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Two interpretations of human-flesh offering :
misdeed or supreme sacrifice*

Hubert Durt

The offering of one’s own body is a leitmotif of the Siitras of the
Great Vehicle. One can find many examples like the following stanzas
from the prologue to the Lofus Sitra®:

Then I see bodhisattvas by whom
Bodily flesh, hands and feet,
Even wives and children are presented
In quest of the Unexcelled Path
Again, I see bodhisattvas by whom
Heads and eyes, torso and limbs
Ave joyously presented
In quest of the Buddha’s wisdom.

Such offerings occupy an important place among the edifying tales
of the Jatakas and the Avadaras. Some of these tales, depicted in
paintings and sculptures, became famous throughout most of the
Buddhist world. Let us mention two of the most well-known tales: the
King of the Sibis? who cut off a piece of his own flesh equivalent in
weight to a dove that he wished to protect from a ferocious hawk ; or
Prince Mahiasattva® who threw himself off a cliff in order to feed a
hungry tigress and her cubs. In the Jafakas, the offering of human flesh
as food seems to be made only to carnivorous animals or anthropo-
phagical yaksas or similar non-human beings. Such offerings belong to
a category different from the offering of the eyes or limbs, which are
mostly given to human beings, who request the offering or need it to
replace their own body part. A well-represented theme in the Ma-
hayanic literature is the rather purified version of the body offering
found in relation to the worship of the book?: blood is used as ink,
marrow as water, bones as calamus, and skin as paper.

The case that will be studied below belongs to yet another cate-

— 236 —



58 Two interpretations of human-flesh offering (Durt)

gory. The offering is made for medicinal purposes. Several tales include
descriptions of human marrow or blood being used as an ointment or
potion. It is the case in the story called by Lamotte
“Candraprabhajataka”® of which interesting variants have been col-
lected by Anna Seidel® and Iyanaga Nobumi”: a prince who has never
felt hate, whose marrow is needed as an ointment and his blood as a
potion in order to save sick people. In the rather homogenous collection
of tales that will be described here, the life of a human being is to be
saved through the consumption of a piece of human flesh, the cutting
off of which generally does not put the life of the donor in jeopardy.
Although we are confronted with two different scenarios, the core of
the edifying tale or anecdote is the same in two well-known Mahayana
texts: the Samadhirdja-sitra® and the Mahayanic Mahaparinirvana-
sétra.” Both traditions can be read as extensions of “Hinayanic” rules
about medicines (bhaisajya) in the monastic disciplinary collections
known as Vinaya that will be also part of this survey.

The offering of one’s own flesh to save another person’s life can be
considered from several standpoints. Well known is the Buddhist
opposition to excessive asceticism, which other Indian religious
traditions'® have seen as a source of superpowers. The Buddhist “Mid-
dle Way”'V treads between the two extremes of hedonism and asceti-
cism, both of which were practiced by the Buddha himself before his
awakening. Nevertheless, there are “mortifications” praised by Bud-
dhists. The term “mortification” is used here deliberately in its strongest
meaning, which is close to chichen (sino-japanese : shashin) ¥ %
meaning “renunciation of one’s own body”. Apparently, none of the
Sanskrit equivalents proposed in the new Buddhist Chinese-Sanskrit
Dictionary by A. Hirakawa'® — a@tmabhava-or svadeha-parityaga,
kayasya wiksepam, Sariva-bheda — ever enjoyed the wide currency that
the Chinese term did. As expected, the renunciation of the body in order
to make an offering of it can be compared to suicide. As our case study
does not lead to that extremity, I will not deal with that kind of suicidal
offering, which appears in famous chapters of the Lotus Sitra and of
the Samdadhivaja-sitra®, and has been studied by Jacques Gernet'® and
by Jean Filliozat'®.
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Let us only remark here that the offering of the body is at the
junction of some of the main virtues of Buddhist ethics : the perfections
(paramita) of giving (dana), of energy (virya), and of patience (ksa@nti),
with all of them subsumed in the super-virtue of compassion (karunda).
As we know from the Lotus and Samadhiraja examples quoted above,
the best of these renunciations of the body have been offered to the
Buddha, but they can also be made to the Dharma'® and to the Samgha,
as well as to sentient beings. We will see that all the offerings of human
flesh considered here are made in order to heal a member of the Sam-
gha, whom we can see through our texts, from the Nidanas (tales about
the origins of certain rules) in the Vinayas to the Mahayanic episodes,
evolving into a more and more eminent monk.

