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CONVENTIONS USED IN THIS BOOK

1. Throughout this book, I refer repeatedly to many different gift-of-the-body jātakas (which collectively make up the corpus from which I draw my conclusions). Since it is cumbersome to cite all of the available editions, translations, and discussions of each jātaka every time it is mentioned, and since it is confusing (for the reader) to cite such information only the first time each jātaka is mentioned, I have collected all of this information together in the Appendix (where I hope it will be easier to locate) and left it out of the endnotes completely. The endnotes are thus reserved for direct citations and relevant discussions only. However, when citing a text or story that is not a part of my corpus (and therefore not covered in the Appendix), I try to give somewhat fuller information in the endnotes.

2. Passages translated by me from the original sources are cited according to the edition used (ed.); passages borrowed from other people’s translations are cited according to the translation used (trans.). For passages translated by me, I have provided the original text in the endnotes in the case of shorter passages, but not in the case of longer passages.

3. Many of the stories I discuss exist in both Pāli and Sanskrit versions. In order to avoid the confusion caused by variant names, I consistently use the Sanskrit form throughout (e.g., King Śibi rather than King Sivi), regardless of whether I am talking about a Pāli or a Sanskrit source. The same goes for technical terms (e.g., anātman rather than anatta). The only exceptions are a few instances in which it made more sense to me (for various reasons) to use the Pāli form rather than the Sanskrit (e.g., Vessantara Jātaka rather than Viśvaṃtara Jātaka). In such cases, I clearly indicate that the language is Pāli.
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INTRODUCTION

In 399 C.E. a Chinese Buddhist monk by the name of Faxian set out from his home in Chang’an to undertake a fourteen-year pilgrimage to the Buddhist holy land of India. After following a path westward across the length of China, he eventually worked his way south via the Karakorum trail and entered the northwestern portion of the Indian subcontinent, in the regions of Uḍḍiyāna and Gandhāra (in what is currently northern Pakistan).

At the time of Faxian’s visit, Buddhism in this region (under the Later Kuṣāṇas and Śakas) was flourishing, and in addition to the many large monasteries and thriving monastic communities Faxian encountered, there were a number of impressive Buddhist holy sites associated with the biography of the Buddha. But since the original homeland of the historical Buddha lay far away in the central Gangetic plain, this region of northwest India could not lay claim to the more standard and well known episodes of the Buddha’s life. Instead, the holy sites of northwest India were of two major types: Some commemorated the events that took place during a purely apocryphal and supernatural nighttime journey the Buddha is said to have taken to the region in the company of the yakṣa Vajrapāṇi, during which he tamed and converted many nonhuman beings by means of his magical powers.1 (Thus Faxian visited the famous cave in which the Buddha, after taming the nāga-king Gopāla, had left an imprint of his shadow as a continuing reminder of his presence.) Most of the northwestern sites, however, were associated with the Buddha’s previous lifetimes (before his birth as Siddhārtha Gautama) and commemorated the various heroic deeds he had performed while still a bodhisattva. Since northwest India could not be clearly associated with the Buddha’s last life, it made sense to localize and acclimatize Buddhism within the region by identifying various northwestern sites as the locales of some of his previous lives, as recorded in the Buddhist jātakas.2

If we follow Faxian along his journey (by means of the detailed account he left behind),3 it is striking to observe that virtually all of these sites connected to the Buddha’s previous lives commemorate deeds of bodily self-sacrifice. Though the bodhisattva of the jātakas performs different virtuous deeds, it is the act of bodily sacrifice, above all, that seems to have excited the imagination of those who erected the holy sites of the northwest. In a place called Suvastu, for example, Faxian came across a large stūpa “adorned … with gold and silver ornaments” and marking the spot where the Buddha, in his previous life as King Śibi, had “cut off a piece of his own flesh” and used it to ransom a dove from the clutches of a hungry hawk.4 Five days later, in Gandhāra, Faxian encountered another large stūpa, similarly adorned with gold and silver, where the same King Śibi “gave away his eyes as alms to others.”5 Seven days later, while visiting a stūpa in Takṣaśilā, Faxian informs us that the name Takṣaśilā means “decapitation” and refers to the Buddha’s birth as King Candraprabha, who “gave away his head as alms at this place; hence the name.”6 And from there, several days’ journey to the east, Faxian and his companions visited yet another stūpa, which marked the place where the bodhisattva, born as Prince Mahāsattva, “gave his body to feed a starving tigress.”7 These acts of bodily sacrifice seem to have inspired abundant worship and devotion, for Faxian further informs us that the people of the region referred to these sites as the “Four Great Stupas,” where “kings, ministers, and people of different countries vied with one another in making offerings” and “the practices of scattering flowers and lighting lamps at the stupa never ceased.”8 A virtual cult of the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifice appears to have been active throughout the region.

Approximately two hundred years later, in the seventh century C.E., another Chinese Buddhist monk by the name of Xuanzang also made the holy pilgrimage to India, visiting many of the same sites as his predecessor Faxian and writing an even more detailed account of his travels.9 By this time the situation in northwest India had changed considerably, however. Buddhism had suffered greatly under the ravages of the Ephthalites, or White Huns, and in many of the places where Faxian had described beautiful monasteries and thriving monastic communities, Xuanzang found only neglected and crumbling buildings inhabited by dwindling numbers of monks.

Nevertheless, while traveling through the northwest, Xuanzang once again paid his respects at the same four stūpas, his account of them offering us several additional details. The stūpa commemorating King Śibi’s sacrifice of his eyes, for example, is described by Xuanzang as having “wood carvings and stone sculptures [that] are quite different from work done by human artisans.”10 Xuanzang dates this stūpa to the era of King Aśoka, and further informs us that the bodhisattva gave his eyes away at this spot not just once, but in a thousand consecutive lifetimes. The same repetitive quality also characterizes King Candraprabha’s gift of his head, for Xuanzang tells us that this king, too, made such a gift “a thousand times in past lives.”11 The potency of this repetitive self-decapitation was such that its effects were still apparent in the time of Xuanzang. “On fast days,” he tells us, “[the stūpa] sometimes emits a light amid divine flowers and heavenly music,” and its powers had recently cured a devout woman suffering from leprosy.12 Supernatural occurrences also characterized the fourth stūpa, commemorating Prince Mahāsattva’s gift of his body to the hungry tigress. Xuanzang tells us that because the prince had “pricked himself with a dry bamboo splinter so as to feed the tigress with his blood … the soil and plants of this place are dark reddish in color, as if they have been stained by the blood,” and “when people come to this spot, they feel nervous and uneasy, as if they had prickles hurting their backs.”13

Unlike Faxian, Xuanzang does not single out these sites as the “Four Great Stupas.” In fact, his account of his travels through the northwest suggests that many additional sites associated with the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifice also existed in this region.14 Thus, the Mahāvana (“Great Forest”) monastery marked the spot where the bodhisattva, as King Sarvadatta, had offered his own head to a wandering supplicant.15 In the Sanirāja valley stood a monastery called Sarpauṣadhi (“Serpent Medicine”) with an eighty-foot high stūpa whose story Xuanzang relates as follows:


This was the place where a famine occurred with a pestilence when the Tathāgata was [the deity] Indra in a former life. Medical treatment failed to cure the people, who died one after another on the road. With a mind of pity, Indra wished to save them, and so he transformed himself into a huge python lying dead in the valley, and an announcement echoed in the air. Those who heard about it were glad to rush to the spot to cut off pieces of flesh, which were at once replaced, to satisfy their hunger and cure their disease.16



Strangely enough, nearby was yet another stūpa where a very similar deed had occurred: during a great famine, the bodhisattva (born once again as the deity Indra) “changed himself into a large sūma (water) serpent, and all those who ate its flesh were cured.”17 And finally, the appropriately-named Rohitaka (Red) Stūpa marked the spot where the bodhisattva, as King Maitrībala, “drew blood from his body to feed five yakṣas.”18

Head, eyes, flesh, and blood—the land of northwest India itself was a virtual map of the bodhisattva’s gruesome gifts. Over and over again, throughout his long career—whether as king, prince, ascetic, elephant, hare, serpent, or god—the bodhisattva quite literally gave of himself, repeatedly jumping off cliffs or into fires, drowning himself in the ocean, slashing his throat, cutting the flesh from his thighs, ripping out his tusks, gouging out his eyes, or letting mosquitoes drink from his blood. He offered his body as food, as drink, as medicine to cure all ills, as a raft to hang onto in pursuit of the other shore, as ransom for the life of another—or for no good reason at all, but merely because someone had asked. And always with the same motivation—to benefit other beings out of selflessness and compassion, to fulfill the “perfection of generosity” (dāna-pāramitā), and ultimately, to win the highest estate of Buddhahood.

Visual depictions of such gifts are scattered throughout the archaeological remains of ancient India and beyond. In a sculptural frieze from Gandhāra, the bodhisattva, born as a noble elephant, kneels down and allows a cruel hunter to saw off his magnificent tusks for the sake of an evil queen who desires them.19 The same legend is depicted at Ajaṇṭā Cave 17 (see figure 1), except that in this case the elephant himself performs the difficult task, wrapping his enormous trunk around one of his tusks and enduring excruciating pain as he wrenches it out, while the hunter kneels beside him in awe.20 In another Gandhāran frieze now kept at the British Museum (see figure 4 in chapter 3), we see King Śibi having a chunk of flesh removed from his thigh and placed on a scale in order to match the exact weight of the dove whose life is being ransomed, while in a painting from Ajaṇṭā Cave 1 we see him heaving his entire body up onto the scale itself, since—through a bit of divine magic—the weight of the dove cannot be matched no matter how much flesh is cut (see figure 2).21

[image: image]

FIGURE 1  The elephant Ṣaḍdanta removes his own tusk on behalf of a hunter. Wall painting, Cave 17 at Ajaṇṭā, ca. late 5th century C.E. Courtesy of Benoy K. Behl.

For textual references to the bodhisattva’s bodily gifts, we need not rely solely on the accounts of Chinese travelers, but can turn to the vast literature of Indian Buddhism itself. In some texts these gifts are merely alluded to in a general way. The Mahāprajñāpāramitā Śāstra, for example, says of the Buddha: “When he was still only a bodhisattva, he offered to his enemies who came to kill him his body, his flesh, his head, his eyes, his marrow, and his brain.”22 In other texts, they are enumerated more specifically. The Lalitavistara, Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchā Sūtra, and Jātakastava of Jñānayaśas, for example, contain long lists of the Buddha’s previous births in which multiple instances of bodily sacrifice are briefly summarized and praised.23 (The bodhisattva of the Jātakastava is especially busy; in just twenty verses, he throws himself off two cliffs, drowns himself in the ocean, jumps into a raging fire, and gives away his head, tusks, eyes, and flesh on three different occasions.) Such descriptions, though brief, do make us privy to certain new and lush details. From the Jātakastava, for example, we learn that King Maitrībala’s flesh was “cut out in slices with a sword,” and after being cut, was “still warm … with blood flowing from the apertures of the cloven veins.”24
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FIGURE 2  King Śibi, unable to cut enough of his flesh to equal the weight of the dove, steps onto the scale itself. Wall painting, Cave 1 at Ajaṇṭā, ca. late 5th century C.E. Courtesy of Benoy K. Behl.

In many Mahāyāna sūtras, on the other hand, the bodhisattva’s gifts are treated as examples to be imitated, and all bodhisattvas are encouraged to give their bodies away, either literally or figuratively. “I have renounced and abandoned my body to all living beings,” the Nārāyaṇaparipṛcchā Sūtra advises the bodhisattva to think, “not to mention external things. If any being needs anything for any reason whatsoever, I will give it, as long as it seems right. I will give my hands to whoever asks for my hands, my feet to whoever asks for my feet, my eyes to whoever asks for my eyes. I will abandon flesh, blood, bone marrow, major and minor limbs—not to mention external things …”25 The Vajradhvaja Sūtra likewise advises the bodhisattva to renounce his own body, reasoning with himself: “If I should give to this supplicant the intestines, the liver, the heart, or the lungs from my body, or if I should not give them—either way, my body is not permanent; at the end of my life, it is destined for the cremation ground.”26 Such passages remove the act of bodily self-sacrifice from the specific context of Śākyamuni Buddha’s biography and begin to place it within the more generic context of the bodhisattva path and vocation.

The bodhisattva’s gift of his body appears in many different guises, then, throughout the traditions of Indian Buddhism. Nevertheless, it is first and foremost in the Buddhist literary genres known in Sanskrit as jātaka and avadāna that such gifts and deeds truly come alive. In these two prominent Indian Buddhist narrative forms, the human stories behind such gifts are told, the heroes are brought to life, and the consequences of their gifts on themselves and those around them are narrated in painstaking detail. It is only through the reading of such fully elaborated stories that we stop thinking of bodily sacrifice as merely “something bodhisattvas do”—routinely, repetitively, as a matter of course—and are instead momentarily drawn into a world in which a real creature inflicts horrible pain and mutilation upon his own self. It is only within the context of the story, in other words, that we lose sight of the generic “bodhisattva path”—a cosmological pattern that replays itself in much the same way over and over again throughout time—and instead become embroiled within a smaller and more detailed world concerned with this-or-that king, this-or-that rabbit, and the integrity of this-or-that physical body. Through the skill of the storyteller and the flow of the narrative, the bodhisattva’s deeds become visceral experiences for the reader. No matter how many stories one reads in which the bodhisattva agrees to give his body away, one still holds one’s breath every time the momentous decision is made. One still feels a shudder run up the spine whenever the bodhisattva cuts open his flesh, and the text dwells almost lovingly on the pain and agony endured. It is only the story that engages us to such an extent that we become as children again, listening to the same tale over and over but experiencing delight upon every retelling.

Thus, in the various Pāli and Sanskrit versions of the jātaka involving King Śibi’s gift of his eyes, we hear not merely of the gift itself, but of the dramatic events leading to it. King Śibi is described as a generous and compassionate king—one who has six alms-halls established throughout his capital city and distributes six hundred thousand pieces of gold to beggars and supplicants every day, “showering forth a great rain of gifts, like a cloud in the Golden Age.”27 Surely, he is the very model of the generous king! But still—it is not enough; he is unhappy and discontented; something is not right, “so addicted was he to giving.”28 We see him sitting on his throne, chin in hand, mulling over his gifts, wondering why they no longer satisfy him. What is it that he truly wishes to give?

“I’ve got it!,” he exclaims, suddenly seating himself bolt upright.


Today, when I go to the alms-hall, if any supplicant asks not for an external object, but names something internal, I will give it. If anyone names the flesh of my heart, I will strike my chest with a spear, and as if I were uprooting a lotus with its stalk from a clear pool of water, I will tear out my heart, oozing with drops of blood, and give it to him. If anyone names the flesh of my body, I will strip the flesh off my body as if I were engraving with an engraving tool and give it to him. If anyone names my blood, I will give him my blood, placing it in his mouth or filling up the bowl he holds forth…. If anyone names my eyes, I will tear out my eyes, as if I were removing the pith from a palm tree, and give them to him…. There is not a single human gift that has not been given by me. Even if someone should ask for my eye, without trembling I will give it.29



Sure enough, later that day, a blind old brahmin comes and asks the king for an eye, and King Śibi agrees to give him not one, but both of his eyes. This terrible decision throws his kingdom into chaos; officials and ministers protest, people are torn with grief, and ladies cry and lament. But King Śibi cannot be swayed. He calls his court physician and orders him to remove an eye. The physician reluctantly applies a powdered medication, and the eye rolls around in its socket. He applies another powder, and the eye begins to come out. He applies a third powder, and the eye comes out of the socket and dangles at the end of a tendon. The pain is extreme, blood flows, the ladies cry and lament. “My friend, be quick,” says the king. So the physician picks up a knife, severs the tendon, and hands the king his eye, whereupon the king gives his eye to the brahmin, who places it in his own eye-socket. The same procedure is repeated for the second eye, as well. King Śibi is now blind, but the brahmin can see, and King Śibi is at last satisfied. “The eye of omniscient knowledge,” he says, “is dearer to me than this eye by a hundred-fold, by a thousand-fold! This is the reason for [my action].”30

The story does not end there. Later on we will find out that the blind man was really the god Śakra in disguise, who was merely testing the bodhisattva’s virtue. We will also see King Śibi’s eyes magically restored to health and hear him preach a sermon on generosity to his subjects. But already we have begun to enter the king’s world. What a strange man he is—but we feel that we know him somewhat; we have entered into his world and listened to him think, all by means of the story. He is no longer just the generic bodhisattva; now he is the proud and magnanimous king and the fallible human being—depressed when his unnatural addiction to generosity cannot be satisfied, stubbornly determined when his subjects oppose him, nearly suicidal (though never regretful) upon becoming blind. The story has given him flesh, and bone, and life.

One way in which we might begin to appreciate the possibilities brought about by the story-form is to compare two different versions of the same story, in this case both composed by the same author, the great Buddhist poet Kṣemendra, who included many such stories in his eleventh-century C.E. Sanskrit collection of versified jātakas, the Bodhisattvāvadānakalpalatā (hereafter Avadānakalpalatā). This is the well-known story of the hungry tigress, which differs in its details from one version to the next, but always involves the bodhisattva’s sacrifice of his life in order to feed a hungry tigress who is about to devour her own cubs (see figure 3). In Avadānakalpalatā 95, Kṣemendra relates this story in the briefest of terms. One day, two criminals who have been sentenced to death are pardoned through the intervention of the Buddha, who then explains to his disciples:


These two were saved by me in a previous birth, as well, when their mother was a hideous tigress. At that time, I was a king’s son named Karuṇarekha. I was a bodhisattva and a compassionate friend of all beings. A tigress was once emaciated by hunger and ready to eat her two young cubs. I gave her my own body and thus prevented her from doing so. And now, these same two [cubs] have become thieves through their remaining karma, and have [again] been rescued by me. Their mother was none other than that tigress.31



This version of the story is brief and uninteresting, providing all of the essential “facts” but otherwise failing to exploit any of the possibilities of the storytelling form. In Avadānakalpalatā 51, on the other hand, Kṣemendra is much more loquacious, telling what is basically the same story again (aside from minor details), but this time in a manner that brings out all of the richness made possible by the characteristics of narrative literature.

One day, so the story goes, the Buddha suddenly smiles. When the deity Śakra asks him why, the Buddha replies that his smile is a result of him remembering some of the deeds from his previous lives that occurred on precisely this spot of ground. He then goes on to relate (speaking in the third-person rather than the first-person) a series of four of his previous lives, the fourth of which involves the hungry tigress. In order to give one a sufficient taste of this literature, I now quote the episode in full:


[Once upon a time, there was a brahmin’s son] named Satyavrata who was highly esteemed by the people. He was learned in all the sciences, his heart was devoted to compassion, he was fond of tranquility, and his mind was opposed to marriage.

A noble birth, the acquisition of virtues,

a mind adorned with discrimination,

and love and compassion for all beings—

These are the marks of those whose karma is good!

Taking delight in his indifference to worldly desires, he went to a hermitage when he was still just a young man. He undertook a vow to serve two great sages and lived comfortably at the hermitage.

Then, in time, when he had attained the pure eye of wisdom, he saw a tigress who was about to give birth. He reflected: “She is afflicted by hunger and will give birth in seven days. Then an intense longing will arise [in her] to eat her own young.” Thinking thus about her suffering, he informed the two sages and made a wish, out of compassion, to prevent it.

Then, after seven days had passed, the tigress—exhausted by the weight of the fetuses, and tormented by her long abstinence from food—brought forth her young in pain. Satyavrata saw that the smell of her own blood had produced an intense longing within her, and full of compassion, he thought: “Because of the pain of hunger, this miserable [creature] is prepared to eat her own cub! Alas! Out of regard for one’s own welfare, one forgets even the love of offspring! Everyone is tormented by their own suffering, but cool to the torments of others. Rarely is a person born who is especially pained by the pain of others. I will give away my body to rescue this tigress and her young! I cannot endure their copious suffering when their lives are at stake. [And besides:]

Those who abandon their bodies in order to save the lives of others,

treating [their bodies] as if they were [mere] blades of grass—

they have an enduring body of fame,

brought about by the arising of abundant merit!

[For] this [mortal body] is intent upon death.

It is a speck of life, like a drop of water,

trembling on the surface of a lotus leaf

shaken by the advancing wind.

Having thus reflected, that treasure-store of compassion fell down in front of the tigress, and with a bamboo stick, made a wound on his neck that oozed with blood.

For the minds of those who are magnanimous—

which are sweet with compassion

and intent upon protecting the unfortunate—

cannot at all endure the torments of others!

Then the tigress, stimulated by a desire for his blood, fell down upon his broad chest as he lay immobile, tearing into it with the glistening tips of her claws, which seemed to smile with joy, as if they were engraving into his chest the wonder of his noble conduct in this world.

Without moving at all, his body, full of courage, endured with compassion the burden of the terrible and cruel injuries brought about by the attack of the tigress—just as love endures faults, forbearance endures wickedness, wisdom endures a multitude of anxieties, firm resolution endures miserable and unbearable calamity, and ascetic radiance endures affliction. His body was covered with bristling hairs, and as his unblemished chest was torn apart by the sport of the tigress’ rows of claws, it looked for a moment as if it were full of shooting rays of light whose purity was as bright as the moon. As he joyfully gazed at the tigress, intoxicated by eating his flesh and drinking his blood, his innate life-force—bewildered at the prospect of a long journey abroad—held its ground for a moment, clinging on in his throat.

[At last, the tigress] was satiated by moving back and forth as if she were circumambulating him, holding her face down continuously as if from bashfulness, and intent upon taking his hand [like a bride]. Thus did she cause excitement to his heart—even though he was hostile to marriage!

Those who are good-hearted have hearts

that are purified by benevolence,

imperturbable, noble by nature,

rivers of kindness and merit,

[enjoying] fame among [all] worlds.

Their very nature is to benefit others,

and although they are completely in control of themselves,

they are also ornamented by compassion for the miserable.

Then, as he was being torn apart by the tips of the tigress’ claws, the earth-lady, who is girdled by the playful tides of her four oceans, noticed his unequalled courage and suddenly trembled for a long time, as if with dread at the moment when his life would be destroyed.

[The Buddha concluded]: “I myself was that man Satyavrata, who delighted in compassion. Remembering here and now my own [former] deeds, I gave rise to a smile.”

