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The Pratityasamutpadagatha and Its
Role in the Medieval Cult of the Relics*

by Daniel Boucher

1. Introduction

Over the past one hundred and fifty years, thousands of clay
seals, miniature stdpas, and images inscribed with the famous
“Buddhist creed” (the ye dharma hetuprabhava...verse) have
been excavated from sacred sites throughout the Buddhist
world. The quantity and ubiquity of the finds has led Simon
Lawson to state recently: “From late in the Gupta period until
the end of the Pala period, this verse was what drove Bud-
dhism.”’ There has yet to be, however, a satisfactory explana-
tion of the role of this verse in Buddhist cult practice. This
paper is an attempt to address part of the problem—to explore
both the literary and archeological milieu surrounding the use
of this verse during the early medieval period (ca. 600-1200
C.E.). My efforts will be directed at tracing the early develop-
ments that may have inspired the use of this verse epitome of
the pratityasamutpada and its connection to consecrating stipas
as an alternative relic of the Buddha. More importantly, we
may also be able to gain a clearer sense of one of the ongoing
struggles within the Buddhist tradition: to maintain the pres-
ence of the all-too-absent Buddha.

The Buddhist tradition has since the death of the Buddha,
or perhaps more precisely, because of the death of the Buddha,
wrestled between two tendencies: to locate the Buddha in his
corporeal body, especially as left behind in his relics; or to
locate the “true” Buddha in the dharma, his teachings. This
dichotomy manifested itself in two directions: the cult of the
stipa, which venerated the physical remains of the Buddha;?
and the equation of the Buddha and his teaching in such pas-
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sages as Samyuita-Nikaya 111, 120, where the Buddha states:
“He who sees the dhamma, Vakkali, sees me; he who sees me,
sees the dhamma.”®

As a corollary to this equation, the Pali sources also identi-
fied the paticcasamuppada (Skt. pratityasamutpdda) with the
dhamma.* Since the “discovery” of the pratityasamutpada is inti-
mately connected to the Buddha’s enlightenment and therefore
who he was as Buddha, it is not surprising to find it exalted as the
premier dharma, the teaching par excellence. This doctrine has
been taken as the very essence of the Buddha’s teaching, the
source of his Buddhahood, and has accordingly been expressed
in a variety of ways in Buddhist canonical texts.’

The intimate connection between the Buddha and the
pratityasamutpada was taken up again in the Salistambasitra, a
canonical reflection on the chain of causation known from
Chinese translations to date to at least the third century C.ES
The bodhisattva Maitreya says to Sariputra:

He, monks, who sees the pratityasamutpada sees the dharma; he
who sees the dharma sees the Buddha.’

Then, he glosses this equation as follows:

How does one sce the pratityasamutpada there (i.e., in this
verse)? The Blessed One has spoken on this matter: “He who
sees this pratilyasamutpada, which is eternal, [lifeless], without
the life-essence, as it should be, auspicious, unborn, not
become, unmade, uncompounded, unobstructed, unsup-
ported, propitious, fearless, unseizable, undecaying, with un-
ending self-nature—he sces the dharma. And he who likewisc sees
the dharma, which is eternal, [lifeless], without life-essence...
and with unending self-nature, he sees the Buddha, whose body is the
most excellent dharma, by attaining through right knowledge to
the direct understanding of the noble dharma.®

Early Mahayana literature repeatedly identified the dharma
as the true body of the Buddha.’ By extension, therefore, a dis-
course on the Buddha’s dkarma (dharmaparyaya) would equal if
not surpass the Buddha’s physical body, especially as left
behind in his relics. This equation found its fullest practical
expression in the cult of the book, an early Mahayana adapta-
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tion for establishing new cultic centers vis-a-vis the stipa/relic
cult.”® Briefly stated, the Mahayana satras reinforced their cul-
tic innovation by consciously identifying the loci of their writ-
ten dharmaparyaya with the well established pilgrimage site of
Bodh-Gaya, the seat of the Buddha’s enlightenment (bodhi-
manda)." We find, for example, at AsP 28:

Furthermore, Kausika, just as those men or ghosts who
have gone to the seat of enlightenment (bodhimanda), or to the
vicinity of the seat of enlightenment, or to its interior, or have
gone to the foot of the Bodhi tree itself, they accordingly cannot
be harmed by men or ghosts, even with the help of evil animals,
or be injured or taken possession of by them, except as a result of
former deeds. Why? Because there the future, past, and present
tathagatas, arhats, [etc.] achieve enlightenment....In the same
way, Kausika, where a son or daughter of good family will set up,
preserve, [etc.] this perfection of wisdom, there, Kausika, beings
cannot be harmed, [etc.] by men or ghosts except as a result of
former deeds. Why? Because by this perfection of wisdom,
Kausika, this spot of ground is made a true shrine (caityabhita)
for all beings, and is to be honored, worshipped...."”