All these texts tell of the voluntary sacrifice by a donor of a piece
of his or her own flesh. There are three basic elements present in all the
narratives: 1. the donor is a woman (except in a Chinese translation
limited to the relevant chapter of the Samadhivija-sitra'®); 2. the
woman offers a piece of her thigh (#ru-mamsa); 3. the person who eats
the flesh is a sick monk. Methodologically speaking, this particular
form of cannibalism can be found at the junction of two types of
cannibalism, according to its classification by anthropologists and
historians, i.e., survival cannibalism, and medical use of human flesh.!?¥

The Vinaya Tradition

An extensive study on the subject would include examination of
numerous texts, Buddhist and non-Buddhist. Our survey will limit itself
to the six complete Vinayas and to two Mahayanic Sutras. We will
start with the Nidanas of the Vinayas, which in the section on remedies
(bhaisajya) forbid monks to use human flesh. Concerning the broader
field of flesh-eating (W £), i.e., animal-flesh eating, I refer the reader to
the recent studies by Shimoda Masahiro.?” One more observation has to
be made about the Vinaya tradition: in the Vinaya attributed to the
Haimavatas, which is extant only in Chinese translation and is reduced
to its articles (matrka), thus without any nidana, there is one probably
archaic category of ten abject misdeeds.? The Chinese term for this
category, &85, corresponding to the Pali thullaccaya and to the
Sanskrit sthalatyvaya, is well known elsewhere but in a different and
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perhaps late meaning. It seems that originally the category of
sthilatyaya was intended for ten abject misdeeds,?® six of which consist-
ed of abuses against the human body: eating human flesh, using human
skin, cutting pubic and underarm hair, using medicinal anal supposi-
tories, using human hair for dress-making, and adhering to nakedness.

The nidanas of the prohibition against eating human flesh in the
six complete Vinayas seem to be the prototypes of the edifying tales
discussed in the second part of our survey: the offering of the thigh flesh
in the Mahaparinirvana-sitra and the sacrifice of the Princess in the
JAanavati-parivarta of the Samdadhiraja-sitra.

Let us remember a few points about the six complete Vinayas well
described in the fundamental works by Erich Frauwallner?® and Hirak-
awa Akira,? in the overview of Etienne Lamotte,?® in the bibliogra-
phical survey of Akira Yuyama®® and in the repertory of tales compiled
by Jampa Losang Panglung.?” Four of the five Vinayas extant in
Chinese were translated into Chinese during roughly the same period:
the end of the fourth century and the beginning of the fifth century. For
the issue that we study here, we can group them roughly into three
classes. This classification, which can be extended to many vinayic
analyses, (1) isolates the Mahasamghika Vinaya,*® perhaps the oldest
text and one that preserves many original elements; (2) groups together
the Mahisasaka®? and the Dharmagupta®® Vinayas, which seem to be
related to the Pali Vinaya of the Theravadins®V; and (3) sets in a third
group the Vinaya of the Sarvastivadins,®® akin to the bulky Vinaya of
the Mulasarvastivadins,®® whose later translation into Chinese in the
early eighth century does not mean that its contents are of later origin
than the more systematic divisions of the five other and shorter
Vinayas.

There are other versions of our edifying tale that are close to the
Vinaya tradition of the Sarvastivadin group. They belong to the
Abhidharmic Mahavibhasa®® and to the Collection of Avadanas “Sitra
of the Wise and of the Fool.”®® They could not be included in the
present survey.

