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THE TRIPLE BODY OF THE BUDDHA

I

TN the earlier forms of the Indian religion, the faith-element 
was not strongly affirmed and it was only when the 

Buddhists began to organise themselves that faith became 
prominently noticeable in the religious consciousness of the 
Indians. The Vedic religion was a cult of nature-worship and 
there was even a taint of utilitarianism in its followers. As 
to the conception of faith as a thing sufficient in itself, they had 
none of it. In the age of the Brahmanas, Indian minds grew 
torpid, ritualism was everything, and there was nothing in 
it that would betray great inner spiritual yearnings. The 
Upanishads were too intellectual for any religious feeling to 
develop. It was probably in a group of religious mendicants 
then known as “Paribbaja” that something like a spiritual 
groping for the light began really to stir. It was they that 
entertained something of faith in their leader. This feeling 
grew stronger when the Buddha became the central figure of 
his Brotherhood, for what kept his followers together in this 
organisation was their ardent faith in the personality and 
teaching of their leader.

There is no doubt that the rapid growth of Buddhism 
in India was chiefly due to the greatness of the Buddha’s 
own personality which demanded faith and love in his disciples.
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They were unconsciously drawn towards their leader and took 
in all his words with absolute faith, and through this faith 
they were led to discipline themselves in the moral precepts, 
meditation, and the cultivation of wisdom. So we read in the 
“ Anguttara Nikaya ” (III., p. 153) :

“ The Bhikkhus should first have faith and believe that 
the World-Honoured One is the Tathagata, Arhat, the Fully- 
Enlightened One, the Perfect in Knowledge and Conduct, the 
Happy One, the Knower of the World, the Peerless, the 
Tamer of Mankind, the Master of Gods and Men, and the 
Buddha.”

Again (Aug. 1., p. 207j: “Those who think of the 
Tathagata, are pleased with him, rejoice in him, and have 
their minds well cleansed of defilements, are those who abide 
in Brahma’s fast-day (bralunoposcdha), abide with him, are 
pleased with him.”®

According to Vangisa, one of the Buddha’s disciples, 
“ intoxicated in poem-making, he had wandered from town to 
town until he saw the perfect Buddha and believed in him.”cO

Another disciple, Pingiya, confessed: “ O Brahman,
even for a moment I am not separated from Gotama, who is 
one with great knowledge and great wisdom; he givetli be
nefits in this present life—and no time is lost, he quencheth 
thirst of desire, preachetli the doctrine that will distance 
evils; nowhere I am away from the Peerless One; I look up 
to him with mind and eye, even at night I do not remain

(1) Tassa Tathagatam anussarato cittam pasldati pamojjam uppajjati, 
ye cittassa upakkilesa te pahlyanti, ayam vuccati ariyasavako brakmuposa- 
tham npavasati Brahmuna saddhim samvasati BralimaScassa arabbha cittam 
pasldati pamojjam uppajjati, ye cittassa upakldlesa te pabtyanti.

(2) Kaveyyamatta vicarimha pubbe gama gamam pur?, puram, 
Athaddasami sambuddham sabbadhammanaparagum.
So me dhammam adesesi muni dukkassa paragu; 
Dhammam sutvii pasldemha, saddhi no udapajjatha.

Tliera-gatha, 1253-1.
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idle but revere him,...............I embrace his doctrine with faith,
contentment, mind, and memory.”05

In the Tlmansaka Sutta (“ Majjhima Nikaya,” No. 47, 
I. p. 320), mention is made of a “ Faith securely founded and 
immovable by others,”® while, in the Thera-Gatha, Sirimitta 
sings of “ him whose faith in the Tathagata is firmly planted 
and unwavering,”® and Merajina expresses complete satisfaction 
with the Buddha as follows :

“ When I had heard the Master preach the Law, 
No doubts my mind could thenceforth entertain 
In him, all-knowing and invincible. 
Nor in a mighty hero like to him, 
Lord of the caravan, driver of men, 
Peerless and grand, nor in the Path, the Rule, 
Can ever want of faith disturb my soul.”C9

This faith in the Buddha was much stronger among his 
lay-disciples, and such people as Isidatta who was courtier 
to King Pasenadi, Queen Mallika, and the King himself 
confessed a faith almost as absolute as can be seen only 
among the followers of the Pure Land sects. This attitude 
on the part of the Buddha’s disciples naturally reflected itself 
in their conception of the personality of the Master, readily 
preparing the way for his deification by the later Buddhists. 
Not only was he thus made a superhuman figure, but an idea 
full of promising growth came to be conceived of by them, 
that is to say, they came to think that Buddhahoocl was not 
to be sought for in the person of the Buddha as a physical 
existence but in his relation to the Bliarma or Law or Truth 
which was revealed by him.

(1) Accidentally neglecting at the time to note the page exactly where 
the passage is to be found, I fail to locate it again while this is going 
through the press.

(2) Akiiravati saddhii dassanamulika dalha asamhariya samanena va 
brahmaiiena va devena va marena va Brahmuna Va Kenasi va lokasmirii.

