nomically dependent the taxes his people pay. Though his arguments 
primarily attack the king’s pride, Candrak¥rti implies that the people 
have the moral  right to overthrow an immoral  king. Only kings who 
govern with generosity and compassion  have legitimate moral  authority 
and are worthy of praise and emulation.

The inscriptions that eulogize Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in and Cålukya kings de-
scribe some of them as world rulers. One Tummalagudem copperplate 
describes a Íaivite Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in king, Indrabha††arakavarma (528–555 
CE), as achieving sovereign power over the land of other world rulers 
through the blows struck by his blazing sword. In his eulogy of Cålukya 
dynasty’s kings, Ravik¥rti similarly glorifi es Pulakeßin II’s use of force 
to triumph over rival kingdoms in all four directions. Candrak¥rti, in 
contrast, characterizes the world rulers as moral exemplars, who rely 
on treatises that advocate righteous behavior. These righteous kings 
protect the people just as they would protect their own beloved sons. In 
contrast, present day “kings, born in the age of discord (kali yuga) who 
rely on the evil nature of their own opinions, and are devoted to their 
desire for wealth alone take as authority texts that condone unrighteous 
behavior.” These merciless kings become predators and devastate the 
entire world. The exercise of war exposes the predatory nature of kings 
and the devastation their violent propensities infl ict on the world. War 
in medieval India was not a benign affair, as Davidson indicates. The 
devastation brought about through warfare results from “military forag-
ing, the violence infl icted on crops and citizens outside the battlefi eld, 
and such practices as burning of cities, poisoning wells, and enslavement 
of populations.”46 The violent and ruthless behavior warfare calls for has 
no place in the Buddhist system of values.

War involves the king in competition with his rivals for land, live-
stock and the labor of the conquered people. Candrak¥rti denounces the 
king’s pursuit of the spoils of war as immoral and dishonorable. Against 
the opinion that it is right to attack the weak points of an enemy’s de-
fense, he argues that if it is not wrong for a king to attack his enemies 
and reap the spoils of war, then thieves who steal do no wrong. He takes 
this argument to an absurd conclusion. He implies the thieves who take 
advantage of ineffective watchmen and steal the property of the rich are 
not doing anything wrong because they have followed the royal thief’s 
example (and are even better at stealing than he is)!47

Even more than plundered goods, kings seek fame and honor from 
the battlefi eld. Candrak¥rti denies that violent actions committed in battle 
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have any redeeming value. As scriptural support for his belief in the king’s 
right to wage war, Candrak¥rti has his royal adversary quote Bhagavad 
G¥tå (II.37): “If you are killed, you will gain heaven. Or if you conquer, 
you will enjoy the earth.” In the preceding verses (II.31–36), K®∑ˆa urges 
the reluctant Arjuna not to fear his own duty, for nothing suits a war-
rior better than to wage a righteous war. If he fails to wage such a war, 
instead of fame, he reaps infamy and the contempt of friends and foes 
alike for his cowardice. In response to this line of argument, Candrak¥rti 
questions why warriors who sacrifi ce their lives in battle are respected 
and people who sacrifi ce their wealth through obsessive gambling, 
drinking, and sexual activity are not. He regards the warrior’s pursuit 
of honor on the battlefi eld as a dangerous obsession, which places him 
in harm’s way. The harm a warrior faces comes not only from the blows 
of his enemies’ swords but also from his own deliberate use of weapons. 
“Surely, how can it be right for someone who has no compassion, who 
has cruel intentions towards his enemy, who enthusiastically attacks in 
order to kill, and raises up his sword with a view towards bringing it 
down on his enemy’s head,” Candrak¥rti asks, “to go to heaven when 
his enemy kills him?” He emphatically rejects the king’s claim that going 
to heaven is certain for the warrior who dies in battle.

Candrak¥rti mocks the royal warrior’s belief that “of all kinds of 
gifts, that of giving the body in battle is the highest”48 by telling an 
amusing story of a cowherd’s foolish wife who attempts to give her 
father-in-law the highest of a woman’s gifts, her body in bed:

A certain cowherd’s wife treated her father-in-law very disre-
spectfully while her husband was away from home. When his 
son returned, the old cowherd told him what had happened. 
He said: “If your wife ever again treats me disrespectfully, I 
will not stay in your house!” The cowherd was unafraid of his 
wife and devoted to his father. Consequently, he reprimanded 
his wife and told her: “If you ever again treat my father with 
contempt, you will not live in my house. You should do for 
him even what is very diffi cult to do, and you should give 
to him even what is very diffi cult to give.” “Yes, yes,” she 
promised him. The next time her husband was away from 
home, she very timidly and with great respect attended her 
father-in-law. During the day, she washed and oiled his body, 
presented him with fl ower garlands, and offered him food and 
drink. At night, after she had washed his feet with warm water 
and rubbed them with oil, she took off her clothes, and naked 
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she proceeded to enter into an illicit union. She began to climb 
into his bed. The old cowherd exclaimed: “You evil woman! 
What have you begun to do?” She replied, “My husband told 
me that I should do for you what is very diffi cult to do and 
give you what is very diffi cult to give. There is nothing more 
diffi cult to do and nothing is more diffi cult to give.” The old 
cowherd angrily retorted: “This is a good strategy to make 
me leave! You should be pleased! I will never again stay in 
this house!” After he said that, he left. His son returned and 
when he did not see his father, he questioned his wife: “What 
did you do?” She replied: “Husband, I deprived your father 
of nothing. With great respect and with pleasure, I bathed 
him, rubbed him with oil, and gave him food. I offered him 
everything!” Her husband sharply rebuked her and drove her 
from his house. After he had appeased his father, he brought 
the old man back into the house.49

This story illustrates the contempt in which Candrak¥rti holds the notion 
of sacrifi cial death on the battlefi eld. This wife’s misguided effort to serve 
her lord ends in dishonor and exile. Candrak¥rti’s comparison of warriors 
to women may have its roots in fact. Nilakanta Sastri, draws attention 
to Hsüan-tsang’s observation on Cålukya kings’ treatment of defeated 
soldiers: “whenever a general is dispatched on a warlike expedition, 
although he is defeated and his army destroyed, he is not himself sub-
jected to bodily punishment, only he has to exchange his soldier’s dress 
for that of a woman, much to his shame and disgrace. So many times, 
those men put themselves to death to avoid such disgrace.” Nilakanta 
Sastri fi nds corroboration for this curious practice of disgracing soldiers 
by compelling them to wear women’s clothes in Cola inscriptions relat-
ing to the Cålukya wars of the eleventh century.50

Candrak¥rti directs his parting blows to the king’s pride in his 
royal lineage. He undermines the confi dence the king has in the purity 
of his own lineage. He aims a particularly low blow at the king’s pride 
when he implies that the king cannot be certain about his royal birth. 
Since women often deceive their husbands, the king might in fact be a 
bastard. If the queen had an adulterous liaison with a lower-class lover, 
her son would not be a member of the royal class. He concludes that 
the present-day kings have their origins in the lower class.51 His com-
ment may refl ect the rhetoric of the P¨raˆas rather than the actual class 
status of the Andhra kings of his time. Sircar notes that inscriptions 
often fabricate a respectable genealogy for rulers whose ancestors were 
not from royal lineages.52 The Tummalagudem inscriptions describe the 
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ancestry of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in dynasty as mixture of the brilliance of both 
priestly and royal lineages. Sankaranarayanan fi nds no confl ict with 
this upper-caste designation and the Puranic traditions that designate 
Andhra kings as v®iƒala; the word may signify “a wicked man” and not 
“a person of the fourth caste.”53 A later twelfth-century inscription on 
a pillar at the entrance to the Buddhist temple at Amaravati, however, 
does depict the ruling monarchs’ lower-caste origins: these kings were 
born from Brahmå’s feet.54

Righteous Kings and the Bodhisattva Ideal

The fourth chapter of the Catu÷ßataka concludes with ≈ryadeva’s ob-
servation (IV.25) that the king’s pride in his sovereignty will vanish 
once he has seen others with equal or superior power. This verse and 
Candrak¥rti’s commentary on it suggest that the superior power they have 
in mind encompasses both the power of the righteous king and that of 
the compassionate bodhisattva whose career chapter 5 of the Catu÷ßataka 
examines. King Aßoka (third century BCE) is the model of the righteous 
king. Aßoka’s own edicts indicate his remorse for the violence and suf-
fering caused in the victorious war against the Kali∫ga people and his 
hope that his successors will renounce the use of force and conquer with 
by righteousness, since righteousness is of value in both this world and 
the next. Aßoka’s inscriptions, however, never use the title bodhisattva 
to refer to him.55 Candrak¥rti may never read Aßoka’s inscriptions, but 
he is familiar with the legendary stories and refers to the infamous 
prison that exemplifi ed Aßoka’s merciless cruelty before his conversion 
to Buddhism.56 After his conversion, Aßoka becomes a righteous king 
who uses his wealth and power to benefi t his people and support Bud-
dhist religious institutions. The Aßokåvadåna describes him not only as a 
righteous king but also as a world ruler who governs the entire Indian 
subcontinent.57 These legends, John Strong suggests, the portrait of King 
Aßoka resembles “the bodhisattva ideal” found in Mahåyåna texts: “like 
the bodhisattva, he has a curious combination of personal striving for 
his own enlightenment and compassion for others.”58

In the Ratnåval¥, Någårjuna advises the king that he can benefi t 
himself and his people by following Buddhist precepts and ruling in a 
just, compassionate, and nonviolent manner. He encourages him also to 
perfect the virtues of a bodhisattva, beginning with generosity. The king’s 
wealth should be donated to construct st¶pas, temples, and Buddha im-
ages seated on lotuses (III.31–33). Walser fi nds evidence of such Buddha 
images around Amaravati during Yajñaßri’s reign.59 In the Ratnåval¥’s 
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fi fth and fi nal chapter (V.41–60), Någårjuna depicts the royal bodhisattva 
progressing through the stages of the bodhisattva path, as he becomes an 
increasingly more powerful and infl uential king. On earth the bodhisattva 
becomes a world ruler ruling over the four continents and, in series of 
ascending heavenly realms, he becomes the lord of the gods. The connec-
tion between bodhisattvas and world rulers is reinforced by ≈ryadeva’s 
rhetorical question (V.23): “Why shouldn’t a certain [bodhisattva], who 
always is born precisely because of his control over mind, become a 
ruler over the entire world?” Candrak¥rti comments on this verse that 
bodhisattvas chose to be reborn voluntarily as world rulers out of their 
compassion for people in need.

Close connections between the Buddhist communities of South India 
and Sri Lanka were maintained as Buddhist monastics, including ≈ry-
adeva, traveled from one region to another.60 Along with these itinerant 
monks and nuns, there may have come Mahåyåna ideas about righteous 
kings and compassionate bodhisattvas. John Holt points out that evidence 
for the “fusion of the two ideals of Buddhist kingship and bodhisattva 
model of piety” can be found in Sri Lankan chronicles and inscriptions. 
The Mahåvaμsa praises Sirisanghabodhi (251–253 CE) for his compas-
sion and describes him as a “great being,” a title that usually refers to 
Mahåyåna bodhisattvas.61 Holt reports that Mahåyåna supporters brought 
the worship of the bodhisattva Avalokiteßvara to Sri Lanka during a time 
of Pallava cultural infl uence in the seventh through tenth centuries. The 
royal sponsorship of images of Avalokiteßvara connected royal power 
and the divine compassion of bodhisattvas.62 A tenth-century inscription 
attributed to Mahinda IV (956–972 CE) concludes with this statement:

The regulations thus enacted should always be maintained with 
due regard to the descendants of our dynasty, the Kßatriya 
lords devoted to the Buddha, who have received the assurance 
[made by] the omniscient Lord of the Sages, the pinnacle of 
the Íåkya race, that none but the Bodhisattvas would become 
kings in prosperous La∫kå . . .63

A fi fteenth-century inscription refers to Paråkramabåhu VI as Bosat 
Paråkramabåhu, and an earlier king, Vijayabåhu IV (1270–72 CE) was 
popularly known as “Bosat Vijayabåhu.”64 The C¶lava™sa records the 
meriorious activities of these royal bodhisattvas and other Sri Lankan 
kings who used their wealth to support Buddhist institutions. Mahinda 
IV restored temples and monasteries and provided the monks with 
food, clothing, medicine, and relief from taxation, as well as donations 
of lamps, incense, fl owers, and perfumes for the Buddha. Vijayabåhu 
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built new monasteries, restored ancient ones, supported monks, commis-
sioned images of the Buddha and enshrined his relics. Paråkramabåhu VI 
provided robes for monks, repaired their dilapidated monasteries, had a 
new monastery built, and donated villages and land for its support.65

The last of the kings the C¶lava™sa praises as an exemplary patron 
of Buddhism is K¥rti Íri Råjasinha (1747–82 CE).66 He used his wealth 
and infl uence revitalize Buddhism by introducing new ordination lin-
eages from Thailand, sponsoring translations of Buddhist texts and 
religious festivals, and restoring dilapidated monasteries and temples. 
The C¶lava™sa and the numerous land grants issued in K¥rti Ír¥’s name 
represent him as tireless patron of Buddhism and all its institutions:

Having thus revived Buddhism, (the king) repaired all the dago-
bas [reliquary monuments] and viharas [temples with monastic 
residences], which had been in ruins . . . [commanding] the 
produce of the land within [nearby] boundaries to be utilized 
for the maintenance of the priests.67

Land that had become royal property K¥rti Ír¥ rededicated as “the 
Buddha’s property” so that its income could be used to provide adjacent 
monasteries with donations of money, fl owers, and oil offerings. His 
meritorious actions place him securely on the bodhisattva path. The cop-
perplate inscription indicates that the king’s righteous action in returning 
this property was undertaken “with a view of securing to himself the 
benefi ts resulting from such donations, temporally and spiritually, and 
to attain nirvåˆa.”68 Temporal and spiritual power converge in K¥rti 
Ír¥, described in eulogistic land grants inscriptions as a great monarch 
descended from “the illustrious race of Mahå Sammata, the fi rst king on 
earth” and as a bodhisattva, “a candidate for Buddhahood.”69

The references to the fi rst king on earth in inscriptions praising K¥rti 
Ír¥’s rule Sri Lanka and in Candrak¥rti’s advice to an unknown South 
Indian king are used with similar intent. Both texts allude to Buddhist 
scriptures’ explanation of the fi rst king’s origins: he is chosen for his fi t-
ness to serve the people and protect them from harm. In contrast, Hindu 
scriptures emphasize the divine origins of the royal class. The Rig Veda 
(10.90.12) explains that the gods sacrifi ce a cosmic man and from his the 
arms create the royal class. The Mahåbhårata (12.67–20–32) claims that the 
gods created the fi rst king so that “the law of the fi shes” in which the 
strong consume the weak would not prevail. Buddhist kingship is based 
on merit not on the will of the gods. Någårjuna states in the Ratnåval¥ 
that that merit  determines who has access to sovereign power (IV.43). 
Candrak¥rti explains that people become kings, not through an accident 
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of birth, but through the deliberate cultivation of merit orious actions. He 
compares acquiring a kingdom to learning a trade. The proper training 
provides those who pursue it with a trade; in the same way, the proper 
moral  training makes certain individuals fi t to rule a kingdom. 70

Candrak¥rti’s royal opponent supports the position expressed in 
the Mahåbhårata (12.68.10): If the king does not wield the rod, the strong 
would steal from the weak, murderers would go unpunished, elders 
would receive no respect, and all of civilized society would be in ruins. 
These sums up the advice given to Yudhi∑†hira, who is reluctant to as-
sume the throne after the bloody battle that guaranteed his right to rule. 
Candrak¥rti argues that if the king cannot rule in righteous manner, in 
accord with the Buddhist principles of nonviolence,  and compassion, it 
would be better for him to renounce his kingdom. To illustrate his view 
that compassionate kings benefi t both themselves and those to whom 
they show compassion, Candrak¥rti tells the story of a poor washerman 
who offers an eloquent excuse for ruining the king’s clothes:

The water of the dark daughter of the southern ocean,
dear to Vi∑ˆu, known as the Godavari river,
companion of the Ganges river,
which covers the shores for washing,
is not clear, even though the rainy season has ended,
because the pestle of your maddened elephant’s tusk
has stirred up grains of sand.71

In this tale, the king shows mercy but Candrak¥rti reminds this king no 
plea will ever appease the King of Death. The merciless King of Death  
wields more power than any king on earth and never shows compas-
sion. The king himself is responsible for stains of his unrighteous reign 
and will suffer the consequences in the life to come.

Conclusion

We have no evidence to suggest that Candrak¥rti’s arguments persuaded 
any South Indian king to follow the model of past righteous kings and 
generously support Buddhist institutions and values. The medieval history 
of the Deccan suggests otherwise. Large Buddhist institutions required 
grants of villages to enable to remain economically viable. Without royal 
patronage, these grand Buddhist monasteries declined and eventually 
disappeared, and were replaced by Íaivaite temples. A comparison of 
the two earlier Tummalagudem donative inscriptions with Ravak¥rti’s 
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panegyric indicates a considerable shift in the conception of the exem-
plary king. The anonymous poets who praise the Buddhist Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in 
kings describe them as generous donors who gave away their fortunes 
and took pleasure in providing comfort to their people. Ravik¥rti, on the 
other hand, describes the Cålukya king as seducers of the goddess Ír¥, 
who took pleasure in the sport of war.

When Candrak¥rti urges the king to renounce the military culture 
of violence and follow past righteous kings’ examples, he has in mind 
King Aßoka who repudiated warfare and became a celebrated patron of 
Buddhism. He is familiar with Någårjuna’s advice in the Ratnåval¥72 to 
Såtavåhana kings on the characteristic virtues—generosity, compassion, 
nonviolence—of bodhisattva-kings. During Candrak¥rti’s lifetime, Bud-
dhist monuments and institutions in the Krishna and Godavari river 
valleys, once generously supported by the Såtavåhanas, suffered from 
neglect. He may have known of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂in kings’ patronage of 
Buddhism, though it was less extensive. Even these kings were not im-
mune from armed confl ict: Vikramendra II’s gift to the Paramabhå††arikå 
Mahåvihåra is made on his return home after his success in defeating 
a Pallava invasion. The Tummalgudem copperplate land grant issued 
in his name portrays him as a supremely righteous king and conquer-
ing through Dharma (dharmavijayin) the same epithet applied to Aßoka 
centuries earlier. Tummalgudem land grant of Govindavarma describes 
him in ways reminiscent of an even earlier Buddhist royal. Like the bo-
dhisattva Vessantara, he gives away everything he owns: villages, land, 
elephants, horses, chariots, gold and jewelry, and servants of both sexes. 
These inscriptions, which speak of the merit that results in the king’s 
generosity, reinforce the Buddhist belief that merit makes and sustains 
a king’s rule.

The medieval inscriptions at Aihole and Tummalagudem copper-
plates’ imperial histories fail to meet “the contemporary standards of 
objectivity, precision, and comprehensiveness that guide modern historical 
thought.”73 Candrak¥rti’s views on kingship are likewise not guided by 
objectivity; his references to the righteous kings of the past are intended 
to transform the behavior of contemporary monarchs. His text refl ects 
the type of historical thought that Jonathan Walters fi nds characteristic 
of the medieval Sinhala chronicles. Walters describes the concerns of 
these chronicles as “kamma-based”: The Sinhala chronicles ask these 
questions: What kind of merit and demerit did the king acquire during 
his reign? How will this affect his future destiny? Did he promote the 
Buddha’s teachings and exemplify charitable behavior or not?74 These 
are the questions that Candrak¥rti poses to this unnamed South Indian 
King. These critical questions that address the king’s own welfare and 



144 Karen C. Lang

the welfare of his people seem to go unheard and unanswered as a 
culture of warfare and violence pervaded the Deccan in the sixth and 
seventh centuries. Buddhists were not successful in retaining patronage 
of South Indian kings, Davidson writes, because they were not as “open 
to negotiations about issues of violence, power, and self-aggrandizement 
as were the medieval Íaiva representatives.”75 Candrak¥rti has no inten-
tion in his literary dialogue of settling for anything less than the king’s 
full compliance with the Buddhist values of nonviolence, compassion, 
and self-effacement.
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CHAPTER 6

Two Mahåyåna Developments
along the Krishna River

A. W. BARBER

This paper explores two different but related Mahåyåna developments 
that have originated in whole or part, in the Krishna River Valley of 
Andhra: the tathågatagarbha (hereafter tathagatagarbha) movement and 
the darßana-based practices that were codifi ed in the tantras.1 In part, this 
paper is a further development of two earlier publications of mine: “The 
Two Other Homes of Atiyoga in India,”2 and “The Practice Lineage of 
Tathågatagarbha.”3 In this paper, I will briefl y explain the signifi cance 
of the two movements under consideration, explain my methodology, 
review research by other scholars (as well as my own), and then indicate 
the names and teachings of important Mahåyåna Buddhists who are 
connected to the lines of development under consideration.