The material that we study here is a drama with a happy ending.
Its basic scenario is the same in all six Vinayas but there is much
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variation among the secondary episodes. Its plot can be outlined in a
few words: unable to buy a remedy made of flesh for a sick monk who
is in dire need of it, a laywoman (upasika) cuts off a piece of her own
thigh, cooks it and serves it to the monk, who recovers his health
without knowing the origin of the salvific dish. The woman is married
to a layman (#pasaka) who is absent at the moment of her sacrifice. The
Buddha intervenes to prohibit the use of human flesh and in most cases
to heal the woman. In all these cases (the exception being the Mahasam-
ghika Vinaya), the Buddha is introduced as having been invited as a
guest to a meal at the house of the two lay people before the wo-
man’s sacrifice, and as coming to the house shortly after she has cut off
a lump of her flesh. The visit of the Buddha seems to be unconnected
to the monk’s illness.

In this drama, there are four main characters :

(1) The compassionate laywoman who not only cuts off her own flesh
but also cooks it. The distinction between raw meat and cooked meat
plays a role in the Vinayic rules (as in the Samddhiraja-sitra). It is
obvious that the human flesh has to be disguised or the monk will not
eat it. It can be pointed out that by cutting off her flesh, the laywoman
puts her own life in jeopardy. The miracle of her recovery shows her
the compassion and the power of the Buddha. The behaviour of the
laywoman is exemplary as she fulfills her upasikad vow to take care of
the needs of the Samgha, which are clothes, lodging, and, more relevant
to the present case, food and medicine. It is for that reason that she is
exalted among the holy wupdsikas in the Anguttara-nikdya®® and in the
Milinda-paiiha 37

(2) The sick monk, who is an ambiguous figure. He calls for the
laywoman’s help but does not pay close attention to the meal served
him. In some of the narratives (Mahasamghika and the three related to
the Pali), when he recovers from his illness, he is reprimanded for not
having asked the origin of his remedy. In the other narratives, the
holiness that he gains from such a cure is emphasized. This holiness
adds also to the merits of the woman donor. The Mahasamghikas
depict him as the saviour of the lady as he is informed by a yaksa about
the pain she endured for him. It is an important feature of that Vinaya
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that she -is healed by the strength of the monk’s concentration on
benevolence (maitvi-samadhi) and not by the Buddha, who intervenes
only to legislate, after having been informed of rumors about the monk’s
anthropophagy.

(3) The husband of the compassionate woman, who is a rather marginal
figure. Like his wife, he is a lay disciple of the Buddha. In the Vinayas
of the Sarvastivadin group, it is the woman whose riches and generosity
allow her to take charge of the Buddha and his group during a complete
retreat season (varsa). In the other traditions, it is the husband who is
offering a meal to the Buddha and his group. The reactions of the
husband range from admiration and boasting to anxiety and irritation
about the sacrifice made by his wife, which he learns about only after
the fact. His absence at the crucial moment and his obligation to act as
host to the Buddha during the sickness of his wife are constant elements
of the tradition.

(4) The Buddha. He intervenes as a healer in only five narratives, while
in the Mahasamghika tradition it is the monk who heals the woman.
The complete healing by the Buddha of the wounded thigh is effected
either through the vision (darSana) that the lady receives from the
Buddha in his presence or, according to the Sarvastivadin group, by a
long distance intervention by the Buddha, who is a guest in her house
but does not enter her room. In the Vinaya account, the main role of the
Buddha is the preliminary examination of the monk’s misdeed and the
setting of an appropriate new rule. Therefore he asks the monk a few
questions and proclaims that eating human flesh is a serious abject
misdeed (Pali: thullaccava, Sanskrit: sthildtvaye, & #E6%); to do it without
having investigated the origin of the dish is a wrongdoing (Pali:
dukkata, Sanskrit: duskria, 2235 %).