(3) Vassa saddha Tathagate acala supatitthita. Therci-gatlia, 507.
(4) The translation is by Mrs Bhys Davids.
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II

By “Dharma,” or “Dhamma” (in Pali), is meant first of 
all the doctrine of the Buddha. Thus we read in the “ Angut- 
tara Nikaya,” (IV pp. 158, 351; V. p. 355, etc.) that “ the 
Dhamma has its basis in the World-Honoured One, finds its 
leader in him, and makes him its abode.”® And as the 
doctrine taught by the Buddha is the truth, universal and 
absolute, which was revealed in his inmost consciousness, the 
term naturally came to be identified with the Law; and then 
the Law and the Doctrine were conceived to have united 
themselves in the personality of the Buddha. The Buddha 
therefore was not a body which was only apparent to our 
physical eye, but a spirit or a moral person in whom the 
Dharma or Law was incarnated.® For this reason, the “ DIgha 
Nikaya” (III. p. 84), says, “Dliammakaya, Bralrmakaya, Dham- 
mabhuta, Brahmabhuta—they all designate the Tathagata.”®

Also in the Thera Gotha, (Verses 490-491) we have:
“ The self-same Path by which Vipassi went,

The Path of Sikhi and of Vessabhu,
Of Kukusandha, Konagamana,
And Kassapa, e’en by that very Eoad, 
Do ! now to ns there cometh Gotama.
And all these seven Buddhas,—they for whom
Craving was dead, and nought was grasped, and who 
Stood planted on Abolishing of Ill—
They taught this Law, ay, even such as they, 
■Who were themselves the Body of the Law.”C0

(1) Bhagavam-mulaka no bhante dhamma Bhagavam-nettika, Bhagavam- 
patisarana.

(2) This idea is further developed in the Suvarnaprabha Sutra, a later
Mahayana production, where the author refers to the fusing of the suchness 
of the Dharma with the wisdom of suchness

(3) Tathagatassa hetam Vasettha adhivacanam Dhammakayo iti pi 
Brahmakayo iti pi, Dhammabhuto iti pi, Brahmabhuto iti plti. See also M. 
III. p. 195, A. X 115.

(1) Translated by Mrs Ebys Davids.
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It is to be noticed in these passages quoted above that 
the Buddha came to be known under such titles as “ Dham- 
makaya,” “Dhammabhuta03,” “ Brahmakaya,” and Brahma- 
bhuta.”

When the Bhikkhu Vakkali enamoured by the physical 
aspects of the Buddha expressed a burning desire to see him, 
the Buddha said to him: “ Enough, O Vakkali, what is the
use to you of seeing this foul body ? He who sees the Dhamma 
sees me, and he who sees me sees the Dhamma because, O 
Vakkali, by seeing the Dhamma one sees me and by seeing 
me one sees the Dhamma.”03 This famous saying later changed 
into “ seeing the Dharmakaya of the Buddha with an eye of 
[transcendental] knowledge.”03 Thus, the MiUndapcinha has : 
“ Whosoever sees the Dhamma, he sees the Blessed One, for 
the Dhamma was preached by the Blessed One,” and “ In 
the body of the Dhamma the Blessed One can be pointed out, 
for the Dhamma was preached by him.”03

According to the Vajracchedika Sutra (S. B. E., Vol. 
XLIX, p. 140):

“ They who saw me by form,
And they who heard me by sound ;
They engaged in false endeavours,
Will not see me.
A Buddha is to be seen from the Law; 
For the Buddhas have the Law-Body;

(1) Kaya means “body,” Bhiita “being.”
(2) Alam Vakkali kim te imina ptitikayena ditthena. Yo Kho Vakkali

dhammam passati so mam passati. Yo mam passati so dhamma m passati. 
Dhammam hi Vakkali passanto main passati mam passnnto dhammam 
passati. (Samyutta Nikaya, III. p. 120.J

(3) FahSacakkhuna Bhagavato Dhammakayam dis va.
(Sutta-Nipata-Atthakatha, p. 41.)

(4) Yo dhammam passati so bhagavantam passati. dhammo hi maharaja
Bhagavata desito. (Aiilindapanha, p. 71.)

Dhammakayena pana kho maharaja sakka Bhagava nidassetum, dhammo 
hi Maharaja Bhagavata desito. Milindapanha, p. 73.)
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And the nature of the Law cannot be understood,
Nor can it be made to be understood.”C0

In the Maliaparinirvana Sutra. ——ife)
“ When sentient beings rejoicing in the Dharma discipline 
themselves according to the teaching, such will indeed be 
able to see the Dliarmakaya (Law-Body) of the Tathagata.”®

The Suvarnaprablw. Sutra
-LM')> to which reference was already made, concludes that 
this is truly the way to see the Buddha because one is thus 
enabled to see in truth the suchness of the Law.® Nagarjuna 
in this Madhyamilm (cfi^j. ) joins in this, saying :
“ Therefore, it is said in the Sutra that he who sees the law 
of causation can also see the Buddha and the Fourfold Noble 
Truth.”®

The legendary life of the Buddha echoes this idea in the 
following narrative: When the Blessed One was about to 
descend on earth from his heavenly abode in Tushita, the 
Bhikkhuni Uppalavanna Jg) was the first who
came to meet him at Sankassa while Sublmti (fM
®)3 in retirement on the Mount of Holy Vulture (Gijjhakuta), 
was completely absorbed in the meditation of Sunyata (gs), 
contemplating on the egolessness of all things. The Blessed 
One is recorded then to have declared that the one who first 
saw me was Subhuti and not Uppalavanna.® This idea of 
seeing the Buddha through the Dharma marks the beginning

»T'f n 11

w -fagqT N 5T WT fk5TTf'T§R II
(2)
(3) Wtt- WfW/Sato®:-
(B Stfeg't’St-
(5) it—M-B (“Anguttara Agama ”) m-f-A- R—, 0+0^'; and 

(Hsiian Tsang’s Travels), %S|2E].
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of the term Dharmakaya, or Law-Body.
Further, observe the following quotations from, the “ An- 

guttara Agama ” (i§—1®^) :
‘‘ The Body of the Tathagata is the Body of the True 

Dharma, and what other Dharma should one seek?”®
“After the passing of the Buddhas of old, their doctrine 

did not stay long on earth,.............. After my passing, the
Dharma will live long.”®

“ The life of our Buddha Sakyamuni will be extremely 
long, for the reason of the Dharmakaya that will abide here 
though his physical body passes away.”®

“ The life here of the Master Sakyamuni was very short. 
Though his physical body thus passed away, his Dharmakaya 
is here, let not the root of the Dharma be cut short.... The 
Dharmakaya of the Tathagata is never destroyed but will stay 
long in the world and never be cut short.”®

All these quotations point to the same central conception 
of the Buddha as embodying himself in the Body of the 
Dharma.