At the outset, let me explain why these two Mahåyåna develop-
ments of doctrine and practice are treated in the same article. Although 
they have very disparate origins and lines of development (as far as 
they can be traced through primary texts and secondary sources), it is 
clear that by the seventh century CE these lines had merged. Thus, it 
can be seen that many of the same important historic fi gures played 
signifi cant roles in the transmission of both tathagatagarbha ideas and 
transmutation ideas4 and practices found in the tantras. For the purpose 
of clarity, however, this chapter will begin by presenting these two lines 
of development as separate systems.

I have attempted to discover the individuals who were respon-
sible for the development and/or transmission of the tathagatagarbha 
tradition and the tantras in Andhra. That is, fi rst I made a preliminary 
survey of hagiographical and biographical information5 and developed 
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a list of qualifi ed individuals. Next, I located texts that are associated 
with these individuals and within the tathagatagarbha or tantric genres 
from various collections of Buddhist canonical texts and other secondary 
sources. With this methodology, I hope to put names to the texts and 
place them within Andhra history.

Tathagatagarbha

The notion of tathagatagarbha and related terms and ideas6 was a minor 
development in the greater context of Indian Mahåyåna Buddhism. There 
are a small number of s¶tras that focus on this concept, for example, 
‹rya-Tathågatagarbha-nåma-mahåyåna-s¶tra7 (hereafter the Tathagatagarbha 
sutra), the ‹rya-Ír¥målådev¥-si™hanåda-nåma-mahaåyåna-s¶tra8 (hereafter the 
Srimala), and a few others that already assume the concept and relate 
its signifi cance to other concepts, for example, the ‹rya-La‰kåvatåra-
mahåyåna-s¶tra,9 and the Buddha-avata™saka-nåma-mahåvaip¶lya-s¶tra.10 
There is only one major Indian commentary that focuses on tathagata-
grabha, the Ratnagotravibhåga-mahåyånottaratantra-ßåstra11 (hereafter the 
Ratnagotra). In addition, there is a large collection of primary tantric texts 
that discuss or utilize this concept, for example, the Tibetan Kun byed 
rgyal po’i mdo,12 and an extensive collection of secondary tantric materi-
als, for example, the Dohakoƒa.13

In the preponderance of Western scholarly accounts, tathagatagarbha 
is usually understood to mean the “potential” for awakening.14 How-
ever, as Alex Wayman,15 Michael Zimmermann,16 and I17 have noted, the 
original meaning of the term was that one is “already” or primordially 
awakened. For example, the Tathagatagarbha sutra illuminates the mat-
ter metaphorically this way: “inside a casting mold there is a perfectly 
formed Buddha; the ignorant see the fi lth of the mold but the wise know 
that the Buddha is within.”18 Moreover, when one considers the fact that 
most of the major schools of Buddhism that take tathagatagarbha as 
their doctrinal foundation for practice understand it to mean “already 
awakened,” it is diffi cult to understand the persistence of the “potential-
for-enlightenment” interpretation in scholarly circles. While it is true that 
textual accounts vary in presenting one position, the relevant schools 
clearly took tathagatagarbha to be “already awakened.” One only needs 
to consider the Zen and Mahåmudrå (herafter Mahamudra) schools for 
important examples. One of the legacies of the “already awakened” 
interpretation is that the emphasis in praxis shifts from how to gain 
awakening to how to stop the process of engendering sa™såra. This shift 
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in the focus or purpose of practice is further supported by four logical 
considerations. First, since originally there is no åtman or self, there is 
nothing to become unaware in principio.19 Second, since cause and effect 
are part of sa™såra, by following a path that allegedly causes awakening, 
such a caused experience would still be a matter of sa™såra. Third, the 
construction of any intellectual schemes to achieve awakening would be 
matters of conditioned consciousness not the unconditioned. Fourth, pur-
suit of conditioned schemes only produces conditioned results. Wayman 
has convincingly outlined the logical development of tathagatagarbha 
thought within various sects, in particular among Mahåsåμghikas who 
were located in Andhra.20

While a detailed analysis of the evolutional history of tatha-
gatagarbha is not the intent of this chapter, it should be further noted 
that this implied “antipath” to awakening was contrary to the norms 
of most Indian Buddhist assumptions. Moreover, though the Yogåcåra 
school absorbed much of refl ective discourse on tathagatagarbha and 
modifi ed it to fi t their aims, tathagatagarbha “thought” never became a 
philosophical school in India in its own right.

The Early Tathagatagarbha Connection with Andhra

We know from the works of Nalinaksha Dutt’s Buddhist Sects in India,21 
Dipak Kumar Barua’s Vihåras in Ancient India,22 and K. S. Subramanian’s 
Buddhist Remains in South India,23 that the Andhra region was a strong-
hold of various Mahåsåμghika subsects. In fact, at least one subsect if 
not the whole group, was called the “Andhaka.” Other subsects that 
evolved from the Mahåsåμghikas in the Andhra region were known as 
the Íailas, Caityas, Uttaras, and Aparas, as reported by Vasumitra and 
Bhavya.24 We also know that their parent school, the Mahåsåμghikas, 
had a very early and strong presence in the Andhra region. Understand-
ing this is extremely important for ascertaining the development of the 
tathagatagarbha movement.

In a seminal article entitled, “The Mahåsåμghika and the Tathå-
gatagarbha (Buddhist Doctrinal History, Study 1),”25 Wayman delineated 
eleven points wherein the philosophical tenets of the Mahåsåμghikas and 
the doctrines of the Srimala text are in complete agreement. In addition, 
he developed four major arguments that further support the connection 
between this school and this text. His arguments are specifi cally devoted 
to demonstrating that the most likely locale for the development of the 
tathagatagarbha articulated in the Srimala was Andhra. Wayman also 
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traced a general history of doctrinal development found in the H¥nayåna 
materials, in particular within the Mahåsåμghika, as a prelude to what 
is found in the Srimala. The Srimala is probably the second s¶tra in the 
genre of literature that can be termed tathagatagarbha. The fi rst is the 
Tathagatagarbha sutra itself.26 A brief review of Wayman’s fi ndings is 
provided below.

Tenets shared by the Mahåsåμghika and the Srimala:

 A.  The Buddhas are supermundane (lokottara),
 B.  The Tathagatas are devoid of fl ux (anåsrava/outfl ows)
   and mundane natures (laukikadharma),
 C.  The Buddha expresses the entire Dharmadhåtu with
   a single sound,
 D.  All s¶tras have a fi nal meaning,
 E.  The material body is unlimited,
 F.  The Tathågata’s power is unlimited,
 G. The longevity of the Buddha is unlimited,
 H.  After well establishing sentient beings the Buddha
   has no satisfaction,
 I.  The self-presence of mind is bright,
 J.  There is no intermediate state,
 K. There is a root consciousness (m¶lavijñåna).27

Arguments Supporting Connections Between the Mahåsåμghika and 
the Srimala:

 1. The Srimala is named in the Mahåsåμghika canon,
 2. There is a passage in the Mahåvastu (a major
   Mahåsåμghika work) that connects the two,
 3. The four career-phases in the Mahåvastu are embedded
   in the structure of the Srimala,
 4. There is a connection between the Mahåvastu’s position
   on the bodhisattva stages and the Srimala’s position.28

Assuming Wayman’s fi ndings and based on a careful study of the 
s¶tras, ßåstras, and various historic works summarized below, we can 
place the Tathagatagarbha sutra along with the Srimala in the Andhra 
region around the third century CE. For the purposes of this study, I 
have used Buddhabhadra’s translation of the Tathagatagarbha sutra, as 
this is the earliest extant version.29

Buddhabhadra (fourth through fi fth century) was an anågåmin 
famous for the claim that he had visited the bodhisattva Maitreya in his 
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Tuƒita abode. He was involved in various textual translation projects 
while living in China, most of which dealt with meditation, vinaya (in 
particular the Mahåsåμghika vinaya), as well as texts teaching the verity 
of tathagatagarbha.30 In Buddhabhadra’s life and work, we can see a close 
connection between the Mahåsåμgika and tathagatagarbha thought.

Given that our dating of Buddhabhadra’s version of the s¶tra is 
accurate, we also fi nd another interesting connection between the Ta-
thagatagarbha sutra and the Mahåsåμghikas. Buddhabadra’s version of 
the s¶tra mentions dhåra£¥s (ritual incantations that fi gure dominantly 
in later tantric practice). As is well known, the Mahåsåμghika had a 
Dhåra£¥pi†aka as part of their canon.31

I will now turn to an argument that further links tathagatagarbha 
thought to Andhra. The Tathagatagarbha sutra declares that four bodhisat-
tvas did not realize their already awakened status when this s¶tra was 
initially taught by an ancient buddha. Among the listed is Avalokiteßvara. 
As I have demonstrated elsewhere, there is a strong connection between 
the Tathagatagarbha sutra and the whole of Sukhåvat¥vy¨ha teachings.32 I 
attribute the statement that Avalokiteßvara was not one of the bodhisattvas 
who realized his awakening through the tathagatagarbha teachings to 
the familiarity that the target audience already had with the cultic myths 
about Avalokiteßvara’s connections to other Buddhist liberative teachings 
(precisely the more ßraddhic or confi dence-oriented teaching related to 
the bodhisattva’s compassion in rescuing suffering sentient beings). If the 
target audience for the Tathagatagarbha sutra was indeed well informed 
with this orientation of Avalokiteßvara, it would have been diffi cult for 
them to accept a new teaching that states a contrary position. Certainly, 
one place that would well know the mythic corpus of this most popular 
bodhisattva would be the region where his mountain home was located. 
Mt. Potalaka, according to The Life and Liberation of Padmasambhava,33 is 
located near a cremation ground called “cooling.”34 In the hagiography 
of Ír¥ Si¤ha (one of the main tathagatagarbha practice teachers in the 
Vajrayåna period), it is stated that the cremation ground named “cool 
blessing” was located near Sri Dhanyakataka.35 If this is so, then this 
would place Mt. Potalaka somewhere in Andhra (the commonly accepted 
location by most scholars36).

In summary, Andhra being the place of the inception of the tatha-
gatagarbha teaching is based on the following: Andhra was a stronghold 
of the Mahåsaμghika, there are eleven points of doctrinal connections 
between the Mahåsåμghika and the Srimala (a primary text in this tradi-
tion), there are four arguments supporting the connection between these 
two, there are demonstrated connections between the tathagatagarbha 
teachings and the Mahåsåμghika in the life and works of Buddhabhadra 
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who translated tathagatagarbha texts into Chinese, and the Tathagatagarbha 
sutra refl ects a close familiarity with the cult of Avalokiteßvara whose 
cultic center was Mt. Potalaka near Dhanyakataka, known defi nitively 
as a major center of Buddhism in Andhra.

The Tantras

There are various classifi cations schemes for the texts that functioned in 
support of the Vajrayåna movement in India.37 For our purposes, I have 
selected a common and popular system to facilitate our understanding of 
important historic issues. However, I recognize that by viewing Vajrayåna 
through the lens of later classifi cation schemes, I am partially blinding 
myself to some of the dynamics and creativity of the time period I wish 
to investigate. Further, I will not attempt to present a complete disciple-
master lineage. Since my goal is only to locate signifi cant individuals 
who worked or lived in Andhra, such an undertaking is not essential.

For scholarly purposes, Buddhist tantric teachings can be roughly di-
vided into two basic categories: those primarily based on tathagatagarbha 
and those primarily based on practices of transmutation. As indicated 
above, the fi rst is connected with the Mahamudra and Atiyoga lines. The 
tantras also contain a written record of the spiritual culture that devel-
oped in Indian Buddhism post–400 CE. It should be kept in mind that 
this distinction in teachings is more functional in nature than anything 
else, as texts that articulate tathagatagarbha often have ideas based on 
transmutation and texts emphasizing transmutation often have ideas 
based on tathagatagarbha. The texts that focus on the “Buddha within,” 
sudden awakening, and related ideas are often placed in a separate class 
of literature. The second class of texts I have referred to, which focus on 
changing base elements such as hatred and envy into various types of 
prajñå (wisdom), are generally connected with the tantric kriyå through 
anuyoga tantras (see below).38

A common way to divide up the entire corpus of Buddhist tantric 
literature is a fourfold scheme that has several subdivisions. At the low-
est level there are the kriyåtantras (action tantras). The next two levels 
are the caryåtantras (behavior tantras) and the yogatantras (union tantras). 
The yogatantras can be further divided between those which are like 
the caryå and kriyå and those which are more like the fi nal class: anuyo-
gatantras (superior union tantras), which in turn are further subdivided 
into a lower group called “father” anuyogatantras and the higher group 
called “mother” anuyogatantras. To date, we have only limited informa-
tion on the popularity of the kriyå and caryåtantras in the Krishna River 
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Valley area, but we know more about the presence of the anuyoga-level 
tantras.39 Most of the information we have comes almost entirely from 
Tibetan sources.

Whatever the nature of our sources, it is clear that Andhra ap-
pears as one of the major locals of legendary or mythic origins for the 
Vajrayåna. For example, two different traditions within Vajrayåna note 
that their origins were in Andhra. The fi rst is the Japanese Shingon tradi-
tion, which developed from the Chinese Vajrayåna tradition introduced 
by Íubhåkarasi¤ha, Vajrabodhi, and Amoghavajra from India. It claims 
to have originated when Någårjuna discovered tantric texts in an iron 
pagoda located in Andhra.40 Second, the last great tantra to emerge, the 
Kålacakra tantra,41 was allegedly taught at the great st¶pa of Amaravati.42 
These are but two examples testifying to the status that Andhra achieved 
in the minds of the practitioners of Vajrayåna.

Teachers of Tathagatagarbha

The various s¶tras containing the doctrine of tathagatagarbha usually 
do not indicate the names of their authors or teachers who might have 
been associated with them. The fi rst name that we can glean to be con-
nected with tathagatagarbha teachings is Såramati. According to Chinese 
information, Såramati is the author of the Ratnagotra. commentary.43 
Although, as Takasaka has pointed out, there are problems with assign-
ing the whole of the Ratnagotra to Såramati. Yet his name in relation 
to this text has support from several sources.44 Accordingly, it can be 
hypothesized that Såramati was born seven centuries after Íåkyamuni’s 
parinirvå£a and was from central India. If we take the fi fth century BCE 
to be the date of the Buddha’s parinirvå£a,45 this would place Såramati in 
about the third century CE, reasonably close to the early period of the 
Tathagatagarbha sutra and the Srimala sutra. Nakamura46 roughly assigns 
Såramati to 350–450 CE and states that he also wrote the Mahåyånadhar-
madhåtu-nirvißeƒa-ßåstra47 and Mahåyånavatåra.48 There may be a confusion 
in authorship between Såramati and Stiramati in some cases.

Based on the Lo yang ch’ieh lan chi,49 T’an lin’s preface to Bodhidhar-
ma’s Erh ju ssu hsing lun50 and the Hsu kao seng chuan,51 the next major 
fi gure identifi ed in the “lineage” of tathagatagarbha is Bodhidharma, the 
famous founder of the Ch’an or Zen school in China, who lived in the 
later part of the fi fth century and the beginning of the sixth. He most 
likely came from Andhra and it is probably from there that he sailed 
to China.52 We know that there were well-established trade routes from 
Andhra to China by these dates. Bodhidharma introduced a “yogi”-type 
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tradition in China, which eventually became the Ch’an school. However, 
because the beginnings of this school in China are in yogic communi-
ties, tracing further the Indian history of this line with any accuracy in 
Chinese sources is a near impossible task. After Bodhidharma’s time, 
connections between the tantras and taghagatagarbha in India are very 
intimate and so we must address the two in relation to one another.

Tathagatagarbha and Tantric Teachers in Andhra

It is quite possible that Padmasambhava (eighth century CE), a master 
who hailed from Uddiyana and who was massively infl uential in Tibet, 
also spent time in Andhra.53 But Padmasambhava was associated with so 
many traditions that disentangling history from myth may no longer be 
possible. Yet he is especially connected to the anuyoga tantras of the fi rst 
division, with texts like the Sarvabuddhatißåka™akraratnakulinåma,54 and the 
second division with texts like the Vajrak¥låyågnekalpajvala tantranåma,55 
as well as many more.

We are on a bit fi rmer ground when considering the lineage of 
Atiyoga. Based on a study of Padmakarpo’s Tibetan Chronicals,56 the Vairo 
a’Dra a’Bag,57 Dudjom’s Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism,58 and the Blue 
Annals,59 we know that in the sixth century, in the Swat River Valley (in 
what is now modern northeast Pakistan), the tantric master ≈nandavajra 
founded another line of teaching incorporating tathagatagarbha. This is 
the important line mentioned above called the Atiyoga or Mahåsa∫dhi 
that is doctrinally linked to the idea of “already awakened” rather than 
the “potential for awakening,” the latter by this time clearly associated 
with the Yogåcåra school. The difference between the teachings of Bod-
hidharma who established Ch’an, and ≈nandavajra is not to be found in 
the foundational praxis-oriented ideas of the two, but rather simply in 
the language employed by each to explain tathagatagarbha. While Bod-
hidharma uses the language and metaphors of the s¶tras, ≈nandavajra 
uses the language and metaphors of the tantras. This is not surprising, 
given that by the sixth century CE, the Swat Valley was known for being 
a Vajrayåna center. For ≈nandavajra, Atiyoga is considered the pinnacle 
of all practices and doctrine. In his scheme, he hierarchically considers 
H¥nayåna, Mahåyåna, and Vajrayåna with Atiyoga as the quintessen-
tial learning and practice of the last. Unfortunately, we know nothing 
about ≈nandavajra’s predecessors. I have been able to reconstruct the
lineage of major fi gures in the Atiyoga tradition beginning with ≈nan-
davajra and then a descending line that includes Mañjußr¥mitra I, 
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Vimalamitra I, Mañjußr¥mitra II, Ír¥ Si¤ha, and fi nally Vimalamitra II. 
Indubitably, many other individuals were associated and considerably 
more research is needed in this area. Be that as it may, I have been able 
to ascertain that Ír¥ Si¤ha (circa 725 CE) was of central Asian origins 
and that he lived in India. The Vairo a’Dra a’Bag states that he lived 
in a temple near a hall named “Dhahena” located near a lake named 
Kuta or Kosha. On analysis we can reconstruct this place name as “Dh-
anyakataka.”60 This is reconfi rmed by carefully mapping out all place 
names in that text indicating the Andhra locale. Thus, it would appear 
that Ír¥ Si¤ha took the Atiyoga line to Andhra and made his residence 
at the famous Dhanyakataka along the Krishna River. From here it was 
transmitted to teachers who then took the line to Tibet and China. But 
after this date, we fi nd no further reference for this teaching in India. 
This is conceivably because the next line of development surpassed it.61 
Ír¥ Si¤ha was also connected in a number of the father anuyoga tantras 
such as the Kamadhatußvari-tantra62 as well as others.63

In the seventh century, Saraha,64 from either Orissa or Vidarbha, 
founded a new development called Mahamudra. Although this term has 
several meanings, I will only use it here with regard to a line of teach-
ing that is based on tathagatagarbha doctrine and that, like the Atiyoga, 
uses the language and metaphors of the tantras. The most consequential 
teachings in the Mahamudra are Saraha’s cycle of songs entitled the 
Dohakoƒag¥ti.65 Other works of his include the Dohakoƒa-nåma-caryåg¥ti,66 
Dohakoƒopadeßag¥ti-nåma,67 Dohakoƒa-nåma-mahåmudropadeßa,68 Kakhadoha-
nåma,69 Svådhiƒ†hånakrama,70 and many more.71 He also wrote works in 
the Buddhakapåla tantra cycle.72 Saraha’s disciple was Någabodhi.

