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Abstract
This thesis is a study of the visually spectacular aspects of Mahāyāna sūtra
literature, and closely related Buddhist Sanskrit materials, from the 1st century BCE
to the 4th / 5th century CE approximately. While the early Mahāyāna remains
historically obscure, it has recently been characterised as primarily a literary
movement, and scholars have considered the role of practices of vision and
visualisation, metaphors of sight, and the impact of these on epistemic expressions
within these texts. However, the role of existing poetic conventions, the deft handling
of Buddhist and Indic literary tropes and topoi as facets of a distinct imaginary, and
the use of this material in a conscious manipulation of a visual mode of the imagination
for aesthetic, rhetorical, soteriological, and other semantic constitutive and
communicative ends remain underexplored.
Thus, the main aim of this study is to survey and interrogate these ‘visual
materials’ in a more methodical manner than has been previously undertaken.
Moreover, the thesis presents novel methodological approaches to this material that
engage with the visual mode. The present work is also concerned with arguing for a
closer affinity of the Mahāyāna with Sanskrit and Middle Indo-Aryan poetic praxis,
and with creating sufficient conditions for a concrete imagination of these spectacles.
Therefore, this study explores the representations of visual experiences in these texts,
discusses the constructive role of metaphor in imaginaries, and situates the views on
‘imagination’ found within them. It also devotes attention to the interconnected source
domains of prominent metaphors such as the world-turning emperor, the cosmos, the
paradisiacal garden, the palace, the wish-fulfilling tree, gems, and thunderous clouds.
Such explorations demonstrate the literary continuities of this textual movement,
support the documenting of a conventional stock of imagery, and are integrated
throughout the close comparative reading of examples drawn from three polythetic
categories: visions (darśana, vidarśana, saṃdarśana), descriptions (varṇaka /
varnanā), and miraculous spectacles (prātihārya, vikurvita).
Each category is explored through a variety of approaches: conceptual mapping,
narrative inquiry, semiotic analysis, and visual reconstruction. A quantitative analysis

ix

demonstrates that the high ‘impact’ of the corpus of examples is disproportionate to
its volume. A general review of the relevant ‘visual material’ in relation to traditional
types of Buddhist literature (aṅgas) highlights the affinity of Mahāyāna authors with
Indic poetic technique through their use of signature figures of comparison (dṛṣṭānta,
upamā, and rūpaka / upacāra), sound, and meaning. The continuities evidenced by
representations of visionary experience, and a typology of miracles of collective sight,
demonstrate the importance of topoi in the Mahāyāna rhetoric of superiority. An
analysis of descriptions in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra identifies structured
patterns as rhetorically deployed poetic means, and highlights in particular the use of
concatenation and its relation to Prakrit poetry. This is an identification that
problematises previous understandings of these passages as stencils of visualisation
practices similar to the recollection of the Buddha (buddhānusmṛti). A novel method
of visual (re)construction is applied to the opening materials of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.
The process of reconstruction provides a pellucid view of the verbal text and reveals a
sophisticated strategy of textual production involving formal features such as lists,
linguistic formulas, and repetitions in combination with literary imagery organised
into structures such as crescendo, escalation, and oscillation that disrupts the
boundaries of the visual and verbal in a considered manipulation of affect. The
framework for this method traces significant textual parallels in the Lalitavistara and
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, finds the cloud to be the most obvious icon
of the text overall, and the nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra to be plausibly understood
as a literary act of generous devotion suitable for ritualised performance.
The study as a whole reveals the ‘visual materials’ to be primarily literary
constructions within the purview of a Mahāyāna imaginary that is distinct in its
inspiration from eidetic and spontaneous visionary experiences. Nonetheless, the
exploration of literary contexts adds complexity to our understanding of this
literature’s relationship with visual practices, and reinforces the view of the Mahāyāna
as a literary movement that made ample use of existing literary techniques and imagery
in novel ways. Its visual reconstructions reveal complex textual strategies deployed
for rhetorical and affective ends, and serve to open up the Mahāyāna sūtra’s
imaginable domains for further scrutiny and discussion. The methodological

x

innovations prompt a novel ‘visualised reading’ of these spectacular texts, reflect the
ambiguous boundaries between the visual and verbal in these materials, and provide a
lexicon and template for their future research.

xi

Lay Summary
This thesis is a study of the visually spectacular aspects of Mahāyāna Buddhist
literature, and closely related materials, from the 1st century BCE to the 4th / 5th
century CE approximately. While the early Mahāyāna remains historically obscure, it
has recently been characterised as primarily a literary movement, and scholars have
considered the role of practices of vision and visualisation, metaphors of sight, and the
impact of these on epistemic expressions within these texts. However, the role of
existing poetic conventions, the deft handling of Buddhist and Indic literary motifs,
devices, and other topical commonplaces as facets of a distinct imaginary require
further consideration. Moreover, the use of this material in a conscious manipulation
of a visual mode of the imagination for the impact it may have on both performer and
audience, the arguments it may make, and the purposes it may serve in achieving the
goal of awakening, remain underexplored.
Thus, the main aim of this study is to survey and interrogate these ‘visual
materials’ in a more methodical manner than has been previously undertaken. The
thesis presents novel methods for analysing this material that make use of the visual
mode wherever possible. In particular, a new adaptation of a semiotic method of
analysis diagrams complex repetitions found in descriptions, and a visual
reconstruction of a miracle spectacle is undertaken. The present work is also concerned
with arguing for a closer affinity of the Mahāyāna with Sanskrit and Middle IndoAryan poetic praxis, and with creating sufficient conditions for a concrete imagination
of these spectacles. Therefore, this study situates a sample of material in relation to
Buddhist literary categories and the use of common features of poetic language. The
analysis of these texts is also grounded by discussion of imaginaries, socially shared
imagined contexts reflected in cultural products, the view on the faculty of imagination
found within them, and the literary relation between key philosophical abstractions
found in Mahāyāna thinking and these visual spectacles. The study also explores the
representations of visual experiences in these texts and devotes attention to prominent
metaphors such as the world-turning emperor, the cosmos, the paradisiacal garden, the
palace, the wish-fulfilling tree, gems, and thunderous clouds. Such explorations
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demonstrate the literary continuities of this textual movement, support the
documenting of a conventional stock of imagery, and are integrated throughout the
close comparative reading of examples drawn from three polythetic categories:
visions, descriptions, and miraculous spectacles.
A quantitative analysis demonstrates that the high ‘impact’ of the corpus of
examples is disproportionate to its volume. The continuities evidenced by
representations of visionary experience, and a typology of miracles of collective sight,
demonstrate the importance of certain commonplaces in the Mahāyāna rhetoric of
superiority. An analysis of descriptions found in the Arrays of the Land of Bliss
identifies structured patterns as rhetorically deployed poetic means, and highlights in
particular the use of concatenation and its relation to Prakrit poetry. This is an
identification that calls into question previous understandings of these passages as
stencils of visualisation practices similar to the ‘recollection of the Buddha’. A novel
method of visual (re)construction is applied to the opening materials of the Supreme
Array Scripture. The process of reconstruction prompts a close ‘visual reading’ of the
text that reveals a sophisticated strategy of textual production involving formal
features such as lists, linguistic formulas, and repetitions in combination with literary
imagery organised into structures such as crescendo, escalation, and oscillation. The
framework for this method traces significant textual parallels in the Play in Full and
Perfection of Wisdom in 25,000 Lines, finds the cloud to be the most obvious icon of
the primary example overall, and the opening sections of it to be plausibly understood
as a literary act of generous devotion suitable for ritualised performance.
The study as a whole reveals the ‘visual materials’ to be sophisticated and
carefully considered parts of the Mahāyāna intellectual project that demonstrate
complex verbal technologies which aim to persuade and transform those who
experience them. It appears that these literary constructions exist within the purview
of a Mahāyāna imaginary that is distinct in its inspiration from either precipitated or
spontaneous visionary experiences. However, the visual reconstructions serve to open
up the Mahāyāna texts’ imaginable domains for further scrutiny and discussion, while
the exploration of literary contexts adds complexity to our understanding of this
literature’s relationship with visual practices, and reinforces the view of the Mahāyāna
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as a movement that made ample use of existing literary techniques and imagery in
novel ways for novel purposes.
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Introduction

The noises made by the performers, and heard by the audience,
are not the music at all; they are only the means by which the
audience, if they listen intelligently... can reconstruct for
themselves the imaginary tune that existed in the composer’s
head.
– R.G. Collingwood1

Mahāyāna sūtras are diverse in their composition and concerns.2 They are also
famously visual in character, and the present work surveys and interrogates this aspect
of them in a more methodical manner than has been previously undertaken. In seeking
to establish if these texts are in fact ‘visual’ it has been necessary to address both the
literary foundations of their visuality and to posit an interpretation of their visual
product.3 This thesis is then also about preparation for a novel methodological
approach to Mahāyāna sūtra literature that makes physical its complex imagery. It
demonstrates means of achieving this, but is also concerned with creating sufficient
conditions for an understanding of what can be imagined, and with arguing for a closer
affinity of the Mahāyāna with Indian poetic praxis. These may at first appear to be
incompatible purposes. However, they are reconciled by a consideration of the impact
of texts as synaesthetic, of their affect as transformative (as is often the self-announced
case with texts of the Indian Mahāyāna), and of the means available to their authors to

1

Collingwood 1938: 139. It should also be noted that there have been considerable challenges to the
model of the artistic object that Collingwood’s statement suggests. See, for example, Kemp 2016:
‘Collingwood’s Aesthetics’, and discussion in Hanfling 1992: 77-80.
2
At the outset it must be stated that while I often use conventional designation and refer to ‘the
Mahāyāna’ I subscribe to the view that this is nominal only and we should understand this phenomena
as ‘pluralistic, [and] as a loose set of interrelated doctrinal ideas, ritual practices and literary forms
rather than as a single bounded entity’ (Harrison 2018: 9, my emphasis).
3
Visuality can be loosely defined as the culturally contingent aspects of visual experience (Sand 2012:
89).

1

achieve those ends. Therefore, the thesis is a study of the literary foundations for the
reconstruction of the imaginary visual worlds of Mahāyāna sūtras. It can also be
considered as an archaeology of the imagination of the Mahāyāna as a diverse cultural
movement that drew upon existing imaginaires in the construction of its own unique
representations.4 Although extensive use has been made of the art historical records in
generating these reconstructions, the focus here is largely on textual evidence. This
thesis is primarily then a study of Mahāyāna texts, their mental imagery, the
imagination of them, and of the visuality that they encapsulate.

A Preference for Phantasmagoria
The Mahāyāna as a textual movement is by definition concerned with literature.5
More specifically, I am interested in the sections of those Mahāyāna texts that have
long been recognised as having a ‘visual character’. For example, in the introduction
to his 1884 English translation of the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra Kern refers to textual
material detailing the spectacular displays that illustrate the superiority of the Buddha
as ‘phantasmagorical parts’.6 Similarly, Winternitz in his 1933 survey of Buddhist
literature describes Mahāyāna texts as exhibiting a ‘preference for phantasmagoria’
and as being filled with ‘splendid magical pictures’.7 More recently, Fronsdal when
discussing visionary revelations also refers to similar sections as ‘phantasmagoric
images’.8 In an approximately similar manner Boucher has used the phrase ‘narrative
spectacles’ to describe these prominent segments when they contain emissions of light,
as they often do.9

4

Imaginaire is a complex concept that is discussed in more depth in chapter 2. Very approximately it is
an imagined context embodied by cultural products and communally constituted by recognition of
iconic and linguistic images. Whilst some scholars may reject use of the English ‘imaginary’ because
of its pejorative ontological connotations and ambiguity in comparison to the French ‘imaginaire’ it is
widely used in the same neutral sense and I use both forms throughout the present work.
5
See Harrison 1998: 16, and §1.1 below for further discussion.
6
See Kern 1884: x.
7
See Winternitz 1933: 245.
8
Fronsdal 1998: 137.
9
Boucher 2008: 13. See also Rotman 2009: 180 & 273 n.17 on early cave paintings as a form of

2

Properly speaking phantasmagorias are synaesthetic, and involve more than just
the visual sensory modality in the production of an ‘appearance of reality that tricks
the senses through technical manipulation.’10 While phantasmagoria is a modern term,
coined at the beginning of the nineteenth century,11 the Greek phantasma has a
distinguished pedigree of use. Aristotle, perhaps the father of the concept of
imagination itself,12 used this term to refer to what is commonly understood as a
‘(mental) image’. He also understood this kind of imagery (phantasmata) to be derived
from sense impressions and as a critical element of human cognition.13 Furthermore,
Aristotle believed these images to be comparable to paintings or the impressions in a
wax tablet - phenomena with obvious visual components. Similarly, the instances of
phantasmagoria adduced above appear to present a sense of the spectacles in
Mahāyāna texts as predominantly visual. Whether the above scholars refer to the
mental imagery they have individually experienced through engagement with the text,
or the description of experiences of visions (in someway therefore mental) and
miraculous spectacles (more public but derivative of mentation) by actors within a
text’s narrative frame is not always explicit. However, it is clear that the view of these
texts as being in some ways more than merely verbal, and if not entirely synaesthetic
then at least also ‘visual’, can be found in Buddhist studies.
It has also been suggested that these sections bear a relationship to visual
practices: spontaneous visions, and deliberate and structured visualisations. Most
notably
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Buck-Morss 1992: 22.
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The use of this term supposedly minted by French dramatist Louis-Sébastien Mercier in 1801 and
made famous as the title of the London ‘magic lantern’ (an early form of the slide projector) exhibition
in 1802 by Paul de Philipsthal is apposite. The basic meanings from the Greek phantasma signifying
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many elements.
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See Schofield 1978: 99-140.
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The role that is assigned to these images by Aristotle is not dissimilar to the notion of mental
representation in contemporary cognitive science. See Thomas 2019: §2.2.
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– this posits a strong interdependence between sūtras and concentration practices.14
He suggests in part that we understand texts as contributing stencils for an evolved
form of the commemoration of the Buddha (buddhānusmṛti); these are practices that
contributed to a refashioning of personal identity from these communal resources.15
This relationship is often not seen as unidirectional and the idea that Mahāyāna sūtras
in some way render the experiences of specialist meditators into text form has been
suggested by several scholars, including Lamotte who considers these experiences as
the origin of this entire literature.16 Fronsdal, mentioned above, has in the past
understood these segments as ‘actual records of what was both seen and heard in
visionary experiences’, asserting that the imagery is ‘more like visionary or dream
experiences than literary devices,’ and further suggesting that the prevalence of such
sections in these texts is ‘as indicative of how much the content of visions and dreams
are susceptible to the power of suggestion as they are of active copying or literary
borrowing’.17 However, more recently Hatchell’s summary gives a more complex and
nuanced overall characterisation of the relationship when he describes literature and
vision(s)/visualisations as being in a dynamic and symbiotic relationship of
prescription, documentation, interpretation, and stabilisation of interpretation.18
The visual character of the Mahāyāna sūtras has also been ascribed in part to an
epistemology that privileges direct perception (pratyakṣa).19 A view that is grounded
in an understanding of vision as immediate, and as involving ‘contact’ with its objects
and the particularly visual aspect of consciousness.20 Here, vision is paradigmatic of
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The continuing evolution of Harrison’s thinking on this subject is visible in several papers: Harrison
1978; 1990; 1992; 2003. As such, it is recognised that this characterisation may well not entirely reflect
this scholar’s most up to date position.
15
See Harrison 1992: 228-230, 2003: 122.
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See MPPŚ: IV.1927-1928 n.2. In discussing experiences of meeting the buddhas in samādhi Lamotte
writes: ‘Il garde le souvenir des entretiens qu’il a eus avec les Buddha et éventuellement les met par
écrit et en fait un livre (pustakaṃ karoti). Telle est, pensons-nous, l’origine de l’enorme literature des
Mahāyānasūtra qui submerge le bouddhisme durant les premiers siècles de notre ère.’
17
Fronsdal 1998: 137.
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See Hatchell 2013: 357.
19
See McMahan 2002: 46~.
20
For a‘classic’ statement of Buddhist views of perception see the Madhupiṇḍikasutta of the Majjhima
Nikāya (MN: 1.110-114)
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the senses and suitable as a metaphor for knowledge of how things actually are, as
opposed to the conceptual constructions and proliferations that proceed from it in
cognition, and which tend towards reification and false understandings.21 Hence, the
Mahāyāna sūtras are pervaded by this and related metaphors and their elaboration and
manipulation into associated literary features.22
Thus, it appears that the Mahāyāna sūtras are in several ways concerned with
the ‘visual’, and there are certainly a number of aspects to this visual character that
have been astutely considered.23 However, the relationship remains underspecified in
many cases, and underexplored in a number of areas. No study can be entirely
comprehensive in this regard. Nevertheless, in this thesis I seek to explore the
intersection in these texts between the visual and verbal in a more systematic way, and
significantly, I seek to employ the visual in this assessment. In doing so I will address
a number of questions that provide the impetus for investigation. Firstly, what are the
linguistic practices that exploit, explore, or engage with the visual mode, and can the
use of research methods that themselves employ this mode assist us in shedding light
on these practices? Of course, to support such an endeavour it is necessary to know
the extent, character, and valuation of any ‘visual material’ relative to the texts within
which it is found, and to determine what the literary structures are that imbue these
discussions with additional rhetorical and semantic force. We should also consider
how visuality is expressed and explored in these sūtras, and include within that an
indication of their authors’ dispositions towards mental imagery and the faculty of the
imagination. It is also impossible to avoid questions surrounding the relationship of
literary techniques to actual visual practices with a clear soteriological function.
Finally, we must confront directly whether we can actually consider such ‘texts’ to be
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See Matilal 1986: 312~, and see McMahan 2002: 45-53 for a similar discussion that draws on
Williams 1980.
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See McMahan 2002: 82.
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See discussion below. In particular, mention must be made here of McMahan’s thought-provoking
monograph. The present study is built upon such foundations and McMahan’s work exerted
considerable influence upon the ‘background thinking’ of the thesis. I therefore wish to acknowledge
the intellectual debt. That having been said, the thesis aims to extend and deepen some areas of
McMahan’s analysis, complement it with other investigations, as well as probe and interrogate some of
its positions.
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strictly ‘visual’, ‘merely verbal’, both, or indeed whether a sharp distinction between
the two has any hermeneutic utility at all. Many of these questions are weighty enough
in their own right to require multiple monographs to answer. However, they aid us
here in broadly approaching the topic.

A Note on Methods and Approaches
If, as I suggest above, novel ‘visual methods’ may be fruitful in exploration of
these questions it is useful before we go any further to make observations on the
methods employed in this thesis. A sample of ‘visual material’ has been assembled in
a limited corpus in order to enable a categorisation and quantitative analysis of
examples. Each category has then been explored through a variety of approaches:
conceptual mapping, narrative inquiry, semiotic analysis, and visual reconstruction.
There has been throughout the thesis a concern to indicate the conceptual
domains signified by the principal images: the touching of the head; the worldemperor; the cosmos; the jewel-trees; the cloud and so on. However, the basic method
applied in this thesis is broadly empirical and involves the comparative close reading
of textual examples. In order to establish the literary continuities, and variances, of the
Mahāyāna sūtras this approach is the most obvious and fruitful.
The semiotic analysis is an expedient means of approaching the barely
penetrable structure of repetitions found in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. As such,
it adapts Yelle’s method for the analysis of ritual, one that was developed under the
rubric of Jakobson’s ‘poetic function’ of language, to the analysis of formal structures
in the complex descriptions found in Buddhist Sanskrit texts.24 It does, however, make
extensive use of diagramming in order to make clearly visible the patterns found in the
central examples and its parallels.
The method of visual reconstruction applied to complex miraculous displays in
the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra aims to make visible the mental imagery of this text for analysis.
This method assumes a modular model of textual images as compositions of clearly
defined individual ‘elements’. That is to say that images generated in the imagination
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See §5.4.
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by these texts are composited, or collaged, using individual parts drawn from the
repertoire of referents of the verbal signifiers available in any given passage. The
method further presupposes that visual representations of these referents are available
in the art historical record, each of which can be understood as an ‘item’. Therefore,
the procedure is one that begins with the identification of the elements, and
identification of constitutive verbal keys for the spatial relationships of their
arrangement in broader sequences of compositions. These discrete compositions were
determined by a parsing dictated by what I perceived as the logic of the text. The
individual elements were then correlated with items drawn from the reliefs and
sculptures of the subcontinent across an approximately equivalent timeframe to the
corpus. These items were then recombined to the dictation of the text’s spatial keys.
This method is provisional and is discussed in more detail in the relevant chapter.
I conclude this brief summary of methods by discussing the general approach.
Firstly, I subscribe to the view that the Mahāyāna, as we are currently able to assess it,
can be accurately characterised as largely a textual movement.25 The approach adopted
here to the literary bases has been one of incremental advance, proceeding by
augmentation and adjustment of existing views and drawing novel connections where
appropriate.26 Furthermore, while some scholars seek to look beyond the texts to the
lived realities of their authors,27 there are others who choose to limit the parameters of
analysis to literary ones.28 I have in general chosen to see these texts as literary
representations in the main but would suggest that literary practices are themselves a
part of the ‘lived reality’ of these religious communities. Nonetheless, the presence of
technical vocabulary and interpretations of these texts as constitutive of, and relevant
to explanations of, meditative or devotional contexts has also been impossible to
ignore. Similarly, the rhetorical ramifications of certain examples seem to be evident
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enough for comment. In doing so I seek to add to our picture of the Mahāyāna but
maintain a wary eye on the limitations of a study that is mainly reliant on texts, rather
than textual, archaeological, epigraphical, and art historical materials in consort.

Pictorial Thinking
With a broad sense of the approach this thesis makes towards the evidence found
in the Mahāyāna sūtras established, what more can be said about the domains and
operations within them that are under investigation? Whatever the precise relationship
of Mahāyāna sūtras to visual practices may in fact be, it is hard not to respond to the
splendour of these texts and the dazzling mental imagery that they can induce. I too
was particularly struck by this aspect of them when I first encountered Mahāyāna
sūtras. In fact, it is the seemingly visual nature of these texts that drew me to study
them further. I trained initially as a painter and having worked and practiced in the socalled ‘Art World’ for many years I found these phantasmagoria beguiling. From the
initial impression of these texts as somehow visual, and with a view shaped by the
historical discourses of the field, it seemed plausible to me that the authors behind
these texts sought to make deliberate use of a ‘visual mode’. However, what exactly
is meant by a visual mode requires some further qualification. The term ‘visual’ can
be found in this thesis in a number of senses. I use it generally in reference to any way
we might understand Mahāyāna texts as being engaged with aspects of sight in the
broadest possible definition.29 Here, it denotes a far more limited qualification. Firstly,
a mode can be understood as a process, or manner of undertaking, with a function and
phenomenological profile that it is possible to define by the ‘materials’ used to achieve
its ends. In this case a mode that is visual is enacted through the use of images or
compositions of images, with ‘composition’ intended to indicate pictorial elements in
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Therefore, ‘visionary experiences’ and demonstrations of superhuman powers ‘seen’ by characters
in the text could also be said to be visual in character. Similarly, the role and value of imagination, the
place of physical imagery, or the organisation of literary images all constitute aspects of these texts that
can be described broadly as ‘visual’.
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conjunctions that have semantically relevant import.30 It is the construction of a
resemblance through the recreated representation of spatial relationships between
individual objects, or parts of objects, which is required to make that resemblance
coherent that sets apart a concrete ‘picture’ from the use of ‘image’ as a polyvalent
term. Therefore, it may be helpful to think here not of a ‘visual mode’, but of a
‘pictorial mode’ to Mahāyāna texts.31 However, given that we are by and large
discussing mental imagery it seems better for this concept to retain a measure of
considered ambiguity and so I refer to a visual mode.
That having been said, when educating oneself about the constituents of these
imaginaries the statement of prominent literary critic Northrop Frye that the ‘art of
listening to stories is a basic training for the imagination’ has some resonance,32
especially when we remember that the learned Indian Buddhist was bahuśruta, quite
literally one who has heard much. It seems plausible then that an education that
revolved around the recitation and retention of narratives would naturally lead to
facility in these domains and a commensurate ability to manipulate the components of
these stories in novel compositions, including a deft use of metaphor and imagery more
generally. It also seems possible that explicitly visual means are being deployed, albeit
through the medium of text, in order to manipulate a visual mode of imagination for
aesthetic, semantic constitutive, communicative, rhetorical, and soteriological ends.
For example, if a visual mode of soteriology is a concern of these authors, it seems
possible that visual means that transcend the verbal confines of standard conceptual
metaphors in the use of image and visual metaphor (figures that evade adequate
paraphrase or rely on their visualisation for comparison) are a possible method of
communication and argument in this case. It also appears valid to suggest that even
while verbally encoded the product of these narratives and non-narrative ‘imagetexts’,33 such as those constituted by lists of qualities, contribute, in combination,
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On the criteria for a definition of a ‘mode’ from the context of multimodal argumentation theory see
Groarke 2015: 140.
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Frye 1963: 49.
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certain patterns and schemas with semantically relevant import that enable the
identification of a uniquely visual mode to these texts. These relationships may not be
construed through verbal grammatical relationships but be enacted within the
compositing imagination of the auditor acting synoptically and synchronically.
How then might such a visual mode be analysed, and more importantly how can
we test this operation? The first task is to identify materials that might contribute to
such a mode. Secondly, analytical methods that consider and engage with, if not
actually employ, this visual mode must be considered. Ultimately, however, some
engagement with images is necessary. Therefore, while employing a number of
approaches I propose that a concrete (re)construction of these compositions is required
to fully trace those connections and comparisons, and the shifts in understanding that
may be engendered by them. It is, of course, also necessary to indicate the conceptual
background to the domains signified and thus mapped to facilitate an approximation
of cultural conditioning. However, if we are to consider a visual mode as operative
within the imagination then we must first define what is meant by mental imagery.

Theorising Mahāyāna Mental Imagery
I now offer further clarification of the terminology of the present work, and make
explicit some of the working assumptions of this thesis. To assist in further definition
of what is meant by ‘visual’ in this case, as well as to consider what is referred to here
by the phrase ‘mental imagery’ when we speak of the Mahāyāna sūtras, it is useful to
consider relevant theoretical accounts of perception and imagination from cognitive
science. These theories can then be briefly contrasted with traditional Buddhist
accounts of mental imagery and perception. While it is important not to attempt to
reduce the pre-modern Buddhist understandings of mental imagery to categories
drawn from recent western scientific discourses, they can assist in defining the
understandings of mental imagery demonstrated by the Mahāyāna sūtras. This will
place the conceptions regarding cognition of both the author of this thesis, and the premodern authors of the Mahāyāna sūtras, into sharper relief.
The naïve, or folk view of mental images assumes that in human cognition we
somehow ‘see’ an image as it appears ‘in the mind’s eye’, and that those images are in
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a significant way similar to pictures. Such an assumption has been criticised
throughout the twentieth century, especially by psychologists of a ‘Behaviourist’
persuasion such as Watson.34 However, with the rise of computational and
functionalist theories of cognition in the latter half of the last century, mental imagery
is now widely understood to be ‘real’ on the basis of it being explanatorily necessary:
explanations of experiments of cognitive functioning that are known to be true rely
upon some form of imaginal mental representations.35 However, what exactly an
‘imaginal mental representation’ constitutes is still a contentious topic of philosophy,
psychology, and cognitive science.
As a first approximation a mental image can be defined as a quasi-perceptual
experience; it resembles perceptual experience but lacks any external sensory input. A
mental image also, generally, bears intentionality. It is an image of something, and as
such can be understood as a mental representation. Although a quasi-perceptual
experience may be cognate with any sense: touch, hearing, and so on, mental images
are popularly and linguistically (through the obvious connotations of the term image)
associated with the visual, and the present work assumes an importance for the visual
in its treatment of mental images. It is also important to be aware that percepts and
images in cognition are frequently not considered as distinct entities, but rather as two
ends of a spectrum with a wide array of perceptual errors, hallucinations, and
imaginatively informed perception (for example seeing a cloud as a space ship) lying
in between.36 Thus, a great deal of discussion on mental imagery is relevant to that of
visual perception and vice versa.
While it is common to speak of ‘visualising’ an object Thomas reminds us of the
importance in any discussion of mental imagery of distinguishing between three
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alternative perspectives on what a mental image actually involves. These are: 1) a
quasi-perceptual conscious experience; 2) a hypothetical mental representation that is
pictorial and that precipitates a quasi-perceptual experience; and 3) a hypothetical
mental representation that may or may not be picture-like, and which similarly gives
rise to a quasi-perceptual experience.37 That is to say there is some debate about
whether mental imagery is an experience in and of itself, or if it is a representation,
and furthermore what the nature of that representation may be.
There are three competing views of the nature of representations in mental
imagery that can be found in modern understandings of cognition, two of which have
given rise to significant disagreement amongst philosophers and psychologists.38 This
long-running debate is often referred to as the analogue-propositional or picturedescription debate. The two opposing views have been approximated by Thomas:
The analog [sic] side of the debate holds that the mental
representations that we experience as imagery are, in some
important sense, like pictures, with intrinsically spatial
representational properties of the sort that pictures have (i.e.,
pictures do not just represent spatial relationships between the
objects they depict, but represent those relationships, at least
in part, via actual spatial relationships on the picture surface).
The propositional side, by contrast, holds the relevant mental
representations to be more like linguistic descriptions (of
visual scenes), without inherently spatial properties of their
own.39
This appears to present us with two understandings of mental imagery. One that
is ‘quasi-pictorial’, and which holds that both visual percepts and visual mental images
are ‘surface representations’ constructed in the brain’s ‘visual buffer’.40 The second
view proposes that quasi-perceptual experiences are encoded in a ‘language-like’
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form, a syntactically structured representational system of the human brain that is often
referred to as the ‘language of thought’, or mentalese.41 However, recently some critics
have maintained that both theories in fact involve propositions, are both subject to the
problem of infinite regress, and equally do not answer the question of how
representations as a brain state might ‘give rise’ to conscious subjective experiences.42
The third, less developed, account that aims to evade these difficulties is that of a socalled enactive theory of imagery. As a broad approximation, this theory proposes that
mental imagery, or rather the process of imagining, is a weak continuation of the
sensorimotor activity of visual perception. Perception is characterised here as an active
engagement with the world, a seeking of information through exploratory protocols,
and imagined mental imagery as being generated when such seeking continues with
the recollection of these neurally encoded sets of instructions even without the
expectation of locating the imagined object.43 In what follows I will rely on scholarship
that assumes enactive theory as the most defensible. However, the point here is that
there is no consensus as to the precise nature and functions of mental imagery in
current scientific discourse.

Ākāra Et Cetera
If we turn to Indic thought a unified position is also elusive. Instead, depending
on the context of use and the particular nuances of the definitions given to them, we
find a variety of terms that may be used to refer to various aspects of cognition
approximating mental images. For example, nimitta is often used in Mahāyāna sūtras
in the sense of the ‘signs’ or ‘marks’ of an object that the mind grasps (ud√grah),
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although it can also refer to an image of an object in the mind, or conjured by the
mind.44 Pratibimba is also a viable term and the Śrāvakabhūmi, a non-Mahāyāna
technical meditation treatise of a similar timeframe to our materials, uses this term to
refer to the mental object of meditation, and understands nimitta as the object’s
characteristics.45 We can, however, also note that nimitta is glossed in the
Madhyāntavibhāgaṭīkā as arthapratibimba: the mental or reflected image
(pratibimba) of an object (artha).46 Ālambana, as an object of consciousness,47 is
certainly taken by some scholars to indicate not only sense-objects but also mental
images.48 In a Yogācāra context vijñapti could be considered as close to the sense of
representation understood above.49 A number of these terms will be discussed
throughout the thesis. However, of more interest in light of the above discussions of a
‘visual mode’ is the variety of positions of Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna authors on
the term ākāra.50 As a part of the lexicon of Buddhist philosophy this term may indicate
a ‘shape’ or ‘form’, but also refer to ‘image’, ‘appearance’, or even ‘aspect’ and
‘mode’, and is close in some contexts to the senses of mental image discussed above.
Although the range of contexts of debate concerning the ontological and
epistemological status of mental images in later Indian Buddhist thought make
comparison problematic,51 nonetheless, a brief review reveals some comparative
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possibilities with contemporary theories of the mental image.
For example, there are the discussions of the tenth and eleventh century
philosophers Ratnākaraśānti, Jñānaśrīmitra and Ratnakīrti. This debate centres on
whether mental images (ākāra) are false and non-existent because they stem from
untrue imagination (abhūtaparikalpa), or are in fact existant and inseparable from
perceptual cognition.52 The second view, that of Jñānaśrīmitra and Ratnakīrti, appears
to be close to that of enactive theory when it proposes mental images to be comprised
of the same sensorimotor codes as sensory perception.
If we begin to move incrementally towards the materials examined in this thesis
Dharmakīrti's (fl. seventh century CE) criteria for assessing a valid means of cognition
assumes that perception bears the form of an object, and so we might assume also
supposes the representation of quasi-perceptual experience in a pictorial mode.
Dīgnaga’s (480-540 CE) earlier perspective that sense-perceptions that arise bearing
the form (ākāra) of their external object in a manner akin to resemblance are ‘correct’
would also infer a pictorial view of mental imagery, although this may not be so in all
cases.53
The Sautrāntika view that ākāra directly resemble (sadṛśa) their supporting
objects (ālambana), even when in the form of a recollection of past objects or
anticipation of future ones, appears, on the surface at least, to be closely allied with
the analogue view of quasi-perceptual experiences that involve a constructed
recollection of previous resemblances.54 Be that as it may, the view of Vasubandhu's
complex use of ākāra in the Abhidharmakośabhāṣya (circa later fourth century CE)
presented by Kellner suggests we would be unwise to assume that the term bears the
sense of ‘appearance’ in all cases, and that both the notion of an object resemblance,
and a particular ‘mode of mental functioning’ that ‘grasps’ its object in a number of

and those who view them as false (alīkākāravāda).
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ways are plausible meanings in that text. 55 Furthermore, Vasubandhu’s separation of
more evolved forms of discriminative conceptual construction (vikalpa) from visual
consciousness (cakṣurvijñāna) in descriptions of cognition appears to imply a
distinction between pictorial, and propositional, or at least conceptual, types of mental
imagery.56 However, the multivalent use of ākāra implies that a comparison with a
quasi-pictorial view of mental imagery, one that embraces propositional
representation, or even an enactive perspective might be feasible depending on
context.
The above review provides Abhidharmic and later Mahāyāna author’s
perspectives. What then can be said of the view of mental imagery found in Mahāyāna
sūtras? Although a detailed examination in these texts of the use of ākāra and the
terms mentioned above would be desirable, it is beyond the scope of this introductory
chapter. However, to give brief examples the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā denotes
the omniscience of buddhas as sarvākārajñatā, that is as knowledge of all ākāras. In
this usage ākāra is synonymous with phenomenal entities (dharmas) and the term is
usually understood to refer to modes rather than to appearances.57 The following verses
from the Lalitavistara that are deployed to evidence the empty and illusory nature of
consciousness may, with some interpretation, allow the imputation of a view of
percepts as propositional or mental imagery as non-pictorial. Thus we read: ‘visual
consciousness is produced dependent on the eye and form, yet the form is not
dependent upon the eye, and the form does not appear in the eye.’58 The verse may
simply be intended to refer to a lack of the transfer of the actual physical form in the
eye despite the arising of knowledge of it. However, it is possible to read it as
suggesting that the ‘appearance’ of the form is not present, as Bendall and Rouse
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clearly did.59 Be that as it may, in light of the above it appears safe to assume that we
might not find a single unified understanding of what a mental image constituted, or
whether it should be referred to by pratibimba, ālambana, or ākāra, and what its role
in cognition might be, that is assuming explicit discussions of the topic are present.
Be that as it may, I would suggest that an understanding of mental imagery as
pictorial gives rise to excessively detailed descriptions, based in the belief that the
provision of greater detail will lead to more vivid mental images.60 However, it is
possible that such complexity of detail may be experienced as cognitively taxing and
‘result in an over-complex stimulus that baffles more than it stimulates’.61 Mahāyāna
authors may well have held complex doctrinal views that could be described by later
commentators as sākāravāda or nirākāravāda. However, the literary habits that
condition the forms of some of these texts, namely a propensity for liberal application
of elaborate details in descriptions,62 appear to carry inherent within them an
assumption of the pictorial view of mental representations.63 This is not to say that I
judge mental imagery to be either pictorial, propositional, or enactive, or for it to be
justifiable to suggest that thought is semantically grounded in imagery. It is also
uncertain if an individual Mahāyāna author would understand ākāra in a particular
way that allowed its description as a pictorial mental image, as opposed to a mode or
aspect of representation. However, what I do suggest is that it is feasible on the basis
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“Visual knowledge is produced from form by reason of the eye, but not in the eye is that which comes
from form, nor is the image of the form in the eye” (Bendall and Rouse 1922: 223).
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Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. However, the problems associated with dating Mahāyāna texts would make any
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of their language and literary character to assess that these materials bear an inherent
assumption that mental images are mental pictures. If this is a viable interpretation,
then it enables the study of mental imagery of these texts in a pictorial manner. Thus,
it forms a core assumption of the present arguments.
Consider a single obvious example. The authors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra in
describing the production of offerings to the Buddha by visiting bodhisattvas provide
surplus detail by listing numerous examples of each type (usually circa 10 items). In
the case of the southern direction the description of the nets (jāla) of garlands and
wreaths of ‘necklaces of jewels and gems with radiating rays of light’, ‘necklaces of
the king of gems with rays of light like those from the sun illuminating all the arrays’,
and ‘necklaces of jewels and gems beautiful like the lion’ are verging on the
redundant.64 Or, in the northern direction where every item features detailed
specification of either jewels and gems (maniratna) or the king (foremost) of all gems
(manirāja).65 There are undoubtedly multiple functions to these passages. However,
the description of multiple instances of objects and repetition of terms within lengthy
compounds can function as a signature of excessive detail and visual redundancy in
descriptions, and assists the reader in identifying the assumption of a pictorial view of
mental imagery.

Imaginations in Dialogue
The above provides a sense of the contours of mental imagery and the visual
mode it may contribute to. However, imagination is likely to have affective impact
only if it is interpreted or experienced as meaningful. Recall that the Mahāyāna sūtras
claim for themselves a unique capacity to transform those who experience them,
presumably through the affective force of their meanings and the literary technologies
that establish and communicate these. However, the distrust of conceptualisation
mentioned above and the equating of a lack of it with the supreme goal of Mahāyāna
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See Gv: 7.6-7.8.
See Gv: 7.12-8.3.
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practice point us away from linguistic construction as a bearer of what is both valuable
and meaningful. Similarly, there is some evidence to suggest that later Mahāyāna sūtra
authors saw a clear distinction between language, or words (ruta), and meaning
(artha).66 Some authors, for example those of the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, do recognise the
correlation between words and meaning. However, several sūtra authors propose that
meaning is not to be found in the distinctions facilitated through verbalisation, but is
beyond discrimination, lacking in features with which to form distinctions, and so
ultimately inexpressible. In this view meaning is realised through direct practice of
advanced concentration practices,67 some of which may be predicated on unmediated
visual experience or characterised through the use of literary imagery. This may allow
a consideration of imagery in these texts as bearers of significant meaning. However,
it is prudent to be cautious in making such assumptions, given that the
Laṅkāvatārasūtra also considers wisdom to unfold in a mind free from images, or false
appearances (nirābhāsa).68 Regardless of this specific, and probably quite late,69
perspective, there are significant problems when attempting to interpret what the
imaginative constructions of these text’s imagery may in fact mean.
One such issue is that ‘texts are objects of intentionality, with a structure of
meaning inter-subjectively shared between author or performer and reader or
listener.’70 The same could be said to apply to any aspect of their imagery. If definite
meaning can be said to be the product of visual images at all,71 this proposes a view on
the textures of meaning they signify as produced by a tension between two, at the least,
poles. On one hand there is the text as a complex and multi-stranded thread of voices
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Pollock 2003: 20.
71
This possibility is contested in some modern philosophical discourse, much of which is influenced
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A linguistic description (a representation) is required to establish what they precisely resemble
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and imaginations, regular, linear, and taut with the potential of meaning. On the other
hand we have the almost infinitely variable response of the auditor or reader. Together
these two components make up their own complex patterns that are inextricably woven
together by the conditioning factors of their encounter. Therefore, the amount of
influence each pole exerts is undetermined. On the side of the text, what is represented
by certain verbal signs is not always clear, or, if any associated image was intended to
be trivial or significant in the first place is not certain. So, what was intended in the
citation of images, or their complex interactions in conceived compositions, is to a
degree unknown, but potentially contributes to meaning. Similarly, on the other side,
the impressions constituted by the recourse to imagination of the auditor are only made
manifest by the contingencies of his abilities and contexts. The imagination of the
auditor or reader is entirely variable, even before any interpretation of meaning is
considered. As Schopenhauer already noted in 1819, ‘everyone who reads the poem
or contemplates the work of art must of course contribute from his own resources...
[everyone] has to stand before a picture as before a prince, waiting to see whether it
will speak and what it will say to him. What we grasp of the work depends on what
capacity and culture allow.’72
When it comes to capacity Mahāyāna authors have been famously explicit in
stating that those non-Mahāyāna adherents who lack the necessary wholesome roots
(kuśalamūla) are not privy to splendorous spectacles.73 It is perhaps then something of
a bleak outlook for lesser mortals when it comes to interpreting these spectacles.
Setting that aside, the different allowances of culture are vivid in any encounter with
texts from around the turn and first few centuries of the first millennium. That is
especially the case if we consider the possible ability of conceptual understanding to
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Schopenhauer 1969: II.407.
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alter mental imagery,74 and allow ourselves that culture bestows on us most of our
concepts.75 That beliefs and propositional attitudes might have a causal effect on the
contents of imagery is a complex and controversial proposition. However, if we are to
assume that Mahāyāna authors understood mental imagery as pictorial, then it appears
necessary for our purposes to also assume that ‘seeing’ in this context is constituted
within the imagination, and that what we will ‘see’ when we read or hear these texts
will be radically affected by how we conceptualise what we might see or be ‘seeing’.
This encapsulates the potency of visuality on an individual level, but the point I
wish to emphasise here is that without maps of the conceptual domains that sit behind
the individual images, or with a mistaking of the concepts indicated by their
combination into significant wholes, we will inevitably not see anything remotely
close to what might have been intended. Even if that seeing is not pictorial, we would
still need cultural conditioning even to be able to glimpse what these texts aim to
precipitate, and the insight that could reveal. In short, and setting aside the
anachronistic culturally conditioned nature of this idea, we would need to try and
borrow a pair of Karl von den Steinen’s famous kulturbrille.76
Of course, it is impossible to access the interior experiences of the elite monastic
textualists of Ancient India. There is also the inherent fungibility of these texts, that is
their composition with mutually substitutable units, and question of temporal and
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For a general overview of the history of the debates surrounding the ‘cognitive penetrability’, or
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geographical diversity in their individual histories, most of which remains unknown
or not definitively resolved. However, the continuity evidenced by the imagined
worlds that these texts encapsulate seems to point at a domain distinguishable from its
particular social and historical contexts and constituted by participation in an
imaginaire of the Mahāyāna, or Mahāyānas broadly construed. It is possible to
construct some of the allowances of culture by providing exploration of the ways that
this imaginary is constituted, and by exploring where it is situated within the literary
firmament of what is commonly referred to as the middle period of Indian Buddhism.77
It is also feasible that a visual reconstruction of the imagery of these texts will enable
clearer understandings of its nature and role. However, even with a positing of a
translocalised nature to a ‘textually externalised world of meanings’,78 to borrow
Collins’s turn of phrase as well as his broader point, there are significant difficulties
to overcome.

Locating This Study
There are then two scholarly contexts to consider: these are the reconstructive
approach to imagery, and its literary contexts and foundations. The first has few
parallels. In this regard the reconstruction of Sukhāvatī by Gómez is notable,79 and
cosmological diagrams such as those of Gogerly and Huntington graphically represent
compositions drawn from textual bases,80 but all are limited in scope. What is
presented in the accompanying appendix here is more ambitious but still highly
experimental. In this regard it is something of a departure for the field and contributes
to a different way of interpreting these texts that allows for a discussion of these issues
in a more substantial manner. By falsifying and setting out in physical form my own
view of these compositions I provide a prompt for discussion, even vivid
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disagreement, about what the purposes and methods of these imageries are.
We can now turn to the reconstruction’s foundations and contexts. The role of
Buddhist literature in the history of Indian poetry has long been known.81 In this regard
the more recent work of He that argues for the Lalitavistara as a Mahāyāna text that
consciously deploys the techniques of poetry to elicit aesthetic responses in the service
of religious emotions is notable. In particular the present study is afforded support in
its aims by the view of Mahāyāna Mahāvaipulya literature as a ‘missing link’ of Indian
kāvya that He proposes and evidences.82
Buddhist studies has also seen an increase in concern for the study of visuality,
and its related aspects, since the end of the last century. A number of important works
have grappled with relevant and related issues.83 The terminology and relationships
relating to conceptions of miracles and magic, as well as their perceived affect, are
critical underpinnings in this regard.84 Similarly important is the conception of nondiscursive lists of the qualities of dharmas as ‘image-texts’ that have a pragmatic
affinity and affective function.85 However, of those studies that deal directly with the
visuality of the Mahāyāna, McMahan’s treatment of the transposition of doctrine and
the exploitation of metaphor in texts such as the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra is of the closest
relevance. Notable is his positing of a visual transposition of the dialectic of emptiness,
a showing of the ineffable and paradoxical truth of the existent, but conventional and
conditioned, nature of all phenomena. Centrally to his argument for ocularcentrism in
the Mahāyāna, McMahan also proposes the narrative dramatisation of systematically
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related metaphors to the fundamental, and epistemically constitutive, ‘knowing is
seeing’.86 The thematisation in these texts of such related metaphors as ‘knowledge is
space’ is presented as a way in which these concretised conceptions conceive of nonconceptual awareness and shape the subsequent construal of various phenomena.87
McMahan’s arguments for the centrality of the metaphor of vision to the
Mahāyāna intellectual project are worthwhile, although they should be considered
without his commensurate devaluing of the role of language.88 They should also be
seen in light of the general Mahāyāna tenet that the ‘view’ unique to bodhisattvas that
enables the sight of the qualities of absorptive concentrations as miraculous arrays and
displays is a doctrinal position on the correct attitude towards conceptual proliferation,
as we will see.89 Nevertheless, his argument regarding the constitutive role and
adaptive potential of these novel envisionings in some ways explains the affect of these
texts, and leads inevitably to the proposition of visual reconstructions. Even with the
caveat that these are primarily linguistic texts, as Gummer points out these texts claim
to precipitate transformative effects through their auditory experience and, so we must
assume, via subsequent imagination.90 The logical consequence from these positions
is that found in these passages is the deliberate manipulation of visual modes. For
example, what we may see are not just metaphors of vision but actual visual
metaphors, activated by linguistic construction of the imagination and more complex
than image metaphors. Such visual metaphors in their extended definition could well
change understanding, namely the adoption of soteriologically critical views, by their
ability to facilitate the understanding of one thing in the terms of another via visual
means.91 Moreover, a visual reading of these texts and the close attention it entails
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towards the marriage of literary imagery and formal features of language can reveal to
us the strategies used in the construction of these texts’ visual character.

Plan of the Thesis
In order to demonstrate the literary foundations of any so-called ‘visual’ aspect
to the Mahāyāna sūtras I proceed in the following manner. In chapter 1 I have aimed
to contextualise this ‘visual material’ in both a general and more quantitative manner.
The first part of the chapter introduces the Mahāyāna(s), considers their methods of
literary production, and questions the viability of delimiting clear boundaries around
the representatives of this social movement. This initial grounding also introduces the
corpus studied, and briefly touches on Buddhist classifications of literature in order to
consider how this visual material has been traditionally characterised. In the second
part of this chapter three polythetic categories of analysis that reflect the material found
in the Mahāyāna sūtras and assist in the structure of the thesis are set out: visions,
descriptions, and miracles. These categories reflect basic relevant terms: those centred
around the activity of sight (darśana, vidarśana and so on); elaborated descriptions
(varṇaka / varnanā); and miraculous occurrences and demonstrations of superhuman
powers (prātihārya, vikurvita). To gather a sense of the extent and valuation of this
material the results of a survey of a sample of texts is presented in consort with a
reference guide to the dating of the corpus. The numerical representation of the
categories, and the percentage weighting of each of them in relation to the overall
volume of the text within which they sit, are discussed in light of the seemingly
disproportionate impact of these sections relative to our characterisations of these
texts.
Finally, to further ground the following study and to assist in understanding how
the Mahāyāna sūtras have represented themselves as visual, and how this portrayal
relates to the use of language that involves imagery, a further type of Indic literature,
that of kāvya, or poetry, is then considered along with the role of the poet. Thus, the
use of signature figures of sound and meaning in the Mahāyāna sūtras: dṛṣṭānta,
upamā and rūpaka/upacāra or illustrative example, simile and metaphor respectively,
are given closer treatment as important figures of comparison found frequently
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throughout the literature. Included in this treatment is a consideration of the nondiscursive aspects of texts.
If we are to assess how Mahāyāna authors understand and value imagination,
and if we view textual production as a socially (and historically) situated practice, then
it is profitable to examine the relationship of these texts to a wider imagining of society
– an imaginaire – and how metaphors participate in, and contribute to, the construction
and modification of existing matrices of social representations. Thus, the second
chapter reviews relevant theoretical accounts in this regard, and further explores
imagination, and false conceptualisation in Indian literary and especially Buddhist
contexts. It is also important to understand how visual spectacles are valued within the
Mahāyāna sūtras. That is to ask, what are these authors’ presuppositions with regard
to visual experiences, and what are the literary structures that imbue these discussions
with additional rhetorical and semantic force? Such considerations revolve around the
thesis of the ‘emptiness of all dharmas’ that underpin this movements understanding
of the ontological status of visionary experiences. In order to aid in establishing the
literary continuities evident in the deployment of visual materials, examples of the use
of a standard question, one that serves as a pivot from descriptions of visionary
experiences to philosophical discussions, are collated. Similarly, close examination
of two of this doctrine’s main heuristic metaphors: reflections and the created being,
help us to see how the narrative placement of such figures of comparison, the standard
question, miraculous spectacles, and ontological discussions is remarkably similar,
and indicates the tacit understanding of a ‘correct’ sequence for the use of these
materials.
Following this groundwork, I next proceed in the subsequent chapters to
examine the three categories of visual material. In order to assess if there is indeed a
visual aspect to these texts, and to further situate their visuality, I undertake
examination of examples that explicitly involves acts of sight. Thus, the third chapter
commences with the analysis of the first category, that of visions, and posits that the
presence of the motif of a touching of the head in visionary encounters be seen as a
gesture of authorisation and obligation that may be linked to imagery of consecration
and situated within Indian practices of darśana. The examination of visions here also
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includes, contrary to some commentarial perspectives, a typology of visionary
exhibitions (vidarśana), and miracles that involve errors of vision.92 To be able to
provide the cultural allowances necessary for reconstruction, and to begin mapping the
source domains of the prevalent metaphorical images, the chapter then turns to a
preliminary examination of the contents of these visual materials via a brief traverse
of four prevalent examples: the universal emperor (cakravartin), the garden (udyāna)
or paradisiacal domain, the cosmos, and jewels. If it is the case that the visual nature
of these materials is largely a literary construction then we would expect to see a
conformity in the contents of the imagery, and to be able to recognise the degree of
that conformity to a hypothesised standard image. Therefore, a generalised ‘base
image’ for several of these ‘phantasmagoria’ is then proposed, and its elements of
composition shown to be pervasive.
Furthermore, if we are to understand more comprehensively the relationship
between literary techniques and visual practices such as visualisation, and assess how
a text can be ‘visual’, then it is helpful to examine in more detail descriptive passages
that may contribute to such visualisations. Therefore, the fourth chapter continues the
threefold categorical analysis, eschewing a description of all types of description but
instead focussing on complex patterns found in a number of these types of passages.
This chapter thoroughly interrogates one of the passages from Mahāyāna sūtra
materials that could be understood as deliberately engendering a visual mode. After
identifying the basic lists (mātṛkā) that constitute the form, the existing textual
parallels, and some possible explanations – especially that of visualisation as the
predominant scholarly understanding of the central examples – I embark upon the
application of a semiotic method of analysis to a detailed formal structure found in the
description of the pure land of Amitābha in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. Structural
patterns such as enumeration or exhaustion, escalation, and concatenation as well as
other significant uses of repetition are identified, diagrammed, discussed, and
proposed to be a part of rhetorically deployed poetic means. The parallels to this form
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are traced in several examples from the Mahāvastu, Mahāsudassanasutta, and
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. The analysis problematises the understanding of this passage as
uniquely purposed for visualisation by identifying concatenation as a sign independent
of semantic content, and by considering this sign as indicative of poetic practice on
the basis of existing scholarship and parallels found in Prakrit poetry.
Finally, if these texts are to be considered as operative in a ‘visual’ manner then
it seems logical to test this proposition by rendering their mental imagery visible. The
final fifth chapter provides an examination of a key example of the category of the
miraculous, and the underpinning for the visual reconstruction of the complex displays
of the opening materials of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. After the provision of a narrative
summary and skeletal structure of this example to aid reader navigation, and in order
to again demonstrate literary continuities, two further related examples from the
corpus that show clear affinities, the Bodhimaṇḍāvyūha chapter of the Lalitavistara
and the opening of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, are discussed through
their use of the language of homage. In order to get to grips with the specific imagery
in play more detail is provided in the discussion of the evident cosmology, the
metaphors of kingship, and associated imagery of wealth and the maṇḍala (circle).
The primary image of the cloud (megha) as the most repeated keyword is traced
through textual filiation with two possible metaphorical interpretations in this context:
that of generosity and the Dharma. In conjunction with the allied comparative figure
of the Nāgarāja, a connection to poetic figuration is suggested along with the obvious
nature of the image of the cloud as an icon for the text. Having raised the possibility
of a more explicitly devotional, or even apotropaic, use for these passages I move on
to discuss the formal characteristics of the central example, and the possible aesthetic
benefits of such repetitions. I conclude with discussion of the view of the text provided
by the process of visual reconstruction. The ‘visualised reading’ renders a pellucid
view of the complex textual strategy employed by the authors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.
The combination of elaborated metaphorical imagery in identifiable forms such as
crescendo, escalation, and oscillation with formal features such as lists, formulas and
formulaic language, and emphasis through multiple repetitions, reveals a pattern to
this possibly ritualised performance. I close by offering an interpretation of the
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affective impact of such patterns on the perception of narrative sequence, and suggest
this example evidences a sophisticated marriage of the visual and verbal modes, or
even a deliberate blurring of the two, as it heightens the impact of its principal
metaphors and constructs an elaborate textual miracle.
The thesis begins, however, with a short overview of the Mahāyāna.
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1. Types of Text and Sample of Literature
In this opening chapter we will begin to familiarise ourselves with the textual
material that forms the basis of the thesis. Quite general in the nature of its discussions,
and fulfilling a dual function as literature review of both primary and secondary
materials, it aims to provide a broad basis for the later explorations of the more
ephemeral imagery constituted by the imagination which follow. The first task is to
achieve a general picture of the religious movement(s) that gave rise to this literature,
and this chapter begins by introducing the current understanding of the Mahāyāna as
principally an anonymous textual movement, and identifies the ‘visual material’ of
these texts as the main topic of investigation.1
An important omission in the study of so-called phantasmagorical materials to
date has been the garnering of a quantification of their extent. Therefore, this chapter
presents the findings of a survey of this material in a modest sample. The definitions
of categories used, their sub-categorisation, and the possible purposes of this material
are covered. I present tabulation of the numbers of each category and percentages of
this material found in each text of the sample. The dating and date range of materials
is included here as well as pointers to the listing of all examples’ references in the
Appendix. Some brief remarks on the disproportionately high impact of a relatively
small amount of the overall text conclude this section.
This chapter will also seek to locate the textual strategies that are closely
analysed in chapters 4 and 5 in the broader context of the production of Indic literature.
It thus aims to give a sense of the character and qualities of the studied texts that
contribute to their ‘visual’ nature. Therefore, several linguistic features that are closely
allied with the use of literary imagery and traditionally associated with the activities
of the poet are reviewed. This allows us to see more clearly the influences upon the
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current usage of Cheetham’s ‘Mainstream Buddhism’ here to signify non-Mahāyāna perspectives in
line with Harrison’s discussion of the suitability of the alternatives (Harrison 2018: 24 n.4).
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authors of these Mahāyāna texts from the broader frame of Indic literary practice.

1.1 Mahāyāna Movements
Debate regarding the nature of the early Mahāyāna has held a fascination for
scholars within Buddhist Studies for some time now. Whilst earlier notions of the lay
origins of this religious disposition in the work of Przyluski, V. P. Vasil’ev and T.W.
Rhys Davids as well as belief in its exclusive Mahāsāṃghika generation in the writings
of Kern, L.A. Waddell and T.W. Rhys Davids are now generally discounted,2 more
recent propositions have also fallen out of favour.3 For example, Schopen’s influential
‘Cult of the Book’4 that supposes communities centred around the worship of
individual texts, and a limited view associating the Mahāyāna solely with forest based
ascetic monastics, as seen previously for example in the work of Ray, Schopen,
Harrison, and Nattier,5 have also come under criticism.6 The most recent variant of a
consensus view on the nature of the Mahāyāna is that it was certainly not, at least
initially, a distinct monastic group (nikāya) per se.7 In fact to consider its early
expressions in the same taxonomic bracket is an error of categorisation. It seems more
likely to be a particularly consuming yet secondary identity, composed of a subset of
interpretations, beliefs and practices inconsistently adopted and propounded by those
embedded within the traditional organisational and social structures of the Buddhist
community (saṅgha).8 Furthermore, it has been described recently as something we

2

See Harrison 2018: 16-17 and p.26 n.21 on the still valid textual affinities that gave rise to this
perspective. See also Karashima 2015: 148 for a recent view on the Mahāsāṃghika’s role in the
origination of Mahāyāna texts.
3
Drewes 2010a, 2010b provides a very useful overview of this field. See also Harrison 2018: 7-31 for
a brief recent updating of the field.
4
Schopen 1975.
5
Ray 1994: 407, Schopen 1995: 473-502, Harrison 1995: 65, Nattier 2003: 94-96. The forest hypothesis
has been defined by Harrison ‘as the thesis that “the Mahāyāna... was the work of hard-core ascetics,
members of the forest-dwelling (araṇyavāsin) wing of the Buddhist Order” (Drewes 2018: 73 citing
Harrison 2003: 129).
6
See Drewes 2018: 73-93 for an extensive critique, and see also Drewes 2010a: 62.
7
See Walser 2005: 22. See also Skilling 2013: 98~ for a concise dismissal of erroneous views of the
Mahāyāna.
8
Drewes 2010a: 57, 59, 2010b: 67.
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have ‘begun to imagine as a largely (but not exclusively) literary enterprise,’9
embodied by charismatic, and most likely peripatetic, preachers known as
dharmabhāṇakas at the centre of communities engaged in the ‘trafficking of texts’.10
Our evidence for the emergence of the ‘Early Mahāyāna’ remains in large part
textual.11 However, this is not to say that there is a lack of relevant concrete material
in this period, whether it is epigraphical, sculptural, or architectural.12 However, the
issue is that this material is not for the most part definitively attributable to the
Mahāyāna(s), or at least not as we currently understand it.13 Indeed, the current
consensus regarding the ‘embedded’ nature of Mahāyāna proponents may render this
distinction moot.14 Whatever the truth of this may be, the textual evidence overflows
with rich and vivid imagery in an almost bewildering manner. Whilst occasionally
narrative, it is of a number of types including descriptions of miraculous displays as
proof of religious accomplishment; description of buddha-fields (buddhakṣetra); and
personal or collective visionary experience. This material is highly repetitive, often
elaborate and has been occasionally devalued by scholars as of secondary importance

9

Harrison 2018: 16..
10
Drewes 2010b: 67. It is also worth noting, however, that the ‘texts’ of this ‘textual movement’,
whatever form we may now have access to them, have also been shown by Drewes to be not exclusively
or necessarily written (Drewes 2015). Drewes, who should garner a large part of the credit for this recent
foregrounding, maintains that the singular lauding of dharmabhāṇakas in several sūtras evidences their
importance to our understanding of the Mahāyāna, whilst Gummer, Apple and Nance have also
contributed to this recent focus (Drewes 2010b: 70 and see also 2006, 2007, and especially 2011. See
Gummer 2012, Apple 2014, Nance 2008, and it is important to note often overlooked earlier attention
paid by Chun 1993: 104-132, and see also Harrison 2018: 26 n. 18 on Shizutani 1954, 1974).
11
The date of these shifts in the social landscape of Buddhism are uncertain, but appear to have begun
around the turn of the common era. Again, exact location(s) are undetermined but it was certainly in
what is conventionally designated as India. On the state of manuscript research and especially
emergence of newly discovered and identified textual evidence from Greater Gandhāra see Harrison
and Hartman 2014 particularly vii-xxii, as well as the slight update in Harrison 2018: 21-22 and see
also Salomon 2018: 88-90 that complements Allon and Salomon 2010.
12
For a summary of the visual evidence see Rhi 2003, and see also Rhi 2018 for a deliberately equivocal
problematisation of the interpretation of statues of bodhisattvas as necessarily Mahāyāna. For two
particularly good studies that provide a vivid recreation of the built environment through incremental
accretion of fine details see Shimada 2012a and Behrendt 2004.
13
The contention regarding iconography of the Muhammad Nari Stele is a case in point, Huntington
1980 & Rhi 2003. However, see Harrison and Luczanits 2012 for discussion of this and other complex
steles that argues for a Mahāyāna reading of their themes.
14
See for example Drewes 2006; 2010, Gummer 2012, Murakami 2008.
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to didactic or philosophical hermeneutics, even being elided in some earlier
translations.15
However, if this brief overview of the Mahāyāna serves any purpose it should
be to reiterate an extremely important point made by Harrison and Hartman regarding
the nature of the literature that forms the basis of this study. While this literature is
indispensible to any study of Buddhism, it is ‘normative’, almost ‘impossible to
contextualise in time and place,’ and ‘anonymous’, with no way of knowing who
conceived it or wrote it, to whom it was addressed or which groups formed its audience
and circulated it.16 Even when we have relatively promising information relating to
location or dating of manuscripts, it is only relevant to a particular material witness.
For example, there is the case of the recently emerged Gandhāri birch-bark scroll of a
prajñāpāramitā text. This scroll contains material with parallels to the Aṣṭasāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā. It supposedly hails from the Afghan-Pakistan borderlands of Bajaur
and the Mohmand Agency, and has a high probability radiocarbon dating to between
47-147 CE.17 Nevertheless, any broader conclusions regarding the Perfection of
Wisdom literature must remain provisional at this stage.

1.2 Mahāyāna Methods of Literary Production
An important aspect of this literature that contributes to an understanding of
literary continuities is that Mahāyāna works are profoundly intertextual in nature. This

15

E.g. Conze 1975. However, some manuscript versions also elide passages with the insertion of
referent markers such as ‘[and so on] up to’ (yāvat) such as in the Mahāvastu (Mv: 2.275).
16
The historical context of these texts is hard to ascertain. The emphasis on the Kuṣāṇa (ca. 30 CE 375 CE) polity, and Huviṣka’s (fl. mid second c.) influence on the growth of the Mahāyāna has been
suggested by Salomon (2002: 261), whereas the origination of some texts in the southern marches
(dakṣiṇāpatha) particularly around Dhānyakaṭaka/Dharaṇīkoṭa and Nāgārjunikoṇḍa has been
considered as possible by a number of scholars. For references see below and Lamotte 1954: 386 n.49
cited in Conze 2000 (1978): 1 and ibid. on the supposed possession of Prakrit copies of the
Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā by the Pūrvaśaila and Aparaśaila Mahāsāṃghikas of the Kṛṣṇa river
valley institutions of the same name. This is a text that itself suggests its origination in the south (AsP:
112). For a summary of the scholarship relating to the Kuṣāṇa empire and Buddhism see Lam 2013.
Regarding the development of urban centres and the Sātavāhana, Ikṣvākus, and Western Kṣatrapas as
the three main dynasties of interest in the south, see Skinner 2012.
17
Harrison and Hartmann 2014: vii and ibid. On the prajñāpāramitā text from the ‘Split’ Collection
see Falk 2011: 20-23 and Falk and Karashima 2012: 19-62.
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intertextuality is not merely allusive, but can be seen in the actual re-use and adaptation
of portions of texts, stock phrases, images and sequences, both within the frame of a
‘single’ redaction of a text as we now have it, and without to the broadest reaches of
Buddhist and Indian literature. This is a well recognised phenomenon. For example,
at the end of the nineteenth century Kern compared verses from the Mahāvagga of the
Vinaya with the Lalitavistara in order to substantiate the statement that the Mahāyāna
sūtras are ‘partially made up of’ older materials.18 More recently, scholars such as
Harrison have referred to this process of composition as one of ‘cut-and-paste’, or, like
Silk, have described these texts as ‘textually fluid…formulaic and modular’.19
We can add to this an example from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that aids in
explicating the allusions deployed in that text. This supports the visual reconstruction
and its framework in chapter 5. The nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra describes the
effects of the Buddha’s samādhi and associated miraculous occurrences. As Collins
notes, interior and formless states are particularly hard to imagine and describe, but
the lower heavens of the devas with their sensuous delights lend themselves to vivid
accounts.20 Seen in such relatively early collections as the Vimānavatthu,21 the tales
of beings whose good actions have resulted in favourable rebirths in higher states of
existence exhibit a prevalence of imagery of vimānas (palaces or aerial vehicles) richly
appointed with precious materials and surrounded by gardens and lotus ponds.22
Imagery that is clearly drawing on stereotypes of wealth and privilege redolent of
royalty is of startling similarity to the descriptions of buddhakṣetra and miraculous
spectacles in the Mahāyāna texts, such as in the below example, and is a feature
described by Collins as ‘the standard image of heaven.’23 One significant difference in
the Mahāyāna use of this imagery is the selection of a figure for the central palatial

18

See Kern 1884: xi.
Harrison 1990: xxxiii and see also Harrison 2003: 123. Silk 2016: 1.
20
See Collins 1998: 311.
21
For the varied ages of the stories in this collection, most of which go back at least to the second
council several centuries earlier than our corpus see von Hinüber 2008(1996): 51.
22
See Collins 1998: 312 where he especially highlights their ‘enthusiastically sensual terms’ and
characterisation by ‘visual splendour’.
23
Collins 1998: 313.
19
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motif. This selection exhibits a preference for the peaked dwelling termed as
kūṭāgāra,24 the upper apartment of a palace occasionally used as a designator for an
entire building with this feature, that is similarly adapted as a conveyance, and was
also selected as the key feature of the Bodhisattva’s mahāvimāna by texts such as the
Lalitavistara.25 Compare for example the description in the Vimānavatthu:
...shining on every side, the vimāna is covered with a network
of gold and fitted with nets of tinkling bells. (Its) well-built
eight-sided pillars are all made of beryl, each side fashioned
with the seven precious things: beryl, gold, crystal, silver, cat’s
eyes [emerald and crystal], pearls and rubies. Its painted floor
is delightful – no dust flies up there! Many (golden-) yellow
roof-beams have been fashioned to support the peaked roof.
Four staircases have been made in the four directions; with
rooms (made) of various precious things it shines like the sun.
(Its) four railings are evenly proportioned and (well) laid-out
in (every) part; they blaze out brilliantly in all four directions.26
With that of the signature transformation of the kūṭāgāra of the Buddha in the
Jetavana at the opening of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra:
...the kūṭāgāra of the Great Array appeared infinitely vast. It
was an array with unsurpassed diamonds on the ground floor,
the ground was covered in nets of every royal gem and jewel,
scattered with many jewel flowers, well-scattered with great
24

Examples in the corpus surveyed for this study include: AsP: 249-250 / Conze 1970: 213; Dbh: 12 /
Cleary 1993: 695-702; Gv: 5-17(9) / Cleary 1993: 1138-47, Gv: 125 / Cleary 1993: 1247, Gv: 148-53 /
Cleary 1993: 1265-70, Gv: 171-82 / Cleary 1993: 1284-94, Gv: 339-349 / Cleary 1993: 1429-39, Gv:
368-418 / Cleary 1993: 1452-1502; Lv: 8 / Bays 1983: 22, Lv: 38-39 / Bays 1983: 86-9, Lv;47-50 /
Bays 1983: 103-110, Lv: 61-63 / Bays 1983: 131-4, Lv: 112 / Bays 1983: 245, Lv: 211-219 / Bays
1983: 443-54; Mv: I.228-30 / Jones 1949-1956: I.183, 186-187, Mv: II.350-351 / Jones 1949-1956:
II.318-319, Mv: III.274-276 / Jones 1949-1956: III.263-264. PvsP: I-I.6 / Conze 1975: 38-44, PvsP: II.108 / Conze 1975: 87-88; Vkn: §3.75 / McRae 2004: 105 / Thurman 1976: 4, Vkn: §9.2 / McRae 2004:
149 / Thurman 1976: 78; Sp: 236 / Kern 1884: 170, Sp: 244-50 / Kern 1884: 177-18; Lamotte 2009
(1998): 177-178; Chang 1983: 51.
25
Granoff points out the direct comparison of the two structures by the authors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
(Granoff 1998: 354 on Gv: 415.14-15). On the kūṭāgāra see Coomaraswamy 1975(1931): 6-7,
Sivaramamurti 1956(1942): 132 who suggests it is similar to the valabhī and Bollée 1986, especially
pp.195-197 on the kūṭāgāra as palanquin. See also Newton 2020: 812-829 on some Mahāyāna
perspectives on this structure.
26
Vv: 70-71(VII.4), English translation Collins 1998: 312-313.
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gems and jewels, decorated with pillars of beryl, well
proportioned, ornamented with world-illumining king of gems
and contiguously jewelled, adorned with heaps of jewels,
gems, and gold, arrayed with pure railings and innumerable
round windows, pavilions, arches and turrets of all jewels. (It
was) arrayed with jewels and ornaments resembling (those of)
all the lords of the world, arrayed with jewels and gems of all
the world’s oceans, and completely covered with all jewels and
gems. Flags, banners, and parasols were raised up in front of
all the arches and doorways and the array pervaded the
dharmadhātu with networks of light beams. (It had) arrays of
railings on the ground and an inexpressible assembly-circle
outside with staircases heaped with jewels and gems in every
direction. It was most excellently proportioned and
ornamented.27
I do not imply here that the authors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra necessarily
borrowed directly from the Vimānavathu, but the access to materials that at least share
the same heritage is clear.28 Moreover, the kūṭāgāra as pars pro toto for the palace is
an image that appears frequently in Mahāyāna texts as a central emblem of miraculous
spectacles, be it located in a park, city crossroads or hovering in the air.29 An
appearance that is so frequent that the description of it is formulaic.30 The association
of inhabitation of this dwelling with kings and high status individuals extends even
further a royal metaphor whilst blending it with that of heavenly abodes. It seems then
that this image was appropriated from earlier literary templates.
The precise reasons for this mode of composition are not entirely clear. It is

27

Gv: 5.2-5.8. aparājitavajradharaṇītalavyūhaḥ sarvamaṇiratnarājajālasaṃsthitabhūmitalam
anekaratnapuṣpābhikīrṇo mahāmaṇiratnasuvikīrṇo vaiḍūryastambhopaśobhito jagadvirocanamaṇirājasuvibhaktālaṃkāraḥ sarvaratnayamakasaṃghāto jāmbūnadamaṇiratnakūṭopaśobhitaḥ sarvaratnaniryūhatoraṇaharmyagavākṣāsaṃkhyeyavedikāviśuddhavyūhaḥ sarvalokendrasadṛśamaṇiratnavyūho jagatsāgaramaṇiratnavyūhaḥ sarvamaṇiratnasaṃchāditaḥ samucchritacchatradhvaja-patākaḥ
sarvadvāratoraṇavyūhamukhair dharmadhāturaśmijālapramuktaspharaṇavyūho bahiranabhilāpyaparṣanmaṇḍalabhūmitalavedikāvyūhaḥ
samantadiksopānamaṇiratnakūṭaḥ
paramasuvibhaktopaśobhitaḥ |
28
Granoff finds parallels for the kūṭāgāras of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra in the descriptions of the God’s
palaces as jewelled and glittering in the Sabhā parvan of the Mahābhārata 2.6.10 (Granoff 1998: 348).
29
Gv: 149, AsP: 249, Dbh: 12.
30
See Newton 2020: 815-816 discussing PvsP: I-I.108, Vkn: §3.75, Lv: 402.
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plausible that the inclusion of portions or echoes of other texts that may have been
recognised by otherwise sceptical audiences as authentic buddhavacana aided in the
strategies of legitimisation that are a marker of Mahāyāna literature.31 This would fit
reasonably well with the prescriptions for authorised texts famously set out in the
Mahāparinibbānāsuttanta of the Digha Nikāya.32. It is also possible that the easing of
the cognitive demands of the memorisation of long oral texts is a feasible explanation.
The use of imagery as markers within a schema that breaks the text into smaller chunks
would then explain some of its visual character.33 The degree of repetition obviously
varies in the range of texts surveyed, however, in some instances the verbatim re-use
of passages, or with one or two terms or names altered is heavy. Another explanation
is that the sonorous impact of repetition was considered effective in inducing
meditative states. One further possibility is that the repetition of certain words and
phrases contributes to the construction of other signs, with certain patterns of
organisation operating as independent signifiers in their own right. This is an idea we
will return to below.
Whatever the purposes may have been for this style of organising and
constructing texts, the web of attributions that it leaves in its wake is difficult to
untangle, and it is perhaps even undesirable and unproductive to attempt to do so.
Nonetheless, insights into the stratification and interrelatedness of literary production
have been garnered via this route. However, the direction of borrowing is hard to
resolve conclusively and I have merely observed where possible any correlations but
do not attempt to draw too many conclusions regarding the chronological relationships
between individual texts on this basis.34

31

See Walser 2005: 166~ for a discussion of the use of allusion, and the influence exerted by Mahāyāna
texts on those to which they allude.
32
DN ii: 125-127 / Walshe 1995: 225-226.
33
See Griffiths 1999: 48 on what he states as three essential features of memorisation technique in the
context of ‘religious reading’ that also contributes significantly to methods of composition: ‘first, the
imaginative creation of a storage system, a set of loci each of which is identified and tagged by an
image; second, the division of the matter to be memorized into small units of an ideal size for quick
storage in memory and rapid recall therefrom; and third, repetitive reading, usually vocalized or
subvocalized, and accompanied by rhythmic bodily movement, of the units tagged for memorization.’
34
See Tzohar 2018: 12.
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1.3 Survey of Visual Materials
Selection of Corpus
The corpus of extant Mahāyāna texts is extensive, approximately 600 plus in
some reckonings, and quite probably only a fraction of what was actually produced.35
Clearly not all of the material can be dealt with here. I have attempted to construct a
sample that is representative enough to be revealing. However, it is recognised that it
is just that, a fractional sample, and may well easily fall into the famous trap of thinking
that a water jar (kumbha) resembles the whole elephant, rather than just its head.36
Nonetheless, the results of surveying the material are of sufficient interest. The
rationale for inclusion is based on the prevalence of relevant materials within texts,
but is also one of expediency. Many Mahāyāna texts have been given appropriate
scholarly examination and there are accurate scholarly translations available. I have
made the focus texts available in Sanskrit,37 for these are the most accessible to me
linguistically. This is not to overly privilege Sanskrit, especially given the likelihood
some of these Sanskrit texts may not have been ‘originally’ in the language we now
have them.38 However, the Sanskrit materials are supplemented with translations from
Chinese and Tibetan where it has seemed worthwhile to include some well known and
important examples such as the Pratyutpanna or Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra. I will also make
reference to Gāndhārī materials in passing. Some Mainstream Buddhist materials are
also included, especially where there is a contested attribution, such as in the case of

35

See Skilton 1997: 101.
Udāna VI.4.
37
Although any engagement with the Mahāyāna texts used here quickly reveals a variety of forms and
degrees of variation from classical norms in their use of Sanskrit, I have chosen to use the general term
‘Sanskrit’ here and mostly avoid these questions. On Language see, for example, Edgerton 1936, 1946,
1953, Karashima 2001, 2015 or Salomon 2001.
38
See Salomon 2018: 60. Salomon also communicates the important point that owing to the wide variety
of Buddhisms with their own language and literary traditions no one version of any given text in any
given language is necessarily considered as the ‘original’ of any textual tradition, but one of an equally
valid number of versions (Ibid: 57). In fact the process of ‘Sanskritisation’ revealed by the Gāndhārī
texts of the British Library, Senior, Schøyen, and Pelliot collections shows the use of Sanskrit, rather
than any vernacular, to be a later linguistic evolution in Buddhism (Salomon 2001: 243, 249-251 and
on the difference in this process between prose and verse see Nattier 2008: 43 n.73).
36
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the Lalitavistara, but also for comparison and as a result of incidences of clear
commonalities of literary heritage.39
It should be clear from the above discussions of Mahāyāna methods of literary
production how porous the boundaries of this literature were. However, if we do accept
the Mahāyāna as a textual movement then we must be concerned with literary
categorisations of this material, both traditional and novel, and attempt to delineate
those parts of it which have long been recognised as having a ‘visual’ aspect to them
in order to justify the selection of materials. While the neat descriptions by scholars of
this material as phantasmagoria are useful, we can expand our view of the materials
by looking into more traditional literary categories that may be helpful.