Having heard the Conqueror speak of his past conduct, Śakra’s mind was amazed and his face stood motionless.32



[image: image]

FIGURE 3  Story of the starving tigress, as depicted on an eighteenth-century Tibetan thangka now kept in the St. Louis Art Museum (detail). On the lower left, the Buddha relates the story of his previous life as a brahmin ascetic. On the lower right, the brahmin ascetic and his disciple cross a bridge. In the center, they discover and preach to the starving tigress. On the upper left, the bodhisattva is devoured by the tigress while his disciple searches for him. Courtesy of the Saint Louis Art Museum, William K. Bixby Trust for Asian Art.

Here, we have the same basic theme as before—the bodhisattva’s gift of his body to a hungry tigress—yet the characters and their actions have now been vividly brought to life. We see the tigress, her belly heavy with the weight of her cubs, bringing them forth in great pain, giving rise to an insatiable hunger brought about by the smell of her own uterine blood, and finally ripping into the bodhisattva’s flesh with utter abandon, satiating her hunger until she is drunk with blood and joy. And we see the bodhisattva himself—a calm, dispassionate, and wise renunciant, but at the very same time, a true bodhisattva, so full of compassion for the miserable beast and so excited by the opportunity to help her that she actually appears to him like a bashful bride, circumambulating the wedding-fire and “causing excitement to his heart, even though he was hostile to marriage.” The use of such erotic imagery within the context of a body being ripped to shreds underscores for us just how odd this bodhisattva’s values really are. Other paradoxes are also evident: The bodhisattva’s neck is violently torn open and oozes with blood, yet at just the same time he is described as being “sweet with compassion”—as if the oozing blood itself were transformed, through his great compassion, into sweet, delicious nectar. The act of self-sacrifice is gory and bloody, with repeated images of claws ripping flesh—but it is also a fantastic spectacle, full of “shooting rays of light” and making the earth herself tremble like a fainthearted woman. Standard Buddhist doctrinal themes are also brought to life: the impermanent and unsatisfying human body becomes a drop of water clinging hopelessly onto a shaking leaf, while the attachment-to-self afflicting all unenlightened beings becomes a desperate mother ready to devour her own young.

On the other hand, even though they are duly mentioned, virtually no attention at all is paid in this version to the two sages with whom the bodhisattva lives—but they will similarly be brought to life in yet further versions of the same tale. In one version,33 in which the bodhisattva is a prince rather than an ascetic, these two sages are replaced by the two older brothers of the bodhisattva, who, in spite of being royal princes themselves, are also men full of fear: even before entering the forest where they will encounter the hungry tigress, one brother says that he is afraid of being destroyed by a wild animal, while the other brother says that he is afraid of being separated from their parents—exactly the fate that their younger brother will later willingly and gladly undergo (whereupon we watch these two brothers utterly fall apart as a result of their enormous grief). In another version,34 they are not only fearful but foolishly boastful—two sages who assure the bodhisattva that they will provide the hungry tigress with food, only to use their magical powers to fly away in fright once they realize how vicious the tigress really is. We also discover that one of these sages was a previous birth of the future Buddha Maitreya, and it was his failure to act in the same exalted manner as Śākyamuni that made him lose the cosmic race toward perfect Buddhahood. The highest and most exalted beings within the Buddhist universe are thus intimately connected to a single, long-ago human episode involving three ascetics wandering around in a lonely forest.

Same story, different versions—and a myriad of ways in which the awesome, cosmic pattern of the bodhisattva’s repetitive bodily self-sacrifice is individualized, brought to life, and placed within a universe that matters to us. It is an awesome deed, to be sure, but perhaps it becomes something we can actually imagine when it is related to us in a simple, first-person voice and involves one’s life as a lowly rabbit—such as we find in Cariyāpiṭaka 1.10 from the Khuddaka Nikāya of the Pāli Canon. Here the Buddha explains:


When I was a hare living in the woods, feeding on grass, leaves, vegetables, and fruit, and abstaining from injuring others, a monkey, a jackal, an otter cub, and I lived in the same neighborhood and were seen [together] morning and evening. I instructed them as to virtuous and sinful deeds, saying, “Shun the sinful and stick to the virtuous!”

Seeing the full moon on an Observance Day, I told them: “Today is an Observance Day. Prepare gifts to give to one who is worthy of gifts. After giving gifts to one who is worthy of gifts, observe the Observance Day.”

“Very well,” they said to me, and after preparing gifts in accordance with their ability and their means, they searched for one worthy of gifts.

Seated [there], I thought about a worthy, suitable gift: “If I should find someone worthy of gifts, what will be my gift? I have no sesame seeds, beans, rice, or clarified butter [to offer]. I live on grass, and it is impossible to give [someone] grass. If someone worthy of gifts comes to me for food, I will give him my own self! He will not leave [with an] empty [stomach]!”

Understanding my intention, [the god] Śakra came to my dwelling disguised as a Brahmin in order to test my generosity. When I saw him, I was delighted, and I spoke these words:

“It is indeed wonderful that you have come to me for the sake of food. Today I will give you an excellent gift that has never been given before! [But] you are endowed with moral virtue, and it is not suitable for you to injure others. [So] come, gather various types of wood, and light a fire. I will cook my own self, and you will eat [my] cooked [body]!”

“Very well,” he replied, and with a delighted mind, he gathered various types of wood and fashioned a great pyre out of a womb of burning embers. He lit the fire there in such a way that it would quickly grow great.

Shaking my dusty limbs, I approached to one side. When the great pile of wood was blazing and roaring, I jumped up and fell into the middle of the flames.

Just as cool water relieves the anxiety and fever of whoever enters into it, and gives them satisfaction and joy, so did the blazing fire, when I entered it, relieve all of my anxiety, as if it were cool water.

My outer skin, my inner skin, my flesh, my muscles, my bones, and the sinews of my heart—I gave my whole entire body to the Brahmin.35



What a delightfully silly image—four little animals gathered together in the woods, listening intently to a sermon preached by a bunny rabbit, followed by the bunny rabbit himself, full of shame due to his poor food-gathering abilities, diving headlong into a blazing fire in order to feed a solitary Brahmin wanderer. And yet the Brahmin wanderer is really the great deity Śakra in disguise, the bunny rabbit is the bodhisattva himself, the blazing fire that ought to consume him magically becomes like cool, fresh water, and, as the Cariyāpiṭaka itself later informs us, this single deed constituted the bodhisattva’s “fulfillment of the perfection [of giving]” and thus directly contributed to Śākyamuni’s Buddhahood.36

In Avadānakalpalatā 104, by contrast, Kṣemendra turns the rabbit into a significantly more austere figure, and a much more sophisticated preacher. In this version, the rabbit lives in the forest with an ascetic, but when the forest is suddenly afflicted by drought, the ascetic becomes determined to leave it and go to a village where there will be more food. The rabbit dissuades him, however, by speaking eloquently and poetically about the dangers of ordinary, worldly life within a village. “O Holy Man, rich in austerities,” he says,


Is it really proper for a wise man like you

to abandon an ascetic grove?

The grounds of a village are teeming with people

who are immersed in all kinds of distress

as a result of being separated [from whatever they are attached to].

They are breeding grounds for the trouble caused

by the demon known as “delusions of the household life.”

The household is crowded with servants;

it is rattled by the chain called “wife”;

it is made intolerable by the fetter called “son”;

it firmly strangles one with the snare called “relatives.”

It is made terrible by its crowds of wicked people;

it is a great darkness that envelops one in stupidity.

What wise man, having abandoned the household,

would ever touch it again?

The sorrow that results from being separated from what one loves

is a constant source of bewilderment.

Food that is salty with material wealth

only makes one’s thirst grow greater.

People whose minds are made stupid

by their habitual, wicked desire for sensual pleasures

dwell in the house called “field of mental afflictions”

and see their welfare come to ruin.

[But] in a deserted forest,

those who are satisfied by sublime tranquility

do not have minds shaking with intoxication

by the passionate liquor of sensual enjoyments;

or eyes full of tears welling up

from the smoke of separation from loved ones;

or burning pain brought about

by the heat of anger and fighting.

When men have an aversion to tranquility,

they continually long for the village

because of the distress caused by the forest,

or they fondly remember the forest

because of the distress caused by the village.

Please don’t look longingly upon the village,

for the village is unfavorable to discipline!

And how much more does contact with the village

bind those who are attached to sensual pleasures!

You’ll be able to get fruit right here, sooner or later.

And for now, you can survive on my own clean flesh!37



Same basic scenario, but no longer is he an insignificant bunny rabbit worrying about how to gather food; now he is a most talented Buddhist preacher (superior even to the human ascetic) whose sermon skillfully gives voice to the enduring Buddhist themes of the pitfalls of worldly life and the benefits of renunciation. Bold images such as the “rattling chain called ‘wife’” and the “intolerable fetter called ‘son’” also remind us that this particular preacher is the future Buddha himself, and the simple plotline involving a rabbit jumping into a fire here recedes somewhat into the background.

In yet other cases, however, such sermons might be kept to a minimum, while the plotline itself becomes significantly more complicated and capable of conveying complex ideas by means of its very intricacy. Consider, for example, the twenty-sixth story in the (Tibetan) Sūtra of the Wise and the Fool, a story with a complicated pedigree38 but clearly related to several Sanskrit parallels. While this story resembles the other stories I have discussed, its depiction of the act of bodily sacrifice is clearly more complicated than we find in the cases of King Śibi, the tigress, or the hare. Once again, in order to provide a sufficient taste of this literature, I will translate this delightful story in full:


Thus did I hear at one time. The Blessed One was [once] dwelling at Veṇuvana, at Kalandakanivāpa, in Rājagaha. At that time, the Venerable Ānanda got up from his seat, arranged his robes, put his knees on the ground with his palms joined, and requested the Blessed One thus:

“I ask you to explain this. Why is it that as soon as the Blessed One [first] turned the wheel of the dharma in the world, the five monks headed by Kauṇḍinya were the very first to taste the nectar of the dharma?”

The Blessed One said to Ānanda: “Previously, these five monks were the first to eat my flesh and be satiated. Therefore, in this life as well, they were the first to taste the flavor of the dharma and be liberated.”

Ānanda requested of the Blessed One: “Please tell us what these five monks previously did.” The Blessed One spoke to Ānanda, [and he told him a story of the past].
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Formerly, in the past, a long time ago, immeasurable, innumerable, inconceivable eons ago, here in Jambudvīpa, there was a king named Śudolagarne who ruled over the 84,000 or so minor kings of Jambudvīpa. At one time, a soothsayer predicted that no rain would come to the country for a period of twelve years. Hearing this news, the king was greatly afflicted by suffering, thinking about how much food there was and for how many years it would feed so many people if such a great famine arose. He gathered all the minor kings and ministers together and consulted with them, calculating how much grain was in the storehouse and how many people were present. But when they calculated [how much grain] must be given directly to each person [in order to last] for twelve years, [they saw that the grain they had] would not last for twelve years, and they announced this in a bell-ringing proclamation.

Then, later on, a great famine arose and many people died. The king thought about what he could do to save many people’s lives. [One day, the king], the queen, and the royal retinue went walking in the park and stopped somewhere to rest. After the queen and all of the numerous people [in the retinue] had fallen asleep, [the king] got up from his couch, bowed down in the four directions, and made a solemn vow, as follows:

“In this country, a famine has arisen, and all the food is gone. May I abandon my body through hunger, and after I have died, may I be reborn as a giant fish! May everyone feed on my flesh and be satiated!”

Having made this solemn vow, he climbed up into a tree. He threw his body from the tree into an abyss. After dying there, he was miraculously transformed into a giant fish, five hundred yojanas [long], [swimming] in a great river.

At that time, there were five woodcutters in the country who came to the riverbank to gather wood. The giant fish saw them and said to them in a human voice:

“If you are hungry, then cut off my flesh and eat as much as you want! Even after you are full, take home with you as much as you can carry! You will be the first to eat my flesh and be satiated; therefore, later on, as well, when I have attained complete enlightenment, you will be the first to taste the food of the dharma! [Go and] tell the people of the country that anyone who is hungry should take as much of my flesh as they wish.”

So the five men cut up his flesh and ate it, and told the people of the country [to do likewise]. The word spread from one to another until everyone in Jambudvīpa gathered to cut up his flesh and eat it. When one side of his ribs was completely exhausted, [the fish], on his own accord, turned over [and offered] the other side. Similarly, when the top half of him was not yet completely exhausted, he offered the bottom half. With the fish turning over and over in this way, from his belly to his back, everyone cut his flesh and ate it for a period of twelve years. [During this time], everyone gave rise to thoughts of compassion, and thus, everyone who ate his flesh, even after dying, was reborn as a god in heaven.
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“Ānanda,” [the Buddha concluded,] “the king who became a fish at that time and on that occasion is now me. The five woodcutters who were the first to cut and eat my flesh are [now] the five monks headed by Kauṇḍinya. The many beings who later ate my flesh are [now] 80,000 devas and my liberated disciples. At that time, I gave [my body] to those five men first and saved their lives, and therefore, in the present time, as well, I taught the dharma first to them, and by means of the limbs of my dharma-Body, I extinguished the fire of the three poisons.”

Ānanda and the great assembly were delighted and rejoiced at the Blessed One’s words.39



In this case, we have two separate instances of bodily self-sacrifice, along with a miraculous transformation. The king first sacrifices his life in order to transform himself into a gigantic fish, and the fish then sacrifices its life by allowing all beings to feed on his flesh. This seems to change the nature of the self-sacrifice itself. In fact, if we consider all of the stories I have discussed thus far, it is possible to place this instance of self-sacrifice on the far end of a continuum of bodily destruction and / or transformation: in the story of the tigress, an ascetic’s body is wholly ripped to shreds and lost for good; in the story of the hare, the outside world itself (in the form of the fire) refuses to destroy the hare’s body at all; in the story of King Śibi, the eyes are pulled out but later magically restored in a better and more powerful form than before; and now finally, in the story of King Śudolagarne, the act of self-sacrifice actually transforms the ineffectual human body into a gigantic creature whose flesh heals thousands of other beings. The image of the dispassionate bodhisattva who is willing to throw away his worthless body on behalf of other beings gradually gives way to another, quite different image: that of a boastful bodhisattva who is determined to physically force the transformation of his body into something monstrous and almost grotesquely effective. Clearly, the act of bodily self-sacrifice is more complicated than it first seems.

There is a further complexity in this story, as well, in the intriguing identifications made between past and present characters: the five woodcutters who were the very first to feed on the fish’s flesh were subsequently reborn as the Buddha’s first five disciples (headed by Kauṇḍinya), who were “the very first to taste the nectar of the dharma.” There are no lengthy sermons or extended doctrinal reflections, yet from these identifications (and similar identifications made in other stories), it is possible to discern, as I have done elsewhere,40 an underlying message about the nature of Buddhahood and the path that leads to it: the bodhisattva gives away his physical body and enacts a physical salvation of beings, the story suggests, whereas the Buddha gives away a spiritual body—the body of dharma—and enacts a spiritual salvation of beings. An intriguing parallel—but also hierarchy—is thus drawn between the bodhisattva’s gift of his physical body in the past and the Buddha’s gift of his dharma-body in the present, between life-saving food and soul-saving nectar, between physical satiety and spiritual satisfaction.

Complex plotlines, intriguing identifications, beautiful imagery, and so many different elaborations of the same basic theme. Perhaps we can now understand why the theme of the bodhisattva’s gift of his body proved to be such a compelling one in the literary traditions of Indian Buddhism.41 In the Pāli Canon preserved by the Theravāda school (whose roots extend back to perhaps the third century B.C.E. but whose final codification and commentarial appendages were not completed until the fifth century C.E.), there are several such stories (for example, those of King Śibi, the hare, and the elephant) contained in the Jātaka collection of verses (the tenth book of the Khuddaka Nikāya), together with its prose commentary, the Jātakaṭṭhakathā (hereafter “Pāli Jātaka collection”). Two of these stories (those of King Śibi and the hare) are also related more briefly in the Cariyāpiṭaka (the fifteenth book of the Khuddaka Nikāya), where they are celebrated as paradigmatic instances of the bodhisattva’s dāna-pāramitā, or “perfection of generosity.”

Nevertheless, although the theme of the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifice would become quite popular in the later Theravāda tradition of Southeast Asia (there are many such stories, for example, in the 15th–16th century Paññāsa Jātaka),42 in the earlier tradition represented by the Pāli Canon, it does not seem to have attained much prominence—overshadowed, perhaps, by the complete dominance within this tradition of the Vessantara Jātaka, which is another story involving extreme generosity (in this case, the gift of one’s wife and children).43 In the Sanskrit tradition, on the other hand, stories involving the bodhisattva’s bodily self-sacrifice seem to have become something of a minor obsession, the same stories appearing over and over again in story-collections of diverse provenance. This would include, for example, relatively earlier collections such as the Avadānaśataka, the Mahāvastu, the Divyāvadāna,44 Kumāralāta’s Kalpanāmaṇḍitikā (now extant only in Chinese),45 and the Jātakamālā of Āryaśūra, as well as later collections such as the Jātakamālās of Haribhaṭṭa and Gopadatta,46 Kṣemendra’s Avadānakalpalatā, and the (much later) Mahajjātakamālā47—texts which range in date from perhaps the first century C.E. to relatively recent times, come from both Mainstream and Mahāyāna origins,48 and vary in style all the way from simple Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit prose attributed to no individual author to elegant, literary Sanskrit composed at the courts of kings by named and celebrated poets.

In some cases, gift-of-the-body stories appear in unexpected places—such as the version of the tigress-story contained in the eighteenth chapter of the Mahāyāna Suvarṇabhāsottama Sūtra (which is otherwise a typical Mahāyāna sūtra)—while in other cases, the theme is developed at great length and merits its own, independent text, such as we find in the Maṇicūḍāvadāna, a long rendition of the story of King Maṇicūḍa, and in the Lokānandanāṭaka of Candragomin, a dramatic play in five acts (again dealing with King Maṇicūḍa) that is now extant only in Tibetan. Finally, some story collections preserved in languages such as Chinese and Tibetan and having a very uncertain relationship to any presumed Indic originals might also be included within this general grouping, since the stories themselves clearly draw on Indic tradition and often run parallel to stories existing in Sanskrit or Pāli. Two such collections I will refer to throughout this book are the Chinese Liudu ji jing (Sūtra on the Collection of Six Perfections, T. 152), which is supposed to have been translated by Kang Senghui between 222 and 280 C.E. but which has no extant Indic original,49 and the Tibetan mDzangs bLun (commonly known as the Sūtra of the Wise and the Fool), which is a collection of stories that were supposedly heard orally in some Indic language by eight Chinese monks living in Khotan, transcribed by them in Chinese in 445 C.E., and subsequently translated into Tibetan, Mongolian, and Oirat versions.50

How can texts of such diverse provenance, existing in different social, historical, cultural, and literary contexts, be brought together merely by sharing the single theme of the bodhisattva’s bodily self-sacrifice? Does it, indeed, make any sense to view them as a single grouping? In this book, I will be advancing precisely this argument. Despite each story’s individual flavor (some of which I have tried to convey through the excerpts given above), the premise of the book as a whole is that the gift-of-the-body theme itself has its own internal logic and significance, and was conveyed through a set of conventions that seem to have remained remarkably consistent over wide areas of space and time, and in spite of significant linguistic and stylistic diversity. In fact, as I will argue, gift-of-the-body stories might best be seen as constituting a discrete subgenre of Indian Buddhist narrative literature—a subgenre that is worthy of a close and careful reading that gives due weight to the literary forms of the stories and takes them seriously as crafted pieces of literature.

One of the earliest scholars to address the gift-of-the-body theme in any detail was Har Dayal, who collected, summarized, and discussed a series of gift-of-the-body stories in his classic work The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature.51 But despite the usefulness of his discussion, I cannot share his opinion of the value of such stories or the manner in which they should be read. “The idea of giving away one’s limbs has given rise to some curious stories,” he states, “which are intended to be highly instructive and inspiring, but which are simply silly and puerile.”52 A few pages later, he continues:


The heroes and heroines of these stories give away wealth, limbs, life, wives and children in a spirit of exaggerated and fantastic philanthropy. The lack of a sense of proportion and harmony is the fatal flaw of the Indian temperament as exhibited in literature and religion. The Indian thinkers and writers often push a good idea to such extremes that it becomes grotesque and ridiculous. But we can read these quaint parables with pleasure and interest, if we appreciate their spirit without thinking too critically of the details.53



“Thinking critically of the details” is precisely what I aim to do herein. Instead of abstracting the “spirit” of the gift-of-the-body theme from the context of the stories in which it is developed, I aim here to treat the theme as it is developed within the jātakas and avadānas themselves. I am interested not merely in the meaning and significance of the gift-of-the-body theme, but also in how this theme reveals and unfolds itself within the world of Indian Buddhist storytelling. We know that bodhisattvas tend to give away their bodies, but how does this actually occur? What kind of beings are they, why do they do such things, how do the people around them react to their deeds, does it hurt—and what happens next? It is the stories and not the theme alone that captivate my attention, and this book is a first attempt to problematize and analyze the reactions that I—and perhaps other audiences—have experienced as a reader of these tales.

The book is based on a highly idiosyncratic (and by no means complete) corpus of Indian Buddhist gift-of-the-body stories preserved in Pāli and Sanskrit (with a few Tibetan and Chinese translations for support) and classified as either jātakas or avadānas. The stories in question date anywhere from perhaps the third century B.C.E. to the late second millennium C.E. and are drawn from the narrative literature of both the Mainstream and Mahāyāna traditions. They include several of the most famous and well-known gift-of-the-body tales—such as those of King Śibi, the elephant, and the tigress—and many less prominent tales as well. A full description of the corpus is given in the Appendix.

My discussion can be divided naturally into two halves. In chapter 1, which is methodological and introductory in nature, I lay out my argument in favor of approaching gift-of-the-body stories from a genre-based perspective and through a largely ahistorical approach. I then situate my corpus of gift-of-the-body stories within the larger context provided by the jātaka and avadāna genres, arguing that gift-of-the-body stories should be treated as a distinct subgenre within this larger context, proposing a definition of the gift-of-the-body subgenre, and distinguishing it from several other, closely related subgenres. This chapter thus sets the literary and conceptual background for chapters 2 and 3.

In chapter 2 I begin my analysis of the tales by looking closely at the genre’s conventions of plot: What are some of the major plotlines employed within gift-of-the-body stories? How does each plotline “work,” how do different plotlines relate to each other, and how do variations in the plotline serve to bring different emphases to the fore? This analysis is continued in chapter 3, where I turn from conventions of plot to conventions of rhetoric: What kind of rhetorical and ideological logic underlies the gift-of-the-body genre? What do these stories wish to argue, and how do they go about doing so? How do they use the narrative form to acknowledge, confront, and grapple with various alternative ideologies that are directly opposed to their own, most cherished ideals? These two chapters together provide the reader with a close analysis of the genre and make a conscious attempt to complicate our perception of these seemingly “simple” stories and instead demonstrate to the reader their complexity, nuance, and ideological power.