The passage in the Chinese “ Anguttara Agama ”
saying, “The Body of the Tathagata has the 

Dharma for its food” seems to have been
the source of the following statements in the Mahayana Sutra, 
Maliaparinirvdna, (Chap. II, /q): “The Body of
the Tathagata is the Body of the Law and is not a body 
requiring food “ The Tathagata is an Eternal Being, an 
Unchangeable Being, this Body of the Tathagata is the Body

(2) if—H-g-IElH, g=-==«.

(3)
Tr £ ffit-

............
(5)
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of transformation, and not a body supported by gross food,” 
(Chapter III)®; “ The Body of the Tathagata is a Body of
Eternity, an adamantine body, and not a body of gross food, 
that is to say, it is the Body of the Law,” (Chapter III)®.

In the Chinese “ Samyutta Agama,” XXIII, we have 
this: “ The Body of the Tathagata is the Body of the Law,
whose essence is immaculate.............. The light of the Dharma
abides forever in the world, dispelling this darkness of 
ignorance.”® This is almost literally repeated in the Divya- 
avadilna, XXVII (pp. 396-397):

“ The selfhood is the Dharma, the word, (?) which is 
excellent: the body is immaculate, made of the Dharma.... 
burning the light of the Dharma and dispelling the darkness 
of passions.”®

This corresponds to the passage in the Sutra of At.oka 
: “The Body of the Law of the

Buddha, the World-Honoured One, is immaculate and knows 
no peers................ Lighting the lamp of the Buddha-Law, it
dispels the darkness of all tormenting passions.”®

To sum up, the Doctrine is what constitutes the Body 
of the Buddha, and he who sees the Doctrine and the Truth 
as revealed in it is he who sees the Buddha. Buddhahood 
consists in his spirituality and not in his physical being, how
ever majestic it may be. To interview him, therefore, means 
to understand the Truth through the teaching of the Buddha- 
When this idea was further developed by the later Buddhists

(2) jjjjg#. ■
(3)

.............

XcHT ........

.........

(5) .............
OM1........... 
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as one of their metaphysical problems the Buddha-Body came 
to be identified with the Law or Truth or Tathata (suchness).

Ill
Along with the development of Buddhology, there was 

another conception in the system of Buddhist philosophy which 
specially engaged the attention of the scholars. By this I 
mean the conception of Dharma, culminating in the theory of 
Ekayana (or One Vehicle) and of the Dharmakaya. If all 
the Buddhas and Bhikkhus and in fact any Buddhist followers 
were enabled to attain illumination by means of the one 
vehicle (elcaycina) of the Dharma, it was quite natural for 
Buddhists to assume the transcendental existence of one Truth’ 
which was designated by them as Dharmata or Tathata mean
ing the essence or suchness of things. This it was that would 
exist for ever regardless of the appearance or disappearance of 
the Tathagata, and the Dharmakaya which had been understood 
as meaning one who experienced or was in possession of the 
Dharma or Truth, came to mean one in whom the Truth it
self was embodied or one whose body was the Dharma itself. 
The idea of the Buddha as the Dharmakaya thus came to be 
entertained by his disciples as time went on after his entrance 
into Parinirvana.

Three thought-factors are thus seen to constitute the 
frame-work of the conception of Dharmakaya: 1. Eaith in
the Buddha; 2. The idea that he who seeks the Buddha in 
the flesh sees him net, but he sees him who seeks him in 
the Dharma; and 3. The idea that the transcendental and 
absolute existence of the Dharma suffers no changes whatever 
even when its revealer himself has passed away. These ideas 
did not assert themselves strongly enough to formulate the 
doctrine of Dharmakaya while the Buddha was still on 
earth; for he ever insisted on the moral and disciplinary per
fection in the life of his Brotherhood and refused to discuss 
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all the problems of metaphysics that might lead tlie mind to 
an endless maze.

But as soon as the Buddha, the eye of the world, passed 
away at Kusinara, the excessive grief that seized upon his 
disciples gave birth to intense speculation regarding the after- 
death existence of the Tathagata. Is his passing final ? 
Does the Nirvana mean an absolute extinction ? Could not 
the Buddha prolong his earthly life at will? In the Pali 
Book of Great Dacease (flcIiaparinibbana-sidtcC), which is one 
of the oldest scriptures of Buddhism, it is stated that the 
Buddha, if he so wished, could live another kalpa or the rest 
of his kalpa, while in the Chinese Agamas (that is, in the 
Sutra on Itineration, we are told that the Buddha in
his coffin showed his golden-coloured feet to Mahakassapa who 
came too late to be present at his death. (This legend is 
not recorded in the Parinibbana-sutta.') These statements show 
how ready the Buddhists were to admit in the Master some 
supernatural qualities and something that was not to expire 
with the passing of one’s physical existence.

As years rolled on, the disciples grew more and more 
convinced of the eternality and supernatural personality of the 
Buddha. While he was walking among them on earth, the 
love and reverence they felt for him was readily satisfied, but 
with his passing their emotional life would not be pacified 
with empty intellectualism. At first the latter must have 
strived to affirm itself against the claims of the emotion, as 
Buddhism is essentially a religion of the intellect and its fol
lowers endeavoured to live according to the Buddha’s last 
instruction, “ Take refuge in yourself making yourself the 
lamp; take refuge in the Dharma making it your lamp.”co 
But inasmuch as they were all human, they could not but 
think of their Master so serene, so noble, so compassionate,

(1) Attadipa attasarana Dliammadipa dhammasarana. Parlnlbbdna 
Suita, II. 26.
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ancl so far above ordinary mortals in every way, as a being 
not quite of the same stuff as themselves. The logical conse
quence of this feeling was a conception of a supernatural and 
superhuman Buddha. Especially among the lay-disciples there 
was nothing to prevent them from worshipping him as the 
incarnation of a spiritual being, and every object that was 
connected with him as partaking something of bis superhuman 
quality. Thus not only the Buddha himself but his relics, 
his words, his personal articles such as the bowl, robe, etc., 
and even the sights reminiscent of his life were objects of deep 
reverence and even of worship. The hope for a future Bud
dha’s appearance on earth may also be regarded as a natural 
collorary to the supernaturalism of Buddhahood.