Visual Literature and the Aṅgas
Mahāyāna texts typically understand the classification of literature in accordance
with its division into twelve limbs (dvādaśāṅga), with a number of well-documented
exceptions.40 This is in contradistinction to the plausibly earlier nine divisions
(navaṅga) more often associated with Mahānikāya Theravada and Mahāsāṃghika
materials.41 These lists are unstable, fluctuating in sequence and component parts
although one well known list of the twelvefold series is: 1) sūtra; 2) geya; 3)
vyākaraṇa; 4) gāthā; 5) udāna; 6) nidāna; 7) avadāna; 8) itivṛttaka; 9) jātaka; 10)
vaipulya; 11) adbhutadharma; 12) upadeśa.42 However, it is important to recall
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Pace those holding to the view that the Lalitavistara is a mainstream (Sarvāstivāda) and not a
Mahāyāna text in line with Winternitz 1933, Thomas 1940, Banerjee 1957, and Vaidya 1958. For
discussion of why this may not be the case and for references to the perspectives of Okano and
Hokazono see He 2011: 8-10. In my view this text shares too much commonality with the elaborate
Mahāyāna textual vision, and in some cases exact, or near exact phrases, to not be at least considered
as such.
40
See Nattier 2004: 168. Nattier 2004 is a good recent iteration of a long standing scholarly interest in
these systems of classification. Nattier notes key contributions from Japanese scholars in this regard,
particularly Maeda 1964 (Nattier 2004: 167). See also Lamotte 1988 (1958): 143-147, 157-163; MPPŚ:
V.2281-2305; von Hinüber 1994: 121-135; Ruegg 1999: 200.
41
See Nattier 2004: 169, 189, and MPPŚ: V.2282, and Lamotte 1988 (1958): 145 for references to the
texts that include this list.
42
MPPŚ: V.2283. For possible definitions of the terms see Lamotte 1988 (1958): 144-146 and for a
succinct recent list taken from the Naiṣkramyabhūmi of the Bodhisattvabhūmi see Kragh 2013: 114-
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Lamotte’s assertion that ‘Ces Aṅga ne sont pas des genres littéraires, mais simplement
des types de composition concernant la forme des textes (p.ex. la prose ou les vers) ou
leur contenu (p.ex. les sermons, les predictions, les récits, les dialogues, les
commentaires, etc.).’43 This identifies aṅgas as merely forms and styles of texts rather
than discreet genres.44 Furthermore, the boundaries between these classifications are
quite loose, and the precise definitions of these terms not consistent.45 A text may
contain one or more of these styles and be classified accordingly depending on the
focus of analysis.
The broad designation of these texts as sūtra materials is important, and remains
debated, but is well-covered elsewhere.46 Mahāyāna texts also often self-identify as
vaipulya, or mahāvaipulya, and may have evolved from newly composed texts
probably consisting of questions and answers explaining and expanding upon various
traditional doctrinal subjects, often from novel perspectives.47 Skilling in particular has

115. Approximately, and pace the more nuanced discussions referenced here the twelve limbs are: 1)
discourses; 2) songs; 3) predictions; 4) verses; 5) exclamations or statements [giving identifications] 6)
causes or circumstances of a teaching; 7) parables or stories of great deeds, ‘apologue’ (Ruegg 1999:
202); 8) ‘accounts of former events’ (Kragh 2013: 115) cf. a short manual: ‘Handbuch’ (von Hinüber
1994: 133); 9) tales of past lives; 10) extensive texts; 11) document of wondrous things; and, 12)
exegesis. The instability of the dvādaśāṅga lists leads Nattier to conclude, through the lens of early
Chinese translations, that not only can we not identify a fixed sequence, or contents, of the dvādaśāṅga
list but that it was unlikely that there was unanimous application of these lists within individual schools
(nikāyas). Consequently, attempts to identify the school affiliation of texts on this basis will remain
unfruitful (Nattier 2004: 189).
43
MPPŚ: V.2282, cf. Fiordalis 2008: 54.
44
Ruegg 1999: 200 notes the occasional possibility for overlap between genre or literary category and
aṅga but holds the same view as Lamotte in the round. This point would be a natural location for
digression into the well developed field of Genre Studies. I have deliberately chosen to restrict the
purview of this introductory section to a grounding in traditional Indian classification and modern
scholarly designations from within Buddhist Studies.
45
See, for example, von Hinüber 1994: 121-135, and especially p.122 in discussion of this.
46
See Norman 1997: 104, Gokhale 1980: 445. Some texts, for example the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra,
make use of the approximately synonymous dharmaparyāya (dharma discourse) more frequently. An
example of the auto-laudatory language used as a common epithet of Mahāyāna sūtras is the ‘king of
jewels’ (mahāyānasūtraratnarāja). For example, see Dbh: 219.5, Gv: 436.28, and Lv: 320.8 where
Hokazono (2017: 153 n.35) notes the inclusion of ratnarāja only in some ms. Another common
descriptor is that of ‘deep, profound’ (gambhīra). For example, see AsP: 19, 89, 119, etc.; similarly,
‘saddharmapuṇḍarīkaṃ… prajñākūṭa āha - idaṃ sūtraṃ gambhīraṃ sūkṣmaṃ durdṛśam na cānena
sutreṇa kiṃcid anyat sūtraṃ samamasti.’ (Sp: 262.10-263.1). Many other examples could be cited
especially along the lines of Sp: 393.12 (v.20.11) where the text is said to be excellent/foremost (viśiṣṭa).
47
See Karashima 2015: 133, 137, 148. Lamotte also points out that in the context of the Theravāda
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given attention to the category of ‘vaidalya’ or ‘vaitulya’/ ‘vaipulya’ literature, and
suggests it can be seen as the ‘entry point for Mahāyāna ideas and texts’ whereby
nascent Mahāyānists associated their literature with this traditional category of
buddhavacana.48 However, the pejorative sense of vedalla as a ‘split’ from the norms
of approved words of the Buddha, and the explicit rejection of the contents of a
Vedalla/Vetulla Piṭaka by some commentators on the Pāli canon evidences the
contested ground of this category.49

Nidāna
A further relevant aṅga is that of nidāna. These sections are generally found at
the start of a sūtra, and usually present the circumstances of the discourse.50 From the
root √dā to bind, to tie, that carries something of the English sense of ‘tether’ when
used in Vedic Sanskrit, these opening sections of the texts are ostensibly presented to
explain the reasons behind the giving of a particular discourse, or formulation of a
regulation in a vinaya context.51 These sections can be grand in terms of the events
described and also in their extensive detailing of the members of the assembled
company and their attributes; exemplifying both tendencies is the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
that lists amongst the assembly 150 bodhisattvas and describes a highly elaborate
visual spectacle which we will have cause to return to below.52 Several other texts

canon vedalla is included in the titles of suttas that involve questions and answers that cause some joy
in the audience (Lamotte 1988 (1958): 144).
48
Skilling 2013: 96. See also Walser 2005: 154-157 where he invokes the notion of ‘camouflage’ and
suggests a reading of vaipulya as ‘elaboration’ or ‘thematic exploration’ based on later ‘purāṇic’
contexts.
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See Skilling 2013: 89-90. It is also interesting to note that Karashima and Skilling both reflect on an
association of this category of literature with the Mahāsāṃghikas in the writings of several exegetes
(Skilling 2013: 94~, Karashima 2015: 138~).
50
As regards this term’s basic meanings Ruegg is most succinct; ‘This word (core meanings of which
appear to be “grounding”, “foundation” and “inception”) means “occasion, circumstance, event”,
“subject (also of a dispute in law)” and “ground, condition, cause (also in medicine)”.’ (Ruegg 1999:
203-204).
51
See also Ruegg 1999: 204 n.22. The individual items in the twelvefold chain of dependent origination
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52
Gv: 1.3-3.9 and 5.1-12.5.

42

combine some or all of these elements. This amounts to a formula for literary
production that approximates to a detailing of the location of the discourse, usually
one of the traditional sites such as the Jetavana or Gṛdhrakūṭa, a listing of those in
attendance, often the entering of the giver of the disquisition into a named absorptive
concentration (samādhi) and the ensuing miraculous displays, and, not infrequently,
an enquiry regarding these visual signs – or the samādhi – and some reflections in
verse from one or other or several important characters. The Lalitavistara,
Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra, and Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra all exhibit variations on this
arrangement.53 The main point here though is to recognise the inherent relationship of
causality between these sections detailing circumstances with their very strongly
visual character as it is displayed in the most developed examples and the subsequent
content of the teaching as a whole. In sum, one possible interpretation of this may be
that the ‘visual material’ of the nidāna that is causally linked to the following sūtra
text then positions itself as the iconic substance of any communicative content in need
of further following explanation.

Adbhutadharma
Coming back to literary classifications, the most important one of interest is that
of adbhutadharma, ‘wondrous things’ or ‘wondrous qualities’ [of the Budddha].54 The
most comprehensive recent treatment of this classification, its Pāli equivalent form
abbhutadhamma, and its key term occurring in the expression acchariya-abbhutadhamma (wondrous/marvelous and fantastic things), is included in Fiordalis’
indispensible study of miracles in South Asian literature. Fiordalis relates this
classification as literary category and general designator to prātihārya / P. pāṭihāriya
as one of two ‘discursive strands’ concerning miracles, portents, and wonderful
characteristics.55 Miracles (prātihārya), on the other hand, as a generic category are
strictly speaking of three types: displays of superhuman power (ṛddhiprātihārya);
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mind reading or telepathy (ādeśanāprātihārya); and, miraculous instruction
(anuśāsanaprātihārya). Their accompanying signs (nimitta) such as earthquakes,
emissions of rays of light, transforming showers of flowers, scented powders, and
objects of offering and worship etc., as well as the 32 major and 80 minor marks
(lakṣaṇānuvyañjana) of a great man (mahāpuruṣa), and the significant events of a
buddha’s life such as descent from Tuṣita; birth; first steps; first sermon; awakening
etc. are all consequently subsumed by the designation prātihārya, although narratives
including portents and characteristics were probably referred to by the eventually
otiose category of adbhutadharma.56
This category is then highly relevant to any assessment of ‘visual material’
because superhuman powers and the miraculous events and portents of their
happening, as well as the enumeration of the characteristics of demonstrated states of
realisation, including also the miracle of the purification of buddha-fields
(buddhakṣetra) or transformation of spaces and places, frequently contribute stock or
familiar imagery to those portions of text that are particularly rich in imaginative
content. While Fiordalis explores the tensions inherent in the canonical and
commentarial literature regarding the appropriateness and efficacy of displays of
superhuman powers, the pre-eminence of instruction in the dharma is often confirmed
as both the most cogent demonstration of superhuman power as an indicator of superknowledge, and as more reliably capable of realizing the general purpose of miracles
as devices that convert beings.57 This then provides something of a rationale for the
literary elaboration of a wondrous spectacle that both signifies the veracity of the
enunciation of the dharma to follow and provides an elaborate proof of the supremacy
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and accomplishment of the presiding figure in regards to their superhuman knowledge
of the true nature of reality.58
It is also worth noting here Fiordalis’ discussion of the extension of the common
themes and images of what he calls ‘miracle literature’ by Mahāyāna authors in order
to better illustrate doctrines particular to that tradition.59 This is achieved by the
deployment of a complex of metaphors and similes that emblematises an oscillation
between the conventional and ultimate views of truth, the ultimately illusory nature of
all phenomena, and illustrates the buddhas’ and bodhisattvas’ inconceivable vision of
reality through the violation of the principle of non-contradiction.60 This point raises
issues that we will have cause to explore further below. However, Fiordalis’s analysis
shows clearly how many differing components came to be included under the later
designation of miracle (prātihārya) and how Mahāyāna authors made use of existing
strands of literature relating to the miraculous in a way that is certainly varied and
multifaceted, and, it will be seen, often combines with a number of further strands of
influence.
We can close this brief look at the traditional categorisations of literature by
returning again to a significant feature that combines the discussions of the preceding
two aṅgas. As already pointed out, it is not uncommon in the nidāna sections of
Mahāyāna scriptures to see a vast miraculous spectacle attributed to the power
(variously adhiṣṭhāna, anubhāva, ṛddhibala) of the buddha, and serving as a means of
paying homage to him, causing all those who witness it to be transformed into states
of mental resolution, clarity, calm, joyfulness, delight, and awe. These spectacles also
frequently precipitate questions regarding them from a significant figure in the
assembly, or even in the assembly of another world system’s buddha that has been
made visible by an illumination. These questions then initiate the sūtra proper.
Consequently, this sequence makes these spectacles the ‘narrative engine’ that drives
the entire discourse, and can be ostensibly what it explains. Viewed in this light they
take on a more important aspect as the iconic substance, rationale, and authenticator
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of the realisations underlying the following verbal expressions.

Liminality without Borders
It seems that while Mahāyāna texts made use of existing forms of texts to
introduce novel ideas, and elaborated upon existing ideas, concepts, and imagery in
the construction of their texts, it appears influence flowed in many directions. For
example, Stuart has suggested that the Saddharmasmṛtyupasthānasūtra, a large
volume of mostly (Mūla)Sarvāstivādin teachings that are framed first and foremost as
a meditative manual for practitioners of yoga (yogācāra) in the general sense,61
contains strong Mahāyāna currents of thought.62 Stuart proposes that this text could be
understood as part of the wider engagement and process of appropriation of the
concepts of the Mahāyāna, even embodying the expanded claims for a complete
mastery over all cosmological and cognitive possibilities as a part of a bodhisattva’s
proper development.63 Going even further Stuart states this text can be viewed as a
‘perfect representation of a pure Mahāyāna ideology’ that,64 in the absence of the usual
polemic of Mahāyāna texts, and with its concern for a bodhisattva career that
converges with the full omniscience (sarvajñatā) of Buddhahood,65 can be seen as
‘representing an implicit paradigm of Mahāyāna practice’.66 Adding to the multidirectionality of influences is the presence in this text of the simile or metaphor of the
painter and his canvas for the meditator’s mind and the generation of bodies in the
various rebirth destinies.67 Stuart draws links with the Daśābhūmikasūtra as he
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suggests the views expressed during this detailed comparison explicitly ‘presage’ a
yogācāra-vijñānavāda position of the nature of existence as mere mental
representation generated by the karmically efficacious mind as painter.
Furthermore, the presence of Mahāyāna materials and influences in the
Mahāvastu are well known.68 Tournier has suggested that the late (4th CE ~)
exegetical (upadeśa) Daśabhūmika section of the Mahāvastu detailing the Buddha’s
benevolent gift of instruction via the medium of some occasionally rather alarming
illusory beings represents a skilled reconciling and accommodation of the rising
bodhisattvayāna by Mahāsāṅghika-Lokkottaravādin scholiasts for their more
conservative confrères at the end of the process of composition of this vast text.
Next, consider the influences upon Mahāyāna authors. On the basis of its
inclusion of very similar miraculous episodes Rotman has suggested we view the
Divyāvadāna as a proto-Mahāyāna work.69 Although I am not sure how useful the
designation ‘proto’ is, the parallels between such formulaic and repeated episodes as
the smile of the Buddha upon a prediction (vyākaraṇa) in the Divyāvadāna, and
episodes such as the Buddha’s prediction of six thousand monks’ accomplishment of
unexcelled supreme and perfect awakening with the name Avakīrṇakusuma in the
Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā certainly evidence shared conceptual resources.70
Finally, we ourselves can ‘presage’ the present works discussion of parallels to the
descriptive passages in the larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra discussed in chapter 4 that
shows remarkable similarity in the description of royal capitals.71
The point to emphasise here, however, is that influence appears to have flowed
in several directions. We should also take due note of the seemingly interjacent nature
of some of these heterogenous works that defies our previous categories of textual
representatives of Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna viewpoints. Therefore, it seems quite
clear that no hard and fast boundary can be drawn around the Mahāyāna as a literary

V.2370.
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movement. It also appears that the novelty of Mahāyāna authors lay in their skilful
repurposing of existing tropes and topoi. As such, it seems perfectly valid to include
materials from non-Mahāyāna works on the basis of similarity of contents and / or
concepts. Therefore, while the focus of this study is overtly Mahāyāna texts the
categories outlined below attempt to allow for a delineation of ‘visual materials’
without a close restriction to any particular textual affiliation.

Dating and Date Range of Texts
The dating of Mahāyāna texts is famously fraught with difficulty – not least
because of their composite nature – and seems to ultimately serve as an appropriate
lesson to the student to live with perennial uncertainty.72 Nonetheless, having
recognized this fact, some attempt at a relative chronology is almost essential to
engagement and cognitive clarity in conducting a study such as this. Fortunately, on
the basis of other’s work, and particularly but not exclusively, on the analysis of the
language, colophons to early Chinese translations, and remarkable finds of early
manuscripts from the Northwest of the Indian subcontinent we do have some idea of
their chronologies. Furthermore, the shared nature of the elements of this universe of
discourse that are remarkably stable across time, not only in the Pāli imaginaire as
Collins has observed, but also in their engagement by textual specialists of the various
Mahāyānas, allows for an approach that includes a wide date range of materials that
were apparently in conversation with each other.73 The recent approach of Tzohar in
this regard is hard to find fault with. Recognising the ‘vicious hermeneutic circle’
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created by a diachronic organisation of interpretation based on a philological approach
that is itself interpretative, he proposes the addition of a synchronic approach within
the ‘boundaries of whatever approximate diachronic framework is available’.74 This
allows for an understanding of any text as an independent voice but also opens up
interpretation by allowing for an understanding of texts as engaged in a
multidirectional conversation. The much broader literary and cultural context implied
by consideration of an imaginaire suggests a mostly synchronic approach. I have
however tried to pay some attention to the chronology of texts despite the uncertainties
generated by the intertextual borrowing that clearly is a feature of these texts. In
recognition of this and in order to include texts that contain several strata of material
from various identifiable and unidentifiable dates, I have drawn a relatively wide net
from the first and second centuries before the Common Era through to the sixth century
of the Common Era. Below is a survey of current dating for the majority of texts
consulted thus far. It draws, as mentioned, entirely on the work of others and their
often equivocal statements. Nonetheless, it provides a consensus of scholarly opinion
at this juncture.75

Table 1. Dating of primary sources
TITLE

DATING

REFERENCE

1. Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra

Prior to 186 CE

Nattier 2000:78

[problematised by
Nattier 2008:85-6]
2. Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā

47 - 147 CE

Falk 2011:20

Prior to 179 CE

Nattier 2000:78
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75
This list is composed from various sources, such as the introductions to editions and translations, but
also acknowledgement should be made of its reliance on the Brill Encyclopedia of Buddhism.

49

3. Ugraparipṛcchasūtra

Prior to 180-190 CE

Nattier 2003:44-45

[1st century BCE]
4. Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra

2nd-3rd century CE

Osto 2008:105-117

5. Daśabhūmikasūtra

Prior to 297 CE

Hamar 2015:125

6. Divyāvadāna76

Various – 1st century

Straube 2015:500

CE
7. Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā

Various trans. After 260

Prajñāpāramitā

CE [3rd - 5th century

Zacchetti 2015:184-5

CE]
8. Pratyutpannabuddha-

Prior to 179 CE

Nattier 2000:78

Various Prior to 418-

Hamar 2015:124

420 CE

Wayman and Wayman

200-400 CE

1974:1

2nd century BCE – 4th

Winternitz 1933:246f

century CE

Tournier 2012:94f

saṃmukhāvasthitasamādhisūtra
9. Buddhāvataṃsakasūtra

10. Mahāvastu77

2nd century BCE – 6th
century CE
11. Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchasūtra

Prior to 270 CE

Boucher 2008:xvii

[170 CE]
12. Lalitavistara

1st – 2nd century CE

Vaidya 1958:xii

[150 CE][Sanskrit: 500-

He 2011:4 & n.8 on

600 CE]

Hokazono 1994:93103.

13. Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra

Prior to 223-228 CE

Felbur 2015:275

[100 CE]
14. Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra

Prior to 186 CE

Lamotte 1998:1

15. Śrīmālādevīsiṃhanādasūtra

3rd century CE

Wayman and Wayman
1974:1-2
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16. Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra

Circa 0 CE

Silk, von Hinüber, and
Eltschinger 2015:144

17. Samādhirājasūtra

‘In existence’ 2nd

Skilton 2015:231

century CE
18. Smaller Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra

Prior to 402 CE,

Nattier 2000:77 n.3

later than LSukh
19. Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra

Prior to 186 CE.
1st to 2nd century developed work. 1st
century BCE to 1st
century CE period of
development.
Prior to 420 CE

20. Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra

Nattier 2008:86. See
also Ducor 2004:372373 on Fujita 1997
(1970):231-235.

Gummer 2015:249

[3rd – 4th century CE]
21.
Suṣṭhitamatidevaputraparipṛcchāsūtra

Dating uncertain (as a
part of the Ratnakūṭa)

Pedersen 1980:60

Categorisation
Having now reviewed some of the applicable traditional categories of literature,
what then should be said of issues of classification? Should we understand this material
as a genre in its own right, or approach it in some other way? Several scholars have
recently proposed novel genre classifications encompassing some of this material.
Gómez, in commenting on the idealised visions of the Buddhāvataṃsakasūtra, does
in fact suggest that we view the descriptions as a distinct genre.78 For his part
McMahan proposes that we understand the vast spectacles resulting from the entering
into absorptive concentration (samādhi) by key actors detailed in many sūtras as a
distinct genre of ‘symbolic fantasy’, and relates this designation to modern science
fiction as an imagined extrapolation from plausible principles.79 More recently Osto
considers the tale of Sudhana’s perigrinations in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra as a form of
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‘quest narrative’,80 perhaps echoeing Beyer’s earlier understanding of the related story
of Sadāprarudita in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā as a form of ‘vision quest’.81
Ultimately, though Osto proposes we view this text as a fusion of the traditional sūtra
(discourse) and avadāna (glorious tale) classifications.82
Given the intertextuality noted above it is hard to draw too hard and fast a
boundary around any particular concept used to define and categorise this material.
The categories presented here are only provisional heuristic devices, and would most
probably have been unrecognisable to the authors of these texts. Furthermore, in
considering criteria for inclusion in any of these categories it is evident that a large
degree of variation needs to be accommodated, both across and within categories.
Following Wilson, and in a Buddhist Studies context Silk, Davidson, and latterly
Marino, a polythetic approach to categorization seemed appropriate.83 Briefly stated,
this is a relative, rather than absolute, identification whereby any example need only
share a number of a not necessarily overlapping set of characteristics. In this instance
three working categories have been formulated through the reading of approximately
200 examples. From this it was clear that material could be loosely apportioned
depending on the subject or authorial activity. The three categories centre around
relevant terms: those derived from verbs denoting the activity of sight such as √dṛś
(darśana, saṃdarśana and so on); elaborated descriptions (varṇaka / varnanā); and
miraculous occurrences and demonstrations of superhuman powers (prātihārya). The
categories can be described in more detail as follows.

A. This first category comprises the description of a vision (pratibhāsa) of one
of the main characters. It also includes the explicit statement of a mutual vision
(vidarśana or darśana) by a character or the assembly of worlds or of other
beings. This is often linked to a particular named absorption (samādhi). The
narrative space, or realm, of this vision is clearly identified as separate from
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that of the main setting of the story, even though there is clearly some overlap
in the imagery used, and in the case of an individual is marked as ‘private’
even though many of the ‘public’ spectacles could be understood as visions
more generally.
B. An often very detailed description of a person, feature or place within the main
activity of the narrative, for example the enlightenment site (bodhimaṇḍa) or
an idealized city or park. Commonly featuring jewels (ratna, mani) very
heavily and involving a listing of elements such as the tree (mahābodhivṛkṣa),
railings (vedikā), parasols (chattra), banners (ketu) etc.
C. This third category is centred around miraculous displays and is often signified
by a description of the emission of light (avabhāsa) by a buddha, or by one of
the advanced bodhisattvas. Also featuring the display of superhuman powers
(ṛddhi) of transformation (pāriṇāmikī) and creation (nairmāṇikī), portents of
events (pūrvanimitta) such as earthquakes, construction of extended displays
(vyūha), and miraculous happenings in general (prātihārya / vikurvā).

These categories can be allotted various, although not exhaustive, subtypes and
assorted functions through the following distinctions. Within category (A), which I
will call ‘Vision’ for want of a better term, can be seen a number of differing subtypes.
(A1) relates to the organisation of the text whereby it serves as a vehicle for a subnarrative excursus relating particular occurrences of bidirectional sight distinct from
the ‘visual spectacles’ of the following categories. In its most minimal form this
includes the touching of the head of the supplicant and vision of multiple buddhas, and
little more, but extends up to vast arrays of great complexity. (A2) relates to the state
of cognition in which this sight occurs, as in within a samādhi. (A3) denotes the more
rare occurrence of this sight within a dream. All of these appear to serve the purpose
of, again, demonstrating the power of the individual animating the vision, and
indicating the legitimate nature of the authorisation of the character involved to act or
speak on behalf of the Buddha.
Within category (B), which I will call ‘Detailed Description’, there can be
discerned the three subtypes: (B1) relating to a place; (B2) relating to a person, and (B3)
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relating to an object. These descriptions appear to function variously as exegetical
metaphors and as matter for visualisation.
Within category (C), which I term ‘Visual Spectacle’ we can outline three
subtypes: (C1) a transformation from one state/object to another which appears to
function as proof of efficacy in spiritual practice, a means of conversion arising from
this proof, and tentatively we might also add visualisation to this list; (C2) the emission
of light as a sign or portent along with the shaking of the earth – amongst others – that
function as indicator of a prophecy to the achievement of advanced spiritual states
(vyākaraṇa), the impending delivery of a teaching, or announcement of some other
significant event such as birth, first steps and so on; and, (C3) a manifestation of a
created body / bodies functioning again as a proof of efficacy, means of conversion,
and also explicitly as means for comment on the ontological status of dharmas and
thus the making of a doctrinal point.
There are of course several imperfections involved in such a schematisation. In
the material examined not only could some material be equally considered as part of
one or other of the subcategories there is also a considerable amount of ‘nesting’ of
the main categories going on. That is to say material that could be considered generally
as a kind of vision (A1) may contain an emission of light (C2), a manifestation of some
jewelled lotuses (C3), and their transformation (C1) into something else – such as a
peaked dwelling (kūṭāgāra) – the substance of which is given a detailed description
(B3). There is no set application of this nesting and we find examples of the categories
occupying various positions in the set. In categorising the text type I have tried to
identify material by its lowest common denominator, even if it is plausibly subsumed
within a higher bracket of material. The references to the examples in this survey can
be viewed in Appendix A. Two quantifications of the corpus were conducted. The first
takes a general view of the number of examples in each category. The second
attempted to disentangle the subcategories to a greater degree. There is, inevitably,
some discrepancy between a decision of an overall categorisation and a more detailed
parsing. For example, several episodes designated as ‘visions’ in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
could be allocated to ‘miracles’ without too much contention and, as mentioned above,
the inclusion of vidarśana episodes as visions and not as miracles is admittedly
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contestable. Both sets of data are given. It should also be stated here that this is not an
entirely precise operation, and should be considered provisional. However, it is useful
in continuing to reveal the contours of this corpus and in roughly measuring the
weighting of individual texts, clearly highlighting impressions garnered from reading
in some form of quantitative manner. The results arising are as follows.

Survey Results
Table 2. Distribution of examples: numerical
A

B

C

Akṣobhyavyūha

2

1

4

Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā

2

2

2

Daśabhūmika

3

1

2

Gaṇḍavyūha

23

15

4

Lalitavistara

3

6

17

Mahāvastu

0

8

27

Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā

0

0

7

Pratyutpannabuddhasaṃmukhāvasthitasamādhi

0

0

2

Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛccha

0

0

1

Saddharmapuṇḍarīka

0

3

10

Śrīmālādevīsiṃhanāda

0

0

2

Sukhāvatīvyūha (Smaller)

0

1

1

Sukhāvatīvyūha (Larger)

2

3

5

Śūraṃgamasamādhi

0

1

11

Suṣṭhitamatidevaputraparipṛcchā

0

0

5

Suvarṇabhāsottama

1

4

3

Vimalakīrtinirdeśa

2

1

8

Totals

38

46

111

55

Table 3. Distribution of sub-categories: percentage weighting in texts
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Observations on Results of Survey
The first point to address is the obvious preponderance of the literature for
textual descriptions of miraculous spectacles. The second is the relatively low numbers
of examples found in category A. As mentioned this is a rather problematic
categorisation given the not always explicit position of some of the ‘miraculous
spectacles’ and ‘descriptions’ as part of an experience of vision by a character or a
subsection of the assembled audience. Even when such a designation is given, in which
instances it is just intended to signify basic ‘seeing’, and when it is pointing to a more
elevated form of vision can also be a matter of interpretation. Especially given the
capacity of forms such as saṃ√dṛś to convey both a more prosaic showing or
exhibiting, and at other times something equivalent to vidarśana when it is occurring
in a narrative context that makes that clear.
Setting this ambiguity aside, a most obvious point arising from the percentage
weighting is the relatively low numbers overall. Unsurprisingly, a short text like the
Smaller Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra distorts the picture somewhat with just over 37% given
over to visual materials. However, on inspection of what may be the ‘visionary’ text
par excellence, namely the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, that devotes less than a quarter of its
efforts (22.62%) to these splendid ‘magical pictures’, there can be seen clearly how
disproportionate the impact of these sections is relative to their assessment by text
volume alone.
Besides the other more obviously visual texts such as the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra (18.94%), and also the Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra (13.32%), there are
two other rough groupings that can be discerned from an overall weighting: those that
sit around the seven to eight per cent mark, and those around the three to four per cent
area. The first group comprises the Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra (7.26%), the
Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra (7.64%), and Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchāsūtra (7.88%). The
second includes the Suṣṭhitamatidevaputraparipṛcchāsūtra (3.42%), Mahāvastu
(3.72%), and Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra (3.93%). The inclusion of the Mahāvastu in
this group, given its well known composite nature, may be apportioned less
significance.
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The Pratyutpanna at (5.81%), Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra at (4.91%) and
Daśabhūmikasūtra (5.33%) are notionally grouped, but these texts seem distinct for
separate reasons. The Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra is bolstered by way of its various
spectacles included as part of pūrvayoga and dṛṣṭānta, and the Ten Stages is in this
bracket as a result of the two rich spectacles that bookend the otherwise generally
abstract and repetitively organised descriptions of the bhūmis. The Pratyutpanna
might seem a numerical fit with the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra, but the focus on the
nature of visions rather than description or signs in the Pratyutpanna – most visual
material falls in category A (4.81%) – puts it closer in that regard to the Gaṇḍavyūha
(A = 4.26%). Perhaps more apposite is the fact that the Gaṇḍavyūha is roughly twice
as concerned with miraculous portents rather than elaborate description (C = 11.85%
cf. B = 6.51%). The Lalitavistara deserves a mention here as it is pushing towards the
bracket of the most visual texts (8.95%), and, similarly to the Gaṇḍavyūha, gives
considerable emphasis to portents over description (C = 6.32% cf. B = 2.32%).
One could perhaps attempt to discern numerous patterns from this data.
However, by dismissing the first category on the basis of its capacity to encompass the
remaining two, the degree of emphasis given to each of the subsequent categories
allows us to put the texts into three approximate final groupings. Firstly, those that
place their weight behind detailed description: the Larger and Smaller
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtras (B= 15.24% cf. C = 1.97% & A = 1.73% and B = 28.80% cf. C
= 8.60% & A = 0% respectively); and, the Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchāsūtra (B = 5.94% cf.
C = 1.94% & A = 0%). Secondly, those that emphasise miracle spectacles over
description: the Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra (C = 5.32% cf. B = 1.40% & A = 0.92%);
Suṣṭhitamatidevaputraparipṛcchāsūtra (C = 2.34% cf. B = 0% & A = 1.08%);
Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra (C = 3.16% cf. B = 0.47% & A = 0.30%); Lalitavistara (C
= 6.32% cf. B = 2.32% & A = 0.31%); Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra (C = 11.85% cf. B = 6.51%
& A = 4.26%); and, the Daśabhūmikasūtra (C = 3.28% cf. B = 0% & A = 2.05%).
Thirdly those that place roughly equal emphasis on both categories B and C: the
Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra

(B

=

3.23%,

C

=

3.97%

&

A

=

0.06%);

Saddharmapuṇḍarīka (B = 2.43%, C = 2.11% & A = 0.37%); Mahāvastu (B = 1.89%,
C = 1.69% & A = 0.14%); and, the Akṣobhyavyūha (B = 5.52%, C = 6.66% & A =
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1.14%).
It is clear from what precedes that the largest group is those texts that place
greatest emphasis by text weight on the inclusion of ‘visual spectacles’ such as
miraculous portents, transformations and manifestations as demonstrations of
superhuman power. It would be interesting to see whether this was reflected in a larger
sample size. However, at this stage the trends in this type of literary production have
been made visible in a more methodical manner than has been previously available.

1.4 Mahāyāna Literature, Poets, and Poetry
Mahāyāna Kavis?
Having completed this brief look at the extent and valuation of our corpus a
further category of Indian literature is of relevance here. I suggested in the introduction
that we understand Mahāyāna authors as operating on the edges of poetry. The
categorised material, particular textual strategies that are analysed in chapters 4 and 5,
as well as the examination of Mahāyāna expressions of visuality, require some
contextualisation. It is unlikely that such literary sophistication emerged in isolation,
either from other Budhhist literature or from broader Indic literary currents.
Furthermore, if we can garner a sense of the linguistic practices that contribute to the
seemingly ‘visual’ character of these texts this will assist us in situating the more
complex textual strategies, and will aid in ‘thickening’ their analysis. Therefore, I note
relevant secondary literature and discuss briefly examples that contribute to the claim
that Mahāyāna authors were operating in a liminal space on the margins of Indian
poetry, making use of existing poetic themes and practices, and developing their own
novel strategies for their own assorted ends. I relate this material to the texts analysed
in the later chapters where possible.
The classification of Mahāyāna sūtras as poetry (kāvya), or at least as having
been made by poets (kavikṛta) rather than being authentic buddhavacana, may have
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been used as a stick with which to deride the Mahāyāna that,84 if we follow Nattier’s
principle of embarrassment, we should interpret as an accurate reflection of reality.85
Whatever some authors – for example the Pratyutpanna’s – motivation for rejecting
this characterisation by their opponents, the close relationship between kāvya, and
Buddhist literature, most obviously in the Buddhist mahākāvyas themselves, has been
commented on by previous scholars.86 Characterised by later poet theoreticians as the
alliance of sound (or word) i.e. śabda, and meaning (artha) Norman helpfully
summarises kāvya as identifiable by features such as lengthy compounds, puns,
repetitions, alliteration, and assonance – to which we could add the use of metre, long
descriptions and many other figures of speech, or ornaments (alaṃkāra), such as
simile, illustrative example, and metaphor.87 The materials in our corpus display a
number of these features as well as certain thematic continuities surrounding the figure
of the poet.
First, thematic continuity. The verses of the arriving bodhisattvas in the nidāna
of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra display an extended and formalised version of the trope of
the poet’s role in the assembly.88 This motif is exemplified by Vāgīsa/Vaṅgīsa in the
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See AsP: 163 where evil opponents of the Mahāyāna describe these texts as being ‘poetry, made by
poets,’ (kavikṛtaṃ kāvyam etat). See also Harrison 2003: 142 citing Chapter six of the Pratyutpanna
(Harrison 1990: 58). See also Karashima 2015: 134 n.64 for citation of further ‘stock phrases used to
show abuse towards Mahāyāna texts’ (Karashima 2015: 134) from the Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchasūtra, and
Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra that involve the characterisation of sūtra authors as poets.
85
See Nattier 2003: 65-66 for this principle for extracting historical data from a normative source.
86
The first century CE works of Aśvaghoṣa, namely the Buddhacarita and Saundarananda. See Tieken
2014: 86-87, 104-106. Warder has suggested that the Pāli canon is the adaptation of contemporaneous
secular prose and poetry, and posited this material as critical to the generation of kāvya as a form of
literature (Warder 1974: 21, 22). Mette has traced the presence as a formal design principle of an older
metrical form of prose (veḍha) in the descriptions of great beings in Mahāyāna materials such as the
Lalitavistara (Mette 1973 and see also Bechert 1988 on veḍhas in the Pāli canon). He has also argued
for the Lalitavistara as interpretable by the latterly systematised norms of kāvya (alaṃkāraśāstra), and
as bearing comparison with the style of Gauḍī (North Eastern Indian) poets. More recently, Gummer
has also been concerned with a text’s abilities to elicit the aesthetic emotional response (rasa) that is a
theorised hallmark of Indian poetry (For example, Spalding Symposium on Indian Religions, Durham
14th April 2018: ‘Reassessing Rasa: Sūtras, Sovereignty, and the Ritual Substance of Speech’).
87
On the importance of sound and word play in Indian poetry see Lienhard 1984: 10-11 and on the
definitions given by authors of alaṃkāraśāstra such as Bhāmaha, Rudraṭa and Mammata etc. see pp.
11 n. 30. See Norman 1983: 159 and Lienhard 1984: 12~.
88
Gv: 17.15-27.4.
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Vaṅgīsasaṃyutta section of the Sagāthāvagga of the Saṃyutta Nikāya; verses that also
appear in the Theragāthā.89 In both instances utterances are made with the inspired
eloquence indicative of the poet (pratibhāna), and laudatory comparisons are made
including those with references to the assembly.90
Second, we can point at examples of the coming together of expression and
content (sabdārtha). Here, specific words are selected for the sounds they create in
evocation of the meaningful content of the expressions, a feature Lienhard states runs
‘like a red thread through practically all poetry’.91 For example, the
Bodhimaṇḍavyūhaparivarta of the Lalitavistara contains an example of alliteration
that can be likened to an exemplar in Daṇḍin’s Kāvyādarśa.
ratnākaro ratanaketu ratis triloke ratnottamo ratanakīrti rataḥ
sudharme |
[The benefit of this pūja is for him] the jewel-mine, the bright
jewel, delight of the three worlds, the best of jewels, renowned
as a jewel, the one delighting in the good Dharma...92
In the Lalitavistara it is the repetition of r, unaspirated t and tn interspersed with
dental n, and k in an oscillating pattern that reflects the hard clatter of jewels against
themselves, whereas in the Kāvyādarśa the repetition of r and kṣ intentionally mimic
the sounds of the splashing and sprinkling of water from a cascade.93 Further simple
instances of alliteration can be found in the verses uttered by Mañjuśrī in the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra reflecting on the wondrous spectacle occurring in the Jetavana.
anantavarṇā vipulā viśuddhā vyūhā vicitrāḥ sugatātmajānām
Of endless form, vast, purified, wonderful arrays of the sons of
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SN I: 191-2, 192-3 and Theragāthā 1238-41, 1234-7 cited and translated in Warder 1974: 27.
See especially the verses of Duryodhanavīryavegarāja (Gv: 18.7-10).
91
Lienhard 1984: 11.
92
Lv: 212.9-12 (20.3).
93
Kd: 52 (§I.48). ucchalacchīkarācchācchanirjharāmbhaḥkaṇokṣitaḥ - ‘(The wind), sprinkled with
drops from a very pure spray whose spume sprays up..’ Trans. Lienhard 1984: 11.
90
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the Sugata...94
While The alliteration of v appears to be the main intent, a number of the words
used here have several overlapping appropriate meanings, an ambiguity that is quite
likely intentional.

Figures of Comparison: Dṛṣṭānta, Upamā and Rūpaka / Upacāra
While the preceding examples are interesting as markers of the type of literary
practices undertaken by the authors of these texts, the extensive use of illustrative
examples, metaphor, and simile mentioned also contributes to a view of their authors
as textual specialists who indulged in the craft of poets. Of course, Buddhist literature
in general makes extensive use of comparisons for the purposes of explanation.
However, such figures are particularly apposite when considering this visual material
if we place them in the light of the texts’ own understanding of the character of
Mahāyāna discourse. One such telling example is the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra’s
depiction of the ideal dharmabhānaka’s preaching activities. Here, the foremost
dharma extolled is described as containing ten million times one hundred billion
illustrative examples (dṛṣṭāntakoṭīnayuta).95 In fact this is a stock expression in this
text appearing at least five times in this exact form, and in at least a further six
variations similarly along with hetu (cause) and karaṇa (means/cause), amongst some
other similar terms.96 The contexts vary somewhat although the text is mostly
indicating the means by which a teaching (dharmadeśanā) is given by a past buddha,
a dharmabhāṇaka, a qualified adherent of this textual tradition, and so on in a generic
fashion. It is not at all surprising that the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra describes the ideal
discourse on the dharma as characterised by many illustrative examples (dṛṣṭānta)
given its many famous parables: the burning house, the conjured city and so forth; this
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Gv: 32.22-23.
Sp: 284.5.
96
See Sp: 63.7; Sp: 98.8; Sp: 193.4; Sp: 284.5; Sp: 368.12; and, for the variations see: Sp: 9.12; Sp:
12.10; Sp: 45.6 /; Sp: 49.6; Sp: 54.1; Sp: 116.6.
95
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is the term it frequently uses when the narrative shifts and an actor refers back to these
incidents of the text, thus marking it out as the most important in this sequence of
descriptive terms.97
It is not just the use of dṛṣṭānta that contributes to a ‘visual’ and ‘poetic’ aspect
of these texts. The extensive use of simile (upamā) and metaphor (rūpaka/upacāra) is
also a prominent feature of Buddhist Literature, including Mahāyāna and
philosophical works. The imagery used in these comparisons is diverse, but, certainly
when it comes to metaphor, it does include some familiar images. That of the city,
clouds and rain, light, the process of seeing, and the peaked dwelling (kūṭāgāra), to
name a famous few, are variously deployed, although their targets are not always the
same nor immediately clear. Setting apart the famous C.A.F. Rhys-Davids’ ‘Index of
Similes’ from the Nikāyas and Gonda’s ‘Remarks on Similes in Sanskrit Literature’
the modern interpretation of metaphor in Buddhist literary contexts has provided some
excellent insights into this realm of the Buddhist literary toolkit. A few of the
approaches to metaphor are merely noted here as we will have recourse to discuss this
topic in subsequent chapters.98
Nevertheless, returning to general discussion of our sources and the use of
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See, for example, Sp: 116.6 / Kern 1884: 113. It should be noted here that a very brief examination
of Mahāyāna texts does not show this foregrounding of ḍṛṣṭānta to be so widespread. It seems that the
Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra is perhaps more representative in giving illustrative examples less emphasis
as one component part amongst others: here sections (parivarta), past life stories (pūrvayoga), verses
(gāthā), and sentences (pada).
98
Covill has identified metaphor as a structuring device in Aśvaghoṣa’s famous work of kāvya, the
Saundarananda (Covill 2009). Eckel employs it as an emblematic means for the exploration of the
philosophy of Bhāviveka (Eckell 1994). McMahan proposes a concretisation of metaphors such as space
and light that can be seen in previous Buddhist literary contexts, and suggests these metaphors’ novel
dramatisation as he relates metaphors of vision to a tripartite dialectic of emptiness in Mahāyāna
literature (McMahan 2002). Marino has explored the pedagogical function of similes and metaphors of
the regal city in early Gāndhārī textual witnesses (Marino 2017). Furthermore, and criticising what has
in some respects become the dominant reliance upon contemporary theories of metaphor such as the
influential work of Lakoff and Jhonson, Tzohar proposes a nuanced discourse on figurative language
evolving from Mīmāṃsā and Nyāya roots through Asaṅga and Vasubandhu to a full blown ‘Yogācāra
theory of metaphor’ in the work of Sthiramati (Tzohar 2018), and see pp. 4-5 n.2 & n.3 for discussion
of studies of simile and metaphor. However, Tzohar’s approach has itself not been without its critics
(see Schlieter 2018: n.p.). The most detailed tracking of metaphors and similes involving light to date
has been conducted by Weber (2002), whereas Osto proposes that the kūṭāgāra of Maitreya and the
body of the night goddess Sarvajagadrakṣāpraṇidhānavīryaprabhā in the Gaṇḍavyūha be taken as
representations of the ‘sphere of dharma’ or ‘ultimate reality’ (dharmadhātu)(Osto 2008: 19).
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figurative language; in many cases the differentiation between types of analogy is hard
to distinguish in any meaningful way, as has long been acknowledged by scholars of
both Mainstream and Mahāyāna texts.99 The precise function of these figures is also
not always clear, although exposition of abstract concepts is certainly one prevalent
usage and Gokhale, amongst others, also suggests their use as mnemonic aids.100 They
are also deployed in the service of rhetoric. Two amongst many relevant instances of
this are the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā’s enumeration of four successive similes
demonstrating the superior role of the Prajñāpāramitā in the career of a bodhisattva,
and the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra’s explanations for the failure of the assembled śrāvakas to
see the miraculous displays of Vairocana at the Jetavana on the occasion of the
discourse. In the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā we have the supporting role of the
text in ensuring the bodhisattva does not fall back into the level of a śrāvaka or
pratyekabuddha compared with a piece of flotsam in a ship wreck saving one from
drowning, as well as with a well fired pot holding water to its destination safely, a well
maintained merchant’s vessel bearing its cargo safely in order to generate wealth, and
with two strong men supporting a frail elderly person.101 In the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra we
see the compilation of eleven similes, some of which are rather obscure, but are
certainly polemic. For example, the comparison of the śrāvakas to cowherds and
hunters of wild animals in one instance.102 Furthermore, if there was any doubt as to
the redactors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra’s love of lists, when praising permutations of
the arising of the thought of omniscience (sarvajñatācittotpāda) a compilation of no
less than 104 similes can be observed preceded by a list of 120 comparisons of the
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See for example Gonda’s statement: ‘It is, indeed, a well-known fact that Buddhist literature contains
many similes and parables, fables and narratives, between which no hard and fast line is to be drawn.’
(Gonda 1949: 90). And rather similarly C.A. Rhys-Davids’ earlier remark: ‘There is nevertheless no
hard and fast line to be drawn between the fable and parable on the one hand, and the simile and
metaphor on the other.’ (C.A. Rhys-Davids 1908: 522).
100
Gokhale 1980: 446. See also Tzohar 2018: 6 n.6 for references and discussion of the use of figurative
language as a ‘liberative tool’ in the sense of skillful means (upāya) and the hermeneutics of the words
of the Buddha with interpretable meaning (neyārtha) – see also below on this – and implicit content
(abhisaṃdhi, abhiprāya).
101
AsP: 143.7-145.31 / Conze 1970: 104-107.
102
Gv: 14.20-17.12;15.7.
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thought of enlightenment (bodhicitta) ranging from a seed (bīja) to a sacred locus
(caitya).103
Finally, we arrive at what was summarily defined by Gerow as the ‘associating
figure par excellence’, the simultaneous expression of variant meanings, usually
subordinated to another figure as its means of instantiation: śleṣa or paronomasia, pun,
or double meaning.104 One of the central figures of Mahāyāna literature, almost
clumsily made explicit in the Gaṇḍvyūhasūtra is that of the metaphor of sight for
knowledge and the śleṣa of forms of √dṛś. In particular, the development of the
standard Buddhist usage of dṛṣṭi indicating a philosophical (wrong) view to a
conflation with the sight, or lack thereof, of miraculous spectacles of superhuman
power.105 The realisation that derives from a particular interpretation (philosophical
view) of the world(s) – namely the emptiness of all dharmas as the necessary
concomitant of the attainment of the perfection of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā) and
concomitantly a great deal of Mahāyana perspectives (with the possible exception of
some, but not all, Pure Land strains) – and in many cases the dependent samādhi,
which one can freely interpret here as both absorptive concentration and text, enables
a superior kind of vision.106 Thus a view in the philosophical sense enables a view in
the physiological sense, and quite probably vice versa. This whole playful ambiguity
is inextricably woven throughout a great deal of the Mahāyāna literature that treats of
incidents of visual experience. The metaphor it enables appears to leave open the
direction of comparison, and is central to any reading of a number of these episodes.107
Although not as extensive, and thus likely not conclusive, this brief taste of these
texts gives some idea of the poetic use of language evident in the ‘visual materials’
studied here and proceeds to strengthen the notion that several of these sūtras, while
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Gv: 398.14-406.32; Gv: 396.17-398.8.
See Gerow 1971: 289, and pp.288-294 more generally.
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This idea is one for which I owe a debt of recognition to Paul Dundas (verbal communication).
Although, any misinterpretation and false elaboration away from his pithy designation of these materials
as essentially a ‘concretisation of kāvya’ are, of course, entirely my own failures.
106
In the vein of Skilton 2002.
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See also McMahan 2002: 65~ on metaphors of sight for knowledge in Mahāyāna literature.
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not immediately classifiable as kāvya, may just conform to Lienhard’s ‘intermediate
zone’ between texts that embody the conventions of kāvya and those that only partially
partake of the discipline whilst sitting on the ‘threshold of poetry.’108

Non-discursive
Having covered some of the more allusive components of text passages above,
it remains here to discus briefly one more feature of these texts that is relevant both to
the authors’ strategies of textual production and the texts’ ‘visual’ character: the
extensive detailing, often in sparse lists (mātṛkā), of the qualities of phenomena. The
mahāpuruṣa lakṣaṇa in the Lalitavistara noted above in Mette’s analysis is a prime
example of an ‘abhidharmic’ listing tendency. The use of detailed descriptions of
idealised cities and pleasure gardens, similar to those of the capital of a king or great
ruler are another similar case in point, albeit less fixed in its enumeration. This can be
observed in the descriptions of Sukhāvatī in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra that we
will examine along with its parallels in chapter 4 below, of Gaṇdavati in the
Sadāprarudita chapter of the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, or in the elaborate vision
of the great royal park (mahodyāna) of Sūryaprabha near Kaliṅgavana where Sudhana
seeks out the nun Siṃhavijṛmbhita.109
The inter-positioning of non-discursive lists of 32 major and minor physical
marks and admirable spiritual qualities, of the buddha are also noted by Rotman as
non-discursive segments that retard the flow of the narrative in order to present a visual
image. Rotman proposes that stereotyped descriptions, usually lists of qualities, whilst
denoting the contents of prasāda experiences – that he argues are to a degree
cognitively automatic – are in other incidences explicitly descriptive of buddhānusmṛti
practice.110 Crucially his conclusion from this is that we could consider both as
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See Saundarananda 18.63 and 18.4 for the famous apologia for the use of kāvya as skillful means.
Lienhard 1984: 3.
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LSukh: 35.20-39.6; AsP: 240.7-241.1; Gv: 148.9-149.7. For a recent discussion of the mahāpuruṣa
lakṣaṇa, see Boucher 2008: 3-19, 175-176 n.6, 4 , 8 and 9.
110
Rotman leaves prasāda untranslated owing to the difficulty in finding a viable equivalent term in
English. See also, Rotman 2009: 66-67 for discussion of this terms etymology, meaning and the related
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standing outside the narrative as potent ‘image-texts’ in their own right that defy
discursive interpretation.111 These compelling figural segments are not, however,
surplus to the communicative content of the texts within which they are embedded; on
the contrary, in his words ‘they are the message itself.’112 This provides us with yet
another example of the possible tools available to authors that, as we shall see, are
taken forward and used in constructive and complex ways.

Concluding Remarks
The preceding chapter has revealed a number of points. Firstly, it seems clear
that Mahāyāna(s) construed as a plural phenomena and textual movement(s) have
boundaries that are at best fluid. It is also apparent that so-called non-Mahāyāna works
may contain significant aspects of Mahāyāna ideology and influence, and likewise
influence Mahāyāna authors. The difficulty in disentangling these different kinds of
materials has revealed the skilful application of various familiar tropes in novel
configurations as a hallmark of this particular material. The importance of Buddhist
materials, and Mahāyāna texts, to the emergence of kāvya, seem to show us a literature
that, even though it seeks to place itself in a more serious category than the secular,
through its clear interdependence in terms of technique seems to occupy a liminal
space on the edge of poetic production. The prevalence of figures of speech such as
dṛṣṭānta, upamā, and rūpaka, as well as the deployment of śleṣa, not only help to lend
this material its visual character, but also enable the placement of these authors and
their texts in the realm of elite literary production.
Secondly, from a survey of a small sample we have seen a number of more or
less surprising results emerging in a more quantifiable, and thus graspable, manner.
The surprisingly low volume of our categories of ‘visual material’ has revealed just
how potent this deployment of imagery was in the construction of the overall

prāsādika. The Princeton Dictionary of Buddhism gives ‘clarity’ or ‘trust’ as possible options (Buswell
& Lopez 2014: 663) but Rotman emphasises it as a kind of reflexive emotional reaction that carries
conviction. ‘Faith’ is a common, if incomplete, rendering.
111
Rotman 2009: 142, referencing Mitchell 1994: 89.
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impression of these discourses. The obvious weighting of description, and emphasis
on visionary experience in texts well known for those qualities has been given some
kind of comparative measure by way of the assessment of the percentage weighting of
text. Furthermore, from this quantification we can observe a tendency in Mahāyāna
authors, and in the related Mainstream texts examined, to place emphasis on the
inclusion of spectacles of the demonstration of superhuman powers of transformation
and manifestation. Similarly, a clear impression of the importance of the reporting of
the miraculous signifiers of these events in preference to the more didactic
enumeration of the qualities of particular spaces, places, objects and beings, has
emerged from this assessment. This is not entirely surprising, but it allows us to speak
with more confidence about this aspect of these texts.
Having provided a basic literary context, I now turn to look at theoretical and
philosophical foundations, as well as their particular expression through metaphor and
conventional structures, as a further preparation for examination of the three categories
of visual materials.
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2. Images and Imagination
To consider the possibility of a mode that relies on visual mental images then
we must assess how Mahāyāna authors understand and value imagination. It is also
important to understand how certain features of these texts draw upon and contribute
to the imagination of the conceptual domains that they assist in instantiating.
Furthermore, if we take texts to be products of their social and historical circumstances
then it is also valuable to consider the relationship of these texts to a wider imagining
of society, a social imaginaire, and how imagery, and especially metaphors, participate
and contribute to the construction and modification of existing matrices of social
representations. Therefore, in this chapter I will look at the imaginaire and the role of
metaphor in its constitution. I will also situate the notion of the imagination in
Mahāyāna models of cognition. Moreover, if we are to take into consideration visual
spectacles then it is important to understand how they are valued within the Mahāyāna
sūtras themselves. That is to ask, what are these authors’ presuppositions with regard
to certain aspects of visual experiences that condition the types of sights observed
within these narratives, and what are the literary structures that imbue these
discussions with additional rhetorical and semantic force, and therefore reveal
indirectly their valuation? Therefore, at this point it is necessary to address the
ontological status of visions and their relationship to the ‘sameness of all dharmas’ as
a fundamental thesis of the Mahāyāna. These discussions are supported by
identification of a standard narrative device, the question, and its use as a pivot within
a conventional literary structure that connects description of miraculous and visionary
displays with abstract philosophical discussions and their hermeneutics.

2.1 Imaginaires, Metaphor, Creativity, and Social Representations
Imaginaires and Social Imaginaries
It has become common in Buddhist studies to think of a particular imaginaire as
a plausible object of historiographical study. By this is meant a ‘complex notion’ with
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‘multiple definitions’1 that can be understood as ‘the mental activity of producing
iconic or linguistic images’2 or, as Collins puts it in his extensive exploration of the
Pāli imaginaire, a ‘mental universe’ and a ‘textually externalised world of meanings’.3
Others, such as Tzohar, have been broader in their acceptance describing it as a
‘common cultural and literary context’,4 whereas more specifically Patton suggests it
can be seen as ‘a series of tropes and figures about which the public has general
knowledge and would have basic associations’,5 where an author (here Aśvaghoṣa)
can make use of ‘a common set of cultural references’ in the construction of metaphors
and similes.6 The criteria for the participation in such a world are set by Collins as
conscious adoption of a language, in that case Pāli, as the medium of composition.7
Marino sees fit to extend this boundary to include Gāndhārī and Sanskrit materials on
the basis of their inclusion of similar similes and metaphors.8 Stuart, who does not
explicitly define the concept in his chapter on the imaginaire of the yogācārins
described in the Saddharmasmṛtyupasthānasūtra, infers by his exploration of textual
communities and commonalities a similar emphasis on our dependence on literary
evidence for an understanding of this dynamic force.9
As Collins makes clear, an imaginaire can also be understood as an authoritative
ideology, or at least a discursive arena, that envisions a clear soteriological and social
order that, in the case of the pre-modern Pāli imaginaire, both helped justify the
extraction of resources by elite holders of political, military, and economic power
whilst simultaneously challenging them with the representation and promotion of an
ideal value system that, as non-celibate worldly sovereigns morally inferior to the
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Arruda 2015: 128,129.
Arruda 2015: 128.
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Patton 2008: 56.
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Buddha in his attainment of nirvāṇa, they could not surpass.10 This emphasis on the
interactions between material domains, their influences and activity, and mental or
textually instantiated imaginaries, or how imaginaries and social conducts influence
each other, echoes to a degree recent scholarship from the field of social
representations that assists us in understanding these ideas. A most useful survey in
this regard is that of Arruda.11 As such, and following on from Castoriadis, we can
consequently think of not just an imaginaire – which may be personal or collective –
but disambiguate by considering a ‘social imaginary’ as referring to ‘a network of
significations, collectively shared, that each society makes use of to think about
itself.’12
At this juncture it is useful to stress the distinctions in definition between the
social imaginary, images, and a personal faculty of imagination. A social imaginary
can be seen as the patterns that a society gives to the representations it makes of itself.
These may be images, but are just as likely to be conventions, laws, values, schemes
of organisation (which are admittedly spatial and thus visual to a degree), and other
sets of significations that collectively create ways of existing in identifiable units of
social organisation, and constitute a representation of that social organisation. Thus, a
social imaginary is a temporally and situationally specific set of images, models,
beliefs, and so on that individuals acquire from participation in a group. Imagination,
on the other hand, is a faculty of cognition that embodies creativity in the assimilation
of novelty, even when mimesis is its intention.13 This capacity may include the
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Collins 1998: 18-19. See also Collins 1998: 27-28 where he states clearly that ‘in socially
institutionalized traditions, the discursive formation of social order (“politics”) over which the king has
the enunciatory function, and the conceptual ordering of the universe, time and death (“religion”), in
which the cleric has the iconic voice, are complementary elements of an overall civilizational work of
articulation. Both are involved in the construction of a heirarchized order... To construct and transmit a
soteriological form of imagined order is also to construct and transmit an objectified textual picture of
the (ideal) social order in which, or from which, such a soteriology can take place, a cosmology’.
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See Arruda 2015.
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Arruda 2015: 128.
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See Arruda 2015: 129 paraphrasing Duby 1978, LeGoff 1988, Canclini 1997, Castoriadis 1975 and
1997, and Silva 2007. Whilst Collins rejects the use of the English ‘imaginary’ because of its pejorative
ontological connotations and ambiguity in comparison to the French ‘imaginaire’ (Collins 1998: 7374), it is now widely used in some areas of social representations theory and is used here when
discussing those contexts. The term should be understood as conveying the range of meaning equivalent
to the French.
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construction of images as a part of the process of figuration. However, images are the
result of imagination and are part of a creative response to objects. Thus, imaging may
be a ‘dimension’ of the processes that contribute to the constant (re)construction of a
social imaginary but are not its totality. Similarly, imagination, as a creative response
to novelty, may not result in simply images, but may involve conceptualisation, or
involve simply a re-configuration of the network of various meanings that form a
social representation.
It is also important to raise a difficult, and perhaps unresolvable problem. I have
made it clear that I consider ‘the Mahāyāna’ to be merely a conventional designation,
and it is evident that we are concerned with plural phenomena. How then can we talk
of a social imaginary as a singular entity when there are multiple Mahāyānas existing
in multiple times and places? Do we follow Collins in assuming that the uniformity
and stability of the components of the textual instantiations that embody a ‘Mahāyāna
imaginary’ allows us to consider such an entity as singular, and as both translocal and
transcendant of temporality? Or, do we accept that there are multiple imaginaries to
be considered here? I have no final answer to this problem. Nonetheless, I would
suggest we can take the degree of conformity to certain norms of textual production as
a cue in this regard, and invoke the concept of seriality, a form of repetition both of
images and ideas, as a critical mechanism in the functioning of the imaginary. This
could aid us in defining particular imaginaries. Thus, we might speak then of a
Perfection of Wisdom imaginary, or a Pure Land imaginary, a Yogācāra imaginary,
and so on. We might also understand these as particular dimensions, or facets, of the
social imaginary of the Mahāyāna that involves continuous reinvention and fluidity,
and take that as a part of the imaginary shared with other non-Mahāyāna Buddhisms
of their particular contexts.
Having made these distinctions we can examine in more detail processes that
bring together these various strands and that shine some light on Mahāyāna authors’
reliance on metaphor.

Anchoring and Objectifying
As we have seen a social imaginary can also be understood as a part of the larger
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complicated web of meanings of a social representation and is partly expressed during
the processes of anchoring and objectifying. Anchoring is the activity of fitting a novel
object of knowledge into existing categories of group or subject altering both in the
effort. Objectification is the giving of concrete form to any object either by the
selection and recompositing of its main features into a more comprehensible or
tangible form, or by the application of metaphor or analogy more generally. These are
processes that can involve the construction of novel images and so also the faculty of
imagination in finding a meaning for the unfamiliar. The social imaginary can provide
a fertile ground for the production of images in this instance whilst contributing to the
alteration of the existing inventory of the significations of the social imaginary.14
Several authors in the field of social representations theory when elaborating on
the Durkheimian notion of figuration consider the process of objectification as
inextricably bound up with the construction of metaphor.15 For them the mechanics of
metaphor construction, where a source domain provides the substance for the
objectification of the target domain – in line with the views of Lakoff and Johnson
now familiar in Buddhist studies contexts – allows the application of a metaphor,
schema, or iconic illustration to the unfamiliar object in order to render it sensible. The
creation of an image with which to re-present an unintelligible target involves both the
exercise of imagination in the selective highlighting and downplaying of features of
the source, as Lakoff and Johnson have shown, and a rhetorical perspective expressed
via this act. The existing social imaginary contains the necessary material for this
objectification and contributes to the constitution of new or adapted imaginaries by its
undertaking. These ‘mechanics of metaphor building’ are similarly considered to be a
vital part of the construction of the social representation more generally understood as
‘a complex network of meanings intertwined and related with images among which
some will be objectified.’16
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Constituting Mahāyāna Imaginaires
We can consider just such processes to be taking place in the material under
review. Despite the uncertainties created by the various languages involved in the
transmission of these texts, the authors of the Mahāyāna sūtras quite clearly participate
in one, or several, imaginaires.17 The adoption and adaptation of metaphors and
imagery from existing non-Mahāyāna imaginaires, the textual fields that instantiate
them being a part of the background of these elite textualists, point to just such a
process. This enables authors to reach into an existing social imaginary to provide the
materials with which to familiarise novel conceptions and engage in a process of reimagining the imaginaire as a part of a social representation with an adjusted set of
hierarchies. The metaphors of the cakravartin, the paradisiacal garden, and the
trisāhasramahāsāhasralokadhātu are all good examples. It is no surprise that we
encounter a focus on elaborate cosmological schemes deployed in the ordering of
narrative incidents, and referenced in multiple miraculous happenings. For, as Collins
points out, the establishing of a cosmology is one of the primary imperatives of any
imaginaire, providing as it does the organising framework for any lebenswelt.18 The
close relation between cosmology and cognitive mapping, or between cosmology and
consciousness, is well known. As such, any adjustment to the basic organising of the
universe also has clear ramifications in the model of mind articulated by, and implicit
within, those texts. The famously expanded cosmology of Mahāyāna texts then
represents quite obviously a highly amplified statement regarding the nature and
ordering of consciousness, and adds to an explanation of the motif of a proliferation
of samādhis, buddhas and budhhakṣetras.
Seen in this light, the signature phantasmagoria of Mahāyāna texts take on a far
greater significance as a vital part of the argument of these authors. This positions
them as engaged in the work of establishing an adaptation to the existing imaginaire
of the prevailing institutional elites of their cultural contexts. Furthermore, these
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authors are concerned not just with elaborating the veracity of their texts through the
rhetoric of awe-inspiring miraculous feats that are described in order to illustrate
superior eloquence and power, but also that they are engaged in constructing a means
for repositioning the elements of the social representation, and affecting the prevailing
ideologies of the saṅgha. An imaginaire is partially involved in the present
construction of a past ideal to contrast with the present reality.19 The Mahāyāna clearly
inherits the legacy of ideal construction but is really concerned with constructing an
alternate present – albeit one not normatively visible to those without the correct
perspective – that is within itself radically atemporal in the sense that its proposed
temporality is completely fluid and subject to the whim of the enlightening
bodhisattva. This is evidenced by statements regarding a qualified bodhisattva’s ability
to access all three times.20 What we can see here then is temporally ambiguous, if not
superior to temporality. However, it nonetheless represents a claim for an ideal made
in the present of the narrative that, through its polychronicity, supersedes any similar
claim made against the present by a textualised ideal modelled solely on the past. The
Mahāyāna claim also posseses the added benefit of being unverifiable, at least in the
terms of its own propositions, without a priori acceptance.
Furthermore, the imaginaire that the Mahāyāna authors seek to construct is more
than Collins’ ‘bridging form’ between narrative and systematic thought but is a vital
part of the advocation of an expansion of knowledge.21 Arruda points out that
‘knowledge is not constituted solely by reason’ but relies on the fact that
Abstract thought needs to be supported by concrete thought –
figuration, analogy, metaphors – in order to elaborate
knowledge. This also happens in the process of
objectification...What seems confused, unfamiliar and abstract
gains concreteness through figuration: verbal, iconic or other.22
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The imaginary provides a means by which thought can extend into areas where
knowledge appears to be failing and allows the conception of previously fluid and
cognitively alien territory as graspable.23 The response to an encounter with unknown
cognitive objects is primarily the production of metaphor according to Wunenburger,
and in Arruda’s words comprises a kind of thought that, employing memory and
invention, ‘pierces the boundary of the impossible, bypassing the concern about
separating perception and the imaginary.’24

Summary
There are then four domains we can untangle from the above. 1) The personal
imaginary, or Castoriadis’ ‘radical imaginary’ that encompasses the ‘constant creative
flow of affects, desires and representations’ that gives rise to forms, figures and
symbols constituting all creativity and the basis of the unconscious.25 2) The social
imaginary outlined above, and which we can define as a Mahāyāna iteration. This can
be contrasted with another textually instantiated social imaginary, such as one
observable in works of kāvya from a similar timeframe which abuts onto the
Mahāyāna. The Mahāyāna imaginary can also be viewed against that of another
tradition of religious literature such as Vaibhāṣika Abhidharma. In sum, this is an
imaginary that is shared, social, and externalised through means of cultural production
such as text. 3) Alternatively, this can be viewed as set against and within the total
social imaginary of the civilisational situation within which each textual iteration was
produced; and, as one that it is both constitutive of, and constituted by, these contexts.
A distinction is then made between a Mahāyāna social imaginary and a wider social
imaginary of which it forms a sub-section within the broader context of the complex
of meanings and images of a social representation overall. 4) Returning to the personal
dimension we can also identify the imaging process undertaken during anchoring and
objectification as a key component of the expression of a social imaginary that forms
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a part of the imaging dimension of a social representation. Here the faculty of
imagination can be engaged in the production of an image, intended to capture
meaning, that engages creativity in finding a way to comprehend unfamiliar objects
through the production of non-identical copies. This is a process that takes perception
as a basis for figuration through visual analogy, objectification, of a sort that may draw
on existing elements of a social imaginary to anchor and create a signification for a
novel object. The conduct of this testifies to a type of thought that bridges the gap
between the concrete and the abstract.

2.2 Imagination in Indic Conceptual Context
The Thick Space of Performance, and True Illusions
As informative as this survey of contemporary theories of social representations,
imagination, and imaginaires is, and, useful as they are for understanding the dynamics
operative within the corpus under review, we can look further into the domain of
imagination in pre-modern India, and the specifics of imagination observed as a
subject for discussion within our texts. As will be seen, a significant problem here is
the lack of a single equivalent term for the English ‘imagination’ which is clear in all
cases of use. It is also important to stress that imagination may involve images, as the
term suggests, but is just as likely to relate to non-visual creations of the mind. At this
juncture we will leave the English term vague. Several Sanskrit terms referring to
assorted aspects of mentation are relevant, although semantic variation arising from
their contexts of use render precise definition problematic. The history of
‘imagination’ in pre-modern India has been masterfully studied by Shulman.26 In
Shulman’s account a key term is bhāvanā, derived from the root √bhū, to be, it denotes
a particular process of becoming. This intralinguistic force of bhāvanā brings into
being, by the praxis of imagination, mind-made worlds with a superior claim on truth
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Shulman 2012.
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and perhaps, therefore, a more ‘real’ status.27 This status is afforded not only to those
worlds imagined by characters within dramatic plots, but also to those of poets and
their artistic productions generally, as well as the affective responses of their audiences
in a layered interaction of imaginations.28 The ‘thick’ space that Shulman suggests is
generated during the performance of dramatic works goes beyond Geertz’s notion that
the ‘real is as imagined as the imaginary’ and embodies a valuation of the imagined
‘real illusion’ as preferable to the ‘illusory real’.29
Similar perspectives can also be found in the work of Mahāyāna thinkers such
as Nāgārjuna.30 In this case phenomena that are analysed as lacking in own being
(svabhāva), and so empty, are nonetheless constantly appearing and coming into
being, and so are a kind of ‘real illusion’. It is waking up to this true nature of illusion,
and becoming aware of the imaginative faculty’s ability to generate imaginative
worlds within awareness,31 that allows us to see that phenomena are created by
ignorance through the application of conceptualisation and discrimination.