In a concrete sense, the bodhimanda is the seat under the tree
at Bodh-Gaya where Siddhartha Gautama attained enlighten-
ment and became the Buddha. It is to this seat, an established
pilgrimage site, that the loci of the dharmaparyaya are equated.
Simultaneously, in a more figurative sense, the bodhimanda is
the source or essence (manda) of that experience under the
Bodhi tree. It represents what Lamotte has called the “présence
toute spirituelle de la Loi ou du dharmakdya des Buddha, et ceci
indépendamment de toute localisation matérielle.”” A spot,
therefore, where the dharmaparydya is set up, recited, etc., is a
true shrine (caityabhiita) because there the enlightenment expe-
rience of the past, present, and future buddhas is made present.
Such a spot contains the quintessence of the Buddha himself
and thus has no need of relics:

Why? There the body of the Tathagata is deposited in its total-
ity. At which spot of earth this dharmaparyaya would be declared,
or taught, or recited, or chanted in chorus, or written, or hav-
ing been written, would be set up in a book—at that stipa,
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honor, reverence, worship, and homage should be done... And
furthermore, Bhaisajyaraja, all beings who would succeed in
praising, worshipping, or seeing this tathdgatacaitya, they all,
Bhaisajyaraja, are to be known as ones who come near to the
most excellent, perfect enlightenment."

Paralleling this link between dharma-text and the bodhi-
manda in the Mahayana literature is the appearance of reliquary
inscriptions of the pratityasamutpada formula. From at least the
second century C.E., inscriptions of a short sitra detailing the
pratityasamutpada were etched on relic caskets and other objects
deposited inside stipas in India and Central Asia. The earliest
known archeological evidence of this practice is a Kharosthi
inscription from the Kurram Valley in Peshawar. It was dis-
covered on a copper relic casket “shaped like a miniature stipa
with harmikd and umbrellas, all complete.”"® This stipa not only
housed the Buddha’s bodily remains, but was simultaneously
vitalized in some sense with the “remains” of his enlighten-
ment experience:

Anno, 20, the 20. day of the month Avadunaka, at this in-
stant Svedavarman, the son of Yasa, deposits a relic of the Ador-
able Sakyamuni in the relic stupa (erected by King M...) the
property of the Sarvastivada teachers—as it has been said by
the Adorable one: contingent on ignorance (are) the forces, con-
tingent on the forces perception, contingent on perception
name and form, contingent on name and form the six senses,
contingent on the six senses contact, contingent on contact sen-
sation, contingent on sensation thirst, contingent on thirst
grasping, contingent on grasping existence, contingent on exis-
tence birth, contingent on birth age, death, sorrow, lamentation,
misery, downcastness and despair. Such is the origin of this
entire mass of misery—in honour of all beings. And this contin-
gent origination [paticasamupada (sic)] has been written by
Mabhiphatika in honour of all beings."®

Similar finds include the Devnimori relic casket inscrip-
tions,” the Kasia copper plate,”® the Gopalpur bricks,” two
important brick finds from Nalanda,” a slab from Ratnagiri,”
as well as instances of the pratityasamutpada formula engraved
on the base of miniature stipas at Tun-huang.*
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In terms of Buddhist practice then, the cult of the book in
early Mahayana consolidated the identification of the Buddha
and the dharma by linking the locus of their written sitras to the
well established and popular pilgrimage center at Bodh-Gaya,
where the Buddha was thought to be in some sense still pre-
sent. The reliquary inscriptions of the pratityasamutpada indi-
cate a parallel attempt to appropriate the enlightenment
experience of the Buddha—his cognizance of the chain of cau-
sation—into the stipa cult that venerated his corporeal remains.
Thus we see developing a dialectic between what could be
described, for lack of better words, as the concrete and abstract
modes of defining and locating the Buddha.*