IV
There is no doubt that all the legendary stories of Bud

dha’s life now in our possession belong to a much later age, 
but I am not yet qualified to pronounce judgment upon the 
respective antiquity of these stories, except the general remark 
that a story comparatively simple and rich in human elements 
must have been compiled the earliest. The poetic process of 
deification may be considered to have been a double one, 
one regarding the Buddha’s former lives and the other regarding 
his life while he -was among ourselves. The former has been 
transmitted to us in the Jataka Tales, 547 in number, which 
are told, in a mixed style, prose and verse, the latter being 
an earlier form of the Tales. In my view, the “ Cariya-pitaka ” 
(0rffM) is an older form of the Jatakas, and the Jcltaka- 
mala is a later elaboration of the Jatakas them
selves.

The origin of the Jatakas is in the Buddha’s narrations 
of his own past lives and of those of his disciples. They 
were meant to illustrate the doctrine of karma. But the con
viction which ever grew stronger among the followers of the 
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Buddha concerning the supernaturalness of his personality, 
gradually worked out the rich treasury of the Jatakas as we 
have them now. In them it is told that the Buddha went 
through many a rebirth in order to perfect his personality by 
the practise of the ten Paramitas or perfect virtues : charity 
(plana), morals (siZa), renunciation (niklclmma), wisdom (nana), 
energy (vlrt/ci), patience (Ichanti), sincerity (sacca), resolution 
(adliittliana), compassion (metta), and disinterestedness (upeTcha). 
Thus before he came on earth for the final appearance, he is 
said to have been in Tushita heaven. Pdrcimitd means per
fection or consummation, that is, to realise all that is contained 
in a virtue to its fullest extent. For instance, in practising 
the virtue of charity the Jatakas make the Buddha sacrifice 
not only his possessions, but parts of his body and even his 
very life for the sake of his fellow-beings.

The thought underlying the Jataka Tales developed on 
the one hand into the conception of Bodhisattvaship, and on 
the other instigated the growth of mythical elements in the 
life of Buddha, such as his decision while in Tushita heaven 
to come down on earth or his entrance into the womb of 
Queen Maya in the form of a white elephant.

The supernaturalisation of the life of a religious leader is 
a common phenomenon and Buddhism was no exception. The 
thirty-two special features, however, of perfect manhood, which 
are generally ascribed to Buddha are borrowed from phrenology 
taught by the Lokayata and other non-Buddhist schools and 
not at all original to Buddhism. Later, a Sambhogakaya 
Buddha #) came to be in possession of those marks as
well as the eighty minor ones.

One way of mythically transcribing the earthly life of 
Sakyamuni was to treat it dramatically, and another way was 
to regard poetic dictions as literary facts. An instance of the 
first process is the description of the Buddha’s four visions of 
old age, sickness, death, and religious serenity. This was
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evidently a dramatic setting of the fact that the Buddha 
abandoned his pride in a youthful life, health, and well-being 
as recorded in a Pali sutta called Ariyapariyesana (which 
corresponds to the Chinese Vc/P 39). As to examples
of poetic license given to the life of Buddha, there are plenty : 
The spiritual struggles he had to go through before his at
tainment of the Bodhi (perfect wisdom) are depicted in the 
visit of Mara who tries to tempt him away from the path of 
righteousness; his opening the eye of knowledge which would 
dispel the darkness of ignorance prevailing in the world is 
thus beautifully figurated in the Divydvadana (XXVII, p. 
365):

tzjTih: ’TTfif 11

The beautiful colour of the Buddha’s skin is compared 
to gold or violet-gold mined at Jambunadi; his camage so 
majestic and awe-inspiring is likened to the king of the 
elephants, as is seen from the Divydvadana, XXVII, p. 364:

With the supernaturalisation of the Buddha, it was natural 
that miracles so strongly forbidden by him were to creep more

Compare the following extract from the Chinese translation of the Life 
of King Asolca in the “Samyutta Agama,” No. 23 (piT'fi'HE,®. 2r.) :

±I!1TW¥ iwil&K.®-!'

SPMMK
The Chinese Sutra of King Asolca has:

14 fi in & ih ifthinSUE WW®
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and more into his own life, displacing the human elements 
in which it must have been abundant.

V

While this mythical transformation was going on on the 
one hand, the Elders were on the other hand quite persistent 
in preserving the humanness of Buddhahood. True, they, like 
others, conceded to him the thirty-two special and eighty 
minor marks of a great man, the ten powers (Wa), eighteen 
unique qualities {(ivenika-dharma'), and four convictions (yai- 
siradyci); but they held to the following views.

1. That the Buddha’s last existence on earth was a 
product of karma, and it was subject to natural laws.

2. That the Buddha did not preach all doctrines with 
one voice, even in him there was a not-all-sufficient doctrine.

3. That the Buddha was not omniscient every moment 
of his life, his -wisdom was awakened through meditation and 
reflection.

4. That as far as emancipation itself is concerned no 
qualitative distinction is to be made between that of the 
Buddha and that of his disciples (belonging to the two Yanas), 
the only difference between the two lying in the Realisation 
or the Way.