Imagination in the Materials Studied
The corpus provides examples of narrative incidents that imply or express
variability in the perspectives and terms used to denote what we might approximate to
the English term ‘imagination’. The Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha features within its
description of the buddha-field that Dharmākara produces, Sukhāvatī, mention of the
abilities of the beings who reside there. Amongst these are the means to bring into
existence numerous desirable accoutrements including perfumes, jewellery, banners,
clothes, dwellings and so on. All such beings need to do is conceive of such objects
and whereupon they will manifest. The verb used repeatedly here is ā√kāṅkṣ which
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carries with it a sense of a desire or wish for something, and here results in a coming
into being. This is a notion that is more in line with the idea of every whim being
satisfied. However, the way the passage is correlatively constructed with a consistent
emphasis on forms (rūpa) and the conception of forms being brought into being
implies a notion akin to a visual imagining bearing fruit.32 Several instances are given
of the appearance of objects consequent on this wish. In the case involving hunger it
is hard to avoid the view that the text considers imagination as having real effects.
Here food (āhāra) in such a form as they might desire, is, in that form manifest as
already procured or consumed (āhṛta), and, without the need for actual consumption
provides ample delight and sustenance.33 The mere act of imagination cuts out the need
for the messy business of eating. Similarly, in the following focus on fragrances the
lack of this operation (wish) precludes even the forming of a conception of this
perfume (saṃjñāvāsanā) and is sufficient to prevent the manifestation. While this
sequence is more generally concerned with the benefits of Sukhāvatī, it seems that one
of those is a particular power of imagination to manifest (or not) all the requisites of a
luxurious existence. However, this term for mental activity related to a broader notion
of imagination is merely ancillary.

Conceited Conception or False Imaginings: √kḷp etc.
In the corpus studied the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra often uses derivations from √bhū to
refer to the processes of generating qualities, attitudes, and attributes of the advanced
bodhisattva. These are undoubtedly contexts that lend a positive framing to the terms
used, one that is not without the more general connotations of bhāvanā as the mental
cultivation common throughout Buddhist meditative disciplines. However, whilst
exploring bhāvanā and various terms related to the imaginative process Shulman notes
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the primacy and prevalence of those deriving from the verb √kḷp - ‘to produce, make,
effect, shape, fashion, intend, imagine.’34 Of initial interest are the derivations vikalpa
and kalpanā. These terms appear frequently in Buddhist contexts, and are examples
which have two main senses when used to indicate some aspects of what we might
refer to in English as imagination. Vikalpa or kalpanā, which are also used to denote
the creative work of artists, can indicate, especially in poetic or other literary contexts
according to Shulman, a highly positive view of the creativity associated with
imagination. This is a framing of imagination allied with an idea of a heightened, and
so a more veridical, form of perception. However, there is another perspective
frequently found in Indian philosophical contexts that takes vikalpa to indicate a
potentially

untrustworthy

process

of

discrimination,

often

relating

to

conceptualisation, that is solidified through language, and is projected onto perception.
This is a distinction Shulman is careful to make in establishing the more positive
interpretation as the predominant notion within works of kāvya.35
Vikalpa appears frequently in several texts from our corpus. It may be used quite
neutrally to mean the activity of making a distinction,36 or appear in contexts that
appear to lend it a negative connotation, as we will see below. In Mahāyāna sūtra texts
this term is often connected with the superimposition of qualities and difference onto
objects causing misperception.37 In sum, vikalpa can be understood to indicate a
constructive discrimination, often involving the opposition of subject and object, and
may result in an artificially constructed awareness of those specified objects against a
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background defined negatively in relation to them.38
The closely related parikalpa may be used neutrally to mean an assumption or
supposition. Parikalpa can also refer to the activity of applying names and concepts
to the flow of experiences, the creating of a unified entity from the individual
‘elements’ of those objects discriminated as separate,39 that, when the activity of
vikalpa is undertaken, results in defiled, mistaken, and thus substantially unreal
percepts. Certainly, when we see it in Mahāyāna sūtras used in a frequently repeated
compound with kalpa and vikalpa it appears to bear a strongly negative connotation.
However, it may also be used, albeit in a non-Mahāyāna context, to indicate a positive
capacity of the imagination to generate mental images within the framework of
visualisation. This is made apparent by Schmithausen’s discussions of the role of
visualisation, imagination and reflective contemplation in the Śrāvakabhūmi’s
systemization of the preparatory practices of the mundane and supramundane paths
(laukika and lokkottara mārgas respectively).40 The example raised by Schmithausen
relates to the fact that, within a presentation of the processes by which the
characteristics (nimitta) of the main object of contemplation are internalized for
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reproduction as a visualized mental replica, the basis for the mental image
(pratibimba) can be formed from not only visible objects (such as here the
contemplation of the repulsive: aśubhā, for example corpses or their representation in
stone, clay or wood), from what one has heard (śruta), or even from a hypothetical
basis that one assumes for oneself, (parikalpita). This is a usage that carries
implications of a certain aspect of imaginary creation with it, as Schmithausen’s
translation conveys.41 We can also mention the use of vikalpa in a positive, or at least
neutral, light here. However, the use of pari√kḷp in a non-pejorative context is germane
and, it would seem, certainly not denoting an error in this context.
Finally, saṃkalpa may refer merely to a thought, especially an intentional one,
but is a derivation that comes closest to the creative capacity of imagination in some
contexts, and has a peculiar force that lends the mind a generative capacity.42 However,
here too we encounter some equivocation. For example, the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra uses the
image of suffocation by smoke as a comparison for the impact of being caught up in
saṃkalpa, and even associates it with the classic afflictions including ignorance, greed,
and hate as their flames are extinguished by the thought of all knowledge.43 However,
the authors of the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra seem to interpret the Pratyutpanna in
a way that suggest saṃkalpa may be understood as a positive force.44 When citing this
text in discussions that seek to disambiguate vision of the buddhas obtained with the
divyacakṣus (divine eye), one of the enhanced capacities (abhijñā) only available to
ascetics who have mastered dhyāna, and sight of the buddhas acquired through
practice of the Pratyutpanna samādhi, we are told that this is a vision obtained through
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See Schmithausen 2007: 225, 230-231. ŚrBh (Shukla): 193.8-9. tatra savikalpaṃ pratibimbaṃ
katamat, yathāpīhaikatyaḥ saddharmaśravanaṃ vāvavādānuśāsanīm vā niśritya, dṛṣṭam vā, śrutam vā,
parikalpitaṃ vopādāya jñeyavastusabhāgaṃ pratibimbam samāhitabhūmikair vipaśyanākārair
vipaśyati, vicinoti, pravicinoti, parivitarkayati, parimīmāṃsāṃāpadyate.
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See Shulman 2012: 112-117.
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Gv: 398, Gv: 401.
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This commentary on the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā is variously known by the backtranslations of *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra or *Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa taken from its title in the
only existing redaction in the Chinese canon the Da zhidu lun. I have no view on the exact geographical
provenance of this text but in relying on Lamotte’s translation, it seems reasonable to use his inference
and the accompanying abbreviation.
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the ‘constant cultivation, the constant practice of subjective imagination (saṃkalpa).’45
Lamotte’s choice of ‘d’imaginations subjective’ does not help a great deal here, but
the supplying of saṃkalpa, if accurate, is startling for its suggestion that the
Pratyutpanna samādhi in fact involved a concerted effort of imaginative force. This
would then be, it would seem, a positive valuation of this faculty of cognition.

Errors in Imagination in the Mahāyāna Sūtras
While positions on the utility or otherwise of the mental operations that the
above terms denote are divergent, a strong current of repetition is found in the
Mahāyāna sūtras that makes use of some of them in (negatively) defining the goals of
religious practice. In the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, for example, the night goddess
Sarvajagadrakṣāpraṇidhānavīryaprabhā begins her explanation to our hero Sudhana of
how she set out for annuttarasamyaksaṃbodhi and her travails along the bodhisattva’s
course with a description of the sphere of knowledge of bodhisattvas
(jñānamaṇḍala).46 This is described as a sphere or territory (viṣaya) that is akalpa and
avikalpa-parikalpa, i.e. free from (false) imaginings, the construction of distinctions
and naming and conceptualisation. There is also a number of further descriptors
testifying to its illimitability, plurality, manifoldness etc. and it should be noted that it
is also free from the net of notions (samjñājālanirmukta). Further, the sphere of a
bodhisattva’s knowledge is subsequently named twice using the term avikalpa and
within which they are said to have no knowledge of kalpa, vikalpa or parikalpa.47 All
of this highlights the fact that the term that is chosen as the most salient to describe the
sphere of the bodhisattva’s knowledge is avikalpa. It is also clear that the conjunction
of these terms is prevalent.48
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MPPŚ: V.2274.
Gv: 271~.
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| evam eva kulaputra avikalpe bodhisattvajñānamaṇḍale sarvakalpavikalpaparikalpā na saṃvidyante
| (Gv: 271.19-20). The Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra, in Lamotte’s estimation, employs similar
constructions in defining this concentration as involving the ‘eliminating [of] all reflection,
discrimination and imagination (sarvakalpavikalpaparikalpaprahāṇa).’(Lamotte 2009 (1998): 122 Trans. Boin-Webb)
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As noted by Edgerton, BHSD: 320.
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Even more emphatic are the discussions between the Tathāgata and Subhūti on
the nature of illusion and the thought of unexcelled supreme enlightenment in the
Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. This is a subtle discussion with many ramifications.
However, it is notable here for its repetition of avikalpa as the shared quality in all its
examples: a magically conjured being, a reflection, the Tathāgata, a wooden puppet, a
created representation of the Tathāgata, and, most insistently throughout prajñāpāramitā itself. This is seemingly then the defining quality of the perfection of
wisdom, at least in this passage: a lack of vikalpa.49
Finally, we can look again to the Pratyutpanna. This text shares the thesis of the
emptiness of all dharmas, and, in elaborating on how to practice the samādhi, and
pointing to the four foundations of mindfulness (smṛtyupasthāna), it focuses upon the
correct handling of the same moments of cognition discussed above as critical to
determining what constitutes this samādhi.
... if with regard to the body a bodhisattva mahāsattva abides
in the contemplation of the body, yet does not entertain the
false discrimination [vikalpaṃ vikalpayati] connected with the
body; if, with regard to sensation [vedanā], thought [citta], and
dharmas, he abides in the contemplation of dharmas, yet does
not entertain the false discrimination connected with dharmas,
then he does not apprehend all dharmas. He who does not
apprehend all dharmas does not imagine [kalpayati] or falsely
discriminate [vikalpayati] anything. Bhadrapāla, he who does
not imagine or falsely discriminate anything does not see any
dharmas. Bhadrapāla, that not seeing any dharmas is known as
unobstructed knowledge. Bhadrapāla, that unobstructed
knowledge is known as samādhi.
Bhadrapāla, the bodhisattva who possesses this samādhi sees
innumerable, incalculable Buddhas, and he hears the True
Dharma.50
The prevalence of terms related to the root kḷp should be immediately obvious,
and the above examples show how prevalent these ideas were, and how important they
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AsP: 217-220 / Conze 1975: 179-181.
Trans. Harrison 1978: 50.
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were to the intellectual project of the Mahāyāna. It is notable that the development of
this set of related concepts that are so significant, not just in Buddhism more generally,
but in the Mahāyāna sūtras – especially those subscribing to the prajñāpāramitā
infused thesis of the emptiness of all dharmas – is more in line with the wider Indian
philosophical tradition’s negative perspective on imagination, and distant from the
positive valuation of it seen elsewhere. It should also now be apparent that the English
term ‘imagination’ is too imprecise to denote solely a particular kind of constructive
and discriminative activity indicated by vikalpa but can encompass a number of
operations related to it.
However, it is clear that some aspects of these operations can be turned to
positive ends, and that the exercise of imagination, mostly when it comes to harnessing
it for pragmatic purposes of practice can be positively valued. It also appears that
imaginaire is a broadly useful concept for understanding the literary processes at work
from an etic perspective, and that even within the framework of a literary culture that
makes ample use of modularisation, and aspires to the status of buddhavacana, there
is a great amount of creativity at work. This is a creativity that is engaged in the
construction of novel metaphors and that does seek to anchor and objectify a selfprofessedly novel object of knowledge (that is not knowledge!). Nevertheless, before
we proceed further, we can look at one of the main problems with visionary episodes
as perceived by these authors for what they reveal about the relative ontological
valuation of different perceptions and the establishing of the Mahāyāna rhetoric of
superiority.

2.3 The Ontological Status of Visions in Literary Context and the ‘Theses of
The Emptiness of All Dharmas’
When thinking about imaginaires, imagination, and how they impact upon an
audience and interact with descriptions of visionary experiences, questions regarding
ontology often follow swiftly behind. The proponents of Mahāyāna themselves clearly
felt a need to address questions relating to the nature of visionary experience, often
qualifying any previous descriptions regarding visions of buddhas and buddhakṣetras,
and seeking to avoid accusations of the error of reification at all costs. Consequently,
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we see accompanying elements from the stock of literary devices available to these
authors deployed in clearly conventional manners. Given the general disputative idiom
of Buddhist and Indian philosophical discourse, the first element is an unsurprising
narrative device: the question. Functioning as a pivot from descriptions of miraculous
spectacles to more philosophical and abstract reflection on the nature of the preceding
experiences this device can be observed frequently and is a significant factor in driving
some important visionary narratives. The second is a predilection that we have already
briefly touched on above for the allied use of sets of metaphors in order to better
explain the intended philosophical reflections and interpretation. These are
interpretations that focus on variants of what is sometimes referred to as the thesis of
the sameness of all dharmas,51 or dharmanairātmya, that is to say their lack of self and
certainly own-being (svabhāva) and hence the radical emptiness (śūnya) and
equivalence of all phenomena (dharma). This philosophical position is according to
Harrison ‘one of the principal thrusts of the Prajñāpāramitā, and of the Mahāyāna in
general’.52 The particular metaphors used in the hermeneutics of variants of this
position continue to attract the attention of scholars as an indicator of specific textual,
intellectual, and community affiliation.53 As a consequence of this attention little will
be said on that subject here other than to reflect on the assumptions underlying the
qualitative nature of two of the source domains, the illusory being and the reflection,
and to note some examples of their use in order to provide adequate preparation for
the reading of the examples in chapters 4 and 5.

The Standard Question
I address now the presence of the standard question in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā. The meeting of Sadāprarudita with the emanations (vigraha) of thusgone ones is predicated on the samādhis that the young seeker enters into. After
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Harrison 1990: xix.
53
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emerging from these absorptions he asks himself the question: where did these visions
come from and where did they go? (kutas te tathāgatā āgatā kva vā te tathāgatā gatā).
Saddened by his ensuing lack of sight he seeks out the kalyāṇamitra Dharmodgata to
ask him about this very point.54 Dharmodgata responds with a teaching that begins by
stating that the Tathāgatas do not come from anywhere nor do they go anywhere (na
khalu kulaputra tathāgatāḥ kutaścid āgacchanti vā gacchanti vā). This question is thus
a key motivation for pushing the plot towards its denouement in the meeting with
Dharmodgata and his jewelled copy of the Prajñāpāramitā. Furthermore, it is the
precursor to a statement on the ontological nature of the Tathāgata and an elaboration
of the exegetical metaphors of the emptiness of dharmas by Dharmodgata.
The episode and its parallels with the Pratyutpanna have been discussed by
Harrison in reference to the importance of buddhānusmṛti to both texts. His main
purpose is to draw out the perspective of the Pratyutpanna as more closely aligned
with that of the Prajñāpāramitā, and as critical of those who make the mistake of
becoming attached or making discriminative constructions of subject and object in
regard to a visionary experience obtained during samādhi.55 That is to say, the
Pratyutpanna criticises those who fall prey to similar errors of conceptualisation as
those discussed above. I raise this here to highlight the frequency of this trope across
the corpus studied and to emphasise the coherence of the Mahāyāna literary movement
throughout history. The alignment Harrison seeks to demonstrate is borne out by the
presence of this question and answer format in the Pratyutpanna. The Buddha
responds to Bhadrapāla by stating the correct attitude of practitioners of the
Pratyutpanna samādhi. This is exemplified in bodhisattavas who, ‘In thinking: “Did
these Tathāgatas come from anywhere? Did I go anywhere?” they understand that the
Tathāgatas did not come from anywhere.’56 The question is also important enough as
a point of narrative inflection to be included in largely similar form in Lokakṣema’s
Chinese redaction.57
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The Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra describes a question posed by a god of the
assembly of Brahmās. This is positioned between the miraculous production of
multiple buddhas on lion thrones that is misperceived by the divine beings present as
singular to themselves, and a discussion of the emptiness of all dharmas. Following
on from the revelation of the full extent of the multiplication miracle the god enquires
as to which are the real buddhas, the one seated upon on the lion throne that he has
offered or those seated on the thrones of the other gods present? Although this is
ostensibly a question regarding the ontological status of sights created by the
demonstration of superhuman powers rather than those seen in samādhi, the purpose
of the authors here in extending the discussion to the ontological status of the ‘real’
Tathāgata is the same in many respects. Certainly, the underlying textual arrangement
is strikingly similar: spectacle; question and pivot; philosophical disquisition. More
standard perhaps, is the question of Sudhana at the culmination of his dazzling visions
within the kūṭāgāra of Maitreya at the climax of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. Here,
following Maitreya’s clicking of his fingers and withdrawal of his superhuman power
Sudhana asks ‘where did that array go, O noble one?’ to which Maitreya replies ‘to
the same place it came from’ and, in responding in more detail to Sudhana’s further
pressing, states ‘it does not go or come to any place, is not existing as a collection, nor
as an accumulation, is not unchangeable, is not situated in becoming nor has been in
becoming, is not in a particular place, and is not limited to any place.’58 The mention
of neither coming nor going (na kvacid gato nāgato) is very similar in tone to that of
the Prajñāpāramitā. Furthermore, this example provides explanation for what is a
visionary experience, and an occurrence that is described as attributable to superhuman
powers.59 More importantly, it provides corroboration of the regularity of this structure
in the literary output of Mahāyāna sūtra authors and seems to suggest that the
spectacles are inextricably linked to the core philosophical abstractions of the
Mahāyana as their iconic corollary.
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Before moving to the metaphors that sequentially follow in order to support the
more abstract discussion, I will attempt an answer to the question of the actual
ontological status of these visions as described in a range of texts. Some scholars such
as Gómez, have stressed the view of their illusory character in the paradigmatic
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, whereas Granoff argues for visions not as illusion but as an
example of a transformed or higher and expanded reality put forward by this text that
is a ‘magical kind of supramundane reality rather than any abstract denial of reality’.60
This is strikingly similar to the perspective on the ‘more real’ imagined worlds of
kāvya proposed by Shulman above. However, Gómez actually suggests that the
authors of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra make the proposition that even as illusions they are
as real as anything else, given that all dharmas are illusory. This conforms to the
arguments of the Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra placed in the mouth of the Buddha as he
explains the difference between the various buddhas appearing on the lion thrones that
we looked at above:
All dharmas are empty (śūnya), like an illusion (māyopama).
Born of the complex [of causes and conditions]
(sāmāgryutpanna), they are inactive (niśceṣṭa). All spring
from
mental
illusion
and
imagination
(viṭhapanaparikalpapratyupasthita)
and,
not
being
independent (asvāmika), they are born as one thinks of them.
All these Tathāgatas are real (bhūta). And why are they real?
These Tathāgatas, originally and spontaneously, are not born:
hence they are real. These Tathāgatas are non-existent in the
present and in the future: hence they are real. The Tathāgatas
are not composed (saṃgṛhīta) of the four great elements
(dhātu): hence they are real. These Tathāgatas are the same
(sama) and without difference (nirviśeṣa) at the beginning
(ādau), in the middle (madhye), and at the end (paryavasāne):
hence they are real.61
This is emphatic in its reiteration of the reality of the tathāgatas precisely because
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of their illusory nature. Ultimately though, the comment of Lamotte seems the most
fitting way to summarise the situation: ‘reality and unreality intermingle in one and
the same non-existence, in one and the same emptiness.’62

The Standard Comparisons Used in Mahāyāna Literature
Seemingly crystallising in a list of ten by the time of the encyclopaedic
*Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa is the use of standard analogies (upamā) for the
emptiness of dharmas.63 The list of ten in the *Mahāprajñāpāramitopadeśa is: 1) a
magic show (māyā); 2) a mirage (marīci); 3) the moon reflected in water
(udakacandra); 4) space (ākāśa); 5) an echo (pratiśrutkā); 6) a city of the gandharvas;
7) a dream (svapna); 8) a shadow (chāyā); 9) a reflection in a mirror (bimba,
pratibimba, or pratibhāsa); and, 10) a creation (nirmāṇa, sometimes nirmita or
vigraha in compound with the recognisable element of the creation). However, this is
not rigid and considerably fewer, or other figures such as the stage (naṭaraṅga), a
bubble of foaming water (udabudbudaphena), or even a wooden doll (dārumayī strī)
may feature.64 The *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra presents these comparisons as useful
for the purposes of explanation owing to their obvious lack of substance. It classifies
these objects of comparison as a type of dharmas that are not subject to erroneous
judgement. Therefore, they are useful in the explanation of another type of dharmas
that are more easily mistaken as substantial. Because such comparative objects arise
and perish easily, they can be observed for what they are and do not give rise to
erroneous judgements. The text also explicitly identifies the existing understandings
of the effects of these figures in a wider social context. It is the pre-existing knowledge
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that these objects of comparison are capable of bringing about visual and auditory
illusions in those beings who may not know this of dharmas more generally that makes
them

viable

in

this

regard.

Without

this

existing

knowledge,

the

*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra’s author(s) reason, other demonstrations would be
required.65 This is an important moment of revelation regarding what was, and was
not, considered as included in the broader social imaginary of the authors’ milieu.

Reflections
Of interest here are the final two in the list: the reflection and the fabricated
being. The understanding garnered from examination of these figures allows us to see
the suppositions that underly the visual spectacles and their descriptions that we will
examine in detail, and allow us to move to examine the complex textual strategies they
employ with a good grasp of the background within which they are situated. First, I
will discuss reflections. Turning to the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra again, this text emphasises
the ontological nature of the visions it describes as being the equivalent of reflections.
The Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra also suggests we understand the bodies of kalyāṇamitras as
possessing

resemblances

which

are

similar

to

those

of

mirrors

(ādarśamaṇḍalasamasadṛśākrāntakāya). This topic has been discussed by Granoff
who regards it as indicative of a particular kind of sight in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.66 That
sūtra also refers to the particular nature of reflections as being unentangled with their
reflecting surfaces. However, the Pratyutpanna and Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā as
well as the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra provide more detail on reflections in regard
to the relation of visions to the mind and their ensuing ontological status.
First the Pratyupanna. In elaborating on a number of these standard comparisons
the Pratyutpanna sets up the example of young men or women looking at their
appearance in a number of reflective surfaces including a well-polished mirror. The
text asks: ‘does that appearance of the forms of the men or women... mean that there
are men or women who have gone inside those things and entered them?’ Answering:
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‘No, Reverend Lord, it does not. Rather, Reverend Lord,
because the oil and water are clear and undisturbed, or the
round mirror is highly polished, or the patch of earth smeared
with azurite is clean, the reflections stand forth; the bodies of
the men or women have not arisen from the water, oil, mirror,
or patch of earth, they have not come from anywhere nor gone
anywhere, they have not been produced from anywhere, nor
have they disappeared anywhere.’67
It will be noted the clear similarity emerging through the Tibetan redaction and
subsequent translation to the linguistic constructions above of visions that neither
come from anywhere nor go anywhere. Their empty nature is firmly stressed, and a
strong linguistic index to discussions of ontological status of these images set down.
However, the real purpose of this example is revealed in the first part of this
passage and relates to the state of the reflecting surface. As the Buddha congratulates
Bhadrapāla for his correct understanding, he emphasises the fact that it is as a result
of the surfaces being ‘good and clear’ that the reflections appear and states that it is
‘in the same manner, when those bodhisattvas have cultivated this samādhi properly,
those Tathāgatas are seen by the bodhisattvas with little difficulty.’ Here is the
explanation for the vision of Tathāgatas in buddhānusmṛti. This statement explicitly
makes the samādhi the reflecting surface in this comparison. The vision of the
Tathāgatas is the reflection. What constitutes the object reflected must also be the
Tathāgatas. Although any list of qualities and so on could be considered as the device
or object that is used to generate the state of absorption, the ālambana (BS ārambaṇa),
or meditative object, in this example is not provided as a separate entity at this point
in the text. Therefore, the vision of the Tathāgatas is the same object in appearance but
not ontological status. Notwithstanding, it is the degree of the samādhi that is here said
to give rise to the vision. The Tathāgatas, and by implication other visionary
descriptions, in fact are descriptions of the quality of samādhis, mediated by the
process of reflection. It might be considered an over extension to make this
generalisation from a solitary example, but it explains well the assumptions and
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language underlying texts such as the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. The higher the material
quality and the richness, and clarity of the descriptive content, the higher the quality
of the reflecting surface: the samādhi. Such an interpretation has some consonance
with Skilton’s analysis of samādhi as a form of text involving the ‘collection of terms’
or some kind of ‘literary statement’ more generally.68 I would suggest that what is seen,
that is to say a description in a textual context, details a reflection of that literary
element as an iconic or spectacular image. Either way, Skilton is clear that the
Pratyutpanna considers a samādhi to be feasibly understood as both a cognitive and
textual item.69
The Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā uses this comparison for slightly different
ends. In the latter part of a discussion on the nature of illusion (māyā) the text focuses
on illustrative examples of objects that do not make constructive discriminations
(avikalpa) in order to illustrate the correct attitude to how far along one is on the path.
These are objects such as space, an illusory man (māyāpuruṣa), a reflection, a
fashioned creation (nirmita), and the wooden puppet mentioned earlier. The text
provides the antidote to the possibility of becoming dispirited when encountering the
Perfection of Wisdom. In this case the reflection in a mirror or water vessel does not
imagine that the reflected object is near to it, or that those who did not approach the
water vessel or mirror are far from it, simply for the reason that it does not make these
discriminations. The reflecting surface is without vikalpa.70 Similarly, the bodhisattva
functions in the same manner when he moves in the prajñāpāramitā.
The author(s) of the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra exhibit a different emphasis
in their discussions of this figure.71 Here, the citation of scripture, and also a similar
focus on the use of this comparison in the understanding of the emptiness of dharmas
can be observed. However, the authors are more concerned with the detailed
explanation of a reflection’s conditionality. Itemising the various parts involved such
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as the mirror, face, the person holding the mirror, and the reflection itself, the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra argues for the reflection not being produced either by
itself or by the causes and conditions that give rise to it. The reflection is not
independent but is empty, depending on these causes and conditions. This text then
goes on to make the comparison explicit and answer the objection that the reflection
may be both cause and result. This entire discussion bears a strong flavour of the
Madhyamaka dialectic, as Lamotte notes.72 More surprisingly, its comparison is
amplified by reference to the example of a child who sees its reflection in the mirror,
and on its disappearance (it is not detailed how this might occur, presumably by a shift
of viewing angle) breaks the mirror to try and get it back. This deception is the same
as that occurring in the eyes of ordinary beings who see dharmas and do not realise
they are completely empty and without arising and cessation. It also adds to this text’s
concern with how the attitudes of less adept people can be offset against those of the
bodhisattvas.
These examples give some flavour of how reflections were understood and
featured as parts of standard comparisons and explanations of the emptiness of all
dharmas, and the undesirability of making constructive discriminations. It seems then
that when something is referred to as being like a reflection, whether a vision overall,
object and its manner of presenting visual information, or body of a kalyāṇamitra, we
should understand it as neutral in its response to sensory information, equivalent to all
dharmas, conditioned, and empty.

Created Beings
The created being is variously described as conjured by illusionists (māyākāra)
or produced as a result of the superhuman powers of a buddha or bodhisattva. There
are a number of terms used to denote such a being with slight variations in emphasis
arising. The use of māyā-puruṣa draws us closer to the fabricated or illusionary quality
of such a trick and links it to unreliable perception. The use of constructions such as
tathāgata-nirmita relate it to the act of creation or fabrication generally through the
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same verbal root, and specifically to the concept of the superhuman power of creation
(nairmāṇikī) we saw earlier. The use of the term vigraha in similar compounds appears
to carry implications of the power of creation as a result of the narrative contexts of its
deployment that determine the non-material nature of these beings. However, this term
also opens up semantic associations with icons and the dual character of artistic
representations. Being both illusionistic in their reflection of another object, but also
simultaneously tangibly material, they are clearly real. Consequently, icons possess a
level of truth not available to objects without this dual presentation and are an apposite
comparison for such ephemeral figures. As mentioned above, the Aṣṭasāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā includes these figures in the same text section as the comparison with
reflections of bodhisattvas and the Perfection of Wisdom. Referring to them as nirmita
the text gives them exactly the same characteristic of lacking in constructive
discriminations. However, in describing the following appearance of such figures to
Sadāprarudita the text uses the term tathāgatavigraha, supporting the view that these
last chapters have a different textual lineage to other parts of the text.73 Whatever the
minor differences of associations arising from authorial choices, we can gain some
further insight into their rhetorical use from what narrative depictions tell us about how
these figures operate and exist.
Scholarly discussions of illusory beings often involve quotation of a passage
from the Prātihāryasūtra of the Divyāvadāna that in seeking to amplify the Buddha’s
superhuman powers suggests that two types of illusory beings exist: those with
autonomy and those without. Given that the point at issue is the ability to converse
independently with their creator, or merely express identical content to them, this in
itself does not tell us a great deal apart from these beings’ identical appearances, and
the evidence they provide for the superiority of the Buddha’s power of creation.74 For
our purposes, however, this is significant enough. A hierarchy is established based on
the variable quality of the powers of different members of the saṅgha.
In the section of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra detailing the sphere of bodhisattva’s
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See Zacchetti 2015: 181 for references on the distinctness of these sections and Orsborn 2012: 50-60
for more detailed discussion.
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Divy: 166-167 / Rotman 2008: 285-286.
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knowledge that features detail on the distinctiveness of reflections discussed above,
the author(s) helpfully provide further information about the illusory being
(māyāgatanivṛtta-puruṣa). He is used as a means of comparison for ten dharmas which
a bodhisattva does not know, such as craving (abhi√laṣ) for the cycle of rebirth. The
authors set up their comparison by first outlining ten dharmas of the body that an
illusory being lacks despite being fully provided with all major and minor body parts.
These are, for want of a better categorisation, less visible qualities. The first two
(āsarita and niḥsarita) are somewhat obscure but the others are cold, heat, hunger,
thirst, delight, anger, birth-old-age-death, and pain. The point, it appears, is to draw
out the falsity of appearances. So, whilst illusory beings may appear to have all the
features associated with the body, in fact they do not. Similarly, while bodhisattvas
appear in all ages and worlds to help beings they lack all the normal frailties of those
suffering rebirth.75 This can clearly be construed as an argument for the superior
abilities of bodhisattvas. A question remains as to how one is to then recognise that
one is dealing with an illusory being. It often seems to be taken for granted that one
can be identified, or that the bodhisattva audience in any narrative event recognise the
being is such. How is this the case if it is also a good example of the lack of common
characteristics one would otherwise assume on the basis of visual observation?
This is a problem that gets the better of several characters in a sequence of tales
from the end of the exegetical (upadeśa) Daśabhūmika section of the Mahāvastu
detailing the Buddha’s benevolent gift of instruction via the medium of some
occasionally rather alarming illusory beings. This late (4th CE ~) ‘appendix’
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Gv: 272.17~. tad yathā kulaputra māyāgatanivṛttasya puruṣasya sarvāṅgapratyaṅgaparipūrṇasya
daśa śarīrasthā dharmā na saṃvidyante | katame daśa yad uta āsaritaṃ vā niḥsaritaṃ vā śītaṃ voṣṇaṃ
vā kṣudhā vā pipāsā vā harṣo vā manyuvṛtabhāvo vā jātijarāvyādhimaraṇaṃ vā pīḍā vā na saṃvidyate
| evam eva kulaputra bodhisattvasya jñānamāyāgataniryātarūpasyāsaṃbhinnadharmadhātukāyasya
sarvabhavagatiṣūpapannasya sarvasattvaparipākāya sarvakalpān saṃvasamānasya daśa dharmā na
saṃvidyante | katame daśa yad uta saṃsārābhilāṣo vā saṃsārabhavagatyupapattinirvedo vā
viṣayaratyanunayo vā pratighātacittatā vā upabhoktukāmatā vā sarvakleśaparitāpo vā
duḥkhavedanānubhāvo vā viṣayagatyupapattibhayaṃ vā bhavābhilāṣo vā abhiniveśo vā | The
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra also shares this understanding of the nature of created beings, stating that
they are not subject to birth, old age, sickness, death, suffering or pleasure. They are without a fixed
substance, are pure, like space, unattached, and do not truly exist, arising as they do from the thought
of superhuman creation (MPPŚ: I.384).
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(parisara) that, according to Tournier, represents a skilled reconciling and
accommodation of the rising bodhisattvayāna by Mahāsāṅghika-Lokkottaravādin
scholiasts for their more conservative confrères at the end of the process of
composition of this vast text, appears to assume the possibility of deception by
magically created beings in these stories.76 In what are ultimately fairly unsurprising
and conservative parables a king of Kaliṅga named Abhaya, queen Kusumā, the
merchant Dhruva, and the king Taru all have encounters with nirmitas: of his father;
her parents; a group of demons; and, five thousand monks respectively.77 Used by the
Buddha these nirmitas demonstrate to the characters the inadvisability of denying the
law of karma, murdering one’s parents (Kusumā and Dhruva), or thinking that
whosoever does not feed religious mendicants is of upstanding character. In short,
these stories are admonitions against holding evil views beloved of the foolish.78 In the
case of Kusumā, it is the failure of these manifestations to succumb to poison that
alerts her to the fact that they are not in fact her parents. Abhaya, having sought proof
of other worlds in the appearance of his virtuous deceased father as a deva returned to
this world, indeed witnesses such a sight, and Dhruva is basically threatened by heavily
armed thugs with a miserable existence in hell if he does not change his outlook. Taru
is alerted by the failure of the five thousand monks he has imprisoned to succumb to
starvation.79 All of these characters are initially thoroughly convinced of these
manifestation’s identities.
The point from our perspective is that ordinary deluded beings are deceived by
the demonstration of superhuman powers of creation, and that this demonstration is
something of a benevolent act on the part of the Buddha. Although termed as upahāra
and not upāya kauśalya, the compound vacanopahāra is also found at the outset of
this sequence of tales indicating a kind of gift of speech with compassionate intent that
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Tournier 2017: 286-287, 617-620. See Mv: 193 for its description of this section as upadeśa and
parisara.
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Mv: I.177-193 / Jones 1949-1956: I.140-151.
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For example Mv: I.188 tasya darśanam utpannaṃ pāpakaṃ bāliśapriyaṃ.
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This particular element attests to the continuity of understanding of the created being we saw above
as not subject to hunger.
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is not so alien to the origins of the latter concept as a facet of pedagogical skill.80 The
Mahāvastu’s Daśabhūmika also explicitly defines upahāra as aspects of the skill of
the Conqueror’s instruction (upahāraṃ vadanty etaṃ jinā śāstraviśāradāḥ).81 This
moment of meta-reflection by the text is also interesting for the preceding statement
that the nirmita of these monks should not have been thought of as actually being
monks.82 However, the entire section might be deemed to be slightly out of place
through sitting between the seeming conclusion of Taru’s tale and the formal closing
of the Daśabhūmika, but is none the less informative.
Similar motifs exist in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra where Vimalakīrti produces
a radiant nirmita of a bodhisattva to travel to the world-system of
Sarvagandhasugandha to beg for alms. This incident reveals a Mahāyāna rhetoric. The
created bodhisattva is autonomous, in that it is able to respond independently to
Vimalakīrti, travel to the distant world-system, and speak to the presiding thus-gone
one Sugandhakūṭa. All this, it should be noted, is witnessed by the assembly at the
Licchavi’s house by his miraculous power. A miracle of vision here referred to using
the verb upa√dṛś. The miraculous being is not then of the class of those creations made
by eminent monks outlined by the Divyāvadāna. It is not created by a buddha either
but by a bodhisattva: in this case Vimalakīrti. This is a creative act which demonstrates
his benevolence through the provision of food for the gathered assembly, and also
shows to Śāriputra the rewards of focusing on the eight liberations (vimokṣa) rather
than material things. The incident reveals the use of the nirmita as a literary device
that shows the bodhisattva’s level of superhuman power as equivalent to that of a
buddha, and the skilful and compassionate use of such a creation.83
The Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra also unsurprisingly shares the habit of using the
created being as a core exemplar in the argument for the emptiness of all dharmas.
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See Buswell and Lopez 2014: 942-943.
Mv: I.192.11.
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Mv: I.192.10 ye tatra nirmitā bhikṣūḥ na caite bhikṣuṇo matā |
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There is also the none too subtle fact that this wonderful universe and all its fragrant delights that
provides for the base needs foolishly focused on by Śāriputra is devoid of even the names of śrāvakas
or pratyekabuddhas and seemingly populated entirely by adherents of the Mahāyāna, including the
devas who serve the assembly of bodhisattvas (Vkn: §9.2).
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Having first enquired into the transmigration itinerary of Vimalakīrti, Śāriputra is
prompted by the bodhisattva to observe that all things neither die nor are reborn, thus
setting up a comparison. Although the terms are different here, both cyuti and upapatti
are for death and rebirth, they have at their semantic base notions of motion and it is
hard not to see again an index to the similarly bivalent language in the statements of
the lack of coming and going (gata / āgata) made in conjunction with discussions of
the emptiness of dharmas seen above. Continuing, Vimalakīrti wonders why Śāriputra
would ask such a question, suggesting that if he asked a created women or man that
question, what answer would he get? Śāriputra does not have to think too hard about
the fact that such a being neither dies nor is born, which clearly suggests any audience
would be assumed to understand the non-transmigratory nature of such a created being.
Vimalakīrti then consolidates the discussion by referring to the Tathāgata’s
proclamation of the equivalence of all dharmas to (magically) created objects
(nirmitasvabhāvāḥ sarvadharmās tathāgatena nirdiṣṭāḥ).84 This entire position has
ensued from a strongly abstract discussion of the nature of the Tathāgata structured
around the negation of a list of binary oppositions that is best encapsulated by the
opening statement: ‘Lord, when I would see the Tathāgata, I view him by not seeing
any Tathāgata.’85
Drawing together some of the strands discussed above, we see that the narrative
placement of this figure of comparison immediately after such discussions is
remarkably similar throughout Mahāyāna literature. This appears to indicate a strong
continuity in the understanding of the correct sequence. These sequences also provide
an opportunity for rhetorical demonstrations of the superiority of bodhisattvas during
which are revealed certain assumptions about what was known about the nature of
nirmita. The correct way to perceive all dharmas is modelled on a supposedly common
understanding of the way created beings are perceived. However, although some texts
presume the prevalence of this knowledge, the foolishness of the deluded seems to
allow them to be fooled even by this obvious illusion. However, this misperception
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Vkn: §11.2 / Thurman 1976: 92-93.
Vkn: §11.1, Trans. Thurman 1976: 91-92
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can be constructively turned to the benefit of deluded beings.

Concluding Remarks
I will now sum up the main points and implications of the foregoing chapter. It
is clear that in many regards that we are reliant upon textual sources for our
understanding of the imaginaire(s) of the Mahāyāna(s). It is also evident from the
explorations above that the term ‘imagination’ can encompass both visual and
propositional operations, and is insufficient to encompass the nuances of terms for
processes in Mahāyāna models of mind that exhibit aspects of generativity.
Nevertheless, imaginative discrimination, conceptualisation, and creativity receive a
mixed valuation in the Mahāyāna sūtras. The use of these operations, some of which
clearly involve an imaginative capacity negatively characterised, is a signature
repetition in several definitions of Mahāyāna soteriological goals.
The social imaginary, somewhat similarly to imagination as a whole,
encompasses both images and concepts, as well as laws, conventions, beliefs, values,
and other significations that help shape, and are defined by, a social unit. However, a
key process within this continuous social representation, that of objectification,
involves the resort to images. The mechanics of metaphor construction that are a key
part of the adaptation of existing social imaginaries for the generation of novel
figurations, points at the importance of phantasmagoria to Mahāyāna authors. The
spectacles of these texts have a function beyond the rhetorical demonstration of the
superhuman power and advanced religious capacity of buddhas and bodhisattvas.
These complex discourse events also help to establish the social representations of
these communities of textual specialists, and contribute to anchoring their novel
epistemic claims by reconfiguring and redeploying, adapting and augmenting, existing
aspects of imagery drawn from the imaginaries of the broader Buddhist and literary
contexts from within which they emerged.
It is also abundantly clear that the use of a formal sequence that deploys the
spectacle involving such repatterned metaphorical imagery, followed by the
interrogative question as a critical pivot to abstract philosophical disquisition – usually

100

on the central thesis of the ‘emptiness of all dharmas’– before returning to images in
the use of some or several standard exegetical metaphors by way of explication is
prevalent. Such evidence makes it clear that a literary convention, perhaps we might
even say structure or simple textual strategy, existed, and that authors understood
clearly the ‘correct’ use of these seemingly disparate textual modules. From this we
can see that the phantasmagoria are a key part of the intellectual project to elucidate
one of the signature ideologies of Mahāyāna movements.
Having provided ourselves with a theoretical and contextual framework from
which to approach complex textual strategies and techniques that engage with various
aspects of visuality, and so something of a general basis from which to proceed, we
can now turn to look at the first category of material in more detail, as well as positing
a generalised view of the content of a basic social representation.
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3. Types and Contents of Vision(s)

Just as the directions are made to be of one colour by a
sapphire, so does the sight of the Buddha make beings the
colour of awakening.
– Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra1

The obvious domain for consideration of Mahāyāna textual materials as ‘visual’
is their treatment of acts of supernormal visual perception. Although I have briefly
enumerated two types of vision above, there is in fact more complexity to this picture
and this chapter examines aspects of the first category of visual material: visions. The
delineation of the culturally constructed understandings of acts of vision in Mahāyāna
contexts aids in compensating for the cultural allowances necessary for imagery
construction. Moreover, understanding the specific dimensions of visuality in these
texts assists us in situating the visual practices of this movement. A survey of the
manners of observation also serves as a useful place of embarkation for description of
what is ‘seen’, and how it should be understood. Thus, if we are to focus on novel
methodologies and the interpretations that they yield it is important to be aware of the
conceptual domains and rhetorical dimensions invoked by the use of certain images in
the central examples studied in all three of our categories of analysis.
Consequently, this chapter will begin with examination of examples of personal
vision and the identification of seemingly private visions within a public context. It
will then move to three types of more public visual spectacles involving sight that are
usually to be found associated with the demonstration of superhuman power.
Following this is a brief mention of a number of conceptual domains from which the
content of imagery is often drawn, and previous understandings of the metaphorical
nature of these mappings. This precedes an overview of the components most regularly
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Gv: 20.9-10 yathāpīhendranīlena ekavarṇā diśaḥ kṛtāḥ |
bodhivarṇaḥ prajām evaṃ kurute buddhadarśanam ||
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encountered, and the postulating of a generalised core image that these elements draw
from and contribute to.

3.1 Types of Vision: An Overview
Various schemes of ordinary and superhuman visual perception that are
categorised as eyes (cakṣus) typically in lists of three in a Mainstream context, and
five in the Mahāyāna idiom, have been well covered elsewhere in scholarship.2 This
section is concerned with instances of personal visions, that are on occasion explicitly,
or deductively via narrative context, private in their scope, and much more public
spectacles that involve the sight of spiritually advanced beings such as Buddhas and
bodhisattvas, their buddhakṣetras or the transformation of the narrative’s original
geographic setting into a purified equivalent.
The cognitive precursor to visions of states of absorption (samādhi), often
named, is seen in both instances. Similarly, the imagery used is not confined
exclusively to one type or the other. However, the public spectacles are more
frequently attributed to the demonstration of superhuman powers (ṛddhi, adhiṣṭhāna,
anubhāvana etc.) as miracles that aim to impress with their spectacle, and so prove
this power quite dramatically. However, any spectacular sight, and the occurrences
surrounding it, are often attributable to the power of the object of vision, or to a, or
the, Buddha more generally. The images represented of visions that appear to index
the experiences of abhiṣeka and darśana, which can be more personal and interacts
with the development of the practices surrounding the commemoration of the Buddha,
and the public miracle of vidarśana all appear closely related as types of vision.
McMahan has drawn some relevant preliminary connections in discussing the sharing
of the ‘view’ – both metaphorically in terms of knowledge and in the descriptions of
transfigured landscapes – of superior or advanced beings occurring in the reciprocal

2

See, for example, Wayman 1984: 155, more recently Hatchell 2013a: 344, and especially MPPŚ:
V.2260~ with Lamotte’s preliminary notes.

104

exchange of sight and power inherent in notions of darśana.3 However, examples of
these types of vision are varied and there are further themes that can be identified, and
which enable us to link these types of visions.

3.2 Personal Vision and the Gesture of Authority
Supporting the identification of personal visions is that these passages are often
more limited in the scope of the imagery portrayed. In fact, the imagery may be
simplified to include only the figure of a buddha and his immediate aureole in a way
that reflects understandings of the practice of buddhānusmṛti outlined in the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.

However,

there

are

other

examples

in

the

Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that contain far greater scope of material, and that are clearly
personal to Sudhana. This complexity renders the above generalisation about how
these visions were portrayed problematic, or at least points to a lack of consensus
amongst Mahāyāna authors. Nonetheless, there is a supplementary motif used
sufficiently frequently to help us to identify other connotations.

Touching the Head
A clear example can be found in the opening materials of the Daśabhūmikasūtra.
The bodhisattva Vajragarbha, who is later presented as the main expositor of the ten
stages of the career of a bodhisattva, having entered into a samādhi named Illumination
(or Splendour) of the Great Vehicle (mahāyānaprabhāsa) comes face to face with
innumerable buddhas similarly named Vajragarbha.4 Following an interaction in
which Vajragarbha (the bodhisattva) is granted approval and a wide range of powers,
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See McMahan 2002: 170-171 were he states that spectacular scenes in Mahāyāna sūtras, and
particularly the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra’s nidāna, are a dramatisation of Babb’s ‘exteriorized visual
awareness’ occurring in the ‘flow’ of darśana where the ‘exchange of glances between a buddha and a
devotee is a means by which the devotee participates in the vision and knowledge of a buddha by
accessing the buddha’s own visual field.’ see also Cort 2012 for a reassessment of the use of darśana
as a translocal ‘super category’ (Cort 2012: 2).
4
Dbh: 4-6.
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these buddhas reach out and touch Vajragarbha on the head with their right hands.5
Vajragarbha consequently emerges from this absorption and tells the assembly the
names of the ten stages, so beginning this sūtra. Glossing over the identification of the
buddhas with Vajragarbha through the process of naming, the presence of a gesture
that signals the importance of this interaction within the samādhi is unmistakable.
There are a number of parallels from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. For example, when
the bodhisattva Samantabhadra touches Sudhana on the head with his right hand
triggering the sight of a great many miracles (vikurvita), entrance into various
samādhis, and aspects of the dharma (dharmamukha).6 Whilst this is a clear instance
of similar imagery of the specific act, and of the phrasing used, the overall context and
imagery are considerably more complex, coming as they do within the elaborate
culmination of Sudhana’s quest. Here he achieves a vision of Samantabhadra in the
presence of Vairocana seated upon a lion throne in a great jewelled lotus and
surrounded by a vast assembly, and, also observes a myriad of visions throughout all
buddha-fields, universes and times emanating from the pores of the bodhisattva.
Despite the complexity of the content of these visions, the thematic presence of the
sight of the body of the bodhisattva runs through this encounter, with the diversity of
further sights originating in Samantabhadra’s body, and with Samantabhadra even
instructing Sudhana to look upon him.7 The phrase used here to describe Sudhana’s
compliance is quite explicit in indicating that his activity is focused upon the body of
Samantabhadra: ‘Then, the guild leader’s son Sudhana reflecting upon the body of the
bodhisattva Samantabhadara saw in every single pore an inexpressible ocean of
buddha-fields filled with the appearance of buddhas.’8 Although the exact meaning of
the critical term here is a little uncertain, relating as it does to BS upanidhyāna and the
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Dbh: 6.5-6.6 atha khalu te bhagavantas tatra stha eva rddyanubāvena dakṣiṇān pāṇīn prasārya
vajragarbhasya bodhisattvasya śīrṣaṃ saṃpramārjanti sma ||
6
Gv: 425.7-9 sudhanasya śreṣṭhidārakasya samantabhadro bodhisattvo dakṣiṇaṃ pāṇiṃ prasārya
mūrdhni pratiṣṭhāpayām āsa | repeated at Gv: 425.20-25.
7
Gv: 427.2
8
Gv: 427.18 atha khalu sudhanaḥ śreṣṭhidārakaḥ samantabhadrasya bodhisattvasya kāyam
upanidhyāyann
adrākṣīt
ekaikasmin
romavivare
‘nabhilāpyabuddhakṣetrasāgarān
buddhotpādaparipūrṇān |
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Pāli upanijjhāna, 9 the sense of reflection, contemplation, or meditation upon the body
is certainly present. Be that as it may, the motif of the touching the head is clearly
present here.
Further examples are found in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.10 However, and
substantiating the view that such gestures are a familiar topos, instances occur in the
likely earlier Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra, albeit from what is possibly the second phase
of this text’s redaction.11 Towards the end of the tenth chapter praising the merits of
the reciter of the dharma (dharmabhāṇaka), as a part of the benefits accruing to those
who have faith in, write, honour, recite and respect this maligned discourse, sons and
daughters of good family are said to be touched on the crown of the head by
tathāgatas.12 A very similar formulation occurs in the twenty-sixth chapter also.13

Continuities of Gesture
There are parallels in these Mahāyāna literary representations of personal visions
with the generalised picture of Indian modern practices of darśana presented by
Babb.14 Further to the parallels relating to the sharing of visual experience drawn by
McMahan noted above, in Babb’s presentations we see a situation where the devotee,
in physically indicating submission to the deity or his/her representative, and,
suggesting a ‘reciprocal obligation’ to receive the protection of this superior patron,
receives the acknowledgement of this relationship through their touch with the hand

9

BHSD: 137.
Other examples from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that emphasise a focus on the body and the use of this
gestural motif include narration by the monk Sāgaramegha to Sudhana of his experiences whilst
contemplating the ocean (Gv: 53.3), the meeting between Sudhana and the seer Bhīṣmottaranirghoṣa
(Gv: 88.17-18), and, to a lesser degree, when Mañjuśrī expresses his approval of Sudhana that precedes
the young seeker’s contemplation and visions of Samantabhadra (Gv: 420.3~). A complete sight
(saṃ√dṛś) that is precipitated by a dharma talk (dharmakathā); thus reinforcing the metaphorical link
again between speech and sight (Gv: 40-41).
11
Silk, von Hinüber, and Eltschinger 2015: 144
12
Sp: 231.3-6 / Kern 1884: 220
13
Sp: 478.1-2 / Kern 1884: 435
14
See Babb 1981: 395. See also possible continuities with the description of the conferral of status upon
Arjuna by Śakra in the Indralokagamana Parvan of the Mahābhārata (Mahābhārata 03.044.021a).
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upon the head or shoulder of the supplicant in what Babb calls a ‘gesture of blessing’.15
It is possible that similar connotations are at play in these Mahāyāna materials.16
However, Cort makes a strong case that we should take into account specific
understandings of visual systems in any instance of darśana, and thus ‘situate’ these
descriptions.17 As such, a number of points emerge from a consideration of the use of
this gestural motif. Firstly, it is possible that sight in this case is considered to involve
actual physical contact, with such a notion given a rather obvious representation.
Second, we can contemplate the possibility that the encounter’s significance is being
emphasised here by the transcendence of sensory boundaries within its representation.
However, there is a further example from the Samādhirājasūtra, a text that was ‘in
existence’ in the 2nd century CE which shares features in common with a number of
other early Mahayānā texts, that adds the possibility of a further dimension to this
image.18
A verse from the fifteenth chapter that addresses the questions of Maitreya
regarding the Buddha’s smile and consequent prediction of the attaining of
enlightenment of the prince Candraprabha recounts how the Buddha ‘With devas and
world-rulers surrounding him, that bull of a man placed his golden glowing hand down
upon his head, consecrating him for enlightenment.’19 Whilst this scenario does not
occur in the demarked space of a personal vision, it is without doubt the same gesture.
The diverse miracles accompanying the smile,20 including the appearance of lotuses,
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Ibid.
However, it has recently been speculatively suggested that touching upon the head may be amongst
a group of gestures signifying the induction of hypnotic states (Osto 2018: 192-193).
17
See Cort 2012.
18
Skilton 2015: 249
19
Dutt 1941: 205. This is a rather loose translation. There is a degree of confusion about the exact nature
of this verse. The editio princeps of Dutt supplies some lacunae in the Gilgit Ms. from later existing
Nepalese manuscripts. The only issue at stake is the description of the Buddha and especially the arm
itself, which we should likely understand as being of glowing golden colour anyway. The verse in
question with additions of Dutt in parentheses reads: mūrdhasmi pāṇiṃ prati [sthāpayitvā
suvarṇavarṇaṃ ruciraṃ] prabhāsvaram | abhiṣiñca bodhāya nararṣabhas taṃ sadevakaṃ loka
sthapetva sākṣiṇam || 15.17.
20
The smile of the Buddha and the accompanying illumination, earthquakes and other signs is
commonly understood in both Mainstream and Mahāyāna literature to signify a prediction (vyākaraṇa).
16
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and the eulogising of the Buddha’s appearance by Candraprabha, also put this incident
in the same textual domain. However, it is the use of abhiṣiñca indicating consecration
that opens up a further field of semantic associations to this gesture. Deriving from
√sic denoting the act of sprinkling or anointing we are immediately led to consider the
more familiar term abhiṣeka,21 the royal ritual of consecration and its association with
the tenth stage of the career of a bodhisattva in the Daśabhūmikasūtra (amongst other
textual instances), as well as anachronistically its later Tantric initiatory associations.22
Therefore, it is possible to infer that this gesture is not just one of blessing, but
also one of authorisation and the conferral of title and status. Furthermore, following
Geslani’s more nuanced reading of the role of image practices such as darśana, and
his analysis of royal consecration rituals, we can suggest that Mahāyāna authors are
likewise consciously indexing abhiṣeka, and describing a royal audience with the
Buddha as spiritual sovereign.23 While this single instance of the key term in the
Samādhirājasūtra hardly amounts to categorical evidence for the association in all
cases, it seems probable that we can assign something of this borrowed meaning in the
use of abhiṣeka to the other descriptions of personal visions that involve similar
gestures. As such, the authors of these sūtras may also be engaged in a similar
rhetorical manoeuvre to Brahmanical textual and ritual specialists as they attempt the
‘regalization of divinity’.24

21

There is a great deal of scholarship relating to this term. A useful introductory tracing of continuities
is in Gonda 1965. See especially 1965: 322 for references to the textual bases for the oath in Vedic
mahābhiṣeka and ibid.n.37 on the resemblances to initiations in thaumaturgy.
22
Highlighting Davidson’s (2002: 125) reference to the metaphorical connection between temporal and
spiritual power Osto (2008: 66) points to Maitreya’s abiding ‘at the coronation stage’ in the final
chapters of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra as indicating he should be understood as the crown prince in this
‘imperial metaphor’ (Osto 2008: 66-67). However, if the gesture of touching upon the head is also one
of anointing, then it is Sudhana who is the newly anointed crown prince, signifying his ascent to the
tenth level of a bodhisattva immediately prior to his entrance into Maitreya’s kūṭāgāra and the vision
of the dharmadhatu he receives there. The phrase abhiṣeka-bhūmisthita could then be considered to be
merely descriptive of Maitreya.
23
See Geslani 2018: 261-262. Although referring principally to the later Mañjuśrīmūlakalpa, Gonda’s
statement that ‘So deep-rooted are many elements and features of these Indian rites that a considerable
number of ritual acts and technical terms which occur already in the Vedic consecratory rites have
survived in Mahāyāna Buddhism,’ seems equally apposite in the early non-tantric materials studied here
(Gonda 1965: 452). This view is substantiated by references in our examples of several of the technical
terms Gonda surveys.
24
Geslani 2018: 264.
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The occurrence in the materials studied of this gesture that signifies the bestowal
of rank and status can then be combined with the central idea of an empowering
encounter with the buddha(s) to support a rhetoric of authorisation. Thus, access to the
vision of buddhas, in the sense of sharing in their perception of the transfigured
universe through visual contact with them, empowers individuals in receipt of these
visions. Moreover, if we consider such encounters as semantically connected to the
display of the royal body following consecration – an audience – then this bolsters a
view of the following miracles as closely linked with displays of power.

3.3 Vidarśana and Other Variants
I turn now to more public spectacles involving sight. Three variations can be
observed. First, where all beings in the current location of the narrative are given sight
of another buddhakṣetra, or of all other universes and buddha-fields, and the beings in
that location are similarly able to see the beings in this universe. The capacity for vision
is bidirectional. Second, where sight is only in one direction, generally from this world
into another. These are both often preceded by a total illumination, the connotations
of which are multiple and significant.25 And third, scenarios where a miraculous
spectacle is, at least initially, conceived of as unique to those perceiving it, even though
it is in fact the same in all instances. The first two in this list can be included under the
term vidarśana and classified as pāriṇāmikī (superhuman powers of transformation)
if we follow the Bodhisattvabhūmi.26 This is a miracle that is considered by some to
be epitomised by the legend of the descent of the Buddha from the Trāyastriṃśa
heaven at Saṃkāśya.27 Although the individual examples vary, the third variant can be

25

The various domains of meaning invoked either metaphorically or metonymically by the presence of
light, often emanating from between the Buddha’s brows, has been most comprehensively covered by
Weber 2002. See also Gonda 1963: 312, Hatchell 2013b, and Wayman 1984 for various discussions of
the relationship between light and knowledge cf. Deleanu 2006: 280 n.133 who understands the basic
metaphorical meaning of light to be compassion.
26
Bbh: 40. Cited and translated in Fiordalis 2008: 132.
27
See Fiordalis 2008: 169, Strong 2010: 974 and see Strong 2010: 967n.3 for a listing of sources for
this legend.
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seen as a permutation of the superhuman power of creation (nairmāṇikī) that is similar
if wider in scope than the superhuman power of transformation, extending as it does
beyond the transforming of existing entities to the production of mind-made bodies,
objects, and sounds. These are classifications which Fiordalis points out in his review
of the superhuman powers demonstrated in the production of miracles (prātihārya).28
Whilst the miracle at Saṃkāśya includes an instance of vidarśana, at its base a
term that is denoting showing, exhibiting, or quite literally making visible and
appearing, many of the Mahāyāna sources surveyed below do not always expressly
term it as such. Instead we see no special additions to basic verbs of sight as well as
variations by the additional use of the prefixes upa- and saṃ- along with vi-. Whilst
all three extend the meaning of the root for sight √dṛś with the addition of a gati – an
indication of spatial motion – the shades of meaning between them are slight. The
mechanical unfolding that is indicated by the prefix vi- is perhaps to be distinguished
slightly from what is intended by the use of sam-. This prefix includes the notion of
ontological totality, a greater degree of intensity, and so a complete and pellucid sight
in its use here. The addition of upa- as a motion forward, or towards and upon its aim,
can also denote the arrival at or proximity to this goal. So, an upadarśana may indicate
this success in sight and a heightened perception that includes a sense of unity, or at
least proximity, to the vision revealed.29

Bidirectional Sight
A very clear example of this first category is one found in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. This is an instance where the total vision of Amitābha appearing
in the sky above illuminating all and sundry is referred to using sam√dṛś.30 Whilst the
purity and other qualities of the light are a core concern of the text here, the
bidirectionality of vision is made most clear. The inhabitants of Sukhāvatī can see

28

See Bbh: 41, 44 cited and discussed in Fiordalis 2008: 130-132, 168~.
See Heiman 1951: 2, 7.
30
LSukh: 67.2
29
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beings in this world, and vice versa. We are also given a simile of how the assembly
sees Amitābha radiating light in the sky above. The comparison that is given for this
visual experience is that of a man seeing his fellow standing only a fathom away from
him after the sun has come up.31
Explicit, and featuring saṃ√dṛś, is an example following not long after the
personal vision of Vajragarbha in the Daśabhūmikasūtra discussed above. This is
principally a miracle of illumination and of transformation of that light into a peaked
dwelling of clouds of networks of light rays (mahārāśmighanābhrajālakūṭāgāra). A
miracle that signifies and requests the impending discourse on the ten stages. Although
the reciprocity of the illumination and vision is a smaller constituent of this event it is
clear enough when the text states:
Thus, by the means of the rays of light issued from the
ūrṇākośa of the Buddha Śākyamuni those world systems,
those assembly circles of the Buddhas, and the bodies and
thrones of those bodhisattvas having been suffused with light
were all simultaneously visible. And, in the immeasurable
world-systems of those Buddhas, by the light beams issued
forth from the ūrṇākośa of those illustrious ones, this threethousand-great-thousand world-system, the assembly-circle of
the Buddha Śākyamuni, and the body and thrones of the
bodhisattva Vajragarbha having been suffused with light were
all simultaneously visible.32

31

LSukh: 66.7~. This awareness of other beings is a common part of the trope of miraculous signs
accompanying great events along with illumination. Two such examples that clearly partake in similar,
if not the same, literary traditions can be compared from the Mahāvastu (Mv: I.240 / Jones 1949-1956:
I.196) and the Lalitavistara (Hokazono 1994: 374-376 / Bays 1983: 87). The final parts of these read in
the Lalitavistara (Hokazono’s punctuation) ‘ye ca tatra sattvā upapannās te tenaivābhāsena sphuṭāh
samāna anyonyaṃ paśyanti sma, anyonyam saṃjānante sma, evaṃ cāhuḥ. anye ‘pi kila bhoḥ sattva
ihopapannās te(anye?) ‘api kila bhoḥ sattvā ihopapannā, iti.’ As compared to the Mahāvastu: ‘ye pi
tatra satvā upapannāḥ te pi anyonyaṃ saṃjānensuḥ. anye ‘pi kila bho iha satvā upapannāḥ anye pi
kila bho satvāḥ ihopapannāḥ.’(My emphasis). This intertextuality between the Lalitavistara and the
Mahāsāṅghika-Lokottaravādin Mahāvastu is relevant to discussions surrounding the affiliation of the
Lalitavistara as a Sarvāstivādin text.
32
Dbh: 12.15-13.4 iti hebhiś ca bhagavataḥ śākyamuner ūrṇākośaprasṛtābhī raśmibhis te lokadhātavas
tāni ca buddhaparṣanmaṇḍalāni teṣāṃ ca bodhisattvānāṃ kāyā āsanāni ca sphuṭāny avabhāsitāni
saṃdṛśyante sma | teṣāṃ cāparimāṇeṣu lokadhātuṣu buddhānāṃ bhagavatām ūrṇākośaprasṛtābhī
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Further to this is another similar example in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā. Situated as part of the opening sections of the text, and following
from a miraculous transformation of offerings by gods and men such as flowers,
banners, incense etc. into a single kūṭāgāra in the sky above the Blessed One, this sight
is also enabled by illumination, in the form of a light that is emanating from the smile
of the Buddha.33 The bifurcated repetitious form of the text marks out the bidirectional
structure of this miraculous vision, mirroring that of the example above by including
reference to the sight of the assembly as well as the Buddha and the expanse of the
cosmos. This is not to mention the key image of the kūṭāgāra yet again appearing as
part of a signature transformation. This example is more structured than the previous
ones in its enumeration of the ten directions that follows from the illumination of
worlds as numerous as the sands of the Ganges river in the east. However, a pattern is
nonetheless emerging. The Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra also contains an instance of
miraculous illumination and visibility that contains a similar listing of the ten
directions following on from a statement of the visibility (again sam√dṛś) of
buddhakṣetra that are as numerous as sands of the Ganges, made of crystal and
precious materials, with jewel trees, a buddha, and a vast number of bodhisattvas in
attendance.34 All of which is subsidiary to the appearance of the great jewelled stūpa
of Prabhūtaratna as perhaps the most memorable image.35

Unidirectional Sight
Subsidiary to this are a number of cases where it appears that this granting of
sight as a demonstration of superhuman power only occurs in one direction. That is,

raśmibhir ayaṃ trisāhasramahāsāhasralokadhātur idaṃ ca bhagavataḥ śākyamuneḥ parṣanmaṇḍalaṃ
vajragarbhasya ca bodhisattvasya kāya āsanaṃ sphuṭam avabhāsitaṃ saṃdṛśyaṃte sma ||
33
PvsP: I-I.7 / Conze 1975: 41-42.
34
Sp: 243 / Kern 1884: 231-232. While the development of the narrative is quite complex, it appears
the second, reciprocal, part of this miraculous vision is not directly connected to the first revealing of
the buddha-fields throughout the universe, but comes several chapters later following further
illumination by the Buddha and Prabhūtaratna from their tongues at Sp: 388 / Kern 1884: 365.
35
Yet another example from the Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra contains the three by now familiar elements:
an illumination, bidirectional sight, and a transformation, in this case of flowers into a parasol (chattra).
See Lamotte 2009 (1998): 232).
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one assembly is made aware of another whilst the other is unaware of it. The sight of
another world-system usually containing another buddha would seem to suggest that
we assume the buddha of that world can of course see those observing him, it is only
the less advanced beings who are unable to participate in the visual exchange. But the
fact that the sight is seemingly in only one direction in what might be styled these
parallel situations, that is two world systems and two grades of beings (the buddha,
and everyone else for ease of categorisation), seems to call into question the
associations with generalised notions of darśana as an interactive ‘flow’ of sight as
characterised by Babb and mentioned above. A brief examination of some further
examples of these miracles of vision should help clarify the matter.
In the Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra the Buddha recounts to Śāriputra the illumination of
Abhirati by the Buddha Akṣobhya and the consequent ability of all beings to see him,
regardless of whether they had the divine-eye or not.36 Similarly, later in the narrative
we are told the gods and humans can constantly see each other in this world-system, a
fact that Strong identifies as a standard motif of the story of the descent at Saṃkāśya.37
Both of these are suggestive of localised instances of vidarśana, but any sight by the
assembly in this world is by imagination based on the Buddha’s narration only.
Furthermore, there is no identifiable mention of sight of this world by the beings in
Abhirati, only a miracle of sight for all dwelling there at the time of Akṣobhya’s
enlightenment and the general state of continuous vision of divine realms. This is a
distinction that may seem pedantic, but it is significant enough for the authors of the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra to feel the need to account for the ability of beings in
other worlds to also see into this one, a capacity which they attribute to the power of
the Buddha.38
A more clear-cut example exists in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.

36

See Chang 1983: 321. The divine-eye (divyacakṣus) is one of the scheme of eyes mentioned briefly
above that enables visual perception by those suitably adept at the four dhyānas and in receipt of
superhuman powers (abhijñā). See also MPPŚ: V.2273 and n.1 on the varying of the range of the divineeye that is contingent on the qualities of those who possess it.
37
Strong 2010: 974.
38
MPPŚ: I.526-528 commenting on the example from the PvsP above.
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In this case it is recounted how the Buddha through a demonstration of his superhuman
power (ṛddhi) reveals to the fourfold assembly the Tathāgata Akṣobhya and his
assembly of perfected monks. The Blessed one then withdraws (pratisaṃharati) his
superhuman power and Akṣobhya and his entourage no longer appear in the sight of
this assembly (na bhūyaś cakṣurindriyasyāvabhāsam āgacchati).39 This is all serving
as a pretext and exemplar for a discussion on the emptiness of dharmas. There is no
mention of the inhabitants of Abhirati seeing this world. Can we conclude that there is
then more than one type of vidarśana miracle, or is this just a case of creative omission
on the part of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā’s redactors?
Confirmation of this single direction as a strain of the miraculous types of vision
comes from the Vimalakīrtinirdeśasūtra. Vimalakīrti has the problem of how to feed
all his guests visiting to enquire about his health. Prior to solving this by sending a
golden-bodied bodhisattva, conjured up by the power of creation (a nirmita), to ask
for food from the Tathāgata Sugandhakūṭa in the world-system Sarvagandhasugandha
he falls into a samādhi and causes all the bodhisattvas and mahāśravakas to see that
world.40 Following later in the text is the confirmation of the inability of the inhabitants
of Sarvagandhasugandha to see this world. Firstly, they ask Sugandhakūṭa about this
world, impressed by the arrival of the bodhisattva conjured up by Vimalakīrti.41 This
questioning is not perhaps sufficient to establish their lack of sight, being a common
response to events. It does confirm the status of Sugandhakūṭa as omniscient.
However, later in the same chapter the bodhisattvas of Sarvagandhasugandha ask
permission to go and see (darśanāya) Śākyamuni, Vimalakīrti and the bodhisattvas in
this world.42 This makes it clear that the previous miraculous sight of
Sarvagandhasugandha enabled by Vimalakīrti was not bidirectional.43

39

PvsP: V.75 / Conze 1975: 486.
Vkn: §9.2.
41
Vkn: §9.6.
42
Vkn: §9.8.
43
Another example of a single direction of sight occurs when Vimalakīrti shows the world-system
Marīci and its Tathāgata Duṣprasaha to all present, along with the transformation of pearls into a
beautifully formed kūṭāgāra on his head (Vkn: §3.75).
40
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Unique Perception of Collective Visions
The final type of vision, or perhaps more accurately misperception of a visual
experience, I wish to discuss here is seen in the several instances where a miraculous
sight is perceived as unique in each case to those who observe it. A clear example
occurs in the Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra. In a familiar manner this sūtra starts with the
setting at the Vulture’s Peak, a listing of the bodhisattvas present, a question regarding
which samādhi unlocks a large list of characteristics of a bodhisattva, questions about
the nature of this śūraṃgamasamādhi, and a miracle before a statement of the
ontological status of what has just been seen is used to introduce discussions on the
emptiness and reality of all dharmas. The nature of the miracle performed by the
Buddha here is particularly interesting for the comments it can be read as making on
visual experiences created by the power of superior beings.
The present divine beings each decide to offer the Buddha a splendidly outfitted
lion throne (siṃhāsana) upon which to preach the Śūramgamasamādhi, believing: ‘it
is I alone who offer this siṃhāsana to the Buddha, no one else can do so.’44 Then, the
Buddha performs a miracle of multiplication, not unlike some versions of the miracle
at Śrāvastī that is referred to by the Divyāvadāna as the production of a
buddhāvataṃsaka (garland of buddhas).45 Again, each of the Gods and worldprotectors believe the Buddha sits on their throne alone. The completeness of their
belief is emphasised by the devas bragging a little to each other about it:
One Śakra devendra said to another Śakra: ‘Just look at the
Tathagāta seated on my throne’. Similarly, the Śakras, Brahmās
and Lokapala Kings of the gods said to each other: ‘Just look
at the Tathāgata seated on my throne’. And the other Śakra
replied: ‘Now the Tathāgata is seated only on my throne; he is
not on yours’.
Now the substance of the miracle is revealed and all those present see the vast
number of Buddhas present individually seated on each and every throne. This of

44
45

Lamotte 2009 (1998): 114-119.
This sequence of miracles is discussed in depth by Fiordalis 2008: 98~.
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course has the desired effect of triggering great joy and awe in the immense power of
the Buddha and causes the arising of the thought of unexcelled complete and perfect
enlightenment (anuttarasamyaksaṃbodhicitta).
Aside from the following of literary convention in beginning with a miraculous
display that validates the capacity of the samādhi (either interpreted as text or
absorption) and the Buddha, the main hermeneutic purpose of this incident is the
equally conventional following of any visual or visionary experience with an
ontological qualification mostly flavoured by the prajñāpāramitā. More unusual is the
gentle mocking in the preceding portrayal of the divine beings’ failure to see the true
extent of the Buddha’s display of superhuman power. Whilst not entirely unexpected
of gods, this portrayal of braggadocio seems to serve two purposes. Firstly, it pokes
fun at those who are a little arrogant about the merit accrued through donation or
darśana, but more importantly from our perspective it seems to be passing comment
on how to respond appropriately to miraculous visual experience. The bulk of this
focus is of course contained in the following explicit discussions, but the text’s authors
appear to also be suggesting that individuals do not misconstrue the import of a vision
of the Buddha. It is possible to characterise this position as ‘A miraculous vision relies
on the power of the Buddha: the extent of which you most likely do not fully
understand. Furthermore, this vision which you take to be unique and conferring of
unique status upon you, is in fact not.’
Other similar examples of individuals seeing only one of many images as a part
of a miracle of creation suggest other possible explanations for this unique perception.
The Lalitavistara, for example, seems to imply that following a competitive provision
of palatial dwellings for Māyā during her pregnancy with the Buddha to be, the sight
by all of the competing donors (various God-Kings of the desire realm) of Māyā in the
abodes they provided, is in order to satisfy their individual desires (manoratha). The
miracle can be understood here as a type of benevolent illusion deployed in order to
avoid disappointment in each donor’s case.46 This shares the context of donation and,

46

Hokazono 1994: 392-396 (Lv: 45-47), and in explanation the verse: mahāviyūhāya sthitaḥ samādhiye
acintyā nirmita nirmiṇitvā | sarveṣa devān abhiprāya pūritā nṛpasya pūrṇaś ca tathā manorathaḥ ||
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fitting into the patterns outlined above, the creation of illusory bodies (nirmita) is also
attributed to a samādhi. We also see here the use of upa√dṛś to signify the sight of
Māyā, which seems appropriate given the explanation of an attainment of their desire
as a goal.47
This individual sight of a multiplication of a single figure is to be distinguished
from other cases where different beings see unique variations of spectacles created
through superhuman power. In the, perhaps appended,48 second Avalokitasūtra of the
Mahāvastu the sight by various devas of a staggering array of miraculously
transformed bodhivṛkṣas (enlightenment trees) of precious substances is attributed to
their varying kuśalamūla.49 This in many ways brings us full circle to the explanations
seen in the example of the eminent disciples’ failure of vision in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
above.
This quite neatly closes this overview of the different kinds of vision assumed
in the literary depiction of spectacles of diverse types. What we can see from this is
familiarity with certain topoi, inconsistency in their interpretation, and a contribution
to the rhetoric of authorisation. We can now turn towards a closer understanding of
the content of some of the imagery that populates these descriptions of visual
experiences.