Unfortunately Någabodhi and Någårjuna seem to have been con-
fused in our sources. It is nearly impossible to distinguish which facts 
may be attributed to which individual. It could be that the Andhra 
associations of Någårjuna were unwittingly attributed to Någabodhi, 
but it is also possible that both are connected with the Krishna River 
Valley area. It is further possible that there was a tantric master named 
Någårjuna, as Någårjuna is connected with the Guhyasamåja-tantra,73 the 
main tantra of the father anuyoga class as well as other works.74 However, 
we do know that Någabodhi, Saraha’s disciple, was connected with the 
Yamåri cycle75 of texts and that his disciple was one Savari.76 Savari was 
also known as “Saraha the younger.” According to Tåranåtha’s account, 
he lived during the time of the Påla dynasty (ca. ninth through tenth 
centuries).77 If the current research on the dates of Saraha is accurate, 
and Savari lived in the ninth century, then we are left with a consider-
able gap in our historic record.
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Accordingly, Savari lived and taught the Mahamudra in the 
Andhra region as he had learned it from Någabodhi who, as I have 
noted, received the teaching from Saraha. The texts that he is associated 
with are the Ír¥-sahajopadeßa-svådhiƒ†håna-nåma78 and most important, the 
Cittaguhyaga™bh¥rårthag¥ti-nåma.79 His name is also associated with a 
number of other Vajrayåna teachings such as the Vajravidåra£å, Vajrak-
rodha, and others.80 His line of teachings was then transmitted to Vir¨pa, 
whose anuyoga tantric texts consist of seven works with a focus on the 
Yamåri cycle.81 Vir¨pa spent some years in Andhra and transmitted the 
Mahamudra teachings to many disciples.82

From the eighth century, the Krishna River Valley area became a 
major center of the Mahamudra teachings. The line developing from Savari 
eventually was transmitted to Naropa and to Maitripa (1007?–1085?), the 
latter lived in Andhra.83 He had many students who spread his teaching 
across India. Our sources are not in agreement as to whether these two 
were in a lineal succession or whether these masters were contemporaries. 
Some accounts claim that Maitripa learned the Mahamudra from Naropa, 
while others make him a direct disciple of Savari. If our dating of Savari 
is correct it would have been impossible for Maitripa to have trained 
directly under him. Teachings associated with Maitripa are Sahajaƒatka84 
and Mahåmudråkanakamålanåma.85 He is also associated with a number 
of tantric works, particularly the Cakrasa™vara cycle.86 Of considerable 
signifi cance is the fact that he is credited with the rediscovery of the 
Ratnagotra, which had been lost around the fourth century in India. As I 
noted, Maitripa had many disciples who contributed to the development 
of the Mahamudra teachings. However, how many of these stayed for 
any length of time in the Andhra region remains unclear at the present 
stage of my research.

Lower Tantric Teachers

According to the scheme presented above, the lower tantras consists of 
the kriyåtantra, caryåtantra, and the yogatantra classes. It is important to 
note that these classes of tantras can be practiced by both monastics and 
nonmonastics. Some of the higher tantric practices were theoretically 
limited to nonmonastics.

I will fi rst address two known historic fi gures who were defi nitely 
connected to Andhra, but whose accounts lack suffi cient information to 
determine if they should be conclusively listed as masters of the lower 
tantras or the higher tantras.87 Íåntivarman (fi fth century), a visitor to 
Andhra, has been connected with Avalokiteßvara, Hayagr¥va, and Ekajat¥ 
cycles.88 Kamalagomin (ca. seventh century) is identifi ed by Tåranåtha 
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as visiting Andhra and being connected with the Avalokiteßvara cycle 
of practices.89

We have a limited number of names of individuals in Andhra that 
are associated with lower tantras. All except one of these individuals were 
bhikƒus. These are: Subhåkarasi¤ha,90 Buddhaguhya and Buddhaßånti.91 
The one non-monastic is the eminent Candragomin.92

Subhåkarasi¤ha (637–735) was from central India and probably 
set sail from Andhra on his long trip to China. Having been invited 
by Emperor Jui tsung, he arrived in China in 716. Emperor Jui tsung 
(reign 710–712) died before the master arrived, so he was welcomed 
by the succeeding emperor Hsüan tsung (reign 712–755) and bestowed 
with the title “National Preceptor.” He lived in the capital and was 
repeatedly called on by the emperor to perform tantric rituals.93 He 
translated twenty-one tantric texts into Chinese.94 The most important 
of these was the Mahåvairocana s¶tra,95 the main tantra for the caryå 
class.96 Candragomin (seventh century), according to Tåranåtha, not only 
visited Andhra but was also connected with the Avalokiteßvara and 
Tårå cycles.97 His name appears prominently in the Tripi†aka catalogs 
with forty-six works accredited. Of particular note is his work on the 
Mañjußr¥nåmasa™g¥ti.98 Buddhaguhya (eighth through ninth centuries) 
was a disciple of Buddhajñånapåda (eighth century) as well as other 
masters. He specialized in the kriyåtantra, caryåtantra, and yogatantras and 
achieved noted success (siddhi) by employing the yogatantra techniques. 
He is said to have had special exchanges with the bodhisattva Mañjußr¥ 
and a repeated vision of the Vajradhatu-mahåma£¿ala, a caryå level prac-
tice listed in the Mahåvairocana s¶tra. He is reported to have spent time 
at Avalokiteßvara’s Potalaka mountain in Andhra.99 The Karmopåya-
nåma,100 Dhyånottarapa†ala†¥kå,101  Vairocanåbhisambodhi-tantrapi£¿årtha,102 and 
 Vairocanabhi-sambodhitantra†¥kå103 are some of the more important texts 
listed under his name in the Tripi†aka, in addition to seventeen other 
texts.104 Buddhaßånti (eighth through ninth centuries) was a friend and 
fellow disciple of Buddhajñånapåda, along with Buddhaguhya. He too 
specialized in the lower tantras and it is reported that he was able to 
achieve even higher success than his friend, with the aid of Tårå, while 
at the Potalaka mountain.105 No works are listed under his name in the 
Tibetan Tripi†aka. He is said to have fi nished his days in Uddiyana along 
the Swat River.

Conclusion

After establishing that the Andhra region was one of the strongholds of 
the Mahåsåμghika school, various facts and arguments demonstrating 
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the association of tathagatagarbha thought with this school were noted, 
in large part due to the work of Wayman. These connections were based 
on a comparison between the Mahåsåμghika and the Srimala. In this and 
previous publications, I have also argued that the Tathagatagarbha sutra 
most likely originated in the Krishna River Valley. The Tathagatagarbha 
sutra and Srimala are the fi rst two s¨tras to emerge that focus on tatha-
gatagarbha thought. In addition to the discussion regarding the emer-
gence of tathagatagarbha thought in Andhra, I provided information that 
demonstrates an intimate connection between Andhra and the emerging 
tantric form of Buddhism in classic times. That Andhra appears as one 
of the legendary and mythic centers of Vajrayåna is discerned from a 
list of famous masters who lived or worked there.

I have also mentioned individuals who can be safely associated 
with some of the earliest tathagatragarbha texts. In particular, from a 
careful analysis of the material associated with the Ratnagotra, I have 
been able to identify Såramati as the fi rst historic fi gure. Following in 
the Andhra area was Bodhidharma, the famous founder of the Ch’an 
school in China who set sail from this area. Leaving behind the material 
developed along with the Mahåyåna s¶tras, tathagatagarbha became one 
of the major concepts in the Vajrayåna movement, in particular in the 
Atiyoga and Mahamudra teachings. By the sixth century, the tantric and 
the tathagatagarbha lines of development had merged. I then presented 
information on a number of historic individuals, providing dates where 
possible, who were connected with these two teaching systems and were 
active in the Andhra region. I also provided the names of a number of 
important texts associated with the Atiyoga, Mahamudra, and the tantric 
teachings. However, it seems safe to assume that I have only presented 
the names of the most prominent teachers through the ages and this list 
should not be understood as either comprehensive or exhaustive.

In conclusion, I have demonstrated that Andhra was clearly a 
center of tathagatagarbha and tantric teachings. That is, I have shown 
that Andhra was the locale where there were active developments in 
both of these teachings from at the least the third century CE up to 
and including the twelfth century CE, and therefore a region of reli-
gious dynamism which is perhaps unsurpassed in the greater history 
of Indian Buddhism.
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CHAPTER 7

Dhanyakataka Revisited

Buddhist Politics in Post-Buddhist Andhra

JONATHAN S. WALTERS

Introduction: The Amaravati Pillar
Inscription of Simhavarman

At its core this chapter interprets an inscribed pillar from Amaravati,1 
taken by some scholars as evidence of “later traces” of Andhran Bud-
dhism.2 After problematizing just what sort of “trace” it represents, I 
present evidence associating this enigmatic inscription with other quasi-
Buddhist activities of a twelfth century royal court in Dhanyakataka, a 
premodern name of Amaravati (section 1) and I discuss the possible 
signifi cance of those activities with reference to Indian imperial history, 
especially in Andhra, both before (section 2) and after its composition 
(section 3). I conclude with some general refl ections on the geopolitical 
position of Buddhists in post-Buddhist India.

The inscription occupies three faces of an octagonal stone pillar 
excavated in 1877 at the famous Amaravati st¶pa, twenty miles northwest 
of Guntur, Andhra Pradesh.3 The actual pillar must date from the st¶pa’s 
Såtavåhana Period heydey (see section 2 below), as it corresponds to other 
pillars discovered there and one face contains a typical fi rst century, BC 
Prakrit donative inscription.4 But fl orid medieval Sanskrit betrays the 
much later provenance of the inscription that will concern us here; on 
paleographic grounds Hultzsch dates it to about 1100 AD.5

Like the earlier donative inscription, this one is clearly Buddhist. 
It opens by invoking, for the reader-listener’s “great good fortune,” the 
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“particles of dust on the feet of Ír¥ghana [the Buddha]6 which are poison 
to rebirth and ever-glistening in the multitude of rays [arising] from the 
crest gems of the lords of gods and demons” (verse 1).7 After a mythic 
genealogy of the Pallava dynasty (verses 2–9) the epigraph introduces 
Siμhavarman Pallava, a universal emperor who “for a long time held 
up the earth whose garments are the oceans, whose pearl necklace is 
the Ganges and whose earrings are Mounts Meru and Mandara” (verses 
10–11).8 It then breaks into prose (line 28 ff.) to narrate the occasion 
when Siμhavarman had ascended Mount Meru to establish the fame 
of his complete conquest of the directions (akhila-digvijaya). “Wishing to 
remove the weariness produced by roaming throughout the entire surface 
of the earth,” Siμhavarman “passed several days there overjoyed in his 
heart due to the tender shade of the yellow sandalwood trees growing 
on its golden slopes” then returned toward the Pallava country, crossing 
the Ganges, Godavari, and Krishna Rivers. Just then “he saw the city 
named Sri Dhanyaghata [= Dhanyakataka] whose chief9 is the Passion-
less (V¥taråga) [Buddha]” and

having looked at it with curiosity, he humbly approached the 
resident deities in charge of protecting the entire place. After 
greeting them, off in a secluded place . . . he heard Dharma-
preaching, and having heard and greeted the . . . liberated 
[Buddha] he said this: “I too, O Blessed One, shall create 
a . . . of the Blessed One right here, ornamented with gems, 
gold and silver.” When that was said the Blessed One said: 
“Excellent, excellent upå[saka] Siμhavarman! Henceforth [in 
this?] [resplendent] superb Buddha-fi eld10 . . . among the . . . in-
deed.” Then having saluted [the Buddha] in [Dhanya]ghataka 
[Siμhavarman] . . .

Hultzsch guessed that the remainder of the epigraph, which breaks off here, 
contained some grant to a Buddhist establishment at  Amaravati.11

This inscription presents numerous epigraphical and historical 
problems. Despite this guess of Hultzsch’s, it likely never did contain 
an operative portion.12 In its failure to do anything this inscription is 
quite unlike typical (Pallava, Cålukya, Cø¬a, Ga∫ga, Ko†a, etc.) imperial 
inscriptions of the general period and region; instead, it narrates a past 
event in a quasihistorical style that is itself very unusual for South Asian 
lithic discourse. Similarly, whereas typical imperial inscriptions reserve 
Sanskrit (verse) for the praßasti (opening eulogy, corresponding to the 
versifi ed portion of the Amaravati pillar) and use vernacular prose for 
the operative portion of the record, here the prose too is in Sanskrit.13 
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This inscription is also unusual for not referring to the specifi c victo-
ries scored in Siμhavarman’s digvijaya. It lacks the expected date for 
Siμhavarman or the period when it was inscribed, mention of the king 
who authorized it, information about the patron/s who had it carved, 
an enforcement clause,14 and the name and/or aspiration of the scribe 
himself. Though producing the record must have required effort and 
expense, instead of a new and appropriately hewn stone this is inscribed 
on the back of a millennium-old antique; and even so, those responsible 
chose an ordinary pillar rather than some special piece of the fabulous 
Amaravati st¶pa to bear their work.15 Oddest of all, this inscription reads 
from bottom to top rather than from top to bottom, which prevented its 
Orientalist discoverers from making any sense of it at all!16

The inscription’s content is even more troublesome than these 
strictly formal peculiarities. Thus, it is uncertain who this Siμhavarman 
might have been. The inscription’s record of his mythic Pallava forebears 
parallels similar accounts in other Pallava inscriptions, and some of the 
names of Pallava kings it narrates are likewise known, but on the whole 
it disagrees with accepted Pallava genealogies17 and this Siμhavarman 
“cannot be identifi ed with any other Pallava king of the same or similar 
name.”18 Siμhavarman’s identity is further complicated by the fact that 
this inscription was carved long after the Pallava Period. The script is 
“the transitional type of the Telugu-Kanarese” rather than the Pallava 
Grantha characteristic of genuine Pallava imperial epigraphs, and its 
paleographic date falls in the Cø¬a Period, about two centuries after the 
last great Pallava emperor, Aparåjita, was defeated by Paråntaka Cø¬a 
(925, AD).19 Sewell’s, and following him Sircar’s attempt to negate this 
anachronism by portraying Siμhavarman as a vassal of K¨lottu∫ga Cø¬a 
I is hard to accept because Siμhavarman is a world-conquering mon-
arch, not a “Pallava chieftain,” and because Siμhavarman would then 
be the sole Pallava known to have reappeared during the Cø¬a Period.20 
Likewise, even if Siμhavarman were a historical king he would be the 
sole Pallava known to be particularly Buddhist (let alone an upåsaka or 
pious “eight-precept-holder”), and this otherwise unknown donation of 
a Buddhist (something) at Amaravati would appear from his absence 
elsewhere in the epigraphic record to have been his only signifi cant 
public work. Moreover, as I detail below (section 2) this would appear 
to be the only donation to the Amaravati st¶pa made by any king of any 
dynasty in the eight centuries between the rise of the early Pallavas and 
the production of this very inscription.

Multiplying the inscription’s quirkiness is its H¥nayåna (“Lesser 
Vehicle”) tone, despite the predominantly Mahåyåna (“Great Vehicle”) 
orientation of Pallava Period Indian Buddhists (especially, as this volume 
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demonstrates, in Andhra). Thus the Buddha is “Ír¥ghana” or “Bhagavån” 
or “V¥taråga” (characteristically H¥nayåna epithets) rather than “Íåkya-
muni” or “Anuttarasamyaksambuddha” (typical Mahåyåna epithets); 
Siμhavarman is a H¥nayåna upåsaka rather than a Mahåyåna bodhisattva; 
the very language of the inscription evokes the H¥nayåna context.21 But 
the H¥nayåna context makes it diffi cult to imagine how anyone could 
have been chatting with the living Buddha during the Pallava Period, 
at least 1,000 years after his fi nal extinction (parinibbåna)! Further com-
plicating the matter is the decidedly theist (Íaiva) tone of the opening 
praßasti. Though as indicated the fi rst verse invokes the Buddha’s bless-
ings, it is modeled after the second introductory verse of Båˆa’s classic 
theist romance, Kådambar¥.22 The Pallava genealogy begins with the theist 
creator (Dhåt®) and traces the dynasty’s lineage through celebrated theist 
characters like Bharadvåja, Angiras, Sudhåman, Droˆa, and fi nally Aßvat-
thåman, Pallava’s father. Aßvatthåman was born to found a great dynasty 
“through the grace (prasåd) of Íambhu [‘Benevolent One’ = Íiva]” after 
his father, Droˆa, “pleased eight-bodied [Íiva] with austerities” (verses 
3–4); Pallava’s mother Madan¥, “maiden daughter of [Indra] the king of 
gods, surrounded by Apsaras” fell in love with Aßvatthåman the moment 
she saw him, “like Umå when she was in front of Íarva [‘Dart-bearer’ 
= Íiva]” (verses 5–7). When Siμhavarman sees Dhanyakataka his emo-
tion is one of “curiosity” (sakat¶halam)—hardly indicative of a strongly 
Buddhist king—and he enters the site only after “humbly approaching 
the resident deities” there.

As a result of these diffi culties Siμhavarman’s inscription remains 
largely unexplained. After editing and translating it, Hultzsch could only 
caution that “great care should be taken in using the above list [of Pallava 
kings in the inscription] for historical purposes.”23 Sivaramamurti, who 
reprinted Hultzsch’s edition with a list of his emendations in extenso and 
a new (inferior) translation, has nothing to say about what it means; it is 
simply categorized among the “miscellaneous pillars” now in the Madras 
Museum (#II-E-29) and silently left there, framed by two fi rst century BC 
pillar inscriptions.24 As noted Sircar and others treat the inscription as 
evidence of a “later trace” of Andhra Buddhism, but it will now be clear 
why I question just what sort of trace this is. Beyond this, as far as I have 
been able to discern, no serious interpretation has been offered.

But we can move beyond this impasse by acknowledging the im-
plication of all these different problems that this is not a straightforward 
Pallava Buddhist imperial inscription; it is best understood as a post-
Pallava fabrication. This would explain the sloppy Pallava genealogy; 
the post-Pallava paleographic date; the use of Andhran-Telugu rather 
than Pallava-Grantha script; the choice of an antique stone pillar over 
a new production; the historical-descriptive rather than operative tone; 
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the omission of a then-modern vernacular, a date, and reference to 
contemporary kings.

Put differently, I think the text is intentionally mythic; it locates 
Siμhavarman in a then-already-ancient Pallava dynasty springing from 
the Creator during the classical Indian theist illud tempus. Siμhavarman’s 
(universal and unchallenged) conquest of the directions and subsequent 
tarry on Mount Meru (where he “fi xed in the sky a golden canopy made 
up of the dust that was raised by the edges of the hooves of his horses 
as they walked on the nuggets of gold that were dug up by the claws on 
the feet of his elephants wandering about like celestial mountain peaks 
[themselves]”) are also of clearly mythic proportion. If it occurred in 
mythic time, perhaps the encounter with the Buddha was meant to imply 
that Siμhavarman was his contemporary, rather than that the Buddha 
somehow reappeared in early medieval Andhra (which would anyway 
have to be explained on the basis of mythic thinking). If that is the case, 
then perhaps the inscription credited Siμhavarman with constructing the 
Amaravati st¶pa itself, rather than, as Hultzsch supposed, some medieval 
structural addition to the site (of which there is no archaeological evidence). 
This inscription would then appear to be a sort of Buddhist sthala purå£a 
(“local history”) for the site of the st¶pa, which presumably would have 
served whatever medieval activity invoked that history.25

In similar fashion, all the problems I have raised can be read as 
clues to the identity and project of those who actually carved the inscrip-
tion. Thus on paleographic grounds alone it can be assumed that they 
were Telugu-speaking Andhrans. If the inscription was an intentional 
forgery they likely would have employed a somewhat archaic (but still 
intelligible) script, which means they might have lived a few genera-
tions after the paleographic date of circa 1100 AD. The Íaivism of the 
praßasti suggests that they would have been Íaivas themselves, but that 
like Siμhavarman they would have taken some special interest in the 
Amaravati st¶pa and the Buddha as conceived by H¥nayåna Buddhists. 
We can likewise suppose that they would have had some stake in the 
(by then defunct) Pallava Empire, such that claims about how things 
were then would matter. And we can expect that they would have had 
some imperial aspirations of their own related to all this, given the 
inscription’s explicitly imperial imagery.26

Ko†a King Keta and God Buddha of Sri Dhanyakataka

Searching for the historical location of “Siμhavarman’s” inscription in 
twelfth century Andhra Pradesh rather than in the Pallava Period bears 
fruit in directing attention to a second Amaravati pillar inscription, 
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 actually two pillars containing a total of six inscriptions, also edited and 
translated by Hultzsch.27 These belong to the reign of King Keta II of 
the Ko†a dynasty, a royal clan of considerable regional power based in 
Dhanyakataka (modern Amaravati) itself. Though Hultzsch seems not
to have noticed the striking parallels between these inscriptions and that 
of “Siμhavarman,” they lead me to believe that all three Amaravati pil-
lars were probably inscribed in the same historical moment.