By the late Gupta period (ca. 6th—7th cent. C.E.), the tra-
dition of locating the Buddha in his concrete presence—at sites
housing his bodily remains or at the bodhimanda where he
attained enlightenment—and the tradition that identified him
with his dharma most essentially embodied in the pratityasamut-
pada became completely synthesized. After the sixth century,
when the reliquary inscriptions of the pratityasamutpada formula
appear to end in the archeological record, we begin to find
deposited in stipas clay tablets and miniature stdpas inscribed
or stamped with the verse epitome of the pratityasamutpada ( ye
dharmd hetuprabhava...). This four-line verse has been rather
matter-of-factly regarded as some form of Buddhist “creed.”
The function of this much-neglected verse and the complex of
ideas surrounding it will be the focus of the remainder of this

paper.

1. The Verse and Its Function

The verse itself is quite simple. It is composed in the ana
meter? and occurs canonically in the famous conversion of
Sariputta and Moggallana.” These two brahmacarins, disciples
of the mendicant Safhjaya, were unable to attain the deathless
state. Sariputta, having seen Assaji (one of the Buddha’s five
initial disciples) wandering in Rajagaha for almsfood, ap-
proached him to inquire who his teacher was and what dhamma
he professed. Assaji replied:
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Now I, dear Sir, am new [i.e., newly ordained], not long on the
renunciant’s path, a newcomer to this dhamma and vinaya. I am
not able to teach you the dhamma in detail. But I will tell you its
essence (attha) concisely.

Sariputta, satisfied with a gist of the dhamma, implored Assaji
to instruct him. Assaji consented by uttering this dhamma-
pariydya (short exposition of the dhamma):

_ye dhamma hetuppabhava tesam hetum tathagato
aha tesf ca yo nirodho evamvadi mahdsamano ti.

Those dhammas which arise from a cause
The Tathagata has declared their cause
And that which is the cessation of them.
Thus the great renunciant has taught.

Having acquired the “stainless eye of wisdom” through the
hearing of this verse, Sariputta conveyed this discourse to his
fellow wayfarer Moggallana, to whom he repeated this formula
of the dhamma.

Although relatively insignificant from a literary point of
view, this verse appeared on clay seals and miniature stipas vir-
tually everywhere in the Indian Buddhist world during the
medieval period (ca. 600-1200 CE). These clay balls, often
regarded as among the most trivial of finds from Buddhist
sites, functioned in many cases as far more than mementos.*
Because it would be impossible to consider every inscriptional
instance of this verse in all its contexts, I will focus on those
better reported finds for which the archeological context of the
discovery is known. Only then can we get a sense of the import
of this verse and its place in a history of Indian Buddhist cult
practice.

Thousands of small clay seals inscribed with the ye
dharma. . .verse have been excavated from various stipa sites—
often from within the relic chamber itself. Many of these relic-
seals are simple and unadorned, bearing only this verse. Such
examples would include many from Kasia,* Sarnath,* Bodh-
Gaya,” Ratnagiri,” Lauriya-Nandangarh,” Nalanda,” Vala-
bhi,** Gazni,* and Mainamati* to name just a few. Others,
however, are stamped with specific representations. For exam-
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ple, Alexander Cunningham unearthed from the ruined stipas
at Bodh-Gaya several burnt clay seals only a few inches in
diameter. In the center is the Buddha seated on the vajrasana
(diamond throne) in bkdmisparsamudra, the posture of his
enlightenment.* Above the niche in which the Buddha sits is a
straight-sided tower surmounted by an amalaka, depicting the
famous temple at Bodh-Gaya. Branches of the Bodhi tree ema-
nate from the top; small stipas, found in abundance at Bodh-
Gaya, flank the niche. Below is etched the ye dharmd...verse in
medieval characters.” These seals, in effect, juxtapose both
senses of the bodhimanda: they depict the enlightenment site at
Bodh-Gaya as well as the essence of the experience at that site.
Furthermore, they are intentionally placed within repositories
traditionally associated with the corporeal remains of the Bud-
dha. Other tablets like these have been found at Sarnath,* Raj-
badidanga,” Safchi,* Ratnagiri, Kasia,"” and in Sind,*
Burma* and Thailand.®