3.4 Stock Sources and Metaphorical Source Domains
In order to illuminate the imagery used in the examples of the categories of this
material – and particularly to allow us to focus on methodological concerns and move
rapidly to more particular aspects of imagery analysed in chapters 4 and 5 – the source

47

There is a further dual example in the Mahāvastu that is parallel in the competitive provision of
bridges across the Ganges by King Bimbisāra, the gathered crowds from within and without Vaiśālī,
from Kambala and Aśvatara. This is complemented in the following more famous replication of created
Buddhas beneath the fabulous five hundred parasols of the various worldly and divine beings assembled
at the crossing of the Ganges, but it adds little by way of explanation to this discussion. However, it
confirms the elision between the categories established here in the author’s employment of vi√dṛś to
describe the lack of sight of each other’s Buddha (Mv: I.263, 266 / Jones 1949-1956: I.218, 220).
48
See Tournier 2017: 112 on this possibility.
49
Mv: II.310~ / Jones 1949-1956: II.290~, and in particular Mv: II.311.8-9 & Mv: II.311.14-15.
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domains of several systematically related metaphors should be highlighted before we
proceed any further.50 All of these have been previously identified as significant in
Buddhist literature, and are clearly being consciously invoked in the material under
review.
The first is that of the world-ruler or cakravartin and including more generalised
imagery associated with regal pomp and splendour, habitations and capitals, and
protocols of social deference. This figure shares the underlying designation and
physical features of great or eminent men (mahāpuruṣa) with the Buddha, and many
staples of Buddhist iconography first appeared in royal contexts, particularly
coinage.51 Of course, the metaphorical, if a little unequal, connection is made explicit
at the heart of the predictions of Siddhārtha’s future career prospects in the
biographical legends of the Buddha, and the centrality of royal symbolism and
cosmology to Buddhism’s ideological and iconographical development has long been
recognised by scholars.52 The surrounding of these images with a vivid depiction of all
kinds of luxurious abodes, grounds and items in these cases serves to strengthen this
connection with visual associations. Indeed, there are a number of canonical Buddhist
sources of this conceptual domain that Mahāyāna authors had clearly absorbed along
with the panoply of imagery. Moreover, the concept of the cakravartin is very old, and
can be found in other Indian contexts such as the Maitrī Upaniṣad and Arthaśāstra.53
Adjunct to the metaphors of kingship are those of the paradisiacal northern realm
of Uttarakuru, along with certain aspects of the pleasure gardens of Indra, and
overlapping to a degree in their design with the idealised city of a monarch and its

50

I use the nomenclature of source and target for the correspondence between conceptual domains in
metaphorical relationships, following on from what is now a well-established appreciation of the work
of Lakoff and Johnson in Buddhist studies scholarship.
51
See DeCaroli 2015: 113 citing Coomaraswamy 1927: 293.
52
See, for example, Paul Mus, Barabadur: Esquisse d’une histoire du boudhisme fondée sur la critique
archéologique des textes, 2 vols. Hanoi: 1935. For other previous scholarship on, and primary sources
of, the several contributing strands of royal mythology see Strong 1983: 38 n. 4 & 5; 44-46 n.17-20;
and 48 n.26. More generally see Collins 1998: 414-496 and Strong 1983: 38-56 on the concepts of
kingship and the cakravartin in particular including classificatory schemes of various types. See also
Collins 1998: 471 and n.75, 472, 382; Osto 2008: 3; and Rotman 2009: 158.
53
Strong 1983: 48.
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surrounds. 54 Of particular relevance to both the nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and
the descriptions of Sukhāvatī in the larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra is the domain of the
garden or park (ārāma or udyāna). This socially liminal space that is associated with
the transgression of societal norms by both lovers and ascetics drew on a pan-Indian
wealth of sensuous imagery in what some scholars have suggested is the envisioning
of the ‘place of enlightenment as a highly elaborate and miraculous garden.’55
Mahāyāna authors seem to have been influential in this regard,56 and later texts appear
to evidence continuities with pre-Buddhist works such as the Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad’s
description of the world of brahman.57 Also apparent are the links between these ideas
and those of both Indra’s garden Nandana and the northern paradise of Uttarakuru.58
Some elaborate descriptions of this territory to the north of Mt. Meru, such as that
given by Sañjaya to the blind king Dhṛtarāṣṭra in the Bhīṣma Parvan of the
Mahābhārata, embody a common part of the mythology and notably feature a strong
concern with trees that grant boons such as cloth, foods, and gems.59 At this point we
can add that the Mahāyāna descriptions both populate their gardens with fabulously
jewelled trees and features of the ideal pleasure garden, and conflate the imagery of
the bodhi tree with that of the kalpavṛkṣa.60 We shall have cause to return to this notion
of wish-fulfilling trees in more detail below. However, it is clear that the authors of
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The city as nirvāṇa metaphor is well known from the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra, and the city as mind
(citta) features in the Māyā chapter of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra (Gv: 339). On city metaphors, or ‘families
of similes’ see Marino (2017: 8-45). The imagery of the park or pleasure garden adjunct to the city or
palace proper is by far the greater influence in the Mahāyāna materials studied here.
55
Shimada 2012b: 23.
56
The bodhimaṇḍagamana and bodhimaṇḍvyūha parivartas of the Lalitavistara are a case in point, at
least according to Shimada (ibid.). See chapter 5 on the clear parallels between the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
and the bodhimaṇḍavyūha section.
57
Yamada 1967: 69-70 discussing the Karuṇāpuṇḍarīkasūtra’s similarities to the Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad
I, 3, 3-5. See also Davidson 2002: 132 & 372 n. 66. For the probability of a pre-Buddhist date to this
text see Olivelle 1998: 12-13.
58
Kwan (1985: 69-70) has convincingly demonstrated the link with myths of Uttarakuru in the case of
the Akṣhobhyavyūhasūtra. See the Āṭānāṭiyasutta of the Dīgha Nikāya (DN: III.194~) for a nonMahāyāna version of the myth, and see also Collins 1998: 319-324 on Uttarakuru.
59
Mahābhārata 6.6-8 cited and discussed in Kwan 1985: 70-71.
60
Mahābhārata 1.84.17 cited in Shimada 2012b: 24, and on Indra’s jewelled abode Amarāvatī as
similarly furnished with wish-fulfilling trees Mahābhārata 3.164.42-48..
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the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, at least, were well aware of Indra’s garden. In one miraculously
transformed example the great park (mahodyāna) where Sudhana seeks out the nun
Siṃhavijṛmbhitā is said to not only be replete with various kinds of jewelled trees but
is

directly

compared

to

Indra’s

pleasure

garden

as

superior

(miśrakāvanaprativiśiṣṭa).61
The third domain is that of the cosmological schema relating to not just the reach
of a monarch, but also to heavens and the structure of cognition, or levels of
accomplishment of advanced states of mentation that these celestial domains
represent. While Mahāyāna authors inherited a remarkably stable cosmology as a
general part of Indian Buddhist literary tradition,62 their repurposing of it involves
eschewing a limitation of a single Buddha in a single age of each world-system, the
focus on a temporal extent of existence in these realms, and of the expansion and
contraction of world-systems. The Mahāyāna’s cosmology instead foregrounds the
spatial distribution of innumerable trichiliocosms and posits the possibility of multiple
buddhas and their buddhakṣetras as concurrently existent.63 Buddhist cosmology and
soteriology reflect each other,64 with an accepted ambiguity between the two, and the
consistent emphasis on access to other buddhakṣetras via illumination dependent on
acquisition of superhuman powers that are reliant on samādhis mentioned above,
makes it quite clear that this equivalence was adapted by Mahāyāna authors to assist
in making an expanded claim for the capacities of the practices they advocate. As such,
the miraculous spectacles and descriptions we will encounter below that feature a
vastly expanded cosmology provide a ‘poetic, imaginative, and mythic counterpart’ to
accounts of stages of meditative attainment. 65
The final conceptual domain we need to be aware of is that of jewels. As
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Gv: 148~, 149.7.
This is particularly visible in the abhidharmic systematisations of the Theravāda and SarvāstivādaVaibhāṣika that enumerate the 31 or so levels of existence.
63
See Kloetzli 1983: 99 and Gethin 2004: 186-187
64
As Gethin puts it ‘Buddhist cosmology is at once a map of different realms of existence and a
description of all possible experiences.’ See Gethin 2004: 186 and similar prior statements in Gethin
1997: 195. This is a point also made by Osto in specific regard to the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra (Osto 2008:
18).
65
See Gethin 1997: 204-205 on yogācara understandings especially.
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already mentioned, these spectacles are frequently said to be composed of precious
materials and substances in variations on the theme of the seven precious materials
(saptaratna). Jewels in particular play a prominent role in their composition. The
possible reasons for this are suggested by Granoff, largely focused on the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, as the appropriateness of gems as holding a unique dual position in
the Indian cultural lexicon as both reflective, and potentially constitutive, of images,
and so are an appropriate comparison for the mind itself as the agent of these visionary
spectacles.66 Other scholars have suggested the emphasis on these luxury items reflects
a burgeoning trade during the Kuṣāna period,67 or that one example, the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, embodies a view of wealth as not only a metaphor, or as ‘glitter’,
but ‘these descriptions are meant to indicate the ethical and ontological connections
between material affluence and the religious life.’68 According to Osto this signifies
that vast wealth appears as a result of one’s cultivation of merit and attests to the
spiritual power (adhiṣṭhāna) resulting from this development.69 It may also be that the
prominence of jewels is intended to denote what is best in any class, that such
materials are symbols of what is most precious and beautiful, and stand for what is
most powerful and efficacious.70
As with much in the Mahāyāna, I would suggest that the answer to any question
regarding the reason for the prevalence of this imagery of wealth in these miraculous
spectacles is most likely not a simple one. It is probably a complex of these
explanations, as well as the existing traditional literary associations with the materials
of the palaces in the heavens seen above. However, if forced to give a single
explanation the simple one is the most probable. The authors of these spectacles picked
up the existing convention and, as is their general wont, pushed it to the extreme and
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See Granoff 1998: 354, 364.
Liu 1988:38, 101.
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Osto 2008:86
69
See Osto 2008:119. See also Granoff 1998:359 who similarly suggests that jewels appear as a result
of meritorius deeds but also have the power to create visionary worlds.
70
See Salvini 2016: 235. It must also be noted that some of these miraculous spectacles, especially
those involving transformations, take as their substances other materials. That may be light, as in the
Daśabhūmikasūtra, or is frequently the offerings produced by the attending divine beings. For example,
Dbh: 12.7-12.8, AsP: 250.31, PvsP: I-I.108, Mv: I.228.
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so made it vaipulya in the process.

In sum, these systematically related conceptual domains draw on paradisiacal
images of pleasure gardens and parks to depict the transfigured view of reality of
buddhas and bodhisattvas, equate these superior beings with the figure of the worldruler and the crown-prince inhabiting palatial apartments, and set forth a structuring
of the cosmos that is equivalent to this expanded vision and borrows the social
hierarchies of a monarch and his retinue to reinforce the spiritual superiority of the
central figures. Having briefly traversed these domains we can give some indication
of the elements that, inconsistently adopted, nonetheless coalesce into a central
reservoir of imagery.

3.5 The Elements of a Generalised Imagery
Although it is always dangerous to generalise, and is perhaps even more perilous
in the case of the Mahāyāna, there is nonetheless a number of repetitive elements that
emerge from a reading of several of these spectacles: that is, the vivid descriptions,
miraculous transformations, and personal and public visions. In some ways they form
a coherent image grounded in that of the pleasure garden. However, it is important to
state that this is a generalised picture that does not of course exist except for its echoes
and reverberations in a whole host of cases. Nonetheless, this elusive, yet dominant
form is one that is familiar, even though it has been miraculously transformed and
ornamented sometimes into a bewildering kaleidoscope of luminescent complexity. In
what follows I shall outline the major elements as a point of reference with
accompanying citations of a few examples of the major elements. The individual
examples of miraculous spectacles in the texts partake of this picture to greater or
lesser degrees, or indeed may depict something else entirely. However, it is useful to
set an imagined baseline, if only to point out how conventional the choice of imagery
by Mahāyāna authors was and to highlight the stability of this representation of a
society. In terms of envisioning this picture as a whole the schematic representation of
Gómez ’s conception of Sukhāvatī is a good place to start. Although, this is a single
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specific example of a buddhakṣetra, it nonetheless contributes to and draws from this
same template.71

A Stock of Images
Working from the centre out in terms of focus if not arrangement we have the
figure of the presiding buddha, be that Vairocana, Amitābha, Akṣobhya, or Śākyamuni
seated on a throne or lion-throne (siṃhāsana) under an enlightenment tree
(bodhivṛkṣa) and attended by senior bodhisattvas.72 Apart from these figures and often
myriad other bodhisattvas in the surrounding assembly-circle (parṣanmaṇḍala) there
can be found śrāvakas, both monks and nuns, as well as on occasion laymen and
women including high status individuals.73 The ground upon which they are located is
often fashioned of precious substances as part of a transformation, is as smooth as the
the palm of one’s hand (pāṇitala), or is arranged like a chequerboard
(aṣṭāpadavinibaddha).74 The grounds around this assembly are filled with jewel trees
(ratnavṛkṣa) and flowers (ratnapuṣpa) whilst orderly arrangements of palm trees are
set out (ratnatālapaṅkti)75 and strung with golden threads (suvarṇasūtra) and networks
of bells (kiṅkiṇījāla). The scene is also further surrounded by railings (vedikā). If not
a part of the central composition containing the buddha the environs are populated
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Gómez 1996: 260.
Thrones and siṃhāsana: Gv: 7-12 / Cleary 1993: 1140-1145, Gv: 110 / Cleary 1993: 1235, Gv:
252 / Cleary 1993: 1356, Gv: 342 / Cleary 1993: 1432; Lv: 38 / Bays 1983: 87, Lv: 52-53 / Bays 1983:
113; Mv: II.309 / Jones 1949-1956: II.290, Mv: II.312-313 / Jones 1949-1956: II.293; Sp: 151 / Kern
1884: 233, Sp: 242 / Kern 1884: 389; Lamotte 2009 (1998): 115~; Vkn: §5.6-5.10 / McRae 2004: 118~
/ Thurman 1974: 50~. Bodhivṛkṣa: Chang 1983: 322; Lv: 202 / Bays 1983: 423-424, Lv: 209-210 /
Bays 1983: 437; LSukh: 58.17 / Gómez 1996: 97; Mv: II.309-310 / Jones 1949-1956: II.290-293, Mv:
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1463; Lv: 87 / Bays 1983: 187 etc.
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Surfaces: Gv: 5 / Cleary 1993: 1138, Gv: 312 / Cleary 1993: 1407, Gv: 412 / Cleary 1993: 1495;
Lv: 57 / Bays 1983: 123, Lv: 152 / Bays 1983: 319, Lv: 201 / Bays 1983: 422, Lv: 202 / Bays 1983:
424; Mv: I.231 / Jones 1949-1956: I.187, Mv: I.258 / Jones 1949-1956: I.213, Mv: I.301 / Jones 19491956: I.282; Sp: 151 / Kern 1884: 233, Sp: 236 / Kern 1884: 377.
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84~; Lv: 57 / Bays 1983: 123, Lv: 152 / Bays 1983: 319; Gv: 79 / Cleary 1993: 1208-1209, Gv: 148~
/ Cleary 1993: 1265~, Gv: 208 / Cleary 1993: 1367; Su: 10, 11 / Emmerick 2001(1970): 8, Su: 54 /
Emmerick 2001(1970): 43.
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with peaked dwellings (kūṭāgāra) and other palaces (vimāna), including flying ones.
Also in the picture are often lotus tanks (puṣkariṇī), with sands of precious substances,
and in the case of some Pure Lands, rivers. A full cast of divine beings is similarly
present: Indra, Brahma and world-guardians (lokapāla), junior gods (devaputra),
divine maidens (devakanyā), spirits (asura), nymphs (apsaras), musicians (kiṃnara,
gandharva), and golden-winged birds (garuḍa), serpents (nāga, mahoraga) and nature
spirits (yakṣa). All of these tend to produce a full compliment of offerings in worship
of the buddha: music (vādya), flowers and garlands (kusuma, mālya, puṣpadāman),
powdered and formed incense (cūrṇa, dhūpa), fragrances (gandha), ointments
(vilepana), cloth and vestments (cīvara, vastra), rings/necklaces/bangles, bracelets,
crowns, diadems and strings of pearls (kaṭaka, keyūra, makuṭa, cūḍa, muktāhārā),
various other ornaments (ābharaṇa, vyomaka) and a bewildering array of named gems
(maṇi, ratna). Similarly offered up but also present as general accoutrements
indicating the status of the buddha are standards (dhvaja), banners (patākā, ketu),
canopies (ulloca), nets of jewels (ratnajāla) and of course parasols (chattra).
The evidence suggests that this is the prevalent image, but apart from the
flexibility of this stock of elements outlined above that of the city should also be
considered, containing as it may do in its purview the idea of pleasure gardens either
as adjunctive to it or to the palaces (prāsāda, vimāna) that emblematise it. The detail
included in texts such as the Mahāvastu on this topic includes terms the precise
meaning of which is now obscure.76 Some texts include a formulaic representation of
the ideal palatial dwelling that includes many elements that taken together may
encapsulate the city as a whole.77

Concluding Remarks
From these discussions it is possible to observe the thoroughly embedded nature
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See for example Mv: 1.194-196 that includes details of the railings, elements of the gates and so on.
The Lalitavistara for example makes use of the compound vitardiniryūhatoraṇagavākṣakūṭāgāraprāsādatala and similar variations in the descriptions of various palatial dwellings (Lv: 8, 87, 112, 152,
219). Ancient Indian architecture and specifically that of the city is well covered elsewhere . For
example, Coomaraswamy 1975 (1931) and 1991 (1930).
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of these authors within the elite worlds of Indian, and Indian Buddhist, textual
production. The sight of the Buddha appears to key into royal symbolism and
participate in a broader trend relating to the ‘regalization of divinity’. Furthermore,
conceptions of darśana, and other socially constructed aspects of visual perception,
are given unique treatment in Mahāyāna materials. The sight, either within personal or
collective visions, of a ritually consecrated body appears to contribute to the rhetorical
claims of these authors for the uniquely efficacious capacity of their doctrinal or
philosophical views. The imagery of the metaphors that are elaborated upon in these
texts all contribute in a systematically related way to reinforce this position through a
poetic and literary artefact. However, the inconsistency with which some of these
experiences of vision are interpreted, especially the misperception of miracles of
creation, speak to a lack of coherence within the literary movement.
Moreover, as a next step in our examination of the content of these
phantasmagorias I have proposed a generic composition depicting the assembly of the
Buddha, a representation of an idealised Mahāyāna society, as a baseline from which
to work in imagining this common stock of imagery that was part of this literary
production. Whilst it is remarkable in the perspective it gives, in essence the image is
quite conventional and familiar in its core details, and is only radical in its degree of
glittering elaboration and manipulation for varying ends. The presence of such a
conventional base image may well be indicative of the power of suggestion, and of the
interrelated nature of visionary experiences and texts. However, it seems more
probable to me that such a universal application of individual elements and excessive
detail reflects a more mundane understanding of the proper components of passages
describing the delivery of a discourse in Mahāyāna literature and a desire to elaborate
and ornament upon that base. In sum it is a key part of the social imaginary.
With a preliminary understanding of modes of vision in place, and with a view
of the common constituents of these visionary spectacles in mind, I now proceed
towards more complex textual strategies and their visual analysis with detailed
examination of the second category of visual materials – descriptions.
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4. Descriptions: The Poetry of Sight or the Site of Poetry.
Le schéma du signe est le schéma même du sacré.
– Henri Meschonnic1

This chapter introduces to Buddhist Studies the adaptation of a method for the
analysis of the category of visual material that was previously characterised as a
detailed description of a person, feature, or place within the main activity of the
narrative. Rather than approaching descriptions generally, I focus on a complex form
sequestered within this category that points at alternative uses for this type of text. In
order to understand more comprehensively the relationship between literary
techniques and visual practices such as visualisation, and assess how a text can be
‘visual’ or involved in a ‘visual mode’, then it is helpful to examine in more detail
descriptive passages that may contribute to such operations. Therefore, this chapter
will outline the relevant type of material and its parallels across several texts and
descriptive uses. I will then discuss three existing explanations of variable viability
and provide conceptual context for the imagery used as the target domain in the central
example. A further explanation for this complex form, namely the ‘indexical icon’,
and its background in Buddhist studies will be discussed in conjunction with Yelle’s
method for analysing such discourse events. Following on from this preparatory
discussion I will parse an example from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra into
diagrammatic form and present explanations of these sequences from the point of view
of semiotics. Having then seen in detail the patterns found in that text, several textual
comparisons that evidence distinctly similar patterns are examined. The continuities
evidenced by this comparison allow me to present a further explanation that situates
elements used in this literary device within a widespread poetic practice of
concatenation. This is suggested as a significant factor in these cases that prompts a
re-examination of existing views on the purposes of this central example. I will close
by raising the question of what this form was, why it was used in different ways and

1

Meschonnic 1975: 48.
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how we can identify when those purposes differ significantly enough to assign a
different explanation.

4.1 Descriptions
As I have repeatedly stated it is not always easy to disentangle the different
categories of material from each other. This is true in the case of descriptions that can
be considered as subsidiary elements of miraculous displays or visionary experiences.
Or, one could characterise those miraculous displays or visionary experiences as
descriptions themselves. However, in this case I refer to specific portions of text that
elaborate upon a particular motif. One criterion that is useful for distinguishing these
descriptions is their repetitive natures. That is to say that very similar descriptions
appear in several texts as well as being repetitive in and of themselves. These
descriptions can also be identified by their length and focus on minor details.
An alternative means of identification has been covered by He in her study of
description (varṇaka or varṇanā) in the Lalitavistara. In that work He has examined
the use of syntactic structure as well as figures of speech and sound in the creation of
an expressive texture of high literary skill.2 He situates the presence of these extremely
long sentences and compounds replete with elaborate metaphors, similes, alliterations,
and puns in a broader sweep of Sanskrit literature and relates them to the later
theoretical discussions of Alaṃkāraśāstrins such as Bhāmaha, Daṇḍin, and Vāmana.3
From He’s arguments we can see clearly the importance of description as a literary
mode: in posited roots in the verses of the Ṛg Veda; in the emergence of prose kāvya
in the Rudradāman inscription; in the circa first century Aśvaghoṣa’s Buddhist
mahākāvyas the Saundarananda and Buddhacarita; in Kālidāsa’s Sanskrit
mahākāvyas the Kumārasaṃbhava and Raghuvaṃśa; in mixed verse and prose works
such as Āryaśura’s (fourth century CE) Jātakamālā and Subandhu’s (sixth century

2
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See, for example, He 2011: 131.
See He 2011: 135-138.
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CE) Vāsavadattā.4 He also argues for the Lalitavistara, and Mahāvaipulya literature
in general, as a ‘missing link’ of mixed verse and prose kāvya.5 This is something that
she considers as ‘part of a growing tendency in kāvya for elaboration and complexity’.6

From List to Pattern
However, in the view of recent scholarship it appears that some descriptions may
contain more than just literary edification. In this chapter I will focus on particular
patterns that occur within a number of these descriptions.7 The descriptions of interest
involve, unsurprisingly, the use of a number of precious substances in constructing
imagery of various subjects. These precious substances could also be said to be
metonyms for their colours as they appear to perception (varṇa). Therefore, it is the
use of colours / materials in acts of cross-domain mapping that is of interest. What is
obvious is the use of precious materials / colours in series, often seven or four, to
describe parts of the item described, or several related items. At the first level this
pattern is simply a list that is then made complex by various means such as repetition,
inversion, substitution, qualification and so on. The simplest form of this is the
repetitious use of terms for colours / materials in various sequences, for example
describing an object by stating it to be ‘of gold appearance - made of gold.’
(suvarṇavarṇāḥ suvarṇamayāḥ). This kind of manipulation and other related
procedures appear to sit at the core of many of the elaborate descriptions of richly
transformed places involving the seven precious gems (saptaratna). The descriptions
can be simple in their use of a one-to-one correspondence or more complex in their
application. This complexity is achieved by, for example, a cycling through multiples
of the objects or their parts assigned to various materials / colours. So, object A has
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He 2011: 131-138.
He 2011: 138
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He 2011: 134.
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The seed of the idea that eventually grew into this chapter was inadvertently planted by Professor
Gentz’s generous and stimulating discussion of his research on the quite different patterns to be found
in pre-modern Chinese philosophical texts and, although that work is not directly related, I nonetheless
wish to acknowledge an intellectual debt in this regard.
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parts 1, 2, and 3, of colours x, y, and z, and part 4 of colour v, and object B has parts 1,
2, and 3 of colours y, z, and v, and part 4 of colour x and so on. However, the
relationships in the more complex cases are various.
For an example of a description that lacks complexity we can look at the
Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. Here, lotus tanks (puṣkariṇī) are said to contain sands
of precious materials such as gold (suvarṇa) with quartz (karketana) at the base, or
have four sides (pārśva) one each of gold, silver (rūpya), beryl (vaiḍūrya), and chrystal
(sphaṭika).8 Although it is still relatively minimal, in the Sāradhvaja chapter of the
Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra is an example of the addition of another layer of complexity. Here
we find a listing of the various lights shining (prabhā) in various worlds (kṣetra) where
a world made of gold is said to be illuminated by a beryl light, and a beryl world is
illuminated by a golden light. A gold world is said to be illuminated by a crystal
coloured light and a world made of crystal to be illuminated by a golden light. This
structured pairing, with some anomalies, continues throughout this passage.9 Even
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AsP: 241 / Conze 1975: 204.
Gv: 71-72. The structure is made clear in this passage with a small amount of adaptation to the
formatting. Note also the use of -śarīra in place of -maya in the last two pairings after the standard list
of saptaratna has been exhausted, and the anomalous isolation of rūpya.
9

suvarṇamayeṣu kṣetreṣu vaiḍūryavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
vaidūryamayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
rūpyamayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
suvarṇamayeṣu kṣetreṣu sphaṭikavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
sphaṭikamayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
suvarṇamayeṣu kṣetreṣu musāragalvavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
musāragalvamayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
lohitamuktāmayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
suvarṇaṃ* mayeṣu kṣetreṣu lohitamuktāvarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
aśmagarbhamayeṣu kṣetreṣu suvarṇavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
suvarṇamayeṣu kṣetreṣu aśmagarbhavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
indranīlamayeṣu kṣetreṣu sūryagarbhamaṇirājavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
sūryagarbhamaṇirājaśarīreṣu kṣetreṣu indranīlamaṇirājavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
lohitamuktāmayeṣu

kṣetreṣu

candrāṃśujālamaṇḍalagarbhamaṇirājavarṇāṃ

prabhāṃ
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more elaborate than this are descriptions of urban and semi-urban environments. This
is especially seen in those descriptions that include details of trees, usually palms, that
are to be found around royal parks and cities, such as that found in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. This uses the seven precious materials / colours in concert with
seven elements of the tree.10
The description of worlds or objects as made of the seven precious materials is
of course extremely prevalent throughout Mahāyāna texts. The setting out of the seven
jewels in list form is a common feature, such as in the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra’s
detailing of the stūpa of Prabhūtaratna and Śākyamuni.11 However, it is the distinction
between simple descriptions using these colours / materials and more complex
patterns that can be found in them that is important. It is clear, however, that in seeking
to conjure forth images of other spheres of the expanded cosmos accessible to
bodhisattvas and Buddhas a list (mātṛkā) of precious materials was what first sprang
into the minds of many of the authors.12

Parallels
What can be observed is not solely an association between precious materials
and images of less tangible entities, such as the parts of buddhakṣetra, but one that is
relevant in the case of material representations. The association of this list with images
or icons of praiseworthy or venerated objects is established by the provisionally titled
*Tathāgatabimbaparivarta.13 In this text the construction of icons is recommended

pramuñcamānāni
candrāṃśujālamaṇḍalagarbhamaṇirājaśarīreṣu
pramuñcamānāni

kṣetreṣu

lohitamuktāvarṇāṃ

prabhāṃ

ekaratnamayeṣu kṣetreṣu nānāratnavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni
nānāratnamayeṣu kṣetreṣu ekaratnavarṇāṃ prabhāṃ pramuñcamānāni |
* Reproduced from Vaidya.
10
LSukh: 36-38 / Gómez 1996: 84-85.
11
Sp: 149 / Kern 1884: 228.
12
The importance of the list as creative literary genitor in oral composition and as a substantial
constituent element of mindfulness understood as both recollection and meditation is set out clearly by
Gethin in his important article on mātikā / mātṛkā. See Gethin 1992: 149-172 and in particular 164-167.
13
See Harrison, Hartmann and Matsuda 2016: 289 n.21, 22. These authors also note the clear fact of
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with materials from a list of precious substances. This text is evidenced by a
manuscript fragment in private hands similar to the materials in the Schøyen
Collection. It also appears to have been included in an anthology immediately
following the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra and is related thematically to the citations
of a text also known as the Tathāgatabimbaparivarta in the Śikṣāsamuccaya of
Śantideva (8th century CE) and the Sūtrasamuccaya.14 The *Tathāgatabimbaparivarta
also relates to the Tathāgatabimbakārapanasūtra through its use of a similar list. This
is another example of the correlation between the listing of precious materials and
proscriptions to produce images for veneration and merit accrual.15
It is also clear from reviewing this type of description that variations of it are
present in non-Mahāyāna sources. In his important article Gethin points out the close
parallels between the passage in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra that is the focus of
this chapter and the presence of very similar descriptions in various permutations of
the story of the king Mahāsudarśana.16 Of particular interest are the Pāli and Sanskrit
recensions: the Mahāsudassanasutta which is allied, but probably independent, to the
Mahāparinibbānasutta of the Digha Nikāya,17 and the Mahāsudarśanāvadāna from
the Gilgit manuscripts respectively.18 Also notable is the presence of this narrative in
the Mahāyāna *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.19 While this text retains a intimation of a
structured application of sets of materials / colours in its description of king
Mahāsudarśana’s progress through his various kūṭāgāras in the palace of the Dharma,
it does not include the much more elaborate patterns similar to those found in the

reference to both three and two-dimensional image production in this text.
14
See Harrison, Hartmann and Matsuda 2016: 285.
15
See Mette 1981: 136 and see discussion and citation in Harrison et al. 2016: 289.
16
See Gethin 2006: 68~. See especially Gethin 2006: 69 n.16 and n.19 for references to versions of this
tale including to Matsumura’s listing of all available primary sources.
17
See Gethin 2006: 81 and 68 where he suggests we see it as a ‘kind of appendix’.
18
Gethin 2006: 69. The version of the story found in the Sanskrit Central Asian manuscript of the
Mahāparinrvāṇasūtra edited in Waldschmidt 1951 is considered as effectively the same as that in the
Gilgit Manuscript of the Mahāsudarśanāvadāna (Matsumura 1988: xii-xvii cited in Gethin 2006: 69
n.19).
19
MPPŚ: II.763-769.
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Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.20
As noted by Gethin the parallels to descriptions of cities and their surroundings
found in the Mahāsudarśana narrative have long been known by scholars.21 The
Divyāvadāna along with the Vimānavatthu and its commentary can be included in this
bracket. For an explicitly Mahāyāna example we can cite the description of
Ratipradhāna in the Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchasūtra.22 However, of these related texts it is
the Mahāvastu that is the most closely aligned to the descriptive segment seen in the
Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. The Mahāvastu contains several variations.23 The
description of King Arcimat’s city Dipavatī in the Dīpaṃkaravastu is strikingly
similar to that of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra in that it contains structured
description of jewelled palm trees (tāla).24 The description of the city Uttara in the
Maṅgalavastu that expressly references the description of Dīpavatī is similar.25 The
Anaṅgana Jātaka describes the grove of palm trees (tālavana) surrounding the
pavilion produced by the superhuman power of the god Viśvakarma. This portion of
the text also recognises the possibility of extending the description of these trees.26 The
beginning of this narrative invokes a shorthand suggesting that the more extensive
description of a cakravartin’s capital may be applied to the imagination of
Bandhumatī: the city of King Bandhuma.27 The second of the Many Buddhas Sūtras
(Bahubuddhasūtra) contains several repetitions of the initial description of

20

MPPŚ: II.764. The Sanskrit parallels to this retelling in the MPPŚ can be found at MpN: 326 and
MSudAv: 10.11-10.12. See also discussion of these kūṭāgāras as places for the practice of the four
dhyānas (Gethin 2006: 90).
21
See Gethin 2006: 70 and n.20 where he draws on Waldschmidt 1951: 305. It should be noted that
Jones also recognised the parallels between the Dīpaṃkaravastu and Mahāsudassanasutta’s
descriptions of royal capitals (Jones 1949: 153).
22
See RP: 47-48 / Boucher 2008: 148-149, and see n.62 for his observations on this description’s
relationship to that of Dīpavatī.
23
Waldschmidt mentions only two of the following examples, that in the Dīpaṃkaravastu and
Maṅgalavastu.
24
Mv: I.194-196 / Jones 1949-1956: I.152-155.
25
Mv: I.249 / Jones 1949-1956: I.204-205 | vistareṇa dīpavatī rājadhānī yathā varṇayitavyaṃ ||
26
Mv: II.275 / Jones 1949-1956: II.258. There appear to be several insertions of yāvat at this point in
the narrative passages.
27
Mv: II.271 rājño khalu punaḥ bhikṣavo bandhumasya bandhumatī nāma rājadhānī abhūṣi |
cakravaripurī vistareṇa ||
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Indradhvaja’s royal capital Indratapanā that features a structured description of palm
trees.28 The description in both verse and prose of the Licchavis splendidly decked out
for the Buddha’s crossing of the Ganges in the Mahāvastu also betrays a use of a list
of items and colours that seems to be important in both this passages’s organisation
and composition.29 The second Avalokitasūtra, that was perhaps included by later
Mahāsaṃghika-Lokkataravadin redactors in recognition of the Mahāyāna’s
burgeoning influence,30 contains a description of the bodhivṛkṣa as jewelled that lacks
the precise construction of more complex examples but is hard to discount as unrelated
in its enunciation of multiple jewelled possibilities.31
An example that makes explicit the relationship between images, lists of colours
or materials, and their manipulation in various forms of mapping is that of the
metaphor, or rather set of metaphors, focused on that of the painter and the mind in the
Saddharmasmṛtyupasthānasūtra.32 In this extensive comparison the colours of the
painter’s palette are likened to the attributes of beings at the various levels of existence
that are similarly colour coded. The action of the mind in producing intentions
(adhimuktikara) that lead to the production of beings on the blank canvas of the
various realms of the cosmos is compared to that of the painter using the power of his
mind and various colours to produce an image upon a suitable surface. The colours of
the painter’s pallete are transposed onto the various realms. Just as a painter uses white
pigments (raṅga) to create white forms (śvetarūpa) the actions of the mind in taking
up a white object (ālambana) and white dharmas generates a white (śukla), undefiled,

28

Indratapanā: Mv: III.226 / Jones 1949-1956: III.221; Puṣpāvatī: Mv: III.231 / Jones 1949-1956:
III.225; Abhayapurā: Mv: III.234 / Jones 1949-1956: III.226; Devapurā: Mv: III.235-236 / Jones 19491956: III.228; Siṃhapurī: Mv: III.238 / Jones 1949-1956: III.229; Dīpavatī: Mv: III.239 / Jones 19491956: III.229; Ketumatī: Mv: III.240 / Jones 1949-1956: III.230. The second, third and fourth in this
list all reference the preceding city for elaboration of the description. The fifth, that of Sākyamuni, refers
the reader / reciter back to Indratapanā and the subsequent mentions merely proscribe the descriptions
be made as they were before. This cascading structure of references in organising the elaboration of
descriptions is to be recalled when we come to look at the patterns in the description of palm trees in
the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra below.
29
Mv: I.259 / Jones 1949-1956: I.215.
30
See Tournier 2017: 112, 272~.
31
Mv: II.309-311 / Jones 1949-1956: II.290-291.
32
Stuart 2015: I.486-491.
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form (rūpa) in the realm of gods and men. This mapping continues through red,
yellow, grey, and black down to the hell realms. There is also considerable extension
of the metaphors into all permutations of the painter’s craft and equipment.
This entire set of metaphors is used as means of explicating the observing of the
mind in a system of meditative practice. It is quite clearly a programme with a strong
visual component, and is not unrelated to the adoption of various coloured kaṣina in
the Vimuttimagga and Visuddhimagga.33 The point here is that we have a list of
colours, a mapping of those colours set within a literary figure adapted for the
systemisation of meditative practices, and a distinctly visual flavour, both to the figure
and the programme of practice. What is also important to note is Stuart’s perception
that this passage serves to ‘presage a vijñānavāda metaphysics.’34 Furthermore, this
programme of practice is set within a text that Stuart also suggests may embody
Mahāyāna ideology, concerns, and practices.35 If we also take into consideration the
fact that this passage comes from the earlier strata of this text, that is between 150 CE
and 400 CE, then there are grounds to identify in it an example that is related to the
example from the Larger Sukhāvativyūhasūtra.36
From the above review we can conclude that the use of precious materials and
of colours in set lists or sequences mapped onto parts of an alternate conceptual
domain are closely allied and associated in the construction of literary and visualised
imagery. It seems that the choice of this form reflected an association with image
construction variously understood. This association is manifest in either a mental
image in visualising a pure land, in a literary image describing a royal capital of a
previous Buddha, in the deployment of the figure of artistic producer and their
production as model of the generative capacity of meditative practice, or in an actual

33

(Vimuttimagga) Ehara et al. 1961: 124~; Vism: 172~ / Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli 2010 (1956): 164~. See
also the arguments against the notion that these texts are not concerned with visualisation, Gethin 2006:
96-100, and in particular p.99.
34
Stuart 2015: I.296.
35
Stuart 2015: I.224, I.205, and see also pp. I.111, I.290-295 that includes this text’s discussions of the
importance of perception (sañja) in the construction of the experience of the world and the fundamental
nature of the mind-consciousness element (manovijñānadhātu) to the other five sense consciousnesses,
including the position that all sense objects are merely products of false descrimination
(saṅkalpamātra). This is a position close to those discussed in chapter 2.
36
Stuart 2015: I.43-45, I.226.
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concrete image in icon production. As mentioned, this survey includes several texts
that are ostensibly oriented to non-Mahāyāna perspectives. Nonetheless, most of those
texts show some affinity to the Mahāyāna in their reflection of certain tropes, and
linguistic attributes, if not actually explicit Mahāyāna perspectives. However, it is the
presence of the sequence of signifiers of appearance and the degree of elaboration to
the structure to be found in these descriptions that is my focus here. The more elaborate
and complex examples appear to betray a richer texture of functions and therefore
another dimension of communicative intent.

4.2 Possible Explanations: Metaphor, Memorisation and Visualisation.
Metaphor
There are several possibilities in explanation of the additional level of
complexity found in some of these descriptive passages. As is clear from the above
discussions of the Saddharmasmṛtyupasthānasūtra, metaphor plays an important role
in the development of some of these passages that go beyond mere literary functions.
It is feasible that the structuring of certain of the more complex passages of our focus
reflect, even imperfectly, a methodical approach to metaphor that seeks to elaborate
upon a principal identification in its various parts. Whether this is the result of a
conscious attempt at such a construction or is simply as an echo of poetic technique
transferred into other parts of composition is hard to ascertain.
There are a number of distinctions drawn between various types of comparative
figures of speech by later theoreticians of poetry that may be appropriate to assign as
a structuring principle. In the case of the Larger Sukāvatīvyūhasūtra the more
extensive sequences that pair parts of the tree with various of the seven precious
materials could reflect a similar intent as that behind such forms as the metaphor that
is complete in all its parts (samastavastuviṣayarūpaka). A figure of speech Gerow
describes as ‘a rūpaka in which the subject of identification and its several parts or
aspects are identified in rigorously parallel fashion with the object and its several
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parts.’37 However, the principal identification of ratnavṛkṣa doesn’t express identity in
a strictly regular manner that would be appropriate for a metaphor (rūpaka).38 In the
arrangement ratnavṛkṣa it could also be understood as a simile (upamā), a tree that is
like a jewel. However, we can probably conclude that this compound is not intended
primarily as a poetic device, at least not by the later standards of alaṃkāraśāstra, but
is simply a descriptive determinative - a tree that is (made of) jewels and not one
compared to jewels for the additional understanding of it in terms of the properties of
jewels. The immediately following qualification of the various types with addition of
-varṇa and -maya appears to corroborate this view.39 However, when this passage is
considered as a whole, the notion of a metaphorical understanding of the trees as jewels
seems more sustainable. Furthermore, the structure of these more complex patterns
may well have been informed by a poetic tradition that gave birth to the analysis of
figures of speech in such patterns as the garland (mālā), where the same subject is
compared to a longer list of other objects, and the rope (raśanā), where the object of
identification in one metaphor becomes the subject of the next, and so on.40

Mnemotechnics
A second possibility in explanation of the additional levels of complexity that
are found in descriptive passages is that of memorisation. Contrary, in some degree,
to McMahan’s theorising on the importance of writing to the Mahāyāna,41 it is clear
from examining several Mahāyāna texts closely that the description given by Gethin
of Indian learning is accurate: namely that ‘the oral origins of Indian learning
continued to inform its structure long after its exponents had begun to commit it to

37

Gerow 1971: 257. See also He 2011: 140~ on the use of this figure in the Lalitavistara.
See Gerow 1971: 241.
39
LSukh: 36.6-10. On the use of -maya(ṭ) as a suffix see Tubb and Boose 2007: 125.
40
Gerow 1971: 251, 252 drawing on Rudraṭa’s Kāvyālaṅkāra 8.50, Mammaṭa’s Kāvyaprakāśa 94, 145
& 146 and Udbhaṭa’s Kāvyālaṃkārasārasaṃgraha 1.13.
41
See, for example, McMahan 2002: 89-90, 97-98 etc. and cf. more minimal acknowledgement of the
continued importance of orality (2002: 95).
38
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writing.’42 Furthermore, Gethin has made clear the importance of lists as a basic
mnemonic device.43 The use of lists is apparent as the basis for improvisation in their
creative amalgamation in novel patterns during performance,44 as well as a general
analytic strategy and constitutive component of meditative practices.45 If we take the
amalgamation of the two lists that we see in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra into
consideration, it is feasible that some similar influences are at play here.
As noted above, there is extensive repetition here and in other examples, and
Allon in his detailed study of mnemonic function in the Pāli canon has stated
‘Repetition is undoubtedly a mnemonic device.’46 Similarly, Harrison states that
repetition has an ‘obvious mnemonic function’, and adds that several of the elements
studied by Allon such as stock formulas, parallel structures, the concrescence of
synonyms, and the use of numerical lists and categories all contribute to this mnemonic
function.47 The use of parallel structures that are ‘a form of repetition [...] of a structure
with the replacement of key elements to produce differences of meaning’48 may well
help our understanding of the example cited above in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. However,
connection to structures of semantic inversion most frequently seen in the narration of
characters’ thoughts remains to be tested.49 I will have cause to return to these
structures as they relate to the question of diagramming below.50
Nevertheless, whilst He allows for the mnemonic function of repetition, she also
maintains the importance of repetition as a literary and aesthetic device, extending the
definition of repetition to include images and themes.51 Part of this argument includes

42

Gethin 1992: 149.
See Gethin 1992: 155
44
See Gethin 1992: 156, 161.
45
See Gethin 1992: 164-166.
46
Allon 1997: 357.
47
See Harrison 2003: 123.
48
Allon 1997: 361.
49
See Allon 1997: 237~, 252.
50
The structures we will observe below also brings to mind methods of recitation and memorisation
such as the kramapāṭha, although this connection remains to be explored.
51
See He 2011: 168.
43
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the notion that similes play a role in memorisation, which Marino has suggested is
comparable to ‘memory palace’ techniques as exemplified by Cicero.52 In this case an
image of a part of a structure is associated with a piece of information for later recall.
In the examples Marino analyses from the ‘city-as-dharma’ simile seen in
the Nagarasutta of the Aṅguttara Nikāya, abstract concepts from Buddhist practice
such as faith (śraddhā) are associated with parts of the city, in this case a pillar
(stambha).53 The use of similes to aid further understanding of abstract concepts is of
course a commonplace in Indian Buddhist literature and their use in this way is
plausible. However, in the case of the example of most interest to us here, it seems that
the function of images of many different types of trees enumerated in this patterned
fashion is not motivated by exegesis or retention of doctrinal and practical concepts in
that precise manner. There appears simply not enough differentiation in the mental
images conjured up to significantly aid in memorisation. In fact, it would seem that
this proliferation of similar images would serve to work against the signposting of a
clear conceptual structure.
It is also important to ask why this passage regarding trees is structured in this
manner and the surrounding prose, which also details aspects of Sukahāvatī, is not
similarly treated? In more general terms, the repetitions that we see in the Mahāvastu’s
descriptions of Dipavatī, for example, are less distinct from their contexts and
delineate each individual part of the city to a greater or lesser degree in a way that is
redolent of the example of trees from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. This is
undertaken in a manner that is also not dissimilar to the enumeration of the city as
fortress simile in Marino’s example. It is then impossible to rule out either that the
example of the trees in the Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra is aberrant in its difference from the
surrounding text, or that the comparison is involved in the use of images to aid
memorisation. There are then several unresolved elements to the above brief overview.
However, it does seem to me that, in considering all of the above, memorisation cannot
be ruled out as a factor in determining the nature of the repetitive and structured

52
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See Marino 2017: 36.
AN IV 106-13 / Bodhi 2012: 1075.

139

passages found within these descriptions.

Visualisation
In work that is foundational to my approach to this material Gethin has explored
another important explanation for the specific passage found in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra in his support for a similar view of the Mahāsudassanasutta: that
it be seen as a kind of cognitive stencil for meditative practices involving
visualisation.54 Although Gethin is conscious of the problematic nature of this English
term, for which there is no clear equivalent, he nonetheless argues convincingly for
the visual flavour to the meditation practices that are seemingly encoded in the
narrative descriptions of Mahāsudarśana’s palace.55 Gethin also sees a ‘certain
symbolism’ in the myth of the Mahāsudassanasutta that would allow the story of
Mahāsudarśana to be understood as a narrative of the Buddhist path generally.56
However, it is his arguments against the perceived lack of corroborating evidence for
specifically visual approaches to these passages that are worth taking note of. These
arguments are substantiated by the charting of parallel uses of jewelled descriptions in
contexts that are more explicitly concerned with visualisation. They are further
supported with the observation of the use of verbs in the Mahāsudassanasutta such as
P. √mā + causative (to mentally create)57 and P. o + √lok (to survey) as the corollary
of the Sanskrit (vi) + ava + √lok (to look over). This is a term that Gethin notes has
been identified by Yamabe as a part of the technical vocabulary of visualisation
practices and ‘as the verb used for surveying the initial object in the practice of aśubha
and kasiṇa meditation’.58 It is worth also mentioning here that the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
frequently uses the verb (vi) + ava + √lok in discussions of named samādhis and other
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Gethin 2006: 93~
See Gethin 2006: 96-99.
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Gethin 2006: 87.
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The affix derived from the equivalent root in Sanskrit is the most frequent repetition in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra passage and is discussed in more detail below.
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attainments, and also employs it to describe Sudhana’s action in encountering several
of the glittering spectacles connected with his kalyāṇamitras in that text.59 In this
regard we can mention the episode from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra in which the nightgoddess Praśāntarutasāgaravatī observes the body of Vairocana, where this verb is
used ten times in structured succession.60 We can also point here to the discussions of
Schmithausen on the practice of aśubhabhāvana outlined in the Śrāvakabhūmi. This,
it should be reiterated, involves the generation of mental images without the drawback
of constructive and discriminatory conceptualisation (vikalpa) that supersedes the
prior contemplation (vipaśyanā) of a mental image (pratibimba) with direct
apprehension of the object involving a ‘non-conceptualizing (nirvikalpa) cognition or
insight (pratyakṣaṃ jñānadarśanam)’ in the stages of tranquillity (śamatha).61
The work of Harrison that Gethin uses in support of his view of the
Mahāsudassanasutta as concerned with the visual mode is even more direct in its
engagement with the specific passage we are focused on in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. Harrison suggests we see this elaborate description as ‘kinetic’,
and as a ‘template for visualisation’ that we could liken to a ‘wiring diagram for a
television’, a ‘script’ for a play or ‘musical score’.62 The emphasis on the performance
of such structured passages and the shift from single coloured / fabricated trees to those
of varying parts of different colours / materials is what animates this script in
Harrison’s view. Although the complexity of the mental imagery involved in this
passage seems to call into question the viability of this proposition, Collins’ remarks
on the role of textual repetition in meditation bolster this view to a degree. In his setting
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For example, Maitreya famously instructs Sudhana to enter the great kūṭāgāra at the climax of his
quest: gaccha kulaputra asya vairocanavyūhālaṃkāragarbhasya mahākūṭāgārasya abhyantaraṃ
praviśya vyavalokaya | (Gv: 407). Other examples can be cited with varying inflections: King Anala’s
instruction to Sudhana to look over the interior of his marvellous palace that, despite being motivated
in the excusing of kalyāṇamitra’s poor conduct, implies both material wealth and the fruits of spiritual
practice (Gv: 122); Gopa’s named liberation and actions surrounding her verse exegesis of it (Gv: 304305); Sudhana’s acquisition of several ‘eyes’ in his encounter with the goddess Dharmapadmaśrīkuśalā
that also enables this type of vision (Gv: 341).
60
Gv: 223.
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out of the process by which a monk thoroughly masters or familiarises himself with
the contemplation of the body, Collins lays out the transition from external recitation
to mental recitation and thence to full understanding, or penetration, of the meditation
object. That is an object of meditation that is constituted by text as it is described in
the Paramatthajotikā I, Sammohavinodanī, and Visuddhimagga. What is interesting is
the degree of recitation: ‘as many as a hundred thousand repetitions’, and the
stipulation that the lists of the 32 parts of the body be rehearsed in both forward and
reverse order.63 If we take repetition of particular arrangements of text as a marker of
practical intent on this basis, then what Harrison refers to as the ‘impossibly prolix’
nature of these descriptions does indeed become much more understandable.64 This
does also corroborate the suggestion that our main example may either bear the legacy
of such a use or indeed have had another intended function besides mere description.
The simple inversion pattern commended by the Pāli texts for this repetition should
also be borne in mind when we come to examine in more detail the patterns of this
passage below.
Further corroboration for a view of this passage in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra as a visualisation can be found in the Guan wuliangshoufo jiang
(*Amitāyurdhyānasūtra). Of uncertain, but likely much later, date than the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra this text that was possibly compiled in the Turfan area was
‘translated’ in the 5th century CE and is explicitly concerned with visualisation
practice.65 This is important as it contains a distinct adaptation of the passage we are
interested in as part of a much larger description.66 The enumeration of the colour of
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Collins 1992: 127 citing Vbh-a: 225, Vism: 242. For an apparent example of forward and reverse
recitation in the corpus of this study see Mv: II.331-312 / Jones 1949-1956: II.293.
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Harrison 2003: 121.
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On the date see Eltschinger 2015b: 221 discussing T.365 and citing Fujita 1970 and Tanaka 1990.
See also Vetter 2004: 70. Regarding visualisation see, for example, ‘I, the Tathāgata, shall now teach
you, Vaidehī, and all sentient beings of the future how to visualize the Western Land of Utmost Bliss.
By the power of the Buddha all will be able to see the Pure Land as clearly as if one were looking at
one’s own reflection in a bright mirror’ (Trans. Inagaki & Stewart 2003: 68).
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‘The Buddha said to Ānanda and Vaidehī, “When you have accomplished visualization of the ground,
next contemplate the jeweled trees. This is how to do so. Visualize each one and then form an image of
seven rows of trees, each being eight thousand yojanas high and adorned with seven-jeweled blossoms
and leaves. Each blossom and leaf has the colors of various jewels. From the beryl-colored blossoms
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the lights emanating from the jewelled blossoms and leaves of seven rows of trees in
a cyclical pattern is clearly reminiscent of the earlier text. This inclusion of a corrupted
echo of our passage from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra by authors of a much more
proximate perspective makes the notion that this structuring element in a description
is, in fact, indicative of the ‘method’ and ‘matter’ of visualisation that much more
defensible.
It is also important to mention here the Wuliangshou jing youbotishe
yuanshengjie (*Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa).67 Translated by Bodhiruci in 529-531 CE this
is a work of great importance to East Asian Pure Land Buddhism that purports to be a
commentary on the Larger Sukhāvativyūhasūtra. Aside from the fact that the
*Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa’s shorter length makes it appear more like a summary or
condensation, its relationship to the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra has also been
characterised as ‘problematic’.68 It has further been suggested that the description of
Sukhāvatī it contains is more closely related to a generic type found in the
Mahāyānasaṃgraha of Asaṅga.69 Nonetheless, the

*Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa

recommends strongly visualisation as the fourth and most important of ‘five
contemplative gates’ used to ‘reveal [the way] to meditate on Pure Land, to see Buddha
Amitāyus, and to be born in his land.’70 To be more specific, the verses and prose autocommentary in this text includes a list of seventeen merits of the pure land used to
explain how this meditation is to be undertaken. This is a list of descriptive items, the
eighth of which references the description of jewelled trees. It does not include similar
elaborate structures to the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha’s description of jewel-trees and is
closer in its presentation to the *Amitāyurdhyānasūtra. However, Kiyota clearly sees

and leaves issues forth a golden light. From the crystal-colored [blossoms and leaves] issues forth a
crimson light. From the agate-colored [blossoms and leaves] issues forth a sapphire light. From the
sapphire-colored [blossoms and leaves] issues forth a green pearl light.”’ Trans. Inagaki & Stewart
2003: 70
67
For a summary and further references see Eltschinger 2015b: 225-226.
68
Payne 1996: 234.
69
See Payne 1996: 235 and the description in Mahāyānasaṃgraha 10.30 Trans. in Lamotte 1973: 317322 .
70
T.1524 English Trans. Kiyota 1978: 274.

143

in this text a connection to the passage we are interested in when he expands on the
verse: ‘From the towers of the palace [i.e. Pure Land],71 we can observe all quarters
without obstruction: trees emit different lights [e.g. from a yellow flower-tree emits a
red light] and jewel-railings surround [those trees].’72

As we have now seen, there is a considerable number of possible explanations
for the way that this passage in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra and others like it
appear: a transference of the structure used for the poetic ornamentation of literature
in various types of metaphor; one or other facets of intended memorisation technique
related to oral performance; or, as a cognitive stencil for visualisation. There are likely
currents of all of these that course through the parallel passages discussed above. This
raises several questions. If, as Gethin maintains, some of these descriptions evolved
out of the mythology of cakravartins such as Mahāsudarśana, how is it possible to
distinguish definitively between those examples that are mythology and those with
other more pragmatic functions? Similarly, if there are other transmissional and
compositional factors at work, what degree of complexity do we believe enables the
differentiation between the simple need for memorisation and an intended function of
visualisation? Or, for that matter, which examples carry only an echo of poetic and
literary technique? If we turn our attention to the passage in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra there are further questions. As mentioned above, why has just
this portion of the description been singled out for special treatment and why is this
particular symbol of the tree combined with those of the precious materials? Before
proposing an alternative approach to this passage that takes into account several of the
above explanations and contributes to answering the former questions, it is worth
exploring some possible solutions to the latter.
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4.3 Ratnavṛkṣa
We have already noted the prevalence of garden and paradisiacal imagery in
chapter 3, as well as the presence of wish-fulfilling trees in these domains. We have
also touched on the reasons for the presence of images of wealth and especially jewels
in these ‘visual materials’. However, before we proceed any further it is useful to probe
why certain elements of the description may have been singled out for preferential
treatment and explore what the prevalent images in the passage we are examining may
signify.

Ratna
The concept of the seven precious materials (saptaratna), of which the
individual elements of these jewelled trees (ratnavṛkṣa) are composed, is a rich
metaphor. Material counterparts of this concept are also prevalent in the archaeological
evidence, and have diverse roots in India and beyond. The concept has been posited
by Liu as deriving from Kauṭilya’s seven limbs (saptāṅga) of the state, and the notion
of seven treasures typical of the idealised cakravartin was present in both Buddhism
and Jainism.73 Although in Jainism the number of treasures differs, in the Pāli textual
tradition – as embodied by the Cakkavattisīhanādasuttanta – the seven are given as:
the wheel; elephant; horse; gem; woman; householder; and minister.74 At what point
the metaphorical description of these items as treasures mapped onto seven luxury
trade items from as far afield as the Roman Mediterranean is less clear.75 Nonetheless,
these seven gems became symbolic of wealth and excellence and even emblematic of
the Buddha as he was identified with the figure of the cakravartin. These were no mere
imaginative identifications however, as archaeological finds from Kuṣāna era
Gandhāra prove the adornment of reliquary monuments (stūpas) with the seven
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precious substances and their use as offerings.76
As we have also seen in chapter 3, the concept of the jewel (ratna) also bore
other meanings. This item was associated with heavens and divine beings, their
palaces, and their inherent luminescence. The term also suggests a primary position in
any class of objects or beings.77 Jewels were further thought to be obtained as a result
of meritorious actions. As pointed out by Granoff, this is parallel with the notion that
visions arise as a result of beings’ kuśalamūla, as can be seen in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā, and correlates with the further pan-Indian idea that gems are
powerful magical objects with the ability to affect reality.78
It is also important to mention here the related notion of the wish-fulfilling jewel,
the cintāmaṇi. This jewel, that is occasionally said to have been acquired from the
head of a nāga king,79 was considered to be hard to see and acquire, and had the
capacity to fulfil all one’s worldly wishes.80 Much like the Buddha,81 this was
considered to be the foremost amongst gems and is often used as a comparison in the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.82 This text also contains thematisations of these qualities
in narrative form including versions of the story of the Bodhisattva Mahātyāgavat
which is related to legends of the brothers Kalyāṇakārin and Pāpakārin.83 This
cintāmaṇi, according to the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra, can grant such wishes as the
alleviation of hunger and thirst by the application of mere thought.84 This is not so
surprising when we consider that the first part of this compound is a nominal derived
from the root that denotes the directing of ones thought, or thinking (√cint). Interpreted
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more poetically, it could also be understood that thought itself is the gem that gives
fruit to any desire. This is an idealist gloss that may not always be justified, but the
*Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa compares the cintāmaṇi with the ‘perfecting of the power
[bala] beyond conceptual thought [acintya]’.85 This supports the traditional association
of this text with a yogācāra perspective and also points towards perception free from
vikalpa that we discussed earlier. It is also significant that this comparison is invoked
in order to justify the listing of the seventeen merits (i.e. descriptive items) used for
visualisation.

Vṛkṣa
The second part of our compound is vṛkṣa, a generic term for trees. Most often
encountered in Buddhist texts when used in reference to the tree under which the
Buddha achieved enlightenment (bodhivṛkṣa or sometimes bodhidruma / bodhivaṭa),
it seems here not to refer to the Peepul (ficus reliogiosa) but to a species of Palm.
Whilst our specific sequence from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra only uses vṛkṣa,
the parallels discussed above, such as that in the Mahāvastu, more frequently use the
term tāla and it seems fairly clear that this is the type of tree intended.86 Colebrooke,
Schmithausen and others suggest this signifies the widely distributed Palmyra Palm
(borassus flabellifer) although von Hinüber suggests that it means the Talipot Palm
(corypha umbraculifera), at least when it occurs in the compound tālapatra denoting
the leaves used in writing early manuscripts.87 In either case it seems clear that a type
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of palm is intended.
What exactly palms symbolised in the context of Mahāyāna literature remains
unclear. The 4th century lexicographer Amarasiṃha gives tṛṇarāja as a synonym for
tāla which, literally taken, translates as ‘king of grasses’, and perhaps we could
suppose some of this regal gloss applies.88 The palm grove is certainly a feature of the
descriptions of royal capitals. This regal association is substantiated by the fact that
not only is Mahāsudarśana’s royal capital Kusāvatī surrounded by seven rows of palm
trees (P. tālapanti),89 but the image of the palm tree features on the doors to the various
kūṭāgāras of his Dhamma palace within which he practices meditation.90 On its door
the gold kūṭāgāra has a silver palm tree with silver trunk and gold leaves and fruit, and
the silver kūṭāgāra has on its door a gold palm tree with a gold trunk and silver leaves
and fruit. The description continues similarly with the doors of the beryl and crystal
kūṭāgāras. This passage echoes with some of the more complex patterns seen in other
parts of this text, with the Mahāvastu, and with the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.
Furthermore, as Gethin sets out, the commentary to this text is explicit in identifying
these kūṭāgāras as places of meditation (P. jhānāghāra).91 It would appear that not
only is the palm tree a royal symbol, but that it is also one deemed suitable to signify
dhyāna, at least in the decorative scheme imagined by the redactors of this version of
the Mahāsudarśana myth. This contributes to an explanation for the choice of the
image of palm trees upon which to focus the application of elaborately structured
passages that may have been used for visualisation.
In corroboration of the view of the palm as regal signifier is a relief from Bhārhut
that depicts what appears to be a royal couple in their palace.92 Directly in front of this
establishment are two palm trees. It is, of course, possible this is an incidental detail,
but the visual economy of this roundel seems to suggest that these two trees are
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significant in indicating the association of this tree with royalty. The existing
description of this image suggests we view it as a depiction of the worship of tāla trees,
although I am not certain this is in fact the case.93 I would prefer to take the evidence
from the occurrence of this motif in several textual descriptions of royal capitals and
palaces as indicating it was a principal symbol of royal domains.
Also relevant to the central example in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha is another
type of tree. As we have noted above the paradisiacal images of heavens and palaces
often feature wish-fulfilling trees, and Fontein notes their use as a visual signifier of
heavens.94 The Mahābhārata describes Indra’s abode Amarāvatī as furnished with
jewels and trees yielding fruit according to one’s whim,95 and the presence of these
trees as a feature of heavens and heavenly palaces is also borne out in Pāli literature,
as Collins has observed.96 This arboreal aspect to heavenly abodes is connected to the
famous myths of the churning of the ocean of milk (samudramanthana) by the devas
and asuras. This is an action that produced the fourteen jewels (caturdaśaratna), some
of which reappear in the lists of the seven precious gems of a cakravartin, and among
which is the pārijāta that, as we have noted above, was taken by Indra to his paradise
where it stood alongside the kalpavṛkṣa, the wish-fulfilling tree under whose shade all
wishes are granted.
The first part of the compound kalpavṛkṣa derives from the same verbal root we
examined above, namely √kḷp. While kalpa has many meanings, it occurs in
constructions along with vikalpa and avikalpa in Mahāyāna sūtras and may indicate a
negative view on conceptual discrimination, as we saw above. Here it has more
positive connotations for the productive nature of imagination.
The interweaving of the identities of the wish-fulfilling tree (kalpavṛkṣa), also
known as the kalpadruma, kalpataru, or devataru, and the wish-fulfilling creeper
(kalpalatā, or -vallī), and its close alliance with the goddesses who reside in these trees
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(vanadevatā) has been observed over seventy years ago by C. Sivaramamurti and V.S.
Agrawala.97 As mentioned above, these associations are connected to the variants of
the Indian cosmogonic story of the emergence of the fourteen gems at the churning of
the ocean of milk by the gods, and as such are well represented in literature and art.98
Both of these scholars note the prevalence and close consort of motifs of the wishfulfilling tree and creeper with copius ornaments and gems in Indian art, such as the
reliefs at Bharhut, as well as the popularity of this notion amongst kavis.99 C.
Sivaramamurti picks out a number of verses from Kālidāsa’s Abhijñānaśākuntalam
and the Uttaramegha of his Meghadhūta that illustrate the supply of cloth and jewels
by these trees.100 Although this dramatic work is most probably later than our
examples, this concept is attested in earlier works of kāvya. As Schlingloff discusses,
the great Buddhist poet Aśvaghoṣa relishes the details of this tree in his Mahākāvya
the Saundarānanda.101 It thus seems safe to say it was a common part of Indian cultural
knowledge, and we can reiterate again that the Mahāyāna descriptions populate their
gardens with fabulously jewelled trees and features of the ideal pleasure garden.

It would appear that a plant metaphorically viewed as a jewel is very close to
being described as giving forth jewels, and then as being composed of actual gems. It
also seems it was generally accepted that, along with other divine beings and abodes,
these trees shone.102 This would explain the assumptions seen in the
*Amitāyurdhyānasūtra and *Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa that describe the light emitted
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from the trees and their divergence at this point in their description from the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. It would seem that the trees in the examples studied are clearly
conflated with these fecund images and the capacity of the mind (imagination or wish)
to give forth fruits. Or, as V.S. Agrawala puts it, ‘the mind is the kalpavṛkṣa or wishing
tree’, and, in regard to the wish-fulfilling creeper listed in the Matsya Purāṇa, ‘the
pārijāta [...] is the same as the kalpavṛkṣa, the heavenly tree which symbolises mind.’
However, the precise distinction made above between the tāla and the
bodhivṛkṣa as a tree that is closely associated with aśvattha, the paradigmatic tree that
could be a potent sacred locus (caityavṛkṣa), does not imply that the authors of the
texts of my corpus were so pedantic.103 They would have appeared to have felt free to
ascribe attributes of one type of tree to the other. In particular, in the case of the current
example in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra the ratnavṛkṣas are said to emit a pleasing
sound when the wind rustles their leaves. This is a characteristic more commonly
ascribed to the bodhivṛkṣa and is in fact directly related to the actual sonic
characteristics of the rustling of the ficus religiosa, as is noted by Amarasiṃha.104
However, the Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra also attributes these sounds to palm trees and to
jasmine found in Abhiratī and also distinguishes them from the wish fulfilling tree
(kalpataru).105

Text as Tree
Finally, we can add one further layer of semantic connotation. It is possible that
the focus on palm trees, and by extension wish-fulfilling trees, reflects not just their
popularity as a motif for literary savants who were immersed in the worlds of poetry,
and their potential to bear the metaphorical fruit (phala) of religious practice,106 but
also demonstrates a kind of punning (śleṣa) whereby the text that constitutes or
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supports the meditation, also emblematises the physical support of that text. In the case
of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra this supposition assumes a text written on palm
leaves rather than birchbark (bhūrjapatra), or a purely oral transmission, but that
distinction may be moot in the case of a meta-reflexive comment of this kind. The
Mahābhārata famously likens itself to a tree in all its constituent parts at the beginning
of the Ādi Parvan.107 The Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra, however, compares itself to a
ratnavṛkṣa.108 This sūtra, similar to a jewel-tree, is radiant, causes all (virtuous)
qualities to come into being and, perhaps less obviously, stands either in or alongside
a beautiful house. If, as Emmerick translates it, we take saṃ√stha to indicate that a
ratnavṛkṣa stood inside a house this would make the designation hard to square with
either jewelled trees as a part of seven rings of trees circling an idealised city or with
the enlightenment tree. It does seem possible though that what is intended here is the
bodhighara. Ghara is the Middle Indo-Aryan equivalent of Sanskrit gṛha, and so the
‘beautiful house’ (sugṛha) of the ratnavṛkṣa is the elaborate structure often depicted
as constructed around the base of the bodhivṛkṣa.109 Seemingly, here ratnavṛkṣa refers
to the enlightenment tree and not to our Palms. Nonetheless, we still see that the text
as tree was a plausible identification.
The individual parts that go in to make up the concepts of saptaratna and
ratnavṛkṣa – for example gold (suvarṇa) or flower (puṣpa) – obviously carry their own
semantic freight. A detailing of all the constituent parts, although certainly useful,
would be cumbersome and we can now turn to an alternative explanation for the
patterns in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.

4.4 Semiotic Method and Indexical Icons
From the above it appears feasible that the passage in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, and its closest parallels as determined by the degree of
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elaboration of the structure found within them, can be understood as visualisations and
conditioned by memorisation practices. An alternative way to describe such a degree
of structured repetition would be to invoke the concept of ritual. The first description
does not preclude the second here and it is possible to understand the repetition of text
that underlies visualisation described above as not dissimilar to ritual, or at least to
ritualised behaviour.110 It is also possible to see the greater degree of structure and
internal repetition, what I have referred to as complex patterns, found in myth and
ritual as a means that goes beyond mnemonic technique in the communicating of a
message or messages.111 These are messages that are couched in, and emerge from, the
use of particularly poetic means.112 For example, means such as repetition, alliteration,
tautology, concatenation of resemblances, reduplication, parallelism, and chiasmus.
All of these can be considered as factors that announce the presence of a discourse
event, along with the purposes of a passage, and that are consciously constructed to
maximise rhetorical effect.113

Yelle’s Method of Semiotic Analysis
If ‘the task of semiotics is to elucidate the techniques of communication that
have been employed in different cultures,’ then the application of a method of semiotic
analysis to this particular discourse event should help us to understand further the
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techniques used by Mahāyāna textual communities.114 Consequently, this section will
apply the method proposed by Yelle for analysing ritual to the analysis of the patterns
found in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha. This method is effectively an expansion of
Tambiah’s view of ritual as a ‘rhetorical performance’ with the addition of a precise
means for analysing the intra- and extra- textual sign relations of any discourse unit
identified as an ‘indexical icon’.115 These are examples of a sign that exhibits the
qualities of both iconicity, resemblance including structural similarity, and
indexicality, that is contiguity or co-occurrence and causality,116 and that involves a
combination of the two relatively non-arbitrary and motivated elements of Peirce’s
triad.117 Yelle’s detailed method of analyses effectively extends Silverstein’s
application of Peircean semiotics to Jakobson’s ‘poetic function’.118 This development
by Silverstein was one that helped cement an ‘interpretation of ritual as “indexical
icon,” a heightening of poetic function that reinforces ritual as a mode of rhetorical
performance,’119 and is one that bridges the gap between a description of
communication that allows for a fungibility of sign relations in phonetic,
morphological, syntactic and semantic planes, and one that extends into the pragmatic
dimension.120
Yelle is particularly concerned with spells, or the rhetoric involved in the
proposal of the extra-linguistic efficacy of magic and mantras.121 Similarly, in our
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example we see a text unit that goes beyond the self-announcing of its presence in its
use of the poetic function of language. The example includes patterns that are
recognisable as such (iconicity), and intra-textual relations either within that unit, or
with resulting resembling units outside of it, that help establish and reinforce indexical
relations on a verbal level that may be substituted for real (natural / actual) relations,
and so be mistaken for efficacy. Such deliberate substitution is amplified if this activity
is set within a view of the artificially constructed or coincidental symbolic associations
of language as actual, or of the signifiers of language as causally connected
ontologically to their referents.122 This is achieved by the use of certain features, part
of the ‘poetic means’, such as repetition, diagramming, accumulation and exhaustion
that are used to aid in the establishing of indexicality and to assist in the constructing
of iconicity. The goal of all of this is to produce certainty in the efficaciousness of the
verbal soteriological tool by the dense texturing of multiple indexes to the aim of that
practice. Or, to borrow Yelle’s phrase, this passage is ‘a type of rhetoric that uses
poetry for persuasion.’123
The method Yelle proposes involves the segmentation and notation of patterns
in the particular portion of a discourse. This is accompanied by a breaking down of a
denoted unit into constituent parts on the phonetic, semantic, and syntactic levels and
identifications which can then be correlated with events / patterns in other contexts.124
In the case of the analysis of the passage in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha it is not clear
that adequate distinctions can be drawn on these differing planes of language.
However, there does appear to be a degree of manipulation in the semantic plane, and
in that of the syntactic. Nevertheless, the conscious use of phonetic patterns in
analogical relation with either semantic or syntactic ones is less obvious. It is also not

in the Atharva Veda establish a ‘magic connection or correlation’.
122
Yelle 2013: 65. Whether it is valid to assign a monolithic view of the arbitrary nature of language
signs in the corpus studied is debatable, and individual sutras’ differing perspectives would need to be
considered on a case by case basis. The basic emic view of all dharmas as empty, and so of language
as being ultimately without referents or the ability to truly reflect reality, does not deny the power of it
to create reality for those still caught in the cycle of interdependent origination (pratītyasamutpāda).
See Rambelli 1998: 93-94, Rambelli 2013: 8 and Kunjunni Raja 1963: 247 on the Buddhist logician’s
views in this regard.
123
Yelle 2013: 39.
124
See Yelle 2013: 31.
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clear as to how any non-verbal (visualised) event precipitated through the repetition of
the verbal mode would be differently organised and so not similarly segmented and
denoted following conversion into text. Furthermore, it remains uncertain how this
semiotic modality could be initially accessible without an estimated and imperfect
falsification via reconstruction in non-mental imagery. Nonetheless, it is possible to
follow the basic procedure and notate the patterns evident in this part of the sūtra.
However, before turning to the analysis, a short note on signlessness and what this
analysis does not involve is warranted.