After examining my corpus in terms of genre, in the second half of the book, I move away from a strictly genre-based approach (though without losing sight of the literary forms of the stories) to examine more closely some of the major religious issues that come to the fore within gift-of-the-body tales. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on the “gift” portion of the gift-of-the-body theme. The bodhisattva’s bodily self-sacrifice is usually explicitly conceived of as a type of “gift” (dāna)—indeed, as a most extraordinary type of gift and a fulfillment of the bodhisattva’s “perfection of generosity” (dāna-pāramitā). These two chapters thus attempt to situate the gift-of-the-body theme within the larger context of Buddhist ethical discourse on gifts, gift-giving, and the virtue of generosity: What kind of gift is the bodhisattva’s gift of his body, and how does it bring together several different Buddhist ideals of generosity? Since dāna constitutes a profoundly important concept in Indian Buddhist thought whose many contours are just beginning to be untangled, in chapter 4 I first set the context for this discussion by proposing two different conceptual schema by means of which the many notions of dāna put forth in Indian Buddhist literature might be classified. In chapter 5 I then turn to the gift-of-the-body theme itself and attempt to situate it within this larger discourse, arguing that the theme is multivocal and flexible in nature and relates to the larger discourse in a variety of different ways (and again paying ample attention to the types of narrative strategies that allow for this degree of flexibility).

Chapter 6, in contrast, focuses on the “body” portion of the gift-of-the-body theme. The bodhisattva’s gift is not just any gift, but specifically a gift of his body. Thus this chapter discusses several prominent Buddhist lines of thinking about the body—both the ordinary human body and the very special body of the bodhisattva—and demonstrates how they are invoked within gift-of-the-body stories, once again arguing for the genre’s multivocality and flexibility as brought about through the narrative form. Chapters 5 and 6 together thus begin to move away from an intensive focus upon the stories themselves to demonstrate how the stories relate to wider spheres of Buddhist intellectual discourse.

Finally, chapter 7 briefly points toward several further contexts of interpretation that might be brought to bear on the gift-of-the-body theme—including kingship and its legitimation, the category of sacrifice, the category of the ritual offering, and the Buddhist discourse on death—while the Conclusions offer a summarizing discussion of the major points made throughout the book.

In speaking of the hundreds of versions of the Rāmāyaṇa epic that have crisscrossed their way across ancient and modern India, A. K. Ramanujan once observed that the Rāmāyaṇa is not just a series of “texts” or “stories” or “versions,” but instead a set of cultural resources—or what he termed a “pool of signifiers” that each individual version dips into to bring out a “unique crystallization.”54 Each “version” has its own unique internal logic and necessity, but relies for its ability to convey meaning on the overall “pool” from which it draws. I find this to be a most felicitous image for thinking about Buddhist gift-of-the-body stories. It is my hope that within these pages I have thrown some light on both the art and artistry of individual “crystallizations” and the basic “pool of signifiers” from which all such stories draw.
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I

THE GIFT-OF-THE-BODY GENRE

In the twenty-second chapter of the Divyāvadāna we find a long and elaborate rendition of the story of King Candraprabha, who gave away his head to an evil and greedy brahmin. The story opens with a description of King Candraprabha’s magnanimous generosity and the beneficial effects it has on his kingdom. King Candraprabha is described as “a giver of everything, a renouncer of everything, one who gave without attachment and engaged in great generosity.”1 He gives away so many material gifts that everyone in Jambudvīpa’s 68,000 cities becomes exceedingly wealthy. No one goes around on foot anymore; instead, they ride around on the backs of richly caparisoned elephants or in golden chariots drawn by horses. So weighed down are they by the jewelry, parasols, crowns, and ornaments given to them by the king that everyone in Jambudvīpa begins to look exactly like the royal king himself. They live in pleasure and luxury, and instead of working for a living, they listen to musical performances, surround themselves with beautiful women, and “amuse themselves with the amusements of kings.”2

The turning point in the story comes with the introduction of an evil brahmin named Raudrākṣa, who lives on Gandhamādana Mountain. For as soon as he hears of King Candraprabha’s great reputation as an “all-giving” (sarvaṃdada) king, he muses to himself:


What if I were to go and ask for his head? If he were really “all-giving,” then he would give me his head! But it is difficult, impossible, and out of the question that he would renounce the most excellent, beloved, cherished, dear, and charming part of his body—his head, that is! This is impossible!3



When I first translated this story many years ago, I did not find anything particularly humorous in Raudrākṣa’s musings. Instead, I wondered right along with him whether King Candraprabha could really be convinced to offer up his own head. It was only after reading many more gift-of-the-body stories that I began to find Raudrākṣa’s words incredulous, ridiculous, and maybe even funny. For by the conventions of the gift-of-the-body genre, of course, there is no question as to whether the bodhisattva will agree to give away his head. Every dull-witted reader knows that he will—that it is impossible that he should not—and thus, for Raudrākṣa to state repeatedly that such a thing is “difficult, impossible, and out of the question” turns him into a caricature of the foolish, evil brahmin, and makes his statement appear humorous. The humor is not intrinsic to the statement itself, but derives from one’s understanding of the conventions of the gift-of-the-body genre. Once I understood this, my education as a reader had begun.

Here is another example of the play of generic conventions. In the sixth chapter of Āryaśūra’s Jātakamālā, we find an interesting version of the famous story of the Buddha’s previous birth as a hare, roughly the same story as the one I previously quoted from the Cariyāpiṭaka. Once again, this hare lives in the forest with an otter, a jackal, and a monkey, and once again, he delivers a sermon to them on the necessity of offering food and hospitality to wandering travelers, but then immediately begins to fret about his own ability to do so. Just when the hare is about to despair, however, he hits upon a momentous idea: he will offer to any wandering travelers who happen by the flesh from his own body. This sincere intention to sacrifice his own body in order to feed a guest causes the earth and mountains to shake with delight, which alerts the celestial beings above. The god Śakra, eager to test the hare’s virtue, disguises himself as a brahmin wanderer who is hungry and lost in the woods. When he calls out for help, the otter comes and offers him seven fish, the jackal offers him a dead lizard and a bowl of sour milk, and the monkey offers him some mangoes. The hare then bravely steps forward and offers to the brahmin his own body. A heap of flaming coals suddenly materializes, and the hare throws himself into the fire—thus sacrificing his very life to provide the brahmin wanderer with a nice meal of rabbit. Impressed and filled with astonishment, Śakra abandons his brahmin-disguise, praises the hare’s deed at length, and then places the image of the hare in the moon as a permanent reminder of this magnificent gift.

For the uninitiated reader, there is nothing especially odd here—nothing that would immediately stand out and garner one’s attention. It is only for one who has read many of these tales and is familiar with the conventions of the genre that the plot of this particular tale marks it as an especially extreme example. For, as we will see in chapter 2, gift-of-the-body stories fall into two main types. In some stories, the request for the gift might be described as “real.” That is, an ordinary living being who finds himself in dire straits of some kind makes a sincere request for the bodhisattva’s body, or is obviously in need of the bodhisattva’s body. The bodhisattva gives away his body, and generally dies in the process. This death is entirely appropriate—for the theme of extreme and uncompromising generosity on behalf of suffering living beings finds its greatest fulfillment only when the bodhisattva actually loses his life and is therefore seen to have sacrificed everything for the sake of generosity and compassion. (Having the bodhisattva survive the gift or somehow get his body back would obviously dilute the ethical message.)

In other stories, however, the request for the gift is not “real,” but might rather be described as a “ruse”—for the recipient who demands the gift is not truly a suffering being in need, but rather the god Śakra in disguise, who is merely testing the bodhisattva’s generosity. The request for the gift is not real—it is a ruse—and thus the bodhisattva in these stories does not die. Instead, the normal outcome of such stories is that once the bodhisattva passes Śakra’s test by demonstrating his willingness to give, Śakra reveals his true identity, praises the bodhisattva, and then encourages him to perform an “Act of Truth” that restores his injured body to perfect health. The story has a “happy ending”—and this, again, is entirely appropriate. For it is never Śakra’s intention to make the bodhisattva die; it is only his intention to test him, and once he passes this test, it is perfectly appropriate that he should get his body back. This correspondence between the identity of the recipient and the ultimate fate of the bodhisattva appears to be a solid generic convention. That is, although such conventions never constitute ironclad rules, we can state with some assurance that most gift-of-the-body episodes in which the recipient is Śakra-in-disguise end with the bodhisattva restoring his body by performing an Act of Truth, while most gift-of-the-body episodes in which the recipient is someone other than Śakra end with the bodhisattva losing his life.

Once we are schooled in these generic conventions, Āryaśūra’s rendition of the hare-story suddenly jumps out at us and strikes us as significant. For the story begins with the typical setup involving Śakra’s desire to test the bodhisattva’s generosity—yet it ends with a fiery death for the hare. Something has gone wrong here. He wasn’t supposed to die, it was only a test. Generic conventions have been violated, generic expectations thwarted—and it is here that interpretation takes place. We might speculate, for example, that Āryaśūra is particularly concerned to emphasize the theme of extreme self-sacrifice, and thus violates certain generic conventions in his retelling of the hare-story in order to achieve this end. Even when the gift was only a ruse, he seems to be saying, the bodhisattva still gave up his life. The competent reader will, on some level, recognize the divergence of Āryaśūra’s version not only from the Pāli versions on which it is likely based4—in which the hare survives the gift rather than dying—but more important, its divergence from all gift-of-the-body stories in which the recipient is Śakra-in-disguise. It is the violation of the larger generic convention that signals to the reader the possible significance of this particular tale. Ideally, such a reader has heard or read many different stories in which Śakra tests the bodhisattva—and has seen the bodhisattva pass and survive this test in good health over and over again. Thus, when the hare unexpectedly dies, this death calls attention to itself; it brings home to one the reality of extreme self-sacrifice with new and unanticipated force. This forcefulness derives from the story’s relationship to the larger generic tradition rather than from the story itself.

In support of this interpretation, I might point out that Peter Khoroche has claimed that the Jātakamālā does indeed show a much greater concern with emphasizing the bodhisattva ideal of self-sacrifice than does the Pāli Jātaka collection. He notes, for example, that three of the four tales in the Jātakamālā that are not shared in common with the Pāli Jātaka collection involve the gift-of-the-body theme.5 Thus one could argue that Āryaśūra, when deciding which tales from the earlier tradition to include within his collection, showed disproportionate favor toward the theme of extreme self-sacrifice. The collection as a whole thus confirms what we can already gather from just a single story—once we approach it in terms of its genre.

The Concept of Genre

“Genre,” in my usage, does not refer to a prescriptive body of rules, theoretical model, or universal archetype. Instead, I adhere to a broadly historical conception of genre, as advanced by many literary critics.6 In the understanding of such critics, the term “genre” should be restricted to those historically situated sets of institutionalized conventions that have presumably governed the writing and reading of literature at a particular place and time. Thus any genre, by this definition, should be characterized by both historical / cultural specificity, in terms of being restricted in time and space, and discursive specificity, or its own distinctive complex of generic conventions. A genre becomes recognizable to its readers as an entire complex of generic conventions—formal, substantive, structural, functional, etc.—that appear to characterize a body of related texts. Each genre can be described as an abstract body of such conventions, which constitutes its “generic repertoire.” Genres can be named and defined by the culture in question (jātaka, avadāna, etc.), but it is also possible for scholars to make historically and critically persuasive arguments for genres that are not explicitly named by the culture in which they operate—which is the project I will undertake here.

Despite modern declarations of the increasing irrelevance or even “death” of genre, genre is, in fact, intrinsic to the everyday processes of writing, reading, and interpreting.7 Writing cannot take place in a vacuum; a writer always writes within the context of the repertoire of genres characteristic of his or her culture. Even those works that seem to violate generic codes beyond recognition derive at least some of their meaning against the framework provided by the very codes violated and contribute (if they become influential) to the future make-up of the codes. Readers, too, can interpret a text only by placing it within the context of a particular genre or genres. Thus literary critics (especially reader-response critics) often speak of the way in which the opening section of a text establishes a “generic contract” between the text and the competent reader, providing the reader with a set of “generic expectations” against which to interpret the text. These expectations are often violated or broken, but they provide the framework within which interpretation takes place, and they make the violations meaningful. Far from limiting the creativity of either author or reader, generic conventions (and other elements of literary competence brought to bear on the text) provide the very means by which literature can be made to bear meaning. Thus, if we think of genre not in terms of ironclad rules and prescriptions that stifle creativity, or rigid, taxonomic classes into which every work of literature must fit, but rather in the looser terms of an “invitation to form”8 for the writer and a “horizon of expectations”9 for the reader, then it seems that genre is very much alive.

The phrase “horizon of expectations” is also useful for indicating the status of the generic conventions one describes within one’s analysis. Rather than seeing these conventions as collectively constituting some kind of “underlying structure” or “essence” that is intrinsic to the genre in question—as Vladimir Propp does, for example, in Morphology of the Folktale10—I favor an approach which theoretically shifts such “structures” from the text to the expectations of the competent reader.11 That is, whatever conventions one uncovers through the reading of multiple texts should not be seen as properties intrinsic to those texts, but rather, as the norms, expectations, and interpretive operations on the part of the reader that are required to account for the effects of signification the texts are seen to have. Thus, in my own discussion of the gift-of-the-body genre, whatever conventions I discern and describe should be seen merely as abstractions that attempt to render explicit the body of literary and generic expectations any qualified and competent Indian Buddhist reader might have brought to bear on a story of this type, based on his or her previous experiences with literary tradition. From this perspective, deviations from the expected conventions found in any particular story do not “disqualify” the story as a gift-of-the-body story, but rather, highlight possible points at which the reader might derive meaning from the violation of his or her “generic expectations” (as we saw with Āryaśūra’s version of the story of the hare). Alternatively, if we wish to imagine genre from the perspective of the writer rather than the reader, then these same conventions might be seen as a hypothetical reconstruction of the basic set of discursive possibilities such a writer had available to him in composing or reworking a story of this type—whether or not he ultimately chose to fulfill them.

The concept of genre, as I have defined it, always includes a historical dimension.12 Because literature is historically situated and constantly subject to transformation and change, genres that are given “once-and-for-all” definitions and conceived as ideal, immutable, Platonic forms tend to lack any explanatory power when applied to actual texts. Therefore, one’s analysis of a genre should always specify a historical frame of reference. Moreover, depending on the width of this frame, there will generally be a trade-off between the range of texts accounted for and the level of explanatory detail: a very wide historical frame will include a greater range of texts at the expense of explanatory detail, while a very narrow historical frame will be rich in explanatory detail but have the power to explain a smaller number of texts. I do not necessarily agree with Alastair Fowler, however, when he states categorically that “correspondingly little can be said” within a frame of wider limits, or that such discussion always “tends toward the vacuous.”13 True, one can probably say considerably less of general import about “the novel” than one could about “the nineteenth-century British novel”—but what one does say might be equally interesting and persuasive and serve just as well to bring out the value and literariness of those texts understood to be “novels.” Ultimately, the success or failure of this trade-off depends on the critic’s overall purpose and should be evaluated in those terms.

Methodologically, then, I conceive of genre in a manner that steers a middle way between two theoretical extremes. On the one hand, I am broadly committed to historicity and would reject any generic interpretation—however rhetorically convincing—that would be impossible for historical authors and readers to recognize. On the other hand, however, I also recognize that history itself is a matter of interpretation—not the objective ground for such interpretation—and in that sense, all generic “description” is ultimately interpretive and pragmatic in nature. Genres are always grounded in the critic’s explanatory purpose, defined by the critic herself in order to achieve certain ends, and constitutively powerful of the texts being examined. As Adena Rosmarin states in The Power of Genre, genre is “the critic’s heuristic tool”—a “pragmatic thought-experiment” that is “justified wholly insofar as it helps us make better or more convincing critical arguments.”14

These theoretical issues are especially pertinent to the project I undertake here because the historical frame of reference I invoke throughout this book is a very wide one indeed. In fact, the category of “Indian Buddhism” is perhaps the only historical frame that brings my corpus of stories together (and in some cases even this frame is stretched to its very limit). Thus, although I am ostensibly aiming to reconstruct the generic expectations of a “qualified and competent Indian Buddhist reader,” it is worthwhile asking who, exactly, this phantom figure might be. After all, a Pāli story from the Pāli Jātaka collection written in a simple style and perhaps deriving from early oral tradition (though not redacted in its final form until fifth-century C.E. Sri Lanka) is something very different from a Sanskrit story from Āryaśūra’s fourth-century C.E. Jātakamālā, which is written in an elegant, courtly style and directed at connoisseurs of fine poetry—and both of those are quite different, again, from a much later Tibetan story translated from a Chinese collection originally based upon oral tales heard in some Indic language by Chinese monks in Khotan.15 What kind of “qualified and competent Indian Buddhist reader” could we possibly posit as the audience for all three of these tales? Where would such a person come from, what gender or social class would he (or she) belong to, when would he (or she) have lived, and under what local circumstances would he (or she) have encountered such a genre?

Perhaps the best way to answer such questions is to admit that while this kind of local specificity—even in the case of premodern Indian Buddhism—is sometimes possible,16 and while it has garnered increasing attention in the field of Buddhist Studies, it is simply not the project I am interested in pursuing here. Since I am interested in a set of stories that spans the entire length and breadth of the Indian Buddhist tradition (and involving many texts whose provenance and reception are full of uncertainty), and since I nevertheless wish to hold onto the conception of genre in terms of the generic competence and expectations of the reader, I suppose that my “qualified and competent Indian Buddhist reader” is something of a phantom figure. Not only is he (or she) fully literate—for in my conception of a “reader,” I have completely ignored the oral / aural dimension of these texts and their possible adaptation to performative, storytelling contexts—but he or she also stands at the very end of the tradition, looking back, and is familiar with texts in several different languages and styles of writing.

In a sense this reader is not any single historical person who might have potentially existed, but instead a personification of Indian Buddhist literary tradition—and even perhaps a personification of the not-necessarily-chronological intertextuality so characteristic of this material. For the texts within my corpus are not just isolated texts—they are texts that are often aware of one another, refer to one another, quote from one another, draw from the same shared context of reference and allusion, and borrow and adapt the same stories and conventions over and over again—in some cases, seeming to “speak” to each other in a way that would be historically impossible. It is this—admittedly diffuse and historically vague—Indian Buddhist discursive space that I am after when I conceive of my “competent reader.” It is the overall “pool of signifiers” that most persuasively (I hope) accounts for the “unique crystallization” embodied by each individual tale. This competent reader, moreover, is—unavoidably—a projection of my own reading practices, but one that is available for the scrutiny of other qualified readers.

Ultimately, then, in spite of its reliance upon a broadly historical conception of genre, the project that I undertake here is clearly not well-rooted in a particular historical context, and although I recognize that this methodology leaves me open to the risk of considerable criticism, I am convinced that this is a risk worth taking. Otherwise, one would have to hold the position that nothing at all can ever be said about a general “Indian Buddhist discursive world” that shows definite continuity over time and space (not only in terms of plotlines, characters, and religious conceptions, but even in terms of individual clichés and phraseology, and between Pāli, Sanskrit, and Tibetan / Chinese translations), simply because “Indian Buddhism” is too long and too broad for one’s statement to be historically responsible—and I am unconvinced that this is the case. I would loosely compare the scope of my methodology, perhaps, to John Strong’s description of his work as “the exegetical exploration of a world of meaning,”17 in which “particular texts or particular issues [from widely varying historical contexts] are taken as focal points for presenting and discussing the problematics of a given tradition,”18 or to Steven Collins’ exploration of a wide-ranging “Pali imaginaire,” which he specifies as consisting of “any and every Pali text from the premodern period, but only those of which there is a western edition.”19 And finally, I would also defend the basic claim that careful reading and a sympathetic imagination can make up, to some extent, for a lack of historical precision. As Hallisey and Hansen have stated:


As yet we know very little about what individual Buddhists did in particular historical circumstances, and it is unlikely that we will ever recover all that we would like to know. There will be very few instances where we will have an independent historical witness to the impact that the retelling of a story may have had on a particular individual. [But] [a]ttention to the worklike aspects of the texts may help us to educate our imaginations, such that we do feel that we have a reasonable idea about what subsequent Buddhists … might have learned from a story—if only because our own horizon of values and expectations is altered by our attempt to think through the possibilities of a text.20



I follow them here in believing in the value of such imaginative enterprises.

Jātakas, Avadānas, and Gift-of-the-Body Tales

The vast majority of gift-of-the-body stories that constitute my corpus do not refer to themselves explicitly as “gift-of-the-body stories.” Though the bodhisattva’s gift of his body is referred to in Sanskrit with several different terms—such as ātma-parityāga (“self-sacrifice”), śarīra-parityāga (“renunciation of the body”), adhyātma-dāna (“internal gift”), and kāya-dāna or deha-dāna (“gift of the body”)—none of these terms is regularly used, either alone or in combination with other terms, to indicate a specific literary genre.21 The gift-of-the-body genre I am proposing constitutes my own hypothetical construction and is not a genre that was specifically named by the culture in question. I have underscored this point throughout by consistently making use of the hyphenated English adjective “gift-of-the-body” (as in “gift-of-the-body theme,” “gift-of-the-body story,” and “gift-of-the-body genre”) rather than any Sanskrit equivalent.

Instead of referring to themselves as “gift-of-the-body stories,” most of the stories within my corpus identify themselves more generally as jātakas or avadānas. Three different versions of the hare story,22 for example, call themselves the Sasa Jātaka (Pāli), the Śaśa Jātaka (Sanskrit), and the Śaśāvadāna (Sanskrit)—meaning either “the jātaka of the hare” or “the avadāna of the hare.” The Buddhist narrative genres of jātaka and avadāna thus constitute the larger generic context within which gift-of-the-body tales might be seen as a distinct subgenre—a “subgenre” being defined by Fowler as a class with the same basic generic repertoire as its corresponding genre, but additional specification of content.23 This raises the obvious question, however, of how gift-of-the-body stories can constitute a subgenre of two different genres at once. Are gift-of-the-body stories jātakas? Are they avadānas? Or does it depend on the particular story?