Clay seals inscribed with the pratityasamutpadagatha were
also frequently inserted into miniature clay stipas, which in
turn consecrated larger stipas. Hsiian-tsang, the Chinese pil-
grim who traveled throughout the Indian subcontinent in the
seventh century, observed this practice in Magadha:

There is a practice in India of making incense powder into
paste to make small stipas 5 or 6 inches high. People write
[pieces of] scripture and place them into the interior [of these
small stipas]. They call these dharmasarira. When a number [of
these small stipas) are greatly heaped up, they erect a large
stipa and gather them into its interior, constantly doing pizja to
it. This then is the practice of Jayasena: with his mouth he pro-
claimed the wonderful dharma, instructing his students in it,
while with his hand, he made stipas and acquired great merit
by venerating them....In 30 years he made altogether seven
kotis of dharmasarira-stipas. Everytime he completed one koti, he
erected a large stipa, collected them into its interior, and per-
formed copious homage to it.**

The archeological evidence is equally abundant. Minia-
ture stipas of baked clay, often only 2 or 3 inches high, were
found en masse inside of st@pa no. 40 at Sarnath:
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Inside the stipa near the bottom is inserted a little tablet with
the Buddhist creed as is proved by other stipas of this type
which were found in a broken condition. The stipa dates from
about the 10th century A.D. Such stipas were made in India in
abundance in the time of Hiuen Thsang, and were called
dharma-sarira. That such stipas were frequently built into larger
ones is shown by the fact that the core of stipa No. 40 to the
north-east of the Main Shrine at Sarnath was, in the main, con-
structed of stipas of unbaked clay.¥

Cunningham also discovered such clay stipas at Bodh-
Gaya: “Scores, and sometimes even hundreds, of these minia-
ture stupas were found inside of these larger stipas, enclosing
small clay seals.”*® Similar relics were excavated from
Rajagrha,* Paharpur,” Harwan (Kashmir),* Gazni,* Maina-
mati,* and Gilgit.**

Besides the plethora of archeological remains, there is also
a short sitra preserved in Chinese that specifically enjoins the
practice of depositing the ye dharma. .. gatha inside stipas. Diva-
kara’s seventh century translation of the Sitra on the Merit of
Building a Stapa Spoken by the Buddha® articulates what was
understood to be the nature and function of this verse at a time
roughly contemporaneous with its appearance in the epi-
graphical record. Because the text is little known and since
there is no known extant Sanskrit version,* I will provide a
complete translation below:

Translated by the Central Indian Tripitaka master of the T’ang
dynasty, Divakara, whose name means in Chinese, the “Day
Illuminator.”’

Thus have I heard at one time.*® The Buddha was in the
heaven of the thirty-three devas on a pure jade seat, together
with an immeasurable assembly of great bhiksus, bodhisattvas, as
well as the lord of the devas, Indra. At that time Brahma,
Narayana-deva, Mahe§vara and the five gandharva kings, each
with his retinue, came to where the Buddha was. They desired
to ask the Tathagata the method of building a stipa and the
amount of merit that would be produced by the stipa.

In the midst of this assembly, there was a bodhisattva
named Avalokite§vara, who, knowing their wishes, rose from
his seat, bared his right shoulder, and placed his right knee on
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the ground. With palms together in salutation, he faced the
Buddha and made this statement: “World-Honored One, the
reason that these gods, gandharvas, and others have come here
today is that they desire to request of the Tathagata the method
of building a stipa and the amount of merit that would be pro-
duced by this stipa. I only desire that the World-Honored One
expound this for them, benefitting all the innumerable beings.”

At that time the World-Honored One explained to the bo-
dhisattva Avalokitesvara: “Noble son, among the heavenly beings
present here and all the living beings of future generations,
whoever is able to erect a stipa wherever there is a place without
one—whether its form be so exaltedly marvelous as to surpass
the triloka or so extremely small as an amalaka fruit; whether its
mast ascends to the brahma heaven or is as extremely small as a
needle; whether its parasol covers the great chiliocosm or is
extremely small like a jujube leaf**—and if 1n51de this stipa one
encloses the [body of the] Tathagata down to even one minute
portion of his relics, hair, teeth, beard, or fingernails; or else if
one deposits the twelve section scripture, which is the
storehouse of the Tathagatas dharma, down to even one four line
verse, this person’s merit will be as great as the brahma
heaven.® At the end of his life, he will be born in the brahmaloka.
When his long life reaches its end in that realm, he will be born
in the five pure abodes; there he will be no different than the
gods. Noble son, of such matters have I spoken—the magnitude
of these stiipas and the cause of their merit. You and all the
heavenly beings should study and observe this.