The fi rst fi ve inscriptions on the two Ko†a pillars are all dated on 
the same day in Íaka-saμvat 1104 (= 1182–1184, AD, depending on how 
the date is read, which was probably the date of Keta’s coronation).28 
They narrate a series of benefactions made by the king and his harem 
on that all-signifi cant day: (1) Keta donated three villages to the Buddha 
(called here “Well-Gone-One,” Sugata, another characteristically H¥nayåna 
epithet); (2) Keta provided 110 sheep for the maintenance of two perpetual 
lamps for “Buddha” (in the Sanskrit portion) or “glorious god Buddha” 
(Srimadbuddhadeva) in the Telugu translation; (3) one of Keta’s concubines 
provided 55 sheep for a perpetual lamp for “glorious god Buddha”; (4) 
another of Keta’s concubines provided 55 sheep for a perpetual lamp for 
“glorious god Buddha” and (5) Keta granted 12 villages to Brahmins for 
the benefi t (ßreyase) of his father, mother, elder brother, and himself, and 
changed their names accordingly. Keta’s own inscriptions are in Sanskrit 
and Telugu, those of his concubines in Telugu alone. The second pillar 
also contains a later inscription dated Íaka-saμvat 1156 (= 1234 AD) 
recording a similar benefaction by another of Keta’s wives, who had 
assumed his royal position after his death and gave 55 sheep for the 
maintenance of a perpetual lamp for “glorious god Buddha.” This latter 
inscription also mixes Sanskrit with Telugu.

Unlike “Siμhavarman’s” pillar, these inscriptions are quite typical 
of the day. They include an elaborate praßasti of the Ko†a dynasty in 
Sanskrit verse followed by a series of operative commands, in Telugu. 
They are all carefully dated, and leave no doubt whatsoever about the 
identity of the king whose pious activities they enact; he, and some of 
his descendants, are known from numerous other inscriptions that have 
been discovered in the area.29 The inscriptions are carved on pillars newly 
fashioned for the purpose rather than antiques pillaged from the old 
st¶pa. And they read in the normal fashion, from top to bottom!

But they contain their peculiarities, too, which associate them with 
the inscription of “Siμhavarman.” Thus despite these offerings to “god 
Buddha” the Ko†a kings were Íaiva theists, not Buddhists. The opening 
praßasti (verse 3) describes the clan (kulaμ) as Amareßvaradevena rakƒitaμ 
(“protected by god Amareßvara” = Íiva as embodied in the Amareßvara 
Temple at Dhanyakataka, see below) just as they are “the protection 
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of the people” (rakƒakaμ n®¥£aμ); Keta is dubbed Ír¥madamareßvaradeva-
divyaßr¥pådapadmårådhaka (“Devoted to the lotus on the glorious divine 
feet of glorious god Amareßvara [Íiva]”) and these Ko†a pillars, which 
were discovered at the Amaresvara Temple rather than at the site of 
the great st¶pa, grant Brahmins four times the number of villages given 
to “god Buddha.” In another telling parallel to the “Siμhavarman” in-
scription, Keta is styled Ír¥mattri£ayanapallavaprasådåsåditak®ƒ£ave[r]££å-
nad¥dakƒi£aƒa†sahasråvan¥vallabha or “(Called) ‘The Beloved of the Earth’30 
[i.e., emperor] in six thousand [villages] on the southern bank of the 
Krishna River by the grace of the glorious [Emperor] Triˆayana (‘Three 
Eyes’) Pallava,” a throne name that reappears in other inscriptions of 
this dynasty31 and which, however obscurely today, indicates a claim 
to the authority of the Pallavas. Explicitly mirroring the depiction of 
“Siμhavarman,” “Three Eyes” Pallava is further described as Catussa-
mudramudritanikhila-vasuμdaråparipålaka (“Protector of the entire earth 
adorned in the four oceans”). Though not on the epic scale attributed 
to “Siμhavarman,” Keta is moreover a king with imperial ambitions, 
“the lord of a large assembly [of kings]” (mahåma£¿aleßvara) who is “the 
[lion] king of various beasts to the rutting elephants Cø¬a and Cålukya” 
(Co¿acålukya-madånekam®gendra); the forty-three Sanskrit verses that eulo-
gize his ancestors strengthen his claim to imperial power.32

As a twelfth century Telugu-speaking Íaiva king with an odd at-
traction to the Buddha, a claim to the authority of the Pallava Empire, 
imperial aspirations and a penchant for erecting inscribed pillars at 
Dhanyakataka, Keta II neatly fi ts the profi le of those responsible for 
“Siμhavarman’s” inscription (as discussed above). The association of 
these Ko†a pillars with that of “Siμhavarman” is also apparent in certain 
formal similarities among them. Thus the praßasti of Keta’s inscriptions 
begins, oddly, not with reference to the Ko†a dynasty but rather with a 
depiction of the site reminiscent of “Siμhavarman’s” antiquarianism:

Oμ! There is a city, Ír¥ Dhånyaka†aka,
the door to the city of gods;
Where Amareßvara Íambhu [Íiva] is worshipped
by [Indra] the Lord of the Gods.33

Where nearby is god Buddha,
worshipped by the Creator (Dhåt®),
[and] where there is a lofty st¨pa,
well ornamented with various ornaments.34

In addition to the historical-descriptive tone and this sole epigraphic 
reference to the Amaravati st¶pa (other than “Siμhavarman’s”) made 
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between the third century Ik∑våkus and modern times, Keta’s name for 
the city parallels “Siμhavarman’s” inscription. “Dhånyaka†aka” (softened 
to “Dhånyagha†a” or “Dhånyagha†aka” in the latter) is a Sanskritization 
of the old Prakrit name for this site,35 which though standard in modern 
scholarly usage seems to have originated in these very inscriptions. As in 
the “Siμhavarman” inscription here too that city is given the honorifi c 
prefi x Ír¥, another invention of these very inscriptions refl ecting Keta II’s 
focus on the site as his royal capital (another throne name was “Lord of 
the excellent city of Sri Dhanyakataka” [Ír¥dhånyaka†akapuravarådh¥ßvara]). 
Even the Telugu softening of “ka” to “gha” in “Siμhavarman’s” inscription 
is witnessed in the Ko†a epigraphs; that dated Íaka-saμvat 1156 donates 
the lamp to “god Buddha who is pleased to reside at Sri-Dhanyaghati.”36 
Similarly, the Ko†as, like “Siμhavarman,” are reckoned descendants of 
the theist Creator Dhåt®, whom Keta also portrays as a worshiper of the 
Buddha;37 “Siμhavarman” and Keta II both style Íiva “Íambhu,” describe 
the Amaravati st¶pa as “well ornamented” (ma£i-kanaka-rajata-vicitraμ 
and nånå-citra-sucitritaμ respectively) and spell the name of the Krishna 
River “K®£ƒave[r]££å.” Siμhavarman is made out to be Siμhavarman II, 
bearing his grandfather’s name; in one place Keta II, likewise named for 
his grandfather, is even styled “Keta the Grandson” (Manma-Geta).38 

If these similarities convincingly associate Keta II with “Siμhavar-
man’s” inscription, that still-anomalous historical location remains to be 
explained. Why did Keta, a devotee of Íiva, thus honor “god Buddha” 
with villages and lamps, and install him in the temple of his favored deity 
on the very day of his coronation?39 This is what Hultzsch has to say:

It appears . . . that the majority of the villages were granted 
to Bråhmaˆas, but that, in spite of that, and though K´ta II. 
and his predecessors were worshippers of Íiva-Amareßvara, 
he granted three villages and two lamps to Buddha, and 
two further lamps were granted to Buddha by two inmates 
of his harem. This proves what is already suggested by the 
second verse of the inscription, that at the time of K´ta II. the 
Buddhist religion continued to have votaries in the Telugu 
country and was tolerated and supported by the Hind¨ rulers 
of Amaråvåti. I hope I am not unjust to K´ta II. if I suggest 
that his gifts to Buddha were a case of ‘Cherchez la femme!’ 
The two dªv¥s of his who granted lamps to Buddha may have 
been Buddhist upåsikås and may have induced him to join them 
in making donations to their own god, though he professed 
the Íaiva creed. It may have been to atone for his apostasy 
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that he subsequently granted a large number of villages to 
Bråhmaˆas, as recorded in the inscription.40

There are several problems here. First, installing the Buddha as a god in 
a Íaiva temple is not necessarily indicative of tolerance and support for 
“the Buddhist religion” as such; the Ko†as’ “Buddhism” was couched in 
a Íaiva idiom.41 Second, it is doubtful that these gifts to “god Buddha” 
were some regretted “apostasy,” given that they and the greater gifts to 
Brahmins were commissioned on the same day and in a stroke of the 
same chisel. Third, because these gifts were part of Keta’s coronation 
festival and thus the constitution of his rule, it is diffi cult to believe that 
they represented no more than a whim to please a couple of concubines. 
Fourth, this could hardly explain why Keta II’s widow, in the inscrip-
tion of AD 1234, would also make such a gift on assuming his political 
position (she makes no claim to being an upåsikå).

Underlying these qualms with his interpretation is my sense that 
Hultzsch underdetermines the signifi cance of ceremonially installing gods 
and inscribing lithic records. As the imperial imagery in both Keta’s and 
“Siμhavarman’s” inscriptions signals, these were politically consequential 
acts; both worshiped the Buddha while celebrating the consolidation of 
real-world power (and carving inscriptions was quintessentially imperial 
throughout premodern South Asia). A more satisfactory explanation of 
Keta’s pieties, including the “Siμhavarman” inscription, would locate 
them in the imperial contexts of the day. I attempt to do this in the 
next section.

Dhanyakataka as an Imperial “Key Site”

Long before—and long after—Keta II, Dhanyakataka attracted the atten-
tion of powerful Indian rulers who established their lordship over vassal 
kings and chiefs, in part, by engaging them in pieties performed there. 
Acts of worship, restoration, and enlargement demonstrated the ruler’s 
ability to command and improve the imperial space of predecessors, and 
marked the site with innovative art, liturgies and sectarian affi liations 
which the royal court deemed most appropriate for the age. There were 
numerous “key sites” like Dhanyakataka throughout the Subcontinent; 
such practices were ubiquitous, and leaving permanent records of them 
produced the bulk of premodern South Asian inscriptions.42

Dhanyakataka’s imperial signifi cance was as old as Indian empire 
itself, as evidenced by the Mauryan Buddhist (third century BC) remains 
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there.43 Elsewhere I have reconstructed the imperial centrality enjoyed by 
Amaravati and other prominent st¶pas in Andhra (Jaggayapeta, Nagarju-
nakonda) and Madhya Pradesh (Sanci, Bharhut) in the centuries following 
the Mauryas, when Buddhist thought and practice still dominated South 
Asian imperial politics.44 At these sites, Íunga Period (second through 
fi rst century BC) Buddhists encircled simple Mauryan bricked st¶pas 
with distinctive stone railings bearing “medallion” carvings of religious 
scenes, transforming these landmarks of Aßoka Maurya’s paradigmatic 
fi rst South Asian empire into landmarks of their own. Såtavåhana Period 
(fi rst century BC to early third century AD) Buddhists added exquisite 
carved gateways (tora£a) to complete as it were the Íunga railings. 
In the succeeding Ik∑våku Period (third through fourth century AD) 
Buddhists added ornate altar-platforms ornamented with fi ve “åyaka” 
pillars.45 These successive layers of improvement rendered the st¶pas 
easily decipherable symbols of about six centuries of Buddhist imperial 
history in the southern Subcontinent. The penchant of artists at these 
sites, especially Amaravati, to carve composite pictures of the st¶pas 
carefully delineating each of these distinctive imperial ornaments sug-
gests the centrality of that history in their patrons’ understanding of 
the monuments.46

The Amaravati st¶pa fl ourished under the Såtavåhanas in particular 
because Dhanyakataka served them as an imperial capital. Archaeological 
remains still testify that huge wharves at this and other great st¶pas along 
the Krishna River47 as well as a brick wall connecting them together48 
provided Dhanyakataka strategic control in the Krishna River trade and 
strong defenses (about one-half mile from the st¶pa, at Dharanikota, 
there is also an ancient brick fort [ko†a] from which Keta II’s dynasty 
apparently later derived its name). From this position of power the 
Såtavåhanas improved Amaravati49 and the other st¶pas of its ilk (their 
carved gateways at Sanci are world famous),50 thereby outdoing Mauryan 
and Íunga Period predecessors. After conquering the western Indian 
Buddhist K∑atrapas they similarly became great patrons of the formerly 
K∑atrapa cave temple at Nasik (Govardhana), where Såtavåhana inscrip-
tions specifi cally humbled the conquered predecessors and apparently 
recognized the preeminence of monks from Dhanyakataka.51

But Buddhists became increasingly insignifi cant in South Asian impe-
rial history after the decline of the Såtavåhanas (and corresponding rise 
of Íaiva and Vai∑ˆava theists), especially in the southern Subcontinent. 
There, the Ik∑våkus who succeeded the Såtavåhanas were the fi rst great 
Indian emperors to erect inscriptions and monuments in honor of theist 
deities (here Íiva as Mahåsena) rather than the Buddha;52 they boldly 
advertised (in a fashion that would become standard for subsequent 
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Indian imperial formation) that their religious activities took such theist 
forms as Vedic sacrifi ce, gifts of cash and cows to favored Brahmins, and 
the construction of theist temples at originally Buddhist “key sites.”

This is not to say that the Buddhists had simply disappeared into 
Hinduism (as one long-lived theory would have it); neither had they 
been suddenly obliterated by anti-Buddhist foes (as follows another 
well-known theory). Though the ideological construction of imperial 
power at the top (say as the grace of Íiva, in the Ik∑våku and later the 
Pallava formulations, or as the descent of V∑ˆu in Gupta or Rå∑†rak¨†a 
thought) took a radical turn that set Indian imperial politics forever on 
a non-Buddhist course, the implications of this change continued to be 
worked out in individual kingdoms for many centuries. This was true 
even in regions (such as Andhra) where the Buddhists were reduced to an 
oppositional status53 before dying out altogether, and especially the case 
in those fringe regions (such as Nepal and Sri Lanka) where Buddhists 
continue even today to wield power in shifting relations with domestic 
and pan–South Asian theists. Long after theism had come to dominate 
Indian imperial formation, as late as the twelfth century AD, occasional 
Buddhists (especially Sinhalas and Pålas) exercised imperial aspirations 
and for centuries after the Såtavåhanas a suffi cient number of Buddhists 
remained in at least some of the kingdoms that constituted any particular 
empire to necessitate that they—and their theist overlords—create some 
space for Buddhist thought and practice.54

Varied and sophisticated discourses and practices created that space. 
In the earliest, Ik∑våku constellation, the emperor’s theist practices were 
counterbalanced by Buddhist construction projects directly continuous 
with those of the Såtavåhanas, sponsored by his female relatives, who 
embellished the st¶pas of Andhra Pradesh (including Amaravati but 
especially at the Ik∑våku capital Nagarjunakonda) with state-of-the-
art art on those distinctive åyaka platforms and pillars. Their Buddhist 
inscriptions open with eulogies of the emperors praising their theist 
practices but vastly outnumber the strictly theist inscriptions endowing 
several Íaiva temples that were also built around the Ik∑våku citadel 
at Nagarjunakonda; likewise those temples appear to have been much 
less impressive than the newly ornamented Buddhist monuments. This 
continuing public support for Buddhist imperial projects would have 
served the otherwise theist Ik∑våkus well, providing place to the still 
large number of Buddhists and Buddhist kingdoms in the region and 
presenting a Buddhist face to the largely Buddhist transregional Krishna 
River trade (see Sree Padma’s chapter).

These new theist empires welcomed Buddhists of a particular sort. 
Those highlighted in the Ik∑våku inscriptions were among the most 
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radical of the day: Bahußr¨t¥yas, Mah¥ßåsakas, Aparaßailas, and Abhaya-
girivihåravåsi Theravådins from Sri Lanka.55 It has been conjectured that 
the Ír¥målå-Siμhanåda-s¶tra was composed by Buddhists at Nagarjuna-
konda (see Barber’s chapter),56 and as the site’s name implies there are 
also confl icting indications that locate the great Mahåyåna dialectician 
Någårjuna and his Mådhyamaka Buddhist school in Andhra Pradesh, at 
Nagarjunakonda itself, or at Dhanyakataka/Amaravati.57 These Mahåyåna 
or proto-Mahåyåna groups—in obvious dialogue with the newly hege-
monic theists—were effecting important changes in the very structures 
of the old imperial Buddhist thought and practice.

However much their new prominence certainly (and intentionally) 
further dislocated the (H¥nayåna) sorts of Buddhists who had enjoyed 
such status earlier,58 Mahåyåna Buddhists of the ilk sponsored in the 
transitional Ik∑våku imperial projects did thrive within the subsequent, 
more exclusively theist imperial spheres of the early Pallavas (Íaivas, 
fourth and fi fth century AD), the Guptas (Vai∑ˆavas, fourth through 
sixth century AD), the Våkå†akas (Vai∑ˆavas, fi fth through sixth century 
AD), the later Pallavas (Íaivas, seventh through tenth century AD), the 
Cålukyas of Badami (Vai∑ˆavas, seventh through ninth century AD),
the Rå∑†rak¨†as (Vai∑ˆavas, eighth through tenth century AD), even the 
Cø¬as (Íaivas, tenth through thirteenth century). Mahåyåna Buddhists 
similarly dominated South Asia’s remaining Buddhist kingdoms (e.g., 
of the Pålas, the Sinhalas and in the Himålayan world).59 Their revised 
Buddhist ideas and liturgies were appropriate to the new theist con-
text,60 while the theists in turn scripted such Buddhists into their own 
discourses and practices.61 This new, post-Såtavåhana constellation of 
power is manifest throughout Xuanzang’s account of seventh century 
South Asia, where Mahåyåna Buddhists consistently outshined H¥nayåna 
Buddhists but, as he regularly admits with dejection, the “heretics” (the-
ists) outshined both.62

Andhra Pradesh, too, witnessed the post-Ik∑våku pattern favoring 
Mahåyånists within an increasingly theist context, which was after all an 
Andhran innovation. As many of the essays in this volume make clear, 
Pallava Period Mahåyåna Buddhists thrived in Andhra.63 Yet perhaps 
due to its signifi cance in earlier imperial formations—when the relative 
positions of Buddhists and theists were reversed, and Mahåyåna Bud-
dhists played no role—after the Ik∑våkus the Amaravati st¶pa apparently 
received no imperial patronage at all. Though even as late as Keta II it 
obviously remained an impressive monument, and there were sporadic 
Buddhist pilgrims to it even if the famous Xuanzang was not, tellingly, 
among them,64 beginning with the advent of the early Pallavas in the 
fourth century AD the Amaravati st¶pa fell into neglect.65 Its very stones 
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were carted off to build wells, tanks, temples, and later mosques66 as the 
earth gradually devoured it, until more recently British archaeologists 
carted off more of it (including “Siμhavarman’s” pillar) to Indian and 
Western museums.