A brief discussion of the jātaka and avadāna genres will help to clarify these issues. Both in terms of etymology24 and consistent usage, the meaning of the term jātaka in Indian Buddhism is quite clear: a jātaka, in brief, is a story in which one of the characters—usually the hero—is identified as a previous birth of the historical Buddha, generally appearing in the form of a man, a deity, or one of the higher animals (but only rarely as a female of any kind).25 Such stories exist within all kinds of Buddhist texts, both canonical and noncanonical—including sūtra, vinaya, abhidharma, śāstras, and commentaries, as well as individual jātaka texts and jātaka collections. The jātaka as a genre appears to be very old, for in the ancient system enumerating nine “limbs” (aṅga) of the Buddha’s teaching mentioned throughout the Pāli Nikāyas, jātaka constituted the seventh “limb.”26 Since this is an ancient classification that predates the texts in which it now appears, jātaka as an aṅga refers not to specific extant texts, but rather to a particular genre of composition and category of buddhavacana. The great age of the jātaka genre is also suggested by the fact that depictions of jātaka stories appear in Indian Buddhist art at Bhārhut and Sāñcī as early as the second century B.C.E.

The existence of the jātaka genre is based on the notion that the Buddha, during the “first watch” of the night of his enlightenment, attained the recollection of his previous lives.27 Throughout his career he often had occasion to relate one of these former lives to his audience in order to illustrate a point, drive home a moral lesson, or shed light on some situation. It is these stories that constitute the jātakas. Because samsara is beginningless, of course, the Buddha—like all beings—has a potentially infinite number of these previous lives. The jātakas, however, do not stretch back into the infinite past. In Indian Buddhist tradition, the lives related in the jātakas are understood to be restricted to those that took place during the Buddha’s bodhisattva career. In several important texts, such as the Jātakanidāna and the Buddhavaṃsa (both in Pāli), the story is told that four “innumerable eons” and one hundred thousand (regular) eons ago, when the Buddha was a young brahmin ascetic named Sumedha, he encountered the former Buddha Dīpaṃkara, became full of faith, made a religious vow in Dīpaṃkara’s presence to become a Buddha himself in the far distant future, and received from Dīpaṃkara a firm and detailed prediction of his future success.28 This was the moment that inaugurated the Buddha’s bodhisattva career, and it is only the lives that occurred after this crucial point that are worthy of being related in the jātakas. Jātakas are about the Buddha’s previous lives as a bodhisattva on the bodhisattva path rather than as an ordinary being.29

The general function of the jātakas, then, is to illustrate how the bodhisattva, in life after life, cultivated various virtues on the bodhisattva path that ultimately contributed to his attainment of Buddhahood. Accordingly, most jātakas portray the bodhisattva as an exemplary figure, highlighting such features as his wisdom, compassion, and ascetic detachment. Many jātakas, in fact, are explicitly intended to illustrate the bodhisattva’s cultivation of one of the six or ten “perfections” (pāramitā) needed for the attainment of Buddhahood. In the Aviṣahya Jātaka, for example, the bodhisattva is a wealthy merchant who continues to give alms to supplicants even after he is reduced to absolute poverty, thus cultivating the “perfection of generosity” (dāna-pāramitā); in the Brāhmaṇa Jātaka he is a boy who refuses to steal even when his brahmin teacher urges him to do so, thus cultivating the “perfection of morality” (śīla-pāramitā); and in the Kṣāntivādin Jātaka he is an ascetic who calmly tolerates the mutilation inflicted on him by an angry king, thus cultivating the “perfection of forbearance” (kṣānti-pāramitā).30

Some jātaka collections are even arranged on this basis: the Jātakamālā of Āryaśūra arranges the bulk of its thirty-four jātakas (including the three mentioned above) in accordance with the first three of the Sarvāstivādin list of six perfections, while the Cariyāpiṭaka of the Pāli Canon arranges its thirty-five versified jātakas in accordance with the Theravādin list of ten perfections. In spite of the didactic nature of these and many other jātakas, however, it is also the case that any preexisting tale could be transformed into a jātaka simply by turning one of its characters into a previous birth of the Buddha. The jātaka genre was thus used to assimilate an enormous variety of traditional Indian folklore into the Buddhist fold—including some tales whose moral lessons were not specifically Buddhist, or that had no discernible moral lesson at all. This is especially true of the massive Pāli Jātaka collection, much of whose contents are likely non-Buddhist in origin, including many traditional animal fables, folktales, and fairy tales.

In terms of narrative structure, many jātakas possess or imply a threefold structure consisting of a “story of the present” (in Pāli, paccuppannavatthu), explaining on what occasion the Buddha told this tale; a “story of the past” (atītavatthu), which is the past-life story itself; and the final “identifications” (samodhāna), in which the perspective shifts back to the present, and the Buddha identifies characters in the “story of the past” as the previous births of those in the “story of the present” and other well-known Buddhist figures of his time (always including himself). These identifications are often predictable, for the relationships the Buddha has with other people during his last life often mirror the relationships he had with them during his numerous previous lives. (Thus, the bodhisattva’s mother is usually identified as a previous birth of the Buddha’s mother Queen Māya, the bodhisattva’s father is usually a previous birth of King Śuddhodhana, and any “villain” in the story is usually a previous birth of the Buddha’s cousin and nemesis Devadatta.)

The “story of the present” and the “identifications” both pertain to the “present” time, and together serve as an outer framework that encompasses and contextualizes the “story of the past,” or jātaka proper. In many cases, however, this outer framework is largely ignored, and only the “story of the past” appears—although at least some indication that one of the characters is a previous birth of the Buddha is required in order to indicate that the story is a jātaka. Often this is accomplished simply by referring to one of the characters as “the bodhisattva.”

In contrast to the relatively easy task of describing what constitutes a jātaka, far greater problems are presented by our second relevant genre, the avadāna. Etymologically, the term avadāna has been given at least two different derivations,31 and there is no consensus on what the term originally meant. It seems fairly clear, in fact, that both the etymology and the original meaning of the term avadāna must have been lost at an early date, and the Buddhist tradition itself did not clearly understand the precise meaning of the term. Given these uncertainties, many scholars have eschewed the quest for etymology or original meaning and have been content to conclude that the term avadāna within Buddhist literature has the broad meaning of “legend,” “narrative,” or “tale.”32 In some cases, however, scholars have also come up with more descriptive definitions, based on the characteristics of those works labeled as avadānas. A perusal of descriptive definitions put forth by scholars and ranging in date from 1844 to 200033 leads one to the conclusion that although they differ in emphasis, they are generally in accord with one another, and seem to revolve around three major aspects: (1) Avadānas are stories that illustrate the workings of karma and rebirth, demonstrating how past actions have resulted in present circumstances, and how present actions will result in future circumstances. (2) Often the types of actions depicted take place in a Buddhist devotional context; thus positive actions are generally good deeds done toward Buddha, Dharma, Saṃgha, or some other religious object, while negative actions are the opposite. (3) The heroes of avadānas are generally Buddhist disciples or layfollowers.

Taken together, these three elements do provide an adequate descriptive definition of the avadāna genre—one that is in general concord with important avadāna collections, such as the Avadānaśataka, Divyāvadāna, Karmaśataka, (Pāli) Apadāna, and a later collection of texts known as the Avadānamālās. It is also possible in many cases to distinguish (as some scholars have done) between several distinct types of avadānas: avadānas of the past (relating the previous lives of the heroes), avadānas of the present (relating deeds and their consequences within a single lifetime), avadānas of the future, or vyākaraṇas (“prophecies,” relating present deeds and the Buddha’s prediction of their future consequences), and mixed avadānas, which combine several different types.34 Further complicating the matter, however, is that many “avadānas of the past” deal with previous lives of the Buddha; these are referred to as bodhisattvāvadānas and are technically equivalent to jātakas. Thus, jātakas can be seen as a subset of avadānas, and any jātaka, in theory, could be called an avadāna (while only some avadānas could be called jātakas).

Just as the existence of the jātaka genre is based on what happened during the “first watch” of the night of the Buddha’s enlightenment, so the existence of the avadāna genre is based on what happened during the “second watch.”35 During this watch the Buddha gained the “divine eye,” which allowed him to see, with perfect clarity, the intricate workings of karma and rebirth and the “passing away and reappearance” of all beings. Thus, in addition to perceiving his own previous lives, he could also perceive the previous (and future) lives of other beings. Throughout the remainder of his career, he often had occasion to relate the previous or future lives of his disciples and layfollowers—focusing especially on karmic deeds and their consequences—and it is these stories that constitute the avadānas.

Like the jātaka, the avadāna appears to be a very old genre, for in addition to the ancient system of nine aṅgas, or “limbs,” of the Buddha’s teaching mentioned earlier, there is also a list of twelve aṅgas that retains the original nine but adds three additional categories, including avadāna as the eleventh.36 Once again, since this twelvefold system predates the texts in which it now appears, avadāna as an aṅga refers not to specific extant texts, but rather to a genre of composition or category of buddhavacana. It is even possible, moreover, that there existed a class of monks who specialized in composing and passing down the texts belonging to this genre, since two verses in the Kalpadrumāvadānamālā refer specifically to “avadānists” and to “experts in the avadānas.”37

From the preceding discussion, the answers to the questions I posed above become obvious: although the gift-of-the-body stories within our corpus are variously labeled either jātaka or avadāna, we are justified in seeing them strictly as jātakas because all of them involve previous births of the Buddha, which is the technical definition of the jātaka. Thus the title jātaka versus the title avadāna has little significance within this corpus, since avadāna, in this case, really stands for bodhisattvāvadāna, a term synonymous with jātaka. Gift-of-the-body stories are clearly jātakas.

In the following section, however, I would like to approach and answer this question from a slightly different perspective by considering not merely the technical definitions of the terms jātaka and avadāna, but also the religious meaning or significance of each genre and the relationship obtaining between them. For jātakas and avadānas do not exist in isolation; instead, they are both part of an Indian Buddhist generic system marked by particular relations between different genres. I will argue that gift-of-the-body stories are jātakas not merely because they involve previous births of the Buddha, but also because they embody what might be called the “ethos of the jātaka” rather than the “ethos of the avadāna.” I will argue, in fact, that gift-of-the-body stories are a kind of “super-jātaka”—and that part of the significance of the “super-jātaka” derives from its stark contrast to the avadāna.

Perfections, Devotions, and Super-Jātakas

Several scholars have pointed to a fundamental difference between the religious perspectives of the jātaka and the avadāna. Weeraratne states that jātakas involve the long moral career of the bodhisattva and his gradual acquisition of virtues and perfections over an extremely long period of time. They never suggest that one can achieve complete Buddhahood merely through worshiping other Buddhas. “But in the avadānas,” he states, “we detect a subtle change of emphasis…. Though these avadānas are termed stories about karma … the karma referred to … is not the karma … described in the jātaka stories, but action with a certain amount of devotion … towards the Buddha.”38 Speyer makes a similar observation that is worth quoting at length (despite his use of the word “trivial” to characterize the avadānas):


The avadāna class comprises a great many of invented stories of a trivial kind, which are never or seldom met with among the jātakas proper. To perform an avadāna, that is to say: a glorious deed, common people may suffice with something less than the world-famed heroic performances of the Bodhisattvas of old, who offered their body as food to a famished tigress, their eyes, their flesh and blood, their head … who gave away wife and children to a begging brahman, etc. Gifts to the Saṅgha; glorification of the Master or his disciples by presenting them with incense, flowers, silver, gold, jewels; the adorning, repairing, honouring of stūpas and caityas … in short any deed or performance beneficial to the Church and its Clergy may constitute actions entitled to that name and worth celebrating in avadāna-tales.39



And finally, John Strong, in a somewhat similar manner, contrasts “jātaka-acts” with “avadāna-acts”—noting that jātaka-acts are “acts of compassion” while avadāna-acts are “acts of devotion.”40 Taking all three observations together, we might say that jātakas illustrate the bodhisattva’s arduous cultivation of certain moral perfections, whereas avadānas take place in a Buddhist devotional context and involve the performance of devotional acts by disciples and layfollowers. In short, we might say that jātakas are about “perfections” whereas avadānas are about “devotions.”

Taking jātakas and avadānas as a whole, of course, this is not strictly true. It is more of a general tendency—yet general enough so that it constitutes a generic expectation whose violation causes confusion about whether something is “really” a jātaka or an avadāna. Take, for example, the stories that appear in the second varga (division) of the Avadānaśataka or the various narratives contained in the Buddhavaṃsa.41 These relate the previous lives of the Buddha and therefore meet the technical definition of the jātaka. But rather than dealing with the bodhisattva’s cultivation of the perfections, they instead deal with the bodhisattva’s devotions toward previous Buddhas. For this is the second major activity a bodhisattva engages in: when there is no Buddha in the world, the bodhisattva cultivates the six or ten moral perfections needed for Buddhahood (as described in the jātakas), but when there is a Buddha in the world, the bodhisattva encounters this Buddha and engages in acts of worship and devotion. Thus the Buddha himself, as a bodhisattva, encountered every one of the twenty-four Buddhas that arose in the world beginning with the time of his original bodhisattva-vow (as the ascetic Sumedha) and ending with his own final attainment of Buddhahood—and it is these devotional encounters that fill the pages of the Buddhavaṃsa and the Avadānaśataka’s second varga. Because these narratives focus on this second type of action—“devotions” rather than “perfections”—they are more akin in spirit to avadānas than to jātakas. Consequently, there is confusion among scholars about whether they are really jātakas, and most surveys of jātaka literature and descriptions of the Buddhavaṃsa and Avadānaśataka do not refer to them as jātakas. In the case of the Avadānaśataka, in fact, the term jātaka is usually reserved for the stories that appear in the fourth (rather than second) varga of the text, which do deal with the bodhisattva’s cultivation of the moral perfections. Thus, even though the second and fourth vargas of the text both focus on the Buddha’s previous lives, only the latter is consistently seen as containing jātakas.

This distinction between the second and fourth vargas of the Avadānaśataka is not merely a product of scholarly confusion, moreover, for the Buddhist tradition itself appears to make the very same distinction. From approximately 400 to 1000 C.E., most of the stories of the Avadānaśataka were systematically reworked, elaborated, and rekeyed in the tone of the Mahāyāna in a later series of four texts known as the Avadānamālās (or “Garlands of Avadānas”). It is striking to observe, as Strong has pointed out in his discussion of this issue, that the author-compilers who produced these later texts on the basis of the Avadānaśataka consistently included the stories of the second varga but ignored those from the fourth.42 This suggests that the author-compilers themselves drew a distinction between avadānas as stories about “devotions” and jātakas as stories about “perfections.” The stories in the second varga fit the implicit definition of the avadāna and were thus included in the Avadānamālās, even though they involved previous births of the Buddha and were therefore technically jātakas, while the stories in the fourth varga, though called avadānas, were recognized by them to be jātakas and thus left out of the Avadānamālās.

In terms of their ethos or religious significance, then, we might say that jātakas are about “perfections,” while avadānas are about “devotions.” The former deal with moral acts, while the latter deal with ritual acts. The split between morality and ritual, of course, is by no means a definitive one. Buddhist texts make it clear that moral acts (such as saving somebody else’s life) very often involve ritualistic elements (such as vows), while ritual acts (such as offering flowers to a stūpa) are both driven by and help to cultivate moral attitudes (such as faith). In fact, the frequently voiced notion that Buddhism replaces ritual with ethics or ethicizes ritualistic notions has been shown to be vastly oversimplified; the moral and the ritual always implicate each other and can never be wholly separated.43 Nevertheless, there is a difference of emphasis between the predominantly-moral and the predominantly-ritual, and it is this contrast, I contend, that constitutes one of the major differences between the jātaka and avadāna genres.

This contrast can be further clarified, perhaps, if we consider the two genres in terms of the absence or presence of Buddhism in the world to function as a “field of merit” (puṇya-kṣetra). In the avadānas Buddhism is present in the world as a powerful “field of merit.” The heroes of the avadānas thus engage in devotional acts that ritually draw upon the power of this field to produce religious merit—or they fail to take advantage of this field, which produces religious demerit. In the jātakas, by contrast, the world is devoid of Buddhism as a field of merit whose power can be ritually tapped. The heroes of the jātakas thus engage in moral (rather than devotional) acts to produce religious merit. Moreover, because they do not have access to such a powerful field of merit, the moral acts they perform must often be more extreme in nature than the ritual acts performed by the heroes of the avadānas, who do have access to such a field. Thus, generosity in the avadānas might involve the offering of alms to a Buddhist monk, whereas generosity in the jātakas might involve chopping off one’s own head. Ascetic detachment in the avadānas might involve depriving oneself of material goods by offering them to the Saṃgha, whereas ascetic detachment in the jātakas might involve renouncing one’s family and glorious kingship to endure a difficult life in the wilderness.

In part, no doubt, this difference between the jātaka and the avadāna derives from the fact that the hero of the former is the bodhisattva himself, whereas the hero of the latter is generally an ordinary person. (Naturally, we would expect the bodhisattva to engage in more heroic feats than an ordinary disciple or layfollower.) Quite apart from this, however, I contend that part of the logic of the distinction between jātakas and avadānas is to highlight the difference between the pre-Buddha and post-Buddha ages. Without a Buddha in the world, King Śibi had to gouge out his eyes and give them to a stranger in order to adhere to the imperative of dāna, whereas a layperson living in the age of Śākyamuni can offer alms to a monk and perhaps gain just as much. Why? Because the latter gift constitutes an act of dāna to the Saṃgha—a potent field of merit that was unavailable to King Śibi. Thus, moral deeds in a Buddha-less age (“perfections”) are both compared to and contrasted with ritual transactions in an age of Buddhadharma (“devotions”). By means of the jātakas, the bodhisattva is lauded and exalted for the magnificent lengths he went to during his previous lives—but by means of the avadānas, ordinary Buddhists receive the message that such magnificent lengths are now unnecessary, thanks to the presence of Buddhism in the world as a powerful field of merit. The life of the Buddha can be replaced by the ritual of the Buddhist. For “perfections” and “devotions” are, on some level, equivalent: the sort of ritual logic at work here means that every offering made, every act of devotion performed, no matter how small, is multiplied by the great field of merit in which it is bestowed—the resulting product calling to mind the magnificent past deeds of the Buddha himself (such as King Śibi’s gift of his eyes). Thus it is neither the jātakas alone nor the avadānas alone but only the two genres taken together that illuminate for the reader the ritual magic worked by Buddhism—a magic that allows pre-Buddha “perfections” to be replaced by post-Buddha “devotions.”44

Jātakas and avadānas, then, are not distinguished from each other solely by the technical matter of whether they focus upon the Buddha or someone other than the Buddha. Instead, each of the two genres conveys certain characteristic religious values and assumptions, and the two genres work together to encompass an entire set of contrastive relations (as well as parallels and connections) between the past and the present, the Buddha-less age and the age of Buddhadharma, moral deeds and ritual transactions, Buddhas and ordinary beings. Within the discursive space occupied by these two genres, some tales embody the ethos of the jātaka, some tales embody the ethos of the avadāna, some tales consciously attempt to forge connections between the two,45 and some tales have little relevance to either side of this distinction—but in that case, I contend, the generic label of jātaka or avadāna strikes us almost as adventitious or irrelevant to the story’s interpretation.

Gift-of-the-body stories are jātakas in this second and more significant sense as well. That is, not only do they involve previous births of the Buddha, but they do so in a manner consistent with the ethos of the jātaka—by focusing on “perfections” within a Buddha-less age rather than “devotions” within an age of Buddhadharma. In fact, if we imagine a kind of continuum in which stories can be judged as either more or less “jātaka-like,” then gift-of-the-body stories, I maintain, are “super-jātakas,” or some of the most “jātaka-like” jātakas of all. Within the jātaka genre as a whole, there is an implicit hierarchy of tales, and gift-of-the-body stories inhabit the highest rungs of this hierarchy. In order to demonstrate this, let me draw a few distinctions between different varieties of jātakas and their corresponding degrees of “jātaka-ness” or adherence to the ethos of the jātaka:

1. The first major distinction I would draw is between those jātakas that illustrate one of the six or ten perfections (pāramitā) and those jātakas that do not, with the former having more “jātaka-ness.” This is not a question of relative numbers, since a very large number of the latter type of jātaka also exist. Many of the stories in the Pāli Jātaka collection, for example, are simple animal fables teaching cleverness, shrewdness, or worldly wisdom (nīti), rather than illustrating one of the perfections. And yet one cannot help but notice a persistent tendency in the scholarship to exclude such tales from the jātaka-category. Thus Speyer, in the above quote, speaks of “jātakas proper,” and there are similar references throughout the scholarly literature to “real jātakas,” “unequivocal jātakas,” “true jātakas,” “classical jātakas,” “distinctly Buddhist jātakas,” and so forth.46 Presumably, such real, true, unequivocal jātakas are those that illustrate, in some way, the bodhisattva’s cultivation of the perfections.

The same underlying assumption about what constitutes a “true” jātaka is also evident within the Buddhist tradition itself. Despite the heterogeneous contents of the Pāli Jātaka collection, for example, the Theravādin tradition has always given a special status to the last ten jātakas in the collection because they are understood to be the preeminent examples of each of the ten perfections. Likewise, if we look at the history of the jātaka genre as a whole, there is a clear tendency over time for later authors to selectively choose and rework earlier traditions. Within these patterns of choice, many such authors (for example, Āryaśūra and Haribhaṭṭa) clearly favor those tales that illustrate the bodhisattva’s cultivation of the perfections and generally ignore the simple animal fables, fairy tales, and folktales found so frequently in the Pāli Jātaka collection. The fact that some later collections (such as the Jātakamālā) are even arranged on the basis of the perfections further underscores this obvious hierarchy.

2. Among those jātakas that illustrate one of the six or ten perfections, dāna-pāramitā, or the “perfection of generosity,” seems to be a highly favored choice. This is clear not only from a subjective reading of many jātakas but also in the layout of those jātaka-collections that are arranged on the basis of the perfections. The final ten jātakas of the Pāli Jātaka collection mentioned above (which deal with the ten perfections) save the last and longest story of all (that of Prince Vessantara) for the “perfection of generosity”—clearly giving it the most exalted status among the ten perfections.