Signlessness in Buddhism: Animitta
Whether or not it is valid to analyse the passage from the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra in semiotic terms using a contemporary method depends on
scholarly perspective. There are those who would prefer a theoretical framework and
lexicon drawn from a closer temporal and geographical perspective.125 However,
Matilal and Panda have commented that, despite a long history of Indian engagement
with signs, there is no text that establishes an abstracted theory of signs.126 This, they
suggest, is a result of signification being such an obvious concern that it does not merit
separate treatment. Nonetheless, there is discussion involving various terms for the
sign dating back to at least the ca. sixth century BCE.127 Among these terms are liṅga,
lakṣman that is found in Vedic Sanskrit, the related and ubiquitous lakṣaṇa, and the
similarly common nimitta.128 This view on the absence of any abstract theory of
semiosis has recently been challenged by D’Amato.129 In setting out a doctrine of signs
seen in the approximately fourth century yogācāra treatise the Mahāyānsūtrālaṃkāra
D’Amato has proposed that it contains a conception of signlessness (animitta), or

125

For example, see Tzohar 2018: 3. See also below where individual elements of this passage are
posited as explicable by existing Indian poetic concepts and techniques.
126
See Matilal and Panda 1997: 1853.
127
See Matilal and Panda 1997: 1827.
128
See Matilal and Panda 1997: 1827, 1832; D’Amato 2003: 187.
129
See D’Amato 2003: 189.
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rather the completion and perfection of semiosis, as the ultimate soteriological goal
that is expressed by this text.130 The achievement of a state of complete and perfect
awakening (anuttarasamyaksaṃbodhi) is seen here as a condition where there is no
longer any difference between the sign and ultimate reality. The sign comes to
encompass

all

possible

interpretants.131

This

presentation

from

the

Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra follows closely the processes of cognition seen above that
eschew the imaginative construction of subject and object differences (vikalpa). In this
theory three types of sign are described and the transformation of the process of
semiosis is seen as the effect of the final perfected signifier (pariniṣpannalakṣaṇa).132
This sign is described as without fabrication (akalpa) and as one that ‘arrives at the
singularity of immediacy: The perfected signifier is thusness itself, without the
mediation of discursivity and without unreal imagination.’133 However, there appears
to be no explicit method of analysis similar to that described above associated with
this theory of signs, and this chapter includes a semiotic analysis of an element of
Mahāyāna literary culture, and not a description of an alternative Mahāyāna theory of
semiosis, to follow D’Amato’s careful distinction.134
Nevertheless, despite the later emergence of this explicit abstract theory of signs
to be seen in the Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra, it is important to recognise how prevalent a
conception of signlessness as a characeteristic of, or entry point to, the soteriological
goal of many of the Mahāyāna sūtras studied here was. As has been pointed out by
Harvey, the three entrances to liberation (vimokṣamukha), or alternatively nirvāṇa, are
a common series of categories in Buddhist literature in general, namely emptiness
(śūnyatā), signlessness (ānimitta), and wishlessness (apraṇihita).135 The occurrence of

130

Mahāyānsūtrālaṃkāra: 11.38-11.43.
See D’Amato 2003: 198-200.
132
See D’Amato 2003: 198. Mahāyānsūtrālaṃkāra: 11.41, abhāvabhāvatā yā ca bhāvābhāvasamānatā | aśāntaśānta ‘kalpā ca pariniṣpannalakṣaṇam || Having the quality of non-existence and
existence as well as the identity of existence and non-existence, unpacified and pacified, and without
construction: this is the perfected signifier. Trans. D’Amato.
133
D’Amato 2003: 198-199.
134
See D’Amato 2003: 186. See also D’Amato’s very useful overview of studies of Buddhist doctrines
of signs (D’Amato 2003: 187-190).
135
Harvey 1986 cited in D’Amato 2003: 187. For a brief selection of examples see: AsP: 176; Dbh:
114; Gv: 370; LSukh: 29, 41; RP: 16; Sp: 71; Vkn: §3.52, §3.6.
131
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these ideas in concert can be seen in a variety of applications in the corpus studied
here: to describe the Dharma, as synonyms for awakening, as the dwelling place of
those who reside in the Mahāvyūha kūṭāgāra of Vairocana’s ornaments, as descriptive
of particular samādhis, or even merely emanating as sounds from the river in
Sukhāvatī. It is also clear from the use of the terminology briefly outlined above
without direct reference to the three entrances that these terms were an extremely
familiar part of the lexicon of these textual communities. Conceivably, Matilal and
Panda were correct when suggesting that theories of signification are too obvious to
warrant separate consideration as a topic for discussion.

4.5 Analysis of Patterns in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra136
The following sections present the text of the passage detailing the jewel-trees
of Sukhāvatī, a notation of the patterns found in them, and discussion of the textures
of sign relations. To uncover the processes of signification in this sequence it is useful
to represent the structure of the five constituent parts diagrammatically. The divisions
are reflected in the text itself. Using a standard introductory device the narrator (the
Buddha) addresses himself to Ānanda, marking the start of a new part of the sequence
with expressions such as ‘and now Ānanda’. Whether or not Ānanda’s famous facility

136

The example comes from one of a family of texts known for their influence on East Asian ‘Pure
Land’ Buddhism. Considered in many ways as the core scripture of this strand of Buddhism, the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūha of Amitābha (The Array(s) of Amitābha’s Land of Bliss) exists in several languages
and forms. I follow Eltschinger (2015b: 210.) and popular designation of Sukhāvatī as ‘Land of Bliss’.
For the character of Sukhāvatī see Ducor 2004: 375~. The textual history of the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra is reasonably complex and well covered elsewhere. For our reliance on Fujita
Kōtatsu in this regard see Harrison et. al. 2002: 179. For an up to date textual history and further
references see Eltschinger 2015b: 215-216, and Ducor 2004: 368-373. See also Harrison et. al. 2002:
179-180 for the place of the tentatively termed older Sanskrit redaction. The text examined here is drawn
mostly from the so-called Nepalese redaction that, although stemming mainly from manuscripts dated
to around 1147-1167 CE, is to be included in the somewhat tentative dating of the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūha as a whole to the 1st century CE. This dating includes acknowledgement of a core that
may well be around a century older. See Ducor 2004: 372-373 and 373 n.89 on Fujita’s assessment of
a 1st to 2nd century dating for the developed work and a 1st century BCE to 1st Century CE period of
development. See also Fussman 1999: 535 on a possible Buddhist Sanskrit core. For this study I have
made use of the 2011 critical edition of Fujita that is an improvement on the well known editio princeps
of Müller and Nanjio, Ashikaga’s 1965 edition, and updates and supplants his 1992-1996 emendation
of Ashikaga’s edition. Translations are from the avowedly free, but widely utilised, English of Gómez
1996 with notes where necessary.
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for memory is important here, or he is just the ever-popular straight man within the
discourse, is an open question. The only disruption to this is what I have identified as
Part 2. This is not demarcated in the same way and could be considered as an extension
of Part 1. Part 1 enumerates trees of 1 type of material/colour and Part 2 then escalates
this through trees of 2 parts and so on up to 7. I have kept these two parts separate.
Beyond the text marker of Ānanda’s name the parts are explicitly not named, and I
have made an attempt to assign them to the types outlined by Yelle as far as possible.

Keys to Analytical Structures
The following tabulates the signifiers used here to segment and notate the patterns
found in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.

Table 4. Seven precious materials / colours (saptaratna)

Sanskrit137

MMW/ BHSD s.v.

1

suvarṇa

Gold

2

rūpya

Silver

3

vaiḍūrya

(Chryso) Beryl (Cat’s eye)138

4

sphaṭika

Crystal / Quartz

5

musāragalva

Coral (white)

6

lohitamuktā

Red Pearl

7

aśmagarbha

Emerald

137

The precise meaning of several of these terms is in doubt. I have had to select one or the other
meaning in some instances on a relatively arbitrary basis. Where some substantiating evidence is
available it is given.
138
Winder 1990: 37.
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Table 5. Jewel-tree components (ratnavṛkṣa)

Sanskrit

MMWs.v.

A

mūla

Root

B

skandha

Trunk

C

viṭapa

Branch / Bough / Twig

D

śākhā

Branch

E

patra

Leaf

F

puṣpa

Flower

G

phala

Fruit

Part 1: Enumeration (Pairs)
Trees of One Material: Text
te cānanda ratnavṛkṣā nānāvarṇā anekavarṇā anekaśatasahasravarṇāḥ | santi tatra ratnavṛkṣāḥ suvarṇavarṇāḥ
suvarṇamayāḥ | santi rūpyavarṇā rūpyamayāḥ santi
vaiḍūryavarṇā vaiḍūryamayāḥ | santi sphaṭikavarṇāḥ
sphaṭikamayāḥ | santi musāragalvavarṇā musāragalvamayāḥ
| santi lohitamuktāvarṇā lohitamuktāmayāḥ | santy aśmagarbhavarṇā aśmagarbhamayāḥ |139
And, Ānanda, those jewel trees are of various colours, of
numerous colours, and of numerous hundreds of thousands of
colours. There are jewel trees golden in colour, made of gold.
There are some silver in colour, made of silver. There are some
of beryl colour, made of beryl. There are some of crystal
colour, made of crystal. There are some of coral colour, made
of coral. There are some of red pearl colour, made of red
pearl.There are some of emerald colour, made of emerald.140

139

LSukh: 36.5-36.11.
Trans. Gómez 1996: 84 with minor emendations. In particular the translation of the terms for the
various substances follows my own judgements.
140
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Table 6. Trees of one material: pattern

Initial
Reiteration

1

2
1

3
2

4
3

5
4

6
5

7
6

7

We can observe that the pattern is very basic here. It is a list of the trees based
on their colour and what they are made of, with a repetition of the terms as the first
member of each formation, and also vertically, across each phrase unit with the
qualifying second member of every formation being repeated. The first part of the
formation appears to employ phonetic repetition to establish a semantic analogical
relation through co-occurence of the colour and the material, so also announces the
idea of signifiers as effective – or sign relations as non-arbitrary – and presents an
ideology of language as effective in the world. That is to say that the sign of the
material (its appearance as understood as its colour, bearing in mind varṇa is
somewhat polyvalent in this instance) is proposed as equivalent to the material itself.
Following the establishing of this relationship it is not continued in the later parts of
the overall sequence.141
The enumeration, or rather exhaustion, of the full set here establishes a
completeness that also speaks to its efficacy.142 As noted, there are two patterns that
exist. The first suggests an indexical relation between the occurrence of a colour and
precious material (presumably because colours are more easily and more commonly
subjects of visualisation). The second is one of reinforcement of the relationship via
repetition of the two adjectives in apposition. This accumulation in the phonetic plane
is combined with that in the semantic and coordinated with the enumeration of the set
to create an index to the event of visualisation itself.143

141

This view can be supported by the Mahāvastu’s conflation of these terms where it denotes the list of
seven precious substances that follows with varṇa: dīpavatī khalu punar mahāmaudgalyāyana
rājadhānī saptahi vedikājālehi parikṣiptā abhūṣi citrāhi darśaṇīyāhi saptānāṃ varṇānāṃ suvarṇasya
rūpyasya muktāyā vaiḍūryasya sphaṭikasya musāragalvasya lohitikāyā | (Mv: I.194).
142
On ‘exhaustion’ as a type of enumeration see Yelle 2013: 36.
143
See Yelle 2013: 35-37.
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In the first instance the repetition here could also be said to function as a means
of achieving certainty, much like an oath or contract, in the statements it makes. It is
approaching tautology to state something is gold colour, made of gold and so on. This
is a reasonably common means of formulating description as we will see in examples
below. However, the device as it is used here functions much like the oath ‘I promise
to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth,’ as Yelle points out. In
attempting to produce certainty in the accuracy of the description the application of
repetition exhausts the possible options and increases the likelihood of it being taken
as actual.144 The use of a familiar syntactic pattern seen in other statements regarding
the appearance of things, aside from being evidence of shared poetic technique
appropriate to these cases, also creates an index to other similar descriptions through
shared resemblance.

Part 2: Escalation
Trees of Variable Numbers of Materials: Text
santi kecid dvayo ratnayoḥ suvarṇasya rūpyasya ca | santi
trayāṇāṃ ratnānāṃ145 suvarṇasya rūpyasya vaiḍūryasya ca |
santi caturṇāṃ suvarṇasya rūpyasya vaiḍūryasya sphaṭikasya
ca | santi pañcānāṃ suvarṇasya rūpyasya vaiḍūryasya
sphaṭikasya musāragalvasya ca | santi ṣaṇṇāṃ suvarṇasya
rūpyasya
vaiḍūryasya
sphaṭikasya
musāragalvasya
lohitamuktāyāś
ca
|
santi
saptānāṃ
ratnānāṃ
suvarṇasya rūpyasya
vaidūryasya
sphaṭikasya
musāragalvasya
lohitamuktāyā
aśmagarbhasya
ca
146
saptamasya ||
There are trees of two precious substances, gold and silver;
there are [those] of three precious substances, gold, silver, and
beryl; there are [those] of four precious substances, gold,
silver, beryl, and crystal; there are [those] of five precious
144

See Yelle 2013: 38-39.
This additional mention of jewels is included in the following 3 lines in high, but varying, numbers
of Ms. (Lsukh: 36 n. 3-6).
146
LSukh: 36.11-36.18.
145
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substances, gold, silver, beryl, crystal, and coral; there are
[those] of six precious substances, gold, silver, beryl, crystal,
coral, and red pearl; there are [those] seven precious
substances, gold, silver, beryl, crystal, coral, red pearl, and
emerald as the seventh.147
Table 7. Trees of variable number of materials: pattern

Trees of

2

materials

1

2

3

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

The second part of this discourse event shows repetition as well as a kind of
pragmatic (i.e. performative) relationship between the numerical statement and the
actual number of colours / materials then counted out. That is to say that after having
stated that there are trees constructed of two types of materials the text then goes on to
count out those two materials, and so on. It also features exhaustion in enumerating
the set in an escalating fashion. We might also ask if this is the diagramming of a heap
of jewels perhaps, or just a way of building momentum into the ritual structure. This
would be conceived as an elevation of excitement and anticipation engendered by a
steady escalation of the members of the list.

Part 3: Concatenation
Trees of Six Parts X and One Part Y, Categories α – η: Text
tatrānanda sauvarṇamayāṇāṃ vṛkṣāṇāṃ suvarṇamayāni
mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni raupyamayāṇi | raupyamayānāṃ vṛkṣāṇāṃ rūpyamayāṇy eva
mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni vaiḍūryamayāṇi | vaiḍūryamayānāṃ vṛkṣānāṃ vaiḍūryamayāṇi
147

Trans. Gómez 1996: 84 with minor emendations.
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mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni sphaṭikamayāni | sphaṭikamayānāṃ vṛkṣāṇāṃ sphaṭikamayāny eva
mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni musāragalvamayāni | musāragalvamayānāṃ vṛkṣāṇāṃ musāragalvamayāny eva mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni
lohitamuktāmayāni | lohitamuktāmayānāṃ vṛkṣāṇāṃ lohitamuktāmayāny eva mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi
phalāny
aśmagarbhamayāṇi
|
aśmagarbhamayāṇāṃ
vṛkṣānām aśmagarbhamayāṇy eva mūlaskandhaviṭapaśākhāpattrapuṣpāṇi phalāni suvarṇamayāni ||148
And, Ānanda, the trees made of gold have flowers, leaves,
branches, limbs, trunks, and roots made only of gold, but fruits
made of silver. The trees made of silver have flowers, leaves,
branches, limbs, trunks, and roots made only of silver, but
fruits made of beryl. The trees made of emerald have flowers,
leaves, branches, limbs, trunks, and roots made only of
emerald, but fruits made of crystal. The trees made of crystal
have flowers, leaves, branches, limbs, trunks, and roots made
only of crystal, but fruits made of coral. The trees made of
coral have flowers, leaves, branches, limbs, trunks, and roots
made only of coral, but fruits made of red pearl. The trees made
of red pearl have flowers, leaves, branches, limbs, trunks, and
roots made only of red pearl, but fruits made of emerald. The
trees made of emerald have flowers, leaves, branches, limbs,
trunks, and roots made only of sapphire, but fruits made of
gold.149
Table 8. Trees of six parts x and one part y, categories α – η: pattern

α
β
γ
δ
ε
ζ
η

148
149

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

2
3
4
5
6
7
1

LSukh: 36.18-37.7.
Trans. Gómez 1996: 84 with minor emendations.
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The third and fourth parts exhibit the complete enumeration of every possible
member of a different set, or what Yelle refers to as exhaustion, in combination with
that of the first, namely the various individual elements of the trees in conjunction with
their colours / materials. These two parts also involve two types of concatenation with
varying levels of complexity. The first, in part 3, enumerates seven categories of trees
that have the first six of their elements, the trunk and branches and so on, made of one
type of colour / material, and the final element, their fruit, of another. The colour /
material of the fruit is then that which makes up the first six elements of the next
category of trees, and the fruit of these trees is comprised of the material next on the
list. This continues through the seven precious materials until the final category: trees
made mostly of emerald that have fruits of gold.
Although the concatenation as set out in the diagram above appears to represent
a ratio of 6:1, in fact this is reflective of the semantic import of the passage. In terms
of actual repetitions the ratio is 2:1. The six elements of the tree that are of one colour
/ material are simply listed in an extensive coordinative compound. Their colour /
material is given, as is the colour / material as representative of the whole category of
this type of trees so that we have a repetition of, for example vaiḍūrya, and then the
interjection of the constantly repeated dvandva followed by the introduction of
sphaṭika. The presence of this 2:1 ratio is important to bear in mind when we look at
further parallel patterns involving concatenation below.

Part 4: Phase Shift (Cascading Concatenation)
Trees with Each Part Variable, Categories α – η: Text
keṣāṃcid ānanda vṛkṣāṇāṃ suvarṇamayāni mūlāni
raupyamayāḥ skandhā vaiḍūryamayā viṭapāḥ sphaṭikamayāḥ
śākhā musāragalvamayāni pattrāṇi lohitamuktāmayāni
puṣpāṇy aśmagarbhamayāṇi phalāni | keṣāṃcid ānanda
vṛkṣāṇāṃ raupyamayāṇi mūlāni vaiḍūryamayāḥ skandhāḥ
sphaṭikamayā viṭapā musāragalvamayāḥ śākhā lohitamuktāmayāni pattrāṇy aśmagarbhamayāṇi puṣpāṇi suvarṇamayāni phalāni | keṣāṃcid ānanda vṛkṣāṇāṃ vaiḍūryamayāṇi
mūlāni sphaṭikamayāḥ skandhā musāragalvamayā viṭapā
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lohitamuktāmayāḥ śākhā aśmagarbhamayāṇi pattrāṇi
suvarṇamayāni puṣpāṇi raupyamayāṇi phalāni | keṣāṃcid
ānanda vṛkṣāṇāṃ sphaṭikamayāni mūlāni musāragalvamayāḥ
skandhā lohitamuktāmayā viṭapā aśmagarbhamayāḥ śākhāḥ
suvarṇamayāni pattrāṇi raupyamayāṇi puṣpāṇi vaiḍūryamayāni phalāni | keṣāṃcid ānanda vṛkṣānāṃ musāragalvamayāni mūlāni lohitamuktāmayāḥ skandhā aśmagarbhamayā
viṭapāḥ suvarṇamayāḥ śākhā raupyamayāṇi pattrāṇi
vaiḍūryamayāni puṣpāṇi sphaṭikamayāni phalāni | keṣāṃcid
ānanda vṛkṣāṇāṃ lohitamuktāmayāni mūlāny aśmagarbhamayāḥ skandhāḥ suvarṇamayā viṭapā raupyamayāḥ śākhā
vaiḍūryamayāṇi
pattrāṇi
sphaṭikamayāni
puṣpāṇi
musāragalvamayāni phalāni | keṣāṃcid ānanda vṛkṣāṇām
aśmagarbhamayāni mūlāni suvarṇamayāḥ skandhā raupyamayā viṭapā vaiḍūryamayāḥ śākhāḥ sphaṭikamayāni pattrāni
musāragalvamayāni puṣpāṇi lohitamuktāmayāni phalāni |150
Some trees, Ānanda, have roots of gold, trunks of silver, limbs
of beryl, branches of crystal, leaves of coral, flowers of red
pearl, and fruits of emerald. Some trees, Ānanda, have roots
made of silver, trunks of beryl, limbs of crystal, branches of
coral, leaves of red pearl, flowers of emerald, and fruits of
gold. Some trees, Ānanda, have roots made of beryl, trunks of
crystal, limbs of coral, branches of red pearl, leaves of emerald,
flowers of gold, and fruits of silver. Some trees, Ānanda, have
roots made of crystal, trunks of coral, limbs of red pearl,
branches of emerald, leaves of gold, flowers of silver, and fruits
of beryl. Some trees, Ānanda, have roots made of coral, trunks
of red pearl, limbs of emerald, branches of gold, leaves of
silver, flowers of beryl, and fruits of crystal. Some trees,
Ānanda, have roots made of red pearl, trunks of emerald, limbs
of gold, branches of silver, leaves of beryl, flowers of crystal,
and fruits of coral. Some trees, Ānanda, have roots made of
emerald, trunks of gold, limbs of silver, branches of beryl,
leaves of crystal, flowers of coral, and fruits of red pearl.151

150
151

LSukh: 37.7-38.1.
Gómez 1996: 84-85.
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Table 9. Trees with each part variable, categories α – η: pattern

α
β
γ
δ
ε
ζ
η

A
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

B
2
3
4
5
6
7
1

C
3
4
5
6
7
1
2

D
4
5
6
7
1
2
3

E
5
6
7
1
2
3
4

F
6
7
1
2
3
4
5

G
7
1
2
3
4
5
6

The fourth in this sequence of patterns is a more complex type of concatenation.
In this instance yet another series of types of trees is enumerated. In this case each type
has every one of its elements comprised of a different colour / material. The
enumeration proceeds by gradually shifting the colour / material assigned to the
various elements by one position as the recitation continues. The pattern that this
creates is a most satisfying arrangement in a 7x7 grid form that notably has the seventh
colour / material at its heart. The significance of this is substantiated by the fact that in
the description of palm trees found in the Mahāsudassanasutta the seventh precious
substance is termed just as P. sabbaratna and seemingly includes at least the preceding
six that are precisely the same as the first six listed in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.
This pattern also appears to make use of contiguity or co-occurence, and thus
indexicality again, of an extreme type in the conflation of tree parts with colours /
materials in the concatenated population of every available syntactic position. As the
sequence is followed through the shifting phases, each element of the tree is both
contiguous with every material / colour, and also precipitates a quasi-causal relation
with the next signifier to occupy that position. However, the absolute exhaustion via
the detailed enumeration of both mātṛkā in a manner that completely enmeshes one
list within the other is hard to ignore as a means of verbally establishing a relationship
of co-occurrence that may be substituted for an actual relationship. This further
emphatically establishes a non-arbitrary nature to this proposition through its insistent
repetition.
We must also consider the possibility that both of these patterns of concatenation
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seen in parts 3 and 4 are to be understood as a form of diagramming. This would
increase the proposed efficacy of any ritual’s real effect, increasing again its
indexicality by building in a further level of iconicity. That verbal structures may
model certain understandings of the nature of reality or paradigms of advanced
behaviour is a point proposed by Gonda and von Simson, as is noted by Allon, albeit
with a degree of scepticism.152 In this scenario the ordered and regular character of the
expressions of the Dharma are reflective of the order given to reality by the Buddha’s
dispensation. Whether this is intended here is unclear. The notion that the overall event
reflects a kind of ‘Abhidharmic’ approach to reality where it is parsed into its
constituent parts before being recomposed in alternative structures of soteriological
utility could, however, be seen to be most clearly evidenced by the pattern in part 4.153

Part 5: Consummation
Trees with Each Part of All Seven Materials: Text
keṣāṃcid ānanda vṛkṣāṇāṃ saptaratnamayāni mūlāni saptaratnamayāḥ skandhāḥ saptaratnamayā viṭapāḥ saptaratnamayāḥ śākhāḥ saptaratnamayāni pattrāṇi saptaratnamayāni puṣpāni saptaratnamayāni phalāni |154
Some trees, Ananda, have roots made of the seven precious
substances, trunks of the seven precious substances, limbs of
the seven precious substances, branches of the seven precious
substances, leaves of the seven precious substances, flowers of
the seven precious substances, and fruits of the seven precious
substances.155

152

Allon 1997: 361 & n.151, 153; 362 n.154.
This is a suggestion made by Strong which chimes to a degree with von Simson’s views, and
warrants further investigation (verbal communication: Indian Buddhist Narrative: Text and Image,
symposium, Edinburgh, September 6th 2019).
154
LSukh: 38.1-38.4
155
Gómez 1996: 85.
153
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Table 10. Trees with each part of all seven materials: pattern
A
B
C
D
E
F
G

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5
5
5
5

6
6
6
6
6
6
6

7
7
7
7
7
7
7

The final part of this passage is something of a consummation that in a way
simply reiterates the point, should it have evaded us so far, by listing each of the parts
as composed of the saptaratna.

Maya
A final, and not unimportant, set of repetitions to point out is that of -maya. Here
it denotes ‘made of’. It derives, it would seem, from the verbal root mā that can mean
to measure or mark off but is here also prepare, arrange, but especially fashion, form,
build, and make. Presumably, the goal of this ritual (assuming it is a visualisation) is a
vivid mental image of the ratnavṛkṣa, albeit one that is conflated with that of the
kalpavṛkṣa or the wish-fulfilling tree. This image would be the obvious choice if one
ardently wished for rebirth in Sukhāvatī – or for any wish – to be granted and if one
wished to deploy a significant marker of Paradisiacal gardens as they are depicted in
the wider Indian literary context.156
If we introduce a further set of signifiers to enable the complete parsing of the
entire passage, and then tabulate the denotation, it becomes evident the degree of
importance afforded to this form through the volume of its repetition.

156

This statement must be qualified with recognition of the seeming sufficiency of Ānanda’s mere wish
(√iṣ) for a vision (√dṛś) of Sukhāvatī towards the close of the sūtra that results in the appearance of the
pure land (LSukh: 65). Presumably though, the well-known need for the making of vows suggests that
the turning of one’s thoughts to Amitābha’s paradise is not always enough to guarantee success in
making contact with this realm. The nature of the *Sukhāvatīvyūhopadeśa as providing additional
instructions for achieving this goal also suggests a further need for other kinds of effort.
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Table 11. Key to other terms in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha example
Π

vṛkṣa

Tree

Ω

maya

‘Made of’

Λ

varṇa

Colour, appearance, form, figure, shape

Φ

santi (√as)

There are

Ψ

ratna

Jewel, gem etc.
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Table 12. Denotation of complete contents of passage: parts 1-5
Part 1:
Φ Π 1
Φ
2
Φ
3
Φ
4
Φ
5
Φ
6
Φ
7

Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

Part 2:
Φ
Φ

TWO
THREE

Ψ
Ψ

1
1

2
2

3

Φ
Φ
Φ
Φ

FOUR
FIVE
SIX
SEVEN

[Ψ]
[Ψ]
[Ψ]
Ψ

1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4

C
C
C
C
C
C
C

D
D
D
D
D
D
D

E
E
E
E
E
E
E

F
F
F
F
F
F
F

G
G
G
G
G
G
G

2
3
4
5
6
7
1

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

D
D
D
D
D
D
D

5
6
7
1
2
3
4

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

E
E
E
E
E
E
E

6
7
1
2
3
4
5

5
5
5

6
6

7

Part 3:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Part 4:
Π
Π
Π
Π
Π
Π
Π

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

A
A
A
A
A
A
A

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
2
3
4
5
6
7
1

Π
Π
Π
Π
Π
Π
Π
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

B
B
B
B
B
B
B

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
3
4
5
6
7
1
2

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

A
A
A
A
A
A
A

B
B
B
B
B
B
B

C
C
C
C
C
C
C

4
5
6
7
1
2
3

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

F
F
F
F
F
F
F

7
1
2
3
4
5
6

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

Part 5:
Π

SEVEN
SEVEN
SEVEN
SEVEN
SEVEN
SEVEN
SEVEN

Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
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G
G
G
G
G
G
G

What is also quite easily identifiable is that it acts as what Yelle calls a kind of
landing runway light. That is a sign that by repetition guides one in to the target of the
ritual – the creation or fabrication of these trees – and by repetition reinforces the
central argument of the passage.157 If we follow Granoff in understanding the jewel as
an Indian metaphor for mind,158 and Gethin in seeing the seven treasures as symbols
for the seven limbs of awakening (bodhyaṅga) that can be read here as the fruits of the
pursuit of the path,159 it is possible to extend this episode’s interpretation. In this case
the construction of the wish-fulfilling trees of Amitābha’s paradise is achieved by the
facets of mind (the seven treasures) involved in religious practice. Furthermore, this
exercise is itself an example of religious practice to be performed. Thus, this sequence
is achieving its very own aim by its undertaking. The accumulation of multiple indexes
to the very act of creative construction presumably undertaken in the enactment of any
visualisation creates a powerful emphasis on the goal of the verbal passage. The
increasing density of indexical relations appears to reinforce the idea that this is indeed
an effective technology for realising that goal. These patterns are not then just a
visualisation ritual but the performance of an argument for their own effectiveness
made through a particularly poetic use of language. When this is taken together with
the accumulation of sign relations more generally, most of which also serve to index
the event that is ‘orchestrated by the ritual’, then the possible purposes of this passage
become clearer.160
The gradual unfolding of the passage from relative simplicity to a climax of
complexity in Part 4 is graphically obvious from the above diagrams. The type of
momentum this implies is clear in Part 2 but is seen across the whole passage. The
evolution from a basic foundation in a single set of items towards the complex
interaction of two lists diagrams a certain kind of understanding of creative processes
that could be metaphorically characterised as starting one’s building ‘from the ground

157

See Yelle 2013: 35-36.
See Granoff 1998: 364.
159
See Gethin 2006: 87.
160
Yelle 2013: 36.
158
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up’.161 It also points towards an unfolding complexity of visual (mental) image in line
with increasing practical proficiency. However, the devices we see deployed in this
passage appear to be also communicating a message to their prospective reciters. If it
is indeed a visualisation, then this is a message that aims to produce certainty in the
ritual technology by the use of accumulation, exhaustion, and guided targeting as an
index of the goal of the practice: visual experience of the wish-fulfilling trees of
Amitābha’s buddha-field.162

4.6 Parallels and Imperfect Patterns
A close parallel to the patterns in part 1 of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra is
found in the Sāradhvaja chapter of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that was discussed above. In
this case it is not trees but the light shining in various buddha-fields that is described
using the apposition of two similar formations. However, although similar the pattern
is not entirely the same. The colours / materials are grouped in oppositional pairs of
statements, the first and second part of which are inverted in the second statement.
This is clearly redolent of Allon’s ‘parallel structures’ that are a legacy of
memorisation practices mentioned above.163 Furthermore, gold (suvarṇa) features
heavily, appearing in each of the pairings of the seven precious gems normally listed
before dropping out in pairings featuring some novel types of gems. Intriguingly, silver
is anomalously separate. The position in which gold appears in these pairings also
moves from first and fourth to second and third during the course of the pattern. If we
substitute -maya and -varṇa for Ω and Λ respectively, indicate kṣetra with Π, and the
repetition of the luminescence with Ψ, the below tabulation shows the pattern.164

161

It is feasible that what we see here is a ‘verbalization of ritual’ similar in some ways to that seen in
the Taittirīya Upaniṣad (Freedman 2012: 334-336, and see also 332, 340-341).
162
Yelle 2013: 39.
163
See Allon 1997: 361& n.151-154 in which he notes possible explanations for these structures.
164
The replacement of -maya with -śarīra is shown with Φ, and the remaining jewels as the numbers
above the standard seven.
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Table 13. Structural patterns in the Sāradhvaja chapter of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
1
3

Ω
Ω

Π
Π

3
1

Λ
Λ

Ψ
Ψ

2

Ω

Π

1

Λ

Ψ

1
4
1
5

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

Π
Π
Π
Π

4
1
5
1

Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ

Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ

6
1
7
1

Ω
Ω
Ω
Ω

Π
Π
Π
Π

1
6
1
7

Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ

Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ

9
8
6
10

Ω
Φ
Ω
Φ

Π
Π
Π
Π

8
9
10
6

Λ
Λ
Λ
Λ

Ψ
Ψ
Ψ
Ψ

0

Concatenation and Manipulation Parallels
Concatenation (śṛṅkhalā / BS. saṅkalā) as an established aspect of poetic
embellishment has been discussed by several scholars. For example, by Salomon who
is interested in a different variety of concatenation from that observed here.165 Before
discussing the implications of this precedence it is productive to observe its prevalence
throughout several examples. The third part of the sequence found in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra is notable for the number of its parallels. This pattern could
perhaps be said, by its resemblance to these comparable textual units, to be indexing
other established descriptions of royal capitals and thus substantiating the regal quality
of Amitābha’s buddha-field. In this regard the description of Arcimat’s royal capital
Dīpavatī found in the Dīpaṃkaravastu of the Mahāvastu is striking for its
congruence.166 After having listed the seven treasures of a cakravartin such as the
wheel, elephant etc. the description of his capital begins in earnest with a concatenated

165
166

See Salomon 2016.
Mv: I.194~.
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patterning of the description of the jewelled palm trees surrounding it. The order and
components of the list of precious materials is marginally different to the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra and the palm tree elements given are only three in number: A =
skandha; B = patra;167 C = phala.

Table 14. Key to precious materials in the Dīpaṃkaravastu of the Mahāvastu

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Sanskrit
suvarṇa
rūpya
muktā
vaiḍūrya
sphaṭika
musāragalva
lohitikā

MMW/ BHSD s.v.
Gold
Silver
Pearl
Beryl
Crystal / Quartz
Coral (white)
Red Pearl

Table 15. Patterns in the Dīpaṃkaravastu
α
β
γ
δ
ε
ζ
η

A
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

B
2
3
4
5
6
7
3

C
2
3
4
5
6
7
3

Similarly to part 3 of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra discussed above, the
tabulation above represents more accurately the semantic pattern. A stricter denotation
of the verbal pattern reads:

...1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7... 1A, 2BC... 2A, 3BC... 3A, 4BC... 4A, 5BC... 5A, 6BC... 6A, 7BC... 7A, 3BC...

That is to say that the repetition of the terms for precious coulours / materials

167

This spelling occurs throughout the description.
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follows a clear concatenation pattern.168
The following description of the latticed railings (vedikājāla), although it
truncates the passage through the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth colours / materials by
removing all but those terms, follows a very similar pattern. If A = pādaka,169 B =
sūcikā, C = ālambana, D = adhiṣṭhānaka then the pattern may be denoted as:

...1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 1A, 2BCD... 2A, 3BCD... 3, 4, 4, 5, 5, 6, 6, 7,

7A, 1BCD...

Again, we can observe a clear use of concatenation.170 Similarly to the first part
describing palm trees above, and to the first part of the example in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, we see an enumeration of the basic mātṛkā before its following
elaboration. It is evident from the use of truncation that the pattern is so familiar to the
author that all the other aspects of the description seem superfluous. The following
parts of the description, detailing gates and so on, also display deliberate patterning in
decreasing complexity. However, we can move to another example to show how
prevalent this device was.
If we turn to the example in the Mahāsudassanasutta that Gethin suggests is
related to the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra,171 and should likewise be understood as at
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Mv: I.194.6 - I.194.11 dīpavatī khalu punar mahāmaudgalyāyana rājadhānī saptahi tālapaṃktihi
parikṣiptā abhūṣi citrāhi darśanīyāhi saptāṇāṃ ratnānāṃ suvarṇasya rūpyasya muktāyā vaiḍūryasya
sphaṭikasya musāragalvasya lohitikāyāḥ || sauvarṇasya tālaskandhasya rūpyamayaṃ patraṃ ca
phalaṃ ca abhūṣi | rūpyamayasya tālaskandhasya muktāyā patrā ca phalā ca abhūṣi | muktāmayasya
tālaskandhasya vaiḍūryamayā patrā ca phalā ca abhūṣi | vaiḍūryamayasya tālaskandhasya
sphaṭikasya patrā ca phalā ca abhūṣi | sphaṭikamayasya tālaskandhasya musāragalvamayā patrā ca
phalā ca abhūṣi | musāragalvamayasya tālaskandhasya lohitikāmayā patrā ca phalā ca abhūṣi |
lohitikāmayasya tālaskandhasya muktāmayā patrā ca phalā ca abhūṣi ||
169
The exact meanings of terms for the various elements of the railings are not entirely clear but are
approximately the upright pillar, transverse bar, support and prop respectively (BHSD s.v.). I have also
elided all other parts of the pattern, including -maya.
170
Mv: I.194.19 - 195.4 dīpavatī khalu punar mahāmaudgalyāyana rājadhānī saptahi vedikājālehi
parikṣiptā abhūṣi citrāhi darśaṇīyāhi saptānāṃ varṇānāṃ suvarṇasya rūpyasya muktāyā vaiḍūryasya
sphaṭikasya musāragalvasya lohitikāyā | sauvarṇasya pādakasya rūpyamayī sūcikā ālambanam
adhiṣṭhānakaṃ cābhūṣi | rūpyamayasya pādakasya muktāmayā sūcikā ālambanam adhiṣṭhānakaṃ ca
abhūṣi | muktāmayasya vaiḍūryamayī vaiḍūryamayasya sphaṭikamayī sphaṭikamayasya musāragalvamayī musāragalvamayasya lohitikāmayī | lohitikāmayasya pādakasya sauvarṇikā sūcikā ālambanam
adhiṣṭhānakaṃ ca abhūṣi ||
171
See Gethin 2006: 70.
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least engaging with a visual aspects of contemplative techniques, if not actual
visualisation,172 we can see a prevalence for this patterning akin to that in the
Mahāvastu.173 The description of Mahāsudassana’s royal capital includes description
of its size, its gates, lotus ponds and their staircases, its ceremonial pillars, and palm
groves.174 The text also gives us the details of his Dhamma palace and its four glittering
kūṭāgāra’s that he uses for meditation. All of these descriptions feature precious
materials prominently. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the most detailed example of this is to
be found in the description of the palm trees set out around Kusāvatī.175 Like the
Mahāvastu the elements of the palms that are described are limited to the trunk, leaves
and fruits. The final colour / material in the list is a complex of all jewels (P.
sabbaratana) rather than emerald. The pattern here can be denoted as:

...1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,
1, 1A, 2BC 2, 2A, 1BC

3, 3A, 4BC 4, 4A, 3BC

5, 5A, 6BC 6, 6A, 5BC

7, 7A, 7BC...

I have also elided -maya here and the other repeated components (tāla and the
verb) in order to make clearer the emphasis on repetition of the list of jewels. However,
it must be emphasised that again the most frequently repeated element is -maya,
similar to the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. What is also evident from this pattern is
the use of a combination of pairs displaying inversion along with concatenation within
each pair. This represents something of an amalgamation of what we saw in the
Sāradhvaja chapter of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and the third Part of the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra.
The description of the palm trees decorating the doors of the kūṭāgāras in
Mahāsudassana’s Dhamma palace as well as that of the staircases (sopāna) make
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See Gethin 2006: 103.
Although I make no claim for proficiency in Pāli, the patterns here are nonetheless easily observed
in both the edition and translations.
174
DN: II.170~ / Walshe 1995 (1987): 279~.
175
DN: II.171 / Walshe 1995 (1987): 280.
173
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similar use of some of the features we see above.176 The members of the list of materials
is initially set out, and then a paired set of inversions is used. An extremely abbreviated
version of the patterns would read as: 1, 2, 3, 4... 1, 1, 2...2, 2, 1...3, 3, 4...4, 4, 3... for the
staircases, and in the case of the palms on the doors: 1, 2, 3, 4... 1, 2, 2A, 1BC, 2, 1, 1A,
2BC, 3, 4, 4A, 3BC, 4, 3, 3A, 4BC... The staircases of the lotus ponds are also subject to

a degree of manipulation in this fashion but we can now turn again to a final example
from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that raises some quite different implications.
In Sudhana’s fifteenth encounter with a kalyāṇamitra he is shown the manner in
which bodhisattvas perform calculations (gaṇanā) by the young boy (dāraka)
Indriyeśvara. The following list of over one hundred quantities is rigourously
concatenated. Each following number is described as the multiplication of that which
precedes it. This gives a pattern something like: A, A, B...B, B, C...C, C, D...D, D, E and so
on. The semantic content bears no relation to the examples we saw above but the use
of concatenation is strikingly clear. What is also clear is the association of this pattern
with learning. Indriyeśvara’s mastery of all kinds of education is extensively listed
beginning with that of writing (lipi) and mathematics (saṃkhya). He is also stated as
passing on this extensive range of worldly knowledge to others and the image we have
of him includes a cohort of ten thousand fellow students! We can extrapolate from
this that concatenation can be associated, at least in the minds of the author of the
Indriyeśvara chapter of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, with what one might loosely regard as
institutionalised or rote learning.

Absence of Patterns
There are a number of similar descriptions of fabulously jewelled places and
palaces where we might expect to encounter these patterns. A brief survey establishes
the fact that they were not always used, although some other poetic flourishes can be
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DN: II.182 / Walshe 1995 (1987): 285; DN: II.181-182 / Walshe 1995 (1987): 283-284.
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observed. The Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā’s description of Gandhavatī exhibits
some repetition in echoes of the use of a list of precious materials, but no real
manipulation of it. The presence of palm trees is given very brief treatment, and there
are merely said to be seven evenly distributed rows.177 However, it appears that this
text exhibits some use of a feature that the author of the Naṭyaśāstra might understand
as related to the figure of samdaṣṭa yamaka, or the doubling of words at the beginning
of a clause, although here it is a fourfold repetition.178 The Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra’s
description of Abhiratī appears, at least in Chang’s translation, to make no use of these
devices.179 The description of the Sūryaprabha great park in the Siṃhavijṛmbhitā
chapter of the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra, although extremely elaborate, does not make use of
these structured forms.180 Similarly, in the same text the description of Vasumitrā’s
house in the evocatively named town of Ratnavyūha (array of jewels), does not feature
these patterns.181
As for non-Mahāyāna occurrences, the description of the golden palace in the
Sunikkhitta section of the Vimānavatthu discussed above does not evidence
elaboration in the same manner.182 The description of the city of the Trāyastriṃśa gods,
Sudarśana,183 and their assembly hall in the Divyāvadāna is a parallel to the
Mahāsudassansutta observed by Waldschmidt.184 This description intimates
awareness of these patterns in its description of the railings and lotus ponds. In its
repetition of the four colours, nīla, pīta, lohita, and avadāta, of the wish fulfilling trees
that grant boons of precious cloth of the same hue it evokes the application of lists of
the saptaratna similar to those of trees in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra and other
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AsP: 240.
BhN: 16.76.
179
Chang 1983: 322.
180
Gv: 148~.
181
Gv: 154-155.
182
Vv: 70-71 (VII.4) / Horner et al. 1974: 136.
183
Divy: 220-22 / Rotman 2008: 360~.
184
Waldschmidt 1951: 305. The Mahāsudarśanasūtra of the Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra does contain
fragments of the same patterns seen in the Mahāsudassanasutta in regards to the palm trees
(Waldschmidt 1951: 305-307).
178
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texts.185 Ultimately, however, this passage falls short of confirming the use of
concatenation or exhaustion. The description of the city of Bhadraśilā in the same text
is also lacking these patterns.186 In both cases, there is an absence of the obvious use
of concatenation and other structured forms, despite the presence in these descriptions
of several elements common to most of these glittering evocations of place: trees,
railings, lotus ponds, strings of bells etc.

4.7 Concatenation as Poetic Device and Problematising Visualisation
On the basis of the evidence collated above it is hard to ignore the presence of
various patterns in these descriptive passages. This is especially so in the case of the
type of concatenation known as anadiplosis: the repetition of the last word of a section,
clause or line at the beginning of the next one. This is the closest type of concatenation
to the examples that are highlighted above. As several scholars have observed,
concatenation is an established feature of poetic technique appearing in several genres
of Indian literature from the Vedas onwards.187 Starting with the Sūtrakṛta Balbir in
particular shows how well recognised this ornament was in Jaina Prakrit literature.
This awareness was such that the commentarial tradition developed a number of terms
to denote concatenation, namely Pkt. saṅkaliaṃ (Skt. śṛṅkhalikam), adāṇijjaṃ or
āyāṇiaṃ (Skt. *ādāniyam), and jamaīyaṃ (Skt. *yamakīyam).188 The early treatise on
dramaturgy the Nātyaśāstra also shows awareness of this figure.189 It lists four poetic
ornaments (alaṃkāra) and provides a typology of yamaka (lit. paired)190 that includes
a category equivalent to that of anadiplosis that is termed cakravāla.191 Balbir also

185

The colours listed are dark blue or greenish black, yellow, red, and bright white. For discussion of
very similar, although more extensive, lists in the Pāli commentaries see Endo 2002(1997): 147, 149.
186
Divy: 315 / Rotman 2017: 120.
187
For a recent summary of scholarship on concatenation that disambiguates the stricter forms of
anadiplosis from more protracted instances see Salomon 2016: 48-50. See also Balbir 1995: 5 & n.2, 3
for an earlier survey.
188
See Balbir 1995: 7. This point is reiterated by Salomon (2016: 50).
189
On the dates of the Nāṭyaśāstra of Bharata see, for example, Ghosh 1951: lxxxi.
190
BhN: 16.41.
191
BhN: 16.60-62, cited and discussed in Balbir 1995: 9.
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points out ‘une grande vogue’ for this device when it came to descriptions in
Māhārāṣṭrī Jaina and Prakrit literature.192 This is notable because these were often,
although not exclusively, descriptions of places or aspects of the natural
environment.193 In terms of the relevance of the comparison the relative time frame is
also acceptable as Balbir draws examples from Vimala’s Padmacarita, a Jaina version
of the Rāmāyaṇa from the early centuries of the first millenium.194 This squarely
locates concatenation as a feature of kāvya and reinforces the arguments for Mahāyāna
sūtra authors as involved in or at least occupying a liminal position on the margins of
this literary tradition.195 Although the passages examined above are not verse, and they
exhibit a rigidity and formulaic tendency at variance with the sinuous elegance of
Indian poetry, Smith suggests that this feature in fact migrated from prose usage, and
it is clear the examples above partake of similar strands of intellectual culture.196
Apart from the close association of this facet of poetic ornamentation with
descriptions there are a number of points raised by several scholars regarding
concatenation that chime with what has been discussed above regarding the passage
in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. The first of these is the rhetorical aspect of this
device, serving as it does to increase emphasis. This is a point made by both Balbir
and Bloomfield. Balbir states plainly that it is a ‘recognised rhetorical process of
Indian poetry’,197 and Bloomfield calls it a ‘phase of rhetoric’ and ‘rhetorical device’.198
Gonda, not dissimilarly, proposes that we understand repeated uses of the same word,
or repetitions in concatenary structures, found in the Vedas as revealing a certain
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Balbir 1995: 11.
Balbir 1995: 14.
194
See Ollett 2015: 115, 115 n.109 on the controversy regarding the dating of this work. Cort (1993:
190) gives a range of 2 CE to 474 CE
195
Balbir, while observing that this device was not preferred in ‘classical’ Sanskrit literature, notes its
place on its margins amongst Jaina writers and older Buddhist poetry (Balbir 1995: 23). Nonetheless,
Cort defines Jaina Purāṇa as ‘postcanonical biographical kāvya’ (Cort 1993: 187).
196
See Smith 1949-1950: 28, and see also further discussion and citation below.
197
‘Forme partiuclière de répétition verbale, la concaténation est un procédé rhétorique reconnu de la
poésie indienne’, (Balbir 1995: 5).
198
Bloomfield 1916: 5; Bloomfield 1899: 43.
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emphasis.199 The application of emphasis is considered to be the expression of a
rhetorical position.
The second relates to the overall impact of a repetition and the wider recognition
of its communicative import. It will be recalled that one of the terms for a sign noted
by Matilal and Panda was liṅga, and also relevant is Renou’s comment that the
repetition of a name form in several strophes came to later be called its liṅga.200 In
other words, a poem or prose passage’s overall signifying element, established as such
through the mechanisms of repetition. Less anecdotal is the fact that Balbir expressly
links the use of such techniques as concatenation and the preservation of other more
ancient ones, such as that of veḍha that we noted earlier, and posits these as a means
that single out some of her examples. This ability of poetic devices to serve as
identifying elements in many ways is equivalent to Silverstein’s notion of
‘entextualisation’ noted above and reflects the use of a ‘poetic function’ of language
to announce the presence of a particular discourse event.
Thirdly, and also of some relevance is the notion that these patterns are a display
of verbal virtuosity that serve to organise and schedule the description, an idea that is
proposed again by Balbir.201 It also seems apposite to the views proposed above that
this scholar further considered a possible resonance with ritualised (i.e. temporally
organised) behaviour and, more importantly, that concatenation proposes a logical and
causal sequence.202 This fourth point approaches closely the substitution of verbal
relations for actual / real relations in the (mis)taking of indexes to the target of a ritual.
In this regard her citation of the Daśavaikālikasūtra is interesting. This verse makes
use of a concatenation of the parts of the tree: its root, trunk, and branches, and so on,
to establish a causal sequence that Balbir likens to that of dependent origination.203
Each individual part is the cause of that which follows it , and so on. This prompts the
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See Gonda 1959: 313, 351~.
See Renou 1955: 59.
201
See Balbir 1995: 20.
202
See Balbir 1995: 20-21.
203
See Balbir 1995: 22-23. The verse from the Dasaveyāliyasutta (9.2.1) reads: From the root comes
the trunk of the tree, from the trunk shoot up the branches, from the branches and boughs spring up the
leaves, from them the blossom, the fruit and [its] sap. Trans. Schubring 1977: 229.
200
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question of whether we should be reading the concatenation in the palm tree parts of
the examples above as demonstrative of such a logical relationship. If that is the case,
then we might view such passages as a productive sequence. Be that as it may, Balbir
also identifies indexicality in the relations between individual signs comprising these
patterns and suggests most of an Indian audience would likely do the same. It would
seem then that suggesting the possibility of perspectives that would interpret
contiguity as causal in this context is justifiable.
The preceding scholars’ views serve to highlight the utility of employing a
contemporary semiotic lexicon to encompass the analysis of these assorted processes.
The charting of the particular resonances of individual parts of the relevant passages,
or more properly the patterns applied to them, with well recognised Indian literary
techniques serves to locate the analysis in a more proximate temporal and geographic
frame. However, while the drive of several of my arguments above has been to
substantiate the possibility of the interpretation of the passage in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, and its closest parallels that exhibit significant structural
similarities, as visualisations in line with Gethin, Harrison, and the later Chinese
*Amitayurdhyānasūtra and *Sukhāvatīvyuopadeśa, the identification of these poetic
resonances significantly problematises the view of these ‘more prolix’ passages as
some kind of specific technical diagram for the construction of mental imagery.
In fact, this raises the very real possibility that what we in fact see here is an
attempt to further increase the glory of any associated figure by the application of
recognised forms of embellishment to the description of their abode or domain. These
descriptions are probably then intended to heighten the impact of the metaphor of
Amitābha as spiritual sovereign in the case of the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, and the
deployment of literary ornament serves to further increase the praise quotient of any
passage. This also raises the fact that this aspect of these text passages has been
overlooked thus far and that the perspectives of Gethin and Harrison may need to be
augmented.204 Balbir recognises the uses of concatenation in the verses of the possibly
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See Gethin 2006: 95 stating his view on the likelihood of the passages in the Larger
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interpolated and later Maitrakanyakāvadāna of the Divyāvadāna,205 but it is Smith who
has engaged with examples of concatenation (l’enchaînement / système de renvois) in
Buddhist materials most fully to date.206 The form of anadiplosis that Smith examines
in the Mahāvastu, Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra, and Saṃyutta Nikāya is of the stricter
type, and he was primarily concerned with using these patterns as a means of metrical
analysis.207 Most interestingly, however, Smith remarks on its possible Vedic roots
and, arguing for the priority of prose in utilising this device to bridge the gap between
sections of text he states that ‘between gāthā this bond is more rare, and without doubt
borrowed from the diction of prose.’208 It seems, however, that the patterns in the
Larger

Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra,

Mahāvastu,

Mahāsudassanasutta,

and

Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra were not of interest to Smith in his study. This is perhaps because
they are not always so clear in their contiguity. Nonetheless, they are apparent, and I
believe it is not unreasonable to state on the basis of the above references that the
prevalence of this feature of Indian literary technique in Buddhist texts has been
undervalued. It seems that an understanding of these patterns informed the
composition of parts of description.
However, it is my view that the arguments presented by Gethin and the
corroboration by the *Amitayurdhyānasūtra and *Sukhāvatīvyuopadeśa make it
difficult to entirely ignore the understanding of the passages in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, and by extension those related to it most closely, as verbal
stencils for visualisation. In fact, it seems to me that the two possibilities are not
necessarily incompatible, similar to the integration we saw when it came to
memorisation techniques. This is entirely speculative, but it may be that these images
were singled out for adornment, and hence praise, by virtue of their already established
use in pragmatic contexts. This is unfortunately an unresolvable causal sequence.

Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra and Mahāsudarśanasutta as visualisations.
205
See Balbir 1995: 24 on the relevant verses in the Divyāvadāna and Rotman 2017: x on the
Maitrakanyakāvadāna.
206
See Smith 1949-1950: 28-29.
207
See Salomon 2016: 50.
208
‘L’enchaînement par absolutif ou participe...assure la continuité entre les grantha de la prose...entre
gāthā cette liaison est plus rare et, sans doute, empruntée à la diction prosaïque...’ (Smith 1949-1950:
28).
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Concluding Remarks
In this chapter the presence within descriptions of the listing of precious
materials or colours has been observed. Rendered visible was the addition of another
layer of complexity to the repetition of this list in order to form recognisable patterns
that can then be seen as separate from the semantic content. These patterns have been
shown to be present in a number of both Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna texts. While
the use of types of metaphorical mapping as a structuring device in descriptions is a
possibility, the impact of the oral transmission of Buddhist literature and various types
of mnemonic techniques as contributing to the shape of these passages is more
probable. The use of certain related ‘poetic functions’ of language was made clear.
Also feasible is the view of these more complex patterns as evidence for their use
within pragmatic contexts involving visualisation. This is a view propounded by
Gethin and Harrison in recent scholarship and, in the case of the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, seemingly reinforced by the more proximate perspectives of two
texts that now exist only in Chinese translation. However, it is possible that no one
single explanation is dominant. This is especially so if we account for the frequent
borrowing inherent in Buddhist textual production, so that a pragmatic element may
be inadvertently transferred into an alternative context where none is intended.
Similarly, an intended use of a text for visualisation does not preclude a structuring
derived from mnemonic principles, far from it in fact. Visualisation may demand a
greater degree of memorisation, even when presented in written form.
This chapter has also presented a novel adaptation, involving a strongly
graphical element, of Yelle’s method for the semiotic analysis of a discourse event. As
such it contributes to the methodological innovations of the thesis, and relies, to a
degree, on the visual mode for its exegetical force. Furthermore, the evidence that this
method reveals is itself visual. The central example found in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra was suggested to be an ‘indexical icon’ for its use of recognisable
patterns, iconicity, in producing indexical relations to similar patterns found in internal
and external literary contexts as well as in processes identifiable in the intended target
of such a ritualised form of language in the ‘real’ world. This is a procedure that can
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be seen as a substitution of constructed verbal relations for actual and causal ones.
Moreover, this is also an inherently rhetorical process that is based on the elaborate
construction of certain patterns and intensive repetition. These patterns were identified
and diagrammed showing a clear use of escalation, exhaustion, concatenation, and
ultimately the rigorous integration and manipulation of two lists of items. Finally, the
examination of the use of -maya established this adjective’s repetition as the main
‘sign’ of this passage indicating strongly the intended emphasis of its author(s).
However, despite the seeming strength this gives to an interpretation of the
passage in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra, and parallels such as in the
Mahāsudassansutta, as visualisations, its validity as an argument was seen to be
problematised by the introduction of another less theoretical explanation for these
patterns: the longstanding use of concatenary structures as a form of poetic
ornamentation, especially, although by no means exclusively, within Prakrit literature.
It is evident from the related examples just how prevalent the use of concatenation was
in Buddhist literature, and how it is not limited to descriptions of paradisiacal gardens.
We also saw several descriptions where we might expect to see such patterns make no
use whatsoever of these particular devices.
On the one hand, it could be argued that the more complex patterns can then be
seen as the application of a particular poetic technique to highlight the relevant
passages as suitable for use as stencils of mental imagery. It is also hard to dispute the
clear perspectives expressed by texts such as the *Amitayurdhyānasūtra and
*Sukhāvatīvyuopadeśa. The supporting evidence marshalled by Gethin is
circumstantially convincing but relies on isolated terminology that seems more
equivocal than the self-evidently present patterns. Nonetheless, taken together these
strands amount to a whole that is hard to discount. On the other hand, it also seems
hard not to see these patterns as a display of a well recognised form of poetic technique,
one that is already loosely associated with descriptions, and is here applied to versions
of elaborate varṇakas from within a nexus of Indian imaginative themes regarding
royal cities, paradises, and gardens. This would suggest that it was not a matter of
pragmatic necessity or stipulation, but one of artistic discretion. The embellishment of
a description with poetic ornament also fits very well with the overall application of
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metaphors of the cakravartin to Buddhas and bodhisattvas by serving to further
increase the praise function of these text passages.
In sum, it seems that descriptions, aside from their obvious intertextuality, may
appear as polyfunctional. From the various levels of complexity evident in the
examples considered it is possible to suggest a complex repurposing of text passages
that is at once tactical and skilful in terms of its rhetorical and literary dimensions.
However, this complexity makes any resolution regarding where we could draw firm
lines between differing purposes difficult, if not impossible, to answer definitively.
Nonetheless, the identification of specific patterns, and especially the use of
concatenation as an organising feature, assists us in beginning to draw closer
distinguishing lines. That having been said, it seems to me that the weight of evidence
in this case falls on the side of poetic, or literary construction, as the more secure
interpretation of the main example from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra. At the very
least the above analysis calls into question the view of this passage as itself uniquely
visual.
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5. Miraculous Spectacles: A Framework for Visual Reconstruction
Miracles are the test of doctrine, and doctrine is the test of
miracles
– Blaise Pascal1
The imagination of miracles appears to have been important to certain sections
of the Mahāyāna literary community. It also appears that these passages were put to a
number of uses and drew upon, and contributed to, an existing body of literature
around the subject. As such, these episodes make use of and generate complex
imageries that require detailed examination to unravel and assess. In order to give due
consideration to the significant images that are deployed in these episodes both a visual
and verbal approach has been made towards them. Thus, this chapter takes on the task
of analysing one of the most highly structured of such episodes from the third category
of ‘visual material’, that of miraculous spectacles, and is complementary to the visual
reconstructions of Appendix B.2 The transposition from the verbal to the visual of parts
of the nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra in the appendix sits behind the discussions of
this chapter but is insufficient in isolation. Therefore, it is supported by a detailed
framework comprised of a discussion of the problems of this novel methodology, a
skeletal narrative summary for ease of navigation, an exploration of the contributing
formal structures, the metaphors invoked and manipulated, the possible explanations
in secondary scholarship, the existing parallels, and importantly, the complex
interaction of literary imagery and formal and linguistic features that constitute a
textual strategy in this case.
It is also noted that this reconstruction may be deemed evidentially
unproductive, given the seemingly impossible nature – which is the very definition of

1

Trans. C. Kegan Paul 1901: 257.
Yet again I must point out the fungibility of this categorisation. While miraculous spectacles in the
Mahāyāna sūtras may well include descriptions, including those constructed through the use of lists,
they can also be understood in many cases as constituting a vision, or at least a visual experience unique
to certain characters within the narrative frame of the text. In fact, it is worth remembering here that the
events designated as vidarśana examined earlier as a type of category A are included in categorisations
of miracles by some commentarial texts. For example, Bbh: 41 on which see see Fiordalis 2008: 170 &
205 n.15, and generally Fiordalis 2008: 166~.
2
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a wondrous miraculous event – of some of the images conceived of in these texts (on
which see more below). However, in my view the value of such a method also lies in
its motivation by an alternative purpose that differently conditions a close reading of
these texts. In fact, I submit that the main benefit of such a visual reconstruction is the
detailed, and limpid, view of the example’s verbal sequence, and the particular textual
features that are contained within it, that it precipitates. The interaction of these
features constitutes a complex strategy for the interruption of the narrative sequence,
and so its affective dimension, and a heightening of the impact of a series of
interconnected metaphors by way of the elaboration of their imagery. Therefore, this
chapter begins with discussion of this novel methodology.

5.1 A New Method of Reading with Images
Appendix B of the present work demonstrates a method for the visual
presentation of an excerpt from the Ganḍāvyūhasūtra. This approach to a text is,
admittedly, experimental. As such, the following materials can be viewed as a tentative
first step towards a means of producing a falsifiable visual interpretation of a text in
order to allow for discussion of the imagined worlds that it both records and
precipitates. Therefore, it is neccessary at this junction to discuss the mitigation of
some of the issues surrounding this presentation: terminology, mediums, source
materials, subjectivity, and gaps in the textual basis.
The first issue to address is that of terminology. How should the images
generated from the process outlined here be referred to? If we consider that access to
any mental imagery that either informs or is prompted by these texts is ultimately
impossible, can they in any meaningful way be considered as a ‘reconstruction’? Are
they a novel fabrication of the imagery of the text that reflects the imagined worlds of
the authors? Nonetheless, the fact that they are constituted by component parts of
existing artistic representations allows a limited use of this term and I refer to them in
this manner. However, ‘interpretation’, or the qualified ‘visual interpretation’, is
perhaps a more accurate reflection of the possibility of variation afforded by the
ambiguity of the referents in these texts. This coinage also reflects the fact that the

190

main difference is one of semiotic mode. Therefore, I refer throughout this appendix
to both reconstruction and interpretation. ‘Transposition’ is also a viable means of
referring to the process of conversion from verbal to visual modes, and is, therefore,
not necessarily specific to either of these. Nevertheless, it can be used as a synecdoche
for the outcome of this process and is used in that manner on occasion.
Second, it is important to consider the use of medium. I have opted to produce
two-dimensional, concrete images formed from photographic collages. It has been
suggested that three-dimensional digital imagery (3D) would be a more appropriate
format.3 I concur that this is a desirable direction for future development. There are
certain advantages to the multiple perspectives this medium yields. It would also
enable a dynamic representation more aligned to the activities described in some of
the Mahāyāna sūtras themselves. However, in this case there are a number of reasons
why this direction has not been pursued. The first reason is pragmatic. 3D work is
resource intensive, both financially and in terms of time. To create complex scenes
efficiently requires a team of highly skilled individuals with a number of digital
specialities. The contemporary video games and cinema visual effects industries are
adequate testament to this. The second is one of aesthetic subjectivity. The approach
here allows for component parts of the composition to be constituted by imaginations
more proximate to the cultural context of the texts. That is to say that an image of an
existing sculptural representation of a bodhisattva, for example, can be integrated into
the composition. While the most competent 3D modellers may be able to accurately
recreate these objects, or ‘assets’ as they would then be called in that context, there is
nonetheless an inevitable change of qualia in that recreation. A solution to this
problem involves the 3D scanning of the elements of any composition by means such
as photogrammetry. This encounters two difficulties of its own. The first problem is
that of access to the physical objects, either to those held in the collections of museums
or located at archaeological sites, and the second is the addition of a further technical
specialism, and its associated costs in terms of time and finance. Neither of these are
insurmountable. However, they add significantly to the complexity of any project.

3

This is a direction suggested by Dan Lusthaus (personal communication).
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Next, it is important to address in more detail the use of the photographic art
historical record mentioned above. The appended reconstructions rely heavily on
several digital image collections.4 The images of individual elements referenced in the
textual descriptions are extracted from documentation of a number of South Asian sites
of archaeological significance: Sāñcī, Bhārhut, Amarāvatī, Nāgārjunakoṇḍā, and
various locations in Gandhāra. This represents a broad geographical range and enables
a perspective perhaps not available to the author(s) of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. However,
extensive travel to such prominent sites of pilgrimage is by no means improbable. It is
further recognised that not only does this selection encompass a broad time period, but
also within this are a number of phases of development at most of these sites.5 A broad
period from approximately the 1st-2nd century BCE to the 3rd or 4th century CE has
thus been used as source for material.6
However, two factors mitigate this broad range. The first is the proposed date of
the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra. If Osto is correct in his view that this text was composed in the
Kṛṣṇa river valley around the 2nd or 3rd century CE,7 possibly under Ikṣvākus’
patronage, then access to a large range of the reliefs at Amarāvatī seems certain,8 and
to those of Nāgārjunakoṇḍā at least possible.9 Furthermore, the early date of the
majority of reliefs at Sāñcī and Bhārhut allows for the possibility that such imagery
was, theoretically at least, accessible to the author(s). The extraction of images from
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In particular, the archives of The Center for Art and Archaelogy of The American Institute of Indian
Studies, The John C. and Susan L. Huntington Photographic Archive of Buddhist and Asian Art, and
the archives of Ānandajoti Bhikkhu proved invaluable.
5
See Shimada 2013: 60-61 for a tabulated dating of the phases of Amarāvatī (c. 300 BCE - 300 CE) in
comparison with several other monuments. This includes the Bhārhut railings (c.150-100 BCE) and
Sāñcī gateways (c.50-0 BCE) that are heavily represented in the reconstructions here.
6
Where there are exceptions to this parameter it is to draw upon the explicit representation of the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra at Borobodur that dates to the 9th century CE onwards, or to recreate an element not
found in the art historical record. This occurs very rarely.
7
See Osto 2008: 105-117.
8
Shimada suggests that the final phase of construction during the late period of Amarāvatī may have
overlapped with the Ikṣvāku dynasty. However, in his analysis the majority of the sculptures that inform
the identifications of appendix B were completed prior to 250 CE (Shimada 2013: 111).
9
The rule of the Ikṣvākus kings in the Kṛṣṇa river valley appears to have lasted from the early 3rd
century CE until the early 4th century CE (Shimada 2013: 48).
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the sculpture of Gandhāra is more problematic to justify in terms of date range.10
However, I have generally not made use of Gandhāran material beyond the 4th century
CE.
The second mitigating factor is the relative stability of the Buddhist imaginaire
that is embodied in Mahāyāna texts. This continuity points towards an ongoing
intertextual, and synchronic, dialogue across several centuries with a shared, and
similarly stable, repertoire of imagery. There are, of course, numerous important
developments in iconography around this time. Not least of which is the emergence of
the anthropomorphic representation of the Buddha. However, the artistic reflection, or
perhaps constitution, of this repertoire of imagery across several sites and dates
contains much material that concurs in its core features, if not its stylistic mode.
Furthermore, a considerable advantage is gained from utilising this material
rather than my own depictions of the components of the compositions. The use of the
existing art historical record introduces a third element into the reconstruction, along
with the text and my interpretation of it. This third element is the tangible evidence of
artistic imaginations imbued with cultural perspectives and conventions that are much
closer to those of the source text. It is not proposed that the authors imagined the
objects in these compositions in exactly the same manner as the sculptors of these
monumental sites. However, the set of imaginations of certain objects and figures
could be considered as a form of commentary that explicates the terms of the text by
depiction. This has the added advantage of reducing any subjective content of the
visual reconstruction, and counteracts any claim that a reconstruction is ultimately a
product of the imagination of the investigator, and not that of the materials
investigated. The introduction of this third perspective, when it is combined with
careful attention to the texts themselves, their visual cues and contradictions, and a
diligence in accepting the limitations of the information they provide, assists in
addressing this problem.
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Behrendt proposes a four-phase approach to the chronology of Gandhāran Buddhist Architecture
(Behrendt 2004: 255-256). Phase I: ca. 200 BCE middle to late 1st century CE Phase II: ca. middle to
late 1st century CE - ca. 200 CE Phase III: ca. 200 CE - the 5th century CE Phase IV: ca. 5th century
CE - 8th century CE The majority of images used in the reconstructions are drawn from Behrendt’s
phases II and III.
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Nonetheless, there is in these compositions an inevitable degree of the personal
and subjective. The apparatus provided acts as a regulating force contrary to my own
imagination. However, there exists certain gaps in the information provided by the
text. Similarly, the resolution of certain of its contradictions, or of issues of the visual
representation of certain obscure compounds denoting objects and their arrangements,
necessitates recourse to imaginative solutions. However, in certain of those cases I
have provided different compositional options. This illustrates clearly those
difficulties, and that no single solution, at this point, is authoritative. The presentation
of several possibilities encourages the discussion of the imaginative import or intent
of these texts.
That having been said, my own background then has some relevance here. I
have, alongside study of Buddhism, received formal training as an artist. This was as
a painter who specialised in drawing to be precise. It would be foolhardy to deny that
part of the subjective element that is included in this method is the faculty of aesthetic
judgement. Colloquially, and not dissimilarly to Indian Buddhist contexts, referred to
as an ‘eye’, this faculty has informed the process of composition. That is to say that
even though attention has been given to existing modes of composition, such as the
general use of the synoptic at Sāñcī for example, as well as a noted preponderance for
the only occasional use of perspective, and the use of framing devices etc., a certain
aesthetic has been applied to my standard and satisfaction. Furthermore, despite the
introduction of materials from the art historical record deployed as a regulating force,
and a rigorous adherence to the cues given by the text for composition mentioned
above, it seems to me that this is, to some degree at least, unavoidable. Perhaps, this
faculty could be considered as akin to the translator’s exercise of judgement in
selecting particular equivalent terms or syntactic structures, and why translation is
more apt in this case than edition as a term of designation for this activity of visual
reconstruction.
Although I utilise a vocabulary taken from the metaphor of language translation,
I am somewhat hesitant to do so. I do not wish to further perpetuate a hierarchy of
modes of communication that privileges the verbal over the visual. Nonetheless, this
experimental approach, at the very least, facilitates a different kind of reading. While
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the translator will have to positively identify individual lexical units in order to
correctly render, even with imperfect equivalents, into the target language, the
combination of the search for iconic identifications and their subsequent composition
is markedly different. This process necessarily leads to a different perspective with
which the text is approached and considered, and, I would submit, gives it some value
for this reason alone.