At that time the bodhisattva Avalokitesvara once again
addressed the Buddha, saying: “World-Honored One, I have
accepted and upheld what you have just taught concerning the
installing of relics or scriptures in the stipa. But I do not under-
stand the meaning of the four line (verse) of the Tathagata I
only wish that this could be separately explained for me.’

At that time the World-Honored One uttered this verse:

All dharmas arise from a cause.

I have explained this cause.

When the cause is exhausted, there is cessation.
I have produced such a teaching.”

“Noble son, this verse signifies the Buddha-dharmakaya. You
should write [this verse] and place it inside the stipa. Why?
Because all causes and the dharma-nature of all things that are
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produced are empty. This is the reason that I call it the dharma-
kaya. If a living being understood the import of such causes,
you should know that this person would then see the Buddha.
At that time, the bodhisattva Avalokite$vara and the whole
multitude of heavenly beings, gandharvas, and so forth heard
what the Buddha taught. All were greatly delighted to faithfully
receive and carry out the Sitra on the Merit of Building a Stipa.

Several issues with regard to the medieval understanding
of the verse are raised here. First of all, this sitra makes it clear
that the bodily relics of the Buddha and the ye dharma. . .verse
were interchangable—either may consecrate a stipa. The exten-
sive archeological evidence as well as eyewitness accounts
more than confirm this.

Secondly, the ye dharma...verse is identified here with the
dharmakdya “because all causes and the dharma-nature of all
things that are produced are empty.” This equation of the versc
epitome of the pratityasamutpada and the Mahayana doctrine of
Sinyatd can be traced back to Nagarjuna's Milamadhyamaka-
karikds:

yah pratityasamutpadah Sanyatam tam pracaksmahe
sd prajfiaptir upddaya pratipatsaiva madhyama.

That which is the pratityasamutpada, we call it emptiness. This
[$inyatd) is a provisional terms; it is indeed the middle path.®

In the eighth century, Haribhadra, the famous commen-
tator on the Astasahasrika, understood a similar connection
between the Mahayana notion of emptiness and the pratitya-
samutpadagathd. In his gloss of the word “caityabhita” at AsP 28,
Haribhadra elucidates the medieval conception of a “true
shrine”:

Caityabhiita: According to some, caityabhita is this piece of
ground in so far as it is equal to other caityas because by its wor-
ship and the like it causes the accumulation of merit, and
because of the use of the word “bhiita” which signifies a simile,
as pitrbhita means “like a father” (piteva). Candragomi explains:
Where a piece of ground is consecrated by the verse “ye dharma hetu-
prabhava and so on” which manifests the doctrine of the vacuity of the
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self, a stipa is considered to be; there furnished with the setting up
and the like of the perfection of wisdom (lit. the mother®),
which illuminates the doctine of the non-existence of self-
nature in all things, a st@pa does indeed exist in its entirety. Con-
sequently, caityabhita is a true shrine in the sense of having the
same nature as one, as a saksibhita is a “true witness” (sakgyeva).*’

Thus a spot that is made a true shrine (caityabhita) by the
presence of the prajiiaparamita—which illuminates the doctrine
of the non-existence of self-nature in all things—is equivalent
to a stipa supported by the pratityasamutpadagatha, which man-
ifests that doctrine. That is to say, the spot consecrated with the
perfection of wisdom was equivalent to what was obviously
recognized in Haribhadra’s time as a true shrine: a stipa
infused with the dharma-verse relic of the Buddha.