In other cases, this favoritism toward dāna is a matter of relative numbers. The Cariyāpiṭaka of the Pāli Canon consists of thirty-five versified jātakas (told in the first-person by the Buddha himself) arranged according to the Theravādin list of ten perfections. Among these, there are ten stories each for “generosity” (dāna) and “moral virtue” (sīla), followed by five for “renunciation” (nekkhamma), one for “resolution” (adhiṭṭhāna), six for “truth” (sacca), two for “benevolence” (mettā), and one for “equanimity” (upekkhā)—with one of the concluding verses of the work implying that the remaining three perfections have been achieved as well. Āryaśūra’s Jātakamālā is arranged in a similar way, with the first ten stories illustrating “generosity,” the second ten “moral virtue,” and the third ten “forbearance”; the pattern breaks down with the last four stories of the collection, however, which do not illustrate “energy” (the fourth Sarvāstivādin perfection), and the fifth and sixth perfections (“meditation” and “wisdom”) are not represented at all. In both texts, then, dāna is clearly one of the favored perfections. Many early scholars could not understand this: Barua and Morris felt that the Cariyāpiṭaka must be incomplete because it was “missing” three perfections; Horner felt that even if the “lost” sections were found, one still could not account for the overrepresentation of “generosity” and “moral virtue”; and Rhys Davids surmised that the text must originally have consisted of a hundred tales—ten for each perfection—basing himself on a similar claim concerning the Jātakamālā recorded by the Tibetan historian Tāranātha.47 However, recent scholarship has insisted that both works are complete as they stand,48 and indeed it is not so difficult to imagine that dāna and śīla were simply held in higher esteem and thought to warrant greater attention, as the most “jātaka-like” virtues of all.

3. Finally, within the favored category of jātakas illustrating dāna-pāramitā, the gift-of-the-body theme was one of the favored means of so doing. Out of the great wealth of jātakas involving generosity that must have been available to their authors, the Cariyāpiṭaka uses two gift-of-the-body stories (out of ten) to illustrate dāna-pāramitā, while the Jātakamālā uses four; similarly, in a list found in the Jātakanidāna, two out of eleven jātakas illustrating dāna-pāramitā are also gift-of-the-body stories.49 Similarly, gift-of-the-body stories are frequently invoked within exegetical discussions of dāna-pāramitā. In fact, the gift of the body is consistently described not as an ordinary act of dāna but as the paradigmatic example or fullest embodiment of dāna-pāramitā.

Thus, gift-of-the-body stories are not only jātakas in a strictly technical sense. In addition, they are jātakas in the further senses of illustrating the cultivation of moral perfections in a Buddha-less world, focusing in particular upon the highly favored “perfection of generosity,” and illustrating this perfection in an extreme and especially paradigmatic way. Gift-of-the-body tales are very special jātakas—“super-jātakas” that occupy the highest rungs in an implicit jātaka-hierarchy. Moreover, if the ethos of the jātaka contrasts with the ethos of the avadāna, then it is the “super-jātaka” that provides the greatest contrast of all. Part of the significance of the “super-jātaka,” I contend, comes from its extreme “non-avadāna-ness.” In the bodhisattva’s gift of his body, we have perhaps the paradigmatic example of the heroic and inimitable moral exploit performed by a worthy and superior being in a difficult, Buddha-less age of the past—and standing in stark opposition to the commonplace ritual and devotional transactions performed by ordinary Buddhists in the narrative present.

This contrast, in fact, sometimes seems to be invoked within the Buddhist tradition itself. One of the most interesting examples comes from Faxian’s experience of the festival of the Buddha’s tooth relic, as it was celebrated in Sri Lanka during the fifth century C.E. For ten days prior to the festival, Faxian reports, the king took care to whip up the devotional fervor of the public by having a man dressed in royal robes parade around the city on a huge elephant, reminding people (in the following words) of everything the Buddha had done on their behalf:


The Bodhisattva practiced for the incalculably long time of three asaṃkhyeya (immeasurable) kalpas, never sparing his own life. He gave up his kingdom, his wife, and his child. He even tore out his eyes to give them to others. He cut his own flesh to ransom a dove, gave his head as alms, offered his body to feed a famished tigress, and did not begrudge his marrow and brain. Having suffered these pains, he achieved Buddhahood at last for the sake of all living beings.50



It was explicitly in remembrance of these particular deeds that people were then encouraged to “level the streets, decorate the roads, and prepare all kinds of flowers, incense, and other offerings”—or in other words, engage in typical, avadāna-like deeds. The fervor of their devotion, in other words, was to be fueled by the obvious and enormous chasm existing between what the bodhisattva did for them—expressed most effectively in the gifts of his body—and what they were able to do in return, out of gratitude and devotion. Implicit in this man’s message is the very contrast I have been discussing—the contrast between the “ethos of the jātaka” and the “ethos of the avadāna”—as well as the status of the gift of the body as perhaps the most preeminent expression of the former.51

Understanding the position inhabited by gift-of-the-body tales within the larger generic context provided by jātakas and avadānas, I believe, is helpful in interpreting the rhetorical strategies employed by individual gift-of-the-body stories. One of the recurring themes throughout the remainder of this book will be my contention that gift-of-the-body stories are “super-jātakas” that embody the ethos of the jātaka in a particularly paradigmatic way and derive part of their meaning from the contrast they pose with the ethos of the avadāna. This contrast, however, is neither simple nor straightforward; indeed, I will demonstrate that gift-of-the-body stories often make playful and creative use of this contrast by highlighting it, exaggerating it, undermining it, denying it, or manipulating it in some other manner. On the one hand, the bodhisattva’s gift of his body is a paradigmatic example of the jātaka-type moral deed; on the other hand, the avadāna-type ritual deed is never far away. In different circumstances, and through a variety of rhetorical strategies, the line between the two may be hardened, blurred, moved around, or dissolved altogether. It is only by means of an approach that considers this larger generic context that such strategies can be brought to the fore.

The Gift-of-the-Body Subgenre: A Definition

Now that I have demonstrated that gift-of-the-body stories are jātakas and made the further argument that they belong to an elite group of “super-jātakas,” it is time for me to provide a stipulative definition of the gift-of-the-body subgenre by considering more specifically the subject matter of the stories I assign to this category. For if we follow Fowler52 in thinking of genre in terms of “family resemblance”—that is, as a group of texts that have certain similarities or family resemblances to each other—then we still have to determine the size of the family we wish to treat. Genres, as families, can be small, medium, or large, and the size of the family one treats will determine the limits and parameters of the discussion, as well as the status of particular stories as either “belonging” to the genre in question or having more or less “relatedness” to it.

In this case, stories involving the basic theme of bodily sacrifice can be classified into several different categories. Many Indian Buddhist stories involve animal or human characters who in some way sacrifice either the entire body or a part of the body, but I am focusing in this book only on a specific type of these stories. The definition of this type can proceed through a process of elimination by identifying several closely related subgenres that fall outside the scope of my analysis:

1. Some stories feature the theme of altruistic self-sacrifice of one’s life for someone else, but do not explicitly conceive of this act as a gift of the body. For example, in the Nigrodhamiga Jātaka of the Pāli Jātaka collection,53 there are two herds of deer who alternately take turns sending one of their members (drawn by lot) to the palace kitchen of the king of Benaras to be cooked for the king’s royal meals. On one occasion, when the lot falls to a pregnant doe, the leader of one of the herds decides to sacrifice himself for the king’s meal in order to spare her and her unborn fawn. In this case, the deer-king (who is a previous birth of the Buddha) is said to “give his life” (jīvitaṃ datvā)54 to the doe, but the gift is not explicitly a gift of the body; instead, it is a generalized act of self-sacrifice. Though these stories share much in common with the stories I am focusing on, they lack our stories’ characteristic emphasis on and conceptions of the body, which are dealt with in chapter 6.

2. On the other hand, some stories involve the loss of a body part and its religious ramifications, but do not explicitly conceive of this loss as a gift. Two examples involving the eyes are the Kunālāvadāna (from the Divyāvadāna), in which King Aśoka’s son Kunāla has his eyes gouged out at the command of his evil stepmother, and the Subhā Jīvakambavanikā (from the Pāli Therīgāthā), in which the nun Subhā pulls out her own eye in order to stop a man who is sexually threatening her.55 Though very similar in some respects to the story of King Śibi’s gift of his eyes, these stories—and others of their kind—lack the primacy given to dāna characteristic of the stories I am focusing on, which is the subject of chapters 4 and 5.56 Likewise, in jātakas featuring the bodhisattva, the act of bodily self-sacrifice is sometimes treated as an illustration of kṣānti-pāramitā (the perfection of forbearance) rather than dāna-pāramitā (the perfection of generosity). The most prominent example, of course, is the famous story of Kṣāntivādin (mentioned earlier), in which an ascetic calmly tolerates the mutilation inflicted upon him by an angry king, thereby fulfilling the perfection of forbearance.57 Again, since the bodily mutilation here constitutes a passive act of “forbearance” rather than an active deed of “generosity,” such stories lie outside the scope of my discussion.

3. A third type of story I am not dealing with here includes those stories in which a character gives away his body in exchange for a religious teaching (often referred to as subhāṣita, “well-spoken words,” or subhāṣitagāthā, “a well-spoken verse”).58 In the Surūpa Jātaka of the Mahāvastu, for example, a deer-king named Surūpa offers his body to a hunter in exchange for a single verse of teaching.59 Many such stories exist, and in some cases are strikingly similar in character and plot structure to the gift-of-the-body stories within my corpus: in Avadānakalpalatā 91, for example, King Śibi purchases a verse of religious teaching by feeding his own flesh and blood to a demon—who is really the god Śakra in disguise—and later restores his body by performing an Act of Truth. Despite the obvious similarities, however, there is a crucial difference: whereas gift-of-the-body stories emphasize one-sided generosity, these stories deal explicitly with the notion of exchange. Because the act of bodily sacrifice in such stories is always performed in exchange for receiving a religious teaching, it is very far removed from the bodhisattva’s dāna-pāramitā.

4. A fourth type I exclude from my discussion involves those stories in which a character uses his body to make a religious offering. Examples are chapter 23 of the Lotus Sūtra, in which a bodhisattva burns his arm as an offering to a Buddha,60 and the many stories in which a bodhisattva copies the dharma using his skin as parchment, his bones as a pen, and his blood or marrow as ink.61 Such stories deal with ritual “offerings” rather than “gifts,” and generally take place within a Buddhist devotional context rather than in the Buddha-less past. They thereby construe the act of bodily sacrifice more in accordance with the ethos of the avadāna than the ethos of the jātaka, which distinguishes them significantly from the stories I focus on here.

5. A final category of stories excluded from my discussion is those in which the gift of the body is given by someone other than the Buddha in a previous birth. In several different Buddhist texts recently analyzed by Hubert Durt, there are stories about women who give away the flesh from their thighs in order to feed Buddhist monks who need meat because they are ill.62 Although these stories involve both the gift-aspect and the body-aspect of the gift-of-the-body theme, they do not feature the bodhisattva as the hero. Such stories lack the basic features of the jātaka so characteristic of gift-of-the-body stories (such as taking place in a Buddha-less age) and clearly follow a different narrative pattern.63
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From the above exclusions, it is clear that stories belonging to the gift-of-the-body subgenre (as I define it) are characterized by three necessary elements—gift, body, and bodhisattva. They must feature the bodhisattva as the hero; they must conceive of the act of bodily sacrifice as a gift; and they must emphasize the physical body as the item being given away. In order to highlight these three elements simultaneously, I will consistently refer to these stories henceforth as “gift-of-the-body jātakas.” Although, as mentioned before, this genre is my own hypothetical construction and is not a genre that was named by the culture in question, I believe there is evidence that such a category was recognized to some extent by the tradition itself. Exegetical discussions of dāna or dāna-pāramitā and narrative collections illustrating the six pāramitās, for example, often invoke this same group of gift-of-the-body jātakas over and over again, while stories of the other types (nos. 1–5 above) are not generally invoked within the same contexts.

Nevertheless, I clearly recognize that the distinctions I have drawn above are somewhat artificial and sometimes hard to defend. It is often difficult, for example, to determine whether the bodhisattva is really giving up his “body” or his “life,” and whether or not his action is primarily an expression of “generosity.” I have used the concept of the “gift-of-the-body jātaka” pragmatically to limit my material, but I believe that ultimately all such story-types as I have described above must be seen as one large and interwoven thematic group, with the various types playing off each other in interesting ways. Many such interconnections can be adduced, and I therefore attempt in my discussion to refer briefly to other types wherever applicable.

Since even the narrow definition of the gift-of-the-body genre I draw above includes a very large amount of material, I have selected a limited number of stories that constitute the corpus from which I draw my conclusions. The corpus is drawn mostly from Sanskrit and Pāli sources easily available in published editions (including, for example, the Pāli Jātaka collection, Cariyāpiṭaka, Jātakamālā, Avadānakalpalatā, Divyāvadāna, Avadānaśataka, Mahāvastu, Avadānasārasamuccaya, Mahajjātakamālā, and Maṇicūḍāvadāna). Since my access to the Tibetan Buddhist canon is limited—and my facility with classical Tibetan mediocre at best—I have made use of only two Tibetan texts: the mDzangs bLun zhes bya ba’i mdo (commonly called the Sūtra of the Wise and the Fool), which contains several interesting gift-of-the-body jātakas, and the Lokānandanāṭaka (a dramatized version of the story of King Maṇicūḍa), a Sanskrit drama by Candragomin that now exists only in Tibetan. Finally, I have also taken into consideration several Chinese texts presumably based upon Indic originals and read in French translation. Though I have tried to include within the corpus some of the most prominent gift-of-the-body stories (such as those of King Śibi, the tigress, and the hare), my selection is otherwise idiosyncratic, covering a very broad period and including both Mainstream and Mahāyāna examples. A full description of the corpus can be found in the Appendix.
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II

CONVENTIONS OF PLOT

In chapter 1 I argued that gift-of-the-body jātakas can be usefully treated as a discrete subgenre of “super-jātakas” within the larger generic context provided by jātakas and avadānas as a whole—even though the stories I place in this category are widely divergent in terms of language, style, dating, and historical context. The purpose of this and the following chapter, therefore, will be to demonstrate in a more concrete manner that gift-of-the-body jātakas constitute a separate and identifiable grouping of texts marked by consistent features and conventions that make it meaningful to speak of them as a subgenre. Gift-of-the-body jātakas, in other words, share more than merely the central theme of a gift of the body. In plotline, characters, structure, imagery, and even the use of stereotypical phraseology, all gift-of-the-body jātakas share a certain “family resemblance” that immediately recalls the category to mind.

The first and largest aspect of this “family resemblance” is that of plot. The bodhisattva’s gift of his body is always a climactic moment, but it is not a moment that exists in isolation; instead it is integrated into a narrative plotline that allows the gift to develop gradually and then traces its various consequences. This is perhaps the most profound distinction between the gift-of-the-body theme when taken in isolation and the same theme when treated in the jātakas. Instead of the mere fact of the bodhisattva’s self-sacrifice—experienced as something isolated and already complete—the jātakas integrate this self-sacrifice into a particular narrative sequence and allow it to unfold in a processual and emergent manner. The readers of these stories watch the gift come into being and occur over time, and they also experience the outcome of the gift and how it affects the surrounding world. This unfolding of the gift, however, is never arbitrary or idiosyncratic in nature, but instead follows certain conventional patterns. These patterns, which are limited in number, constitute the conventional plotlines of the gift-of-the-body genre.

Although there are several possible ways one might classify individual gift-of-the-body jātakas into different categories based on plotline, I have found that the most useful criterion of classification—the one which has the greatest effect on plotline as a whole—is the identity of the recipient. As already alluded to in the previous chapter, stories in which the recipient is an ordinary being (who makes a “real” request for the bodhisattva’s body) are quite different in character and development from stories in which the recipient is the deity Śakra in disguise (whose request for the bodhisattva’s body is nothing more than an elaborate “ruse”). Based primarily on this distinction, I will enumerate two “major” conventional plotlines characteristic of the gift-of-the-body genre (as well as one plotline I designate as “minor”). I will also advance the argument that, quite apart from the question of how each plotline may have developed historically, the resulting effect is significant: variations in plot are much more than simply superficial differences in narrative sequence, for each conventional plotline consistently conveys particular messages and emphasizes particular themes.

When the Recipient Is an Ordinary Being

Our first major category consists of those gift-of-the-body jātakas in which the recipient of the gift is an ordinary being, rather than the deity Śakra in disguise. Though such stories are obviously quite diverse in nature and content, it is my contention that when taken as a group, they function in a similar manner and consistently emphasize the same themes. These themes include the extraordinary heroism of the bodhisattva, the extreme purity of his generosity and compassion, his exaltation above all other living beings, and the sense of amazement and awe surrounding his act of self-sacrifice. These stories, in other words, make use of ordinary, lowly beings as the recipients of the bodhisattva’s self-sacrifice in order to emphasize the chasm that exists between him and everyone else and turn him into an object worthy of the highest devotion and adoration. Returning once again to the idea of the “super-jātaka” and its portrayal of truly heroic and utterly inimitable deeds, these stories are perhaps the “super-est” jātakas of them all.

We can recognize this more clearly when we consider the fact that the ordinary beings who serve as the recipients of the bodhisattva’s gift are never just generic “ordinary beings”; instead, they are thoroughly conventional in nature. They can be roughly divided into two groups—those who are pitiful and those who are evil. The pitiful recipients (for example, hungry animals, thirsty insects, or destitute wanderers) are usually in dire straits and do not make any direct demand for the bodhisattva’s body. The bodhisattva simply encounters their pitiful situation—very often a situation of hunger, thirst, illness, or the threat of imminent death—and decides, on his own initiative, to give up his body in order to save their lives. I call these recipients “pitiful” not only because of the dire situation in which they find themselves, but also because the lack of any explicit request for the bodhisattva’s body distinguishes them from those recipients who are “evil.” Pitiful recipients, in other words, are innocent of any conscious desire for the bodhisattva’s self-sacrifice; though they might ask the bodhisattva for help, they would never dream of asking him to cut off his head, gouge out his eyes, or sacrifice his life on their behalf. Instead, they are wholly pitiful creatures—starving to death, dying of thirst, lost in the wilderness and about to collapse, stricken by horrible illnesses, drowning in the ocean, or consigned to a low animal birth driven solely by the unconscious instinct for survival. They present themselves, in all their misery, before the bodhisattva’s eyes, and he—on his own initiative—decides to give his body away.

One classic example involving a “pitiful” recipient is the story of the starving tigress, which exists in several different Sanskrit versions. Here the bodhisattva is either a prince or a brahmin ascetic who encounters a tigress in the wilderness. The tigress has just given birth to several cubs and is so overcome by hunger and fatigue that she is on the verge of devouring her own offspring. In order to save the lives of both the tigress and her cubs, the bodhisattva throws himself off a cliff or slits his own throat and allows the tigress to devour him. In other stories, as well, the bodhisattva is devoured by insects and mosquitoes, dogs and jackals, or birds of prey such as vultures. Such animals are presented as objects of pity rather than blame, for in being consigned to an animal rebirth, they are incapable of making a conscious moral decision to kill or hurt the bodhisattva.1 Instead, they are merely wild animals, afflicted by suffering and driven wholly by the animal instincts of hunger and self-preservation. This is underscored by the fact that it is always the purely physical needs of hunger and thirst that drive such animals to take advantage of the bodhisattva’s body, and their inner thoughts and conscious intentions are never depicted.

In other cases, however, it is morally conscious human beings rather than instinct-driven animals who serve as such “pitiful” recipients, with several different strategies being utilized to preserve their “pitiful” status. In some cases the human recipients who find themselves in such dire situations throw themselves at the bodhisattva’s feet and beg for his help, but only in the most generalized manner and without any explicit reference to his giving up his body. In Avadānaśataka 31, for example, when the subjects of King Padmaka’s kingdom are dying from a terrible epidemic, they cry out to the king in despair, “Save us, Great King, from this disease! Give us life!”2—yet they never imagine that he will throw himself off the roof of his palace in order to transform himself into a particular type of fish whose flesh will cure their disease. As soon as this happens, of course, they do take full advantage of the situation—“carrying baskets and gripping weapons in their hands” and ruthlessly “cutting up the flesh of the fish while he was still alive”3—yet their innocence is preserved by the fact that they never intended for him to help them in this way.

It is also pertinent to note that when they do devour the fish so ravenously, they do so in the midst of an epidemic—while in a similar story from the Sūtra of the Wise and the Fool, the situation is one of great famine.4 Epidemic and famine are both conditions that strip one of moral agency; one of the common themes we find in these stories (and elsewhere in Buddhist literature) is the idea that extreme hunger, thirst, and illness reduce morally conscious human beings to an animal-like status in which they lose their moral agency and act purely through the instinct for survival.5 Desperate physical circumstances, we might say, temporarily consign these human beings to an animal rebirth, thus ensuring their status as objects of pity.

In other stories, however, human moral agency is preserved, even in the most calamitous of circumstances, and the author must go to yet further lengths to protect his characters’ innocence. One strategy is to have the same human recipients who initially beg the bodhisattva for help become shocked, repulsed, and horrified when they discover what he intends to do. Thus, in Jātakamālā 30, the bodhisattva is a magnificent elephant who encounters a group of seven hundred men who are wandering through the desert, suffering from hunger and thirst. These men beg the elephant for help, calling him “relief incarnate,” a “refuge,” and a “friend for we who are friendless,” and explicitly asking him to “please save us in whatever way you know how!”6 Realizing that they will never make it across the desert without food and water, the elephant tells them where they can find an elephant carcass, whose flesh will serve as food and whose entrails will serve as water bags. Racing ahead to the predetermined spot, the elephant throws himself off a mountain in order to provide the carcass that will save the men’s lives. In this case, even though the men beg for the elephant’s help, they certainly have no intention that he should kill himself, and once they come across the elephant carcass and realize it is the same elephant as before, they are shocked and horrified:


Who could possibly eat the flesh of one whose love for us was greater than that of the most affectionate friends and relatives, who was kind enough to help us in such a way, who was eager to undertake our welfare even at the cost of his own life, and who has acted in such an exceedingly noble manner? Instead, it would be more appropriate for us to repay our debt to him by worshipping and cremating his body!7



It is only through some argument amongst the men and a consideration of what the elephant would have wanted them to do that they are ultimately persuaded to make use of his physical body, as he intended. Thus their innocence of any explicit demand for the bodhisattva’s body is preserved, and they remain wholly “pitiful” characters.

A comparison of several different versions of a single story can further demonstrate how the blamelessness of human recipients is preserved, even as they are given greater and greater moral agency. In one story, the bodhisattva is the leader of a band of merchants who are drowning in the ocean after their ship has been demolished. Remembering that the ocean cannot stand to have a dead body in it for even a single night, the bodhisattva instructs his companions to hang on to his body and then slits his own throat, whereupon the ocean casts his corpse onto shore, thus saving the others’ lives.