Methodology
The methodology used for reconstruction can be approximated as a linear
process. It does, however, involve the constant return to, and revision of, several of
the following stages:
1) close reading of the source text and (re)translation if required;
2) a mechanical parsing of the text to identify the sequences of visual
compositions;
3) identification of compositional markers within the text and a review of
any synoptic view these afford;
4) a preliminary sketching out of the compositions;
5) identification of component elements, that is a matching of terms and
depictions of them in visual source materials;
6) a cutting and pasting together of these elements in concordance with the
text;
7) an annotation of decisions made during this process and discussion of the
identifications of step 5.
What follows in appendix B is the result of this process. The early sections of
the nidāna have been divided into nine compositions, with several of these comprising
a number of parts and their alternatives. The demarcation of each composition is
dictated by the text. This division is especially clear in the case of the individual
cardinal directions that are constituted by a list enclosed by two formulas. However,
the preceding compositions follow the visual information provided on the general
scene occurring in Jeta’s Grove, and disregard intervening statements of qualities or
explanations by analogy that utilise imagery. Only the cardinal directions have been
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presented. This sufficiently demonstrates the principal of the method. However, the
following displays are more complex. This is especially true of those of the
bodhisattvas from the Zenith, and the subsequent illuminations and entering into
various bodily forms, locations and times, by the assembled bodhisattvas. This would
conceivably test this method to its limits, and it is recognised that this may be desirable,
even if it is uncomfortable to consider the possibility of insufficiency in this regard.
Nonetheless, the difficulties already encountered in the production of compositions
appear to have provided a sufficient basis for confidence that visual interpretation can
be profitably undertaken. Similarly, the nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra is already one
of the most complex miraculous spectacles found in the Mahāyāna sūtras and was
selected for representation on that basis. Therefore, this method could more easily be
applied to less complex examples such as the parallels found in the Lalitavistara and
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, or individual spectacles such as that found at
the conclusion of the Daśabhūmikasūtra.
As stated at the start of this introduction the visual interpretation of texts in this
manner is considered to be a very modest beginning. It relies on the understanding that
several Mahāyāna texts both constitute and reflect certain practices of the visual
imagination, either for soteriological or affective ends. However, if these texts are
constitutive in any of these modes, then a falsification of their imagined spectacles
seems necessary to facilitate discussion. It is therefore hoped that this preliminary
experiment will be improved upon by others and that the materials presented below,
will, at the least, provide a foil for discussions of this possibility.
Having discussed the novel methodology developed here we can now proceed
to its supporting elements. I begin by situating Mahāyāna miracles in their conceptual
and literary context.
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5.2 Mahāyānas and Miracles
Miracles in Buddhism are a demonstration of power that illustrate the superiority
of the Buddha and generate faith.11 As Rawlinson poetically puts it ‘Both the buddhaśabda and the budddha-darśana are a miraculous display, an effortless show of power
like the soaring of a bird or the lion’s roar...Such a revelation inspires worship and
bestows wisdom.’12 The two notions of the sight(s) and sound, or speech, of the
buddha(s) encompasses an extremely broad field. However, as Rawlinson has ably
demonstrated a specific notion of what is miraculous cannot easily be isolated from
within a nexus of concepts relating to the experience of the sight and sound of buddhas
more narrowly conceived, and that of samādhis and vimokṣas (liberating
method/insight),13 and the often consequent manifestations of pratibhāna (inspired
elocution) in the phonic mode and pratihārya (miracle), vikurvita (transformation), or
vyūha (array) in the visual mode, that are contingent on the associated ṛddhis
(superhuman powers) or adhiṣṭhāna (supernatural power).14 It is also important to hold
in mind Gómez’s statement of the fact that, in the diversity of what he calls the
‘wonder-working trope’ and its complexity of images, there is no simple answer as to
what constitutes a Buddhist miracle or what they might mean.15
However, while Mahāyāna authors appear less preoccupied with any negative
connotations of thaumaturgy, deploying it as a metaphor for the nature of reality,16 and
seem to endorse the view of miracles as a display of genuine religious
accomplishment, they also afford a special place for the bodhisattva as experiencer

11

See also Gómez 2011: 541, Fiordalis 2011: 402-403, Granoff 1996: 88. See Fiordalis 2008: 1-10 on
the use of ‘miracle’ in Buddhist contexts.
12
Rawlinson 1986: 192.
13
For an interesting discussion of vimokṣa as the fruit of samādhi that involves the ‘performed
recollection of past lives’ see Gómez 2011: 536~.
14
See Rawlinson 1986: 191-214.
15
Gómez 2011: 540. Both Fiordalis and Granoff have pointed out the presence of two ‘discursive
strands’ to miracle literature: one positive, and the other more equivocal in its treatment (Granoff 1996:
79, Fiordalis 2008: 47~).
16
See Granoff 1996: 96, Fiordalis 2008: 65 and Fiordalis 2008: 176 on miracles cf. magic and magical
illusions. See also discussions above, Gómez 1977: 235, and McMahan 2002: 114-116 on thaumaturgy
and the Mahāyāna.
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and agent of miraculous spectacles. Nonetheless, these authors share in many of the
presuppositions, terms (although these are neither stable nor monolithic in their
referents),17 tropes and textual genealogies of ‘miracle literature’ as this movement
develops them for its own ends.18
Mahāyāna literature certainly makes wide and varied use of miracles such as
illumination, from the ūrṇa, the smile, or other body parts of the buddhas and
boddhisattvas, or from objects such as lotuses or thrones, whether this is merely
lighting up the cosmos or revealing other worlds and assemblies or beings to one
another. This is also not to mention the regular use of other stereotyped signifiers of
wonderous events such as the shaking of the earth. We also find many transformations
of offerings such as flowers, garlands and jewel necklaces, incense or symbols of
special status such as the parasol (chattra) into vastly expanded versions of themselves
or completely novel objects such as the peaked dwelling (kūṭāgāra) or even more
abstract entities such as a sphere of dark blue beryl. These spectacles often serve to
glorify the buddhas or announce a prediction to enlightenment, but there are clearly

17

See Gómez 2011: 531.
Fiordalis points out the commenterial literature’s view on the continuities between Mahāyāna
literature and existing representations of such ‘paradigmatic’ (Fiordalis 2011: 402) events as the twinmiracle (yamakaprātihārya) at Śrāvastī (Fiordalis 2008: 162). Gómez outlines five ‘tropes’ found in
descriptions of wonder-working; 1) the literal (the miracle itself); 2) meditative power; 3) virtue and
benevolence; 4) liberation; and 5), the persuasive force of such a wonder (Gómez 2011: 544-545). See
Rawlinson 1986: 191-214 for a concise discussion and evidencing of the use of several inter-related
sets of relevant terminology in Mahāyāna sūtras. A number of these terms are however polysemic and
contextually contingent, not to mention translated and understood quite variously. Of primary interest
in the case discussed below is adhiṣṭhāna. Gómez provisionally renders this as ‘blessing’ in the context
of Sudhana’s encounter with the rātridevatā Pramuditanayanajagadvirocanā in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
but elaborates upon it there as an act inclusive of the appointment, authorisation, and directing of a
subordinate to an enabling teaching. The implications of the transference of agency from an external
superior, as well as the later ‘Tantric’ uses, and a usual rendering of the Tibetan by the word
‘empowerment’, are also noted (Gómez 2011: 539 & 2011: 539 n.36). Fiordalis renders it as the
‘superhuman power of intention’ (Fiordalis 2008: 193, 200) and in the example we will see below it
has stronger implications of a superhuman capacity for transformation and the production of spectacles
(see also Fiordalis 2008: 25, 127 on the general and specific referents of this term in various contexts).
Osto suggests we understand it in this passage as ‘power’ and stick close to Edgerton’s ‘supernatural
power’ in designating the ability to ‘generate, manipulate, and control reality’ as well as precipitate
others’ visions and subsequently relate such experiences; all of which is attributable to the buddhas
(Osto 2008: 48, 53, see also 142 n.21 for some examples of other translations by notable scholars). I
find ‘supernatural power’ acceptable, but this nonetheless still falls short of capturing the implied sense
of intention, and the ultimate resolution to external agency and intervention.
18
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other purposes involved in such a wide variety of images and contexts.19
Nevertheless, in earlier discussions and more forcefully recently, Gómez has
discussed how the Mahāyāna’s use of miracles differs from other non-Mahāyāna
literature and in many ways undermines a distinction between the categories of
doctrinal and more ‘illustrative’ text that I have relied on thus far. His comments are
worth reproducing here:
In Mahāyāna sūtra literature we can speak of a subtle shift, by
means of which the wondrous and the didactic fuse into a more
or less integral whole, dharma is in itself a miracle, and
miracles are themselves exemplifications of dharma. In a
certain sense, we could say, the act of preaching during or after
a miracle becomes the miracle that teaches or the teaching is
itself a miracle. Furthermore, the salient aspect of these
miraculous events is not the point at which teaching takes
place, but the performance itself.20
He further suggests that the Mahāyāna miracle literature exhibits shifts on the
rhetorical (in a development of the definition of samādhi to constitute a type of
performance), doctrinal (with the addition of four further perfections – pāramitās), and
terminological levels (in further qualification and novel recombination of existing
terms to shift their meaning). One such terminological evolution that he explores in
more depth is a move towards paronomasia in a change of the meaning of vimokṣa
from cognitive liberation to a performance that includes the actual shooting forth of
multiple manifested bodies.21 A motif that is deployed extensively in the opening

19

An assortment of examples culled from the reference database in appendix A show the widespread
use of the miraculous. Illumination and smiles: Lv: 144, Sp: 13, Sp: 244; AsP: 226, LSukh: 53, PvsP:
I-I.107, Su: 7-9, Su: 84. Miraculous exhibition (vidarśana etc.): Chang 1983: 321, AsP: 230, Lv: 5253, Lv: 209-210, Lv: 299. Earthquakes etc: Lv: 61-63, Lv: 218, Lv: 254, Lv: 287, Lv: 299, Mv: II.10,
Lamotte 2009(1998): 216. Transformations and conjured forms (nirmita): AsP: 250-251, Dbh: 1213, LSukh: 60, Sp: 230, Sp: 245, Lamotte 2009(1998): 177, Lamotte 2009(1998): 227, Lamotte
2009(1998): 233.
20
Gómez 2011: 531-532.
21
Gómez 2011: 534~. See also Rawlinson’s remarks that express a view on the centrality of the idea
encapsulated in this shift: ‘The notions of power, transmission and spontaneity are all implied by the
cluster of terms that are the equivalent of pratibhāna in the buddha-darśana mode of encounter:
vikurvita, vyūha, ṛddhi, etc. Common to all of them is the idea of an effortless pouring forth that
irresistibly transforms those who encounter it. This notion is central to the Mahāyāna and all its other
ideas can be derived from it.’ (Rawlinson 1986: 207 commenting on Gv: 57.16).
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sections of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.
Having now discussed the methodology introduced in the present work, and
situated Mahāyāna authors’ engagement with ‘miracle literature’ to a degree, we can
now move to look at our principal example in detail.

5.3 Text and Parallels
Text
The example studied here is drawn from the opening materials of the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. The materials are denoted in Vaidya’s edition as chapters 1 and 2,
the nidāna and Samantabhadra kalyāṇamitra sections respectively. The development
of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra was likely one of gradual expansion before it reached the
form found in the Nepali manuscript witnesses of the currently available Sanskrit
recensions.22 There are certainly variations in the constitution of existing Chinese and
Tibetan recensions, and Vetter has speculated, on the basis of apparent differing
priorities given to Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra, that these two opening chapters, along
with the final chapter, have a separate trajectory of development.23 This is a history
that is likely to have occurred before the crystallisation of the current Sanskrit versions
sometime between the end of the seventh and the end of the eighth centuries CE.24 The
main focus of analysis falls on the opening transformations of the Jetavana and the
spectacular productions of the arriving bodhisattvas. However, the following parts are
also relevant in a consideration of this most highly structured miraculous display. As
we shall see below the nidāna, at least, also has clear affinities with other textual units

22

See Osto 2008: 5
See Vetter 2004: 77.
24
See Osto 2008: 5. References are to the 1960 edition of P.L. Vaidya in the format ‘page.line’.
Vaidya’s edition is based on the earlier (1934) edition of D.T. Suzuki and H. Idzumi with the additional
consultation of one further manuscript from the Oriental Institute in Baroda (Vaidya 1960: viii). It is
not without some problems as discussed by Osto 2008. There is also a more recent partial edition by
Tamura Chijun (2006) that remains currently unavailable to this author. This study makes use of Vaidya
as the most commonly available edition. Unless otherwise indicated translations are my own, although
I wish to acknowledge a debt of comprehension to Gómez, Ehman, Cleary, and Osto. For a fuller textual
history of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra see Osto 2008: 4-7. For the dating of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and some
associated problems see Osto 2008: 105-117..
23
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involving miraculous displays presaging great events.

Narrative Summary
A brief and rather loose narrative summary will now be given followed by a
skeletal framework of all components of the opening chapters to enable oversight of
their structure.
The Buddha is dwelling in a kūṭāgāra in the Jetavana near to Śrāvastī. Upon his
entrance into samādhi the Buddha transforms the kūṭāgāra, the Jetavana and every
buddha-field in the entire cosmos into a glittering array. Simultaneously, bodhisattvas
from the ten directions come to pay homage to the Buddha with the production of
various miraculous arrays. These bodhisattvas also eulogise the Buddha in verse after
considerable verbiage is granted to exploring why the assembled śrāvakas did not
witness any of this. Samantabhadra offers some explanations of the displays and verses
before the Buddha illuminates the entire universe. This affords the bodhisattvas a
marvellous vision (√dṛś), beginning with the stereotype of the Bodhisattva at the
bodhimaṇḍa but evolving to encompass all of the miraculous transformations of the
thus-gone one and their descent into (ava√tṝ)

all of Vairocana’s miraculous

transformations (buddhavikurvitasamudra). This occurs via bodhisattva samādhis,
and in the main epitomises a bodhisattva’s possible career activities. The entire episode
is dressed in a temporally and spatially vertiginous guise. The bodhisattvas then
illuminate the universe and pervade the entire dharma realm with the emission of their
own array of miraculous transformations (mahāvikurvitavyūha). Mañjuśrī then
comments in verse and the bodhisattvas further illuminate the infinite buddha-fields
and manifest miraculously created emanations (nirmāṇa) in a multitude of places and
guises to guide and bring beings to fruition (pari√pac), all without leaving the
Jetavana. The narrative then moves on to Mañjuśrī and his entourage before the story
of Sudhana’s quest begins in earnest.25

25

Gv: 1-35. Partial English translations can be found in Ehman 1976: 111-163, Gómez 167: 21-40
(verses only), and an unpublished translation of the nidāna by Osto is available on his personal website.
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Skeleton Structure
1) Setting and assembly.
a) Location of discourse: a kūṭāgāra in the Jetavana.
b) 5000 bodhisattvas with a listed naming of 3 principals + 150.
c) Qualities of bodhisattvas given.
d) 500 mahāśrāvakas with a listed naming of 10.
e) Qualities of śrāvakas given.
f) Lokendras (lords of the world) introduced.
g) Qualities of lokendra given.
2) Plight of dependence and request for instruction via sight.
a) Qualities / career of Buddha requested to be shown.
3) Buddha enters samādhi.
a) Kūṭāgāra expands – description.
b) Jeta grove expands – description.
c) Sky adorned.
4) Reason for transformation – question / response.
5) All worlds similarly purified – description.
6) Bodhisattvas of 10 directions + entourage arrive – E, S, W, N, Ne, Se, Sw, Nw,
N, Ze.
[Repeated in each direction]
a) Other world / buddha / resident bodhisattva named.
b) Lists of donative items produced by each arriving bodhisattva + entourage.
c) Kūṭāgāra and thrones produced and occupied.
7) Qualities of bodhisattvas given.
8) Śrāvakas cannot see – listing of what they cannot see.
a) Reason: lack of appropriate kuśalamūla.
b) Did not see, provision of reason: it is the sphere of buddhas not śrāvakas.
c) Further explanation: lack of soteriological methods such as concentrations.
d) Questioning of why they did not see the miracles x 3 + answers: 1) they follow
the way of the śrāvakas, 2) lack of omniscience, 3) it is perceptible only by
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bodhisattvas.
e) Similes x 11.
f) Final questioning of why? Reason: difficulty.
9) Verses of visiting bodhisattvas – E, S, W, N, Ne, Se, Sw, Nw, N, Ze.
10) Samantabhadra’s explanation – 10 indications.
a) Samantabhadra’s verses.
11) Buddha illuminates.
a) Bodhisattvas see throughout universe – what they see x 3 divisions.
b) Bodhisattavs enter into Vairocana’s transformations.
c) Samādhis of entry listed x 100 in three sections of 10, 40, and 50.
d) Qualities of bodhisattvas listed.
12) Bodhisattvas emanate clouds of arrays resulting from their joy.
13) Mañjuśrī observes and comments in verses.
14) Bodhisattvas enter further gates of compassion, emanate light, light rays emanate
nirmāṇa – appearance in various forms in various worlds.

Parallels
The opening materials of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra show clear affinity with parts of
at least two other Mahāyāna texts. Those are the bodhimaṇḍavyūha chapter of the
Lalitavistara

and

the

opening

sections

of

the

Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā

Prajñāpāramitā.26 Briefly stated, the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra describes the arrays produced
prior to Sudhana’s quest, the Lalitavistara describes arrays produced immediately
prior to the Bodhisattva’s awakening at Bodhgaya, and the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā describes illuminations, miraculous transformations of jewelled

26

Lalitavistara: Lv: 211-217; Hokazono 2012: 20-45. I refer to both Vaidya’s edition (Lv) as the most
easily available complete edition and the preferable more recent edition of the relevant chapter by
Hokazono. English translations are available in Bays 1983: II.443-454 stemming from Foucaux’s
French translation from the Tibetan, as well as the Tibetan translation of Jinamitra Danaśīla,
Munivarman and Ye-shes sde, and is compared with Lefmann’s 1902 Sanskrit edition.
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā: PvsP: I-I.1-28. I refer to the edition of Kimura. Elided English
translation can be found in Conze 195: 41-44. The relevant passage also appears in other members of
the Larger Prajñāpāramitā family of texts, as will be seen below.
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lotuses indicating the teaching of the Perfection of Wisdom, and features a
multiplication miracle with recognisable echoes of the miracle at Śrāvastī.27
It is possible to talk of significant affinity in three distinct areas: thematic,
structural and image. In terms of the thematic affinity all three examples ostensibly
describe acts of homage by bodhisattvas drawn from distant buddha-fields by the
majesty of this world’s Buddha. These are activities that see them engaging in the
demonstration of power with the production, or transformation, of various donative
luxurious items. Structurally all three texts employ repetition, are constituted by
formulaic expressions, contain certain pericopes, and employ the use of verse
reflections in two cases. What is most obvious, however, is that they all rely on the
cosmological schema of the ten directions as a significant organising principle. This
will be discussed in more detail in the following section. In terms of images there is
the least degree of consistency. However, the action of transformation is shared as is
the jewelled nature of all objects, their association with wealth and high status, and
their suitability as offerings: parasols; flowers and garlands; luxury accommodation
(the kūṭāgāra); incense and fragrances; cloth and so on. The organisation of imagery
is somewhat different in all three cases however and we will examine the case of the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra below.

Terms of Homage
Returning to thematic affinity, the three texts describe an act of homage using
variations in terminology, albeit with marginal significant difference in intent. In terms
of explicit acts at the moment of approach by each bodhisattva to the Buddha the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra uses namaskṛtya, having made a bow, or an act that can also be
understood as the paying of homage.28 The Lalitavistara refers to the transformations
as being for the purpose of honouring the Bodhisattva using the term pūjākarman.29

27

On this see MPPŚ: I.531 n.1.
For example Gv: 6.25 and repetition in each direction.
29
For example Hokazono 2012: 30.11 and formulaically in each direction. For a more general example
of similar formulations see Lv: 38. The miraculous arrays produced by the bodhisattva from the North
refer, in verse, to the collective actions of all the bodhisattvas using √pūj (Hokazono 2012: 26).
28
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Here, again, we see the combination of forms derived from the resonant term for ritual
action √kṛ (at least in a Vedic context) with a term for honour and respect, with pūjā
being familiar as the generalised, and still relevant, term for several acts of worship
seen in India. The use of pūjākarman is frequent in the Lalitavistara when the action
of honouring the Bodhisattva by gods, or other beings, through the making of offerings
or music is described. It is no surprise that various forms derived from √nam are also
used in the Lalitavistara. These gestures often inlcude añjali, the ubiquitous bringing
together of the hands in a supplicatory manner. The use of pūjākarman is less frequent
in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra but is amongst the sights Sudhana sees repeated in Maitreya’s
kūṭāgāra and should be noted in its use during a passage that, similar to the nidāna,
employs the conceit of vast ornamental clouds of donative objects produced by divine
beings to honour the king Mahāprabha as he demonstrates his samādhi to Sudhana.30
Furthermore, in the section detailing the past lives of Samantasattvatrāṇojaḥśrī it forms
part of the honouring of various buddhas she undertakes before receiving the
revelation (saṃ+pra√kāś) of the Sarvatathāgatasaṃbhavajñānākaragarbhasūtra and
countless other scriptures (aprameyasūtrāntaparivāra) on her way to receiving her
vimokṣa.31 This is an almost transactional causal sequence that mirrors the relationship
of the nidāna to the following sūtra proper.
The Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā adds some detail to this picture by
describing the actual touching of the head to the feet of the Blessed One by the visiting
bodhisattvas and their entourages by way of respectful salutation.32 According to the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra this is the highest of the three pūjās as expressed by
bodily action.33 The means by which these visitors honour Śākyamuni are familiar
items in a lengthy dvandva compound, and the action is described using a popular
pericope.34 This includes the use of a small formula in fixed sequence of forms of the

30

Gv: 370 and Gv: 129.
Gv: 216.
32
PvsP: I-I.8 and repeated formulaically in each direction.
33
MPPŚ: I.581.
34
Approximately, with flowers, incense, fragrance, garlands, ointments, aromatic powders, robes,
parasols, standards, flags, and banners (puṣpadhūpagandhamālyavilepanacūrṇacīvaracchattra31
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verbs sat√kṛ – guru√kṛ – √mān – √pūj to denote activities of revering, respecting,
honouring, and worshipping.35 This sequence is found within the famous extolling by
the Buddha to Ānanda of the seven principles of the Vajjians that is to be understood
as a model for the saṅgha’s conduct in the Mahāparinibbānasuttanta of the Dīgha
Nikāya and the related Sanskrit Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra.36 This formula also populates
the Perfection of Wisdom literature and is found in the Gilgit manuscript of the Larger
Prajñāpāramitā.37 The palm leaf fragment of the closely related Larger
Prajñāpāramitā text found in the Mogao caves at Dunhuang includes this formula in
a parallel passage,38 and the Śatasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā (Perfection of Wisdom in
100,000 lines) inverts it at the mid-point as it deploys it in what Drewes calls a ‘benefit
passage’,39 where the object of veneration is the text itself, or its sacralising trace.40
Similarly, the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā repeatedly uses it in stereotyped
passages of the same type. This formulation does appear in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, but
far less frequently; however, it is linked with the arising of joy in the sight of buddhas.
The Lalitavistara also features this formulation far less and appears to use it more
neutrally to indicate honour and respect.

Homage or Devotion
The question I wish to raise here is whether we should see these passages in the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, Lalitavistara, and Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā –

dhvajapatākāvaijayanta). A fourfold classification of types of gift (dakṣiṇā) and the consequent
heirarchy of merit (puṇya) is given in the MPPŚ: I.590.
35
PvsP: I-I.8-9.
36
See Waldschmidt 1951: 114 (inc. DN XVI). (yāvac ca varṣākāra vṛjayo ye te vṛjīnāṃ caturdikṣu
vṛjicaityās tān satkari)ṣyanti gurukariṣyanti mānayiṣyanti pūjayiṣyanti teṣāṃ ca paurāṇaṃ cihnavṛttaṃ
na samu(cchet)sya(n)ti vṛddhir eva vṛjīnāṃ pratikāṃkṣitavyā kuśalānāṃ dharmāṇā(ṃ) na parihāṇi(ḥ)
|| (MPS 1.34).
37
See Zachetti 2005: 373.14-374.18. Reproduced in Susuki and Nagashima 2015: 596.
38
See Susuki and Nagashima 2015: 595 (IOL San 1492/00 Folio 8.5 recto). See also Zachetti 2015:
184-188 on the relationships between these recensions.
39
ŚsP: II-4.27. See also, for example, ŚsP: II-4.88 as part of this most common expression advocating
for the text and textual practices.
40
See Drewes 2007: 120 discussing the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. See also the discussions of the
hotly contested term ‘caityabhūta’ that I have rendered here as ‘sacralising trace’.
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clearly linked as they are – as having an intended devotional aspect, and view them as
including linguistic markers pointing at more than just a thematic vein, or an inherited
use of formulas for respect. In this regard the repeated use of forms of upa+saṃ√kram
to denote both the approach to this world and the figure of the Buddha is to be noted
in that it may refer to more than just a simple movement, or the paying of a more
neutral respect.41 Repeated with some frequency, perhaps for emphasis, and
consistently present in all three examples, it may be possible to take this form as
indicating an attitudinal as well as a physical movement.42 Bailey has suggested this
form’s presence in association with √dṛś may also key into themes of distance and
proximity that run through devotional texts.43 However, while he makes clear that this
form may only indicate respect, he is also open to it pointing in the direction of the
intense reciprocal participation engendered by a devotee’s engagement with his object
of devotion that is designated as bhakti.44 However, while the two terms do not occur
in direct conjunction as in the Sakkapañhasutta, the narrative connection is clear.45 It
is in Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā that the bodhisattvas in the distant worlds
explicitly express the wish to see (√dṛś) and honour (√vand) the Buddha and
bodhisattvas of this Sahā world. Given the nature of the passages, and especially the
Gaṇḍavyūha’s emphasis on sight, or the śrāvaka’s deficiency in that regard, we can
assume a similar desire is present in the passages from the other two texts.
To this accumulation of terms we can add in the same sentence from the
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā the presence of pari+upa√ās. In this case,
similar to the verses Bailey designates as ‘devotional’ in the Sakkapañhasutta, it
occurs packed tightly together with the other two resonant terms examined above.46

41

This is also the term deployed formulaically throughout the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra to denote Sudhana’s
approach to the kalyāṇamitras.
42
See for example PvsP: I-I.8. Forms of upa+saṃ√kram, usually as an absolutive, are consistently used
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See Bailey 2016: 130, 132, 135.
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See Bailey 2016: 141 n.17, and for a working definition of bhakti from sources such as the
Bhagavadgītā see p.128. See also Beyer 1977: 329-340 for an often cited tracing of structural
similarities between bhakti literature and the Mahāyāna, and p.333 for an alternate definition.
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Cf. Bailey 2016: 151.
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See Bailey 2016: 138-140.
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The implication of pari+upa√ās may well be of simply sitting around following the
seeing and honouring, but to that other meanings of respectful approach, attendance
and worship can be added.
However, while Bailey is somewhat equivocal regarding the presence of these
markers alone as evidence for more than just the paying of respect, the overall
movement of his argument appears to be that the presence of so many indicators lends
itself to an interpretation of a text as having a devotional function. That is a function
that occurs through mimesis of the representation of such encounters. What is more
important is that he also suggests that the terms that are present in our examples would
certainly be expected in explicitly devotional texts. These texts are, like our examples
in the main, later than the Sakkapañhasutta that he draws upon.47 The implication from
this is that shared terminology and temporal context point towards the influence of
bhakti in this case.
Furthermore, Bailey’s view that an underlying logic requires that a devotional
relationship be characterised by distance and then proximity, sums up well a purpose
behind the reiterations of the vast distances between this world and those named
worlds that are found in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā, and that are implicit in the Lalitavistara.48
To this we can add the very obvious fact that two examples, the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and Lalitavistara, contain verses of praise that are integrated into
the passages structured by the ten directions and spoken by the miraculous
transformations themselves in the case of the Lalitavistara, and by the visiting
bodhisattvas in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.49 The example from the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
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See Bailey 2016: 130.
Gv: 6 etc: ‘from beyond an ocean of worlds (lokadhātusamudra) equal to the atomic particles of an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields’ (anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsama). PvsP: I-I.7:
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river Ganges’ (gaṅgānadībālukopama). In the Lalitavistara the extent of the illumination at the outset
of the chapter sets the spatial indicators for the location of the following named worlds. That being at
the end of furthest reach of the dharmadhātu and the the realm of space (ākāśadhātu) (Hokazono 2012:
20.5-20.9).
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Prajñāpāramitā contains no verses. However, the author of the commentary to this
episode clearly felt that they were required and provides them in the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra on behalf of the visitors from the distant worlds.50
When it is collated, this evidence lends some support to the view of these
passages as devotional. However, perhaps it is safer to see this devotion as being
expressed via the act of literary production itself, and that these texts are reflective of
the broader context of bhakti practices but were not intended as functioning stencils
for such practices per se. The development of these elaborated nidāna sequences that
depict the majestic might of the bodhisattvas and presiding buddhas may then be
considered as a form of ornamentation (alaṃkāra), and as a means to praise and exalt
both the text and the subjects depicted within it. This could also allow us to read the
description of incredible and superhuman transformations and productions of offering
goods as similar to the polemical argument against the śrāvakas made so extensively
via simile in the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra. That is to say that the imaginative acumen
demonstrated by the authors in constructing this literary spectacle is a parallel act of
praise or worship equalling, or surpassing, that of physical donation. It is through the
mirroring of the standard items of donation, and in describing the activity of honour
and worship, as well as in amplifying the magnitude significantly, and creating a
testament to that majesty, that the authors accrue greater merit. In this case it is simply
that the spectacle cannot be seen or appreciated by those who are insensible to the
literary and affective merits of these texts.
The commentary on this section of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā,
the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra, provides substantiation for the above interpretation.
This occurs in its support of texts of indeterminate meaning (neyārtha / anītārtha) and
resulting attempt to place seemingly explicit texts detailing the great merits
(mahāpuṇya) of generosity (dāna) in the neyārtha category. In its rationale for the
merit gained by preaching, the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra states that in praising
generosity in all ways, the preacher destroys his and others’ avarice, and therefore
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See MPPŚ: I.593-594.
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preaching is meritorious. This is the supposedly implicit, or hidden, meaning of texts
on generosity.51 If this is applicable in the case of the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā, I would suggest we can read that into the other two examples. The
three examples together are certainly describing, and it would seem praising,
generosity in the bodhisattvas and the preaching of those texts could then fall into the
same rationale.

5.4 Cosmology and Kingship
While the nidāna of the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra displays themes of homage and
devotion, it also combines elaborate imagery and formal structures into a complex
texture that may have other purposes. As mentioned, apart from clouds and jewels,
there are two other contributing metaphors that loom large in the opening sections of
the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra: the cosmos and the cakravartin. We have touched on both of
these above, and the following discussions will attend to some further dimensions that
are important in this particular episode at the start of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.

An Organisational Standard
Given that I have suggested that the ten directions constitute the indispensable
element of such miraculous events as seen in this example and its parallels, it would
be useful to tabulate how precisely texts share in this schematic. A simple comparison
of the order of the directions between these three texts and its co-occurrence in some
of the related Perfection of Wisdom texts follows.
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Table 16. Comparison of sequence of the ten directions

52

Gaṇḍavyūha
Lalitavistara53
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā54
Śatasāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā55
Dunhuang Larger
Prajñāpāramitā56

1
E
E
E

2
S
S
S

3
W
W
W

4
N
N
N

5
NE
SE
NE

6
SE
SW
SE

7
SW
NW
SW

8
NW
NE
NW

9
Na
Na
Na

10
Ze
Ze
Ze

E

S

W

N

NE

SE

SW

NW

Na

Ze

E

S

W

N

NE

SE

SW

NW

Na

Ze

From this we can easily observe that the exception to the norm is the
Lalitavistara. The order of the intercardinal directions is different: Southeast,
Southwest, Northwest, Northeast, as opposed to: Northeast, Southeast, Southwest,
Northwest. This may be a mere trivial error, but it seems unlikely given the focus on
this sequence and more probable that it reflects a different tradition of representing the
sequence. Perhaps what is more remarkable is the stability in all other instances. This
would substantiate the view that it is an important detail, even allowing for the ‘family
resemblances’ and obvious textual cross-pollination in the Prajñāpāramitā literature.
Furthermore, the manipulation of this sequence in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā that was mentioned earlier as the only changeable aspect in the
example passages, that is where each direction’s bodhisattva is directed by their
buddha to travel in the opposite direction to this world, reveals a careful consideration
of the points of the compass and their role in the narrative description.
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The Ludic and Rhetorical Dimensions of Ritual
In the preceding chapters we have seen the possible ritual dimensions of
repetition and above I have raised the possibility of these passages being involved in
devotion. Adding to these strands is what Yelle has called the ‘ludic dimension’ of
ritual.57 This is the fact that rituals often seek to construct a separate domain, a
microcosmic recreation within which to enact their intended manipulation of the
world. This is frequently achieved through the referencing of the cardinal directions.
Tambiah states this relationship emphatically when he remarks: ‘there is a close
connection between cosmology and ritual. Cosmological and supernatural categories...
chart the geography and define the architecture of sacred space and are expressed in
the material symbols that are manipulated in rituals.’58 The question here is whether or
not these text passages claim to constitute reality and seek to make certain signrelations within this frame substitute for, or appear as, actually effective relations or
causal sequences.59 Without a more detailed semiotic analysis that is beyond the scope
of this chapter it is difficult to comment on this. However, it is feasible that the
structuring of these passages around the ten directions contributes to what Gonda
refers to as the ‘higher aims to be attained by the recital.’60 In this case the ordering of
the text might have been intended to be comprehensive in its scope of offering towards
the intended target of homage, and thus more effective in that regard. If the authors
are able to describe the totality of the cosmos, both literally and metaphorically
understood, all ontological and epistemological possibilities are encompassed.
Moreover, the complex interactions we will examine below may be considered as
contributing to the architecture of any ritual performance.
However, if we turn to the Sigālaka, or Sigālovāda, sutta found in the Digha
Nikāya we find another possible interpretation of the presence of cosmological
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schemas as they relate to ritual and its rhetorical interpretation in Buddhist narratives.
From this text it appears that worshiping the six directions was a common Brahmanical
practice in ancient India.61 Upon finding a young Brahmin conducting such homage
the Buddha proceeds to reinterpret the meaning of the ritual and outlines the ‘correct’
way to do homage to, or to ‘guard’, the six directions as a form of particularly Buddhist
ethical homily. The six directions in this scheme are reframed as symbols of the focus
of moral endeavour rather than abodes of divinities: the east as mother and father, the
west as one’s wife and children, the north denoting friends and companions, the nadir
servants, workers and helpers, and the zenith ascetics and Brahmins.62 The sutta gives
considerable detail on how to behave towards these persons. The nidāna of the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra involves generous and miraculous worship of the Buddha by
Bodhisattvas from the ten directions, rather than of the directions. Nevertheless, it
seems there is precedent, or at least parallels, for both organising a text around cardinal
directions and reworking a well known cosmologically ordered ritual for rhetorical
ends. What, precisely, those may have been in the case of the examples studied in this
chapter we will proceed to look at below.
Nonetheless, the question of whether or not we consider these passages as rituals
of one sort or another, rather than just mnemonically ordered miracle literature,
remains open. However, the structure of this passage has previously raised connections
with the centrepiece of later Buddhist rituals, the maṇḍala.

Imagining Circles of Power
Several scholars have pointed towards the ‘maṇḍalic’ nature of this episode in
the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra 63. Osto has suggested we see this passage as a thematisation of
space ‘in the form of a three-dimensional maṇḍala, constructed with Vairocana at the
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centre.’64 This view is set within a consideration of what is referred to as ‘proto-tantric’
elements in this text. This is similar in many respects to McMahan’s earlier
observations where he views this episode as a ‘proto-maṇḍala’. He also sees it as
‘proto-tantric’ and argues for a historical connection between the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
and much later tantric sādhanas.65 However, both scholars are careful not to assert
directly the notion that this text was used as such. Nonetheless, this kind of thinking
can be traced back to Mus’s views on the existence of continuities between Vedic fire
altars, stūpa and temple architecture, royal capitals, and the maṇḍala in his discussions
of the greatest extant sculptural panegyric to the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra at Borobodur, as is
pointed out by Gethin.66 The central place of the kūṭāgāra in this episode, its role as a
symbol of regal luxury, and its meditative purposes in the Mahāsudassana narrative do
contribute materially to what McMahan calls the ‘palace-cosmos’ homology.67 This
would also contribute to a view of this episode as consciously seeking to ‘define a
sacred space that is at once a diagram of the cosmos and a point of access between the
levels of that cosmos’ as Gethin phrases it.68 This is especially so if we recall the fact
that the cosmos was often invoked as a metaphor of the mind, a mapping that seems
relevant given the explicit causal role of samādhi in enabling the population and
illumination of the entire cosmos in this episode, and that maṇḍalas can provide a
fulcrum for visualisations similar to the role Gethin suggests for Mahāsudassana’s
palace.69 However, I remain sceptical about drawing any conclusions on the basis of
resemblance to later materials. Nonetheless, the importance of this symbol to the text
seems clear and its glittering depiction and association with royal wealth, and thus
power, keys into the more down-to-earth understanding of maṇḍala as referring to a
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model of social organisation.70

Power is Wealth and Wealth is Power
Osto has discussed at length the power relationships evident in the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, including those evidenced by the nidāna.71 As mentioned above
Osto views the ‘deliberate and highly structured’72 arrival of the bodhisattvas from the
ten directions as a three-dimensional maṇḍala. This is a type of array (vyūha) that
strengthens the idea of the buddha as ‘spiritual monarch’.73 In this comparison
Vairocana as the central buddha is the king, the pre-eminent bodhisattvas such as
Mañjuśrī and Samantabhadra are the chief ministers (mantrin), and Maitreya the
crown prince (yūvarāja). Within this schema the arrival of the bodhiasattvas to pay
homage is likened to that of vassals as supplicants to their overlord (rājādhirāja).74
The power that the Buddha excercises here is a supernatural one that is indicated
by the term adhiṣṭhāna noted and discussed above. This is the means by which all the
donative objects are produced by the bodhisattvas that can be ultimately attributed to
the Buddha. The power of this production, or transformation, by supernatural intention
is richly made visual by the description of all the donative objects as jewelled.75
Although Osto’s arguments for the position of wealth as not metaphorical, but
ideological, in support of the position that wealth is a signifier of superior spiritual
advancement in the text as a whole are well made,76 I interpret the presence of jewels
here in line with Salvini. That is to say that gems and jewels, aside from being symbols
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relation to medieval Buddhist polities see Davidson 2002: 133~. In his indication of the direction of
influence in this case Davidson also sets out the role of the architectural vocabulary of palaces in the
formation of maṇḍalas in the medieval period. Something that we could denote as a ‘palace-maṇḍala’
homology, to borrow McMahan’s diction (Davidson 2002: 140).
71
See Osto 2008: 48~.
72
Osto 2008: 54.
73
Osto 2008: 54.
74
See Osto 2008: 48, 54, 65.
75
Cf. Osto 2008: 74.
76
See, for example, Osto 2008: 77, 86-87.

215

of what is precious and beautiful, are primarily symbols of ‘what is powerful, i.e.
supremely effective and beneficial.’77 From this perspective, what Osto takes to be
support for the ‘imperial metaphor’78 in the frequent utilisation of rāja in designations
of the glittering transformation,79 should be understood rather as denoting the king of
gems.80 This is a symbol of what is most powerful and foremost of its kind, as Salvini
convincingly shows.81 However, this does not detract from the overall thrust of the
text’s use of the metaphor.
Adding to the imperial metaphor of might and majesty are the connotations of
the term used to describe the entire spectacle, vyūha (array),82 which Osto points out
is a result of the transformation of mundane reality that a samādhi enables, a
description of which encapsulates ‘both the path toward and the result of
omniscience.’83 More specifically a vyūha presents as signs the qualities (guṇa) of the
cognitive state which it demonstrates, or the qualities of the power of the demonstrator.
Aside from the more elaborate Mahāyāna semantic extensions, vyūha has significant
martial overtones. It is found infrequently in the Nikāyas solely in the compound
senāvyūha that denotes the formations of an army drawn up for battle or display.84
Related connotations can be gleaned from the use of kṣetra. It is clear from the
description of the transformation of the mahāvyūha kūṭāgāra in the Jetavana that what
we are witnessing is Vairocana’s buddhakṣetra. This is a term that Davidson has
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pointed out denotes ‘domain’ more properly than ‘field’, and which is bound up
lexically and conceptually with the notion of kṣatra as the power, and responsibility,
of the ruling warrior class (kṣatriya).85 What is most significant here is the emphasis
on dominance and the legitimation of the exercise of power. Finally, we might also
point to the fact that the correct spelling of bodhisattva is more likely bodhisatva,86
and the possibility that satva is to be connected with the Vedic satvan denoting a heroic
warrior rather than a more pacific being.87 As a result of these various inflections
accumulated by the terms in use, the metaphor of imperial power is substantially
strengthened. This does of course give a distinctly different, less peaceful, slant to
Mahāyāna rhetoric, even if the relationship with temporal power may have been an
uneasy one.
There are a few blemishes to this picture if we turn to the commentarial tradition
for corroboration. The *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra does recognise this metaphor in
the parallel passage in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. At the point of
arrival of the bodhisattva from a distant world the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra feels
the need to answer questions regarding why the bodhisattva stands in front of the
Buddha, indicating this posture is more respectful than what is implied by sitting.
However, in explaining why assembled high ranking śrāvakas such as Śāriputra,
Maudgalyāyana, and Subhūti are permitted to sit down, the authors suggest they are
like the chief ministers to the Buddha as king.88 So, here the śrāvakas are the chief
minister and not the bodhisattvas!
The regal metaphor is also invoked in explanation of why the arriving
bodhisattva travels with an entourage to this world, and not alone. In that case it is
explained that the bodhisattva is like a king who must sally forth accompanied by his
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retainers.89 In this comparison it is the bodhisattva who is the king and not the Buddha,
as we would imagine. This shows that the authors of this text were aware of the
hermeneutic value of the regal metaphor but did not see it as central to explanation of
this type of episode, applying it inconsistently and haphazardly in minor contexts for
localised explanations.
Furthermore, and more problematic for the view of the Buddha as world-turning
emperor, is the fact that the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra devotes considerable energy
to explaining via a taxonomy of pūjā how the Buddha of this world is of equal standing
to the buddhas of the distant world-systems, even though he pays homage to them by
scattering golden lotuses in their direction.90 In the metaphor of kingship as outlined
by Osto above, the visiting bodhisattvas are presumably the emissaries of much lower
ranked rulers. While the author of the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra reflexively seeks
to assert the superiority of the Buddha, he did not see the situation in this parallel text
entirely in those terms. Most of the energy in this section is spent not in referring to
such a hierarchy, but merely in attempting to redeem the Buddha Śākyamuni’s position
as that of an equal. The perceived need to counter an appearance of subordination
points at a reading of this passage as self-evidently at odds with the view of the central
buddha as superior. It is recognised that in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra there is no
comparable instance of the offering of flowers to the bodhisattvas by the Buddha.
However, the obvious affinities of these two text passages means that the perspective
of the author(s) of the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra is an important one.

5.5 The Cloud as Metaphor
Apart from these two important images there is a third, arguably more prevalent,
image in the section in the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra detailing the bodhisattvas’ arrival from
the ten directions. That image is the cloud (megha). This is the most repetitive
keyword, which occurs 77 times in this section as compared to maṇi (67) and rāja (47)
or the compounded maṇirāja (25). This exceptionally commonplace Indian imagery
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is often found in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra bearing as it does a useful image-schematic for
the organisation of miraculous transformations. For example, it can be found when the
assembled bodhisattvas respond to the Buddha’s illumination with their own
emanations (section 11 in the skeletal summary).91 It can also be seen in the chapter
on the Night Goddess (rātridevatā) Pramuditanayanajagadvirocanā where it organises
the visions Sudhana sees emanating from her body.92 The language of rain, clouds, and
the pouring down of ornaments also features heavily in the devotion paid to the king
Mahāprabha.93

Two Possible Meanings: Generosity and the Dharma
There are two principal associations with the image of clouds that are relevant,
and to a degree interconnected. Both of these have significant Buddhist textual
precedents. The first of these is its use in a metaphor or simile for generosity,
beneficience, and magnanimity. I presume that this is because of the monsoon’s
general and obvious associations with natural fecundity in the subcontinent. The
second is in a comparison involving the Dharma in its role as the supreme gift.94
The first example is from a non-Mahāyāna text that is probably antecedent to the
rise of this movement. The Avuṭṭhikasutta of the Itivuttaka that is found in the
Khuddaka Nikāya of the Pāli canon makes a comparison between three types of
persons and their generosity with the image of a cloud that does not rain, one that rains
only locally, and one that pours down everywhere.95 Explicit in this comparison is that
the vehicles of this generosity – food, drink, clothing, garlands, scents etc.– are the
rain. Implicit in this case is that the person is the cloud. Similarly, the Sappurisasutta
of the Aṅguttara Nikāya compares the good person to a great cloud (mahāmegha)
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nurturing the crops.96 Significantly, the definition of a good person in this case includes
the veneration of religious ascetics. The comparison (upamā) is more developed when
it is seen again in relation to a typology of persons in the first sutta of the Valāhaka
(P. dark, thunderous cloud) section of the Aṅguttara Nikāya.97 Here four types of
clouds, ones that thunder but do not rain, ones that rain but do not thunder, ones that
neither thunder nor rain, and ones that both thunder and rain are enumerated. By
comparison, the optimal person is one who both talks and acts, just as the optimal
cloud both thunders and rains. The following sutta in this section bridges the gap
between the two senses outlined above by comparing the four types of cloud to
someone who either masters the dharma but ‘does not understand it as it really is’,98
does not master it but does understand, achieves neither or, ideally, both. This person
is like a towering cumulonimbus cloud that both thunders and rains. The Dharma is
here explicitly defined in textual terms by the repeated enumeration of the nine
aṅgas.99
When it comes to individuals who are masters of the Dharma and also
understand it, the obvious candidate is of course the Buddha. In the case of Mahāyāna
literature this is most famously seen in the Auṣadhī chapter of the
Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra where the Buddha is likened to a great cloud (māhamegha)
wreathed in lightning (vidyun-mālī) that thrills beings with his thunderous sound
(nirnādayanta śabda).100 Furthermore, just as the great cloud pours down the same
water over all the plants and herbs of this universe, so too the rain of Dharma has but
one taste (ekarasa).101 In this case the inherent rhetorical nature of the metaphor bears
a doctrinal load in its advocacy of one of the Lotus Sūtra’s central concerns, that of
the single encompassing vehicle (ekayāna). That having been said, the metaphor of
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the Dharma as cloud is so commonplace as to be almost trite, and, suffice to say that
it appears frequently throughout the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and in the Lalitavistara.102

The Nāgarāja
One further aspect to the use of this image in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra must be noted
here. That is the close association of the imagery of life-giving rain and clouds with
the figure of the nāgarāja, the king of the serpents whom we encountered in the last
chapter as the possessor of the wish-fulfilling gem. The nāgas in general are said to
dwell in an underwater kingdom, or at the foot of trees, and have a particular
association with jewels and the protection of the Buddha as well as the Trāyastriṃśa
heaven.103 They are in a number of senses representative of powerful beings and are
also occasionally a metaphor for the non-Mahāyāna arhats (worthy ones).104 The
explicit link between the mahāmegha, the nāgarāja and the Buddha is extremely old
and is made in the Parosahassa section of the Theragāthā and can also be found in the
sutta of the same name in the Sagāthāvagga of the Saṃyutta Nikāya where the verses
are attributed to that most famous of Buddhist poets Vaṅgīsa.105

‘O Blessed One, your name is ‘Nāga’,
The best seer of the seers.
Like a great cloud bearing rain
You pour down on the disciples.
Having emerged from his daytime abode
From a desire to behold the teacher,
Your disciple Vaṅgīsa, O great hero,
Bows down in worship at your feet.106
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Notable here is the presence of the same purposes and outcomes that we have
seen above. That is a desire to see the buddha and physical acts of homage combined
with verses of praise. We should also take into account the view of Lienhard that the
verses of the Theragāthā are the adaptation to religious purposes of the techniques of
description and the sensuous imagery of the rains that are found in secular poetry.107 It
is also clear that Vaṅgīsa made these utterances spontaneously, that is through
pratibhāna, the luminous eloquence of the poet, that is similarly one of the boons of
the dharmabhāṇaka. Clearly this configuration was a poetic staple that runs across the
strata of Buddhist literature.108
Should we doubt the comparison’s relevance in the case of the
Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra, the glorification of the king Mahāprabha that we saw earlier
includes vast clouds of various donative items as ornaments in the sky. This is similar
to the nidāna in that it acts to dramatically signify and miraculously make visible to
Sudhana the samādhi of that kalyāṇamitra. This spectacle is begun by ten thousand
nāgarājas and principally enabled by a mahānāgarāja.
Lest the thematic similarity in those two episodes from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra be
considered insufficient, we can turn once again to the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra’s
commentary on the nidāna in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā that is
structurally and thematically similar. The commentator explicitly invokes the same
comparison when he seeks to explain the visiting bodhisattvas’ ability to honour all of
the infinite number of buddhas in the Eastern direction and still have the time to come
to this Sahā world to see Śākyamuni and hear the Prajñāpāramitā.
These bodhisattvas do not render their homage in the manner
of gods or men; they carry out the rites (pūjādharma) current
among bodhisattvas. Here is what it consists of: they enter into
concentration (samādhi) and, holding their body upright
107

See Lienhard 1975: 375~ and cf. von Hinüber 1996: 53. Lienhard observes the use of the poetic
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clouds, and thunder as a time of amorous coupling in comparison to the solitude of the ascetic see
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(ṛjukāyaṃ praṇidhāya), they send forth innumerable bodies;
they create all kinds of objects of worship (pūjādravya) and fill
the Buddha universes with them. They are like the dragon-king
(nāgarāja) who, at the moment he moves draws water out of
his body and rains over a whole continent (dvīpaka). 109
This is a very neat explanation that supports the view stated above of the special
abilities of bodhisattvas to render a unique kind of homage to the buddhas.
Furthermore, it is a homage that is not obvious to mere gods and men, and enables a
comparison of the bodhisattvas to the powerful and fecund symbols of the generosity
that they are enacting.

An Anachronistic Apotropaic Attribution
It is also worth observing at this point that the confluence of elements seems
stable in its occurrence. In summary, there are the coming together of an elaborate and
miraculous display of homage followed by the delivery of an anticipated discourse or
textual element, an invocation of the figure of the cloud, an association with the nāgas,
and, an application of lists structured in a highly formulaic manner. In much the same
way the later dhāraṇī text the Mahāmeghasūtra provides two spells, or memorable
and potent phrases, a list of tathāgata names for recitation, and ritual instructions to
assist in rainmaking, ostensibly in order to alleviate the woes of the nāgas and bring
forth the plants of this world.110 This apotropaic text sees fit to list the nāgas names
and then the miraculous clouds produced by them in homage to the ocean of buddhas
and bodhisattvas. With the exception of one section where there are twenty items, this
listing of over 110 is again broken into groups of ten divided by a formulaic phrase,111
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one that makes use of the sequence sat√kṛ – guru√kṛ – √mān – √pūj. The location of
this entire episode is also named as the kūṭāgāra of the circle of great clouds filled
with shining jewels and gems (śrīmaṇiratnagarbhamahāmeghamaṇḍalakūṭāgāra), a
name that is suggestive of affinity with the nidāna of the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra.
This later evidence of several elements in similar conjunction is contained within
what is unequivocally an apotropaic context. Similarly, it has also been suggested that
the worship of the six directions in the story of Sigālaka that we touched on above is
a protective ritual.112 This then points towards a possible purpose behind the nidāna
sections of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā that is
not a visualisation involving a maṇḍala, as most scholars agree it is unlikely to be, but
a text for purposeful recitation beyond memorisation that exalts through praise and
precipitates the discourse while assuring merit and protection. This would also suggest
an older bivalence of maṇḍala as a round, or unit of recitation in the Ṛg Veda, and that
the textual representation of simultaneously arriving bodhisattvas and their lists of
donative items could also be understood as material for such a round in a manner
somewhat similar to the musical sense of a canon perpetuus. However, similarly to
explorations of so-called ‘proto-tantric’ elements this interpretation is hampered by
the problem of reading a purpose from a later text back into an earlier text.
Nonetheless, it strikes me that this interpretation is more viable given the convergence
of multiple textual elements in a similar pattern.

Text as Icon and Corollary
The penultimate example above neatly encapsulates several of the strands we
have been exploring so far: the special ability of bodhisattvas to render homage
through miraculous superhuman transformation and production that is enabled by the
entering into samādhi; the multiplication of bodies redolent of the multiplication
miracle of Śrāvastī; the emblematising of a samādhi through the description of the
arrays that pour forth from it via the listing of the wealth and generosity that is often
termed as ornament, along with all the connotations that may convey regarding a text;
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and, an organisation of this display spatially as clouds, the image of which is associated
with power, generosity, and the Dharma that these passages self-reflexively constitute.
In this view the dominant emblem, or liṅga, of the cloud can be understood as
an icon for the entire sūtra and the didactic content as its corollary. It is then possible
to consider this remaining content to follow self-evidently from such a virtuoso literary
display. The proof of the text’s veracity and potency are made by the construction of
such an image. Moreover, the reverse of this relationship is also plausible. In that case
the selection of the particular image of the cloud reflects a view of the text as an act of
generosity that rains down the Dharma. From this perspective the dominant metaphor
of the nidāna can be seen as an ‘iconic corollary’. The didactic content is proven
buddhavacana, at least from a Mahāyānist’s perspective, and the proposition of
supernatural capacity represented through the imagery of clouds naturally follows.
Such ideas can be understood further with reference to several scholars’
discussions. For example, McMahan’s discussion of the emission of light in the nidāna
of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and the reflection and interpenetration of all imagery in all
available reflective surfaces and across all times.113 McMahan has termed this imagery
a visual symbol for the doctrine of the sameness of all dharmas, a representation in
sensual terms of cognitive concepts, and an actualisation of the metaphor of light as
knowledge.114 This perception can be paralleled in Tambiah’s discussion of the Thai
healing cults he studies in which ‘the cosmological scheme says figuratively and in
terms of metaphorical images the same kind of thing which is stated in abstract terms
in the doctrine.’115 It is also interesting to draw analogies to what Tubb has called the
‘visual work’ undertaken by the repetition and layering of images of three white lines
in Bāṇa’s verse on the Goddess Pārvatī and her defeat of the demon Mahiṣa. The
deliberate use of visual elements to compose an image signifying Śiva that has ‘a
deeper connection with the topic and goal of the verse’ could be seen as demonstrating
similar intent to that of Mahāyāna authors in their complex construction of a singular
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representative image throughout this spectacle.116 However, what I believe to be
revealed here by the imagery of clouds is not abstract doctrine, or the tripartite symbol
of Śiva, but a referent of the act of the communication.117
It is possible that despite the obvious sophistication of the authors of Mahāyāna
texts there is a quite simple explanation in line with Rawlinson’s comments on the
example from Saddharmapuṇḍarikasūtra that we saw above.118 That is that the literary
clouds produced are the pregnant signs of the coming deluge, and the illumination by
the Buddha is the lightning of the extended metaphor (note in the sequence how the
illumination by the Buddha follows the cloud production of the visiting bodhisattvas).
After this there is a further production of clouds, similarly followed by an illumination
by the bodhisattvas. This could be read as the Mahāyāna’s proponents positioning
themselves as similar to the Buddha again. Finally, we have the thunderclap that is the
mighty sound of the teaching, and its cooling rain. That is to say, there is a simple
model being followed here in the construction of a complex text that, on inspection of
the elements of it, demonstrates a connection to a tried and trusted metaphor and
provides a rationale for the dependence on this image. However, even if this reliance
is a little hackneyed, it draws on the quasi-poetic traditions of the Mahāyāna authors
and would be a readily recognisable literary image for what they would see as an
ultimately generous act.

5.6 Formal Characteristics
If we are to understand the ornamenting of a text with descriptions of the
ornamenting of the universe, or dharmadhātu, as intended for the glorification of the
buddhas and bodhisattvas through the demonstration of literary prowess that is of
course also attributable to their power, to be a desirable and meritorious activity and
so subject to the logic of ‘more is better’, how was such a potentially unwieldy task to
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be undertaken? Moreover, if we wish to see clearly the interactions that contribute to
the author’s textual strategies in play in this example, then we need to unpick the
formal characteristics of this instance. In the case of the Gaṇḍavvyūhasūtra there are
clear techniques in use that produce what Fontein has called ‘ten consecutive, largely
repetitive paragraphs’ detailing the arrival of the bodhisattvas from the ten directions
that we are focussing on here.119 There are three initial definite elements observable,120
and there are also some comparisons to be made across the examples.

Lists
The Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra employs lists of donative items, some of these are less
than standard but seem appropriate nonetheless to the Mahāyāna. These lists are
composed of approximately, but not consistently, ten items. In several of the directions
they are of a single type, in others their composition is more varied. Even though the
compounds used are occasionally difficult to unravel entirely, we can discern
reasonably clear category affiliation. The bodhisattvas who are arriving from the East
frame the following programme and produce a mixed list of the main donative items:
flowers (puṣpa); fragrances (gandha); lotuses (padma); garlands (mālya), jewels
(ratna); ornaments (ābharaṇa); jewelled parasols (chattra); cloth(es) (vastra);
standards and, or with, flags (dhvajapatāka). Most of these items are either explicitly
described as jewelled or can be understood as implicitly so as a result of the tenth list
item being a generic description of the arrays as beautifully jewelled. The bodhisattvas
arriving from the South produce all kinds of nets or webs (jāla) of various kinds of
garlands and necklaces (12 items). The West is somewhat mixed drawing on various
items such as fragrance and banners and several jewel types. This list has a total of 12
items. The North is concerned with jewelled fabrics (vastra and paṭṭa) - (11 items).
Bodhisattvas coming from the Northeast produce many of the by now familiar
kūṭāgāras (10 items). The Southeast section lists spheres of light the colour of various
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gems (prabhāmaṇḍala). The Southwesterly direction lists nine types of flaming rays
(arci), and the Northwest various reflected images of bodies (kāyapratibimba) (10
items) The Nadir is concerned with sounds (10 items), and the Zenith with the
exhibition of past live tales (pūrvayoga) (10 items). All of which illustrates a certain
compositional logic, albeit one that is irregular, based around sets of ten.

Formulas and Formulaic Language
The lists described above are to be found set between two formulas. These are
the same in each direction, except for certain particular details. In the first formula of
this ‘sandwich’ it is the directional location and names of the world system, the
presiding buddha and the principal bodhisattva that changes. Several of these names
are, as is often the case in Mahāyāna sūtras, highly allusive.121 In the second formula
it is the details of the arriving bodhiattva’s kūṭāgāra, his lion throne and personal
decorations that changes.

Formula 1:
pūrvasyāṃ diśi anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānāṃ lokadhātusamudrāṇāṃ pareṇa kanakameghapradīpadhvajāyā
lokadhātor
vairocanaśrītejorājasya
tathāgatasya buddhakṣetrād vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabho nāma bodhisattvo mahāsattvaḥ sārdhamanabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
bodhisattvais tena bhagavatā anujñātaḥ tataḥ parṣanmaṇḍalasamudrād uccalitvā yena sahālokadhātus tenopasaṃkrānto
nānāvyūhameghair gaganatalam alaṃkurvan|122
To the East, from beyond an ocean of world-systems as equally
numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible number
of
buddha-fields,
from
the
world-system
Kanakameghapradīpadhvajā, from the buddha-field of the
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thus-gone one Vairocanaśrītejorāja, the bodhisattva, the great
being named Vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabha together
with bodhisattvas as equally numerous as the atomic particles
in an inexpressible number of buddha-fields, that illustrious
lord having assented, and having set out from that assemblycircle, approached this Sahā world-system while ornamenting
the firmament with various clouds of arrays.
Formula 2:
yena bhagavāṃs tenopasaṃkramya sārdhaṃ parivāreṇa
bhagavantaṃ namaskṛtya pūrvāṃ diśam upaniśritya
samantavyūhamaṇiratnajālasaṃchannāni kūṭāgārāṇi dikprabhāsamaṇirājapadmagarbhāṇi ca siṃhāsanāny abhinirmāya nyaṣidat paryaṅkam ābhujya cintārājamaṇiratnajālālaṃkārasaṃchannāni
bodhisattvaśarīrāṇy
123
adhiṣṭhāya ||
That bodhisattva together with his entourage, having
approached and worshipped the illustrious lord, and, having
gone over to the Eastern direction and supernaturally created
peaked dwellings covered with nets of jewels and gems in
continuous array, lion thrones borne in lotuses made of the
king of gems illuminating the directions,124 and having sat
down cross-legged,125 supernaturally produced ornamental
nets of jewels and king of wish-fulfilling gems that covered the
bodhisattva’s bodies.126
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In terms of comparison with the other two cases identified, the Lalitavistara and
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā, both of these texts also make use of formulas.
The Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā is entirely formulaic in its description of
the narrative action with the only variation occurring in the naming of the worlds,
buddhas, bodhisattvas, and in its inverting of those directions in the instructions given
to the departing bodhisattvas as to where to seek out this world.127 Similarly, the
Lalitavistara employs the formulaic naming of the distant worlds, their buddhas and
principal bodhisattva.128 In fact, this is the point of most congruence between each
example. This is the indispensable aspect to any such description of a miraculous
spectacle.
Formulaic language is not limited to these two opening and closing passages (the
first of which places emphasis via repetition on the distance, the second on the
proximate act of worship) but can also be seen in the construction of the intervening
lists. The listing of items is highly formulaic, although less rigid in application. Each
item is contained within a phrase, the majority of which is the same in every instance.
Examples from two of the directions, the Northeast and Southeast, and including two
of each item’s containing phrases, will be sufficient to demonstrate the point.

Northeast:
gandhakūṭāgārameghasaṃchannān sarvalokadhātuprasarān
adhitiṣṭhan
dhūpakūṭāgārameghasaṃchannān
adhitiṣṭhan...129

sarvalokadhātuprasarān

They supernaturally transformed the appearance of all worlds
so that they were enveloped in clouds of fragrant peaked
dwellings,
They supernaturally transformed the appearance of all worlds
so that they were enveloped in clouds of peaked dwellings
127

For example, PvsP: I-I.7 and PvsP: I-I.11.
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made of incense...
Southeast:
kanakavarṇaprabhāmaṇḍalameghaiḥ
saṃchādayan

sarvagaganatalaṃ

anantavarṇaratnaprabhāmaṇḍalameghaiḥ sarvagaganatalaṃ
saṃchādayan...130
They caused the entire sky to be covered by clouds of goldcoloured luminescent spheres,
They caused the entire sky to be covered by clouds of
luminescent spheres of the infinite colour of jewels...
This demonstrates the basic organising approach. However, not all of the ten
directions are so clear in their exhibition of this principle. A certain amount of variation
can be seen related in some cases to the semantic content and in others to a desire, it
seems, to vary the listing for poetic ends.131 For example the Eastern direction in
detailing the divine donative items that are raining down switches between forms of
ava√sṛj, abhi+pra√vṛṣ, and pra√muc as the final verb of the formulaic phrase.132 All
of which add minor semantic inflections to the sense of the pouring down of these
objects from their clouds.
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Gv: 9.7-9.9.
It is interesting to note here the variation within a rather limited prospectus. For example, in the
Southern direction’s listing of types of jāla composed of various wreaths, garlands, and necklaces of
flowers and jewels etc. In this regard the authors could have made use of the extensive vocabulary of
Indian jewellery, such as in the case of pearl necklaces of various types determined by their
arrangement: śīrṣaka, upaśīrṣaka, prakaṇḍaka, avaghaṭaka. Or, they could have employed those that
indicate the number of strings of jewels, such as ardhahāra, or the prominent necklace comprised of
three or five ‘slab-like’ gems, the phalakahāra (Sivaramamurti 1956(1942): 110). However, the authors
reiterate combinations of dāman (wreath, garland) and hāra (necklace) and detailing the various jewels
names which are obscure.
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Keyword Repetition
The repetition seen in these formulaic phrases appears to seek to invoke
emphasis, doing so in the opposite manner to the formulas preceding and closing each
direction. In this case the number of varying components, as well as the approximate
100 varying items lead the repeated parts of each phrase, not to recede into the
background, but to become more prominent based on the scale of that repetition. This
emerges as sets of themes and images associated with the directions that can be
understood through keywords. Each direction has different levels of repetition but, in
the East, for example, divya (divine) is prominent. In the South sarva (every, entire)
features. The West foregrounds the pervasion (√sphar) of the entire dharmadhātu and
deploys the designators of high numbers that were previously noted. The North is
foregrounding the supernatural transformation (adhi√ṣṭha) of the sky (gaganatala),
and so on with a variety of emerging markers. Of course, in the most rigidly formulaic
phrases all of the elements other than the variable component become prominent and
the image of a single activity is conveyed consistently. This is the case in the emission
of various reflected bodies in all three times from the major and minor marks, as well
as the hair pores, of the bodhisattvas from the Northwest.133 The most significant of all
these keywords is megha (cloud). It is the most often repeated term and we have seen
the possible purpose behind this emphasis above.

Purposes of Repetitions and Aesthetic Benefits
The first point to reiterate is that all of these repetitions must be considered,
perhaps conterminously with other explanations, in the light of memorisation
techniques and the shape they give to oral literary practices.134 Nonetheless, there are
other possible explanations to consider that are closely related to our example passage.
In his recent studies of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra Osto has suggested the use of a highly
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organised list of the names of bodhisattvas in the assembly at the Jetavana is a means
of hypnotism.135 It is also useful to recall the use of lists in meditative contexts such as
buddhānusmṛti discussed above. Lists then may have a certain purpose for the
generation of altered states of consciousness. Ehman was concerned with what he
viewed as a pattern in the sets of ten running through the nidāna and saw this pattern
as an intentional template for the structure of the domain (viṣaya) of the Buddha as a
central concept in this text.136 In a more general and convincing manner Gonda has
suggested that repetition may well have had an aesthetic value and proposes an
etymology of alaṃkāra as denoting that which made something ‘fit to meet certain
requirements, whether...religious or aesthetic’. Similarly, He has pointed out the use
of long lists of objects in the Lalitavistara as a means of ‘exalted description’ and
points to Daṇḍin’s discussions of udātta and udāra (both have similar meanings of
lofty praise) as ornamentation and its specific qualities (guṇa). We may also consider
that this kind of repetitive speech fits into what might retrospectively be described as
atiśayokti, or hyperbole, in order to achieve emphasis or increase the aesthetic effect
and ‘suggest pre-eminence in its subject’.137 In this case it may be ādhikya, or
superabundance, as a form of atiśayokti where the quantities and qualities of the
bodhisattva’s generosity are highly exaggerated. However, even though these later
designations from Indian poetics are not necessarily applicable, they do have some
hermeneutic value.138
Although mnemonics are important here, the conveyance of significant meaning
is undertaken through the use of repetition as an artistic device that carries an important
affective load. It is possible to observe not just lists but the repetition of keywords and
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of actions, that are not merely repetitious in a pejorative sense as it is outlined by later
theoreticians of Indian poetry,139 but contribute significantly to the aims and intent of
these opening passages.

5.7 Organising Images as Text and Text as Images
Following the identification of the basic formal features found in our central
example of a miraculous spectacle above, we can now turn towards further aspects of
the text as revealed by the visual reconstruction. A concrete falsification of the imagery
has brought to the fore the various ‘elements’ that contribute to the overall strategy
that is deployed in order to give the narrative its affective charge. A number of these
have been observed by previous scholars. Others, however, are rendered visible by the
unique perspective the process of the visual reconstruction affords. Moreover, it is the
complexity of the interaction of all of the various elements to create a number of
patterns that is made most clear. As a preliminary to identification of these patterns I
commence with discussion of the organisation of imagery and previous interpretations
of this aspect in the example.

More Multiplication Markers
There are several methods that Mahāyāna sūtras choose to organise the imagery
contained within them. The opening sections of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra partake of a
number of these, and three relevant designations can be identified in the text: a) an
infinite multiplication,140 b) the presence of the infinitely vast within the infinitesimally
small,141 and, overlapping with this to a degree, c) the presence of all objects in all
other objects by the means of reflections.142
The description of the expansion of the mahāvyūha kūṭāgāra, the purification of

139

See He 2012: 166.
For example, Gv: 5.9.
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For example, Gv: 24.25-26.12.
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the Jetavana and entire universe, and the arrival of the bodhisattvas from the ten
directions all abound in linguistic markers for the multiplication of imagery. The
description of the transformed Jetavana often includes asaṃkhyeya (innumerable) to
refer to the jewels of the individual components.143 The BS anabhilāpya that literally
means ‘inexpressible’ but which similarly suggests extremely high quantities is also
repeatedly

used.144

As

noted

above

this

is

often

combined

with

buddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsama to give the phrase ‘equal to the atomic particles of
an inexpressible number of buddha-fields.’145 Perhaps most prevalent is the use of
sarva. This term has a broad semantic range and can be approximated as ‘every’,
‘entire’, ‘the whole’, or ‘completely’ but has something of the sense of ‘manifold’ and
also then ‘variousness’ as well as here the simultaneous population throughout all
locations. It certainly adds to the sense of multiplication especially in such cases as the
Southern direction where it prefixes every compound in the list of the locations and
types of the arriving bodhisattva’s supernatural productions.146
The importance of multiplication and proliferation in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra has
been remarked upon by Vetter and more recently Fontein.147 Fontein considers these
to be unifying components of the disparate visions of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra, whereas
Vetter notices accompanying paradoxical qualifications to the descriptions and
suggests that in their frustration of the imagination they are related to the uplifting
qualities of positive aesthetic experience and the cultivation of a state of mind that
holds simultaneously the notions that one has embraced everything and nothing.148
This is a cognitive stance that is suggested by Vetter to be conducive to compassion.149
Vetter’s perspective on the paradoxical nature of multiplications is similar to
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For example, Gv: 5.15, 5.22.
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McMahan’s suggestion that infinite multiplication represents the second step in a
visual analogue of the tripartite and paradoxical negative dialectic of emptiness
whereby the assertion of an object as a fixed entity is negated. This is achieved by the
suggestion that it is visible in all other objects, that is by an infinite multiplication. The
dialectic is completed by a re-affirmation and relativising of the primary assertion of
the object’s existence, and all objects, as merely a conventional designation.150
As Vetter remarks, the seemingly infinite numbers of objects or beings, in that
case buddhas, presents something of a problem for the imagination.151 This is even
more problematic in any concrete representation. It can be surmounted by means of
truncation indicators, such as the repeated but finite set, as indeed is done verbally in
the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.152 However, the problem of imagining such vast multiples is not
removed by this method and the suggestion that, rather than precipitating an
engagement with the individual object multiplied, they invite instead a contemplation
of the character of the totality of phenomenal reality is feasible.153 However, the means
by which this is achieved is not relativisation or negation, or even visual paradox as
McMahan contends,154 but by saturation.
We can now identify an element of the example’s textual strategies. ‘Saturation’,
akin to the layering of acetates on an old overhead projector, occurs when each phrase
reiterates the proposition of an occupation of all visual possibilities. The repeated use
of such verbs as √sphar which can mean expansion or diffusion, but is pervasion and
in some cases penetration and can also be rendered as suffusion,

155

indicates a

cognitive swamping, a means of defeat of the logical and rational cognitive faculty
when visualised. This is achieved not by a visual means similar to the negative
dialectic of paradoxical and rationally oppositional propositions (see below) converted
into two opposing symbols, but by multiple propositions (images) being
simultaneously made. This achieves an overload of the visual imagination. While a
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concrete image of this situation has to be represented in each composition or
cosmological direction as co-occurring discreet multiples of each category, it is in fact
similar to the analogy above, in that these multiples all exist simultaneously in the
same imaginative space, that is in terms of the descriptive and temporal linguistic
markers / cues in the text. However, the result of this proposition, or of that of the
visual representation of the negative dialectic for that matter, is that there is in fact no
coherent pictorial aspect to these compositions that can be discerned. After a certain
point the verbal cues produce visual ‘white noise’. This is a state that is in effect little
different from claiming that there is no visual mode to the imagination of these visual
spectacles.