Against these human views of Buddhahood, the Ma- 
hasanghikas contended that (1) the Buddha-body was not 
subject to natural laws, (2) the Buddha-body was not bound 
by space, (3) the Buddha preaches all doctrines with one 
voice, (4) whatever doctrine he teaches is all-sufficient, (5) 
the life of the Buddha is eternal, (6) his power is infinite, 
(7) he does not dream, (8) he is omniscient at any moment. 
The Buddha was thus completely deified.

In Vasumitra’s Treatise on the Wheel of Buddhism as 
Interpreted by Various Schools ( 
we read under the “ Mahasanghikas and Other Schools” :
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“Buddhas, World-Honoured Ones, they are not of the 
world; all the Tathagatas have nothing to do with things 
earthly. Every word of the Tathagatas makes the wheel of 
the Law revolve; the Buddha teaches all doctrines with one 
voice, and there is nothing in the World-Honoured One’s 
teaching that ought not to be so. The corporeal body of 
the Tathagata really knows no limits, nor has his power any 
limits, nor is his life ever limited. The Buddha makes con
verts of all sentient beings, and in them is awakened a faith 
pure and unwearying. He does not dream while asleep. In 
answering a question, the Tathagata never deliberates. As 
the Buddha always abides in meditation, he never preaches 
with words, yet sentient beings imagining him preach -with 
words are delighted exceedingly. The Buddha comprehends 
all things in one single thought; by the prajnci (perfect in
telligence) which is in conformity with one single thought, he 
comprehends all things ; the consummate knowledge, uncreated 
knowledge in possession by the Buddha, the World-Honoured 
One, is ever operative even to his Parinirvana.

“ All Bodhisattvas, when entering into the maternal womb, 
do not go through the stages of kctlalam, arludam, pssi, cjluanali, 
[and prasdkha\ in order to form their own body. They as
sume the form of a white elephant as they enter into the 
maternal womb. When they are born, they come out of the 
right side of the mother’s body. No Bodhisattvas will ever 
entertain the thought of greed, anger, and harm. In order to 
benefit sentient beings, the Bodhisattvas desire to be born in 
the worlds of evil beings, and as they desire they walk freely 
among them

li£> ss
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Some commentators of Vasumitra take these qualifications 
of the Buddha as belonging to a Body of Enjoyment (Sam- 
Itliogakdya), but in the earlier days of the Mahasanghikas the 
theory of Sambhogakaya had not yet been formulated. What 
they so far achieved was the transcendental interpretation of 
the Buddha-body as a preliminary to the later development 
of the Trikaya doctrine. Through this we can see how early 
after the Nirvana, that is, in the second century of the Chris
tian era, the conception of the Buddha-body went through 
certain stages of metamorphosis. We read in the “ Anguttara 
Agama ” (XXI) where the Buddha is still conceived in a 
transitory form between the corporeal Buddha and the Dliar- 
makaya:

“ The Tathagata-Body is pure, free from defilements, and 
is the recipient of all heavenly breath : could such be regarded 
as human-made ? The Tathagata-body is called the Great 
Body, it is not a created body, no heavenly beings can sur
pass him. The Tathagata-body is above valuation and meas
urement. His voice is altogether beyond qualifications”05. . . . 
Here we can trace some of the Mahasangliika views of the 
Buddha-body incorporated in the scripture itself.

VI
The Questions of King Milinda which was compiled in 

the first century before Christ, reflects the Elders’ view of the 
time concerning the Buddha-body, and naturally there is no 
further development here than the Mahasanghika Buddhology 
as already referred to. The statement however that the 
tribulations of the Buddha were merely accidental and not 
due to his previous karma, seems to be a modification of the 
Sthavira theory of karma, whereas the assertion that the

(i) (^-0,=)
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Buddha’s all-knowledge was the outcome of his reflection is 
thoroughly orthodox. Asvaghosha who seems to have flourished 
in the first century after Christ did not add much to the stock 
of knowledge concerning the Buddha-body as is evidenced in 
his fl/a/Alankard Sastrd (;k$±®c8n)) and Buddhacarita 
ffU). No reference will be made here to The Awakening 
of Faith whose authorship is generally ascribed to
Asvaghosha.

It was about this time that along with the production 
of the Purana literature by the followers of Hinduism the 
Maliayanists got busy compiling their own sacred books. The 
idea of plurality of Buddhas was then widely circulated. The 
Prajnd-Sutras told of the existence of a Pure Land
or a Buddlia-land of purity outside this mundane world. The 
Pundar'ika (EfeijlJS) insisted on a double nature of Buddhabood, 
distinguished the earthly Sakyamnni as a manifestation from 
his original, the eternally transcendent one, while the Avatam- 
saka conceived a Dasadbatukaya Buddha
who reveals himself throughout the ten worlds. The culmination 
of these metaphysical speculations concerning the nature of 
the Buddha wasr eached when Nagarjuna in the second 
century after Christ propounded the dualistic conception of the 
Law-body and the natural body in the Buddha. This view 
is expressed in several places scattered throughout his mem
orable work called a commentary on the Prqjna-
paramita Sutra, which is a veritable encyclopedia of Buddhist 
knowledge and philosophy of those days. The passages bearing 
on the subject are extracted below.