Finally, one who understands this verse on causation can
be said to “see the Buddha.” This linking up of the pratitya-
samutpadagatha, the dharmakdya, and “seeing the Buddha™ echoes
the very same relationship we saw earlier in the Salistambasitra.
If the connections seem a bit subtle in Divakara’s translation,
they are unmistakably clear in the Arya-pratityasamutpadanama-
mahdyanasatra:

Then the Blessed One spoke the pratityasamutpada verse:

Those dharmas which arise from a cause
The Tathagata has declared their cause.
And that which is the cessation of them,
Thus the great renunciant has taught.

As for this, Avalokite$vara, this pratityasamutpada is the dharma-
kaya of the Tathagatas. He who sees the pratityasamutpada, sees
the Tathagata.*®

The use of the ye dharma. . .verse-relic would appear there-
fore to represent a move toward complete synthesis of the relic/
dharma dichotomy stemming essentially from the death of the
Buddha.®” The early Mahayana sitras, while appreciating the
importance and popularity of the relic/stapa cult, attempted to
establish alternative cultic sites centered around the written
dharma. By setting the new books up as the true source of the
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Buddha’s enlightenment, they were able to link their cultic
innovation to the established pilgrimage site of Bodh-Gaya, the
seat of enlightenment for all buddhas. The reliquary inscriptions
of the pratityasamutpada formula demonstrate a parallel attempt
to infuse the stipa cult with what had long been recognized as
the central achievement of the Buddha’s enlightenment experi-
ence—the sine qua non of his Buddhahood.

The medieval shift to the ye dharma...verse transformed
dharma into relic. Unlike the sacralization of the written word
in early Mahayana, the use of the pratityasamutpadagatha took
over the institutional context of the relic cult, the stipa. It bor-
rowed the already recognized cultic import of the pratityasamut-
pada and reduced it to its essence. It is this essence, expressed
in a four line verse, that manifests the Buddha’s “true body,”
his dharmakaya. It effected in a sense a redefinition of what con-
stituted a “piece” of who or what the historical Buddha was,
and therefore how he was to be located and maintained at cultic
centers.

The pratityasamutpadagathd has also been found in a
decidedly Tantric context outside of India proper and generally
later than the bulk of our evidence (after the ninth century).
Guiseppe Tucci personally collected hundreds of clay seals
from Tibet and the surrounding Himalaya region inscribed
with the ye dharma. . .verse in both Indian and Tibetan scripts.
Many of the seals are also inscribed with dharanis or contain
Tantric iconographical features. Several are of the mold we saw
so frequently at Bodh-Gaya and Sarnath:

The Buddha, dressed in monk’s robes, is seated in the vajra-
paryanka on the throne, bodhimanda. His left hand is in the pose
of meditation, dhyana-mudra, and the right touches the earth
invoked as witness to the conquest of truth, in the pose of
bhumisparéa-mudra. ... Traces of inscription in Indian charac-
ters of the IX-X century. Below...hy avadat tesam ca yo nirodha,
i.e. the usual formula....The tsha-tsha is very similar to those
found in Bodhgaya, published by Cunningham and spread
somehow everywhere in India.®

Walter Liebenthal has published several brick inscriptions
from Yunnan (South China) in which the ye dharma.. .verse is
sandwiched among dharanis. The gatha were written in a
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medieval bréhmi script that came to China with Tantra and
“was reserved strictly for the purpose of copying dharanis.>*
Although these inscriptions do not occur on the clay seals that
we are accustomed to seeing, their context is unmistakably
similar: “The bricks are found inside the walls of pagodas.
They cannot be seen from the outside, becoming visible only if the
building is in decay and parts of it are tumbling down. They
were used instead of a relic (she-1i,2 Sanskrit Sarira) or as a spiritual
relic.”’°

In later Tantric literature, the consecrating power of the ye
dharma. .. gathd is adapted to specific Tantric rituals. In the Adi-
karmapradipa, we find it used to consecrate miniature stipas:

OM! Homage to the Blessed One, the radiant king of the sun,
the tathdgata, arhat, perfectly enlightened one. OM! subtle,
unequalled, calm, subdued, unobstructed, independent—
rescue us! Famous, mighty, possessed of undisturbed rirvana,
empowered by the empowerment of all Buddhas—SVAHA!
One should make a caitya by reciting this dharani twenty-one
times over a lump of clay or a lump of earth. As many atoms as
there are in that clay (or earth), that many kotis of caityas will be
made. Furthermore, one should consecrate it with the verse:

Those dharmas which arise from a cause
The Tathagata has declared their cause.
And that which is the cessation of them
Thus the great renunciant has taught.”