Contradictory Cues, the Principle of Non-contradiction and the Negative
‘Dialectic of Visibilities’
The second important element that the falsification of the text’s imagery makes
plain is the presence of contradictory linguistic cues for the imagination. For example,
in the description of the transformation of the mahāvyūha kūṭāgāra mentioned above
we are first told it becomes anantamadhyavipula. This is generally understood as
indicating that the kūṭāgāra becomes infinite in extent, literally extensive and without
extremes or middle. However, the same description then goes on to describe its
features in detail including the presence of turrets (niryūha), doors (dvāra), arches
(toraṇa), and windows (gavākṣa). However, these features are awkward to imagine in
an infinite building. Even more difficult to reconcile, however, is that the description
includes the explicit statement of the presence outside (bahir) this establishment of
inexpressible numbers of assemblies.156 Similarly, the transformed Jetavana, that is
usually taken to be extremely vast, is also described as having been surrounded
(parikṣipta) by innumerable jewelled defensive walls (prākāra).157 Although we might
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Gv: 5.7. bahiranabhilāpyaparṣanmaṇḍalabhūmitalavedikāvyūha. This bahuvrīhi describing the
kūṭāgāra is contingent on the interpretation of vedikā. This term usually implies ‘railings’ rather than
‘pavilion’ or ‘balcony’ in this and other BS texts. This interpretation of the word is justified in this case
by the presence of bhūmitala (ground-level). Regardless, the stress on bahir is clear.
157
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take vipula in the initial description of the transformation of the kūṭāgāra as indicating
an abundance without limit, the statements of the co-extensive nature of the Jetavana
and all buddha-fields are harder to discount. However, the statements that are made
regarding the extent of these aspects of the transformation are clearly also hyperbolic.
The details of the structure and the environment subsequently enunciated are also
particular and important as vehicles of the imagination of the qualities of the samādhi.
How then do we reconcile these contradictory cues and valuations, and what
might explain this aspect of the text? The miracles of Mahāyāna literature routinely
engage in what Granoff calls the ‘violation of natural causal laws’158 and break what
Fiordalis has called the ‘principle of non-contradiction’ as a means to ‘illustrate and
describe the inconceivable liberation’.159 The descriptive contradictions above can in
some ways be attributed to this. However, it is not clear to me that such a concept as
‘natural law’ would be stable. It seems more likely that we, as moderns, would
consider a ‘natural’ causal law to be radically different in concept from one included
in this category by an Indian Buddhist of the relevant time period.160 Moreover, as a
narrative that trades in the recognised sub-genre of Buddhist miracle literature, a
distinction between what can naturally and plausibly be violated either in a ‘real’ or
‘imagined’ context is of little use. It also seems clear that, to a degree at least in the
first case, the indications of scale can be attributed to hyperbole and the rhetoric of
superiority that runs through these passages. There are, however, perhaps deeper
reasons behind such contradictory images.
In considering more complex manifestations of such a seeming violation of
natural law where all things appear in all other things, or what is often termed their
interpenetration,161 McMahan suggests that we view the imagery of such descriptions
as a means of showing in images the paradox of the negative dialectic of the Perfection
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of Wisdom literature.162 He further proposes that the visualisation of both sides of a
paradoxical proposition that demonstrates emptiness, by a conversion of propositions
into symbols, is more readily resolvable in the visual mode where both symbols can
be held simultaneously and seen as complementary rather than contradictory.163 Such
a perspective on the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra’s use of imagery is underscored by statements
in this text of the retention of a discernible distinction between individual entities that
ensures a tension is maintained, and that a dissolution into some kind of
undifferentiated whole is not envisaged. This ‘dialectic of images’,164 as he terms it, is
part of a wider process of the ‘concretization of metaphor’ whereby prevalent
metaphors for knowledge and knowing such as light, sight, space, entering and
penetrating become literal components of the narrative and are dramatised.165 The
representation of these metaphors as literary images is furthermore conducive to
manipulation and the drawing of novel resemblances that can re-emerge in novel
doctrinal formulations as discussed above.
However, contradictory cues such as those outlined above are not necessarily
part of a conscious transposition but, as mentioned, can merely be a result of the
incompatibility of stereotyped descriptions and bombastic rhetoric. There are other
possible purposes for this conflict that will be raised below, but for the meantime this
alternative explanation is sufficient. The violation of the principle of non-contradiction
is also seen in imagery of the containment of the universe in a single small point
(symbolised by a single hair in this case). This type of motif can be seen in the
Chāndogya Upaniṣad, as Vetter highlights,166 and thus cannot justifiably be seen as an
innovative ‘showing’ of a prajñāpāramitā dialectic either, but is rather an inherited
image re-deployed to gesture towards the dharmadhātu through conventional literary
imagery. Nonetheless, these kind of contradictory, or paradoxical, suggestions may
well be informed by an environment of discourse pervaded by the Prajñāpāramitā
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perspective and the type of imagery instantiated by means of reflections is clearly to
be considered as connected with the rhetorical use of this standard metaphor in
hermeneutic contexts. That having been said, the above raises significant questions
about the viability of McMahan’s propositions.
Be that as it may, there are other issues of contradiction encountered in these
passages, one of which is the presence of indicators of the temporal sequence of these
events. In particular, the arrival of the bodhisattvas is said to be simultaneous both
with each other and the preceding displays. The entering of the Buddha into the
Siṃhavijṛmbhita samādhi, and the transformation of the Mahāvyūha kūṭāgāra, the
Jetavana, and all buddha-fields are said to be immediately contiguous (samanantara).
Similarly, the arrival of the bodhisattvas from the ten directions is said to begin at the
same time. This is expressed clearly and with a reiteration of the relationship in near
identical terms.167
This stated simultaneity of the transformation of the kūṭāgāra, the Jetavana, and
the miraculous spectacles of the arriving bodhisattvas put the temporal implications of
the sequence of the verbal narrative in conflict with its own description of time and,
critically, it challenges the imagination to adopt what Sivaramamurti calls the synoptic
method, and Dehejia has described as a synoptic mode of narration.168 Stated briefly,
this is a mode of depiction that features the simultaneous presentation of images of
temporally sequential parts of a story. However, such a visual representation is only
viable with hindsight: that is, after the narrative is complete and reviewable.
Nonetheless, in expressly describing the visual precursor to the disquisitions in verse
by the arriving bodhisattvas, Samantabhadra, and Mañjuśrī, as an act of surveying or
looking over (vi + ava √lok) of the entire scene in the ten directions, the text itself
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indicates the availability of such a view.169 Perhaps this perspective is only available
to such elevated beings and not to lesser auditors. Nevertheless, contradictions in the
various manifestations that we have discussed above appears to be an important part
of the verbal tool kit deployed by these authors, and they should be noted here as a
part of their strategic approach.

From Contradictions to Crescendo, Escalation, and Oscillation
The ‘elements’ of certain patterns within the text are drawn from its different
levels. The next element is operative principally on the level of its imagery,170 but
represents a further complication to the bifurcation of a performed narrative and its
internal cues for temporal sequence that differ in their ordering of events. This is the
clear sequence of expansion of the vyūhas in section three of the skeletal structure. It
can be observed that the focus of the description moves from the centrally located
kūṭāgāra to the Jetavana, or idealised paradisiacal park as an index of the similarly
transformed buddha-fields of the whole universe. From there the imaginative gaze
opens out into the sky above and its ornamentation with clouds of supernaturally
produced objects. Finally, the attention of the narrative gaze shifts to the innumerable
buddha-fields in the ten directions that are equally purified. We can see a clear
movement from the proximate to the distant and, despite the expansive adjectives used
to describe it, a move from a focus on smaller objects (the kūṭāgāra) through gradually
increasing units of scale to the entire universe.171
This expansion bears some resemblance to the crescendo effect seen in chapter
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Gv: 17.14, 18.5, 18.23, 19.17, 20.8, 20.29, 21.22, 22.14, 23.6, 23.29, 25.25, 32.17. We can also recall
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4, and to that observed by Fiordalis in miracle literature whereby an escalating series
of miracles serve to emphasise the superiority of the Buddha.172 However, it also has
an impact on the perception of time within the frame of the narrative, building as it
does a clear and logical sequence, that is presumably one with implicit causal and thus
temporal implications. Setting that temporality to one side temporarily, for our current
purposes we can designate this escalation of scale as a ‘crescendo’ and observe it as
an opening gambit that introduces a complex combination of elements.
The following element combines both linguistic and visual levels in a process of
oscillation encapsulated in its repetition of the formulas we encountered above. The
arrival of the bodhisattvas of the ten directions performs regular movement back and
forth between the distant buddha-fields (part of the function of the naming being to
emphasise this distance) and the localised minutiae of the kūṭāgāras, thrones,
ornaments and so forth that they produce following their act of homage. Here the
semantic content of the terms encourages us to shift the focal distance of the visual
imagination between the immediately present and the infinitely distant in a repeated
cycle. Linguistically, we are dealing with a regular repetition of the same verbal
formulas. That is to say we move back and forth between two instances of a language
feature of the text. Both semantic (i.e. visually imagined) and linguistic levels are,
therefore, harnessed within this ‘oscillation’ element.
However, and further complicating the patterns in this text, another element can
be identified. Within the restricted purview of the lists of donative items we see an
escalation of the complexity of their referents. The simple production of regular, albeit
jewelled, donative items such as flowers, incense, and so on in the East can be
contrasted with that of the final directions. By the time we reach the South-westerly
direction the displays are now emanating from the pores and auspicious marks of the
bodhisattvas and the content of the productions becomes more abstract and
complicated. The Northwest introduces the presentation of images of multiple time
periods, the Nadir that of sounds, and the Zenith in particular features the making
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visible of virtuous past-life tales (pūrvayoga), starting with those related to the
perfection of giving (dāna-pāramita) and ending with the sphere of knowledge of all
bodhisattvas (sarvabodhisattvajñānamaṇḍala).173 This move from the concrete to the
abstract across the ten directions in terms of the donative items presents a clear
hierarchy of giving that places, unsurprisingly, a genre of story, albeit one that is
visually represented in the text, as the highest gift. More importantly for our present
discussion, what we see here is another kind of crescendo built into the various lists of
donative items and playing out across this regularised structure. However, in order to
distinguish the two crescendos in use here, and to highlight the differences in
appearance between the two, we can think of this second one as an ‘escalation’.

Patterns of Contradiction and Intradiction as Textual Strategy
The process of seeking a resolution to imperatives for the construction of a
concrete visual representation of the miraculous spectacle forces one to confront
various difficulties, and as one attempts to build a coherent composition, attend to
details that it might otherwise be tempting to gloss over. While it may be possible to
analyse the imagery that is generated as a stand alone ‘text’ and extrapolate
interpretations of its rhetorical and doctrinal positions upon that isolated basis,174 the
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reconstruction of the imagery of the text in fact reveals much about the various textual
strategies deployed. This is the principal benefit of such a visual mode of analysis: the
limpid, pellucid even, view it affords of the fine grain of the detail of the text. When
we look closely at the imagery and its sequence, we can see more than just the obvious
surface ordering of it around what we might understand as the superstructure of the
spectacle: the ten directions. Adjunct, beneath, or within this are several component
elements identified in the above discussions. In sum, we see the sedimentation of
multiplication markers and a consequent saturation of the imaginative plane (1),
contradictions in the verbal cues for imagery that manifests in both irreconcilable
images and disjuncts between a synchronically enacted synoptic imaginative
composition as stipulated by the terms of the text and a performed diachronic narrative
sequence (2), the introductory crescendo effect instilled by the expansion in scale and
focal distance of imagery of the transformation of the Jetavana (3), and, set within the
use of lists (4),175 the escalating semantic complexity of the bodhisattva’s items of
homage enunciated in highly formulaic language (5). That is to say that the escalation
(6) implied by the move from basic donative objects to abstract referents involves a
similar crescendo effect as the imagery develops from contextually obvious and
expected referents to the more fantastical and imaginative. The enunciation of this
escalation is set within an imagined oscillation (7) between distance and proximity
encoded in linguistic formulas (8).
The various elements outlined above operate on different planes. Formal features
such as lists, formulas, and repetition of particular markers of multiplicity on the
linguistic level can be separated from the use of saturation, contradiction, escalation
and crescendo on that of the visual, or perhaps we might say the semantic. However,

of objects is used as a method of suggesting conceptual connections between them. This is prompted
by the need for resolution of a cognitive dissonance between the apparent categorical similarity of
grouped objects established perceptually and their evident conceptual incongruence (Schilperoord et al.
2009: 160). These arrangements have formal ingredients that can be classified into two groups. That of
object-constitutive factors such as size, shape, and colour etc., and those of object-depictment factors
such as perspective, orientation, and distance from viewing point. This second group also includes the
number of object tokens in a set, their abstraction from ‘normal’ contexts, and projection onto axes, or
other recontextualisations (Schilperoord et al. 2009: 158~).
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The formulaic language used in the composition of these lists is a also an identifiable part of the
compositional strategy of the author(s), however,
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both visual and linguistic elements constitute types of structures that have a certain
patterning quality. Moreover, these elements appear to interact, either as individual
units or as combinations. In the central example from the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra it appears
that we have a self-multiplying crescendo sequence replete with multiple
contradictions, this is then followed by an escalation occurring across an oscillation
that has its two formulaic poles divided by a regular list that is itself comprised of
formulaic language. The graphic representation of the interactions of these elements
assists in visualising the resulting structure of the miracle. This most simple schematic
shows the intersection of the oscillation with the escalation, preceded by the crescendo.

Figure 1. Crescendo, escalation and oscillation

A fuller representation that includes the formulas and lists illustrates clearly the
additional complexity lent to the overall structure.

Figure 2. Crescendo, escalation, oscillation, formulas and lists

Key
Crescendo
Escalation
Oscillation
Formula
List

Figure 3. Key to patterns in the nidāna of the Ganḍavyūhasūtra
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These diagrams show succinctly the interaction of the various elements to
comprise an approach to the composition of the text. However, what might explain
these patterns and what might be the rationales behind such strategies? Gummer has
recently outlined the presence of speech acts of ‘pre-diction’ and ‘post-diction’ that
contribute to the transformative affect of the Mahāyāna sūtras.176 I would suggest that
what we see in the contradictions is, literally, a ‘contra-diction’, both on the level of
the descriptive terms that I have referred to above as a conflict between hyperbole and
stereotype, and on the deeper level of the patterns of the discourse when two or more
conflicting elements that inscribe types of motion intersect. The contra-diction here
being the oscillation, that is a back and forth between formulas, as it combines with
the escalation – a steady progression in a singular direction – of complexity of the
referents of the lists of donative items and their development from concrete to abstract.
Along with this contra-diction the use of the formal feature of the list and its
formulaic language can be observed. This adds further complexity and it may be
possible to refer to the interweaving of these latter elements as a type of ‘intradiction’,
whereby forms of the text interact with each other creating complex patterns by the
combination of the parts that they describe.177 Beyond the sequential logic of individual
elements, the intersection of the elements has its own implications, and this
intersection of multiple predictive impetuses (that are contained within individual
elements) may affect our appreciation of the overall narrative sequence, for example,
in the elaboration of scale, in repetitions, or through iteration in a regular quantity.178
That is to say that the clear sequences, or sequential principles that organise these
elements, are involved in the creation of quasi-causal relationships between individual
parts of the element through the indexing of each following member of the sequence,
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similar to that discussed in the preceding chapter. Each element, therefore, has its own
causal logic. What is less clear is the impact of their complexity in combinations.
However, the interdiction between the sequential imperatives of the individual
elements that is caused by their ‘intradiction’ must have implications for our reading
of the narrative sequence as a whole. In fact, it seems to me that having been able to
distinguish these elements, and their combinations, it is in the perception of narrative
sequence that the main impact is observed.

Sequences With and Without Meanings
If Bruner is correct that the ‘principle property of narrative is its inherent
sequentiality’,179 and that taken alone the individual parts of the overall sequence have
no inherent meaning, but that their meaning is derived from their place in the complete
plot that must be extracted from the sequence and seen as a whole entity, then the
patterns identified above, or interference with the identification of sequence that they
might cause, has a ripple effect on the perception of the plot as a whole. Moreover, it
should be recalled that it is the elaboration of certain metaphors that is being
undertaken here. Therefore, Bruner’s further contention that tropes such as metaphor,
metonymy and so on, aside from lending narrative its particular power over the
imagination, are also resistant to logical procedures for establishing what they in fact
mean, and how they must be interpreted, is relevant here.180 What, then, might be the
purpose behind the construction of such complex interactions between various textual
elements; what might such a complex intradictory and contradictory strategy for the
textual structure to a representation of miracle mean?
I consider first the possible meanings when such a spectacle is viewed as a
literary artefact. We are assisted in seeking an explanation by Gómez’s focus on one
of the layers of meaning in what he calls the ‘multivalence in the significance of
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wonder-working’:181 namely ‘the wonder of persuasion (the aesthetic or affective
dimensions of the story, its function as rhetoric device).’182 The suggestion that Gómez
presents is that the authors of these texts recognised the affective capacity of narrative,
an aspect that is a copy of the power of miracles to positively affect those who
experience them. Gómez invokes Stevenson’s understanding of miracle narratives as
a ‘manifest trace’ of an underlying pattern, or set of principles that are implicit in the
presence of a stimulus within it, one that works to produce a miraculous response. The
pattern models a set of predictable events that imply a resonance between the events
of a story and those of liberating insight and power. Gómez states:
This suggests that the human receptor of the narrative is
expected to experience the telling and retelling of stories of
wonder-working as a virtual equivalent of the miraculous
event, and as such, infused with the same power to change
reality, cognition, and the moral status of the human being.183
The unique capacity of narratives in miracle literature can be found, it seems, in
their ability to achieve a qualitatively different affective result than, for example,
doctrinal content. However, while Gómez’s insight alerts us to the basic modelling
within a narrative of the affective impact of the experience of a miracle it undervalues
the affective impact of the textual structures and the relationships created between the
various iconic and symbolic images that are elaborated and manipulated in the
construction of these miraculous spectacles. Having distinguished these various
elements I offer now further interpretations that relate to this aesthetic dimension and
its persuasive force.
The first relates to the aesthetic appreciation of these elements as a whole. The
miracle spectacle constitutes a work of literary art that deploys these recognisable
elements in a sophisticated pattern that could be appreciated as skilful and an object
of aesthetic delight. That is to say that the patterns diagrammed above demonstrate the
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‘skilful means’ of a miracle. The second is more speculative. I contend that the charge
of the narrative affect is produced by the interaction of these elements – something
that is more than the sum of its parts and also constituted by images that are resistant
to logical resolution – and the resistance to meaning created by their mutually
conflicting imperatives. Moreover, this interaction also models the miracle itself,
albeit in a more complex manner. What has been undertaken here is the creation of
logical dissonance by the assertion of conflicting imperatives, and the impossibility of
resolving the contradictions and complex patterns of sequential intradiction reflects
the impossible, and awe-inspiring nature of a miracle and, therefore, constitutes the
aesthetic response to it.
Although these are feasible interpretations for the presence of these patterns, it
is also possible to assign them to the explanation raised above. Namely, that what we
see in the nidāna is connected to apotropaic ritual. If we again invoke Freedman’s
reading of the ‘verbalised’ agnicayana ritual found in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad, and
suggest a similar interplay between ritualised, or repetitive and regularly ordered – that
is despite the contradiction and intradiction – imaginative praxis and verbalisation the
patterns identified can be understood as the residual architecture of the ritual.184 Here,
instead of the verbal building of the fire altar of Agni, we see a verbalised ritual of
protective homage to Vairocana conducted in a well-patterned manner either in
recitation or via the structured formation in the imagination (kalpana) of the
miraculous spectacle.185 The correct homage that generates apotropaic benefit is paid
to Vairocana through both the skilful ornamentation of the text and the ‘more real’
imagination of the splendid and supernaturally created donative items.
While such speculations are tantalising, the main point to stress here is that the
visual reconstruction clarifies the importance of the verbal sequence and reveals the
interaction of several features that amount to a complex textual strategy thus
heightening the impact of a series of interconnected metaphors through the carefully
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considered elaboration of their imagery.

The Verbal and Visual in Concert
Finally, there are a number of further points that are clarified through the
reconstruction which suggest that a simple dichotomy of visual and verbal modes is
inadequate to describe the materials of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. The first of these is the
degree of continuity between the art historical record and the descriptions of the
miraculous spectacles in the nidāna. In almost all cases an image could be found to
represent the individual items referred to in the text. There were, of course, exceptions.
Interestingly, given the common anachronistic association of the Net of Indra which
is well known in Chinese hermeneutics surrounding the Buddhāvataṃsaka, nets (jāla)
of numerous gems are quite difficult to find, unless the networked gems and pearls
worn on the head in Gandhāran sculptures of bodhisattvas are focused upon. Nets of
bells (kiṅkiṇījāla), and to lesser degree those of garlands, are nonetheless fairly
common. What we can see from this is just how conventional the imagery used for the
construction of these spectacles was. This indicates a fairly stable imaginaire shared
between textual specialists and artists. However, the presence of these images in texts,
or perhaps for these concepts in the Art historical record if you rather, also serves to
strengthen the idea that these authors were concerned with homage and generosity.
These are the common themes shared between stūpa sites where the sculptural reliefs
were used as vehicles of merit production and for decoration, and these texts decorated
with literary ornaments that make use of similar imagery. The use of conventional
imagery in the narrative elaboration of these displays suggests to me an interest in
these concepts and the visual means of their representation and communication.
It is also important to pay attention here to the presence of representations of the
emission of sounds. I refer here to the miraculous spectacles of the bodhisattvas
arriving from the Nadir in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.186 What is audible are the normative
virtuous activities of the bodhisattva such as those achieved through their vows,
perfections, approach to the bodhimaṇḍa, turning of the wheel of Dharma, and so on.
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250

The imagination of sound may well stimulate a quasi-perceptual experience.
Nevertheless, it is unlikely that this ‘mental image’ (and recall the discussions in the
introductory chapter regarding the disputed nature of mental imagery) is pictorial in
any way. However, if we read the escalation of complexity of donative items here, and
the cosmological organisation of the narrative, as a hierarchy, then this miraculous
display is second only to those of the Zenith.
Of course, allocating sounds (nirghoṣa) to this prominent place then suggests
that the primary position at the zenith is occupied by the complex images (pratibimba)
displayed by the bodhisattvas of that direction.187 The language used in this final
section has a clear visual flavour and appears to present the ability of bodhisattvas to
produce multiple cinematic projections of previous deeds.188 In the midst of this
panoply of phantasmagoria we should not lose sight of the fact that the content of the
emitted sights in this case are the ocean of pūrvayogas. That is to say the explanations
of past deeds and previous karmic connections, especially those connected to
generosity, that are strikingly similar to significant parts of the kalyāṇamitra sections
of this sūtra. It is then clear that stories, and the miraculous display of images of them,
are the main focus of interest here. The bodhisattvas as actors in the narrative frame
make use of a visual means of displaying their mastery of such knowledge. However,
the text itself need not necessarily also do so. That having been said, this normative
representation does suggest a meta-reflective perspective on an optimal means of
communication that involves the strategic combination of words and images. This is
unsurprising if Vetter is correct in suggesting that the nidāna was a part of a separate
textual trajectory. That is to say that the composition of the description of the optimal
act of homage through miraculous spectacles reflects an author’s understanding of the
other parts of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra: materials that clearly involve past life tales and
spectacular visual episodes.
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Concluding Remarks
The novel methodology of visual reconstruction, and the foregoing chapter that
supports it, clarifies and greatly extends our previous readings of the nidāna of the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. From the close examination of parallels to this episode we can see
an

affinity

between

the

Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra

and

the

Lalitavistara

and

Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. It is clear that these texts contribute to a subgenre of Buddhist literature that trades in miraculous spectacles as signifiers of a major
event, be that a discourse or the accomplishment of awakening. What is evident in
these examples is a shared reliance on the ten directions as a structuring device in the
composition of the texts. It is also clear that the authors make use of a resonant
vocabulary of homage and devotion, and that they deploy rich metaphorical imagery
in a highly allegorical and rhetorical fashion.
The main example from the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra can be viewed as a literary
ornamentation of a text and an act of ‘virtual’ homage analogous in its rhetoric with
the polemical argument against the failure of vision of the attending śrāvakas in the
narrative. This suggests that merit is accrued in this fashion through the act of
preaching itself and is supported by the views of the commentators on the
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā found in the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.
The elaboration of imagery connected to cosmological schema, the universal emperor,
or cakravartin, and his vassals, and the presence of the ‘maṇḍala’ constituted by this
arrangement appears to be contributing to the conception of power that is heavily
signified by the glittering wealth on display in these passages. Consultation of the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra again reveals an awareness of the hermeneutic value of
such a metaphor of kingship in these episodes. However, application of this metaphor
is far less consistent than a consideration of modern scholarship on this figure might
lead us to presuppose.
A third, arguably more important, metaphor in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra that has
received less scholarly attention is that of the cloud. This image was seen to be the
most prevalent as measured by repetition of keywords in the selected passage. Two
possible meanings could be ascertained to be relevant and interconnected in this case.
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That is that the cloud equals generosity, or the beneficent person, and also the ultimate
gift of the Dharma that rains upon the world. Clear rhetorical statements can be
understood from this about the value of the associated discourse. This almost trite
image has literary correlations with examples of Buddhist poetry and Mahāyāna texts
such as the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra. These examples clearly invoke sets of imagery
and sequence the activities of homage and devotion in a near identical manner to the
examples studied, and also demonstrate the use of related verses. This indicates a
conscious borrowing of poetic practice in the case of the likely later Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
and its parallels when describing such acts in the context of the signifying vyūha at the
start of the sūtra. This comparison (upamā) and its association with the potent, and
bejewelled figure of the nāgarāja was similarly shown to be part of this figuration,
relevant in several other clearly similar invocations within the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra, and
to be a comparison expressly considered pertinent in this type of material by the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.
Moreover, the presence of formal characteristics such as multiple repetitions,
lists, formulas, and formulaic language can also be read as a deliberate deployment for
aesthetic ends. The use of repetitions generally appears to contribute significantly to
the poetic value of these texts in exalting their subject through hyperbolic (atiśayokti)
acts of ornamenting (alaṃkāraṇa) the displays with lists of the qualities (guṇa) of the
arrays (vyūha). It is also possible, however, to understand such formal features and
their aesthetic impact as part of the affective dimension of the text and as a part of
deliberate textual strategy, especially when they are combined with the organisation
of imagery to disrupt the perception of sequence.
The considered elaboration of the imagery of these metaphors, and the presence
of significant structural and thematic affinities with later apotropaic texts, as well as a
significant parallel in the story of Sigālaka, is suggestive of a purpose for these
passages. While they may be the reinterpretation of existing cosmologically ordered
rituals solely for rhetorical and literary purposes, the combination of formal features
and imagery in the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra outlined above suggests an architecture to any
apotropaic or ritualised recitation of these texts that may be inferred from these
associations. That is to say that the visual reconstruction has helped to make clear the

253

different elements of the miraculous spectacle’s representation and, most importantly,
the patterns created by their deployment in concert.
In fact, however we might choose to interpret the complex sequences and their
combination of various elements in patterns, the primary benefit from the visual
reconstruction is the identification of these patterns and the detailed view it gives us
of the building of the text, or indeed the ritual speech act. Having raised above the
possibility of a visual mode to these materials, these patterns are perhaps an example
of such a mode. The organisation around a spatial (cosmological) metaphor of other
metaphorical imagery, structured and instantiated through the use of particular forms
of text, is only understood through recourse to a pictorial or diagrammatic
representation, even mentally. Nevertheless, it is likely that what we see here is a
marriage of modes that creates its own affective dimension.
In closing, we can turn to the observations of Gómez that ‘in the Mahāyāna,
there is little room for doubt: buddhas and bodhisattvas are not just eloquent teachers
[...], they are wonder-working teachers, and the distinction between teaching and
wonder-working begins to collapse on itself’.189 These remarks are somewhat similar
in tenor to Rawlinson’s reflections on the dharmabhāṇaka as a ‘dramaticentertainer’,190 and make it clear that a distinction is not always warranted between the
visual and verbal within the performance of these spectacles. This would then suggest
that the detail of the imagery of a miraculous spectacle and its impact on the
imagination of both performer and audience are as important as the subtleties and
complexities of the didactic, and that consideration was given to this multimodal
means of communication. The potential inherent in the method of the visual
reconstruction is to reveal such subtleties and allow us to identify strategies in other
examples that make use of highly complex imagery and other text features. While the
degree of sophistication may vary, the provision of a means and vocabulary for
undertaking such a visualised reading affords us a new approach to understanding
these materials. However, while the evidence may be interpreted in a number of ways,
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there are certainly recurring elements that point to the development of a sub-genre of
material that shares in this domain of discourse as it deploys literary images, formal
features, and various textual strategies for their combination with apparent purpose
and consideration. In sum, what we see through the visual reconstruction is the
marriage of the visual and the verbal occurring in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.
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Conclusion
The present work has demonstrated the literary continuities that condition the
visual, and visionary character of Mahāyāna sūtras. It has also sought to explore the
extent, character, techniques, and means of operation of a visual mode of imagination
exploited for poetic and other ends in these texts. Therefore, the thesis sought a way
that these texts could in fact be considered as phantasmagorical in a synaesthetic
manner, employing both sound and sight in a compelling invocation of affect. In so
doing, a framework for a novel method for the interpretation of these more visual
aspects has been presented, and a specific case tested under this new methodology.
Moreover, an existing semiotic method has been adapted and augmented with a visual
dimension, and these novel ‘visual’ approaches to texts have demonstrated the
potential for future analytical insights garnered via visual means.

The presence of a specifically visual dimension to these texts was the working
hypothesis for this thesis. Therefore, considerable time and effort has been spent on
exploring a number of key metaphors, correlating terms found in the texts with objects
found in Buddhist sculpture, and developing a way of recreating the imagery of these
texts in some kind of physical form. However, the idea of a strictly defined visual
mode operative in these texts was hard to conclusively establish. Moreover, this
process and its results called into question the value of making clear distinctions
between the visual and the verbal in Mahāyāna sūtras. In searching for what was visual
about these materials I frequently found that these elements appeared to involve
literary constructions. What we see along with a sophisticated use of imagery is a
novelty of inspiration shown in textual re-combination, re-purposing and deployment
that is likely distinct from one drawn from visionary encounters, the products of
visualisation, or for that matter a deliberately pictorial strategy.
For example, if we consider ‘visions’ we often find the motif of a gesture, or
signal of consecration, authorisation and obligation redolent of descriptions of
reciprocal visual exchange (darśana). The particularly expressed, or situated, type of
darśana, and the degree of frequency of the gestural motif in the descriptions of
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visionary experience, points at a distinct rhetorical agenda, and towards a continuity
of representation as a defining feature of many of these episodes. If we look at more
descriptive materials, and turn specifically to the example from the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra that has previously been understood as a stencil for
visualisation,1 what we find are continuities with other Buddhist texts of similar
descriptions, far more than previously observed.2 We also see the use of concatenation
across similar examples, and importantly, in parallel with Sanskrit and Middle IndoAryan poetry. This is a technique that appears to involve the glorification of the subject
through the elaboration of description, and is possibly involved in establishing causal
connections. Finally, when we look at complex ‘miracle literature’ we can observe the
multiple literary influences that shape these spectacles. Examples include the imagery
of clouds as a rather hackneyed metaphor for the beneficence of the gift of the Dharma,
the use of a textual structure derived from the description of a typical poet’s
contribution to an assembly, the exploitation of various formulaic metaphors in praise,
the possible echoes with reinterpretation of the Brahmanical ritual worship of the
directions found in the Sigālovadasutta, and convincingly the degree of similarity
between

examples

in

the

Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra,

the

Lalitavistara,

and

the

Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.
However, perhaps most unsettling when seeking a uniquely visual mode to these
texts is the detailed falsification of the mental imagery of the complex compositions
at the opening of the Ganḍavyūhasūtra that can be reviewed in the appendices. When
this test was undertaken in order to find what, if anything, the authors are in fact, to
use McMahan’s phrasing,3 ‘showing’ in a uniquely visual manner, it was difficult to
identify a significant distinction from the verbal mode. Furthermore, the imagery
pointed towards a number of tropes, exhibited ambiguity in some respects, and
displayed a complexity with a degree of detail that calls into question these images
utility in any imagined visual context.
Of course, the above picture lacks its own detail and nuance. In actual fact I do
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not wish to entirely reject views regarding pragmatic influences and purposes.
Similarly, a visual mode cannot in my view be ruled out. The literary image of the
gesture of authorisation and obligation could be understood as an icon in the Peircean
typology, a sign that relies on its resemblance to actual gestures experienced in the
‘real world’ of the audience for the assessment of its truth value, and by extension the
‘visionary’ encounter’s truth value, and therefore could be said to be operating in
something of a visual mode. The use of concatenation as a means of glorification and
establishing causal connections may well be related to visualisation in some way.
However, it is the use of patterns in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra passage in
particular, that is to say spatially (and therefore to a degree pictorially) organised
linguistic markers, that would allow us to talk about a strictly visual mode. Similarly,
the saturation of the mental composition may well be a desired imaginative visual
effect of the detail in some miraculous spectacles. Certainly, the use of patterns of
crescendo in both of these examples, and of more elaborate organisations of both
imagery and formal features of text in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra suggest a considered use
of all modes in imaginative stimulation.
Therefore, this thesis argues for a closer affinity of the Mahāyāna with the
activities of poets and literary specialists who explore the boundaries of linguistic
expressions in their attempts to create new forms of, and purposes for, literary genres.
What emerges from consideration of the literary foundations for visual reconstruction
and exploration of the conceptual domains of the principle metaphors is that, if we
consider a visual mode to be deliberately manipulated or proscribed, it is being
effected through the wiles of authors thoroughly embedded in Indic literary cultures.
However, the identification of formal features, and the manipulation of conventional
imagery, points us towards various textual strategies that combine the pictorial and
propositional, or visual and verbal, modes of imagination in complex manners as two
sides of the same performative coin. Nonetheless, whether the evidence is in the form
of adopting and augmenting existing images, or in deploying standard techniques and
tropes, a resonance with the activity of Indian poets and a liminal position on the
margins of poetry (kāvya) characterises much of the material studied. The thesis has
then, almost inadvertently, ended up being an argument in favour of the prevailing
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view of the Mahāyāna as predominantly a literary movement.4 However, it is one that
seeks to augment this view by moving the field further away from the often irrational
isolationism of conceptions of the Mahāyāna towards one that places its emphasis on
a closer concert with the broader field of Indian literary practices.5 Specifically, I have
been concerned to substantiate the influence and contiguity of this movement with
Indian poetry and poetics, and to suggest the skilful harnessing of such influences to
the unique aims and purposes of the Mahāyāna project. This does, of course, suggest
endeavours often understood as secular that are maligned in some Buddhist contexts.
However, this is a conclusion that has been reached as a result of taking a perhaps
slightly unusual goal as primary, that of the foundation for visual reconstruction.

The thesis has raised and explored three central themes: 1) the dialogue of
imaginations, with emphases placed on understanding the worlds of the Mahāyāna
imaginaires and making ourselves aware of their reliance on existing literature and
metaphors for their instantiation; 2) the visuality, or the culturally conditioned aspects
of visual experience, of instances of the Mahāyāna; 3) the poetry involved in the
manipulation of visual modes of imagination for aesthetic, semantic, constitutive, and
soteriological ends by the authors of these texts.
The exploration of the three themes yielded a number of results. Firstly, I have
provided an improved oversight of the interlocked method of metaphor deployment,
or the concrescence of metaphors,6 and their key role in conditioning the imagined
worlds of Mahāyāna literature. Thus, it has been possible to amplify the understanding
of the literary continuities of the imagery deployed in comparisons, descriptions, and
spectacles. We have also gained a better understanding of the poetic techniques utilised
in the construction of the imaginaire. These explorations highlight how the role of
metaphor is key to the processes of constructing a social imaginary as a form of social
representation that relies on existing imaginaries and their images. This is helpful in
explaining several of the processes of metaphor creation and deployment in the
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Mahāyāna’s ‘visual materials’. It was also clear from this application of theory how
imaginaries serve a vital function in providing a means for thought to extend into areas
where knowledge appears to be failing by providing a figuration of the abstract and
unfamiliar. As such, this provides further explanation for the character of these texts
and the authors’ reliance on such spectacular elements and imagery as they sought to
justify their novel reinterpretations of doctrine and valorise their redefined
soteriological goals.
Central to such enquiries are the specifics of the culturally conditioned aspects
of visual experience – visuality. The models of visual experiences I have set out were
seen to be dependent on certain motifs, and to be consistent in their depiction but
inconsistent in their explanation. The identification of a standard motif within more
personal visions, that of the gesture of consecration and obligation, suggests a rhetoric
of authorisation and a contribution to the claims of legitimacy, if not superiority, of
Mahāyāna adherents. What was most apparent from the broader examination of the
types of vision, both visionary and miraculous, as well as the subsequent positing of a
generalised hypothetical central image, was the continuity evidenced in Mahāyāna
texts and the fact that these ‘visions’ are highly conventional in nature, are inherited
in their core details from the stock of mental imagery common to all Buddhist
ideological perspectives, and differ only in their degree of elaboration, proposed
constitution, and ontological status. The exploration of the ontological status of visions
and the most relevant exegetical metaphors commonly deployed to illustrate the
philosophical position in this regard, that of the created being and the nature of
reflections, help us to follow Cort and ‘situate’ the cultural conditioning of visual
modes of perception and to highlight the role of the visual in understanding.7 The
analyses also revealed how the narrative placement of miraculous spectacles, along
with the ‘standard question’ operating as a pivot to the following ontological
discussions, and their accompanying figures of comparison is remarkably similar, and
indicates the presence of a tacit understanding amongst Mahāyāna authors of a correct,
or at least conventional, sequence in the use of these materials. This points us, again,
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towards a certain ‘literariness’ that conditions the presentation of such ‘visionary’
materials. Moreover, the identification of this conventional sequence provides further
support for a re-evaluation of the importance of miraculous spectacles,8 and suggests
that they were a critical a part of the Mahāyāna intellectual project that are inextricably
linked to the important theses of the emptiness of all dharmas.9
The sophistication of the authors of Mahāyāna sūtras is evident. Moreover, it is
clear that these materials include highly complex approaches to the use of metaphors
and imagery more generally, and reveal highly developed imaginative faculties.
However, as other scholars have noted, ‘imagination’ lacks sufficient precision as a
term to refer to the numerous relevant aspects of mentation in South Asian literary
contexts.10 This is clearly the case in the Mahāyāna materials studied. It is also clear
that imagination in our materials can refer not just to the creation of mental imagery,
but also to the false cognisance of unwarranted difference within perception, and the
construction of conceptual categorisations and phenomenal identifications. A view
from the Mahāyāna sūtras focussed on terms derived from the root √kḷp, demonstrated
a remarkable consistency and centrality to the critique of conceptualisation in these
texts. However, positive valuations of the generative and transformative potency of
imaginative praxis, as well as the inspired and imaginative nature of the material
studied show clearly the equivocal valuations of these operations.
Where such skills come to the fore are in the examination of detailed
descriptions. A feature that is well documented across several genres of Indic
literature. The semiotic analysis of the concatenary, and other significant structures in
the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūha and several related examples, highlighted the presence of
poetic techniques often associated with descriptions of natural phenomena. This
revealed the use of lists, patterns, and means of arguing and communicating in
repetitious, and probably ritualised, forms of speech. Consequently, recent
interpretations of these texts as evidence for visualisation practices were
problematised. Furthermore, this analysis called into question the assumption of the
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role in these texts of a manipulation of the visual modes of imagination of both the
authors and audiences.
The identification of poetic techniques prompts us to consider more carefully the
relationship between repetitious literary practices and repetitious soteriological ones.
Where, if they exist at all, might the boundaries lie between such designations, and
how are verbalised rituals not speech acts consecrated with consummate literary skill?
The identification in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad by Freedman of a precedent for the shift
from the performance of ritual in a physical domain to that of the imaginary, and the
text’s mimesis of ritual structures that assist in this identification, have shown us that
complex, yet highly significant, forms found within texts may well point us beyond
their use in the service of the transformative affect of narrative and into the domain of
the pragmatic. However, particular forms of concatenation seen in the Larger
Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra are evident in a number of allied examples from Buddhist
literature where no pragmatic influences can be observed. While the recitation of these
texts may well have been a kind of ritual behaviour, there is, however, little to suggest
the transposition of a ritual from one mode to another in these cases. Be that as it may,
the evidence for the use of the passage from the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra found in
the commentarial tradition, and the narrative associations and terminology of the allied
descriptions from the Mahāsudarśana stories, are suggestive of a polyfunctionality to
repetitious descriptions. As such, the ornamentation of a text with highly repetitious
and structured description may well contribute to an increase in the praise quotient of
a text and a heightening of the metaphor of Amitābha as spiritual sovereign. Equally,
such discourse events may be intended to announce themselves as a cognitive stencil
and effective tool for generating visionary access to his domains.
While the above possibilities are by no means exclusive, the influence of poetic
means such as concatenation, crescendo, illustrative example, simile etc., and their
role in the formation of complex textual strategies has helped put into sharper
perspective the influence of this secular activity on the religious literature of the
Mahāyāna and helped to explain the criticism of followers of the Great Way as kavis.
Moreover, the quantitative analysis of three categories of ‘visual material’ showed us
clearly the disproportionate impact it has had on the characterisation of Mahāyāna
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literature and so should assist in a revaluing of it in relation to the doctrinal and
buddhological innovations that are conventionally also used to conceive of the
Mahāyāna as a social movement or movements. That is to say that the aesthetic goals
of this project are significant and of critical importance to an assessment of the impact
of the various Mahāyānas.
That having been said, to properly explore and debate a visual mode to the
imagination of these texts it seems to me that bringing their imagery into the concrete
domain is unavoidable. We can discuss the ramifications of their visuality, the use of
various metaphors of vision, the symbolic representation of philosophical conceptions
of the nature of phenomena or the re-presentation of linguistic structures for the
demonstration of these paradoxical devices. However, without a fulcrum for debate
that makes explicit the individual and culturally contingent vagaries of mental
imagery, then the discussion is perennially doomed to be imprecise at best.
Therefore, the thesis has demonstrated a framework for visual reconstruction and
set out the method for a visualised reading of a Mahāyāna sūtra conducted through the
recombination of precedent imaginations of its referents, and supported with an
approximated cultural lens. The tracing of miraculous spectacles in three parallel
examples from the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra, Lalitavistara, and Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā
Prajñāpāramitā situates and underpins the visual reconstruction of the complex
compositions evinced by the first of these texts. This specific example was unpicked
in its structural and narrative aspects, and the organisational modes of its imagery and
contributing metaphors considered. Moreover, I set out how the description of the
qualities of a samādhi were conducted through an act of homage, one that prioritises a
literary view of generosity, reveals a normative view of the optimal demonstration of
past life tales through the deployment of images, and makes use of multiple metaphors
and modes of literary construction. In fact, it is the visual reconstruction that facilitated
a clear view of the patterns created through the combination of various textual
elements. The complex combination of repetitions, lists, formulas, and formulaic
language in concert with literary imagery deployed in certain identifiable manners –
namely crescendo, escalation, and oscillation – showed the sophistication of the
authors of this miracle spectacle in combining formal features with symbolic and
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metaphorical imagery. That is to say that the visual and the verbal were married in a
concerted manner to transform the auditor and performer’s affective responses during
what may be an apotropaic or ritualised performance. Thus, it is my view that the
pellucid view that a visual reading provides of the verbal text is its main advantage. In
other words, the approach forces us into an appreciation of the complexity of the
literary imagery, several formal features, and the complex combination of these
elements that interact and operate from various levels within a text to produce a clear
strategy for the production of a textualised miracle spectacle and its intended affect.

In sum the present work has helped to delimit further the contours of the
Mahāyāna as a literary movement, setting out more precisely the ‘visionary’ character
it is composed of in literary terms. The purpose of this study includes the extension of
previous discussions surrounding the semiotic articulations found within Buddhist
literature, and has brought to bear an appropriate method of analysis in interrogating
particular patterns found in texts of the relevant time frame. It has also added a novel
method of interpretation, or at least made a tentative start towards its development and
testing of its viability, and it is in these more ‘visual’ methodologies that the greatest
potential for further insights lies.
It is hoped that in contributing to a further defining of the literary continuities
evidenced by the Mahāyāna, and in arguing for the sophisticated harnessing of poetic
methods that play across our, perhaps falsely constructed, boundaries between the
visual and the verbal, others will be encouraged to further pursue these influences in
future studies. It is also hoped that the method of visual reconstruction will be
considered further and developed in more elaborate and technically competent
directions. This is especially the case with the possibilities opened up by advances in
3D modelling and its associated technologies.11 Any future work on these visual
reconstructions will also have to continue to confront the difficulties of the
transposition of verbal into visual modes and facilitate the more detailed analysis of

11

The resources required for this kind of work are considerable and beyond the scope of the current
project.
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compositions generated by this means without the suspicion of invalidation by the
reconstructor’s imagination. This would enable the application of more developed
forms of iconological analysis that would then truly allow us to conduct an
‘understanding through pictures’ and access the representation of the tacit or
atheoretical knowledge valorised by the Mahāyāna. 12
Nevertheless, while I stand by the value of these experimental reconstructions,
not least for the novel ‘reading’ that they enable, I encourage readers to make their
own determination in review of the transposition of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra from the
verbal to the visual mode. There has also been some attempt in this thesis to balance
conflicting arguments, or at the least to reconcile different directions of travel. This
reflects the difficulties of arriving at a ‘final’ or ‘definitive’ answer regarding the
questions raised at the outset concerning the nature and functions of this so-called
‘visual material’. In fact, it seems that the lesson from much of this endeavour is that
the visual and verbal should not be understood as entirely discreet and exclusive
domains. To construct such a division risks a rigid dichotomy with no exegetical
utility, or at the least ignores the probability of a strategic manipulation of ambiguity
within the evidence. However, it is hoped that from the present work which draws
together considerable previous scholarship on these questions, and that has made a
more methodical approach to the material whilst subjecting it to interrogation with
either entirely visual means, or at least means more appropriate to the material
understood as somehow visual, or pictorial, and perhaps even phantasmagorical, a
novel perspective has been gained that will enable the dismissal of certain directions
and the fruitful pursuit of others.
Moreover, the present work has shown how uncomplicated understandings of
Mahāyāna as being ultimately grounded in visionary experience, or as being
ocularcentric, and as somehow suspicious of verbal modes, can be problematic. The
thesis has also substantiated the view of the earlier Indian phases of this movement as

12

For example, the application of Bohnsack’s extended documentary method that enables via the
establishing of the planimetric composition, that is the formal structure of resulting images as a plane,
access to the picture as a self-referential system and systematic access to the ‘inherent laws of the picture
producer’s realms of experience...[their] collective habitus.’(Bohnsack 2008: 8).
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heavily implicated in sophisticated literary production. Of course, such perspectives
are not necessarily incompatible, but the demonstration of novel methodological
approaches to this material and the review of the skilful, poetic use of existing
literature in multiple ways helps clarify and contribute to our characterisations of this
movement even if it cannot, ultimately, deliver a complete and definitive picture.
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Appendix A: Corpus References

The following pages tabulate the references to the corpus submitted to
quantitative analysis for this study. The materials exhibit a significant degree of
fungibility and make categorisation problematic in several instances. Therefore, this
data is provisional. It is recognised that an attribution may be contested, and that a recategorisation agreed upon in a number of cases. The use of ‘*’ in the category column
indicates a marginal case. The use of ‘/’ indicates the acknowledgement that an
alternative categorisation is viable. Parallel references have been given to both a
Sanskrit edition and English equivalent wherever possible in the sequence ‘translation
/ edition’. This is to facilitate access for as broad a constituency as possible. References
to an English Translation may be to one made from a Chinese or Tibetan version of a
text where that is the only full translation available. Occasionally, alternative
translations or editions are given in parentheses. Where ‘Eng. Trans.’ appears in the
title of the text it indicates that no Sanskrit version is currently extant, and is followed
by references to the source texts for these translations from the Chinese and Tibetan
canons. Where no chapter numbers are included in the relevant edition or translation
they are omitted. Chapter titles supplied in parentheses are indicative of the general
subject of the section or example, and are given for ease of identification.
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Table 1. Examples in the Akṣobhyavyūhasūtra
Eng. Trans.
[T.313 / T.310(6)]
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

Category
A
B
C

1

(Illumination)

Chang 1983: 319

1

2

(Illumination)

Chang 1983: 321.

2

(Abhiratī)

Chang 1983: 322.

4

(Śāriputra’s Vision)

Chang 1983: 329-331.

1

/

5&6

(Illumination)

Chang 1983: 332-333.

1

2

A

Category
B
C

1

1
1

Table 2. Examples in the Aṣṭasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

19

Gaṅgadevībhaginī

Conze 1970: 141 / Vaidya
1960:180.

1

28

Avakīrṇakusuma

Conze 1970: 188 / Vaidya
1960:226.
Conze 1970: 192 / Vaidya
1960:230..

1

30
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Sādaprarudita

Conze 1970: 203-4 / Vaidya
1960:240.
Conze 1970: 203 / Vaidya
1960:240.
Conze 1970: 213 / Vaidya 1960:
249-250.

1

1
1
1

Table 3. Examples in the Daśabhūmikasūtra
A

Category
B
C

Cleary 1993: 695-702 / Kondo
1936: 1-14.

1

1

Cleary 1993: 789-799 / Kondo
1936: 174-200.

2

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE1

1

Nidāna

10

Dharmamegha

1

1

Table 4. Examples in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE2

1

Nidāna

Cleary 1993: 1138-47 / Vaidya
1960: 5-17.3

1

2

Samantabhadra

Cleary 1993: 1160-69 / Vaidya
1960: 25-35.

2

3

Mañjuśrī

Cleary 1993: 1166-72 / Vaidya
1960: 35-41.

1

5

Sāgaramegha

Cleary 1993: 1182-5 / Vaidya
1960: 51-55.

1

6

Supratiṣṭhita

Cleary 1993: 1186-89 / Vaidya
1960: 55-59.

7

Megha

Cleary 1993: 1189-92 / Vaidya
1960: 59-63.

8

Muktaka

Cleary 1993: 1192-97 / Vaidya
1960: 36-39.

A

Category
B
C
1

1

2

*

1/
1

1

1

References are to the English translation by Cleary of the complete Buddhāvataṃsakasūtra from the
Chinese of Śikṣānanda (T.279). It would be preferable to refer to the English of Megumu Honda’s
annotated translation of the Daśabhūmika. However, this translation is not widely available. References
are to the edition of Vaidya as the most easily accessible, although the edition of Kondō (1936) is
superior (Hamar 2015: 123) to Vaidya’s reversioning of Rahder’s earlier work.
2
In the absence of a complete alternative, references are given to the English translation by Cleary of
the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra as a part of the Chinese Buddhāvataṃsakasūtra of Śikṣānanda (T.279).
3
It is particularly difficult to disentangle the multiple miraculous displays, visions, and descriptions of
them from each other in this section. Therefore, the category totals can be viewed here as indicative.
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Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra cont.

A

Category
B
C

1

*

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

9

Sāradhvaja

Cleary 1993: 1197-1208 /
Vaidya 1960: 68-79.

10

Āśā

Cleary 1993: 1208-11 / Vaidya
1960: 79-82.

11

Bhīṣmottaranirghoṣa

Cleary 1993: 1214-17 / Vaidya
1960: 87-89.

1

13

Maitrāyaṇī

Cleary 1993: 1222-26 / Vaidya
1960: 96-98.

1

17

Vidvān

Cleary 1993: 1235 / Vaidya
1960: 110.

27

Siṃhavijṛmbhitā

Cleary 1993: 1265-70 / Vaidya
1960: 148-153.

28

Vasumitrā

Cleary 1993: 1271 / Vaidya
1960: 154.

1

30

Avalokiteśvara

Cleary 1993: 1279 / Vaidya
1960: 164.

1

34

Vāsantī

Cleary 1993: 1284-94 / Vaidya
1960: 171-182.

1

36

Pramuditanayanajagadvirocanā

Cleary 1993: 1299-1311 /
Vaidya 1960: 188-203.

3

42

Sutejomaṇḍalaratiśrī

Cleary 1993: 1383-97 / Vaidya
1960: 285-299.

1

2

44

Māyā

Cleary 1993: 1429-39 / Vaidya
1960: 339-349.

2

1

54

Maitreya

Cleary 1993: 1452-1502/
Vaidya 1960: 368-418.

2*

5*

56

Samantabhadracaryāpraṇidhānam

Cleary 1993: 1503-1518/
Vaidya 1960: 419-436.

3
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1

1

1

1

1

Table 5. Examples in the Lalitavistara
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE4

1

Nidāna

Bays 1983: 7 / Vaidya 1958: 2.

2

Samutsāha

Bays 1983: 22 / Vaidya 1958: 8.

3

Kulapariśuddhi

Bays 1983: 30-1 / Vaidya 1958:
11-12.

4

Dharmālokamukha

Bays 1983: 53-5 / Vaidya 1958:
22~.

5

Pracala

Bays 1983: 86-9 / Vaidya 1958:
38-39.

6

Garbhāvakrānti

Bays 1983: 103-110 / Vaidya
1958: 47-50
Bays 1983: 113 / Vaidya 1958:
52-53.

7

Janma

Saṃcodinā

Bays 1983: 245 / Vaidya 1958:
112-112.

15

Abhiniṣkramaṇa

Bays 1983: 301-2 / Vaidya
1958: 144.
Bays 1983: 326-33 / Vaidya
1958: 156-63.

Bodhimaṇḍagamana

Category
B
C
1
1

1

/

1

1

1
1

Bays 1983: 416-27 / Vaidya
1958: 199-204.
Bays 1983: 437-8 / Vaidya
1958: 209-10.

1
1

Bays 1983: 131-4 / Vaidya
1958: 61-63.
Bays 1983: 165 / Vaidya 1958:
79.

13

19

A

2
1

1

1
1

1
1

1
1

20

Bodhimaṇḍavyūha

Bays 1983: 443-54 / Vaidya
1958: 211-17.

1

21

Māragharṣaṇa

Bays 1983: 458 / Vaidya 1958:
218.

1

4

The English translation by Bays is from the Tibetan with consultation of the Sanskrit edition of
Lefmann. Hokazono’s more recent Sanskrit edition is superior to Vaidya’s, but is split between a
monograph (chapters 1-14) and several individual publications (chapters 15-27). As such, Vaidya
remains the most easily accessible complete edition.
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Lalitavistara cont.
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

22

Abhisaṃbodhana

Bays 1983: 526 / Vaidya 1958:
254.
Bays 1983: 532 / Vaidya 1958:
257.

1

1

25

Adhyeṣaṇā

Bays 1983: 595-6 / Vaidya
1958: 287.

26

Dharmacakrapravartana

Bays 1983: 620-27 / Vaidya
1958: 298-302.

A

B

C

1

1

1

Table 6. Examples in the Mahāvastu
CHAP.
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TITLE

REFERENCE

Abhiṣekavatī nāma daśamā
bhūmiḥ

Jones 1949-1956: I.144-145 /
Senart 1882-1897: I.183-185.

Dīpaṃkaravastu

Jones 1949-1956: I.152-155 /
Senart 1882-1897: I.193-197.
Jones 1949-1956: I.183 + 186187 / Senart 1882-1897: I.228230.

A

Category
B
C
1

1
2

(Meghameghadattau)

Jones 1949-1956: I.193 / Senart
1882-1897: I.238.

2

Maṅgalavastu

Jones 1949-1956: I.204-205 /
Senart 1882-1897: I.249-250.

1

(Vaiśālī)

Jones 1949-1956: I.214-216 /
Senart 1882-1897: I.259-261.

1

(Chatrāḥ)

Jones 1949-1956: I.218-221 /
Senart 1882-1897: I.262-267.

1

(Janma)

Jones 1949-1956: II. 9 / Senart
1882-1897: II.9-10.

1

(Asita)

Jones 1949-1956: II.28 / Senart
1882-1897: II.30-31.

1

Avalokitasūtra 1

Jones 1949-1956: II.243 / Senart
1882-1897: II.257-258.

1

Mahāvastu cont.
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

Avalokitasūtra 1

Jones 1949-1956: II.270 / Senart
1882-1897: II.287.
Jones 1949-1956: II.280-285 /
Senart 1882-1897: II.299-304.
Jones 1949-1956: II.290-295 /
Senart 1882-1897: II.309-15.
Jones 1949-1956: II.313 / Senart
1882-1897: II.342.
Jones 1949-1956: II.314 / Senart
1882-1897: II.344-345.
Jones 1949-1956: II.318-319 /
Senart 1882-1897: II.350-351.

Avalokitasūtra 2

Category
A
B
C
1
6
2

1
1
1
2

Pitāputrasamāgama

Jones 1949-1956: III.115 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.115-116.

Bahubuddhasūtra

Jones 1949-1956: III.221~ /
Senart 1882-1897: III.226-240.

1

(Bodhimaṇḍa)

Jones 1949-1956: III.262-265 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.273-277.

1

(Uruvilvā - Vārāṇasī)

Jones 1949-1956: III.314-5 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.323-5.

1

(Dharmacakrapravartana)

Jones 1949-1956: III.327 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.333-334
Jones 1949-1956: III.337 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.341-342.

1

Jones 1949-1956: III.410-412 /
Senart 1882-1897: III.410-412.

1

Yaśodaśreṣṭhiputravastu

1

1

1

Table 7. Examples in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā
Category
B
C

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

1

Nidāna~

Conze 1975: 38-44 / Kimura
1986-2007: I-I.1-29.

6

5

Ṣaḍabhijñāvadvāda

Conze 1975: 87-8 / Kimura
1986-2007: I-I.107-109.

1

A
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Table 8. Examples in the Pratyutpannabuddhasaṃmukhāvasthitasamādhisūtra
Eng. Trans.
[T.418]
Category
A
B
C

CHAP. 5

TITLE

REFERENCE

7

The prediction

Harrison 1998: 50.

1

10

The invitation to the buddha

Harrison 1998: 72.

1

Table 9. Examples in the Rāṣṭrapālaparipṛcchāsūtra
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

1

Nidāna

Boucher 2008: 113-116 / Finot
1901: 1-4 (Vaidya 1961: 120124).

Category
A
B
C
1

Table 10. Examples in the Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra
Category
B
C
2

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

1

Nidāna

Kern 1884: 4-12 / Vaidya 1960:
1-12.

11

Stūpasaṃdarśana

Kern 1884: 105-114 / Vaidya
1960: 149-161.

14

Bodhisattvapṛthivīvirasamudgama

Kern 1884: 128-132 / Vaidya
1960: 179-186.

1

20

Tathāgataddharyabhisaṃskāra

Kern 1884: 164-166 / Vaidya
1960: 229-233.

1

22

Bhaiṣajyarājapūrvayoga

Kern 1884: 170 / Vaidya 1960:
236.

23

Gadgadasvara

Kern 1884: 177-181 / Vaidya
1960: 244-250.

5

A

2

1

3

1

2

Chapter numbers and titles are those of Harrison’s English translation. The Pratyutpanna contains
much information on the acquisition of visions of the buddhas. Therefore, it could be argued that several
other text passages qualify for categorisation here. However, I have restricted designation to those
passages that explicitly deal with categorisable materials in the present of the narrative frame, and not
those that discuss the stipulations for practice of anusṃṛti.
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Table 11. Examples in the Śrīmālādevīsiṃhanādasūtra
Eng. Trans.
[TTP 760.48 / TTD 92 / T. 310 (48) / T. 353]
Category
B
C

CHAP.6

TITLE7

REFERENCE

1

Eliminating All Doubts

Wayman and Wayman 1974: 61
(Chang 1983: 363).

1

4

Entering the One Vehicle

Wayman and Wayman 1974:
110 (Chang 1983: 382).

1

A

Table 12. Examples in the Smaller Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

(Sukhāvatī)

Gómez 1996: 16-17 / Fujita
2011: 84-87.

(Jihva)

Gómez 1996: 19-20 / Fujita
2011: 90-92.

A

Category
B
C
1

1

Table 13. Examples in the Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra
CHAP.

6
7

Category
B
C

TITLE

REFERENCE

(Ratnavṛkṣa)

Gómez 1996: 84-85 / Fujita
2011: 36~.

(Padmāvabhāsa)

Gómez 1996: 85 / Fujita 2011:
38.

1

(Puṣpachattra)

Gómez 1996: 94 / Fujita 2011:
52.

1

(Smita / vyākaraṇa)

Gómez 1996: 95 / Fujita 2011:
53-54.

1

A

1

Numbers in this column refer to the chapters of Wayman and Wayman.
Entries in this column are the chapter titles of Wayman and Wayman.

305

Larger Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtra cont.
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

(Bodhivṛkṣa)

Gómez 1996: 96 / Fujita 2011:
57-58.

(Puṣpachattra)

Gómez 1996: 99 / Fujita 2011:
60

(Vidarśana)

Gómez 1996: 102-3 / Fujita
2011: 65~.

(Bandhana)

Gómez 1996: 105 / Fujita 2011:
69.

A

Category
B
C
1

1

2

1

1

Table 14. Examples in the Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra
Eng. Trans.
[T. 642]

8
9

Category
A
B
C

CHAP.8

TITLE9

REFERENCE

13 / 15~

The Offering of a Throne / The
Multiplication of the Buddhas

Lamotte 1998: 115-116.

50-55

Secrets and Mysteries of
Meruśikharadhara

Lamotte 1998: 152.

1

65

Various Transformations of the
Assembly

Lamotte 1998: 161-162.

1

93-94

Conversion of the Lustful
Devakanyās

Lamotte 1998: 177-178.

1

111

Prediction Conferred on the
Daughters of the Gods

Lamotte 1998: 191.

1

138

Prediction to
Vimalacandragarbha

Lamotte 1998: 211-212.

1

148

Mañjuśrī’s Fictitious Nirvāṇa

Lamotte 1998: 216.

1

156

Maitreya in the Heroic Progress

Lamotte 1998: 227.

Numbers in this column refer to the sections of Lamotte.
Titles in this column are Boin-Webb’s translations of Lamotte’s headings.
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1

/

1

1

Śūraṃgamasamādhisūtra cont.
Category
B
C

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

165

Appearance of the Buddhas of
the Ten Regions

Lamotte 1998: 232.

2

168

Protection Assured to the
Heroic Progress

Lamotte 1998: 234.

1

A

Table 15. Examples in the Suṣṭhitamatidevaputraparipṛcchāsūtra
Eng. Trans.
[T.310(36)]
Category
A
B
C

CHAP.10

TITLE11

REFERENCE

1

Emission of Light

Chang 1983: 42.

1

2

Transformation of Offerings

Chang 1983: 47.

1

3

Creation of Bodhisattvas

Chang 1983: 51.

1

5

Emission of Light

Chang 1983: 57.

1

10

Signs

Chang 1983: 70.

1

Table 16. Examples in the Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra
Category
B
C

CHAP.12

TITLE

REFERENCE

2

Tathāgatāyuḥpramāṇanirdeśa

Emmerick 1970: 3-4 / Nobel
1937: 7-9.

1

3

Deśanā

Emmerick 1970: 13-14 / Nobel
1937: 34-37.

1

A

1

10

Numbers in this column refer to the sections of Chang.
Entries in this column are my own approximation of the general subject of the examples.
12
Numbers in this column refer to the chapters of Emmerick.
11

307

Suvarṇabhāsottamasūtra cont.
CHAP.13

TITLE

REFERENCE

4

Kamalākarasarvatathāgatastav
a

Emmerick 1970: 17-18 / Nobel
1937: 45-50.

6

Caturmahārāja

Emmerick 1970: 33-5 / Nobel
1937: 83-90.

14

Yakṣāśrayarakṣā

Emmerick 1970: 65-6 / Nobel
1937: 155-159.

18

Syāghrī

Emmerick 1970: 86-7 / Nobel
1937: 204-206.

19

Sarvatathāgatastava

Emmerick 1970: 98-9 / Nobel
1937: 241-247.

A

Category
B
C
1

1

1

/

1

1

Table 17. Examples in the Vimalakīrtinirdeśa
Category
B
C

CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE14

1

Buddhakṣetrapariśuddhinidāna

McRae 2004: 71 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 03-105) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 1.8
McRae 2004: 79 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 122-125 / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 1.17.

1

A

1

3

Śrāvakabodhisatvavisarjanapra
śna

McRae 2004: 105 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 216-217) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 3.75.

1

4

Glānapratisaṃmodanā

McRae 2004: 108 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 222) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 4.3.

*

13

Numbers in this column refer to the chapters of Emmerick.
References to translations are to the English of McRae from the Chinese (T.475), and, in parallel,
Lamotte’s French translation from the Tibetan, a source text that is closer to the extant Sanskrit version.
SGBSL refers to the edition of the Potala manuscript by the Taishō University Study Group on Buddhist
Sanskrit Literature using the standard divisions of the text in the form ‘chapter.section’.
14
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Vimalakīrtinirdeśa cont.
CHAP.

TITLE

REFERENCE

5

Acintyavimokṣasaṃdarśana

McRae 2004: 118 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 247~) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 5.6~.

6

Devatā

McRae 2004: 129 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 277-280) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 6.13.

9

Nirmitabhojanānayana

McRae 2004: 149 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 319-321) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 9.2
McRae 2004: 150 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 322~) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 9.4~.

10

Kṣayākṣayo

McRae 2004: 157 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 335-336) / SGBSL
2004: Vkn 10.1-10.2.

11

Abhiratilokadhātvānayanākṣobh
yatathāgatadarśana

McRae 2004: 168 (Lamotte
1987(1962): 363~)/ SGBSL
2004: Vkn 11.4~.

A

Category
B
C

/

1

1

/

2

1

/

1

1

1

/
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Appendix B: Visual Reconstruction
The following demonstrates a method for the visual presentation of an excerpt
from the Ganḍāvyūhasūtra. The methodology adopted here is discussed in more detail
in chapter 5. I freely admit that this approach to a text is experimental. As such, the
following materials can be viewed as a tentative first step towards a means of
producing a falsifiable visual interpretation of a text in order to allow for discussion
of the imagined worlds that it both encodes and engenders. The appendix comprises
Sanskrit and English text of the relevant parts of the nidāna of the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra
that possibly contribute to its visual mode, compositions made upon that basis, notes
to these compositions and their visual keys.

Information
A visual key to the notes is provided only where it is necessary to enable
identification or will further assist in the discussions. Where the note refers to the entire
composition generally or there is minimal advantage to identifying the note with a
specific position in the composition no additional key image is provided, and reference
should be made to the main compositions.
The discussions in the notes to reconstructions refer to images in several image
collections with the relevant catalogue numbers to enable ease of consultation without
the need for reproduction here.
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Composition 1
Text
evaṃ mayā śrutam | ekasmin samaye bhagavān śrāvastyāṃ
viharati sma jetavane 'nāthapiṇḍadasyārāme mahāvyūhe
kūṭāgāre sārdhaṃ pañcamātrair bodhisattvasahasraiḥ
samantabhadramañjuśrībodhisattvapūrvaṃgamaiḥ |...1
...| pañcabhiś ca śrāvakamaharddhikaśataiḥ sarvaiḥ
satyanayasvabhāvābhisaṃbuddhair ...2 lokendraiś ca
pūrvajinakṛtādhikāraiḥ ...||3
Thus have I heard. At one time the illustrious lord was dwelling
in Jeta’s Grove at Śrāvasti, at the park of Anāthapiṇḍada, in the
Great Array peaked dwelling together with five thousand
bodhisattvas foremost amongst whom were Samantabhadra
and Mañjuśrī... and with five hundred listeners with great
supernatural power every one of whom had awakened to the
inherent nature of the doctrine of truth... and with lords of the
world who had served previous conquerors...4

1

Gv: 1.1-1.3
The description continues here with several similar epithets that add no significant detail to the
composition.
3
Gv: 3.26-4.3. Similar to the case of the Śrāvakas, the description gives several epithets of these
lokendra that are of minimal relevance here.
4
The translation presented here is my own. It is informed by consideration of the complete spectacle
and therefore free in its reading of a number of specific passages. Where this deviation is significant it
is discussed in the notes to the reconstructions. However, despite the differences in interpretation that
necessitated the novel translation, it nonetheless owes a significant debt to Ehman, and to Osto’s more
recent unpublished translation available online. All errors are, of course, my own.
2
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Reconstruction

313

314

Fi g u re 1. C o m p o s i t i o n 1

Reconstruction

Note Key

Figure 2. Note Key to Composition 1
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Notes to Reconstruction
1. The depiction of the Jetavana follows that at Sāñcī on the Northern Gateway
of Stūpa 1. The depictions of the Jetavana here include three buildings, one of which
is a kūṭāgāra.
2. I have similarly adopted the use of railings as a framing device used in this
depiction.
3. The assembly is comprised of bodhisattvas, monks and world-rulers. The two
bodhisattvas singled out on either side of the Buddha are Samantabhadra and Mañjuśrī
as the foremost of those in attendance.
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Composition 2
Text
atha khalu bhagavāṃs teṣāṃ bodhisattvānāṃ cetasaiva cetaḥ
parivitarkam ājñāya mahākaruṇāśarīraṃ
mahākaruṇāmukhaṃ mahākaruṇāpūrvaṃgamaṃ
mahākaruṇādharmagaganayānugamaṃ siṃhavijṛmbhitaṃ
nāma samādhiṃ samāpadyate sma jagadvirocanavyūham |
samanantarasamāpannasya ca bhagavato mahāvyūhaḥ
kūṭāgāro 'nantamadhyavipulaḥ saṃsthito 'bhūt |
aparājitavajradharaṇītalavyūhaḥ
sarvamaṇiratnarājajālasaṃsthitabhūmitalam
anekaratnapuṣpābhikīrṇo mahāmaṇiratnasuvikīrṇo
vaiḍūryastambhopaśobhito
jagadvirocanamaṇirājasuvibhaktālaṃkāraḥ
sarvaratnayamakasaṃghāto
jāmbūnadamaṇiratnakūṭopaśobhitaḥ
sarvaratnaniryūhatoraṇaharmygavākṣāsaṃkhyeyavedikāviśuddhavyūhaḥ sarvalokendrasadṛśamaṇiratnavyūho
jagatsāgaramaṇiratnavyūhaḥ sarvamaṇiratnasaṃchāditaḥ
samucchritacchatradhvajapatākaḥ
sarvadvāratoraṇavyūhamukhair
dharmadhāturaśmijālapramuktaspharaṇavyūho
bahiranabhilāpyaparṣanmaṇḍalabhūmitalavedikāvyūhaḥ
samantadiksopānamaṇiratnakūṭaḥ
paramasuvibhaktopaśobhitaḥ |1
At that time the illustrious one, having perceived and reflected
on the thoughts in the minds of the the bodhisattvas, entered a
concentration named the Lion’s Roar that is the body of great
compassion, the entrance to great compassion, the forebear of
great compassion, the approach in the firmament of Dharma
to great compassion, that is an array illuminating the world.
And, immediately upon its accomplishment the illustrious
lord’s Great Array peaked dwelling became extensively vast. It
was an array with unsurpassed diamonds on the ground floor,
the earth was covered in nets of every royal gem and jewel,
scattered with many jewel flowers, well-scattered with great
gems and jewels, decorated with pillars of beryl, well
proportioned, ornamented with world-illumining king of gems
and contiguously jewelled, adorned with heaps of jewels,
gems, and gold, arrayed with pure railings and innumerable

1

Gv: 4.30-5.8.
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round windows, pavilions, arches and turrets of all jewels. [It
was] arrayed with jewels and ornaments resembling [those of]
all the lords of the world, arrayed with jewels and gems of all
the world's oceans, and completely covered with all jewels and
gems. Flags, banners, and parasols were raised up in front of
all the arches and doorways and the array pervaded the dharma
realm with networks of light beams. [It had] arrays of railings
on the ground and an inexpressibly large assembly-circle
outside and staircases heaped with jewels and gems in every
direction. It was most excellently proportioned and
ornamented.
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Reconstruction

319

Figure 3. Composition 2
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Note Key

Figure 4. Note key to Composition 2
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Notes to Reconstruction
1. The background of this composition is the vastly expanded Jetavana. The
surrounding railings are shown as per the descriptions with allowance for an indication
of an exterior jewelled plane and their extension beyond the picture plane.
2. How to depict a kūṭāgāra that is ‘anantamadhyavipula’ is a difficult problem.1
I have suggested that this description is hyperbolic in chapter 5. Therefore, I propose
that a kūṭāgāra is required and I have selected the depiction from Jaggayyapeta of a
building with more elaborate construction that more closely conforms to the
descriptions in the text. This helps to indicate a transformation from the simple
structure in composition 1. The date of this relief is approximately the 2nd -1st century
BCE and I have discussed its identification as a kūṭāgāra elsewhere.2 It has previously
also been identified as an alms-house and assembly-hall type of shrine. We can add to
this its similarity in appearance to the structures depicted in the stele found at
Amarāvatī that are approximately dated to the 1st century BCE to the 1st century CE,
are positively identified as Śrāvastī and the Jetavana by inscription, and that are
discussed in Ghosh and Sarkar 1967:174-175 & Plate XLI.3 Admittedly, the structure
in the top left that is more properly within the Jetavana is of quite different style with
regards to its roof, but still has identifiable railings, pillars, and multiple levels.
Sivaramamurti, however, suggests that the kūṭāgāra is a valabhī with a ‘conspicuous
finial’, valabhī being another polyvalent term for an upper room or pinnacle, and
indicates that we should understand the roof shape as domed with a symmetrical
footprint rather than a rectilinear one.4 The building identified by inscription as the
Mahāvana Kūṭāgāraśālā at Vaiśālī is very similar to that depicted at Jaggayyappeta,5
includes a very similar shrine with buddhapāda, but is without pillars. The transformed
kūṭāgāra of the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra has beryl pillars (stambha).6 The placement of the

1

Gv: 5.2.
Newton 2020: 823 & n.92.
3
See also Huntingdon Archive scan No. 21333.
4
See Sivaramamurti 1956(1942): 132 and Plate XXIV.
5
Ghosh and Sarkar 1967: Plate XL.
6
Gv: 5.3.
2
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kūṭāgāra non-centrally in relation to the assembly is not optimal but is a practical
consideration to avoid truncation.
3. The jewels used for the ground are drawn from those found in the topknots of
bodhisattvas and their jewellery generally in several depictions.
4. The compound sarvaratnaniryūhatoraṇaharmyagavākṣāsaṃkhyeyavedikāviśuddhavyūha indexes descriptions of the gate houses of cities such as those depicted
with some frequency at Sāñcī and elsewhere.7 In this context toraṇa has been taken as
the door arch or opening (4a), niryūha as the pinnacle(s) on the top of the roof (4b),
gavākṣa as the round window(s) that mimic the shape of the upper opening (P.
mukhavaṭṭi) in the shape of what has been called an inverted horse shoe (4c),8 the use
of harmya as a means of designating an upper story of this establishment (4d),9 and
vedikā as the interjacent railings at various levels of the building (4e).
5. The difficulties of reconciling contradictions, such as between
‘anantamadhyavipula’

and

‘bahiranabhilāpyaparṣanmaṇḍalabhūmitalavedikā-

vyūha’, are discussed in chapter 5. The compound ‘samantadiksopānamaṇiratnakūṭa’
is taken as indicating that staircases comprised of heaps of gems and jewels are to be
found leading to the kūṭāgāra in every direction. Only the front staircase is visible in
this case.
6. Images of the Jetavana (for example AIIS Accession No. 40173) show
balustrades (vedikā) surrounding a building that is at ground level (bhūmitala) but not
directly ‘on’ the ground. That is the building is shown with a stone pediment beneath
the railings. Railings can, however, be seen surrounding the entire grove.