In the version of this story that appears in the Mahāvastu,8 we hear nothing from the bodhisattva’s companions. They do not beg him for help, they don’t seem to have any knowledge of his intention to kill himself beforehand, and once he does kill himself, we hear nothing of their reaction to his deed. Instead they are mute characters who serve only as the objects of the bodhisattva’s compassion and might just as well be depicted as animals. In contrast, Avadānasārasamuccaya 2,9 which is a later version of the same story, dramatically expands the role of these companions and turns them into morally conscious beings. Now, as they are drowning, they throw themselves at the bodhisattva’s feet and beg him for help at great length:


We have abandoned all effort, fixing all our aims and hopes upon you. Whatever needs to be done here, do it quickly! Our lives are in danger! As you look on, these hopeless men are drowning in the ocean right before your very eyes. Any delay would be improper, so use your strength and act now! … Rescue these people who are wandering aimlessly in the face of adversity…. Deliver us from danger, like a father showing compassion for his sons, for we are in the very belly of death…. Display your manly strength, O Kinsman of the World! … Please rescue us!10



Yet despite the urgency and intensity of this request, once these companions hear that the bodhisattva intends to kill himself, they are shocked and horrified. Their minds are “utterly blown away,” their hearts “tremble with fear,” they are “overcome with sadness and despair,” and they consider his intention to be “inconceivable, unendurable, and exceedingly awesome.”11 They start crying uncontrollably and beg him to reconsider:


All of us will willingly go to our deaths right here in this great ocean, but we cannot do this ignoble deed! An excellent friend like you is difficult to find; if we saw you destroyed, what use would we have for worldly life or riches? So refrain from this reckless deed, O Resolute-Minded One!12



In a third version of this story, found in Sambhadrāvadānamālā 4, even this protest is not enough, for the helmsman of the ship then steps forward and argues against the bodhisattva’s self-sacrifice for an additional fourteen verses, employing a number of fairly complicated moral arguments.13 It is only after all of this shock, horror, and moral protest have been registered that the bodhisattva (through another lengthy speech) finally convinces his reluctant companions to accept his intention to kill himself and make use of his physical body.

“Pitiful” recipients, then, can be mute and instinct-driven animals, desperate human beings temporarily reduced to an animal-like condition, innocent people who make only the most generalized request for help, or wholly conscious—even morally sophisticated—human beings who are fully aware of what the bodhisattva intends to do. But in all cases, their moral innocence in bringing about the bodhisattva’s death is always preserved. They do not ask the bodhisattva to give up his body, and they have no intention that he should do so. In this sense, they constitute objects of pity rather than blame or censure.

In contrast, I classify evil recipients (for example, evil brahmins, evil kings, or evil women) as those who make a direct, explicit, and conscious demand for the bodhisattva to give up his body. “Evil,” of course, is a relative term, with some recipients being far more “evil” than others, but with all of them being presented in a highly negative manner. The most evil recipients of all are those who have no discernible reason for demanding the bodhisattva’s body, other than outright cruelty. The story of King Candraprabha alluded to earlier14 never gives us any explicit reason why the brahmin Raudrākṣa must have King Candraprabha’s head, other than intimating that the brahmin is a cruel and malicious person. Slightly less evil, perhaps, are those who demand the bodhisattva’s body for purely selfish purposes—such as the queen who demands an elephant’s tusks to get revenge upon him for some perceived slight, or the brahmin who asks for King Sarvaṃdada’s head because another king has offered a reward. Finally, the least evil of the “evil” recipients are those who demand the bodhisattva’s body for a seemingly legitimate reason. These recipients have a legitimate need for the gift that makes them overlap somewhat with those who are “pitiful,” yet I classify them as “evil” because of the explicit demand they make for the bodhisattva’s body—a demand perceived by those around them (and presented by the story itself) as being excessive, cruel, and repugnant.

In the story of King Maṇicūḍa (as found in the Maṇicūḍāvadāna), for example, the bodhisattva is a generous king named Maṇicūḍa who has a magical crest-jewel embedded in his head, while the recipient of the gift is a neighboring king named Duṣprasaha who demands the crest-jewel so he can use its curative powers to end an epidemic within his own kingdom. Despite this seemingly legitimate need for the crest-jewel, the story goes out of its way to depict Duṣprasaha in as negative a manner as possible. The name Duṣprasaha itself means “difficult to endure,” and the character lives up to this name from the moment he is introduced. Long before the epidemic afflicts his kingdom, Duṣprasaha is said to be greedy for an excellent elephant belonging to Maṇicūḍa. He repeatedly hankers after the elephant and then becomes angry and jealous when the elephant is given to someone else. He gathers his army together and proceeds to wage war against Maṇicūḍa’s kingdom—an act Maṇicūḍa himself attributes to the “wickedness of the afflictions.”15

It is only after this thoroughly unpleasant character has been established that we see Duṣprasaha demand Maṇicūḍa’s crest-jewel in order to cure the epidemic afflicting his kingdom. In the Lokānandanāṭaka (a dramatized version of the Maṇicūḍa story preserved only in Tibetan), even this request is suspect, for Maṇicūḍa’s prime minister calls it a “trick” and a “means of deception” intended to kill Maṇicūḍa, rather than a benevolent attempt by Duṣprasaha to save his own subjects’ lives.16 This negative portrayal is further reinforced at the end of the Maṇicūḍāvadāna, when Duṣprasaha is identified as a previous birth of Devadatta. Whether or not there is a legitimate use for the bodhisattva’s body, then, any recipient who would even think of asking the bodhisattva to intentionally injure or kill himself tends to be presented by the story in a negative and highly unflattering manner. In this sense, such recipients are “evil” rather than “pitiful.”

The ordinary beings who receive the bodhisattva’s gift of his body are thus thoroughly conventional in nature. In some cases they are “pitiful” and in other cases they are “evil”—but they are never just generic “ordinary beings.” Why should this be the case? Perhaps the most important reason is that those who are “pitiful” and those who are “evil” both clearly fall into the category of those who are “unworthy” of receiving gifts. As I will explain at greater length in chapters 4 and 5, gift-of-the-body jātakas must be seen within the context of a larger Buddhist discourse on giving (dāna) and, in particular, in relation to the doctrine of the “worthy recipient” (supātra). The doctrine of the worthy recipient was pan-Indic in nature. Buddhism, Hinduism, and Jainism all hold that religious gifts should generally be directed upward toward religiously worthy and superior recipients (such as monks, brahmins, Buddhas, and Jinas) because these gifts are productive of the greatest amount of merit (puṇya). Indeed, the merit accruing from a gift is dependent on the spiritual worth of the recipient: the more worthy the recipient is—or the better “field of merit” he or she constitutes—the more merit the donor will accrue. Any ordinary giver will thus aim to direct his or her gifts toward the worthiest recipients of all, in order to acquire the greatest merit. Correspondingly, it follows that gifts which flow in the opposite direction—that is, downward toward unworthy recipients—are productive of very little merit, since they are planted within a poor-quality “field.” In the Buddhist discourse on giving, the gift given to an unworthy recipient is thus an unproductive gift—and as such it becomes the site of pure, unmitigated generosity. Although ordinary people are sometimes exhorted to make such gifts, it is characteristic of Buddhist literature in general that the gift given to an unworthy recipient is usually attributed only to highly exceptional beings (such as bodhisattvas and Buddhas) and is often used as a marker for pure generosity and altruism.

As those who are “unworthy” of receiving gifts, then, “pitiful” and “evil” recipients fulfill a very specific function within gift-of-the-body stories: they mark the bodhisattva as an extraordinary giver, not an ordinary giver, and serve to highlight the extreme and uncompromising nature of his generosity. So extreme is his generosity that he gives away his body even to lowly and pathetic creatures such as insects, and so uncompromising is his generosity that he gives away his body even to evil people who have no legitimate use for it—and in both cases he does so not for the sake of merit, but purely out of generosity and compassion. Pitiful and evil recipients thereby represent extreme test-cases of dāna-pāramitā (the “perfection of generosity”), a theme I explore in more detail in chapter 5. By the use of such lowly recipients, the bodhisattva’s status is elevated and he becomes a highly exalted giver, capable of giving in a manner that no ordinary giver could ever hope to emulate. Stories featuring ordinary beings as the recipients of the gift thus promote a highly idealized portrait of the bodhisattva’s generosity.

The same point can be made again if we consider “pitiful” and “evil” recipients from the point of view of the audience’s response. For the audience, the two types of recipients represent quite different situations and merit quite different reactions. When the recipients are pitiful in nature—with their miserable situations often being described in excruciating detail—it is clear that the audience should be moved by their plight and respond with a feeling of pity (“pity,” or kṛpā, being one of the standard rasas, or appropriate aesthetic responses, outlined in the classical Sanskrit theory of aesthetics). In contrast, when the recipients are evil in nature, the audience’s reaction is likely very different and probably involves feelings of anger or indignation rather than sympathy or pity. In case an audience doesn’t know how to respond, there are certain subsidiary characters—especially lower deities and other supernatural beings—who seem to serve as the audience’s guide by demonstrating for them the “correct” response to the gift. These “correct” responses are fairly consistent in nature: sympathetic and compassionate if the recipients are pitiful, angry and indignant if the recipients are evil.17 Thus, for the gods and other subsidiary characters in the narrative—and by extension, for the audience, as well—pitiful and evil recipients merit very different responses.

From the perspective of the bodhisattva, however, such is not the case—and once again, the extraordinary nature of the bodhisattva and his essential difference from all other beings is thus highlighted. For the bodhisattva in these stories makes no distinction whatsoever between “pitiful” and “evil” recipients. “Evil” recipients, for him, are as equally the objects of pity as those who are more conventionally “pitiful.” This is because the bodhisattva understands that just as “pitiful” recipients suffer from hunger, thirst, illness, and other life-threatening conditions, so “evil” recipients are equally tormented by the mental afflictions of anger, hatred, and delusion—afflictions, moreover, that will surely condemn them to hell, where they will suffer physical torments even worse than those now suffered by the “pitiful.”

This compassion the bodhisattva feels for even the most evil of recipients is made explicit in story after story. The bodhisattva is often described as intentionally “generating thoughts of benevolence and compassion” toward evil recipients,18 and sometimes patiently explains to those around him why such recipients merit pity rather than blame. In the Maṇicūḍāvadāna, for example, when the evil King Duṣprasaha demands the crest-jewel embedded in King Maṇicūḍa’s head, Maṇicūḍa tells his ministers they ought to feel sympathy for him, for it is only because the poor king is “intoxicated with the pride of royal power” and “deluded by lust for this life” that he “intends to do something unprofitable both in this world and the world to come, thus assuring his own ruin!”19 His ministers are amazed at this reaction and wonder how Maṇicūḍa can be so compassionate “even to a killer whose weapon is poised to strike.”20 Similarly, in Kalpanāmaṇḍitikā 69, the bodhisattva, as an elephant, explains to his female companion why it is foolish for her to react with anger toward the cruel hunter who has come to remove his tusks:


If a man whose heart had been invaded by demons

in his madness insulted his doctor,

the doctor would only think of subduing the demons,

he would not blame the poor patient!

Afflictions and bonds are like these demons.

Only when one is enveloped by the bonds of ignorance

does one give rise to anger and hatred.

… So why become vexed against this man?21



By comparing the hunter’s cruelty to a physical disease suffered by a wholly innocent patient, the bodhisattva equalizes those who are “pitiful” and those who are “evil” in a way that ordinary people would find difficult. The bodhisattva’s ability to look beyond worldly ideas about who deserves “pity” and who deserves “blame” and to see all beings as equally pitiful and in need of compassion within the larger context of a world governed by suffering and rebirth distinguishes him sharply from other people and once again highlights his extraordinary nature.22

The same effect is heightened even further in those cases in which the bodhisattva actually exalts the evil recipient above the pitiful recipient, speaking of him not merely as an object of pity and compassion, but, in fact, as one who deserves great praise, gratitude, and esteem. The idea that it is precisely one’s worst enemy that gives one the greatest opportunity to cultivate the wholesome attitudes of benevolence, forbearance, and compassion—and that this enemy therefore deserves gratitude and esteem rather than blame or censure—is common to many Buddhist texts dealing with meditative techniques.23 In gift-of-the-body jātakas involving evil recipients, we sometimes see the same idea put into play within a narrative situation. Thus, when an enemy king viciously attacks King Sarvaṃdada’s kingdom, his reaction is one of gratitude rather than anger. He exalts the enemy king as an “auspicious friend” who is “truly teaching” him in the ways of patient forbearance, and wishes only the best for this cruel invader: “From now on, let even evil conduct be of benefit to him, his friends, and his relations for hundreds of years!”24 Once again, it is the contrast between the bodhisattva’s reaction and that of the other characters that is often highlighted: in the Maṇicūḍāvadāna, even a wise sage refers to the five brahmins who have come to remove the crest-jewel from Maṇicūḍa’s head as “killers with violent minds and cruel hearts, sinners who pay no heed to the other world and are ungrateful and merciless”—only to hear Maṇicūḍa himself refer to the very same brahmins as “wish-fulfilling jewels, vessels of good fortune, desire-granting cows, like gurus, like gods.”25 In a Tibetan version of the same story, in fact, these cruel brahmins are even better than wish-fulfilling jewels, “for a wish-fulfilling jewel grants material wealth alone, while a supplicant brings about all virtues.”26 In fact, from the bodhisattva’s exalted point of view, the situation is the very reverse of what the ignorant presume it to be. Thus King Maṇicūḍa says of the evil king Duṣprasaha who has sent the brahmins to remove his crest-jewel: “This man here is the donor, and it is I who am the supplicant! O Friend, why have you turned it all around?”27 Since the audience likely identifies with the sentiments of the other characters rather than those of Maṇicūḍa, the extraordinary nature of the bodhisattva and the chasm between his values and ours are once again highlighted and brought to the fore.

“Pitiful” and “evil” recipients thus fulfill a variety of different functions, yet in every case the same themes are reinforced—the extraordinary heroism of the bodhisattva, the extreme purity of his generosity and compassion, his exaltation above all other beings, and the sense of amazement and awe surrounding his act of self-sacrifice. Perhaps we can now understand why the most common and appropriate outcome for such stories is to have the bodhisattva die as a result of making his gift. The extreme and uncompromising generosity that constitutes the main emphasis of such stories can find its greatest consummation only in the bodhisattva’s tragic death. Our sense of the extraordinary character of the bodhisattva and our amazement at his self-sacrifice on behalf of the lowliest of creatures can be sustained only if the bodhisattva actually dies; for him to survive the gift or experience giving’s rewards would run counter to all of the effects initiated by featuring pitiful and evil recipients in the first place. Although the bodhisattva is sometimes reborn in heaven or receives some other comparable “reward” for his gift, more emphasis is laid in these stories on his tragic loss of life and the grief and sadness of those he leaves behind. Extreme generosity is the predominant theme, and amazement mixed with grief, the predominant emotional tone.

If “sainthood,” as one volume has put it, is always a complicated mixture of otherness and imitability,28 then stories in which the recipient is an ordinary being come down clearly on the side of the bodhisattva’s “otherness.” He sacrifices his body on behalf of the lowliest of beings, he does so purely out of disinterested generosity and without any ulterior motives, and in the vast majority of cases he suffers death as a result—a tragic death that is usually lamented at great length by other beings. He is other to us, and his deed invites a response of worship and devotion rather than direct imitation—for the ordinary reader cannot hope to imitate such an extraordinary deed. Moreover, though I previously argued that all gift-of-the-body jātakas constitute “super-jātakas” whose significance, in part, derives from their contrast with the ethos of the avadāna, I now contend that this is especially and particularly true of those stories featuring ordinary beings as their recipients. The inimitable heroic exploit performed by an extraordinary being in a difficult, Buddha-less age of the past that defines the ethos of the jātaka finds perhaps its most perfect manifestation in the spectacle of the bodhisattva’s tragic loss of life on behalf of those who are pitiful and evil.

When the Recipient Is Śakra-in-Disguise

Quite different in nature from the above are stories falling into our second major category, in which the recipient of the gift is really the deity Śakra in disguise rather than an ordinary being. Once again, these stories follow a thoroughly conventional plotline—but one that brings quite different emphases to the fore from those characteristic of the first category. Let me first summarize the conventional plotline adhered to by such stories, and then turn to a discussion of how its concerns and messages differ fundamentally from those of the stories addressed previously.

The pattern of Śakra’s involvement in these stories is fairly consistent and includes the following elements. First, Śakra is introduced into the story by being aroused or alerted in some way as to the existence of the bodhisattva and the extremity of his generosity. Usually this occurs because the bodhisattva forms a generalized aspiration to give away his body (before any specific opportunity to do so has arisen). Śakra is alerted because the power of this aspiration causes his marble throne to become hot (a common Indic convention in speaking of virtuous human beings),29 or because it causes the trembling of earth and mountains, whereupon Śakra discerns the reason for such omens,30 or because Śakra simply “understands” or “realizes” the bodhisattva’s intention31—as one text puts it, because he has “knowledge and vision of what goes on in the lower regions.”32

In any case, once Śakra is alerted to the bodhisattva’s intentions, he then decides to test the bodhisattva’s generosity by asking him for his body. In order to carry out this test, Śakra dons some sort of disguise; he never approaches the bodhisattva in his own form. Śakra’s disguises again fall into the general categories of the pitiful recipient or the evil recipient—but whether the recipient is pitiful or evil matters little, since the audience always knows that he is Śakra-in-disguise. Using this disguise, Śakra goes to the bodhisattva and requests a part of his body (or makes a generalized plea for help that he knows will result in a gift of the body), and the bodhisattva, with no hesitation, agrees to give his body away and generally begins the process of doing so.

Rather than allowing the bodhisattva to die, however, these stories generally interrupt the gift at some point and make it clear to the audience that the bodhisattva has successfully passed Śakra’s “test” and does not need to lose his life. Although it is difficult to determine the exact moment when the test has been “passed,” it seems to be marked by several narrative elements in combination. In many cases, for example, the gift-giving is interrupted when Śakra suddenly reveals his true identity to the bodhisattva, sometimes explaining that he was merely testing him. At some point also, Śakra usually expresses a wish (generally to himself) to help the bodhisattva restore his injured body to perfect health.33 He then does so in almost all cases by encouraging the bodhisattva to perform an Act of Truth.

The “Act of Truth” (satya-kriyā), a common motif in Indic narrative literature, is a ritualistic act in which a person enunciates some truthful statement and then ritually draws upon the power of this truth to make some desired consequence occur.34 It generally takes the form of: “If X is true, then by the power of this truth, let Y occur.” The natures of both truth and consequence vary widely from one story to another and can range from the trivial to the very profound. In gift-of-the-body jātakas, however, they are again quite conventional in nature: the truth invoked by the bodhisattva always concerns the purity and sincerity of his frame of mind when he gave his body away, while the desired consequence is always a request to see this same body restored. The truth may be stated either negatively (for example, his mind experienced no regret, displeasure, hostility, or other negative emotions while giving his body away) or positively (for example, his mind experienced only unconditional love for all supplicants, joy and pleasure in giving the gift, etc.). As a “negative” example, we might take Maṇicūḍa’s first Act of Truth in the Maṇicūḍāvadāna:


When I gave away my own flesh today, through the force of compassion and intent upon enlightenment, my mind did not give rise to any regret, and was free of both stinginess and distress. O Thousand-Eyed One, by this truth, and by the power of my merit, let this body of mine become just as it was before, fully handsome!35



As a “positive” example, we might take King Śibi’s two Acts of Truth after giving away his eyes, as stated in the Jātakamālā:


Since the voices of supplicants freely asking for favors, both then and now, are as dear to me as if they were blessings, let one of my eyes arise! … Moreover, since I gladly gave both of my eyes to he who asked for only one, and did so with single-minded joy and pleasure, let my second eye also arise!36



While the first Act of Truth deals with the absence of certain mental qualities and the second one deals with the presence of certain (other) mental qualities, both statements attest to the bodhisattva’s absolute sincerity in giving the gift. It is the power of this sincerity that then allows the bodhisattva’s injured body to be restored to perfect health. Naturally, the Act of Truth is always effective, and once the bodhisattva’s body has been restored, we know for certain—in fact, we have physical evidence—that the bodhisattva has passed the test successfully and convinced Śakra that he constitutes a true bodhisattva.

One final indication that the test has been successfully passed occurs when Śakra makes some kind of effusive, positive response to the bodhisattva—for example, he praises the gift, he confirms the bodhisattva’s generosity and pure intentions, or he predicts the bodhisattva’s imminent Buddhahood:


His resolution is firm and sincere; he will not be long in becoming a Buddha!37

Wonderful, wonderful, O Lord of the Earth! Your mind is firmly resolved, your vow is unshakable, and your great compassion seeks out beings because you are fearless in the midst of those conditions which cause terror. Because of your determination, it won’t be long before you awaken to unsurpassed, perfect, full enlightenment!38

Look, honorable gods who live in heaven! Rejoice at this Great Being’s truly extraordinary and remarkable deed! Look how he has fearlessly given up his body today out of love for his guest!39



Thus, a number of narrative elements in combination—Śakra’s revelation of his true identity, his wish to restore the bodhisattva’s body, his role in encouraging the Act of Truth, the bodhisattva’s survival and restoration of his body, and Śakra’s positive reaction to the gift—all conspire to signal to the audience that the test is over, and the bodhisattva has passed. Rather than culminating in a tragic loss of life, such stories conclude with a “happy ending”—with Śakra fully satisfied and the bodhisattva in robust health.

Clearly such stories are quite different in nature from the stories I discussed previously. I would characterize this difference in two major ways: On the one hand, the theme of generosity itself is deemphasized, to some extent, so that other concerns can come to the fore—first and foremost, a concern with clarifying the relationship between the Buddha and the gods. On the other hand, while generosity does remain a predominant theme, such stories present us with quite a different model of generosity than the extreme and uncompromising generosity characteristic of the stories discussed earlier. I will deal with each of these topics in turn.

BUDDHA, GODS, AND COSMOS

Whereas effective illustration of the “perfection of generosity” appears to be the very raison d’être of the stories discussed earlier, stories involving Śakra as the recipient of the gift seem to deemphasize generosity, to some extent, so that other concerns can come to the fore. This deemphasizing of generosity will become apparent if we pause to consider some of the implications of the basic test-by-Śakra motif. When Śakra decides to “test” the bodhisattva, the terms used consistently for the notion of “testing” all derive from the desiderative of the verbal root man (or occasionally jñā), meaning “to want to know,” “to investigate,” or “to test.”40 The very consistent use of these forms is important, for they clearly mark Śakra’s request for the bodhisattva’s body as a test or a trial that the bodhisattva must successfully “pass,” rather than a sincere appeal for his body. This already indicates to the audience that quite apart from the specific virtue of “generosity,” Śakra’s testing of the bodhisattva (and the bodhisattva’s successful passing of this test) itself becomes a predominant theme. The question of the narrative is not merely “Is he generous?” or “Will he give the gift?” but also “Will he pass the test?” Though generosity is the specific quality being tested here, generosity is deemphasized to the extent that other qualities appropriate to bodhisattvas might just as well be tested in its place—and in other stories this is indeed the case.