Secondary figures are, first, the slave-women who are in charge of
buying (without success) meat at the market, cooking their mistress’s
flesh and bringing it to the sick monk, and, second, the physician
introduced in the Milasarvastivadin Vinaya. In the Mahasamghika
Vinaya, a deus ex machina is the yaksa who informs the monk of the
sufferings of his lady benefactor.
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Looking at the setting and onomastics, we see that for the Ma-
hasamghikas, the events occur in Sravasti, in Vaisali for the
MahiSasakas and in Benares for the rest of the tradition, with the
Buddha arriving there from Rajagaha in the Pali Vinaya. As for the
name of the heroine, one first notices that she always bears a feminine
version of her husband’s name. It is Suppiya in Pali, and we can
reconstruct the Sanskrit Supriya from the Chinese transliteration by
the Mahasamghikas as well as by the Mahisasakas and the Dhar-
maguptas. In the other traditions, her name is Mahasena, “Great
Army”, (Sarvastivadins, Gilgit manuscript of the Milasarvastivadins,
as well as Mahavibhasa,®® “Woman Great Army” KE % (Chinese
Milasarvastivadin Vinaya). We find a Chinese transliteration based on
Mahasenadatta in the Mahayanic Mahaparinirvana-siatra. In the Sitra
of the Wise and the Fool?® the husband is called Mahasena and his
wife Upasena or Maha-Upasena. In a Song-period enumeration of
virtuous ladies nursing sick people we find K3 and #% (Supriya), both
of Benares.*® In the Mahasamghika Vinaya, the monk is called Su-
priya, similar to the name of the layman and the laywoman, and he
profits from that homonymy to be fed by them when claiming the title
of their preceptor (@cgrin). Such insistence on a family relation between
the man who receives the human flesh and the woman who gives it
could be an echo of a certain type of anthropophagy, endophagy, of
which there are traces in Chinese society, but perhaps also in Indian
society.*?

The motives for the action are, on the one hand, the sickness of the
monk, whom the woman’s vows commit her to take care of, and, on the
other hand, the distressing coincidence that the monk’s sickness occurs
on a day when slaughtering is forbidden and thus also the selling of
meat in the marketplace.

In the Mahasamghika Vinaya, the monk’s sickness is only de-
scribed as a disharmony among the elements, necessiting a meat broth.
The Mahisasakas and the Dharmaguptas refer to a more specific
sickness characterized by vomiting. The Pali Vinaya mentions also a
meat broth (paticchadaniya), which is authorized in the same Vinaya,*”
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as a remedy against a purgative taken by the monk. The Miilasar-
vasitvadins introduce a physician arguing about the peril of death for
the monk and recommending meat broth. Once again we find parallel-
ism in the description of the sickness in the Vinaya of the Milasarvis-
tivadins and in the Mahayanic Mahaparinirvana-sitra.

About the killing and slaughtering prohibition, the Mahasamghikas
refer to the classical term, “ritual day.”*® The Pali Vinaya uses the
expressive term, Ma ghata, “Do not kill!” The Chinese translation of
that term figures in similar renditions in the Vinayas of the Mahisa-
sakas and the Dharmaguptas, of the Sarvastivadins and the Milasar-
vastivadins. This prohibition is attributed to King Prasenajit by the
Mahisasakas (who locate the events in Vai§all), to King Brahmadatta
by the Sarvastivadins (who locate the events in Benares) and to a birth
in the king’s family by the Mulasarvastivadins. The same Milasarvas-
tivadins tell about the monk himself ordering a slavewoman
to make an unsuccesful trip to the market and giving her money (karsa-
pana) for the shopping. In the other Chinese Vinayas, the laywoman
herself goes to the market, but in the Pali Vinaya it is a servant
antevasin who makes the trip. In almost every tradition the laywoman
is helped by a servant to cook her own flesh.

The crucial episode is the woman’s sacrifice of a part of her thigh.
She is always described as acting alone in a secluded room and using a
sharp knive (a butcher’s knife [potthantka] according to the Pali). The
Mahasamghikas refer to a seasoning that the lady had already prepar-
ed before her mutilation and that she uses for the cooking. Details vary
on the cooking. The lady is now rather incapacitated and must request
the help of a servant. It is generally said that the dish had to be boiled,
and the Maulasarvastivadins add that the flesh had to be minutely
hacked and boiled in order to get an attractive broth. The qualification
of “delicious” (3£) in its culinary meaning is still in use today and is
found in most of the traditions. The Mahasamghikas add that the
servant first washed the hands of the monk.