“ The Buddha has two bodies : one is his body of Dliarma- 
nature and the other is the natural body bom of his parents. 
The Body of Dliarma-nature fills tlie ten quarters of space, is 
measureless and limitless ; its form is serene, its features are 
majestic ; it is infinitely radiant, and it is endowed with in
finite speeches. The audience, also with the body of Dharma
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nature and invisible to mortal eyes, fills the universe. Mani
festing himself at all times, in all forms, in all names, and 
at all places, and by all means, he delivers sentient beings; 
thus always delivering every being, the Buddha knows no 
time of rest for himself. I t is in this way that the Buddha 
in his Body of Dharma-nature delivers all sentient beings 
in all the worlds in the ten quarters, while that which suffers 
the result of evil karma is the mortal body of the Buddha 
The mortal Buddha preaches according to grades as all human 
things are graded. Because of this double form of Buddhahood, 
he suffers misery yet is free from faults.”®

“ Kosala is the country where the Buddha was born, and 
as he knows how to show his gratitude, he frequently stayed 
at Sravasti.............. As he perfected his Body of Dharma he
also frequently stayed at Rajagriha.............. As the Body of
the Dharma excels his created body he stayed more frequently 
at Rajagriha than at fSravasti.”®

“ There are two bodies in the Buddha, one is the body 
of miraculous transformation and the other is the body born 
of his parents. As the latter is subject to human conditions 
it is not comparable to the heavenly one.”®

“It is asked : ‘ All the Buddhas in the ten quarters and
all dharmas of the past, present, and future are forms of no
form ; why do we then speak of the thirty-two characteristic 
marks of the. Buddha ? When there is not a form of reality,
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why this reference to the thirty-two marks ? ’............... ‘ Because
of his created body we speak of the thirty-two characteristic 
marks of the Buddha ; but because of his Body of the Dharma, 
we speak of forms of no-form.’ ”ct->

“ The Buddha with a created body sat on a grass-seat 
under the tree, while the Buddha with the body born of the 
Dliarma-nature makes a seat of the heavenly robe.”00

“ The Buddha has two bodies: One is the body born 
of the Dharma-nature, and the other is the body maniferted 
in accordance with the qualities of sentient beings.”00

“ There are two Buddhas, one in his true body and the 
other in his transformation body. When beings see the Buddha 
in his true body, every wish of theirs is fulfilled. The true 
body of the Buddha fills the universe and his radiance illumines 
throughout the ten quarters. His voice when preaching re
sounds all through the worlds in the ten quarters, which are 
as numerous as the sands of the Ganga.”00

“ Buddha has two bodies, one is the Dharmakaya and 
the other is the Rupakaya (material body). The Dharmakaya 
is the true Buddha, and the Buddha has a material body 
because of the earthly truth. When causes and conditions 
are considered from the point of view of the Body of the 
Dharma, the nature of all things is truly revealed.”00
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In Hymns of the Universe jdharmadhatu (L generally
ascribed to Nagarjuna, allusion is made to the doctrine of the 
Trikaya (triple body of the Buddha), but I am sceptical about 
the authorship of this sastra. Sanskrit Hymns on the Triple 
Body (raJl^OR) is also regarded by the Tibetans as Nagar- 
juna’s, but the fact alone that the verse is written in aryagita 
seems to point another way. Seeing how many references 
Nagarjuna makes in his Commentary on the Prajndpdramita 
to the double, instead of the triple, body of the Buddha, it 
is highly problematical that he would take up another theory 
in conparatively insignificant works and sing the praise of the 
triplicity of Buddhahood. I should rather consider him an 
advocate of the Duakaya theory.

Here however rises a certain difficulty concerning Nagar- 
juna’s attitude towards the Amitabha Buddha and his Pure 
Land as taught in the Larger Arnitayus and other Sutras, 
with which undoubtedly he must have been acquainted. How 
did he regard this Buddha ? As the physical Buddha, or as 
one of the Dharmakaya'? In his conception of the Dharmakaya 
there is yet no differentiation between Dharmakaya itself and 
Sambhogakaya as in the dogma of the Trikaya which evid
ently developed later than Nagarjuna, and consequently his 
Amitabha must have been of the Dharmakaya. But as we 
know there is room enough for his Dharmakaya to harbour 
two distinct notions, the Dharmakaya as the ground of the 
physical Buddha born of his parents, (in this case the Dhar
makaya being identical with Suclmess, tathata'), and secondly 
the Tathagata residing in the Land of Purity, who is an 
actual existence with dis'inctive characteristics. Nagarjuna’s 
commentary on the “ Buddha’s Land of Purity ” (^f^rhnn) 
in the Prajndpdramita-Sutra lacks clearness and penetration. 
Inasmuch as we admit the existence of many Buddhas along 
with the conception of the Tathagata as the Body of the 
Dharma-nature or as the formless Dharmakaya, and inasmuch 
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as we admit also the authority of the Mahayana scriptures, 
the inadequacy of the Duakaya theory grows all the more 
apparent. The theory had to develop further yet. As t) 
Nagarjuna’s idea of the Tathagata as expounded in the 
Madhyamika, which is directed against the common-sense view 
of it, this need not engage our attention here.

The further elaboration of Buddhology after Nagarjuna 
appears in the MaTiaparlnirvana-Sutra and the
Sandhinirmocana-Sutra this idea was later
systematised by Asanga and adopted in the Suvarnaprabha- 
Sutra Meditation on the Ground of Hind

and other Sutras,
The Pannirvana-Sutra deriving its Euddha-coneeption 

from that of the Mahasiinghika school emphasises the Nagar- 
junan view that the Buddha has two bodies, one impermanent 
and the other permanent, or the one the Body of the Dharma 
and the other the body born of the parents, and that the 
human Buddha which is a manifestation seemed, as far as 
our mortal eye was concerned, to have entered into Nirvana 
and in truth did not enter into it. We read in the Sutra: 
“ This body of mine is not, ultimately speaking, the product 
of carnal union............... This body of mine is no more than
the Dharmakaya, which in accordance with worldly conditions 
manifests itself on earth, enters into the maternal womb, etc., 
etc............... The Body of the Tathagata is no other than the
Dharmakaya itself, and is not composed of flesh, blood, 
muscles, veins, bones, and marrows. But because of its con
forming to the human conditions on earth, it revealed itself 
first as a babe, etc............... By performing the human functions
the Buddha merely conceded to the conditions of the world.”®
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In the seventh volume of the Parinirvdna-Sutra, the author 
vindicates himself against the charge that the mythical con
ception of the Buddha is a heresy. He makes the Buddha 
himself prophesise this by saying that the Buddha told Ma- 
liakasyapa of such a charge likely to be made against true 
Buddhists seven hundred years after his death. The charge 
is met by declaring that all the human conditions under which 
the Buddha was revealed to his disciples and worshippers were 
merely the earthly modes of his transcendental Tatliagataship.