Besides the widespread appearance of the ye dharma. . .verse
on clay seals and miniature stipas, images were frequently in-
scribed or stamped with this verse. For example, the Adikarma-
pradipa just cited specifies that after making the small shrine of
earth and paying homage to it, “Then the disciple makes the
small reliquary mound into an image for worship with the
ritual of smiting, that the shrine may open and reveal the Bud-
dhahood within. .. .”" Also, a short sitra translated into Chinese
by the T’ang monk Yi Ching in 710 gives an account of the
making of miniature stiipas and images and infusing them with
the ye dharma. .. gathd. The relevant part of this Satra on the Merit
of Bathing the Buddha has the Buddha declare:
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Noble son, all Buddhas, World-Honored Ones have three
bodies. They are known as the dharmakdya, the sambhogakaya,
and the nirmanakdya. After my nirvana, whoever wishes to do
homage to these three bodies, should do homage to my relics.
But there are two kinds: the first is the bodily relic; the second
is the dharma-verse relic. I will now recite the verse:

All dharmas arise from a cause.

The Tathagata has explained their cause.
The cessation of the cause of these dharmas
This the great Sramana has explained.

“If men, women, or the five groups of mendicants would build
an image of the Buddha; or if those without strength would
deposit one as large as a grain of barley; or build a stzpa—its
body the size of a jujube, its mast the size of a needle, its
parasol equal to a flake of bran, its relic like a mustard seed, or
if someone writes the dharma-verse and installs it inside the
stipa, it would be like doing homage by offering up a rare jewel.
If in accordance with one’s own strength and ability one can be
truly sincere and respectful, it [the image or stipa] would be
like my actual body, equal without any difference.””

It appears that images and miniature stipas, once conse-
crated with the ye dharma...verse, were in some way inter-
changeable. Yi Ching’s translation and travel account suggest
that both images and miniature stipas are to be infused with
the “formula on causation” and that both may receive the
bathing of the Buddha ritual. In the Tibetan context, Tucci has
attempted to trace the word tsha-tsha (which can be in the form
of seals or stiipas) to a Prakrit sacchdya or sacchdha, meaning per-
fect image or representation.” Furthermore, we have a short
text from the Gilgit manuscripts that, after enumerating the
various substances of which an image of the Buddha can be
made, states: buddha-pratima karaniyaka va dirghaka va hrasiukam
va sadhdtukam va sapratityasamutpadam va (“images of the Buddha
should be made either tall or short and with either a relic or
with the pratityasamutpida™).”

The archeological evidence for image inscriptions of the ye
dharma. . .verse is likewise abundant. There is, however, one
find that deserves special mention. Inside stipa no. 8 at Saheth-
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Mabheth, usually identified as the ancient érivasti, a broken
pedestal with only the legs of a bodhisattva figure was dis-
covered.” The pedestal contains a three line inscription data-
ble on paleographical grounds to the early Kusana period (ca.
first century C.E.).” The fourth line contains the so-called Bud-
dhist creed “added several centuries after the original record
was carved.” The language is Sanskrit, incorrectly composed,
and in characters datable to the eighth or ninth centuries.” It
would appear that someone, having only a piece of an ancient
image, understood that even this piece, if inscribed with the
pratityasamutpadagathd, would sacralize a stipa in a way that the
image alone would not.

1I1. Conclusion

Given the wealth of evidence that the ye dharma...verse sac-
ralized stiipas with what was perceived to be a relic of the Bud-
dha, it is very difficult to take this verse as a “Buddhist creed”
as has been so commonly done.” A creed is generally regarded
as a statement of religious belief, a confession of faith, such as
the Nicene Creed or the Apostles’ Creed. If Assaji’s instruction
of the essence of the Buddha’s dhamma to Sariputta was meant
to serve as a confession of faith—and we have no reason to
believe that it was—it is certain that this was not how the verse
functioned in the medieval period when it began to appear in
inscriptions. In fact, much of the epigraphical evidence
suggests that this so-called creed was frequently inscribed by
“someone who did not know what he was writing.”* The ye
dharma. . .verse had become more than an epitome of the Bud-
dha’s enlightenment. It became a manifestation of the Buddha’s
real presence at cultic centers—what Bénisti has called “le
principe vivant”—in the same way as relics were thought to
infuse the living presence of the Buddha in stipas.”