The retreat of the suffering woman is described in detail in the
Pali: “having rolled her upper-garment above her thigh (uttara@sangena
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#@rvum vethetvd), having reached an inner room (ovarakam pavisitva), she
laid down on a bed (masicake nipajji).” But the Chinese versions put
more emphasis on the return of her husband, whom she was unable to
greet. We have seen above the reactions of the husband. Let us point
out once again the originality of the Mahasamghikas. With a rather
ironical touch, they mention that he was furious at the self-mutilation
of his wife, but after her recovery he returned to his shop to boast of the
energy of his wife to his employees who were surprised that the $rama-
nas Sakyaputras needed to eat human flesh. It was that reaction that
motivated the immediate intervention of the Buddha.

The Sarvastivadins call the pain of the mutilated laywoman a
sickness of the wind element, i.e., a sickness that is often mental.** It
must reflect her intense pain and the fact that she is near death. The
most sympathetic description of her pain and anguish is given in the
Dharmagupta Vinaya.

Such a great sacrifice must receive compensation in a final apoth-
eosis, consisting in the restoration of the lady’s thigh to its original
state, including its hair (succhavi lomajato) as pointed out by the Pali
Vinaya. From a religious standpoint, this episode is important. As said
before, the Mahasamghika tradition is here alone in attributing the
woman’s healing to the effects of the maitri-samadhi of the healed
monk who had been informed of her pain by a yaksa. The Buddha,
having heard a rumor about the anthropophagy of his monks, is con-
cerned only with the monk, whom he reprimands, and not with the
woman. The remaining tradition praises the Buddha coming to the
house at the invitation of the husband who has had to take charge of the
meal preparation by himself during the night preceding the arrival of
the Buddha.

As the Mahdsamghikas represent a completely different tradition,
we must look at the other texts for the details of the Buddha’s visit.
The group of the Pali, Mahisasaka and Dharmagupta Vinayas
describes the miracle as happening just when the Buddha arrives,
before the meal. In contrast, for the Sarvastivadins, it happens after the
meal, which is not mentioned at all by the Mulasarvastivadins. The sick
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lady is healed through the vision (dassana) of the Buddha according to
the Pali; she has to be called three times by the Buddha before showing
herself to him in a sick woman’s dress, according to the Mahisasakas;
and the Dharmaguptas explain that she hoped for the vision of the
Buddha and of the Samgha and that the sudden healing occurred when
she left her bed. In what seems to be a special attention to formalities,
the Sarvastivadins report that after the meal the husband had first to
announce to his wife that the Buddha was calling for her before she
could recover. ’

In the same tradition connected to the visit of the Buddha, we find
variations in the content of the Buddha’s sermon to the lay couple.
There is no mention of a sermon in the Pali Vinaya. According to the
Mahisasakas, the Buddha referred to the well-known famine he endur-
ed during a varse in Verafija*¥ : is it to be understood as a reprimand
of the sick monk? According to the Dharmaguptas, the Buddha insisted
on the point that the lady must practice giving without inflicting pain
on herself and without becoming overly impassioned in her zeal for
other people. In the Sarvastivadin group, emphasis is put on spiritual
rewards. According to the Vinaya of the Sarvastivadins, the laywoman
reaches the second stage (sakrdagamin) and her husband only the first
stage (srotagpanna) on the four-stage graduated path to Arhantship.
The Milasarvastivadins adopt a Mahayanic approach: the Buddha
acknowledges that the woman is able to perform bodhisattva conduct.
She replies that it is easy to possess a body but that one has to cross
thousands of %ka/pas before having the opportunity to meet a Baghavat.