In fact, the theme of Śakra’s testing of the bodhisattva appears in many different stories and does not need to be tied to the virtue of generosity at all. In Jātakamālā 19, for example, the bodhisattva is an ascetic who lives in the forest with his seven siblings.41 Alerted to his great virtue, Śakra takes his meals away every day and waits to see if he will accuse his siblings of having done so. This seems to constitute a general test of morality or virtue and is clearly not a test of generosity. Similar tests by Śakra concerning other virtues occur throughout the bodhisattva’s career. From this perspective, we might see Śakra’s testing of the bodhisattva as a theme in itself, with “generosity” as the incidental quality being tested in these particular stories.

The deemphasizing of generosity per se and the highlighting of Śakra’s testing of the bodhisattva also have important implications for the outcome of the plot. The initial setup of the story already indicates to the audience that the story ought to end with the bodhisattva surviving the gift rather than dying—for if the bodhisattva dies when the gift was nothing more than a test, the story will seem like a cruel joke rather than a noble illustration of generosity (unless, of course, the author is intentionally subverting these generic expectations, as I argued earlier in the case of Āryaśūra’s version of the story of the hare). Thus the emphasis on the bodhisattva’s “tragic loss of life on behalf of suffering beings” so characteristic of the earlier set of stories here recedes into the background: we do not wish to see the bodhisattva lose his life out of compassion for others; instead, we wish to see him best the god and pass the test. The bodhisattva must succeed, the deity Śakra must be sufficiently humbled, and the story must have a positive outcome. Compassion, self-sacrifice, and generosity are all present, but the manner in which they manifest themselves is now governed by the larger theme of a contest between god and bodhisattva. The gift alone is insufficient, precisely because it is the exigencies of the test that control the narrative, rather than the theme of generosity alone. Thus, whereas stories in which the recipient is an ordinary being often place the bodhisattva’s gift of his body toward the end of the narrative—as climax and culmination of the entire plot—stories involving Śakra as the recipient generally locate the gift at a much earlier point in the narrative, subordinating it to the larger concerns of the test-by-Śakra motif.

One of these concerns, as I have already suggested, is the theme of an agonistic contest between god and bodhisattva. Indeed, quite apart from the promotion of generosity, I believe that these stories can be placed within a larger Buddhist discourse concerned with illuminating the careful balance of power between the Buddha and traditional deities such as Śakra. In order to explore this theme, let us begin by considering Śakra’s position relative to the bodhisattva and the complex motives that drive him to initiate the test.

In some cases, it seems that Śakra tests the bodhisattva purely out of a sense of personal curiosity. In Jātakamālā 6, for example, Śakra is “filled with astonishment and curiosity” when he learns of the bodhisattva’s desire to give away his body and “wishes to find out more about the nature of this Great Being.”42 Likewise, in Mahajjātakamālā 44, he thinks to himself: “This king is obsessed with giving! What is he thinking? I must go and see whether or not this intention of his is sincere!”43 Although these sentiments of personal curiosity do provide a sufficient rationale for the undertaking of the test, they do little to illuminate Śakra’s status as king of the devas and his relationship to the aspiring bodhisattva.

More interesting to consider are those statements that begin to place Śakra’s motives within a wider cosmological perspective. In some cases Śakra seems to be working for the welfare of the cosmos as a whole when he tests the bodhisattva, allowing the bodhisattva to fulfill the perfection of generosity by giving away his body and thereby move one step closer to perfect Buddhahood on behalf of the entire world. In Kalpanāmaṇḍitikā 64,44 for example, Śakra is overcome with sorrow when an heretical teacher denies the existence of anyone in the universe who is capable of achieving perfect, full enlightenment. He searches the universe for such a being and, with the help of Viśvakarman, locates the generous King Śibi and decides to put him to the test. Once King Śibi has passed the test by giving away his flesh, both Śakra and Viśvakarman are full of joy. They offer their respect and homage to the bodhisattva and express a wish for the future that all beings might take refuge in the Buddha and attain the goal of perfect enlightenment.

From a cosmological perspective, the specific quality of “generosity” is almost irrelevant here. Instead, the primary concern of the test-by-Śakra motif in this case seems to be to demonstrate the proper place of the devas within a Buddhist universe and their relationship to the bodhisattva: The devas, such a story suggests, are committed Buddhists. They are benevolent in nature and work for the welfare of the world by aiding the bodhisattva in his progress toward Buddhahood—and despite the fact that they are devas (while the bodhisattva is just a human being or even an animal), they submit to his greater spiritual authority. Historically, we might interpret such a story as part of the larger attempt Buddhist authors undertook to integrate Buddhism into the wider Indic religious context and make an argument for the Buddha’s superiority over traditional deities such as Śakra.

Śakra’s benevolent role in aiding the bodhisattva’s progress is by no means devoid of some ambivalence, however. Perhaps most interesting of all are those occasions on which Śakra is depicted as becoming anxious, worried, or fearful when he learns of the existence of the bodhisattva and the perfection of his virtue and generosity. The reason for Śakra’s worry has to do with the status of Śakrahood itself and how it is achieved. In the Buddhist understanding, Śakra is not a unique and immortal being; instead, the position of “Śakrahood” is a particularly high station of rebirth achieved through virtuous, merit-making deeds and inhabitable by any human being who exhibits sufficient virtue. (This is why Śakra’s marble throne begins to heat up every time a human being is excessively virtuous.)

Moreover, among the virtuous deeds that result in rebirth as Śakra, generosity seems to occupy a prominent place. In the Sakkasaṃyutta of the Saṃyutta Nikāya, for example, we are told that Śakra was previously a human being who undertook seven vows “by the undertaking of which he attained the position of Śakrahood,” and the fifth of these vows was to be “freely generous, open-handed, devoted to liberality, ready to give, delighted in giving and sharing.”45 In the section of this text devoted to Śakra’s epithets, moreover, we are told that Śakra is called Purindada because in the past “he gave gifts in one city after another (pure pure),” he is called Śakra (Pāli Sakka) because “he gave gifts respectfully (sakkaccham),” and he is called Vāsava because he once “gave a dwelling-place (āvasatham)”;46 while in the commentary to the Dīgha Nikāya, Buddhaghosa tells us explicitly that “one attains the state of Śakrahood in this world by giving gifts.”47

Śakra’s anxiety and worry over the generous bodhisattva are thus well justified, for if the bodhisattva continues to engage in abundant generosity, he will be well on his way to usurping Śakra’s position. (In fact, according to a passage in the Aṅguttara Nikāya, the bodhisattva did indeed occupy the position of Śakrahood a total of thirty-six times throughout his career.)48 In some of our stories, Śakra’s fear of being displaced by the bodhisattva becomes quite explicit. When the bodhisattva is born as a very generous woman named Rūpāvatī, for example, one version of her story has Śakra think to himself, “I fear that the woman Rūpāvatī might thus cause Śakra to fall from his palace!”—while in another version he wonders: “Does Rūpāvatī wish to expel me from the City of the Immortals and herself assume sovereignty over the gods?”49 Similarly, a Chinese version of the story of King Śibi’s gift of his flesh (to ransom a dove) begins with a group of devas and other supernatural beings discussing the fact that Śakra is replaceable, whereupon Śakra becomes “fearful” that the virtuous King Śibi might replace him.50 Later on in the story, Śakra sheepishly apologizes to King Śibi, saying: “In my stupidity, I thought, O Great King, that you wanted to take my place from me, and that’s why I harassed you.”51

In many Hindu stories making use of this motif—that is, a deity’s position being threatened by a virtuous human being—an ascetic’s extreme power and virtue cause Śakra’s (or in Hinduism, Indra’s) marble throne to heat up, and Śakra becomes worried lest the ascetic should displace him. His response at this point often involves sending down a celestial nymph to seduce the ascetic and diminish his ascetic power, thus circumventing the threat to himself. In Indian Buddhist literature too we have at least one example of a similar nature in the Alambusā Jātaka of the Pāli Jātaka collection, in which Śakra, fearful of losing his position, sends the heavenly nymph Alambusā down to earth to seduce the powerful ascetic Isisiṅga, who then loses his powers for three long years as he immerses himself in sexual distraction.52 In the perpetual struggle between god and man, a god must encourage an overly virtuous man’s downfall, lest the man become so virtuous that he displace the god himself. But why, then, in our stories, would Śakra decide to test the bodhisattva’s virtue by asking him for his body? If his position is already threatened by the generous bodhisattva, why would he give him the opportunity to engage in an even more magnificent display of generosity?

One of the consistent features of the role played by the higher devas within gift-of-the-body jātakas is that they seem to have a longer and wider perspective on the bodhisattva’s gift of his body than do those of more lowly status. While animals, human beings, and lower deities often lament the terrible consequences of the gift, the higher devas generally express celebration and joy because they understand the larger significance of the gift within the context of the bodhisattva’s career (perhaps by virtue of their incredibly long lives and their witnessing of numerous bodhisattva-careers). Śakra, too, falls into this pattern. Śakra clearly understands that the gift of the body is not merely another gift that will move the bodhisattva ever closer to usurping Śakra’s throne, but is instead the kind of deed that will propel the bodhisattva on toward full Buddhahood and thus out of the karmic race for Śakrahood altogether. In functional terms, encouraging the bodhisattva to give away his body is no different from sending down a celestial nymph: while the latter protects Śakra’s position by kicking the virtuous human back down the karmic ladder, the former protects Śakra’s position by propelling the virtuous human on toward full Buddhahood and thus out of the karmic hierarchy altogether. Thus Śakra tests the bodhisattva not merely out of personal curiosity or for the welfare of the world—though both elements are no doubt present—but also as a way of defending his own position in the universe.

This defensiveness and self-interest on the part of Śakra are never quite made explicit within our stories, but are implicit in several elements of the plot, taken together—his stated fear that the bodhisattva might displace him, his decision to test the bodhisattva by asking him for his body, his pleasure and satisfaction when the bodhisattva demonstrates a willingness to give his body away, and his frequent predictions of the bodhisattva’s future Buddhahood. Moreover, as I discuss in more detail in the next chapter, Śakra often goads the bodhisattva into making a specific statement of the motives underlying his gift—and in many cases this statement includes an explicit denial of any desire for the status of Śakrahood. The gift of the body in these stories is thus not merely an opportunity to illustrate the bodhisattva’s perfection of generosity; it is also an agonistic contest between god and bodhisattva in which the god protects his own position in the universe, while the man propels himself toward the ultimate position of Buddhahood.

The relationship between Śakra and the bodhisattva in these stories is complicated and constantly shifting. While Śakra is king of the gods and the bodhisattva is just an ordinary human being (or even animal), Śakra clearly understands that the bodhisattva is on a course that will ultimately make him far superior not only to other human beings but to any god as well. In testing the bodhisattva and asking him for his body, Śakra protects his own position at the top of the karmic hierarchy and removes the bodhisattva as a threat, yet at the same time he acknowledges the bodhisattva’s ultimate superiority and provides him with the opportunity to propel himself toward Buddhahood. Likewise, the bodhisattva is superior to Śakra and rejects the kind of goal represented by Śakra’s position, yet he also depends upon Śakra’s godly powers and intervention to make his leap out of the karmic hierarchy. Śakra and the bodhisattva dance a complicated dance of interdependence that ultimately illuminates the relationship between the Buddha and the devas. Gift-of-the-body jātakas involving Śakra as the recipient thus place the gift of the body within a larger cosmological perspective balancing humans, gods, and Buddhas.53

The role that Śakra, as a higher deva, plays within these previous lives of the Buddha continues on, of course, into his final life as Prince Siddhārtha. Though Prince Siddhārtha is the one who renounces the world, engages in many years of religious striving, defeats Māra underneath the bodhi tree, attains enlightenment, becomes a Buddha, and initiates the spread of the dharma, he is aided at every step of the way by the intervention of the devas. In Buddha-biographies such as the Jātakanidāna, for example, when Prince Siddhārtha is living a hedonistic life of luxury within his palace compound and has no exposure to suffering, it is the gods who engineer the Four Sights that will cause him to renounce the world. When he decides to leave the world even though his father has locked him up within the palace compound, it is the gods who cause the palace guards to fall asleep, open the palace gates, and even hold up the hooves of his horse so that his departure will go unnoticed. And when he finally attains enlightenment but then hesitates to teach to others, it is the gods who intervene and beg him to teach, thus assuring the spread of the dharma. Throughout the entire biography, we see the same complicated interdependence and shifting hierarchies that we see in gift-of-the-body jātakas involving Śakra: the Buddha is superior to the gods, yet he depends upon the gods in order to become a Buddha; the gods are more powerful than Prince Siddhārtha, yet they use their divine powers to help the lowly human reach a status superior to any godhood. Gift-of-the-body jātakas in which Śakra is the recipient thus fall into a larger category of stories concerned with illuminating this complex relationship—quite apart from their illustration of generosity.

IMITABLE GIVING

The particular virtue of generosity, of course, does remain a predominant theme. Yet even if we bracket the test-by-Śakra motif and consider these stories purely from the perspective of the theme of generosity, it is clear that they differ significantly in their illustration of generosity from stories of the earlier type. We can see this difference most clearly, perhaps, when we consider the physical restoration of the bodhisattva’s body and the contradictory nature of the Act of Truth that brings it about. The Act of Truth within these stories strikes us as inherently contradictory, for on the one hand the bodhisattva asserts his perfect willingness to give his body away, his joy in doing so, and his absolute lack of any regret, while on the other the obvious purpose of the Act of Truth is to get his body back. In chapter 5, I will address this contradiction in more detail; for now, I simply observe that the extreme and uncompromising generosity so characteristic of the stories discussed earlier is here significantly deflated by the fact that, in these stories, the bodhisattva gets his body back. We know from the Act of Truth that the bodhisattva’s generosity is perfect and sincere, yet the illustration of this generosity cannot help but be affected by the spectacle of the bodhisattva’s body being restored to perfect health. Instead of watching the bodhisattva suffer a tragic loss of life as a result of giving the gift, here we watch him give the gift—only to see this gift restored back to him in the end, often in a better and more powerful form than before. The emphasis on perfect and one-sided generosity is thus significantly weakened.

This weakness in the illustration of generosity, however, is balanced by a corresponding strength: the survival of the bodhisattva and the restoration of his body allow these stories to emphasize the rewards of the gift much more so than those stories in which the bodhisattva dies. Consequently, although the bodhisattva’s gift itself remains extreme and inimitable in nature, it often serves implicitly as a model for more ordinary types of giving (such as the offering of alms to monks) and the karmic rewards they bestow. The ordinary Buddhist giver could not hope to imitate the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifice—and in that sense the bodhisattva is exalted—but perhaps he or she can identify with the bodhisattva’s enjoyment of giving’s rewards and thus be encouraged to engage in generosity of his or her own. This identification with the bodhisattva is reinforced on an emotional level as well: the survival of the bodhisattva and the restoration of his body give to these tales a much more joyful and celebratory tone than those in which the bodhisattva dies—one that offers the reader a vicarious satisfaction and further motivates his or her own generosity. Thus, in contrast to the highly idealized and extreme generosity characteristic of the stories discussed earlier, stories involving Śakra as the recipient of the gift present the virtue of generosity in a more palatable and accessible form, one that appeals to the ordinary giver.

We might say, in other words, that in the balance between the saint’s “imitability” and “otherness,” these gifts remain wholly “other” to the ordinary giver—yet they begin to make a nod toward “imitability.” In these stories the bodhisattva’s generosity is not merely the object of awe-inspired worship and devotion, but also an appropriate object of imitation: the ordinary reader, too, can give gifts generously and experience giving’s many rewards. On the level of genre, moreover, it also follows that although these stories remain “super-jātakas” that perfectly embody the ethos of the jātaka, they do so in a manner that at least begins to form a bridge to the ethos of the avadāna. In contrast to the stories discussed earlier, stories featuring Śakra as the recipient begin to draw connections between the bodhisattva’s “perfections” and the ordinary Buddhist’s “devotions”—between heroic bodily gifts and ordinary ritual offerings. These ideas will be treated at greater length in chapters 4 and 5, when I turn to a discussion of the Buddhist discourse on dāna. For now, I refer the reader to table 1, which summarizes the major distinctions I have enumerated between these two major plotlines.

TABLE 1

Differences Between the Two Major Plotlines of the Gift-of-the-Body Genre

[image: image]

When the Gift Is Interrupted

So far I have enumerated the two major plotlines that are most characteristic of the gift-of-the-body genre. In the first plotline, the recipient of the gift is an ordinary being, and the bodhisattva dies as a result of giving the gift; in the second plotline, the recipient of the gift is the god Śakra in disguise, and the bodhisattva survives the gift and restores his body through an Act of Truth. In addition, I would also define a third and less common plotline. This plotline, which might make use of either an ordinary being or the god Śakra as the recipient of the gift, is defined by the single fact that the gift is not initiated once the bodhisattva’s willingness to give has been established. Here the bodhisattva’s mere willingness to give performs the same function as the actual gift itself, and the bodhisattva therefore neither needs to lose his life nor restore his body through an Act of Truth. These stories have a somewhat different flavor than the others, since there is none of the usual emphasis on the mutilation of the body or the pain undergone by the bodhisattva so characteristic of the types described above. Nevertheless, some of the themes we have already seen are also present here.

In some cases, the gift is not initiated because whoever was demanding the gift or in need of the gift is so moved by the bodhisattva’s mere willingness to give that he puts a stop to the gift before it is even begun. The bodhisattva’s ability to cause this profound change of heart in the recipient through the sheer magnitude of his virtue once again highlights the extreme and uncompromising nature of the bodhisattva’s generosity, as well as the awe-inspiring power and charisma he exerts over others. Thus in Avadānaśataka 34 Śakra disguises himself as a brahmin and makes a request for King Śibi’s eyes in order to test his generosity. In contrast to other versions of the story, however, as soon as King Śibi demonstrates his complete willingness to give—saying, “Take whatever you want, Great Brahmin! There is no obstacle here on my part!”54—Śakra puts a stop to the test before the gift is even begun. In this case, it appears that the bodhisattva’s mere verbalization of his willingness to give is so powerful that Śakra becomes convinced of his generosity, and the physical gift itself then becomes unnecessary. The bodhisattva’s resolve, in and of itself, has the power to circumvent the test.

This power to bring about such a profound change of heart in the recipient is especially strong, of course, in the case of those recipients I have classified as “evil.” In the traditional story of King Sarvaṃdada, for example, the bodhisattva is a virtuous and generous king named Sarvaṃdada (“All-Giving”) who first loses his kingdom to an immoral, enemy king and then offers his own head to a wandering supplicant to bring to the enemy king for a reward. This gift of Sarvaṃdada’s head is never completed, however, because the enemy king is so moved and profoundly shaken by Sarvaṃdada’s generous intentions that he immediately gives up his immoral ways and is converted wholly to the side of virtue. Various versions of the Sarvaṃdada story take pains to convey the profound nature of the enemy king’s conversion. In Avadānasārasamuccaya 3, for example, when the enemy king first learns of Sarvaṃdada’s intention to offer up his own head, he “trembles with fear,” his mind is “overwhelmed by terror,” and he wonders who this magnificent being might be.55 By the time he has come face to face with Sarvaṃdada himself, his moral conversion is complete. “O King,” he says to Sarvaṃdada,


if one who is capable of gratifying his subjects deserves to be called a ‘king,’ then you alone are a king, O Treasure-House of Excellent Virtues! … Go rule over your own city, just as you did before. We are intent on submitting to the authority of someone like you. And please forgive us our deviation from proper conduct—for one who has no eyes stumbles even when the ground is even.56



He “renounces the poison known as anger,”57 bows his head down at Sarvaṃdada’s feet, and retreats to his own kingdom, where he becomes a virtuous ruler thereafter. In Kalpanāmaṇḍitikā 71, the situation is similar, with the enemy king confessing his “remorse” and chastising himself as “an idiot and a fool, a conceited man deprived of intelligence.”58 In all such cases, the bodhisattva’s mere intention to give affects the world around him in powerful ways and has almost-magical consequences upon others. Thus, even though the gift itself never occurs, the spectacle of the gift is replaced, in a sense, by the spectacle of the powerful moral effects the bodhisattva’s generosity wields upon others.

In other cases, it is not the recipient of the gift who experiences such a profound conversion, but the very universe itself. The gift is not completed, in other words, because of some kind of magical or miraculous response on the part of the cosmos. Thus in several different versions of the hare story the hare offers his body to a brahmin supplicant (sometimes Śakra, sometimes not) by throwing himself into a fire, but the fire refuses to burn him. In Pāli Jātaka 316, the fire is “unable to heat even as much as the pores of the bodhisattva’s skin”;59 in Cariyāpiṭaka 1.10 the fire becomes like “cool water relieving a fever”;60 and in a Chinese version of the story the fire itself is extinguished as soon as it touches the bodhisattva’s body.61 Likewise, in a Chinese story involving a mother swan who intends to feed her own flesh to her young during a drought, the cosmos itself responds to this magnanimous intention by immediately showering down rain and food, thus obviating the need for such a gift.62 In these cases, the physical universe itself seems to respond in powerful ways to the bodhisattva’s intention. The spectacle of the gift is here replaced by the spectacle of the universe’s response; the universe confirms the bodhisattva’s generosity, and the gift does not need to be completed. These physical responses on the part of the universe are ultimately equivalent to the moral changes of heart discussed earlier: the universe, in a sense, becomes a moral character who is so moved by the bodhisattva’s intention that it puts a stop to the gift before it is made.

Such dramatic interruptions of the gift, whether moral or cosmological in nature, once again serve to underscore the enormous power of the bodhisattva’s resolve, his essential difference from other beings, and his status as an object of awe and devotion. In this sense, we might compare such stories to those of the first plotline I dealt with above, since both plotlines engage in an extreme idealization of the bodhisattva. At the same time, however, these stories also share something in common with the second plotline I dealt with above, in terms of presenting a more palatable, accessible, and imitable model of generosity than one that results in the giver’s death. For just as stories following the second plotline suggest that you can give away a gift and later get it back (as long as your intentions are pure), so stories following this third plotline seem to suggest that perhaps you don’t really have to give away the gift at all (as long as your intentions are pure). Stories in which the gift is interrupted thus seem to combine the extreme idealization of the bodhisattva characteristic of the first plotline with the palatable and appealing model of generosity characteristic of the second.