This early medieval development may thus help us
examine a more fundamental problem in Indian Buddhism.
Unlike Hindu gods and gurus, who are physically present for
devotional contact, and the Jain tirthainkara Mahavira who is
wholly absent to his followers, the Buddha was both absent
and present. On the one hand, Buddhists took his parinirvana
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literally. They located the “true” Buddha in his dharma, which
led to the developments in Abhidharma and later Mahayana
speculation on the bodies of Buddha. But they also tried to re-
present him—to regain physical contact with him via his bod-
ily remains, sacred sites, and images.**> While we have no
reason to believe that a seventh-century Buddhist incorporated
or even understood all of these developments when he or she
stamped clay tablets with the ye dharma. . . verse, by transform-
ing the notion of Buddha-as-dharma into relic, medieval Bud-
dhists were able to harmonize the impulse to fix the Buddha in
real time and space with the long established scholastic defini-
tions that, apparently, could not be ignored. This dialectic
could have important implications for our understanding of the
entire historical development of the conceptions of the Buddha.
However, much more work remains to be done.
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is the list of the five kinds of dharanis to be used as dharmakayasarira, including
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nirodha evamvadi mahasramanah anayd gathaya pratisthdya.

72. Stephan Beyer, The Buddhist Experience: Sources and Interpretations (En-
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74. Tucci, op. cit., p. 53-5.

75. Tathagatabimbakdrapanasitra (Gilgit Ms. no. 18) in Adelheid Mette,
“Zwei kleine Fragmente aus Gilgit,” Studien zur Indologie und Iranistik, vol. 7
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Graciela de la Lama, ed., Proceedings of the 30th International Congress of Human Sci-
ences in Asia & North Africa, South Asia I (1976), p. 127: “Nagari was used in the
Tamilnadu for such special purposes as inscribing the so-called Buddhist
‘Credo,’ coin and seal legends—all cases where legibility was not essential” (emphasis
mine).

8l. Gregory Schopen has shown rather convincingly that a stipa “was
not conceived of as ‘un reliquaire,” but as a structure housing the living pres-
ence of the Buddha—any worship of ‘it’ would actually be of im.” See “On the
Buddha and His Bones: The Conception of a Relic in the Inscriptions of Nagar-
Jjunakonda,” JAOS, vol. 108, no. 4 (Oct.—Dec. 1988): 536. Also “Burial ‘Ad San-
ctos’ and the Physical Presence of the Buddha in Early Indian Buddhism: A
Study in the Archeology of Religions,” Religion vol. 17 (1987): 193-225,

82. 1 am reminded here of Eliade’s discussion of the gnostic/mystic
dichotomy of early Buddhism in his Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1958), pp. 174-5: “In the course of time, all mecans
of approaching the Buddha by way of ‘experience’ will become equivalent; he
who learns and understands the canon assimilates the ‘doctrinal body’ of the
Buddha; the pilgrim who visits a stipa containing relics of the Enlightened One
gains access to the mystical architectonic body of the same Buddha.”

This equivalence is made explicit, as is well known, in the so called dharma-
kaya symbolism of the stiipa, whereby each structure of the stiipa is related to a
specific dogma of the Buddhist canon. See, among others, Gustav Roth, “Sym-
bolism of the Buddhist Stipa,” in Anna Libera Dallapiccola and Stephanie
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Zingel-Avé Lallemant, eds. The Stapa: Iis Religious, Historical and Architectural Sig-
nificance (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1980), pp. 183-209. While explana-
tions for this recurring symbolism have been varied and often rather weak, 1
might tentatively propose that the symbolic correspondence between the stipa
and the dharmakdya reflects another solution to the problem we traced above.
That is to say, it may have been part of the ongoing debate within the tradition
to define the relationship between the continued presence of the Buddha in, for
example, his relics, and his abstract presence in the dharma. To cquate the
proper repository of the Buddha’s corporeal remains with the body of his law is
to legitimate a specific definition of not only who or what the real Buddha was,
but where and how he continued to be. I hope to examine the symbolism of the
stiipa in more detail in the near future.
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