Before the prohibition of the use of human flesh, which is the scope
of the Vinaya, there is a questioning of the monk, again in a few
different versions. One can distinguish two main currents: in the first,
represented by the Pali, Mahisasaka and Dharmagupta Vinayas, the
monk is made to look ridiculous; in the second, his lack of discernment
does not impede his progress toward a level of holiness higher than that
which he was already reaching before his sickness. The lack of a
preliminary enquiry, which is an obligation of still other rules of the
Vinaya, is viewed as a transgression in the Pali Vinaya. The monk is
called stupid by the Mahisasakas when he responds to the Buddha that
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the dish was tasty and by the Dharmaguptas when he says that it was
not only good but unusual. The Mahasamghika Vinaya takes a middle
path in saying that the benefactor is healed by the holy power of the
monk himself but having the monk accuse himself of not having
performed the necessary “fixation” on the dish. The Mailasarvas-
tivadins set the story in an avadana frame : through multiple rebirths
the donor and the monk, promoted to Arhantship, had been exchanging
the roots of goodness (kuSala-miila).

The prohibition of human flesh is expressed in different forms in
the different Vinayas. The Mahasamghikas do not assign the prohibi-
tion and the lack of “fixation” by the monk to a specific category of
fault. As already mentioned, the Pali Vinaya divides the monk’s
mistakes into thullacayya and dukkate. The Dharmaguptas point out the
duskria, the keeping in a reserve of food which has already been bitten.
The Sarvastivadins state that eating human flesh, fat, blood and nerves
is a serious and abject misdeed, but that eating human bones is no sin.
There is perhaps here a reminder of the consumption of boiled human
bones in case of famine (Svetasthi durbhiksa -5 #l£%), which is referred
to in the Abhidharmakosa,*® and which probably reflects the distinction
between the consumption of raw meat (dmophageia) and of cooked
meat. In the Vinaya of the Milasarvastivadins, where the promulgation
is mixed with problems of monastic organization, it is stated that the
consumption of human flesh is indeed a serious and abject misdeed, and
the lack of investigation into the origin of the dish is classed among the
minor sins called “transgressions” (EEiEIE).

Here ends the first part of our survey, limited to the Vinaya and to
what can be called the “Hinayanic” tradition. There is, I think, an
undeniable interest in a case study, a “tranche de vie,” showing us some
aspects (meat markets, prohibition days, etc.) of Indian urban life in a
period undatable chronologically (between the “time of the Buddha”
and the translations into Pali and Chinese made during the first cen-
turies of the common era). Besides that, we can observe that the
generosity of the laywoman is almost uncontested but the consumption
of human flesh is strongly condemned.
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Mahayana Views of Human-flesh Offerings

Leaving the midana tales of the Vinayas, which provide back-
ground accounts of excesses in need of reform, and reaching the
edifying tales of the Mahdyana, we often have the impression that it is
not so much a question of changing doctrine (the Miulasarvastivadin
Vinaya already permeates Mahayana) but of changing atmosphere. The
concrete aspects of the Vinayas are replaced by a docetic influence :
again a woman or, better, a young princess sacrifices her own flesh and
her own blood for a holy monk, but it seems to happen in a unreal realm
of appearances. How is heroism admirable if the human body is illu-
sion?

This change in atmosphere can be noted already in the Jataka tales,
classified as Hinayanic literature but very close in many cases to some
Mahayanic ideals as their heros are bodhisattvas. The Vessanitara
Jataka,*” admittedly a rather late creation, but still today the most
popular Jataka, introduces a prince who reaches the supreme wisdom
through the most extreme gifts: all his possessions, his children, his
wife. In some Chinese and overtly Mahayanic versions of this tale, he
is also asked for his eyes. Other famous famous JZiakas culminate in
gifts of flesh to hungry animals or non-human beings — not, as far as 1
know, to a human being in order to heal him or her. The result of this
insistance on extreme gifts appears to be the bodhisattva’s cliché of
numerous Mahidyana Sitras and Sastras. The two main facets of his
giving propensities are that he can be asked either for his possessions,
including his wife and children, or for his own body or parts of it: eyes,
brain, limbs.*®