But Dhanyakataka itself did not decline along with its famous st¶pa. 
Rather, as was the pattern at originally Buddhist “key sites” throughout 
the Subcontinent, its imperial signifi cance was recast in theist terms. The 
construction and enlargement of Amaresvara Temple on the river bank, 
where Keta II installed his own inscriptions, corresponded directly to the 
ruination of the st¶pa. Coping stones from the st¶pa were pillaged for 
the temple’s foundation, and the fi fteen-foot-tall white marble lingam in 
the central shrine there is said to be an old Ik∑våku åyaka pillar!67 That 
temple may be very ancient: Sewell was told of (but not shown) an 
inscription there dated Íaka-Saμvat 478, which would place its origin 
early in Pallava history.68 The temple is centrally integrated into Andhran 
Íaiva tradition and practice,69 and was certainly well established by the 
early twelfth century, when the wife of a vassal of K¨lottu∫ga Cø¬a I 
made improvements there.70

Thus Keta’s additions to Amaresvara Temple improved on the 
improvements of imperial predecessors in the region, recapitulating in 
theist terms the ancient pattern of development of Buddhist “key sites” 
like the Amaravati st¶pa. This pattern persisted into modern times at 
Amaresvara Temple, where later members of Keta’s own dynasty,71 their 
successors in Andhra Pradesh among the thirteenth through fourteenth 
century Re∂∂is,72 their successors among the imperial kings of Vijay-
anagar,73 and their successors up to the nineteenth century74 recorded 
in stone inscriptions the additions made and the rites performed in 
the process of consolidating power.75 Ironically, this reconfi guration of
Dhanyakataka as a Íaiva “key site” was so complete that today even 
the Buddhist st¶pa is known as “Amaravati,” a name that derives from 
the theist temple that displaced its one-time glory.

Yet as the case of Keta II makes clear the Buddhists, though gone, 
were not entirely forgotten; they remained potential players in the 
politics even of a post-Buddhist Andhra. As mentioned there were in-
stances when Sinhala and Påla Buddhists challenged theist overlordship 
altogether, and I highlight one such Buddhist ruler below; on a smaller 
scale Buddhist challenges within the theist context had some precedent 
in the history of Andhran oppositional politics.76 Though it is sometimes 
unclear what sort of Buddhists participated in this oppositional politics, 
in at least one case and probably more they were political allies from 
Sri Lanka, which remained Buddhist despite the pan–South Asian shift 
to theism.77 Alliances of this sort would have made sense in political 
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situations where Sri Lankans and Andhrans faced a common imperial 
aggressor in the Tamil country.78

This sort of situation might account for why Buddhists suddenly 
reappeared in Keta II’s Andhra, too. Keta II challenged the imperial pow-
ers of the day, in his case as a lion to those rutting elephants Cø¬a and 
Cålukya. How, despite his fortifi ed position in Dhanyakataka, was this 
possible? In thinking about alliances it is signifi cant to note that he was 
crowned, and endowed “god Buddha,” during the fi nal triumphant years 
of the last great Sri Lankan Buddhist imperial aspirant, Paråkramabåhu 
I of Polonnaruwa (1153–1186 AD). This ruler drove the Cø¬as out of Sri 
Lanka—where with one exception (Vijayabåhu I, 1055–1110) they had 
dominated the scene since the early eleventh century—and he harassed 
them on the mainland, too; like all Sri Lankan rebels against imperial 
overlordship Paråkramabåhu was a virulent H¥nayåna Buddhist, and 
was the only such king making such imperial inroads in the southern 
Subcontinent of Keta II’s day.79 Perhaps installing the Buddha in Íiva’s 
temple ceremonially enacted real Buddhist participation in Keta’s Íaiva 
polity: if indeed Keta II and Paråkramabåhu I had entered into some sort 
of alliance, their ability to effect a squeeze-play against the Cø¬as might 
help explain how both were able to make stands against those powerful 
rivals. Is this then why Keta II adopted the throne name Pratåpalaμkeßvara, 
“he whose power is the King of Sri Lanka”?80 “Laμkeßvara” was the motto 
on some Sri Lankan coins of the period.81

There is a bit of Sri Lankan evidence that further suggests this 
possibility, discovered at a site in eastern Sri Lanka which Buddhists 
call Velgam vehera (Buddhist temple) and Íaivas call Nåtanår køvil 
(Íaiva temple). This originally Buddhist complex (including an ancient 
st¶pa), like a counterpart on the western seaboard too, became a focus 
for Cø¬a religious activity in Sri Lanka after Råjendra Cø¬a I defeated 
Anurådhapura and its imperial alliance in the early eleventh century.82 
On both coasts Cø¬a imperial inscriptions boasted in Sanskrit and Tamil 
that as Råma defeated Råvana so they had defeated the Sinhala king, 
and these triumphant Cø¬as granted both temples immunities and privi-
leges after renaming them Råjaråjaperumpa¬¬i for Råjendra Cø¬a’s father. 
These pious acts stood in stark contrast to the Cø¬as’ otherwise infamous 
destruction of Sri Lankan Buddhist sites,83 and signaled a Cø¬a attempt 
to take command of the Buddhist alliance network, formerly centered 
on Anuradhapura, which at its strongest embraced anti-Cø¬a kingdoms 
in the southern Subcontinent as well as Southeast Asia and Indonesia. 
The shrines built at these privileged sites—resembling the Íiva temples 
constructed by the Cø¬as at Polonnaruwa when it was still their imperial 
outpost84—greeted Buddhist traders arriving at Sri Lanka’s coasts with 
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a “Buddhism” that bore the distinctive mark of the Íaiva Cø¬as, and 
that realized its greatest expression at Någapa††anam, the Cø¬a Buddhist 
seaport on the Kåveri River where the Buddhist kings of Ír¥ Vijaya, 
formerly staunch allies of Anuradhapura, constructed the fi rst of many 
Buddhist temples there in league with Råjaråja Cø¬a I.85

Excavations at Velgam vehera revealed numerous Cø¬a Period Tamil 
inscriptions which, signifi cantly echoing the unusual practices at Amares-
vara Temple, endow perpetual lamps to the Buddha through the invest-
ment of live animals.86 More interesting still, post–Cø¬a Sinhala inscriptions 
discovered there prove that when Sinhala kings like Paråkramabåhu I 
reasserted themselves in the later days of Polonnaruwa, they reclaimed the 
site of Velgam vehera and its original name. These also endow perpetual 
lamps to the Buddha through the investment of live animals,87 appropriat-
ing what seems to be an originally Cø¬a practice. One of Polonnaruwa’s 
last kings, Kalinga Nissanka Malla (1187–1196), visited the site person-
ally as an explicit symbol of restoration after the Cø¬a invasions.88 Thus 
in the politics of later Polonnaruwa it made sense to donate animals as 
endowments of perpetual lamps to the Buddha in reclaimed Cø¬a temples 
as part of the latter-day challenge to Cø¬a imperial supremacy, which of 
course is precisely what Keta II and his wives did too.

If these suggestions help illuminate what was going on when Keta 
II celebrated his coronation with lamps for “god Buddha” at the Amares-
vara Temple, then perhaps we can also make a little more sense of his 
strangest act, the erection of “Siμhavarman’s” pillar. It is impossible to 
know whether the narrative of Siμhavarman’s visit to Dhanyakataka was 
an invention of the day, or reiterated an earlier local tradition, but either 
way it invoked Dhanyakataka’s very real history as a Buddhist imperial 
site, on which Keta now had an opportunity to capitalize. Though treated 
like a god in a Íaiva structure, the Buddha also had another presence 
at Dhanyakataka as at Velgam vehera, where his relics were interred in 
ancient st¶pas studded with centuries of Buddhist remains. Perhaps Keta 
II’s coronation activities included rituals or other celebrations at the site 
of the st¶pa as well as at the Amaresvara Temple; perhaps the old pillar 
was reerected as part of a restoration project there. The st¶pa is after all 
highlighted in Keta’s Amaresvara Temple praßasti as the Buddha’s actual 
residence in Dhanyakataka (“nearby”—but not in—Íiva’s abode), and 
presumably it was the source of the Buddha statue(s) which Keta installed 
at the latter. In such a context the “Siμhavarman” inscription would 
have had real signifi cance, providing as it does an imperial pedigree 
for the st¶pa and a precedent for Íaiva kings in Dhanyakataka—even 
paradigmatic emperors of the mythic past—to also venerate the  Well-
Gone-One there. Making Siμhavarman a Pallava king invoked a period 
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when the position of Buddhists in Andhra Pradesh, if not halcyon, was 
at least considerably different than it had become by the time of the later 
Cø¬as, and given Keta’s own claim to Pallava authority it rendered doubly 
fi tting that he thus imitate his imperial predecessor (and the Creator!) 
by honoring the Buddha—no doubt after fi rst requesting permission 
from “the resident [Íaiva] deities [at Amaresvara Temple] in charge of 
protecting the whole place.”

The scenario I have presented may also shed some light on the 
unusual choice to make the inscription read upward from the bottom. 
Given the claim of the priests of Amaresvara Temple, reported to Sewell 
in 1877, that the oldest inscription there was written “upside down, in 
characters of the Tretå Yuga,” it is possible that the “Siμhavarman” pil-
lar was produced to parallel an existing epigraph at the place (or that 
both were forged at the same time). Or, it is possible that this pillar 
was staged to be “discovered” during Keta II’s rites; fi guring out how 
to read it would have made for as thrilling a show of discovery as it 
did in Hultzsch’s day, especially if the text then turned out to edify 
visiting Buddhists (say Sri Lankan imperial representatives at Keta’s 
coronation) or answer some type of objection (say from the priests of 
the Amaresvara Temple or a pro-Cø¬a faction in the court) or enliven 
some particular liturgical practice (say something connected with the 
inscription’s characterization of Dhanyakataka as a “Buddha-fi eld” or 
place sanctifi ed by the Buddha’s actual presence there). A third and 
very different possible reason for that upside-down engraving is that 
this mythic association of the Pallavas with the Amaravati st¶pa, and the 
challenge to Cø¬a hegemony it encoded, might have mattered enough to 
constitute dangerous knowledge that needed to be disguised in twelfth 
century Andhra Pradesh. It is likely that on fi rst glance, reading from 
top to bottom, twelfth century Cø¬a inspectors would have taken it to 
be a largely unintelligible fragment, as did the fi rst nineteenth century 
Orientalists who studied it.

A Fourteenth Century Visit to Dhanyakataka

As a short postscript on this admittedly conjectural interpretation of the 
“Siμhavarman” pillar, I want to point out that an analogous situation 
emerged a century and a half after Keta II. Because this event—the visit 
to Dhanyakataka of (S¥lavaμsa) Dharmmak¥rtti (I), a fourteenth-century 
Sinhala Buddhist monk—is better documented than the Buddhist ac-
tivities of Keta II there, it helps substantiate the general picture I have 
painted, and anyway is interesting in its own right as the latest trace of 
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a Buddhist political presence at Dhanyakataka, if not in the whole of 
the Andhra country.

Dharmmak¥rtti visited Dhanyakataka in connection with the mid-
fourteenth century emergence of the Gampola (Gangasiripura) kingdom 
in Sri Lanka’s central highlands.89 Two men working in the name of 
Gampola’s fi rst king (Bhuvanaikabåhu IV, 1341–1351) called the shots 
in its establishment, the chief minister (agämäti) S´nå-Laμkådhikåra 
and this same monk (Íilavaμsa) Dharmmak¥rtti.90 The minister and the 
monk both claimed descent, in the Mehe£ivara and Ga£aväsi (= Lämäni, 
Lambaka££a) lineages respectively, from the Íåkyan princes who accord-
ing to the inscriptions I will mention presently (and very old Sri Lankan 
traditions) brought a branch of the Sacred Bodhi Tree to Sri Lanka dur-
ing the paradigmatic establishment of Sinhala Buddhist kingship in its 
position of friendly and mutually benefi cial submission to the Indian 
empire of Aßoka Maurya; it was in their very genes to be facilitators of 
Sri Lankan participation in Indian empire.91 Simultaneously, the chief 
minister Alakeßvara—who had exercised similar power during the reign 
of Paråkramabåhu IV (1302–1326) of Kurunagala and who (or whose 
son?) effectively ruled Gampola after Bhuvanaikabåhu’s reign—arose as a 
semi-independent ruler92 at Rayigama in the southwest, later establishing 
the fortress of Srijayavardhana-Kotte from which attacks by the Jaffna 
kings were repelled and to which the Gampola kings eventually shifted 
at the end of the fourteenth century.93

When this new constellation of Sinhala Buddhist political power 
(with Gampola as the seat of kingship and Rayigama/Kotte the semi-
autonomous seat of military and economic power and defense) had fi rst 
been worked out, in 1344/5, all three of the illustrious men I have men-
tioned—the monk Dharmmak¥rtti and the ministers S´nå-Laμkådhikåra 
and Alakeßvara—issued complementary Sinhala inscriptions recording 
the completion of their construction projects at three now-famous Bud-
dhist temples: Gadaladeniya and Lamkatilaka near Gampola, and Ka-
laniya near Kotte, respectively. I will focus here on Gadaladeniya, where 
Dharmmak¥rtti’s inscription highlights his visit to Dhanyakataka, but as I 
have argued in other work all three temples obviously were constructed 
in concert with each other, installing the unlikely divinity Vibh¥∑ana as 
the guardian of western Sri Lanka and, I argue, thereby constituting the 
Sinhala kings, like their rivals in Jaffna, in a position of submission to 
the great Vijayanagar Empire.94

This historical context is signifi cant to the case at hand because 
Dharmmak¥rtti’s inscription at Gadaladeniya, carved prominently on a 
rock face along the old ascent to the temple, makes clear that building it 
(and constituting these new political arrangements) was the Sri Lankan 
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counterpart and result of his visit to Dhanyakataka. Indeed, according 
to the inscription Dharmmak¥rtti mobilized all sorts of people from 
throughout the kingdom to construct his temple—the most important 
are named at length with details of the endowments they made—pre-
cisely in order to build “in Sri Lanka too” a stone temple like that he 
encountered abroad:

His Holiness95 Dharmmak¥rtti the Sthavira [senior monk], [who 
was] born in the Ga£aväsi lineage [which] carrying the Sacred 
Bodhi [Tree] came [from India] to the island of Ír¥ Laμkå, 
[restored] in Jambudv¥pa [India] at Ír¥ Dhånyaka†a[ka]96 a two-
storied image house [with] plentiful gold and gems . . . [textual 
lacuna] [Dharmmak¥rtti] being desirous to construct in Sri 
Lanka too an image house made of stone so that it will last 
a long time, [securing the support of]97 lords of the earth 
such as kings, heirs apparent, ministers, generals,  judges . . .
chiefs, . . . [another kind of] chief, . . . scribes, . . . and high 
and low folks such as kƒatriyas, bråhma£as, vaißyas, ß¶dras 
and [people of various communities] such as Sinhalas and
 Tamils . . . army . . . [textual lacuna, then the inscription proceeds 
here to describe the actual construction of Ga∂alådeˆiya.]98

The Indian context looms large here. Dharmmak¥rtti’s descent from Indian 
imperial emissary-princes and his visit to Dhanyakataka are highlighted; 
there is a tradition that he was even trained in India.99 The inscription 
opens with a Sanskrit ßloka—which like its heavily Sanskritized Sinhala 
prose similarly marked the Indian context—and Dharmmak¥rtti’s ac-
count of the temple’s construction names the southern Indian sculptor 
he brought to oversee the work and details the theist deities painted 
attending on the Buddha images in the two central shrines there. The 
art and architecture of his all-stone shrines made (and despite a later 
Kandyan roof on the main image house and some Kandyan era repainting 
still make) the Indian context even more blatant, representing a unique 
and startling mixture of early Vijayanagaran theist and classical Sinhala 
Buddhist styles.100 This highlighting of the Indian theist context in the 
construction and endowment of Sinhala Buddhist Gadaladeniya (and 
its sister temples Lamkatilaka and Kalaniya)101 was fully consistent with 
Vijayanagar’s newly constructed centrality for Gampola’s real politik.102

We are fortunate that there also survives a literary account of 
this last Buddhist visit to Dhanyakataka, in the Saddharmaratnåkaraya of 
Vimalak¥rtti who was a pupil of (S¥lavaμsa) Dharmmak¥rtti (I)’s pupil 
(Jayabåhu) Dharmmak¥rtti (II):
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Dharmak¥rtti, the forest-dwelling monk of Palåbatgala, was 
respected by all the people due to the fame and reputation he 
attained in his own country and abroad. He became an unri-
valled master of the ßåstras and ågamas, of various languages 
and so forth, and of the facts of his own religion (samaya) and 
other religions. Aspiring to supramundane Buddhahood he 
conducted himself in virtuous ways like generosity, morality, 
and meditation, gathering up skill to overcome Kåma who 
gives pleasure in this desert of existence. He did p¶jå with 
vast amounts of rice, fl owers, lamps and so forth wherever he 
went [in Sri Lanka]. Then, in another country, he [restored] a 
stone vihåra named Ír¥ Dhånyaka†aka which had fallen into 
ruin, making it, in workmanship, exactly as it originally had 
been. In that stone image house was an 18-cubit (about 27-foot) 
tall white marble statue of the Lord [Buddha]. It was always 
given [just a simple] water bath (jala-snånaya). [On the fi rst 
day, after this daily water bath already had been performed,] 
Dharmak¥rti the Sthavira (Elder) did p¶jå by smearing [the 
marble Buddha statue] with scented paste about two inches 
[thick]. Then he decorated it with sevu vattiya fl owers [so 
plentiful that] the stem of one was touched by the stems of 
[the others around it]. On the second day, in the morning, that 
stone statue of the Lord [Buddha] looked like it was made 
of fl owers. [Then he performed an appropriate water bath:] 
fi rst he gave it a water bath with scented water. Second he 
bathed it with pots of sesame oil. Third he bathed it in milk. 
Fourth he rubbed it with scented powder then he gave it 
[another] water bath, making it exceedingly pure with clear 
water. Then he did p¶jå with fi ve thousand balls of rice, fi fty 
at a time, offering [additional] plates full of milk-rice and rice 
and curries, and he also set out sweets. After that, for the 
entire day, he lit nine thousand lamps with sesame oil, and 
did p¶jå with two hundred million idda fl owers and fi ve mil-
lion seven hundred thousand jasmine fl owers. Having done 
various p¶jås in this connection, returning to his own country 
which was the Island of the Sinhalas, mobilizing much merit, 
he built . . . the Saddharmatilaka at Ga∂alådeˆiya.103

The water bath already occurring there might have been some (anyway 
low-level) p¶jå performed by the Íaiva priests of Amaresvara Temple, 
but it might also have been no more than an attempt to keep the place 
washed while the Buddhist was visiting; the building housing the image 
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had to be restored to its former condition before the p¶jå could proceed. 
The lack of mention suggests that there survived not even a single Ko†a 
perpetual lamp for the Buddha where formerly there had been fi ve, but 
at least for that day thousands of precious sesame oil lamps glowed in 
his honor amidst mountains of fragrant fl owers and delicious food. At 
least for that day, Dharmmak¥rtti showed his theist hosts just how a 
Buddha image ought to be treated—on a grander scale, just precisely 
the way Buddha images at Gadaladeniya are treated even today.

It should be noted that neither this literary passage, nor the in-
scription, makes any mention of the Amaravati st¶pa, which by the 
mid-fourteenth century might not even have been recognizable as such. 
Rather, Dharmmak¥rtti’s sumptuous p¶jå must have been performed 
at the Amaresvara Temple, before the very Buddha image that 150 
years earlier had been installed and honored with perpetual lamps by 
Keta II and his wives. I have found no archaeological or inscriptional 
evidence to suggest that there were any other Buddhas to worship in 
fourtheenth-century Dhanyakataka, and the Gadaladeniya inscription 
contains internal evidence that Dharmmak¥rtti read or was read Keta II’s 
inscriptions at Amaresvara Temple. Thus Dharmmak¥rtti refers to the site 
as Sri Dhanyakataka, adopting both the Sanskritization and the honorifi c 
of the Ko†a inscriptions. The two deities who stand out in Dharmak¥rtti’s 
Gadaladeniya inscription as attendants on the Buddha are Íakra (= Indra) 
and Brahmå (= Dhåt®), both of whom fi gure prominently in the Sanskrit 
portion of Keta’s inscription (which Dharmmak¥rtti easily would have 
understood; it is not known whether his “mastery of various languages” 
included Telugu or not). Most tellingly, the Sanskrit verse which opens 
the Gadaladeniya inscription points directly to the fi rst verse of Keta II’s 
Sanskrit praßasti by invoking the rare epithet “Ír¥ghana” in declaring that 
Dharmmak¥rtti has built “a glorious temple for the Glorious [Buddha],” 
Ír¥ghanaßr¥vihåraμ.104

Dhanyakataka was a logical choice for the site where, preceding and 
paralleling the ceremonial establishment of Vijayanagar’s signifi cance for 
Gampola, the Vijayanagar kings ceremonially enacted their part of their 
bargain by providing space for a continued Sinhala Buddhist presence 
within their theist world. This required a site with a history of Buddhist 
associations still remembered in the fourteenth century, yet which still 
maintained real-world signifi cance in then-contemporary theist religious 
and political formations, leaving open only two possible venues in the 
regions Vijayanagar commanded directly or at least could enforce its 
will on. There were the old Pallava and Cø¬a sites at Kanchipuram and 
Nagapattanam on the southeast coast, where occasional Buddhists enacted 
their lingering presence in the Indian world as late as the seventeenth 
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century,105 and where S´nå Laμkådhikåra reportedly also built a Buddha 
image house of stone!106 And then there was the Amaresvara Temple, 
where a 150-year-old stone image house already existed, where if my 
speculations in section two are on the mark ceremonial enactment of 
relations with Sinhala Buddhist kings had a good precedent, and where 
there had once been a great Buddhist st¶pa—then-surviving only in Keta 
II’s praßasti—which both in history and in myth had been visited by the 
great Indian emperors of the past.