In the Sandhinirmocana the Dharmakaya of the Tathagata 
is conceived to be that which is obtained by a Bodhisattva 
when all the Virtues of Perfection are practised at every stage 
of discipline to their fullest extent so that all the conditions 
of deliverance are fulfilled and perfect enlightenment is finally- 
attained. This Dharmakaya manifests itself in a body of 
transformation going through all the phases of human existence, 
such as conception, birth, renunciation, ascetic practises, and 
enlightenment, and it is this human body of transformation 
that is seen and heard and served by sentient beings, while 
the Dharmakaya is that which supports the body of trans
formation. The Buddha conceived by Nagarjuna as issued from 
the human, parents, is according to the Sandhinirmocana a body 
of transformation reflecting the light of the Dharmakaya.

VII
That the theory of the Triple Body came to be formulated 

in Buddhism as we have it now was due to the genius of 
Asanga (MSt) who following Nagarjuna went still deeper into 
the ideas of the Parinirvana and the Sandhinirmocana. In 
his Mahaycma-scmparigraha-sdstra we read:

“How do we know the greatness of Bucldhahood ?w We 
know it on account of the triple body of Buddhahood, 1. Body

(1) This may not be quite an appropriate term for which literally 
means the Buddha's wisdom obtained as the fruit of his long discipline.
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of Self-nature, 2. Body of Enjoyment, and 3. Body of Trans
formation. By the Body of Self-nature is meant the Dharma
kaya of all the Tathfigatas, for it is the basis of all things 
and makes it possible for them to change from one state to 
another. By the Body of Enjoyment is meant the assemblage 
of all the Buddhas in the Land of Purity, which is manifested 
through the virtue of the Dharmakaya, it is the body that 
will enjoy all the spiritual pleasures of the Mahayana. By 
the Body of Transformation is meant the one who, depending 
upon the Dharmakaya, showed itself in Tushita heaven and 
then disappeared therefrom; who was born on earth and 
became capable of passions; left his home going over the 
wall, and under the heretics practised all forms of asceticism ; 
and who attaining to the great perfect wisdom (malixbodlii) 
revolved the great wheel of the Law, and passed into great 
Nirvana.”®

The Body of Self-nature (svablflvakaya') corresponding to 
the Dharmakaya, and the Body of Enjoyment (sambhogulcdyci) 
corresponding to the Vipakakaya (Recompense Body) and 
together with the Body of Transformation ^nirm'malmya'), have 
finally come to establish the dogma of the Triple Body of the 
Tatliagata. The basis and reason of the Triple Body is the 
Dharmakaya, through which the other two Bodies are capable 
of maintaining their existence, and consequently the three 
separate bodies are in fact the three aspects of one essence 
in which we conceive TathagatalioocL The object of worship 
or faith has thus now been transferred from the historical and 
natural Buddha to the Vipakakaya Buddha or Recompense 
Body of Tathagatahood. This doctrine of the Triple Body has

(1) (Zfsi- KT=).
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since tlien been adopted in such Sutras as the Suvarnaprabha, 
the Meditation on the Ground of Mind, etc., and in the fol
lowing Sastras: Vasubandhu’s Saddharma-pundarikasutra- 
upadesa Dharmapala’s Bijncina-
maira-siddlii-s Istra Bandhuprabha’s Dis
course, on the Stages of Buddhahoo I (Buddhabhumika,

Hymns of DharmadMtu Hymns of the
Trikaya so on.

The Suvarnaprabha treats of the Trikaya theory in one 
of its chapters entitled “ Distinction of the Three Bodies,” (~ 

but as this chapter does not appear in the Sanskrit 
original recently discovered and also in the earliest Chinese 
translation by Dharmaraksha 412-421), we may
reasonably conclude that the dogma of the Triple Body de
veloped later than the compilation of the earlier Suvarnaprabha. 
Whatever this was, the dogma as incorporated in the later 
version of the Sutra has evidently followed Asanga.

“ There are three bodies in the Tathagata. What are 
they ? 1. The Body of Transformation, 2. The Body of
Response, and 3. The Body of the Law. How does the Bo
dhisattva understand the Body of Transformation ? While the 
Tathagata is still at the stage of discipline, he practises all 
kinds of disciplinary rules for the sake of sentient beings; and 
thus disciplining himself he finally attains perfection in it. 
Because of the power thus gained through his discipline, he 
attains great freedom, he thoroughly understands all sentient 
beings each according to his disposition, conduct, and position. 
When the Tathagata manifests himself in various forms, he 
does not wait for the time, nor does he miss the time; he is 
.always in accordance with the place, time, and conduct of all 
beings, and discourses for them accordingly. This is his Body 
of Transformation.

“How does the Bodhisattva understand the Body of 
Response ? In order to make all the Bodhisattvas obtain a 
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thorough passageway, a Tathagata preaches the truth by which 
they come to understand the oneness of Samsara (birth-and- 
death) and Nirvana. This Body which is characterised with 
the thirty-two major and the eighty minor marks of a superior 
man and invested with a halo around the head and back, is 
manifested by the Tathagata, because sentient beings are to 
be freed from the fears and joys that arise from their ma
terialistic conception of the Tathagata, because a basis is to 
be established for the doctrine of the Buddha, which knows 
no limits, and because the streugth of the original vow which 
is in all truth in accordance with the Reality of Suchness and 
with the Wisdom of Suchness [is such as to make the Tatha- 
gata assume this Body of Response]. This is known as the 
Body of Response.