Just as there is uncertainty about the Indian chronology of the
Vinayas, most of them translated into Chinese during the same period,
there are many uncertainties about the chronology of the much wider
realm of the Mahiayana Siatras. Among them, the Samadhivaia-Sitra
seems to be a rather old text that was very influential during the first
millennium of the common era. On the other end, the Mahayanic
Mahaparinivvana-sitra, which includes several quotations from earlier
Mahayana Sitras, seems to belong to what Lamotte has called the
“second wave” of Mahayanic literature.*® We will first examine the
Mahaparinivvana-sitra, because its tale is the closest to the Vinaya
nidanas investigated in the first part of this study.
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Given the numerous but very short Sanskrit fragments of this text
found mostly in Central Asia and in Japan, and the Tibetan translation
based on a Sanskrit text, we can believe in the historicity of the
discovery by Faxian in Pataliputra®® of a comparatively short Ma-
haparinirvana-sittra that he translated into Chinese. There is an
extended version of the same text translated by Dharmaksema®? and
later revised®® a few years after the translation by Faxian. The
extended parts, grouping new chapters, do not correspond to any
Sanskrit fragment. Moreover we know that the extended Tibetan
version including these new chapters was translated not from a Sans-
krit text but from the Chinese extended version. The origin of the new
chapters thus remains far from clear. ;

It is one of these new chapters of the Makhaparinirvana-siatra that
presents the tale about the offering of flesh for medicinal purposés in
terms close to those used in what we called the Sarvastivadin group of
the Vinayas. We have already seen that the Sarvastivadins and the
Mahaparinirvana-sitra share almost the same name for the heroine,
called here Mahasenadatta. We can conclude that there is no doubt
about the Indian origin of this tale in the extended Mahdparinirva-
na-sitra. Due to the lasting influence of this Mahayana Siitra in the Far
East, this tale was introduced into the medieval literature of Japan.5®

In the Mahaparinivvana-sitra, the episode of Mahasenadattas? is
presented in a concise style and in sober terms. It is permeated with the
docetic spirit. Let us first point out a few differences from the Vinaya
version: there is no trace here of a husband or of a day of prohibition
of killing. The monk is only mentioned and no Vinaya rule is referred
to. The story centers on the wupdasikZ and the Buddha. In Benares,
Mahasenadattd is in possession of “roots of goodness” going back to
numerous Buddhas of the past (a theme that we have seen in the
Milasarvastivadin Vinaya). She wishes to offer to the Samgha the
facilities for a ninety-day varSa. Informed of the sickness of a monk, she
goes, without success, to the market in order to buy human meat. As a
substitute, she uses her own flesh. From a distance, the Buddha, still in
gravasti, miraculously hears the invocations Namo Buddhaya of the
suffering lady. He uses his supernatural powers to send her instanta-
neously a medicine that, set immediately on the wound, heals her
completely. The two important points of this edifying tale are the
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power of the Buddha, who does not need any contact with the victim,
and the merits of the generosity of Mahasenadatta.

These two points are made clearer if we compare the Ma-
hasenadatta tale with the preceding tale in the Mahaparinivvana-sitrva.®®
Here too we have a tale that includes similarities with the early
Buddhist tradition —in this case not with the Vinaya, but with the
Therigatha and the Jaiakas, in the stories of women who have lost a
child and were despairing, disheveled and naked, before being convert-
ed and becoming nuns. One of them is known as Vasetthi Ther1.?® She
is known also in the Mahavibhasa.’” In the Mahaparinivvana-sitra, she
appears as a mother, Vasistha, (ZF, /), who has gone mad with grief
after the death of her child. She walks naked in the streets and
embraces the Buddha as if he were her son. Ananda gives her clothes,
and she recovers her sanity and embarks on the way of bodhisattva. As
for Mahasenadatta what is emphasized is the compassion of the poor
woman and the docetic power of the Buddha who was only in appea-
rence embraced like a son.

In a Buddhist context, I think that the offering of flesh and blood
has its loftiest presentation in chapter 34, “Jfianavati-parivarta,” of the
Samadhivaja-sitra, a text that is extant in Sanskrit.®® It is the subject
of a talk between the Buddha and a bodhisattva named Candraprabha
who is his main interlocutor in this stitra. Candraprabha was also the
name of the bodhisattva who offered his marrow as ointment and his
blood as potion in the Mahapraj7iaparamitopadeSa quoted above. Did the
multiple and unrelated mythical existences of Candraprabha help this
bodhisattva to play a messianic role®*® in Chinese Buddhism ?