What, then, is the basic purpose of the noncompletion of the gift? If we observe the simple fact that in all such stories the bodhisattva’s mere willingness to give functions like the gift itself, and the need for an actual gift is thus obviated, then perhaps the underlying purpose of such a plotline is to draw a strict equivalence between the intention or volition to give and the actual act of giving itself. Not only would this help to ensure that aspiring bodhisattvas all over India were not throwing themselves off mountains or jumping into fires, but it also accords doctrinally with many Buddhist definitions of dāna. The Mahāprajñāpāramitā Śāstra, for example, defines dāna as a “wholesome volition associated with the mind,” and then adds that “certain people say that from this wholesome volition comes a bodily or vocal act which is also called dāna.”63 In a similar manner, the Bodhicaryāvatāra says that the bodhisattva’s dāna-pāramitā “is called such because of the intention to give everything one has to all people, along with the fruit of the gift,” and then adds, “Therefore, the perfection is nothing other than this intention.”64 Such definitions give primary emphasis to the intention behind the gift, and seem to include the actual act of giving as a secondary element. This is in consonance, of course, with Buddhism’s much-vaunted “ethic of intention” and the Buddha’s famous definition of action in the Aṅguttara Nikāya: “O Monks, I say that action is volition. Having made a volition, one acts by means of body, speech, or mind.”65

Variations

In the above discussion I have enumerated the two “major” plotlines and one “minor” plotline most characteristic of the gift-of-the-body genre, as well as elucidating the basic themes each plotline highlights. Thus I hope to have shown that stories featuring ordinary beings as the recipients of the gift promote a highly idealized and extreme generosity that invites a response of worship and devotion; stories featuring Śakra as the recipient of the gift temper this ideal and make it more accessible and “imitable” by leaving space for the rewards of giving (as well as addressing other concerns); and stories in which the gift is not completed draw a strict equivalence between the intention or volition to give and the actual gift itself.

Despite the usefulness of these categories, however, gift-of-the-body jātakas demonstrate an endless variety in creative detail, character, imagery, and plot. The schema I have presented above cannot be treated too mechanistically because there will always be individual stories that fail to conform; indeed, there are probably almost as many exceptions as there are stories that adhere to the expected patterns. My purpose in laying out such a typology is not to designate certain plotlines as the only “acceptable” alternatives, but rather to construct a basic interpretive framework for the genre—one that is solidly based on the stories themselves, but also one that helps us make sense of even those stories that fail to conform. I would describe these plotlines as being interpretive in function rather than classificatory: in other words, rather than using them as boxes in which to classify individual stories, I perceive them only as a well-grounded conceptual framework against which to interpret stories that may or may not necessarily conform. In order to demonstrate this largely heuristic function, I will conclude this chapter by looking at three such instances of “failure to conform.” This enumeration is by no means exhaustive, but is only intended to provide a range of representative examples and to demonstrate the types of questions and answers that become possible by constructing such a framework in the first place.

AN UNSTABLE CONVENTION: THE BODHISATTVA’S RESTORATION OF HIS OWN BODY

I will begin with the case of an unstable convention—that is, a convention that is characteristic of one of the plotlines I enumerated above, but that seems to be inherently unstable and is therefore frequently violated. As we have seen, in those gift-of-the-body jātakas involving the test-by-Śakra motif, it is generally the case that Śakra puts a stop to the test at some point and encourages the bodhisattva to perform an Act of Truth, which alone is responsible for restoring his body back to health. Narratively speaking, this makes sense: if the purpose of the story is to test the bodhisattva’s generosity, then the Act of Truth constitutes the “proof” we need that this test has been successfully passed. For by means of the Act of Truth, we know for certain that the bodhisattva’s generosity is genuine; after all, if his claim to be perfectly generous were not true, then the Act of Truth would fail and his body would not be restored—but since his body is restored, we know for sure that this claim must be true. Restoring the bodhisattva’s body in some other manner would clearly not have the same proof-giving effect. This is emphasized for us, in fact, in a discussion from the Milindapañha, for when King Milinda (the interlocutor in this text) wonders how King Śibi’s eyes could be restored after being so completely destroyed, the wise monk Nāgasena answers him by emphasizing the power of the Act of Truth alone: “Through the power of the truth and without any other cause, Great King, did that divine eye arise. Truth itself was the cause, in this case, for the arising of the divine eye.”66

In spite of this narrative logic, however, the exclusive role of the Act of Truth in restoring the bodhisattva’s body appears to be an inherently unstable convention. In many stories, in fact, Śakra’s crucial role in encouraging the Act of Truth seems to result in some ambiguity about whether Śakra might be partially responsible as well. Thus, in company with the Act of Truth, Śakra sometimes tells the bodhisattva to “choose a boon” (which suggests that he himself is granting the restoration); or the restored body part is said to have been “given by Śakra”; or the Act of Truth is paired with Śakra’s administration of supernatural medicines (which obscures the true cause of the restoration).67 Finally, there are some stories in which the Act of Truth is dispensed with completely, and it is Śakra himself (or sometimes another divine being) who restores the bodhisattva’s body directly.68 In other words, although the genre as a whole ostensibly wishes to show that the bodhisattva’s sincerity alone has the power to heal and restore his own body, individual stories consistently falter in this assertion and imply that Śakra is partially or wholly responsible as well.

Why is this particular convention so unstable, resulting in frequent deviations from the plotline one would normally expect? I noted before that all stories involving the basic motif of bodily self-sacrifice should ultimately be seen as one large and interweaving thematic group, and that gift-of-the-body jātakas most likely have close connections to stories of other types. In this case, in trying to explain why there is a consistent tendency to give Śakra part or all of the responsibility for restoring the bodhisattva’s body, I would perhaps point to Phyllis Granoff’s discussion of a large body of Indic stories (Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain) sharing a common complex of ideas.69 The stories that conform to this pattern have nothing to do with the virtue of generosity. Instead, all of them depict a hero embarking on some kind of quest and having an agonistic encounter with a god-in-disguise, in which the hero must show himself to be willing to risk his life. He is ritually humbled, or wounded, or “killed” (sometimes symbolically, sometimes literally), and then restored to health and given a new and purified body by the deity himself. In an episode from the Mahābhārata, for example, Arjuna goes on a quest to obtain some magical weapons and the mantras that control them. His journey takes him into the forest, where he encounters the god Śiva, disguised as a hunter. Śiva and Arjuna fight; Arjuna loses the fight and is severely wounded. Śiva then reveals his true identity and touches Arjuna’s body, whereupon “all that was impure in Arjuna’s body was at once destroyed.”70 It is only then that Arjuna is able to obtain the weapons and mantras he needs. Granoff interprets such stories as being similar in structure to “rites of passage” (as described by Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner),71 in which the hero is stripped of his personal identity through an agonistic encounter with a deity-in-disguise, and then purified, renewed, and transformed at the hands of the deity himself.

Keeping this larger group of stories in mind, then, perhaps we could speculate that gift-of-the-body stories in which Śakra is the recipient either play upon or derive from this traditional complex of ideas, but recast it in terms of Śakra’s testing of the bodhisattva’s generosity. Many of the themes seem quite similar—the hero on a quest (this time, for Buddhahood), the god in disguise, the agonistic quality of the encounter, the hero’s willingness to risk his life, and his ultimate renewal and restoration to health. One could speculate, however, that because our stories adapt this complex of ideas to illustrate the Buddhist virtue of dāna, they must shift responsibility for the restoration of the body from the god to the bodhisattva’s own sincerity in giving the gift; however, as we have seen, they sometimes fail to do so completely. On a grander scale, one might even try to make the argument that a traditional Indic narrative or ritual pattern has here been “Buddhicized” and / or “ethicized”—but the transformation, in some cases, remains incomplete.

Determining whether this particular argument is valid, of course, would require much more substantial evidence. The methodological point I am making, however, is hopefully clear: Once we have an “expected” generic framework against which to interpret our stories, minor deviations from the expected plotline are flagged, the inherent instability of certain generic conventions becomes visible, and it then becomes possible to speculate about the instability itself. The questions we ask and the answers we give take shape only against the initial framework with which we begin.

Distorting the Plotline: Multiple Episodes of Bodily Giving

Another example of the failure to conform to an expected plotline occurs in those stories that depict multiple episodes of bodily giving. Some authors were not content to depict the bodhisattva making a single gift of his body, but instead composed stories in which multiple gifts of the body occur, and the bodhisattva seems to engage in an orgy of extreme generosity. Rather than watching a single gift come into being and unfold in the expected manner, such stories present us with a quick succession of gifts that stretch and distort the characteristic plotlines—though not beyond recognition.

Thus in Avadānaśataka 34 the familiar character of King Śibi performs three such gifts in quick succession. First, he cuts open his body and allows mosquitoes to feast on his blood. Before this episode can reach any kind of resolution, however, the story proceeds onward to a second gruesome episode, in which the deity Śakra, disguised as a vulture, receives permission to pluck out King Śibi’s eyes. Rather than revealing his true identity and encouraging King Śibi to perform an Act of Truth, however, Śakra then quickly dons yet another disguise, appearing as a brahmin supplicant who requests these same eyes, whereupon King Śibi freely agrees to give them. It is only when we get to this third and final episode that one of our “expected” outcomes occurs—in this case, what I have designated as the “minor plot-line,” in which the gift is interrupted once the bodhisattva’s willingness to give has been established. Three episodes of bodily giving are thus related within four short pages of text, with two of these episodes lacking any characteristic outcome and the resolution of the story being delayed until the last and final gift. In stark contrast to a story such as Mahajjātakamālā 44, which takes eighteen (much longer) pages to relate a single gift of King Śibi, the reader here is clobbered with a quick succession of bodily gifts—narratively immersed in the relentless flow of the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifices, which only comes to a conclusion (and an expected resolution) with the third and final gift. The conventions of the gift-of-the-body genre are here being stretched and manipulated in order to achieve a certain effect, and the resulting experience for the reader is quite different.

If we were to imagine this process being taken to its logical conclusion, we might envision something like a gift-of-the-body “story” that has lost all narrative structure and become nothing more than a relentless listing of bodily gifts. It is interesting to note that as the Mahāyāna discourse on the bodhisattva’s generosity becomes more and more hyperbolic and extravagant in nature, we do indeed find gift-of-the-body stories in the Mahāyāna sūtras that tend in this direction. With their multiple episodes of bodily sacrifice and their lack of characteristic plot outcomes, these stories contain many of the traditional elements we might expect to find in a gift-of-the-body story—such as generous donors, evil or pitiful recipients, gifts of the body, and Acts of Truth—but their discourse seems fundamentally different. They are less “narrative” in nature, less intelligible as self-contained “stories” with definite plotlines, and more embedded within the surrounding sūtra text.

In the fifth chapter of the (Mahāyāna) Karuṇāpuṇḍarīka Sūtra, for example, there is a story involving the Buddha’s previous birth as a cakravartin king named Ambara. But rather than focusing on a single gift of Ambara’s body, this text inundates the reader with a veritable deluge of bodily gifts: in quick succession, Ambara gives away to various recipients his feet, eyes, ears, genitals, flesh, blood, and hands. His ministers dump his mutilated body into a charnel ground, where the remainder is devoured by flies, mosquitoes, dogs, jackals, and vultures. He (or whatever is left of him) then performs an Act of Truth that begins in a thoroughly conventional manner but ends in such a way that the orgy of giving can continue:


If, when I gave up my whole body, with its major and minor limbs, and thereby gave up all of my royal sovereignty, I did not feel regret for even a moment, nor did I give rise to anger, then may my wish be fulfilled: May this body of mine become a mountain of flesh! May whatever beings have flesh for food and blood for drink come eat my flesh and drink my blood. And, by the power of my vow, may my body grow enough to accommodate as many beings as may eat my flesh and drink my blood, until it is a hundred thousand yojanas in height and five thousand yojanas in width!72



Once this occurs and he becomes a flesh-mountain, he continues to feed beings his flesh for a full one thousand years. He is then reborn as a nāga-king who discovers and gives away “hundreds of thousands of millions of billions of treasure-stores full of treasures,” during “seven hundred thousand millions of billions of seven-year intervals,” and in universes “equal in number to grains of sand in the Ganges River.”73 Thus the story doesn’t so much come to a definitive conclusion as get lost in a cloud of Mahāyāna hyperbole and seamlessly merge back into the surrounding sūtra discourse.

The experience and effects of such a narrative are quite different, of course, from those of the traditional gift-of-the-body jātaka. Instead of allowing the reader to focus on a single gift and experience its unfolding in a processual and emergent manner (as well as contemplate its possible consequences on the surrounding world), this text hits the reader over the head with an incessant wave of multiple bodily sacrifices described briefly and in quick succession, so that the language of the narrative as a whole becomes almost numinous in nature. Nevertheless, individual elements of the traditional plotlines are still recognizable, along with the manner in which they have been reinterpreted.

Understanding the conventions of the gift-of-the-body genre might thus help us to understand the nature of Mahāyāna discourse and the types of adaptations Mahāyāna authors made to traditional Buddhist genres in order to fulfill new ends. In fact, the manipulation of the gift-of-the-body genre in this instance might even be aligned with other such manipulations characteristic of Mahāyāna discourse. The audience who listens to a Mahāyāna sūtra, for example, is often described in a much more elaborate and fantastical manner than the audience who listens to a Mainstream sūtra—sometimes consisting of billions of bodhisattvas and celestial beings spread out in multiple universes, rather than the standard 1,250 monks gathered at Jetavana. The growth of the audience to such unimaginable and inconceivable proportions is somewhat similar to the extension of the gift-of-the-body theme from a single gift to an incessant wave of bodily sacrifices that become difficult to keep track of or visualize. Taking both manipulations together, it then becomes possible to say something about Mahāyāna discourse more generally—about its tendency toward excess and hyperbole, perhaps, or its numinous use of language and imagery. Such discussions become convincing, however, only when they are built upon a solid understanding of the conventions of earlier genres.

The Individual Story: An Analysis of Jātakamālā 8

While the previous two discussions have focused on “anomalies” that are common to more than one gift-of-the-body story, I turn now to the case of an individual story that fails to conform to the expected plotlines—most likely for purely individual reasons. Every story is unique, of course, and has its own internal logic and necessity—but once again I hope to demonstrate that the conceptual framework I have constructed can serve as a background against which this logic becomes illuminated.

Jātakamālā 8 relates the story of the virtuous King Maitrībala, who slices up his own body on behalf of five cruel and murderous yakṣas who have begged him for food but are unsatisfied with anything less than human flesh and blood. Because these yakṣas constitute “evil recipients,” we might expect King Maitrībala to die as a result of making this gift. These expectations are subverted, however, when the god Śakra suddenly appears on the scene and praises his great generosity. However, rather than encouraging him to perform an Act of Truth to restore his body—as we might then expect—Śakra restores his body directly by applying natural and supernatural medicines. Looked at purely in terms of plotline, then, this story appears to be make use of elements common to several different types: the yakṣas, as “evil” recipients, are characteristic of the first plotline I discussed; Śakra’s sudden appearance on the scene, his formal praise of the bodhisattva, and the bodhisattva’s survival and restoration of his body are common to the second plotline I discussed; while the fact that it is Śakra who restores the bodhisattva’s body (rather than the bodhisattva’s own Act of Truth) is characteristic of the “unstable convention” I have described. Rather than merely classifying each element of the story, however, it is also possible to use our conventional plotlines as a framework against which the logic of this individual story might be elucidated.

The first thing to note is that a reading of the story as a whole makes it clear that one of the major themes of this particular story is the illustration of “good kingship” and the fundamental connection Buddhism posits between the virtue of the king and the prosperity and flourishing of his kingdom. This theme is highlighted throughout the entire story. At the beginning of the story, when the yakṣas are first introduced, we see them going around King Maitrībala’s kingdom, trying to sap the people of their vital forces so they can devour their bodies for food. When they are unsuccessful at weakening even a single person, however, they ask a simple cowherd in the forest why the people of this kingdom are so invulnerable to horrible, man-eating demons, whereupon the cowherd tells them that the kingdom is protected by a “powerful good-luck charm”—the virtuous King Maitrībala himself.74 As the cowherd explains, the virtue of the king is like a physical force-shield that ensures the prosperity of the kingdom and the robust health of its citizens:


The power of our great king derives from his own noble character…. His power is nothing other than his benevolence—and his army, with its colorful flags, is merely a matter of traditional custom. He has never experienced anger, and he is incapable of speaking harshly. He rules the earth in a proper manner, and the dharma he follows is one of good governance, not deceitful statecraft…. Our Lord is endowed with hundreds of virtues such as these, and this is why no misfortune could ever afflict the people who live in his realm.75



It is this information that makes the yakṣas decide that they should simply ask King Maitrībala for his own flesh and blood—hoping, in one fell swoop, to both satiate their immediate hunger and destroy the protective “good-luck charm” that prevents them from getting more food.

With this initial opening, it becomes clear that one of the purposes of this particular story will be to illustrate what “good kingship” is (from the Buddhist perspective) and to demonstrate its beneficial consequences. The gift-of-the-body theme is clearly subordinated to this end, for once the yakṣas have requested the king’s flesh and blood, the lengthy arguments that occur between Maitrībala and his ministers are really arguments about the nature of “good kingship.” While Maitrībala’s ministers repeatedly advance the basic dharmaśāstric argument that the king has a duty to serve the entire kingdom and should therefore not sacrifice his life merely for the sake of a few hungry demons, the story has Maitrībala put forth a more typically Buddhist view: the king is a moral exemplar, and the virtue of the entire kingdom is dependent, first and foremost, upon the virtue of the king himself. “Being your leader in matters of dharma and the law,” he tells his ministers, “if I myself were to take the wrong course [of action], what would be the condition of my subjects, who would follow my path of conduct? Therefore, it is in consideration of my subjects themselves [that I am giving away my body].”76 Thus, in sharp contrast to the Hindu political discourse on nīti and arthaśāstra, with its paramount concern with political expediency, this story wishes to argue that a king who gives his body to a few cannibalistic demons out of perfect generosity is indeed the best king of all—and not merely for himself and his own progress as a bodhisattva, but for the worldly prosperity of his kingdom as well.77 In this Buddhist view of ideal kingship, the moral virtue of the king is paramount and serves as the very fountainhead of the kingdom’s prosperity.

In this situation, it is, of course, impossible to have King Maitrībala die as a result of making his gift, for if he were to die his kingdom would be left leaderless and all the worst fears of his ministers proven correct. In order to demonstrate that the bodhisattva’s compassion and self-sacrifice on behalf of the lowliest of creatures is also the best possible policy for the worldly welfare of his kingdom, King Maitrībala must survive and prosper, and the story must have a positive resolution. Thus it is no surprise that the story ends with the deity Śakra quite suddenly appearing on the scene, praising the king’s excellent conduct, and using various supernatural medicines that instantly heal his wounds and restore his body to its former condition. It is only in this way that Maitrībala’s virtuous deeds can be justified as an appropriate manifestation of good kingship. Thus, in spite of the presence of the yakṣas as “evil recipients,” it is essential for the bodhisattva to survive this gift and prosper, rather than suffer a tragic death.

On the other hand, if one asks why the story didn’t simply make Śakra the recipient of the gift—which might more easily have ensured the king’s survival—this, too, it seems to me, can be explained by the emphasis on good kingship. It is the good king’s ability to show compassion for everyone (including the unworthiest of beings) and still be an effective leader that is at stake here, not merely his ability to pass some deity’s test. In order to demonstrate that generosity toward the lowly really can be reconciled with effective political leadership, the request for the king’s body must be real and not just a deity’s ruse. The recipients of the gift must therefore be ordinary, lowly beings—the more evil, the better—and not simply a curious deity undertaking an elaborate deception. For if the entire gift were nothing more than Śakra’s trick, the viability of compassionate Buddhist kingship would not truly be tested.

Depicting the yakṣas as “evil” recipients is useful to the story in another way as well. Throughout the Buddhist discourse on good kingship, a consistent emphasis is placed on the manner in which the king’s virtue leads inexorably to the virtue of those around him. In the present case this theme is reinforced by having the yakṣas be “evil” recipients, for the story is then able to depict the dramatic moral conversion they undergo upon receiving the king’s flesh. In fact, when faced with the king’s willingness to give up his very life, these formerly murderous yakṣas become “completely serene and full of wonder”; they beg for the king’s forgiveness and ask him to give them a command, whereupon he orders them to “avoid, as if they were poison, injury to others, greed for their wives or possessions, vile speech, and the sin of drunkenness.”78 The story thus demonstrates that not only did the king’s extreme generosity not result in his death and loss to the kingdom, but in fact it even protected the kingdom forever after from the further incursions of these murderous yakṣas. The power of the king’s virtue to spread to those around him and thus ensure the prosperity of his kingdom is dependent upon the yakṣas being “evil recipients.”

Finally, if one asks why the story depicts Śakra magically restoring the king’s body rather than having the king himself perform an Act of Truth, I would argue that this again makes sense within the context of the “good kingship” theme. Since this particular story is really more concerned with justifying the ideal of compassionate Buddhist kingship than it is with underscoring the bodhisattva’s “perfect generosity,” there is less of a need, perhaps, to focus so explicitly (as the Act of Truth does) on the purity of the king’s generosity. The Act of Truth can thus be sacrificed in favor of an element that here makes better narrative sense: Śakra, the king of the devas, suddenly appears on the scene, praises King Maitrībala’s conduct, and magically restores his body. The ideal of compassionate Buddhist kingship embodied by the human king Maitrībala is thus dramatically confirmed and validated by the king of the gods himself.

Every element of the story, then, makes a positive contribution to the story’s paramount concern with illustrating the viability of compassionate Buddhist kingship. In analyzing this story against the background of our “conventional plotlines,” however, I do not wish to convey the impression of an author who consciously lays these plotlines out before him and then selectively chooses elements in order to achieve a certain effect. Instead, my argument throughout this chapter is simply this: looking closely at a body of related texts that strike one as belonging to a single genre and then uncovering that which a reader experiences as the standard conventions of this genre allows us to construct a coherent world of meaning against which the details of an individual story suddenly become significant—and gives us a language in which to ask meaningful questions about a narrative and offer persuasive arguments as to why it has been constructed in a particular way. It is a way of diving—from a distant time and place—into the “pool of signifiers” historical writers and readers perhaps swam in with little conscious effort.
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