Conclusion: Andhra-Lankan Relations and
Buddhist Geopolitics in Later Medieval South Asia

In an attempt at making some sense of the Amaravati Pillar Inscription 
of “Siμhavarman” I have taken the reader across wide expanses of time 
and space because I do not think that any piece of historical evidence 
can be properly understood in isolation from the pasts encapsulated 
in the minds of the people who produced it and the futures that they 
helped to create, or in isolation from their dialogue with others (in this 
case foreign kings and followers of other ways of life), which gave it 
shape in their own present. The “Siμhavarman” pillar means virtually 
nothing in isolation from these diachronic and synchronic dimensions 
of its own history (in fact Hultzsch dismissed it from the beginning as 
unreliable evidence for studying even those), and for that reason more 
than a century after its publication it remains the basis for little insight 
into the phenomenon of which it is nevertheless taken as important 
proof: the “survival of Buddhism” in post-Buddhist Andhra Pradesh. By 
opening up the interpretation of this strange epigraph, I have been able 
to go further than Hultzsch in suggesting possibilities for its historical 
location and purpose.

I have argued that “Siμhavarman’s” inscription was probably 
forged for the late twelfth century Andhran Ko†a King Keta II, in some 
connection with installing the Buddha in the Amaresvara Temple on 
the day of his coronation. I have tried to substantiate that argument by 
analyzing numerous ideological, lexigraphical, and stylistic similarities 
between Keta’s own pillar inscriptions and that of “Siμhavarman,” 
which once stood just a short distance apart. Taking as my lead the 
(overlapping) imperial imagery in these inscriptions, moreover, I have 
tried to make sense of Keta’s rather odd decision to do this, in the 
context of establishing his own kingship, by asking just how such an 
act could have been meaningful in his political-imperial situation. My 
answer, that Keta II may have entered into some sort of alliance with 
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or submission to King Paråkramabåhu I of Polonnaruwa, in Sri Lanka, 
has a threefold basis: (1) the absence of any other H¥nayåna Buddhist 
kings whose imperial claims in the southern Subcontinent could account 
for the Well-Gone-One’s unexpected reappearance in Andhran politics 
at that time; (2) some shreds of evidence in both Ko†a and Sinhala in-
scriptions suggestive of such political and religious links between the 
anti-Cø¬a policies of Dhanyakataka and Polonnaruwa; and (3) epigraphic 
evidence of the history of Buddhist and Íaiva imperial patronage of 
Dhanyakataka before and after Keta II, which elucidates the politically 
signifi cant context of religious pieties there and demonstrates that more 
than a century after Keta’s reign, that ancient site was most certainly a 
focus for constituting Sinhala Buddhist roles within contemporary theist 
imperial formations.

The inscriptions of “Siμhavarman” and Keta II and his wives, like 
Dharmmak¥rtti’s fourteenth-century visit to Dhanyakataka,107 have been 
taken as evidence that “Buddhism”—by which scholars mean to imply 
living Andhran Buddhist communities—somehow persisted in Andhra 
Pradesh late into the medieval period. My interpretation casts doubt on 
this sole substantive conclusion drawn to date from these documents. 
While some practicing Buddhists might still have existed somewhere 
in medieval Andhra—if so, they certainly would have been enamored 
of Keta II, and edifi ed by Dharmmak¥rtti’s p¶jå!—I doubt that these in-
scriptions are evidence of them. Keta II erected “Siμhavarman’s” pillar 
at an archaeological ruin which (at least as far as the epigraphic and 
archaeological evidence goes) had not been improved or even regularly 
maintained for centuries; Dharmmak¥rtti’s visit suggests that after Keta’s 
widow-successor relit a lamp for “god Buddha” in 1234 no one attended 
even to that small acknowledgment of Dhanyakataka’s Buddhist past, or 
kept up the shrine that housed him; Dharmmak¥rtti’s p¶jå was likewise a 
one-time affair. Yet for the 800 years it had fallen into neglect Keta still 
knew that the “curious” monument on the hill was a Buddhist st¶pa, and 
in however revisionist a fashion the “Siμhavarman” inscription refl ects 
knowledge of its one-time Buddhist imperial signifi cance. Similarly, it 
remained for the kings of Vijayanagar to know to send Dharmmak¥rtti 
to Amaresvara temple, perhaps because Keta’s inscription there still 
identifi ed the occupant of that stone image house as the Well-Gone-One 
even if the priests showed him no more regard than providing ordinary 
water. Rather than a “dying fl ame of South Indian Buddhism”108 this 
evidence shows us that what survived in later medieval Andhra Pradesh 
was a pattern of transregional (or more properly interregnal) imperial 
formation whose Buddhist past, when necessary, could still be mobilized 
in the service of political relations with then-present Buddhists because 
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those Buddhists—in Sri Lanka, anyway—no doubt also remembered their 
long-established links with Andhra and apparently wanted the Buddha 
to have a continued presence there, perhaps precisely because he no 
longer did have one.

Understanding just how such seemingly local religious acts—lighting 
a lamp, offering a p¶jå, installing a new deity—had geopolitical implica-
tions, in this or any other instance, is no easy task. Even when a surviv-
ing inscription or copperplate grant alerts us to the fact that unlike the 
millions of now-forgotten lamps lit or p¶jås performed daily in medieval 
South Asia this one had special signifi cance, reconstructing the context 
of that signifi cance—the complex diplomacy, clever mutual-positioning, 
and search for religious and historical authenticity that were the very 
stuff of premodern South Asian imperial politics—requires painstaking 
piecing together of clues, and imagination. The evidentiary record is of 
course sometimes incomplete, but even where evidence of both sides of 
any particular such alliance does still exist to study—as is the case with 
Gampola and Vijayanagar, perhaps Dhanyakataka and Polonnaruwa, 
and other, earlier alliances still109—because these kings did not leave us 
evidence in forms that would be easily recognizable today (say, written 
constitutions and treaties, demographic surveys, personal correspondence, 
or deep scars of war), it remains a challenge to understand just what this 
is evidence of. I hope that even if some of my specifi c arguments and 
speculations in this chapter prove less than convincing, it at least points 
to the arena wherein we need to locate relics like the “Siμhavarman” 
pillar, which anyway improves on the silence produced to date.

For all its signifi cance, Dhanyakataka was only one of countless 
such religio-political “key sites” in late medieval Andhra Pradesh and 
the rest of South Asia. Some of them (e.g., Bodh Gaya, Velgam vehera) 
were like Amaravati former Buddhist sites whose Buddhist past was 
still remembered despite a theist overlay; some (e.g., Jagannatha) were 
former Buddhist sites whose Buddhist past had been obliterated;110 some 
(e.g., Kancipuram, Nagapattanam, Thanjavur) were originally theist sites 
that created space for Buddhists in an already-post-Buddhist South Asia, 
or not (e.g., Srisailam); still others (e.g., Gadaladeniya, Lamkatilaka, 
Kalaniya) remained or were constructed to be adamantly Buddhist 
against all odds, keeping Buddhicized theist deities in their place like 
“god Buddha” was kept at Amaresvara Temple. Whether theist or Bud-
dhist (or whatever combination thereof), each of these sites has its own 
complicated history of patronage, multireligious encounter, and change, 
which when recovered enriches our understanding of the development 
of Indian theist imperial formation in every period and region, and of 
the complex history of negotiating Buddhist space within it.
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imperial imagery in the inscription see also n. 8, below.

 8. Here “the earth” means the entire Indian Subcontinent, imagined as 
a decked-out woman: her sari blowing in the wind is the play of the oceans on 
the western and eastern coasts of the southern Subcontinent, which would be 
her body; the course of the Ganges defi nes her neckline in the Gangetic Plain; 
the eastern and western cosmic mountains, her earrings, locate her head in the 
Himålayas. On the imperial logic of the sexualized earth (the king is the lover 
of this earth/woman/the empire) and its importance in the pan–South Asian 
imperial ideology of this period, see Daud Ali, “Royal Eulogy as World His-
tory: Rethinking Copper-plate Inscriptions in Cø¬a India,” in Ronald B. Inden, 
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Jonathan S. Walters and Daud Ali, Querying the Medieval: Texts and the History 
of Practices in South Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 197–203, 
207–212. For a similar imperial image of the island of Sri Lanka in about this 
same period, see Jonathan S. Walters, “Lovely Lady Lanka: A Tenth-century 
Depiction,” in Sri Lanka Journal of the Humanities, XIX, Nos/ 1 & 2 (1993, publ. 
1995), pp. 45–56.

 9. Bha††åraka is a term reminiscent of centuries-earlier epigraphs—perhaps 
part of the author’s attempt to make this appear to be an archaic record (see 
below)—and strikes me as an odd epithet to apply to the Buddha.

10. Here buddhakƒe[traßr¥ . . .] seems to designate Dhanyakataka itself, as the 
fragmentary word which follows it appears to be in the locative case. To the extent 
that the inscription understands Dhanyakataka as a place visited by the historical 
Buddha at least when Siμhavarman was there (the Buddha’s one-time presence 
there is also marked in the numerous carved Buddha-footprint slabs discovered 
at Amaravati and the other great stupas), and given the presence of his relics in 
the stupas themselves, this would be consistent with H¥nayåna understandings 
of Buddha-fi elds as actual places in the ordinary world sanctifi ed by such past 
presence (see Bhikkhu Ñånamoli, tr., The Path of Purifi cation (Visuddhimagga) of 
Bhadantåcåriya Buddhaghosa [Singapore: Singapore Buddhist Publication Centre 
reprint, n.d.], p. 455 [Vism. 414] for the authoritative commentator’s threefold 
explanation of Buddha-fi elds as the places the Bodhisatta-Buddha dwelt, the fi nite 
but massive scope of the power of the Buddha’s protective suttas [parittas], and 
the infi nite range of his own clairvoyance) rather than, as in various Mahåyåna 
traditions, parallel universes fashioned for the succor of the faithful.

11. Hultzsch, “A Pallava Inscription from Amaråvat¥,” p. 25.
12. Hultzsch’s own account of the inscription (reproduced in note 10, be-

low) makes clear that the breakage of the top of the pillar only obscured some 
of the characters in the last lines of the inscription; there was not room for an 
additional, extended operative portion.

13. Sheldon Pollock, “The Sanskrit Cosmopolis, 300–1300: Transcultura-
tion, vernacularization, and the question of ideology,” in Jan E. H. Houben, ed., 
Ideology and Status of Sanskrit: Contributions to the History of the Sanskrit Language 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), pp. 87–107.

14. If this were a genuine Pallava grant we would expect an indication 
that infractions would be punished corporeally; inscriptions of the period and 
region to which this belongs paleographically tend more often to invoke a curse 
on those who break the command (e.g., being reborn as a dog).

15. It is possible that at the time the inscription was engraved, the pillar 
occupied some central position vis-à-vis the entire Amaravati stupa, or even 
that it was reerected as part of some new construction there, but the haphazard 
excavation of the st¶pa prevents us from ever knowing what that position might 
have been. However it is also possible, given the scenarios I present below, that 
the pillar might have been chosen precisely because it was common, obscure, 
even already broken off at the top.

16. Hultzsch, “A Pallava Inscription from Amaråvat¥,” p. 25 writes: “The 
subjoined Sanskrit inscription is engraved on three sides of an octagonal pillar, 
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which was excavated at Amåravat¥ by Mr. R. Sewell and sent by Dr. Burgess to 
the Madras Museum. The top of the pillar and some letters of the uppermost lines 
of the inscription have been broken off. The inscription has hitherto remained 
a puzzle, as each line seems to end incomplete. Finding, that the fi rst words of 
some lines were connected with the last words of the following ones, I was led 
to suppose that the inscription must begin from the bottom and not from the 
top. Curiously enough, this really is the case. If the inscription is read upwards, 
we fi nd that it consists of eleven complete verses and of a prose passage, the 
end of which is lost through the mutilation of the pillar at the top.” Compare 
Burgess, Notes on the Amaravati Stupa, pp. 49–50: “[The pillar] bears part of a 
long Sanskrit inscription, each line of which breaks off incomplete, as if it had 
been continued on an adjoining slab or pillar.”

17. Hultzsch, “A Pallava Inscription from Amaråvat¥,” p. 25.
18. Hultzsch, “Note on the Amaravati Pillar Inscription of Simhavarman,” 

p. 43.
19. Ibid.
20. Sewell, Report on the Amaravati Tope, p. 37; Sircar, The Successors of the 

Såtavåhanas in Lower Deccan, p. 40.
21. Thus the prose section, in particular, reads like something right out of 

the H¥nayåna s¨tras: “. . . dharmmadeßanåm aß®not ßrutvå cåparajanmånaμ [upagamya 
abhi] vandy’ edam uvåca: ‘aham api bhagavan bhagavato. . . .’ Evam ukte bhagavån 
uvåca: ‘sådhu sådhu upå[saka] Siμhavarman. . . .’ ”

22. Hultzsch, “Note on the Amaravati Pillar Inscription of Simhavarman,” 
p. 43.

23. Hultzsch, “A Pallava Inscription from Amåravat¥,” p. 25.
24. S. Sivaramamurti, Amaravati Sculptures in the Madras Government Mu-

seum. Bulletin of the Madras Government Museum, New Series, General Section, vol. 
IV (Madras: Tansi Press, 1977), pp. 174, 285–288.

25. There is an extensive, parallel Íaiva sthala purå£a tradition associated 
with the nearby Amaresvara Temple, which roots itself in the Skanda-purå£a. 
This maintains that the central lingaμ at the site is the foremost of fi ve pieces 
of the lingaμ in Tåraka’s throat, which Subramånya broke in order to slay that 
powerful råkƒasa. Devatas were instructed by Íiva to worship all fi ve pieces 
lest their destructive power multiply. B®haspati told Indra to locate the piece 
that is now known as the Amareßvara lingaμ at the site on the Krishna River 
where the river fl ows north to south rather than west to east. Here, according 
to Skanda-purå£a, sage Nårada had instructed the ancient ®ƒis to bathe daily, 
assuring their salvation because K®∑ˆå himself created this spot (according to 
the sthala purå£a, for the very purpose of bearing the Amareßvara lingaμ). This 
is also a place where gods (amara, devatå) hid during the war with the demons 
(sura, råkƒasa), and hence it is “full of gods” or “Amaråvat¥.” It is equated with 
Benares (Amareßvara is Vißvanåth, the Krishna is the Ganges), and worshiping or 
dying there is considered to produce the same soteriological effects. For details 
see Shri N. Ramesan, Temples and Legends of Andhra (Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
n.d.), pp. 2–9. Consulted at URL: http://www.hindubooks.org/temples/andhra-
pradesh/amaravati. The other four shrines (Bhimarama in Kakinada, Ksirarama 
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in Palakollu in W. Godavari District, and Draksarama and Kumararama [Kotipalli 
in East Godavari District] were within Cålukya territory, which may point to 
another layer of Dhanyakataka’s imperial history. For epigraphic confi rmation 
of Cålukya power in this region see Bhavaraj V. Krishnarao, “Tadikonda Grant 
of Ammaraja II,” in Epigraphia Indica XXIII (1935–36), pp. 161–170.

26. See notes 7 and 8, above, for detailed analyses of the anyway obvious 
imperial imagery in the inscription.

27. E. Hultzsch, “No. 15.—Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” in Epi-
graphia Indica VI (1900–1901), pp. 146–160.

28. That this was the day of Keta’s coronation is indicated by the epithet 
Saμpråptaråjyonnati÷ (“attained of being raised up to the kingdom”) in verse 44 
of the inscription (again as the simplifi ed Sampråptaråjya÷ [“attained kingdom”] 
in verse 47). See Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” pp. 148, 155, 
n. 2. and corresponding Sanskrit text. Two additional inscriptions (no’s. 257 and 
264 of 1897) at the Amaresvara Temple also bear this date, the latter in very 
much the same language (ibid., pp. 148 and 154, n. 1). On the year in which 
this occurred, see ibid., p. 147, n. 6.

29. Hultzsch, 1894–95; Hultzsch 1900–01b:159–160; there are many ad-
ditional inscriptions of Keta and his relatives at the Amaresvara Temple (cf. 
below, n. 75).

30. On this imperial imagery, which directly echoes that describing 
Siμhavarman, see above n. 8.

31. E. Hultzsch, “No. 16.—Yennamadala Inscription of Ganapamba,” in 
Epigraphia Indica III (1894–95), p. 95.

32. These epithets stress their close relationship with the gods; thus Bh¥ma, 
Keta II’s great-grandfather, was “Amareßasaμkåßo” (“having the appearance [or 
being in the proximity] of the Lord of Gods [or of Amareßvara],” l. 11).

33. That is, “Amareßvara”—a play on the meaning of Íiva’s local name.
34. Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” pp. 148–49.
35. Variously Dhaμñaka†aka or Dhaμñaka∂aka (Chanda, “Some unpub-

lished Amaravati Inscriptions,” pp. 259, 262–63), Dhaññaka∂a (E. Hultzsch, “No. 
8.—Mayidavolu Plates of Sivaskandavarman,” in Epigraphia Indica VI [1900–01], 
pp. 85–86) or Dhanaka†a (Jas. Burgess, Report of the Buddhist Cave Temples and 
Their Inscriptions (Archaeological Survey of Western India, V) (Varanasi: Indological 
Book House, 1964 reprint), pp. 110–111). On the identifi cation of Dhanyakataka 
and Amaravati see also Jas. Burgess, The Buddhist Stupas of Amaravati and Jag-
gayapeta in the Krishna District, Madras Presidency (Varanasi: Indological Book 
House, 1970 reprint), p. 13.

36. Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” p. 159; his transla-
tion of the Telugu.

37. For example, lines 8, 77. This ancient Vedic creator/sustainer is iden-
tifi ed in classical sources with Brahmå/Prajåpati, so this reference may well 
point to Ko†a knowledge of the story of the Buddha’s Enlightenment, in which 
he is approached by Brahmå and begged to preach the Dharma (for a study of 
the earliest telling of the story see Jonathan S. Walters, “Suttas as History: Four 
Approaches to the Sermon on the Noble Quest (Ariyapariyesanasutta),” in History of 
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Religions Journal 38, 3 [February 1999], pp. 247–284); the Buddha was in fact, as the 
Ko†as would have it, Dhåtrå prap¶jita÷. The Ko†as claimed descent from the feet 
of the Creator, which Hultzsch takes to mean that they were royal Í¨dras.

38. Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” p. 157.
39. As mentioned above, the Ko†a pillars were discovered at the Ama-

resvara Temple on the bank of the river, not at the site of the st¶pa; like other 
Ko†a inscriptions here, they seem to record endowments to the temple itself. 
Sivaramamurti. Amaravati Sculptures in the Madras Government Museum, mentions 
in passing (p. 8) that three Buddha statues of the “late medieval period,” which 
may have been those installed by Keta, were removed from the Amaresvara 
Temple and taken to the Madras Government Museum in recent times.

40. Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” p. 148.
41. In addition to the fact that the Buddha was installed as a god in 

a temple dedicated to Íiva, this is quite apparent in the unusual practice of 
investing live animals in exchange for ghee to feed perpetual lamps, which 
seems to have been an originally Íaiva practice of the Cø¬a Period adopted in 
the Buddhist context. Thus, the father of the wife of Keta II who donated the 
lamp to “god Buddha” in 1234 earlier had given fi fty-fi ve sheep for a lamp for 
Mahådeva/Íiva; Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” pp. 159–160. 
On the investment of live animals for perpetual lamps cf. below, section two 
[esp. n. 86] on Velgam vehera).

42. My understanding of the role of religious ideology in the history of 
Indian imperial formation has been shaped through my work as a student of 
Ronald B. Inden. On the general parameters of this history—and the important 
corrective it makes to classical (Orientalist) Indology—see Ronald B. Inden, Imag-
ining India (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990); Ronald B. Inden, “Introduction: From 
Philological to Dialogical Texts” (pp. 3–28) and “Imperial Puråˆas: Kashmir as 
Vai∑ˆava Center of the World” (pp. 29–98) in Inden, Walters and Ali, Querying 
the Medieval. Much of my own work to date has been concerned to trace Buddhist 
roles in this imperial history, see especially Jonathan S. Walters, Finding Buddhists 
in Global History (Washington, D.C.: American Historical Association, 1998) and 
Walters, “Buddhist History.” Richard Davis, Lives of Indian Images (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997) tracks this sort of imperial one-upmanship 
with specifi c reference to religious art objects as similar “key sites.”

43. Chanda, “Some Unpublished Amaravati Inscriptions,” p. 259.
44. Jonathan S. Walters, “Stupa, Story and Empire: Constructions of the 

Buddha Biography in Early Post-Aßokan India,” in Juliane Schober, ed., Sacred 
Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and Southeast Asia (Honolulu: Uni-
versity of Hawaii Press, 1997), pp. 160–192. I argue that calendrical festivals 
and rites as well as festivals celebrating the succession of new construction 
and/or restoration projects at the st¶pa—which were funded and organized by 
a wide variety of Buddhists (royalty, families of wealthy merchants and other 
leading citizens, craft guilds, towns, special committees, and leading monks and 
nuns) from throughout the empire, often with the participation of the emperor 
himself—drew this diverse body of people together in contexts where the sote-
riological effi cacy of their collective and individual pieties was proclaimed, and 
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where their tangible religio-political association helped to constitute the reality 
of the empire itself. The names and often brief biographical details of the donors 
of each component in each new construction project were carefully inscribed on 
the objects they donated (the Prakrit donative inscription on “Siμhavarman’s” 
pillar is of this type), making the st¶pas veritable Constitutions of the successive 
empires which improved them, and which in the process left their distinctive 
stylistic and liturgical marks upon them.

45. On this distinctive architecture trait see A. H. Longhurst, The Buddhist 
Antiquities of Någårjunako£¿a, Madras Presidency (Archaelogical Survey of India Number 
54) (Delhi: Manager of Publications, 1938); Elizabeth Rosen Stone, The Buddhist 
Art of Någårjunako£¿a (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1994). For post-Buddhist use of 
one of the Amaravati åyaka pillars as a Íiva lingam, and a suggestion that even 
the Ik∑våkus might have conceived of them this way, see below, n. 67.

46. Stone, The Buddhist Art of Någårjunako£¿a, presents photographs of 
a wonderful array of these illustrations, usually found carved on drum slabs 
from the various st¶pas. For Ik∑våku Period examples from Amaravati see 
fi gs. 67, 72, 97, 102, 150, 153, 154. For parallel examples from Nagarjunakonda 
see fi gures 100, 115, 124, 143, 144, 145, 146, 147, 148, 149, 151, 152; for another 
parallel from Jaggeyapeta, fi g. 99. At Nagarjunakonda there are also examples 
which emphasize the particularly Ik∑våku addition to the sites (åyaka platforms 
and pillars) by omitting the earlier stages, e.g., fi gs. 93, 94, 101, 104, 105 (Stone 
dubs this the “Site 9 Style,” see pp. 46–47 where however it will be clear that 
I would disagree with her account of the reason for omitting the railings etc. 
in these carvings); for mirror images from Amaravati, which lack the åyaka pil-
lars and thus are presumably pre-Ik∑våku, see fi gures 71, 95, 96. For a useful, 
modern 3-D drawing of what the composite Amaravati st¶pa looked like under 
the Ik∑våkus, see fi g. 16.

47. On the 250 feet long, 50 feet wide, 6 feet high above the water wharf 
at Nagarjunakonda see Longhurst, The Buddhist Antiquities of Någårjunako£¿a, p. 
8; for remains of the wharf at Amaravati see Indian Archaeology—1963–64—A 
Review: 2–3 and Indian Archaeology—1962–63—A Review: 1–2.

48. For remains of the wall at Nagarjunakonda, Longhurst, The Buddhist 
Antiquities of Någårjunako£¿a, p. 3 and Indian Archaeology—1957–58—A Review: 
5–9. For similar remains at Amaravati, Indian Archaeology—1963–64—A Review: 
2–3; Indian Archaeology—1962–63—A ReviewI 1–2; Indian Archaeology—1964–65—A 
Review: 2–3.

49. Jas. Burgess, The Buddhist Stupas of Amaravati and Jaggayapeta, p. 100 (#1); 
the inscription records the donation, under the Såtavåhana emperor Våsi∑†haputra 
Ír¥ Pulamavi, of a “wheel of dharma” (dharmacakra) for the Caityaka School, 
which is said to be in possession of the Great St¨pa. The remains of distinctively 
Såtavåhana carved gateways at Amaravati makes certain that this record barely 
scratches the surface of Såtavåhana work at the site.

50. For an inscription directly associating Ír¥ Såtakarni Såtavåhana with 
the Sanchi tora£a see Alexander Cunningham, The Bhilsa Topes (London: Smith, 
Elder, and Co., 1854), p. 264 (#190). The inscription broadly proclaims across 
the upper center of the southern gateway that it was the “gift of Våsi∑†hiputra 
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≈nanda, artisan of King Ír¥ Såtakarni.” Sanchi had been an especially impor-
tant focus of Buddhist imperial practice during the Íunga Period, which (in 
addition to their assumption of overlordship in Madhya Pradesh) may be why 
the Såtavåhanas lavished such attention on it. On the transregional imperial 
signifi cance of Sanchi during the Íunga and Såtavåhana Periods see Jonathan 
S. Walters, “Mapping Såñchi in a Whole Buddhist World,” in P. D. Premasiri 
and C. Witanachchi, eds., Lily De Silva Felicitation Volume (Peradeniya, Sri Lanka: 
University of Peradeniya, 2002).

51. The second Gautamiputra Ír¥ Såtakarni Såtavåhana funded his im-
provements at Nåsik by donating a fi eld that formerly had been used by his 
predecessor, the K∑atrapa Usabhadatta (Burgess, Report of the Buddhist Cave 
Temples and Their Inscriptions, p. 104 [#13]). For other relevant inscriptions there, 
of his mother and his son, see ibid., pp. 104–114 (#14–#21). Burgess’s #19 (see 
p. 111, n. 19 and n. 20 for his reconstruction) reads: “to be administered by the 
Bhadråyan¥ya Nikåya [Buddhist school], by the monks in the Queen’s cave who are 
the mendicants from Dhånyaka†aka” (Dhanaka†asamanehi . . . bhikhuhi devile£avasehi 
nikåyena Bhadåyaniyena patikkaya). This reconstruction has been challenged by 
E. Senart “No. 8.—The Inscriptions in the Caves at Nasik,” in Epigraphia Indica 
VIII (1905–06), pp. 67–69 and K. Gopalachari, Early History of the Andhra Country 
(Madras: Madras University Press, 1976), who also question the identifi cation of 
“Dhanaka†a” with Dhånyaka†aka (which I however fi nd credible, given both the 
lexigraphical and paleographical fl uidity of the lithic Prakrits). On Såtavåhana 
work in the Western cave temples see also Vidya Dehejia, Early Buddhist Rock 
Temples: A Chronology (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), pp. 19ff. and G. 
Bühler, “The Nånåghåt Inscription,” in Jas. Burgess, Report on the Elura Cave 
Temples and Brahminical and Jaina Caves in Western India (Varanasi: Indological 
Book House, 1970 reprint), pp. 59–74. Burgess, Report of the Buddhist Cave Temples 
and Their Inscriptions, p. 114 (#22) is another Såtavåhana inscription from this 
site. Cf. below, n. 65, for a stark reversal of this grant (the order comes from a 
new imperial capital to Dhanyakataka, which is thereby rendered the outpost) 
during the time of the early Pallavas.

52. There certainly were earlier theist kings—and from the time of Aßoka 
himself theists and other non-Buddhists (such as Jains and ≈j¥vakas) also received 
some token share of imperial support and patronage—but their power must have 
been quite local because with one exception (the Heliodorus pillar, itself rather 
odd) they left no inscriptional record of their imperial claims and practices, and 
pre-Ik∑våku “hard” evidence of theist art and architecture, especially in the south, 
is likewise scanty in comparison with the extensive Buddhist remains there.

53. See below, n. 76–78 on Buddhist politics in the time of the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂is 
and Harivarman.

54. Xuanzang (Samuel Beal, tr., Si Yu Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western 
World [Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981 reprint]) makes clear that in seventh-
century India during the rise of the later Pallavas Buddhist space was still being 
worked out in theist India, in different ways and degrees within the various 
kingdoms ranging from obliterative attacks to peaceful coexistence and even 
royal patronage of them. See especially 1:209–227 for Í¥låditya Har∑a’s spectacu-
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lar failure to ritually (re)enact Buddhist kingship, which vividly exemplifi es the 
complexity and gravity of the sorts of religio-political pieties that are discussed 
in this chapter.

55. For discussions and citations to relevant epigraphs see Jonathan S. 
Walters, “Mahåyåna Theravåda and the Origins of the Mahåvihåra,” in Sri 
Lanka Journal of the Humanities XXIII, nos. 1 and 2 (1997), pp. 100–119; Walters, 
“Buddhist History,” p. 111n.

56. Alex and Hideko Wayman, trs., The Lion’s Roar of Queen Ír¥målå: A 
Buddhist Scripture on the Tathågatagarbha Theory (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1974), pp. xi, 1–2; Elizabeth Rosen Stone, The Buddhist Art of Någårjunako£¿a 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1994), pp. 13–17.

57. The Tibetan historian Tåranåtha states that Någårjuna himself con-
structed the stone wall around the Amaravati st¶pa and built one hundred and 
eight temples within it (Lama Chimpa Alaka Chattopadhyaya, tr., Tåranåtha’s 
History of Buddhism in India [Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990], p. 107). Not 
only the Mahåyåna, but also the Vajrayåna is said to originate here (345): “It 
is well-known among the scholars that Ír¥ Dhånya-ka†aka was the place where 
Mantra-yåna was originally preached. But what is written in the glosses by some 
older Tibetan scholars in defi ance of this is unknown in India. To write that this 
place—the name of which should be known even to the foolish Tibetans—was 
called Saddharma-megha-vißålagañja is due only to a bias for what is baseless 
and to the tendency of placating (the older scholars). This is nothing but the way 
the fools befool other fools. Sensible persons do not take it as a serious statement 
at all.” For epigraphic confi rmation of the presence of Någårjuna’s school in this 
region (at the Jaggayapeta st¶pa) cf. Burgess, The Buddhist Stupas of Amaravati 
and Jaggayapeta, pp. 111–112. For some of the historical problems with this as-
sociation, see Nalinaksha Dutt, “Notes on the Någårjunakoˆ∂a Inscriptions,” in 
Indian Historical Quarterly 7, 3 (September 1931), pp. 651–653.

58. The evidence from Sri Lanka, anyway (see Walters, “Buddhist History,” 
pp. 121–125) would indicate that such anti-Mahåyånists as the Mahåvihåravåsi 
Theravådins (who, as the seventh-century Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang put it [Beal, 
Si Yu Ki, I: 247], “opposed to the Great Vehicle and adher[ed] to the teaching of 
the Little Vehicle”) were from the very beginning at best grumbling participants 
in this new, theist-and-Mahåyånist world order, and often belligerent critics of 
it; what had been the mainstream imperial ideology of the early post-Aßokan 
Period, so beautifully embodied in the Amaravati st¶pa, had become after the 
Såtavåhanas a displaced, out-group position. Indeed, many Mahåyåna s¶tras 
would imply that st¶pas themselves lost their signifi cance in the process. A Sri 
Lankan king contemporary with the Ik∑våku building project, who favored the 
Mahåyåna Theravådins, actually punished Sri Lanka’s H¥nayåna Mahåvihårans 
for their “various transgressions” by forcing them to copy Mahåyåna s¶tras, and 
he did so in an inscription carved on a stone pillar that was brought to Sri Lanka 
from Andhra Pradesh! (Jonathan S. Walters, “Mahåsena at the Mahåvihåra: The 
Interpretation and Politics of History in Medieval Sri Lanka,” in Daud C. Ali, 
ed., Invoking the Past: The Uses of History in South Asia [Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999], pp. 328–329).
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59. But even within still-Buddhist kingdoms this transition did not occur 
smoothly or overnight; Mahåyåna and H¥nayåna Buddhists—and further subsects 
of them—corresponded complexly to political factions that favored (and whose 
fortunes waxed and waned in relationship to) different imperial contestants in 
the larger Subcontinent. Thus for example, most Sri Lankan Buddhist kings after 
the Ik∑våku Period seem to have been content with the new imperial situation, 
acknowledging vassaldom to theist emperors like the Guptas, Pallavas, Påˆ∂yas, 
and Rå∑†ak¨†as and giving prominence at home to the Mahåyåna Buddhists, 
ideas, and practices favored in the imperial centers, but occasional Sri Lanka 
kings (Dhåtusena in the fi fth century, Mahinda IV in the tenth century, several 
eleventh through thirteenth century kings of Polonnaruwa) attempted to rebel 
against their (theist) overlords on the basis of (Buddhist) imperial aspirations 
of their own, and whenever they did so the otherwise out-group Mahåvihåra 
(“H¥nayåna”) Theravådins suddenly emerged in the limelight, in the end displac-
ing Sri Lankan Mahåyåna permanently! Similarly, we fi nd Buddhist factionalism 
and Sri Lankan civil war at their most fevered pitch whenever the imperial situ-
ation on the mainland was undergoing a period of transition from one form of 
theism to another, because the different theisms of the mainland all had their 
implications for the relative position of the different nontheisms (Buddhisms) on 
the Island. Even as late as the fourteenth century, in the Nikåya Saμgrahaya of 
Dharmmak¥rtti (I)’s pupil Dharmmak¥rtti (II) (see below), H¥nayåna Sri Lankan 
monks had to rail, at length, against all the Mahåyåna and Tantric texts which 
were not spoken by the Buddha!

60. Pantheons of transcendentalized buddhas and bodhisattvas making 
“descents” into the world or forming its very substance allowed the Mahåyånists 
to discuss—and respond to (adopt, adapt, reject, counter, nuance, undermine, 
ridicule)—the theological discourses which emerged in Purå£as (mytho-historical 
and ritual compendia) sponsored by various theist imperial courts (on which 
see Inden, “Imperial Puråˆas”); in this milieu Mahåyåna Buddhist philosophical 
thinking matured through similar “dialogical” encounter with theist movements 
like the Vedånta and M¥måμsa. So too in practice: Mahåyånists and theists de-
veloped their iconographies, p¶jå practices, chanting traditions, attitudes toward 
books, pilgrimage circuits and so forth in obvious dialogue with each other, so 
much so that images of Avalokiteßvara Bodhisattava and Lord Íiva could be 
interchangeable (for a famous instance see Walters, “Buddhist History,” pp. 
133–34) and Mahåyåna protective dhåra£¥ chants were sometimes indistinguish-
able from Íaiva mantras.

61. Thus for examples the Guptas could conceive of the Buddha as an 
avatåra of Vi∑ˆu, the Pallavas could include a Buddhist temple as one of the 
“Five Vehicles” constitutive of the empire carved from a mountain at Mahåbal-
lipuram, the Rå∑†rak¨†as could conceive the giant copper ai¿uka st¶pa in their 
capital at Kanauj an equivalent of the Íiva lingam and both as symbols of Vi∑ˆu’s 
all-surpassing glory (see Inden, “Imperial Puråˆas,” pp. 87–89); the Cø¬as could 
construct “Råjaråja Cø¬a Buddhist Temples” with oddly Íaiva features on the 
western and eastern seaboards of a conquered Buddhist Sri Lanka and could 
allow Mahåyånistic Javanese kings to build a Buddhist temple in their own 
Buddhist center at Nagapattanam (see below).
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62. Samuel Beal, tr., Si Yu Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World.
63. On the contrary, the greatest of the “Lesser Vehicle” Theravådin 

scholar-commentators, Buddhagho∑a, though an Andhran native had to go to Sri 
Lanka’s Mahåvihåra to fi nd the “authentic” early scriptures and commentaries 
because they did not exist in his fi fth-century Andhra (nor at Bodh-Gaya, where 
he fi rst set his search); it is an interesting fact that many of the great Theravådin 
commentators and early Sinhala authors came to Sri Lanka from Andhra in a 
similar search for the “authentic” early Buddhist texts and practices (Rev. A. P. 
Buddhadatta, “Who Was Buddhaghosa?” in his Corrections of Geiger’s Mahavamsa, 
etc.: A Collection of Monographs [Ambalangoda, Ceylon: Ananda Book Company, 
1957], pp. 142–157).

64. Scattered remains of visits by Chinese and Tibetan Buddhists as late 
as the ninth century have been discovered at Amaravati and associated stupas 
(Krishna Murthy, Glimpses of Art, Architecture and Buddhist Literature in Ancient 
India, pp. 51–54)

65. This stark transformation of Dhanyakataka’s signifi cance was signaled 
for his own day and posterity by one of these early Pallavas, Íivaskandavarman 
of the late fourth century, AD, who while still heir-apparent issued a command 
on copper plates (Hultzsch, “Mayidavolu Plates of Sivaskandavarman”) from 
the new imperial capital at Kanchipuram to an offi cial at Dhannakada, ordering 
the latter to grant protection and immunities to a village near there which he 
had gifted to two Brahmins. He does not mention the st¶pa or the Buddhists 
who surely still lived in that vicinity then (perhaps even in that village granted 
to the Brahmins?), and as far as I know no later Pallava inscription—except of 
course “Siμhavarman’s”—mentions the site at all.

66. Robert Sewell, Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Presidency of Ma-
dras, Vol. I., Archaeological Survey of Southern India (Madras: Government Press, 
1882), pp. 63–64.

67. K. Jamanadas, Tirupati Balaji Was a Buddhist Shrine (1991), ch. 6 (consulted 
at URL: http://www.dalitstan.org/books/tirupati). It may very well be that the 
Ik∑våkus themselves considered the åyaka pillars, which remain something of a 
mystery in the scholarship, to have been representative of their favored deity 
Íiva, in which case the transferal of one to the central shrine of a Íiva temple 
would have represented a smooth transition from Ik∑våku patronage of the st¶pa 
to the (early Pallava?) origins of the Amaresvara Temple.

68. Sewell, Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Presidency of Madras, p. 
64: “At the northern door of the garbhålayam is an inscription said to be “upside 
down, in characters of the Tretå Yuga” (!), but said to contain nevertheless the 
date “Í.Í. 478, cyclic year Yuva.” All of this sounds thoroughly unreliable. The 
priests will allow no European even into the outer pråkåra.” See below on the 
possibility that this was a counterpart to “Siμhavarman’s” inscriptions. An early 
Pallava date for the emergence of the Amaresvara Temple would correspond 
neatly to the tone of Íivaskandavarman’s copperplate grant; see n. 65 above.

69. See above, n. 25.
70. Sewell, Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Presidency of Madras, 

p. 64, reports the existence of an inscription “[o]n a pillar south-west of the 
mukhama£¿åpam, Í.Í. 1030 (AD 1108). Grant by the wife of Prøli Nåyu∂u, a 
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dependent of ‘Kulottu∫ga Cho∂a Go∫ka Råja.’ This is Kulottu∫ga Chola I, alias 
Koppara Keßarivarmå, alias V¥ra Chola.”