“ How does the Bodhisattva understand the Dharmakaya ? 
When in order to get rid of all the hindrances arising from 
the passions, etc., and to be in possession of all possible forms 
of goodness, the Reality of Suchness and the Wisdom of 
Suchness alone are conceived, we have the Body of the 
Dharma.

“ The first two Bodies have a nominal existence, but the 
third truly and really exists and is the foundation for the 
first two.............. When Nirvana with residue (upadluszsha) is
spoken of the Buddha, it is because of the first two Bodies, 
while Nirvana without residue (anupzidliiseslia) is spoken of 
only because of the Dharmakaya.............. Li one sense the
Three Bodies are said to be eternal and in another sense 
they are said nob to be eternal. When the Body of Trans
formation is conceived t > be always revolving the Wheel of 
the Law, manifesting itself everywhere in reponse to con
ditions, and never ceasing to work cut means of salvation, the 
Body is said to be eternal; but as it is not fundamental, it 
does not reveal all the great functions that it is in full pos
session of, and then it is called not eternal. When the Body 
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of Response is conceived to be in continual existence from 
beginningless time, and to be constantly at work as long as 
there are beings in existence whom all the Buddhas embrace 
in their unique virtues, the Body is said to be eternal; but 
as it is not fundamental it does not reveal all the functions 
that it is in full possession of, and then it is called not eternal. 
As to the Dharmakiiya, it is not a mode of action, there is 
no trace of becoming in it, and as it is the ground of all 
things, it is like unto space, and it is said eternal.”05

The doctrine adranced in ths Meditation on the Ground 
of Mind which was translated into Chinese by an
Indian monk called Prajna and others in 785-810, A, D., 
closely follows Asanga even using his term, Vipikakaya or 
the Body of Recompense, which shows that this Sutra was 
produced later than Asanga. We read: “ In the one sole 
Buddha-treasure there are three Bodies, 1. Body of Self-nature, 
2. Body of Enjoyment, and 3. Body of Transformation........
.... There are two aspects in the Body of Enjoyment, that of 

self-enjoyment and that of other-enjoyment.”05
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In the Lankavatara it is stated that “ all things
that are seen among sentient beings and Bodhisattvas in all 
the countries in the ten quarters including the Body of Re
compense, the Body of Transformation, and all other mani
festations, issue from the Blessed Land of the Infinite Life. All 
the preachings to be found in the ‘ diffusive class’ of sutras> 
such as the esoteric doctrines, doctrines taught by sons of the 
Buddhas, and those of other teachers, are the preachings de
livered by the Buddha-body of Transformation and not by the 
real Body of Recompense.”1''-’

As this portion of the Lankavatara is a much later ad
dition to the main earlier text, the statement quoted here 
naturally presents the original theory of the Triple Body in a 
modified form by regarding primitive Buddhism as the preach
ing of a Transformation Body.

Vasubaudhu’s Saddharma-pundarlka-sutra-iipadesa also 
reflects Asanga’s theory of the Trikilya as we can see in the 
following extract: “ This is the doctrine without equal....
.... because it demonstrates the perfect wisdom (5oc?7zt) of the 

Buddha in his triple aspect: 1. It demonstrates the perfect
wisdom of the Response Body and the Transformation Body 
of the Buddha, which is demonstrated everywhere in ac
cordance with the understanding [of the disciples], as we read 
in the Sutra about the Tathagata’s escape from the palace of 
the Sakyas and his attainment of the unparalleled perfect en
lightenment while sitting at the holy place not far from the 
city of Gaya; 2. It demonstrates the perfect wisdom of the 
Buddha’s Recompense Body which is realised by him when 
he gains permanent Nirvana after fulfilling all the disciplinary 
exercises belonging to the ten stages of Bodhisattvaship, as 
we read in the Sutra, ‘0 son of a good family, since I attained

d) ffi/k---- H).
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to Buddhahood it is already innumerable hundred thousand 
myriads of nayutas of kalpas ’; 3. It demonstrates the perfect 
wisdom of the Buddha’s Dharmakaya, that is to say, the es
sential purity of the Tathagata-garbha ^s abiding
in Nirvana, its eternality, its refreshing coolness, its im
mutability, etc.; for it is said in the Sutra that the Tathagata 
truly perceives and understands the character and grades of 
the triple world and not as is done by beings in it.”w

Asanga’s theory of the Triple Body thus grows more 
pronouncedly enunciated in the Sutra literature as well as in 
the Sastras.

Bandhuprabha, in his treatise on the Sutra on the Stages 
of Buddhahood S.H), explains the text in the
light of the Trikaya doctrine, while Vasubandliu also follows 
Asanga in his work Discourse on the Ten Stages (-frilJlfiw) 
where he refers to the Law Body, Recompense Body, and 
in *the  Sutra with the title of Mahayandbhisamaya 
•?g), mention is made of the True Body, the Body of Recom
pense, and the Body of Response.

In the foregoing I hope I have made it in a general way 
clear as to how the dogma of the Triple Body first started 
from the worshipful attitude of the earlier Buddhists towards 
their Master, which resulted in the conception of the Law 
Body (Dharmakaya), and how this latter conception, once 
finding an articulate expression both in the Sutras and the 
sastras, steadily grew up so as to make Nagarjuna formulate 
his theory of the Two Bodies {dvikayd) of the Tathagata, and 
finally how this Nagarjuna doctrine developed into Asanga’s

(1)
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Trinity where the third Body, the Vipakakaya or the Body 
of Recompense, came to find its legitimate place. The Trinity, 
thus complete as dogma, has now put the Vipakakaya Bud
dha in the place of the natural Buddha as the Buddhist 
object of faith, making its content ever deeper and ever more 
enhancing. This reconstruction of the theory of the Bud
dha-body marks one of the dividing lines between the 
Mahayana and the Hinayana.

Chizen Akanuma