7

See Coomaraswamy 1991(1930).
See Bollée 1986: 201 on the mukhavaṭṭi and previous scholars use of this equine designation.
9
See Coomaraswamy 1975(1931): 4.
8
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Composition 3
Text
sarvaṃ ca jetavanaṃ vipulāyām avistāraṃ saṃsthitam abhūt
| tāny api ca buddhānubhāvena
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānibuddhakṣetrāṇi vipulāyām avistārāṇi saṃsthitāny abhūvan |
sarvaratnavicitravyūhāni
anabhilāpyaratnacitrasaṃsthitabhūmitalāni
asaṃkhyeyamaṇiratnaprākāraparikṣiptāni
vividharatnatālapaṅktivyūhāni saṃsthitāny abhūvan | teṣu ca
aparimāṇagandhodakanadyo
'nantāvartagandhodakaparipūrṇāḥ
sarvaratnapuṣpaughakaluṣāḥ pradakṣiṇavāhinyaḥ
sarvabuddhanirghoṣanigarjitavyūhāḥ samavatiṣṭhante sma |
acintyāś ca ratnapuṇḍarīkapaṅktayaḥ
sarvaratnodgatapraphullapadmavyūhopaśobhitatalāś ca
ratnavṛkṣāḥ, acintyāś ca vicitraratnakūṭāgārapaṅktayaḥ
sarvamaṇiratna-jālasaṃchannā
asaṃkhyeyamaṇiratnaraśmijālāvabhāsavyūhā
asaṃkhyeyamaṇiratnavimānasarvamaṇiratnavyūhāḥ
sarvagandhakośapramuktāḥ sarvadhūpapaṭalavyūhāḥ
saṃsthitā abhūvan | aparimāṇāś ca ratnadhvajāḥ, evam
vastradhvajāḥ patākādhvajā ratnapaṭṭadhvajāḥ puṣpadhvajā
ābharaṇadhvajā mālyadhvajāḥ sarvaratnakiṅkiṇījāladhvajā
maṇirājacchatradhvajāḥ
samantāvabhāsaspharaṇamaṇiratnadhvajāḥ
sarvatathāgatanāmacakranirghoṣamaṇiratnarājadhvajāḥ
siṃhakāntamaṇiratnarājadhvajāḥ
sarvatathāgatapūrvayoganigarjanamaṇiratnarājadhvajāḥ
sarvadharmadhātupratibhāsadhvajā
maṇiratnarājadhvajavyūhāḥ
sarvadhvajālaṃkārasamantadiksuvibhaktavyūhāḥ
saṃtiṣṭhante sma |1
And, the entirety of Jeta’s Grove became expansive and as
extensive as the earth. Moreover, as a result of the supernormal
power of the Buddha, buddha-fields equal to the dust-atoms of
inexpressible [numbers] of buddha-fields became as expansive
and extensive as the earth. They became arrayed with every
type of variegated gems, with a ground level formed of
inexpressible [numbers] of various gems, encircled with walls

1

Gv: 5.8-5.21.

324

of innumerable jewels and gems, and arrayed with ordered
rows of various jewelled palm trees. In these lands were rivers
of immeasurable perfumes and fragrances, thick with entirely
jewelled flowers, full of endless whirlpools of perfumed water
flowing to the right and arrayed with the roar of the sound of
all buddhas. There were also formed there inconceivable rows
of jewelled lotuses and jewel trees with surfaces adorned with
arrays of lotuses blossoming from every gem, inconceivable
rows of peaked dwellings of manifold jewels, [it was] covered
in nets of every jewel and gem, [there were] arrays of
illuminating networks of rays from innumerable gems and
jewels, arrays of every jewel and gem that were like a heavenly
mansion of innumerable gems and jewels, there were arrays of
heaps of every incense releasing clouds of every fragrance.
And, there were immeasurable jewelled standards, standards
with flags, standards with jewelled cloth, standards of flowers,
standards of ornaments, standards of garlands, standards of
nets of every jewelled bell, standards of parasols made of the
king of gems, standards of jewels and gems suffusing
illumination everywhere, standards of the king of gems and
jewels resounding with the cycle of the names of every Thusgone one, standards of the king of gems and jewels beautiful
like a lion, standards of the king of jewels and gems roaring
with the past-life tales of every Thus-gone one, standards with
the appearance of the entire dharma realm; they formed there
arrays of standards of the king of jewels and gems, an ornament
of well distributed arrays of every standard in all directions.
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Reconstruction
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Figure 5. Composition 3

Note Key

Figure 6. Note key to Composition 3
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Notes to Reconstruction
1. The entire surface of the ground (bhūmitala) is said to be transformed into
jewels.1
2. There is a conflict between the Jetavana, and by extension all buddha-fields,
becoming vast and extensive (vipula and vistara), and their description as having been
surrounded (parikṣipta) by balustrades or walls (prākāra).2 I take this expansive nature
as largely hyperbolic and revert to including an encompassing image. The composition
thus uses city walls to frame the image of the transformed Jetavana in a manner similar
to the reliefs seen on pillars at Bōdhgayā.3 The image of prākāra is generated from
reliefs such as those found in the depiction of the departure from Kapilavastu of the
Buddha on the Northern Gateway of Stūpa 1 at Sāñcī. City walls of the type described
by Coomaraswamy are clearly intended here in apposition with the use of vedikā.4
3. The distributive pattern of palm trees (tāla), kūṭāgāra, and jewelled lotuses
(ratnapuṇḍarīka) is indicated using the term paṅkti. This is a regular arrangement in
rows but can indicate any assembly, group, or collection and not necessarily one of
only five items. I have used two patterns. The lotuses and palm trees follow concentric
rings surrounding the central assembly and the kūṭāgāras and vimānas are arranged in
intersecting lines.
4. Vimāna in this instance is taken to indicate a palace minimally represented as
pavilion and not necessarily an aerial conveyance, although that is of course possible.
5. On the basis of the descriptions in the later sections of the nets of jewels
covering the kūṭāgāras I have taken the contiguous compounds here to indicate that it
is the kūṭāgāras that are covered in nets of gems and emitting light rays from the gems
rather than the compound being generally applied to the whole Jetavana, although this
is a viable and not contradictory interpretation.5

1

Gv: 5.10-5.11.
Gv: 5.8 cf. Gv: 5.11.
3
For example, Huntington Archive Scan No. 11742.
4
See Coomaraswamy 1991(1930): 11.
5
Gv: 5.13-5.15. acintyāś ca vicitraratnakūṭāgārapaṅktayaḥ sarvamaṇiratnajālasaṃchannā
asaṃkhyeyamaṇiratnaraśmijālāvabhāsavyūhā asaṃkhyeyamaṇiratnavimānasarvamaṇiratnavyūhāḥ
sarvagandhakośapramuktāḥ sarvadhūpapaṭalavyūhāḥ saṃsthitā abhūvan |
2
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6. The emission of fragrances is indicated with curving smoke trails coming from
what is assumed to be solid incense burners arrayed in linear fashion. I am not certain
of the identification of this item.
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Composition 4
Composition 4 has two parts. The first gives each cloud/ornament in individual
representation of each compound (4A). The second is the overall section as conceived
of as a single composition (4B).

Text
sarvāvac ca jetavanam acintyadivyavimānameghagaganatalālaṃkāraṃ saṃsthitam abhūt |
asaṃkhyeyasarvagandhavṛkṣameghasaṃchannālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyasarvavyūhasumerusaṃchannālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyavādyatūryameghasarvatathāgatastutisaṃgītimadhuranirghoṣālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyaratnapadmameghasaṃchannālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyaratnasiṃhāsanadivyamaṇiratnavastraprajñaptabodhisattvaniṣaṇṇatathāgatastutimeghamadhuranirghoṣālaṃkāram anabhilāpyadevendrabimbasadṛśābhimukhamaṇivigrahameghālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyaśvetamuktijālameghālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyalohitamuktākūṭāgārameghasaṃchannālaṃkāram
anabhilāpyavajrasāramuktāmeghapravarṣaṇālaṃkāraṃ
saṃsthitam abhūt |1
Containing all of this Jeta’s Grove appeared ornamented in the
sky with clouds of inconceivable heavenly palaces.2 It
appeared ornamented and covered with clouds of innumerable
and entirely fragrant trees, ornamented and enveloped with
Mount Sumeru’s in arrays inexpressible in their entirety, with
an ornament possessing the sweet sounding chorus of hymns
in praise of every Thus-gone one emanating from clouds of
inexpressible [numbers of] instruments, ornamented and
enveloped in inexpressible [numbers of] clouds of jewelled
lotuses, ornamented with the resounding of sweet clouds of
hymns of praise of the Thus-gone one from bodhisattvas sat
upon inexpressible [numbers] of jewelled lion-thrones
provided with cloth of divine gems and jewels, ornamented
with clouds of jewelled forms with a face resembling the image
of the lord of gods, ornamented with clouds of inexpressible
[numbers of] nets of white pearls, ornamented and covered in
clouds of peaked dwellings of inexpressible [numbers of] red

1
2

Gv: 5.21-5.28.
See the following notes to Composition 4.
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pearls, ornamented with raining clouds of inexpressible
[numbers of] pearls the essence of which is like diamonds.
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Reconstruction
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F i g u r e 7. C o m p o s i t i o n 4 A
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Figure 8. Composition 4B

Note Key

Figure 9. Note key to Composition 4A

336

Notes to Reconstruction
1. I read the descriptions of this section as being of the sky of the Jetavana and
as it being filled with various clouds based on an irregular interpretation of the text to
indicate that the Jetavana is ornamented, or adorned, rather than the Jetavana itself
becoming a literal ornament cf. Ehman.1 That is to say I understand the compounds as
bahuvrīhis but as the Jetavana being ‘cloud-ornamented’, so to speak. In support of
this view are the verses of Mañjuśrī that function as a kind of commentary on the
events. The comments do follow the secondary emanations of the assembled
bodhisattvas, but speak to the understanding of such miraculous spectacles in this
opening display, and seem to be quite general in their scope. Firstly, he states that
the ‘Various manifestations, as clouds of jewel-rays, shine and pervade the space
between the fields’ (kṣetrāntara), and secondly, that ‘All the manifold manifestations,
purified by the ones dispassionate towards the world through oceans of aeons, are
unceasingly seen in the sky [antarikṣa] at Jeta grove, through the power of reflection.’2
This conditions the subsequent composition, albeit to a minor degree. That is to say
that in Composition 4B I retain an image of the Jetavana from Composition 3 reduced
in scale and adorn it with the accrued clouds of other objects described. That the
descriptions of the transformations of the bodhisattvas from the Eastern direction are
given generally as the ornamentation of the sky by means of clouds of various arrays
adds to this view. The northern direction’s descriptions also serve to substantiate this
perspective.3
2. The use of acintya is read not as meaning that we cannot conceive of this
image but that there are inconceivable numbers of vimāna. Vimāna is similarly read as
palace here and images are drawn from representations of the palaces of the gods such
as those of the Eastern Gateway of Sāñcī and that depicted on the Western Gateway at

1

Ehman 1976: 122.
Trans. Gómez 1967: 38, 40. nānāviyūhā ratnārcimeghāḥ spharanti kṣetrāntara sarjamānāḥ |
romṇāṃ mukhebhyaḥ sugatātmajānāṃ rutāni bauddhāni nigarjamānāḥ || Gv: 32.6-32.7, vyūhā vicitrā
jagadapramāṇair viśodhitāḥ kalpamahāsamudraiḥ | dṛśyanti te 'pi pratibhāsayogād aśeṣato
jetavanāntarikṣe || Gv: 34.5-34.9.
3
Gv: 6.20-21, Gv: 8.8.
2
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Bhārhut.4
3. The depiction of Sumeru (sarvavyūhasumerusaṃchannālaṃkāra)5 is
constructed from the description in the Abhidharmakośabhāṣya.6
4. It is recognised that the musical instruments should perhaps be sounding
miraculously of their own accord, as per the *Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra.7 However,
the depictions at Sāñcī and Bhārhut of divine music include musicians, and there is no
express stipulation in this passage against the inclusion. It was also impractical to
excise all figures. Tūrya is understood as generally indicating an orchestra strictly
speaking composed only of four types of instruments in line with Sivaramamurti’s
discussions: stringed, those that are struck such as drums, wind instruments, and
cymbals or those that resonate.8 Two types of vīṇā (stringed instrument)(4a), flutes
(veṇu)(4b), what are probably conch shells (śankha)(4c), and a number of drums
(ānaddha)(4d) have been assembled in the composition.
5. Bodhisattvas seated on thrones are shown in dharmacakra mudrā as the
closest approximation of a visual sign to indicate their production of sweet sounds of
praise of the Thus-gone ones.9 Of course, this gesture should more properly denote a
discourse or teaching. The siṃhāsana is a special form of paryaṅka (couch, seat)
synonymous with royalty that often includes depictions of actual lions on the legs or
arm-rests.10 I have selected a throne here with a more visible jewelled cloth on the seat
to conform to the more unusual detail given in the compound and foregone the actual
depiction of lions as a consequence, which is technically incorrect.
6. The compound anabhilāpyadevendrabimbasadṛśābhimukhamaṇivigrahameghālaṃkāra is obscure. One possible reading is that it is the usual cloud-ornament

4

Sāñcī: Stupa 1, Eastern gateway. North pillar, East side, top panels, AIIS Accession No. 34870.
Bhārhut: Namely the structure attached to the P. Sudhammadevasabhā, AIIS Accession No. 34332.
5
Gv: 5.23.
6
AKbh: 166~ / de la Vallée Poussin and Pruden 1988-1990: II.462-464.
7
See MPPŚ: I.560.
8
See Sivaramamurti 1956(1942): 144-148.
9
Gv: 5.24-5.25.
10
See Sivaramamurti 1956(1942): 135-136.
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but one that is in the form of a multiple of jewelled icons that when one is facing it
[one sees] the proper image of the chief of gods. This is nearly impossible to indicate
in a composition. I have used multiple instances of an image of gods including those
that are clearly Indra by the inclusion of his recognisable crown.
7. Śvetamuktijāla is taken here to denote a type of jewellery, comprised of a
network of white pearls (muktā).11
8. Lohitamuktā is thus taken as red-pearl (8a) and vajrasāramuktā (8b) remains
obscure.12

11
12

Gv: 5.26.
Gv: 5.27.
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Composition 5
The preceding section of the text gives explanations for the transformations of
the Jetavana, and this section details the iteration of the purification of the worldsystems in like manner.

Text
yathā ca jetavanam evaṃ rūpayā buddhakṣetrapariśuddhyā
pariśuddhaṃ saṃsthitam evaṃ daśasu dikṣu
dharmadhātuparamākāśadhātuparyavasānāḥ
sarvalokadhātavaḥ pariśuddhāḥ saṃsthitā alaṃkṛtāḥ
pratimaṇḍitāḥ tathāgatakāyaparisphuṭā
jetavanasamavasaraṇā bodhisattvaparipūrṇāḥ
tathāgataparṣanmaṇḍalasamudrasuvyavasthitāḥ
sarvavyūhameghabhipravarṣaṇāḥ
sarvaratnaprabhāvabhāsitāḥ
sarvamaṇiratnameghapravarṣitālaṃkārāḥ
sarvakṣetravyūhameghasaṃchannālaṃkārāḥ
sarvadivyātmabhāvameghapravarṣitālaṃkārāḥ
sarvapuṣpameghapravarṣitālaṃkārāḥ
supuṣpitakośaspharaṇālaṃkārāḥ
sarvavastrameghanānāraṅgaruciracīvaravarṣapramuktakośāḥ sarvamālyadāmahāravyūhameghāc
channadhārābhipravarṣaṇālaṃkārāḥ
sarvadiksamutthitanānāgandhadhūpameghapaṭalasarvajaga
ccharīrasadṛśasaṃsthānapravarṣāṇālaṃkārāḥ
sarvaratnakusumajālameghāc
channaratnajālasūkṣmacūrṇapravarṣaṇālaṃkārāḥ
sarvaratnadhvajapatākāmeghadivyakanyāpāṇiparigṛhītagaganatalāvartanaparivartanālaṃkārāḥ
sarvaratnapadmavicitraratnapatramaṇḍalordhvadaṇḍādhaḥ
kesaranibaddhatūryasaṃghaṭṭitamadhuranirghoṣālaṃkārāḥ
sarvaratnabimbajālasiṃhapañjaranānāratnacitrahāramālyālaṃkārāḥ saṃsthitāḥ saṃdṛśyante sma || 1
Just as Jeta’s Grove was purified in the form of a purified
buddha-field, in the same manner, all the world-systems in the
ten directions as far as the furthest reaches of the space element
of the dharma realm were purified and appeared ornamented,
decorated, filled with the bodies of Thus-gone ones, unified

1

Gv: 6.4-6.15. As the translations of Ehman and Osto show, the compounds in this passage can be
interpreted in several ways.
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with Jeta’s Grove, filled with bodhisattvas, well set out with
oceans of the assemblies of the Thus-gone one, raining down
clouds of every kind of array, illuminated with the radiance of
every jewel; they were seen formed and ornamented with
clouds raining every type of jewel and gem, ornamented and
enveloped in clouds of arrays of every field, ornamented and
deluged from clouds of every divine body, ornamented and
deluged from clouds of every kind of flower, ornamented and
pervaded with beautiful buds and flowers, possessing clouds
that give forth a rain of various and bright coloured robes from
clouds of every kind of cloth, covered with ornaments raining
and streaming down, with clouds of arrays of every kind of
garland and necklace, ornamented by the raining down of
forms resembling the bodies of the entire world from masses
of clouds of various incenses and fragrances rising up in all
directions, ornamented with the showering of fine aromatic
powders, covered with a net of jewels, with clouds of nets of
jewel-flowers, ornamented with a cloud of every kind of
jewelled standard and banner held in the hands of divine
maidens and waved back and forth in the sky, ornamented with
the sweet sound from the striking of instruments fastened to
the filaments of lotuses of every type of jewel, with a circle of
many coloured jewelled leaves and an upright stem below,
ornamented with garlands and necklaces of various coloured
jewels, lion’s cages, and nets of orbs made of every type of
gem.
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Reconstruction

342

343
Fi g u re 10 . C o m p o s i t i o n 5

Note Key

Figure 11. Note key to Composition 5
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Notes to Reconstruction
1. The scope of the transformations is detailed as the furthest limit of the space
sphere

of

the

dharmadhātu

in

the

ten

directions

(dharmadhātuparamākāśadhātuparyavasāna). This is in effect an infinite amount of
world systems which can only be indicated by a large, but ultimately finite, number of
replications of composition 3 as the paradigm for these subsequent transformations, as
is explicitly stated by the text.1 I have attempted to indicate the view that this infers
by giving a perspectival view of the extent of the world-systems receding into
invisibility. The spaces we expect between the worlds,2 is filled with smaller iterations
on the basis of infinite regress. The subsequent descriptions of showering clouds of
ornamentation, or the worlds being seen as ornaments, are then placed in a superior
position to allow for the repetitious use of participles indicating the raining down or
showering of various luxury and donative items from these transformations. The
reiteration of composition 3 might, however, be more successfully represented in three
dimensions.
2. The question of how to represent all ten directions in two dimensions is
problematic and remains to a degree unresolved in this instance.
3. I read sarvavyūhameghabhipravarṣaṇa as including bivalence of megha. This
term can be understood as clouds, or as multitudes or masses, of every array raining
down. This is denoted visually with a generalised image comprised of elements of
composition 3 in multiple.
4. I read a bivalence in the use of kośa at the terminus of the compound denoting
the raining down of brightly coloured cloth and robes. Here it can be understood both
as a chest, for storing such cloth, and as a metaphor for a cloud given the surrounding
descriptions and its use in a compound containing megha.3
5.

The

description

sarvamālyadāmahāravyūhameghācchannadhārābhi-

1

Gv: 6.4- 6.6.
See Composition 4 n.1.
3
MMW: 314.
2
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pravarṣaṇālaṃkāra is obscure.4 I take it as indicating that ornaments raining, and
streaming down in profusion, are from clouds of every type of garland, wreath, and
necklace.
6. The precise intent behind sarvadiksamutthitanānāgandhadhūpameghapaṭalasarvajagaccharīrasadṛśasaṃsthānapravarṣāṇālaṃkāra

is

unclear.5

Ehman’s

‘ornaments which are showering down heaps and masses of various perfumes and
incense gathered from all directions in a state proper for the whole world’ is one
possibility.6
7. The depiction of sarvadivyātmabhāva is achieved with a number of divine
beings.
8. In recognition of the description of divine maidens waving standards and flags
back and forth in the firmament several are distributed throughout the composition and
especially located on the periphery and upper corners similar to the placement of other
divine beings in compositions such as the Eastern Gateway South Pillar of Stūpa 1 at
Sāñcī.7
9. I have failed to find any representation of lion-cages (siṃha pañjara) or any
description to enable a fabrication from existing elements and so omit them. The nets
of orbs of all gems and manifold necklaces and garlands are encompassed by the
previous description. However, I have included a framing device of networks of
spherical jewels of some type used as a border in the coping stones of the Bhārhut
vedikā.8 The composition is also suffused with jewels, flowers, necklaces and garlands
raining down in addition to the specific clouds depicted.

4

Gv: 6.10.
Gv: 6.11.
6
Ehman 1976: 124.
7
See AIIS Accession No. 40127.
8
See Huntington Archive Scan No. 4825.
5
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Composition 6
From this point onwards the compositions are further subdivided and follow the
same structure as a result of the use of formulas as discussed in chapter 5. There is a
significant amount of repetition in the visual reconstructions and the variance between
the repeated parts demonstrates the different directions of the compass in the main.
Each composition is divided into a number of parts depending on the need to explore
alternative means of reconstructing the image but minimally includes: A) the
indication of the direction from whence the bodhisattvas and their entourage travel to
this world; B) the production of miraculous spectacles in vast arrays (this is where
most need for alternatives arises); C) the arrival at the assembly in the transformed
Jetavana and paying of obeisance to the Buddha; and D) the retreat of the arriving
bodhisattvas to their miraculously produced kūṭāgāras located in the Jetavana. As
discussed in chapter 5 almost all of this activity is occurring simultaneously according
to the text. However, it seems to me that the only way to visualise this spectacle is to
address each composition in the sequence provided.

Text
samanantarasamāpannasya bhagavata evaṃ
siṃhavijṛmbhitaṃ tathāgatasamādhim atha tāvad eva
pūrvasyāṃ diśi
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānāṃ
lokadhātusamudrāṇāṃ pareṇa
kanakameghapradīpadhvajāyā lokadhātor
vairocanaśrītejorājasya tathāgatasya buddhakṣetrād
vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabho nāma bodhisattvo
mahāsattvaḥ
sārdhamanabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
bodhisattvais tena bhagavatā anujñātaḥ tataḥ
parṣanmaṇḍalasamudrāduccalitvā yena sahālokadhātus
tenopasaṃkrānto nānāvyūhameghair gaganatalam
alaṃkurvan |
yad uta divyapuṣpameghavarṣam abhipravarṣan
divyagandhameghavarṣaṃ pramuñcan
divyaratnapadmameghavarṣam abhiprakiran
divyamālyameghavarṣam avarsṛjan
divyaratnameghavarṣam abhipravarṣan
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divyābharaṇameghavarṣam abhipravarṣan
divyaratnacchatrameghān abhinirharan
vicitranānāraṅgasūkṣmadivyavastrameghavarṣam
abhipravarṣan divyaratnadhvajapatākāmeghān gaganatale
'dhitiṣṭhan ruciraiḥ sarvaratnameghavyūhair gaganatalaṃ
spharan
yena bhagavāṃs tenopasaṃkramya sārdhaṃ parivāreṇa
bhagavantaṃ namaskṛtya pūrvāṃ diśam upaniśritya
samantavyūhamaṇiratnajālasaṃchannāni kūṭāgārāṇi
dikprabhāsamaṇirājapadmagarbhāṇi ca siṃhāsanāny
abhinirmāya nyaṣidatparyaṅkamābhujya
cintārājamaṇiratnajālālaṃkārasaṃchannāni
bodhisattvaśarīrāṇy adhiṣṭhāya ||1
At the same time as the illustrious one entered the Thus-gone
one concentration named the lion’s roar, to the east, from
beyond an ocean of world-systems as equally numerous as the
atomic particles of an inexpressible number of buddha-fields,
from the world-system Kanakameghapradīpadhvaja, from the
buddha-field of the Thus-gone one Vairocanaśrītejorāja, the
bodhisattva,
the
great
being
named
Vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabha
together
with
bodhisattvas as equally numerous as the atomic particles in an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields, that illustrious lord
having assented, and having set out from that assembly-circle,
approached this Sahā world-system while ornamenting the
firmament with clouds of various arrays.
The bodhisattva did this by showering down rain-clouds of
divine flowers, sending forth rain-clouds of divine fragrances,
scattering about clouds of divinely jewelled lotuses, flinging
forth rain-clouds of divine garlands, showering down rainclouds of divine ornaments, unfurling clouds of divinely
jewelled parasols, showering down rain-clouds of divine
clothes that are fine and of manifold colours, he produced in
the sky clouds of divinely jewelled standards with banners and
pervaded the sky with brilliant arrays of clouds of every kind
of jewel.
That bodhisattva together with his entourage, having
approached and worshipped the illustrious lord, and, having

1

Gv: 6.16-6.28. The text has been formatted to reveal the use of lists.
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gone over to the Eastern direction and supernaturally created
peaked dwellings covered with nets of jewels and gems in
continuous array, lion thrones borne in lotuses made of the
king of gems illuminating the directions,2 and having sat down
cross-legged, supernaturally produced ornamental nets of
wish-fulfilling gems and jewels that covered the bodhisattva’s
bodies.3

2

For discussion of these formulas at the opening and closing of each direction, and in particular the
compound dikprabhāsamaṇirājapadmagarbha, see the preceding relevant section in chapter 5.
3
A more literal translation would convey that, strictly speaking, it is the bodhisattva’s bodies that are
produced and that they are covered in an ornament that is a net of wish-fulfilling jewels and gems.
However, given that the bodhisattva and his entourage are already arriving from the east, and must
already have bodies in order to offer obeisance to the buddha, it seems preferable to render this section
more freely.
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Figure 19. Note key to Composition 6Ai
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Figure 20. Note key to Composition 6Aii
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Figure 21. Note key to Composition 6Bi
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Figure 22. Note key to Composition 6Bii
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Figure 23. Note key to Composition 6C
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Figure 24. Note key to Composition 6D: Closeup
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Notes to Reconstruction
Composition 6A:
1. The representation of the approach (upa - sam - √kram) of the bodhisattva
Vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabha and his companions across an almost limitless
expanse of world systems is difficult to depict. I have indicated the departure from
Kanakameghapradīpadhvaja with a teardrop shaped assembly transiting across the
surrounding walls of a single larger iteration of composition 3 that is surrounded by
smaller iterations of the same image in a grid form. Composition 3 has been modified
to remove the śrāvakas and lokendras on the basis that they are not mentioned. Only
bodhisattvas are discussed as being present in the assemblies of the distant worlds. I
surmise that similar to composition 5 the intervening spaces would be visually
occupied by the receding infinite numbers of other world-systems prior to any
suffusion by transformations. However, the subsequent mention in the text of the
intervening space between worlds is accepted as indicating this arrangement may not
be correct. The placement of the named bodhisattva and the shape of the entourage are
intended to indicate the direction of travel. The world-system is positioned on the right
of the picture plane, this indicates its location in the Eastern direction and the
bodhisattva’s travel is thus to the west. This decision draws on the structure of the
parallel passages in the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā.1 It also leans on the
descriptions found in various texts of the ground as like a chequerboard
(aṣṭāpadavinibaddha). This is simply as it appears to be a regular resort of the authors
in description of planes or other non-limited surfaces, and so would be appropriate
here. However, this is a supposition.
2. I present an alternative arrangement in Composition 6Aii. This makes more
explicit the intervening space by the fading of the individual worlds into ellipses, and
by the use of a circular arrangement, and seems to me to appeal to a more
contemporary imagination of the universe. It is therefore questionable on that account.
However, it does reflect the notion of an interjacent space between worlds discussed

1

See discussion of PvsP: I-1.7-8; 9; 11; 13; 15; 17; 19; 21; 23; 25 in chapter 5.
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in Composition 4, note 1. Nevertheless, it serves to illustrate the difficulty in deciding
on a depiction of this scene.

Composition 6B:
3. The rain clouds of donative objects in this list of the ornamentation of the sky
of the Jetavana by the bodhisattvas from the eastern direction are shown above the
reiteration of composition 3 in Composition 6Bii. The statement of the placement in
the sky (gaganatala) is explicit.2
4. The identification of list items with the excise of the various types of raining
/ sprinkling etc. is as follows in Composition 6Bi:
4a = divyapuṣpamegha
4b = divyagandhamegha
4c = divyaratnapadmamegha
4d = divyamālyamegha
4e = divyaratnamegha
4f = divyābharaṇamegha
4g = divyaratnacchatramegha
4h = vicitranānāraṅgasūkṣmadivyavastramegha
4i = divyaratnadhvajapatākāmegha
4j = (rucira) sarvaratnameghavyūha

5. I take the compound dhvajapatākā to indicate the type of standard (dhvaja),
that is a pole with an emblem on the top of it, with the addition of a flag or banner
(patākā) hanging from a cross-bar.3 The placement of the divine jewelled versions in
this instance is explicitly given as in the sky; consequently, I place the cloud of these
items in the top left of the composition 6Bii.
6. The intervening space between the individual clouds of more apparent items

2
3

Gv: 6.20-6.21.
See Skilling 1997: 451-457.

365

is filled with volumes of jewels and gems in recognition of the final phrase in the list.
This states that the sky is pervaded by clouds of every type of radiant gems.4

Composition 6C:
7. The logic of the narrative suggests that the arriving bodhisattvas would be
standing, except for when they make their obeisance to the Buddha. This is deduced
from the following definite statement of their retreat to the East and subsequent
adoption of a seated position. It also draws on the discussions of the
*Mahāprajñāpāramitāśāstra that engage with a similar moment in the parallel
Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā and suggest that standing is a more respectful
bodily position.5 Therefore, the image of bodhisattvas used here is slightly incorrect.
However, I found images of bodhisattvas in supplication difficult to find, and judged
that the presence of the gesture of añjali and inclination of the body as clear signals of
the described acts of homage were more important in this case. The image is drawn
from the Muhammad Nari Stele.6
8. Palm trees and standards located outside the encircling railings of the
assembly are intended to indicate the remaining extent of the transformed Jetavana.

Composition 6D:
9. The arriving bodhisattva and his extremely large entourage producing and
occupying their jewelled kūṭāgāras in the eastern direction is indicated with a finite
set of incrementally smaller kūṭāgāras that surround a central adorned instance
occupied by Vairocanapraṇidhānanābhiraśmiprabha. This is intended to mirror, to a
small degree, the larger use of the directional maṇḍala in the organisation of the
spectacle.

4

Gv: 6.24-25.
MPPŚ: I.581.
6
See, for example, Harrison and Luczantis 2012: 198, figure 2.
5
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Composition 6D: Closeup
10. This image provides an enlargement of a single iteration of the produced
kūṭāgāras from Composition 6D. Discussion of the arrangement of the bodhisattva’s
lion throne within the lotus in contrast to the description provided by the compound
dikprabhāsamaṇirājapadmagarbha can be found in the footnotes to the discussion of
formulas and formulaic language in this passage in chapter 5. The image of a lotus
used here is drawn from the Muhammad Nari Stele, an object that is feasibly to be
dated later than the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra.7 Nonetheless, the use of this motif in Andhra in
approximately the correct timeframe supports its deployment here. The lion throne
(siṃhāsana) selected here, in contrast to that discussed above, does include depiction
of actual lions upon the legs of the seat.
11. The net of jewels enveloping the kūṭāgāra is constructed from the nets of
pearls and jewels seen worn upon the heads of several bodhisattvas in Gandhāran
sculptures.8
12. The net enveloping the bodies of the bodhisattvas is the same item for
reasons of economy of labour. It is recognised that the designation of the type of jewels
in each case is not the same. The type enveloping the bodies is further qualified as
cintārāja. However, what precise difference in appearance this might generate is
indeterminable. I am uncertain what exactly samchanna is intended to indicate here.
Should the net be draped over the body or are we to understand its use as similar to a
canopy? That is to say stretched above the bodhisattva. The fact that it is the
bodhisattva’s bodies (śarīra) that the nets are covering seems to indicate the former.
However, we cannot rule out entirely the latter as a valid use of jāla.

7
8

See Harrison and Luczanits 2012: 107 and Behrendt 2004: 287.
See, for example, Metropolitan Museum of Art Accession No. 2015.392.
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Composition 7
Text
dakṣiṇāyāṃ diśi
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānāṃ
lokadhātusamudrāṇāṃ pareṇa vajrasāgaragarbhāyā
lokadhātoḥ samantāvabhāsaśrīgarbharājasya tathāgatasya
buddhakṣetrād duryodhanavīryavegarājo nāma bodhisattvo
mahāsattvaḥ
sārdhamanabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
bodhisattvaiḥ tena ca bhagavatā anujñātaḥ tataḥ
parṣanmaṇḍalasamudrād uccalitvā yena sahālokadhātus
tenopasaṃkrāntaḥ
sarvagandhadāmajālāvanaddhān
sarvalokasamudrānadhitiṣṭhan
sarvaratnahāradāmajālāvanaddhān
sarvabuddhakṣetraprasarān adhitiṣṭhan
sarvapuṣpadāmahārajālāvanaddhān
sarvabuddhakṣetravaṃśān adhitiṣṭhan
sarvamālyadāmahārajālāvanaddhān
sarvabuddhakṣetraparivartān adhitiṣṭhan
sarvavajrahārādhastalapratiṣṭhānasaṃgṛhītāni
sarvabuddhakṣetraparṣanmaṇḍalāny adhitiṣṭhan
sarvamaṇiratnajālāvanaddhān sarvabuddhakṣetranayān
adhitiṣṭhan sarvavastradāmasamantaparigrahaparigṛhītān
sarvalokadhātūn adhitiṣṭhan
sarvaratnabimbahāradāmakalāpajālāvanaddhāni
sarvabuddhakṣetrāṇy abhinirharan
śrīraśmimaṇiratnahāradāmajālāvanaddhāni sarvakṣetrāṇy
adhitiṣṭhan
sarvavyūharaśmyavabhāsavairocanamaṇirājadāmajālāvanaddhāni sarvabuddhakṣetrāṇy adhitiṣṭhan
siṃhakāntamaṇiratnahāradāmajālapratiṣṭhānasaṃgṛhītān
sarvalokadhātūn adhitiṣṭhan
yena bhagavās tenopasaṃkramya sārdhaṃ parivāreṇa
bhagavantaṃ namaskṛtya dakṣiṇāṃ diśam upaniśritya
jagadvirocanamaṇikūṭāgārāṇi
samantadigvirocanamaṇiratnapadmagarbhāṇi ca
siṃhāsanāny abhinirmāya nyaṣīdat paryaṅkam ābhujya
sarvaratnakusumajālālaṃkārasaṃchannāni
bodhisattvaśarīrāṇy adhiṣṭhāya ||1
1

Gv: 6.29-7.11
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To the south, from beyond an ocean of world-systems as
equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields, from the world-system
Vajrasāgaragarbhā, from the buddha-field of the Thus-gone
one Samantāvabhāsaśrīgarbharāja, the bodhisattva, the great
being named Duryodhanavīryavegarāja together with
bodhisattvas as equally numerous as the atomic particles in an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields, that illustrious lord
having assented, and having set out from that assembly-circle,
approached this Sahā world-system.
They supernaturally transformed the entire ocean of worldsystems so that they were covered with nets of wreaths of every
fragrance; they supernaturally transformed the extent of every
buddha-field so as to be covered with nets of necklaces and
wreaths of every type of jewel; they supernaturally
transformed the series of all buddha-fields so as to be covered
with nets of necklaces and wreaths of every type of flower;
they supernaturally transformed the whirl of all the buddhafields so as to be covered in nets of necklaces, wreaths, and
garlands of every type; they supernaturally transformed the
assembly-circles of every buddha-field so that they were
gathered upon a supporting base-level made entirely of
diamond necklaces; they supernaturally transformed the
leaders in every buddha-field so they were covered in nets of
every type of jewel and gem; they supernaturally transformed
all the world-systems so that they were surrounded and
enclosed continuously with garlands of every kind of cloth;
they produced all the buddha-fields so they were covered with
strings, wreaths, and necklaces of orbs of every type of jewel;
they supernaturally transformed all the fields so that they were
covered in nets of wreaths and necklaces of jewels and gems
with radiating rays of light; they supernaturally transformed all
the buddha-fields so that they were covered in nets of
necklaces of the king of gems with rays of light like those from
the sun illuminating all the arrays; they supernaturally
transformed all the world-systems so that they were gathered
together in a net of wreaths and necklaces of jewels and gems
beautiful like the lion.
That bodhisattva together with his entourage, having
approached and worshipped the illustrious lord, and, having
gone over to the southern direction and supernaturally created
peaked dwellings of gems that illuminate the world, lion
thrones borne in lotuses made of jewels and gems that
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illuminate all the directions, and having sat down cross-legged,
supernaturally produced ornamental nets of flowers of every
gem that covered the bodhisattva’s bodies.
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Reconstruction
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Figure 25. Composition 7A
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Figure 26. Composition 7B

F i g u r e 2 7. C o m p o s i t i o n 7 B i i .
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Figure 28. Composition 7Biii

Figure 29. Composition 7Biv
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Figure 30. Composition 7C

F i g u r e 31. C o m p o s i t i o n 7 D
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Note Key

Figure 32. Note key to Composition 7Bi
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Notes to Reconstruction
Composition 7A:
1. The only variance in this image to Composition 6A is in the placement of the
named world-system in the lower central position in the picture plane to indicate a
Southerly direction and the placement of the bodhisattva Duryodhanavīryavegarāja
and his entourage heading upwards, so to speak, to indicate their movement north to
this Sahā world.

Composition 7B:
2. It is possible to ask when considering this direction’s adornments what, if any,
is the difference intended in representation between oceans of worlds (lokasamudra)
world-systems (lokadhātu) and buddha-fields (buddhakṣetra). The listing of
transformations produced by supernatural agency in this section appears to use
sarvalokasamudra, sarvabuddhakṣetra, and sarvalokadhātu interchangeably. While
lokadhātu is not synonymous with buddhakṣetra, a buddhakṣetra exists within, or
homospatially, with a lokadhātu. Its existence is only perceptually differentiated. If we
take the terms literally the representation of lokadhātu indicated in the first, sixth, and
final members of the list in this case should conform to such descriptions as those
found in the Abhidharmakosabhāṣya.1 However, I believe that here sarvaloksamudra
is a metonym, or perhaps a higher order classification encompassing the following
terms used. Lokadhātu has been previously used in the statement of the expansion of
the purification that occurred in the Jetavana.2 In this statement the Jetavana is said to
be of the same form as a purified buddha-field, and that this state of affairs is extended
to all lokadhātus. The detailed description that follows of the Jetavana can then be
applied to all world-systems. Therefore, it seems reasonable to surmise that when
sarvalokadhātu and similar compounds are subsequently used in the text they are a
placeholder for the previous detailed description used within the frame of the text, and

1
2

AKbh: 157~ / de la Vallée Poussin and Pruden 1988-1990: II.451~. See also Kloetzli 1983: 28~.
Gv: 6.4~.
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that no application of the generic description of the non-transformed world from the
Abhidharmakosabhāṣya is justified.
3. The first six members of the list in this direction include further qualifications
to the indication of worlds. The first four appear to be intended as both general and
specific indicators. As mentioned, the first designation of what is transformed
(adhitiṣṭha) is the ocean of worlds (lokasamudra). The second is buddhakṣetraprasara
which may suggest the appearance, range, or extent of [all] buddha-fields but could
also denote the streams, floods, or torrents of all buddha-fields and be understood in
both its metaphorical and literal senses. The third designation of buddhakṣetravaṃśa
is somewhat more problematic. Vaṃśa may simply indicate a series, an assemblage or
multitude of items in succession. However, earlier in the text we see it used as ‘lineage’
amongst a set of terms for the group of Buddhist followers such as śāsana, kula, and
gotra etc.3 Later in the Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra it is used to describe those who are united
with the uninterrupted tradition / lineage of the three gems, and it is often used in
compounds following tathāgata in the same sense.4 This might suggest we understand
this term to denote the lineages (that is the succession of Buddhist practitioners) in
every buddha-field. However, this does not seem to fit well with its compounding with
buddhakṣetra as a place rather than with an epithet of the Buddha as a person. The
following list item has as its terminal member of the similar compound parivarta. This
could be understood as revolutions of the buddhakṣetra, or turns, and perhaps could
be more poetically translated as the whirl of buddha-fields. It could also be taken as
the sections of the buddha-fields or their places or abodes. The subsequent two list
items stipulate the transformation of the ground beneath the assembly-circles, and of
that below the leaders (naya). This does not fit well with the reading of vaṃśa as series
rather than as term for lineage and suggests that parivarta is intended to indicate the
places of the buddha fields. Nonetheless, I have opted to depict the parṣanmaṇḍala

3

Gv: 4.1-4.3 lokendraiś ca pūrvajinakṛtādhikāraiḥ sarvajagaddhitasukhapratipannair
anadhīṣṭakalyāṇamitraiḥ
parasattvarakṣāpratipannaiḥ
lokaviśeṣavartijñānasukhavatīrṇaiḥ
sarvasattvāparityāgacittair
buddhaśāsanagocaraniryātais
tathāgataśāsanarakṣāpratipannair
buddhavaṃśasaṃdhāraṇapraṇidhinirjātais
tathāgatakulagotrasaṃbhavābhimukhaiḥ
sarvajñatājñānābhilāṣibhiḥ ||
4
Gv: 59.2, Gv: 13.12.
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and the leaders of the buddha-fields as adding to the set of objects depicted and take
the preceding terms as more general descriptors. I suspect any bivalence is intentional.
4. I am reading the term jāla found in several compounds here as lattice, web, or
network, and thus we have interconnected assemblages of various wreaths, garlands
etc. There are a number of representations of such networks of garlands adorning
stūpas such as that found at Bhārhut, or in other contexts as we see at Bodhgaya.5 Nets
of what appear to be pearls or spherical gems as discussed above are also seen.
However, in some cases these appear to be part of a construction surmounting bells
and thus could be understood as (kiṅkiṇījāla).6
5. What, if any, difference is intended by the inversion of dāman (wreath) and
hāra (necklace) alternatively in the compounds of this direction’s list is unclear. In
general, I have used these two meanings respectively throughout and understood
mālya as garland. As Sivaramamurti observes, although there are many types of
necklaces in the store of Indian jewellery and an accompanying specific terminology,
the differences are hard to show in sculpture effectively.7 This deficiency translates
through into the available imagery for the various objects intended by the authors of
the Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra. However, as noted in the main body of the thesis the authors do
not appear to wish to avail themselves of this extensive terminology. The same could
be said of the various types of garlands in regard to the authors of the text.8 There is
nonetheless some variety to draw on from the art historical record. With the exception
of 5i the primary member of all compounds is sarva. The identifications are as follows:
5a = gandhadāmajāla
5b = ratnahāradāmajāla
5c = puṣpadāmahārajāla
5d = mālyadāmahārajāla

5

For example, AIIS Accession No. 68474, or AIIS Accession No. 38807.
For example, Huntingdon Archive Scan No. 4825, 11530.
7
On some types see Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 110.
8
See Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 120-121. On gems and necklaces in the Arthaśāstra 2.11.2~ etc. see
Olivelle 2013: 122-124, 527~.
6
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5e = vajrahārādhastalapratiṣṭhānasaṃgṛhīta
(sarvabuddhakṣetraparṣanmaṇḍalāni)
5f = maṇiratnajāla (sarvabuddhakṣetranayān)
5g = vastradāmasamantaparigrahaparigṛhīta
5h = ratnabimbahāradāmakalāpajāla
5i = śrīraśmimaṇiratnahāradāmajāla
5j = vyūharaśmyavabhāsavairocanamaṇirājadāmajāla
5k = siṃhakāntamaṇiratnahāradāmajāla.
The necklace used to depict 5i may well be more properly termed a phalakahāra
and that of 5h could be understood as a sequence of yaṣṭi (a string of pearls) or perhaps
an aparvartaka, a necklace of alternating pearls and gold globules.9 I have used a
depiction of a web of necklaces containing the triratna symbol to indicate 5k.10
6. The precise meaning of sarvavastradāmasamantaparigrahaparigṛhīta is
uncertain. Vastradāma(n) may indicate cloth and garlands / wreaths, a garland made
of cloth, or a gift of cloth.11 The overall sense of the compound appears to be that the
worlds are completely enclosed by such items.
7.

In

a

similar

manner

the

following

compound

sarvaratnabimbahāradāmakalāpajāla appears to denote a net of strings, garlands,
necklaces, and spheres made of every gem. It could also be read as suggesting a lattice
of strings of donative necklaces made of spheres of every jewel. Necklaces of strung
circular gems seems to be clear in any regard.
8. The frequent use of avanaddha in this list indicates that the various worlds
and buddha-fields are transformed so as to be enveloped by the various garlands and
so on. However, how we should visualise this is less clear. Should we understand that
each item refers to one or several world-systems or buddha-fields? Alternatively,
should we understand it to be the totality of all world-systems / buddha-fields in every
case, given that I argued above for the synonymic use of these terms? The repetitive
additional use of sarva (entire, every) in these compounds seems to clearly denote the

9

See Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 110.
See, for example, Huntingdon Archive scan No. 4804.
11
Gv: 7.5. See also Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 110 on the use of cloth necklaces.
10
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latter. However, given the difficulty of imagining what exactly this might involve, as
well as the use of different compounds to indicate the realms that are transformed and
garlanded, and the possibility that some variance may be implied by this difference
even if every member of that category is transformed, I have generated a number of
alternative interpretations. This serves in the first composition to show more easily the
items of the list individually that are problematic in co-occurrence with the
representations of other items in the following arrangements.
9. Composition 7Bi presents one method of depicting the list of transformations
and makes use of composition 5. It layers three iterations of the depiction of multiple
world-systems to engender some small sense of vertical depth and doubles the
perspectival view placing the iterations in the upper and lower sections of the picture
plane in order to enhance the sense of infinite regress. The composition also applies
interpretations of each of the individual items in the list of transformations to a
repeated number of the worlds. However, while this does not present an enveloping of
all the world-systems collectively, it does represent an enveloping of multiple worlds
and allows for the identification of each item in the list. In particular, the presentation
of the assembly-circles of every buddha-field on a surface of diamonds, and likewise
that of the leader (naya), is more easily shown. Nevertheless, this complex use of
perspective seems to me incongruous with the mostly flat compositional styles seen in
the major Buddhist monuments used as reference imagery here.
10. Composition 7Bii presents an alternative approach to this problem and takes
the preceding image and adds the draped networks of garlands, wreaths, jewels, cloth
etc. indicated by the items in the list across the entire composition.
11. Composition 7Biii presents the same solution but without the additions of
Composition 7Bi to the layering of Composition 5.
12. Composition 7Biv presents the draped garlands of items in isolation. This
configuration is useful for its clear presentation of the garlands. However, it elides the
diamond surface and thus two of the items in the list.
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Composition 7C:
13. It is possible that the depiction of the obeisance of Duryodhanavīryavegarāja
and his entourage, and all subsequent depictions of acts of homage, should include the
established assemblies of the bodhisattvas of the preceding directions. This would be
in keeping with the sequential logic of the narrative that I have adhered to in a
cumulative depiction of the following composition 7D. While this may be desirable,
the experimental nature of this reconstruction means that in this and following
depictions of obeisance I have only shown the arriving entourage. This flaw is
recognised. It is also clear that such a cumulative depiction would lead very rapidly to
a convoluted image. Furthermore, it is possible that a more representative image would
be a single encompassing depiction of the simultaneous obeisance of bodhisattvas and
their entourages from all directions. The same could be said of the following
composition. I feel that a certain degree of parsing of the image is, however, necessary.

Composition 7D:
14. The minor visual difference indicated in this image to Composition 6D is the
naming of the gems decorating the kūṭāgāras, thrones, and nets of the arriving
bodhisattvas. This is hard to depict in any meaningful way. Consequently, the
composition uses the same components placed in the lower section of the picture plane
to indicate a Southerly direction. There is also consequently no novel closeup
composition in this direction. As mentioned above, it is recognised that the text
suggests that the events of each direction are occurring simultaneously. However, the
depiction of a sequential accrual of each group of bodhisattvas and their abodes in the
directions seems warranted based on the temporal constriction of the narrative and a
need for the parsing of the image.
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Composition 8
Text
paścimāyāṃ diśi
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānāṃ
lokadhātusamudrāṇāṃ pareṇa
maṇisumerūvirocanadhvajapradīpāyā lokadhātor
dharmadhātujñānapradīpasya tathāgatasya buddhakṣetrāt
samantaśrīsamudgatarājo nāma bodhisattvaḥ
sārdhamanabhilāpyalokadhātusamudraparamāṇurajaḥsamair bodhisattvais tena bhagavatā anujñātaḥ tataḥ
parṣanmaṇḍalād uccalitvā yena sahālokadhātus
tenopasaṃkrānto
'nabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
nānāvarṇagandhadhvajasumerumeghaiḥ
sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
vividhagandhakusumameghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
anekavarṇagandhasumerudhūpameghaiḥ
sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
vicitravarṇagandhameghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvapariṣkārasadṛśavarṇaiḥ romatejaḥsaṃbhavamaṇirājasumerumeghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
nānāprabhāmaṇḍalavyūhajyotirdhvajamaṇiratnasumerumeghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamair
nānāvarṇavajragarbhamaṇirājanānāvyūhaviṣayasumeru
meghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvalokadhātupratibhāsaviṣayair
jāmbūnadamaṇiratnasumerumeghaiḥ sarvadharmadhātuṃ
spharan anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvaparvatadharmadhātupratibhāsamaṇirājasumerumeghaiḥ saṃchannaṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvatathāgatalakṣaṇapratibhāsamaṇirājasumerumeghaiḥ
sarvadharmadhātuviṣayaṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvatathāgatapūrvayogapratibhāsasaṃdarśanabodhisattva-
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caryānirghoṣasvaramaṇirājasumerumeghaiḥ
sarvadharmadhātugaganaṃ spharan
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamaiḥ
sarvatathāgatabodhimaṇḍapratibhāsamaṇirājasumerumeghair daśa diśaḥ spharan
yena bhagavāṃs tenopasaṃkramya sārdhaṃ parivāreṇa
bhagavantaṃ namaskṛtya paścimāṃ diśamupaniśritya
sarvagandharājaśarīramuktājālasaṃchāditān kūṭāgārān
devendrapratibhāsadhvajamaṇiratnapadmagarbhāṇi ca
siṃhāsanāny abhinirmāya nyaṣīdat paryaṅkam ābhujya
suvarṇamaṇirājasaṃchāditāni cintārājamakuṭāvabaddhāni
bodhisattvaśarīrāṇy adhiṣṭhāya || 1
To the west, from beyond an ocean of world-systems as equally
numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible number
of
buddha-fields,
from
the
world-system
Maṇisumerūvirocanadhvajapradīpa, from the buddha-field of
the Thus-gone one Dharmadhātujñānapradīpa, the
bodhisattva, the great being named Samantaśrīsamudgatarāja
together with bodhisattvas as equally numerous as the atomic
particles in an inexpressible number of buddha-fields, that
illustrious lord having assented, and having set out from that
assembly-circle, approached this Sahā world-system while
ornamenting the firmament with various clouds of arrays.
They pervaded the entire dharma-realm with mountainous
clouds of standards of various colours and scents as equally
numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible number
of buddha-fields; they pervaded the entire dharma-realm with
clouds of flowers of various fragrances as equally numerous as
the atomic particles of an inexpressible number of buddhafields; they pervaded the entire dharma-realm with
mountainous clouds of incense of many colours and scents as
equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the entire dharmarealm with clouds of many-coloured fragrances as equally
numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible number
of buddha-fields; they pervaded the entire dharma-realm with
mountainous clouds of the king of gems appearing from the
hair pores with a colour resembling all the requisites and as

1

Gv: 7.12-8.3.
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equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields;2 they pervaded the entire dharmarealm with mountainous clouds of jewels and gems like the
standard of light that is arrayed in various spheres of light as
equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the entire dharmarealm with mountainous clouds in a range of various arrays of
the king of gems with variously coloured diamonds inside
them as equally numerous as the atomic particles of an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the
entire dharma-realm with mountainous clouds of jewels, gems,
and gold that reflected every world-system that were as equally
numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible number
of buddha-fields; they supernaturally produced the sky
enveloped in mountainous clouds made of the king of gems
reflecting every mountain in the dharma-realm that were as
equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the sphere of the
dharma-realm with mountainous clouds made of the king of
gems reflecting all the marks of the Thus-gone one that were
as equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the sky of the entire
dharma-realm with mountainous clouds made of the king of
gems resounding with the course of the bodhisattva and
exhibiting reflections of the past life tales of the all the Thusgone ones as equally numerous as the atomic particles of an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields; they pervaded the ten
directions with mountainous clouds made of the king of gems
reflecting the seat of awakening of every Thus-gone one that
were as equally numerous as the atomic particles of an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields.
That bodhisattva together with his entourage, having
approached and worshipped the illustrious lord, and, having
gone over to the western direction and supernaturally created
peaked dwellings covered with nets of pearls just as the body
of a king is with every fragrance,3 lion thrones borne in lotuses
made of jewels and gems like the standard reflecting the lord
of the gods, and having sat down cross-legged, supernaturally
produced crowns of wish-fulfilling gems enveloped with gold

2

The requisites (pariṣkāra) are principally represented by the monk’s robe but include other items such
as the begging bowl, needle etc.
3
I owe this interpretation to Osto Unpublished: 15.
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and the king of gems on the bodhisattva’s bodies.
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Reconstruction
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Figure 33. Composition 8A

Figure 34. Compo sition 8Bi
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Figure 35. Composition 8Bii

Figure 36. Composition 8C
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F i g u r e 3 7. C o m p o s i t i o n 8 D

396

Figure 38. Composition 8D: Closeup

Note Key

Figure 39. Note key to Composition 8Bi
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Figure 40. Note key to Composition 8D: Closeup
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Notes to Reconstruction
Composition 8A:
1. The only variance in this image to Composition 6A is in the placement of the
named world-system in the left central position in the picture plane to indicate a
Westerly direction and the placement of the bodhisattva and his entourage heading
east, so to speak, to indicate their movement to this Sahā world.

Composition 8B:
2. Two versions of this composition are presented. Composition 8Bi provides
each individual cloud for ease of identification. Composition 8Bii is arranged
according to their multiplication in accordance with the majority of statements
indicating that they are ‘pervading the entire dharmadhātu’. However, it is recognised
that in the ninth and eleventh items of the descriptive list the sky is mentioned, which
may allow for a similar depiction to that in the preceding equivalent compositions.
Nonetheless, the ninth describes the sky as entirely covered or enveloped (saṃchanna)
and thus it seems preferable to completely obscure the picture plane in this case.
However, there is little indication of the scale of the clouds relative to the viewers
perspective and I have simply filled the picture plane with a volume that allows for the
12 types mentioned.
3. The identification of list items is as follows:
3a = nānāvarṇagandhadhvajasumerumegha
3b = vividhagandhakusumamegha
3c = anekavarṇagandhasumerudhūpamegha
3d = vicitravarṇagandhamegha
3e = romatejaḥsaṃbhavamaṇirājasumerumegha (sarvapariṣkārasadṛśavarṇa)
3f = nānāprabhāmaṇḍalavyūhajyotirdhvajamaṇiratnasumerumegha
3g = nānāvarṇavajragarbhamaṇirājanānāvyūhaviṣayasumerumegha
3h = jāmbūnadamaṇiratnasumerumegha (sarvalokadhātupratibhāsaviṣaya)
3i = maṇirājasumerumegha (sarvaparvatadharmadhātupratibhāsa)
3j = sarvatathāgatalakṣaṇapratibhāsamaṇirājasumerumegha
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3k = sarvatathāgatapūrvayogapratibhāsasaṃdarśanabodhisattvacaryānirghoṣasvaramaṇirājasumerumegha
3l = sarvatathāgatabodhimaṇḍapratibhāsamaṇirājasumerumegha.
4. While the identity of maṇirāja as a gem is not entirely clear, and MonierWilliams suggests the diamond as a candidate for the king of gems,1 or royal gem, the
statement that they contain diamonds (vajra) of various appearances suggests a
difference here.2 Furthermore, Sivaramamurti, citing the Meghadūta, suggests that the
central gem in a stringed necklace is termed the nāyakamaṇi, or leader amongst gems.3
It seems the central large gem in the necklaces of bodhisattvas is a likely visual
candidate for such an epithet and the equivalence of the maṇirāja and nāyakamaṇi as
denoting the foremost in their class lends support to this.
5. I have elided the manifestation from the pores in the depiction of 3e and
simply represented a mountainous cloud of jewels the colour of a renunciants robe as
the most obvious of the standard belongings or utensils (pariṣkāra).4
6. The reflection of all worlds in 3h is problematic. I have attempted to produce
an indication of multiplicity and reflection. However, it remains unsatisfactory.
7. The reflection of all mountains in 3i is also difficult to achieve and I have used
an iteration of the perspectival representation of multiple worlds used in composition
5 with the addition of some topographical indications.
8. In order to represent ‘all the marks of a Thus-gone one’ in 3j I have selected
a footprint of the Buddha (buddhapāda) in consideration of the fact that the level tread
of the foot and the wheel mark on the foot are often high on the lists of 32 major and
80 minor marks.5
9. In representing 3k I have selected the depiction of the Vessantara Jātaka from
the North Gateway at Sāñcī as one of the most famous of the Buddha’s past-life tales.

1

See MMW: 775.
Gv: 7.23.
3
See Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 110.
4
See BHSD: 331. Of course, a number of colours could have been possible in this case depending on
the ordination lineage of the authors. However, the choice of yellow-ochre seemed apposite as a
generalisation.
5
See, for example, DN: III.143 / Walshe 1995 (1987): 441.
2
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Composition 8C:
10. There is minimal variance in this composition.

Composition 8D: Closeup
11. The comments of 7D apply in this case to a degree. There is a further addition
of the putting on of a makuṭa. Edgerton indicates that this term indicates a crown or
diadem whereas Monier-Williams suggests it as equivalent to mukuṭa as a tiara,
diadem, crown or crest.6 I have added a jewelled turban that includes a crescent shaped
crest to the image of the seated bodhisattva.

6

BHSD: 413, MMW: 771.
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Composition 9
Text
uttarāyāṃ diśi
anabhilāpyabuddhakṣetraparamāṇurajaḥsamānāṃ
lokadhātusamudrāṇāṃ pareṇa
ratnavastrāvabhāsadhvajāyāṃ lokadhātau
dharmadhātugaganaśrīvairocanasya tathāgatasya
buddhakṣetrād asaṅgaśrīrājo nāma bodhisattvo mahāsattvaḥ
sārdham anabhilāpyalokadhātusamudraparamāṇurajaḥsamair bodhisattvais tena bhagavatā
anujñātaḥ tataḥ parṣanmaṇḍalasamudrād uccalitvā yena
sahālokadhātus tenopasaṃkrāntaḥ |
sarvaratnapaṭṭameghālaṃkāram gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
pītavarṇapītanirbhāsaratnavastrameghālaṃkāraṃ
gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan nānāgandhaparivāsitamaṇivastrameghapravarṣitālaṃkāraṃ gagananatalam adhitiṣṭhan
ādityadhvajamaṇirājavastrameghālaṃkāraṃ gaganatalam
adhitiṣṭhan kanakaśrījvalanamaṇiratnavastrameghālaṃkāraṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
ratnajvalanamaṇirājavastrameghālaṃkāraṃ
gaganatalamadhitiṣṭhan sarvajyotiḥpratibimbavicitramaṇivastrameghālaṃkāraṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
pāṇḍukambalaśilāvabhāsamaṇiratnavastrameghadaśadikparisphuṭaṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
vairocanaśrījvalanāvabhāsamaṇirājavastrameghadaśadikparisphuṭaṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
avabhāsottaptavaddikkulavairocanamaṇirājavastrameghadaśadikparisphuṭaṃ gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
sāgaravyūhamaṇirājavastrameghasaṃchannaṃ
gaganatalam adhitiṣṭhan
yena bhagavāṃs tenopasaṃkramya sārdhaṃ parivāreṇa
bhagavantaṃ namaskṛtya uttarāṃ diśamupaniśritya
sāgarasaṃbhavamaṇirājakūṭāgāravaiḍūryapadmagarbhasiṃhāsanāni ca abhinirmāya nyaṣīdat paryaṅkam ābhujya
siṃhakrāntamaṇirājajālasaṃchāditāni
jyotirdhvajamaṇicūḍāvabaddhāni bodhisattvaśarīrāṇy
adhiṣṭhāya ||1
To the north, from beyond an ocean of world-systems as

1

Gv: 8.4-8.19.

402

equally numerous as the atomic particles of an inexpressible
number of buddha-fields, from the world-system
Ratnavastrāvabhāsadhvaja, from the buddha-field of the Thusgone one Dharmadhātugaganaśrīvairocana, the bodhisattva,
the great being named Asaṅgaśrīrāja together with
bodhisattvas as equally numerous as the atomic particles in an
inexpressible number of buddha-fields, that illustrious lord
having assented, and having set out from that assembly-circle,
approached this Sahā world-system.
They supernaturally transformed the sky into an ornament that
was a cloud of every type of jewelled cloth; they supernaturally
transformed the sky into an ornament that was a cloud of
jewelled cloth of yellow colour and appearance; they
supernaturally transformed the sky into an ornament that
rained down clouds of jewelled cloth perfumed with various
fragrances; they supernaturally transformed the sky into an
ornament that was a cloud of cloth of the king of gems that is
the banner of the sun; they supernaturally transformed the sky
into an ornament that was a cloud of cloth of the king of gems
blazing with a lustre like gold; they supernaturally transformed
the sky into an ornament that was a cloud of cloth of the king
of gems blazing like a jewel; they supernaturally transformed
the sky into an ornament that was a cloud of cloth of various
gems reflecting every light; they supernaturally transformed
the sky into an ornament that suffused the ten directions with
a cloud of cloth of gems and jewels that had a bright white light
like the throne of Śakra; they supernaturally transformed the
sky into an ornament that suffused the ten directions with a
cloud of cloth of the king of gems illuminating and blazing
with a light like that of the sun; they supernaturally
transformed the sky into an ornament that suffused the ten
directions with a cloud of cloth of the king of gems like the sun
that sears the multitude of directions with its illumination; they
supernaturally transformed and enveloped the sky into an
ornament that was a cloud of cloth of the king of gems from
the array of oceans.
That bodhisattva together with his entourage, having
approached and worshipped the illustrious lord, and, having
gone over to the northern direction and supernaturally created
peaked dwellings made of the king of gems produced in the
ocean, lion thrones borne in lotuses made of beryl, and having
sat down cross-legged, supernaturally fastened on jewelled
crests of the standard of light and produced nets of the king of
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jewels of the lion who has crossed-over that covered the
bodhisattva’s bodies.
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Reconstruction
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F i g u r e 41. C o m p o s i t i o n 9 A
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407
Figure 42. Composition 9Bi

Figure 43. Composition 9Bii
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409
Figure 44. Composition 9Biii

Figure 45. Composition 9C
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411
Figure 46. Composition 9D
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F i g u r e 47. C o m p o s i t i o n 9 D : C l o s e u p

Note Key

Figure 48. Note key to Composition 9Bi
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Figure 49. Note key to Composition 9C
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Notes to Reconstruction
Composition 9A:
1. The only variance in this image to Composition 6A is in the placement of the
named world-system in the upper central position in the picture plane to indicate a
Northerly direction and the placement of the bodhisattva and his entourage heading
south, so to speak, to indicate their movement to this Sahā world.

Composition 9B:
2. In like manner to the above explorations I have produced some variations to
this composition. 9Bi presents the cloud-ornaments individually to facilitate ease of
identification. Composition 9Bii presents a more suffuse depiction of the elements but
includes a partially occluded iteration of Composition 3 in recognition of the repeated
statement that it is the sky of the Jetavana that is the site of these transformations.
However, considering the statements of the complete pervasion of the sky in all ten
directions (daśadikparisphuṭa) by the clouds and the covering over (saṃchanna) of
the sky towards the end of the list I have also produced Composition 9Biii with a
complete occlusion of the picture plane. The identification of list items with the
repeated elements excised is as follows:
2a = sarvaratnapaṭṭa
2b = pītavarṇapītanirbhāsaratnavastra
2c = nānāgandhaparivāsitamaṇivastra (pravarṣita)
2d = ādityadhvajamaṇirājavastra
2e = kanakaśrījvalanamaṇiratnavastra
2f = ratnajvalanamaṇirājavastra
2g = sarvajyotiḥpratibimbavicitramaṇivastra
2h = pāṇḍukambalaśilāvabhāsamaṇiratnavastra
2i = vairocanaśrījvalanāvabhāsamaṇirājavastra
2j = avabhāsottaptavaddikkulavairocanamaṇirājavastra
2k = sāgaravyūhamaṇirājavastra.
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3. The initial and anomalous use of paṭṭa here, sitting as it does amongst several
references to cloth using the term vastra, may be significant and refer to the ‘strip of
cloth or headband worn in the early Indian royal consecration to indicate kingly
status.’1 We can draw attention here to the presence of a jewelled cloth band seen as a
part of a turban-like arrangement in the sculptural depictions of bodhisattvas such as
those found in Gandhāra and at Mathura.2 However, it is hard to separate such a strip
from the overall headgear which may in early representations be referred to as an
uṣnīṣa or, indeed, in later art as a makuṭa.3 The lower strip could be indicated by the
use of paṭṭa, however it may simply be a reference to the entire cloth, or cloth in
general. The crest part including a jewel appears to be distinguished by the term cūḍa.
Be this as it may, relief III-31 of Borobodur that illustrates the phrase
‘asaṃkheyaratnapaṭṭālaṃkāraṃ’4 shows lengths of cloth more akin to the banners
indicated by the term for a flag: paṭāka / paṭākā.5 In the preceding description of the
transformation of the Jetavana ratnapaṭṭa is used to describe a standard (dhvaja), and
so presumably indicates a rectangular piece of cloth suspended from a cross bar.6
Similarly, the following chapter on the kalyāṇamitra Supratiṣṭhita in the
Gaṇḍāvyūhasūtra describes the sky as adorned with innumerable paṭṭa and paṭāka.
However, later in the same text we see the use of this term in compounds to indicate
particularly special pieces of headgear such as the dharmarājapaṭṭa, the turban or
perhaps crown of a king of Dharma, and the sarvajñapaṭṭa, or turban of allknowledge.7 We also see its use towards the denouement of his quest in Sudhana’s
description of the bodhisattva capable of achieving unsurpassed supreme awakening
in one life as one who wears the turban of initiation (abhiṣekhapaṭṭa).8 These latter
instances all point at an understanding of paṭṭa as a regal piece of headgear, comprised

1

Dundas 2007: 24, and see also p. 189 n.39 for further references to related discussions.
See, for example, Huntingdon Archive scan No. 53204.
3
See Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 59.
4
Gv: 407.
5
See Fontein 2012: 81 and 77~. On the use of patāka / paṭākā to indicate a flag or banner see Skilling
1997: 457.
6
Gv: 5.
7
Gv: 169, Gv: 269. See also Gv: 233 for a similar tying on of the turban / cloth of the dharmabhāṇaka.
8
Gv: 394.
2
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no doubt of cloth, whereas the former examples suggest, unsurprisingly, an
understanding of it simply as a cloth when it is seen without further qualification. In
this case when preceded solely by sarvaratna it appears to indicate an entirely jewelled
cloth. However, I have depicted a cloud comprised here of sections of jewelled turbans
and the cloth banners that are seen in several sculptural instances in order to reflect
these possibilities.
4. The precise designation of type with regard to vastra (robe, dress, cloth[es])
is vague. I have used a variety of depictions of cloths to try and indicate some of the
variety suggested by the various designations of this direction. To my mind the best
representation is that of the folded bolt of cloth seen in 2b. However, this instance
seems to be obliquely referring to the vestments of the renunciant and thus some kind
of patchwork pattern may be warranted. The second and third types of cloth used in
2d-f and 2h-k should in fact be understood as āstaraṇas, or blankets for an elephant,
if we follow Kauṭilya’s Arthaśāstra.9 However, the source images used illustrated
considerable adornment and appeared feasible as a substitute and means of showing
clearly a single large piece of cloth. A single cloth type may, of course, have been used
as is seen in Borobodur III-29.10
5. Maṇirāja has been discussed above and in chapter 5. It is depicted in
Composition 9B and its variants consistently with an oblong jewel of various hues.
Maṇi or maṇiratna are depicted more variously. I have also used here (2d) a triratna
symbol as further means of differentiating this transformation by allusion to a
metaphorical use of the notion of gems. It is recognised that this is something of an
arbitrary decision but the inclusion of a reference to the standard (dhvaja) of the sun
adds weight to this when we consider that the symbol adorns the majority of standards
depicted at Sāñcī.
6. The representation of ‘sarvajyotiḥpratibimba’ with two rays spreading over
the cloud of jewelled cloth that terminate in the location of two groups of rays thus
indicating the reflection of all lights. Some additional colour has also been applied to

9

AŚ: 2.32.14 / English trans. Olivelle 2013: 170.
See also Fontein 2012: 80.

10
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the gems of the cloth in order to suggest reflection in their surfaces (not represented in
monochrome editions).
7. I have variegated the colours of the light beams here to indicate the variation
implied by a general use of ratna (not represented in monochrome editions).
8. Pāṇdukambalaśila is the throne of Śakra in the Trāyastriṃśa heaven that is
made of stone like white wool. The implication here is then of white cloth. The
distinction between the depiction of avabhāsa as a more diffuse illumination, and its
conjunction with that of jvalana as a blazing or flaming is perhaps moot. However,
some graphic distinction was adopted by the use of illumination with (2i) and without
(2h, 2j) individual rays.
9. A general note on illumination. The kind of illumination described in the
Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra and other developments of the miraculous by Mahāyāna authors is
hard to see depicted in the sculptural record examined here. Certainly,
prabhāmaṇḍalas are given a solid mass in several instances from Gandhāra and
Mathura and may contain flames, some rays, or images of the Buddha or Śakra and
Brahma. Depictions of the paradigmatic miracle at Śrāvastī often contain flames
issuing from the body of the Buddha.11 The scalloped edges of depictions of the
Buddha from Katra, Mathura for example, may be taken as decoration, or perhaps be
seen as an indication of blazing rays of light.12 However, rays and illumination come
to the fore later in Buddhist Art and the emanation of nirmāṇabuddhas within the
prabhāmaṇḍala may be a Gandhāran innovation from around the third century.13
10. I take the final compound to mean a cloth jewelled with maṇirāja from the
array of oceans and so indicate this with some wave patterns.

Composition 9C:
11. A further problem of a relatively non-perspectival, and two-dimensional,
image is the question of how to continue with the directional placement of arriving

11

A particularly clear Gandhāran example can be seen in Huntingdon Archive scan No. 4909 that dates
from the 1st to the 3rd century CE.
12
See, for example, AIIS Accession No. 34447, and AIIS Accession No. 44506.
13
See Zhu 2007: 135.
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bodhisattvas, their acts of homage and subsequent retreat to kūṭāgāras. In this
composition Asaṅgaśrīrāja and his entourage are almost completely obscured by the
central Mahāvyūha Kūṭāgāra of the Buddha. There is little that can be done to mitigate
this problem. Of course, the real crux of this problem would occur with the depiction
of an arrival from the Nadir and Zenith. One possible solution would be to represent
this formulaic part of each direction with a single image of bodhisattvas paying
homage to the Buddha if front of him, or on the steps of the kūṭāgāra with an group
below in an approximately circular formation.

Composition 9D:
12. Sivaramamurti suggests the cūḍamaṇi is the jewel worn on the head (by
women) and presumably maṇicūḍa is similar in denoting a jewelled crest or the jewel
worn on the top of the turban or at the forehead in the depictions of many
bodhisattvas.14

14

See Sivaramamurti 1956 (1942): 107-108 and cf. plate IX fig. 4 that is markedly different in location
to the jewels worn on the head by bodhisattvas such as AIIS Accession No. 327, or 328.
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Selected Colour Compositions

Figure 50. Composition 3 (Colour)
Figure 51. Composition 5 (Colour)
Figure 52. Composition 6Bii (Colour)
Figure 53. Composition 7Biv (Colour)
Figure 54. Composition 8Bii (Colour)
Figure 55. Composition 9Biii (Colour)
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L'éloquence est une peinture de la pensée; et ainsi, ceux
qui après avoir peint, ajoutent encore, font un tableau, au
lieu d'un portrait. 1

– Blaise Pascal

1

Pascal 1901: 213.
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