71. Hultzsch, “Yannamadala Inscription of Ganapamba.”
72. Sewell, Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Presidency of Madras,

p. 64.
73. H. Lüders, “Amaravati Inscription of Krishnaraya of Vijayanagar; Saka-

Samvat 1437,” in Epigraphia Indica VII (1902–03), pp. 17–22.
74. Sewell, Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Presidency of Madras,

p. 64.
75. These have been collected by K. V. Subrahmanya Aiyer, ed., South 

Indian Inscriptions (Texts): Vol. VI: Miscellaneous Inscriptions from the Tamil, Telugu
and Kannada Countries (Madras: Government Press, 1928), pp. 104–134 (nos. 
215–249). Not knowing Telugu, I am unable to make adequate use of these 
inscriptions, which surely would allow for a more nuanced reconstruction of 
the patronage of the Amaresvara Temple from Cø¬a times to the present than 
I can offer here.

76. Thus in the fi fth and sixth centuries when the hegemony of the Íaiva 
Pallavas was temporarily destabilized by the Vai∑ˆava Guptas and Våkå†akas, 
the powerful Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂i dynasty arose in Andhra Pradesh; Dhanyakataka was 
one of their three major centers. Though the dynasty before and after him was 
decidedly theist, and even he boasted the Vedic rituals performed by his ancestors, 
Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂i Govindavarman I (ca. 422–462, AD) was partial to some Buddhists, 
issuing an imperial copperplate charter that survives as a remarkable document 
of his familiarity with Buddhist doctrine and practice. See S. Sankaranarayanan, 
The Viƒ£uku£¿is and Their Times (An Epigraphical Study) (Delhi: Agam Prakashan, 
1977), p. 13 for a reconstructed genealogy of this dynasty. For the text of the 
copperplate inscription, ibid., pp. 153–155. Sankaranarayanan (155–156) carefully 
lines up the details of Govindavarman’s exposition of the Dharma with passages 
in Någårjuna’s Dharmasaμgraha, a believable connection given the evidence that 
points to Andhra as the home of the great Madhyamaka philosopher (see n. 57 
and corresponding text above). However, these details are not characteristically 
Madhyamaka, in fact they are shared in large measure even by contemporary 
Påli works like Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga, and further work needs to be done 
comparing (for consistency and style) these interesting details in the copperplate 
charter with the extant textual sources before Sankaranarayanan’s interpretation 
should be taken for gospel. Though the dynasty thereafter was exclusively the-
ist, a century later when the Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂is’s vassals began to raise arms against 
them, once again Buddhists—suddenly as it were—appeared on the scene. The 
challenger Prithiv¥m¨la (before 535, AD) made gifts to Brahmins, but authorized 
his son Harvivarman to build a “great monastery” for the Buddhists; both theist 
and Buddhist copperplate grants, which together exemplify the complexity of 
Buddhist-theist dialogical encounters, survive from this royal house.

77. Govindavarman I does not stipulate what sort of Buddhists received 
his largesse, but Harivarman provides the detail that at least in his case they 
were Sri Lankans (Sankaranarayanan, The Viƒ£uku£¿is and Their Times, p. 187: 
“[U]ddißya Tåmbrapar££¥yåt(yån) ßåsana[μ] Harivarmmanå [/] råjña k®taμ=iha 
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stheyyåd=idam=å-chandra-tårakaμ(m) //.” “This order is made by King Harivarman 
with respect to the [Buddhist monks] of Sri Lanka, and it should remain thus 
here until the moon and stars [disappear]”).

78. Govindavarman’s grant was inscribed just when Sri Lankan Buddhist 
king Dhåtusena (455–470, AD) had successfully rebelled against his “Dåmila” 
(Tamil, probably early Pallava) overlords; Harivarman’s grant coincided with 
subsequent civil wars that raged in Sri Lanka among factions supporting and 
supported by different imperial contenders on the mainland, which ended only 
when Anuradhapura acknowledged the overlordship of the later Pallavas, 636, AD 
(Walters, “Buddhist History,” pp. 120–124). Working together Govindavarman I 
and Dhåtusena would have been able to produce a powerful squeeze play against 
their mutual rivals in the Tamil country. Given the virulent H¥nayåna Buddhist 
ideology that framed Dhåtusena’s victories it would moreover make sense that 
for his part Govindavarman I should constitute such an alliance through a cer-
emonial act of patronage of Buddhist institutions (and corresponding permanent 
record thereof). In the same way, Harivarman’s grant to Sri Lankan Buddhist 
monks would make sense if they represented an Anuradhapuran faction that 
supported him against the later Vi∑ˆukuˆ∂is, and/or that he supported in Sri 
Lanka’s civil strife at that time.

79. On Sri Lankan Buddhist empire and the history of its challenges to 
Cø¬a hegemony see Walters, “Buddhist History,” pp. 125–146.

80. Hultzsch, “Two Pillar Inscriptions at Amaravati,” p. 152, l. 115–116. 
Hultzsch translates (156), “resembling the lord of Lankå (Råvana) in valour” 
but there is no indication (i.e., the inclusion of viya or iva) that this is meant 
as such an analogy. With one possible exception I will mention presently, the 
remainder of his throne names are directly descriptive of his actual virtues, 
however metaphorical they may be; my translation treats this one in the same 
way by parsing the compound as yasya pratåpa÷ Laμkeßvara÷. “Whose power is 
the King of Sri Lanka” bears obvious similarity to another of his throne names 
(l. 113), Vibhavåmarendra, which Hultzsch similarly translates (155), “resembling 
the lord of gods (Indra) in power,” again without any textual warrant for tak-
ing this as such an analogy. In the latter case, given that Amarendra is a play 
on Amareßvara paralleling that already witnessed in the opening stanza of this 
inscription (see above, n. 33), and that the epithet “Devoted to the lotus on the 
glorious divine feet of glorious god Amareßvara [Íiva]” directly follows this one, 
I think it makes more sense to understand Amareßvara Íiva (or his devotee Indra 
the king of gods) as Keta’s power, a divine counterpart to his human protector 
(Paråkramabåhu I, a king of kings).

81. H. W. Codrington, Ceylon Coins and Currency (Colombo: Government 
Printer, 1924), esp. pp. 54, 72, 81 discusses these coins, which he dates to the late 
tenth century; others associate them directly with the reign of Paråkramabåhu I 
(cf. Indian Antiquary II: 249).

82. Jonathan S. Walters, “Buddhist History: The Påli Vaμsas and their 
Commentary,” in Ronald B. Inden, Jonathan S. Walters and Daud Ali, Query-
ing the Medieval: Texts and the History of Practices in South Asia (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), p. 142.
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83. George W. Spencer, “The Politics of Plunder: The Cholas in Eleventh-
Century Ceylon,” in Journal of Asian Studies 35, 3 (1976), pp. 405–419.

84. Senarat Paranavitana, Glimpses of Ceylon’s Past (Colombo: Lake House, 
1972), pp. 165–166.

85. Walters, “Buddhist History,” pp. 142–143.
86. One such lamp was actually discovered, a fi ne bronze object of south 

Indian craftsmanship, inscribed in eleventh-century Tamil, “the sacred perpetual 
lamp donated by Eranå∂aˆ Kaˆ∂aˆ Yakkaˆ” (Paranavitana, Glimpses of Ceylon’s 
Past, p. 168; A. Velupillai [“No. 11.—Two Short Inscriptions of Velgam Vihara,” 
in Epigraphia Zeylanica VI, I (1973), p. 90] translates, “A sacred perpetual lamp 
endowed by Kaˆ†aÂ YakkaÂ of the Cø¬a country”). For additional Tamil endow-
ments of animals for lamps to the Buddha at this site—one of them dated in the 
twelfth year of the reign of Råjendra Cø¬a [a fragment of whose imperial praßasti 
was also discovered at the site] and another in the twenty-fi fth year of an un-
named Cø¬a king—see Velupillai, “Two Short Inscriptions”; A. Velupillai, “No. 
20.—Four More Inscriptions from Natanar Kovil or Velgam Vihara,” in Epigraphia 
Zeylanica VI, I (1973), pp. 88–92; ASCAR 1953 p. G-22; Malini Dias, “Section IV: 
Inscriptions—800–1200 AD,” in Nandadeva Wijesekera, ed., Archaeological Depart-
ment Centenary (1890–1990), Commemorative Series, Volume Two: Inscriptions (n.p. 
[Colombo]: State Printing Corporation, 1990), p. 159.

87. Malini Dias, ed., Epigraphical Notes Nos. 1–18 (Colombo: Department 
of Archaeology, 1991), pp. 59–60.

88. Don Martino de Zilva Wickremesinghe, “No. 29. Po¬onnaruva: Pr¥ti-
dånaka-maˆ∂apa Rock-Inscription,” in Epigraphia Zeylanica, Volume Two, 1912–1927 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1928), pp. 176–177.

89. Gampola was established as the latest in the series of ever-more-remote 
and short-lived fortress-capitals of the Simhala Buddhist kings that characterized 
the period after the fall of Polonnaruwa (thirteenth through fourteenth century): 
Dambadeˆiya, Yåpahuwa, Panduvas-nuwara, Kuruˆägala. These were weak 
kingdoms on the defensive from south Indian rulers as well as the increasingly 
powerful Tamil kingdom of Jaffna; their sovereignty was largely limited to cen-
tral, southwest, and southern Sri Lanka, and even there, petty rulers regularly 
challenged them.

90. S. Paranavitana, “No. 12. Ga∂alådeniya Rock-inscription of Dharmma-
k¥rtti Sthavira,” in Epigraphia Zeylanica, Volume IV (1933–41; London: Oxford 
University Press, 1943), pp. 95–96.

91. These lineages also established (perhaps fi ctive) kinship relations be-
tween them, and both were in fact closely interconnected genealogically with vari-
ous rulers of Kuruˆagäla and Gampola. The minister belonged to the mehe£avara 
lineage descended from Prince Bodhigupta and the ex-nun (mehe£i) Sunandå, 
which included Vikramabåhu III (1357–74) and V¥rabåhu Äpå (1391/2–1397/8) of 
Gampola (Mudiyanse, n.d.: 4–5). The ga£aväsi family of the monk claimed descent 
from Prince Bodhigupta as well as Prince Sumitra (Paranavitana, “Ga∂alådeˆiya 
Rock-inscription of Dharmmak¥rtti Sthavira,” p. 96) and tradition holds that 
the monk was a brother of King Paråkramabåhu IV of Kurunagala (1302–1326; 
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Nandasena Mudiyanse, Art and Architecture of the Gampola Period (1341–1415 AD) 
[Colombo: M. D. Gunasena and Co., n.d.], p. 12).

92. Alekeßvara claimed descent in both the Mehe£ivara and the Ga£aväsi 
lineages, and also married his sister to S´nå-Laμkådhikåra! The famous Persian 
traveler Ibn Batuta considered him the actual king of the Island when he visited 
it in 1344 (Mudiyanse, Art and Architecture of the Gampola Period, pp. 7–11).

93. The monk Dharmmak¥rtti (who is said to have lived to be 110) remained 
a very powerful fi gure in Gampola even after the chief-ministership of S´nå-
Laμkådhikåra had been assumed by Alakeßvara, with whom Dharmmak¥rtti 
likewise worked in concert; this monk-and-minister alliance persisted for the 
remainder of the Gampola and early Ko††e periods between the former’s pupils 
and the latter’s political successors.

94. Jonathan S. Walters, “Vibh¥shana and Vijayanagar: An Essay on Religion 
and Geopolitics in Medieval Sri Lanka,” in Sri Lanka Journal of the Humanities, 
Golden Jubilee Commemoration Double Volume (1991–92, publ. 1994), pp. 129–142; 
Jonathan S. Walters, The History of Kelaniya (Colombo: Social Scientists Association, 
1996), pp. 48–60. Vijayanagar had arisen in the southern Subcontinent only a few 
years earlier (1336 AD), and subsequently collected taxes/tribute from all three 
Sri Lankan polities of the later fourteenth century (Gampola, Kotte, Jaffna) in ad-
dition to intervening in internal strife to keep the balance of power among them 
largely status quo. Vijayanagar’s thoroughly theist kings understood themselves 
as earthly counterparts of Råma/Vi∑ˆu, and consciously mapped both the capital 
itself and their empire at large according to the geography of the great Indian 
epic Råmåyana; Vibh¥∑ana, of course, is the brother of the evil king of Laμkå, 
Råvana, who in the Råmåyana betrays him to effect Rama’s conquest of Laμkå. 
As the kings of Vijayanagar are homologues of Råma so the Sinhala rulers are 
homologues of Vibh¥∑ana, a homology that works out in Sri Lankan submission 
to Vijayanagar. This is spelled out in fourteenth- and fi fteenth-century Sinhala 
literature (largely composed by the pupillary successors of Dharmmak¥rtti [I] 
and his counterpart the chief monk at Kalaniya for the descendants of these 
kings and ministers of Gampola and Kotte), according to which after the end 
of the Råmåyana Vibh¥∑ana is crowned king of Laμkå by his friend Råma, and 
he is said to have “protected” Sri Lankan kings who have worshiped him ever 
since. Thus Råma (Vijayanagar) grants kingship to Vibh¥∑ana (Gampola and 
Kotte), upon which worship of Vibh¥∑ana (ritualized Sri Lankan submission 
to Vijayanagar’s overlordship) becomes the cause of the protection (including 
military intervention, as in 1378) of Buddhist kingship in western Sri Lanka 
(where Vijayanagar intervention was most crucial, and where the Alakeßvaras 
were the real contenders against Jaffna). In this literature Vibh¥∑ana actually re-
sides in western Sri Lanka (Kalaniya); separate shrines to him were established 
at the temple restored by Alakeßvara and also on the (western) rampart of the 
fort (Kotte) he constructed nearby. But for all his popularity among fourteenth- 
and fi fteenth-century Sinhala elites, Vibh¥∑ana is not worshiped anywhere else 
in South Asia and appears not to have been worshiped in Sri Lanka either until 
these very temples were constructed in the early 1340s; even there, other than 
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as a local deity he has enjoyed no political signifi cance since the fall of Vijay-
anagar and Kotte in the sixteenth century (Gampola had long since ceased to be 
anything but a town), which makes very clear the specifi cally imperial-political 
motivation for his worship.

95. This is Paranavitana’s translation of pådayan vahanse, an appropriate 
one.

96. The Sinhala gives Ír¥ Dhånyaka†aye. Paranavitana reads this as -ka†akaye, 
and it is certainly possible that the inscriber omitted a letter. Saddharmaratnåkaraya 
gives -ka†akaya, which would indeed be the proper Sinhalization of the Sanskri-
tization of this old Prakrit name.

97. This follows Paranavitana’s interpretation (“Ga∂alådeˆiya Rock-inscrip-
tion of Dharmmak¥rtti Sthavira,” p. 106, n. 4).

98. Paranavitana, “Ga∂alådeˆiya Rock-inscription of Dharmmak¥rtti St-
havira,” p. 103.

99. Mudiyanse, Art and Architecture of the Gampola Period, p. 11.
100. Mudiyanse, Art and Architecture of the Gampola Period, pp. 71, 89; 

Paranavitana, “Ga∂alådeˆiya Rock-inscription of Dharmmak¥rtti Sthavira,” pp. 
90–91.

101. Lamkatilaka and Kalaniya similarly embodied the new situation by 
incorporating Indian theist architecture, art, and ritual; Sånå-Laμkådhikåra and 
Alakeßvara similarly highlighted their own Indian descent in their respective 
inscriptions.

102. As is evident in an extensive lithic record, all three temples became 
“key sites” patronized by successions of later kings of Gampola and Kotte, who 
at Gadaladeniya carved their own inscriptions above and around Dharmmak¥rtti’s 
(the same is true at Lamkatilaka; at Kalaniya, where there is no natural rock face 
for inscriptions, Alakeßvara and his successors erected stone slabs).

103. V. D. S. Gunavardhana, ed., Saddharmaratnåkaraya (Colombo: Samaya-
vardhana Pothala Samagama, 2001), pp. 499ff.

104. This unusual epithet also opens the Íåsanåvatåraya or Nikåya Saμgrahaya 
of (Jayabåhu) Dharmmak¥rtti (II), and likewise Wäliwi†a Dhammaratana’s Kan-
dyan Period Parißiƒ†haya on that text (Rev. Ambagaspi†iye Vimala, ed., Ū£apur£a 
Parißiƒ†haya sahita Nikåya Sa£grahaya hevat Íåsanåvatåraya [Gampola: Central 
Printers, 1999], pp. 1, 80).

105. R. A. L. H. Gunawardana, Robe and Plough: Monasticism and Economic 
Interest in Early Medieval Sri Lanka (Tucson: University of Arizona Press for 
the Association of Asian Studies, 1979), pp. 262–263, 265; K. Krishna Murthy, 
Glimpses of Art, Architecture and Buddhist Literature in Ancient India (New Delhi: 
Abhinav, 1987), pp. 94–97.

106. Íåsanåvatåraya or Nikåya Saμgrahaya (composed by Dharmmak¥rtti [I]’s 
pupil, Dharmmak¥rtti [II]) states: “the lord of ministers named S´nå-Laμkådhikåra 
Senavirat [commander of the armed forces] who was born in the Mehe£avara 
lineage, having dispatched various precious things such as pearls and gems, 
caused to be built at Kanchipuram an image house made of stone” (Niks. ch. 12, 
para. 4: Vimala, Nikaya Sangrahaya, p. 62). There is no inscriptional or detailed 
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textual evidence for reconstructing this act, but it obviously belongs to the same 
context as Dharmmak¥rtti’s visit to Dhanyakataka.

107. Paranavitana, “Ga∂alådeˆiya rock-inscription of Dharmmak¥rrti 
Sthavira, p. 98; H. B. M. Ilangasinha, Buddhism in Medieval Sri Lanka (Delhi: Sri 
Satguru Publications, 1992), p. 189.

108. Paranavita, “Ga∂alådeˆiya rock-inscription of Dharmmak¥rtti  Sthavira,” 
p. 98.

109. For an ancient example see Walters, “Mapping Såñchi in a Whole 
Buddhist World.”

110. Scholars have adduced a great number of examples of modern theist 
shrines whose Buddhist origins have been forgotten or erased, see Krishna Murthy, 
Glimpses of Art, Architecture and Buddhist Literature of Ancient India, pp. 55–57, 65–72, 
93–99; Jamanadas, Tirupati Balaji Was a Buddhist Shrine; K. Jamanadas, Decline 
and Fall of Buddhism (A Tragedy in Ancient India) (Gondwana: Ambedkar Library, 
2000; consulted at URL: http://www.dalistan.org/books/decline.) The interest 
in recovering the Buddhist roots of theist “key sites” is not merely antiquarian; 
some Buddhists (especially Dalits) like South Asians of all religions participate 
in battles over the religious affi liation of sacred space that needless to say have 
real-world consequences even today (in other words, many of these places remain 
“key sites” even within the modern South Asian political milieu—for a Sri Lankan 
example, Walters, The History of Kelaniya). Though the Buddhist entrees into this 
ongoing politics of space have not generated the level of violence witnessed in 
the Hindu-Muslim confrontation at Ayodhya, for example, they have in some 
instances (on Bodh Gaya see Jacob N. Kinnard, “When the Buddha Sued Visnu,” 
in John Holt, Jacob N. Kinnard, and Jonathan S. Walters, eds., Constituting Com-
munities: Theravåda Buddhism and the Religious Cultures of South and Southeast Asia 
[Albany: SUNY Press, 2003], pp. 85–106) moved from scholarship to the realm 
of social action. The impact of the 2003 discovery of Buddhist ruins underlying 
both Hindu and Muslim layers at Ayodhya remains to be seen.
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Adilabad
Amaråvat¥
Amareßvara
≈ndhra
≈ndhradeßa
Anurådhapura
Assakas
Båmiyån
Bhårhut
Bha††iprolu
Bh¥måråma
Bihår
Bodh Gayå
B¨digapalle
Chaga†¨r
Chandraketugarh
Chintaprille
Cinnamanur
Dhaññaka∂a
Dhånyagha†a
Dhåraˆikota
Dhenuka†aka
Dhulikatta
Diamabad
D¥paldinne
Dongatogu
Drak∑åråma
Ermadåla
Ga∂alå∂eˆiya
Galabhagutta

Gamtur
Ganga-Yamuna Doab
Gaˆgasiripura
Ghan†asåla
Godåvar¥
Gumma∂idurru
Guˆapåßapura
Guˆtupalle
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