The most complete version of the Samadhiraia-sitra in Chinese has
been made by the important but comparatively late translator Naren-
drayasas (517-589), well known as an introducer of apocalyptic sitras in
China. This Chinese translation in ten rolls has been incorporated in the
canon under the title Yueteng sanmei jing B PE=#, which can be
reconstituted as “Candraprabhasamadhi-siitra”. A few observations on
the reception of the tale in China will follow at the end of this article.

- In the Samadhirvaja-sitra, we are far from the city-life atmosphere
surrounding a sacrifice offered by a well-settled lady wishing to fulfill
her upasika’'s vows. The scene takes place in the king’s palace of a
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kingdom situated “in the Jambudvipa”. The heroine, Jfianavati, who
gives her name to the chapter in the Samadhivaia-siitra, is a sixteen-
year-old princess described in flowery terms in the Sanskrit text as well
as in its Chinese version. In some respects, her father, King Jfianabala,
plays a role analogous to but more active than that of the husband in
the Vinayas. He has the same Buddhist preceptor as his daughter: a
preacher of the Law (dharmabhanaka) called Bhiitamati, whose qual-
ities are also the object of a lengthy description. This monk is afflicted
with a big black tumor (vaisarpa) on his thigh that is life-threatening.
We see here a mirror-image as the tumored thigh of the monk
Bhiitamati will be healed by the blood and flesh of the thigh of Princess
Jiianavati.

Under such circumstances, the king, his harem of eighty-thousand
women, the crown-prince, the princess and their attendants, as well as
all the kingdom are immersed in distress. What happens then, a
premonitory dream, can be compared to the intervention of the yaksa,
“deus ex machina”, telling of the healed bhsksu and the pains of the
benevolent lady, as was told in the widana of the Mahasamghika
Vinaya. In the Samadhiraja-siatra, a goddess (feminine in the Sanskrit
text), who was in a former existence related to the king’s family,
appears in the king’s dream to report that there are two remedies able
to save Bhiitamati. They are raw blood and cooked flesh. The tumor
has to be washed and anointed with the fresh blood of a young virgin
and the sick monk has to be fed with a broth of human meat carefully
cooked.

In the Sanskrit text, the pfincess has the same dream as the king.
In the Chinese version, it seems that her role is played down. She is only
informed about the king’s dream when the king makes an unsuccessful
plea to the ladies of his court to convince someone to consent to the
sacrifice. The princess then offers herself as the sacrificial victim,
insisting on the fact that she is the youngest at the palace.

In the self-sacrificial vow of the princess, as well as in the descrip-
tion of her self-mutilation (using a vocabulary similar to that of the
Vinaya), emphasis is placed on the religious character of her act:
“Through the purity of body, speech and mind, I look for unsullied
wisdom”, “With a sharp knife and a heart deeply confident in the
Dharma, she cut her thigh’s flesh.” It is made clear that the resolution
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of the young girl is “Mahayanic” and no longer, as in the Vinayas,
bound to the vow of an upasika to support the bhiksus.

The annointing of Bhitamati’s tumor and his partaking of the
human flesh both occur in the presence of the king. The narrative
insists on the point that the dhtksu is unaware of the mutilation and
untouched by any doubt about a possible infraction of a rule. He
recovers his health, preaches to the harem and as a result thirteen
thousand women vow to enter the Mahayanic bodhisattva’s way. There
is no place in the narrative for the pain of the young princess. We are
reassured about her fate when the narrative halts for a lengthy verse
dialogue between her and her father.

In this dialogue, which is the mouthpiece of the chapter of
Jiianavati, the various moments of the sacrifice are reviewed. The
princess has to certify that the remedy was made from her own body,
that she did not order the killing of anybody or use the corpse of
someone already dead. When finally the king asks her how she is
feeling, she answers with a minimisation of the human body and of her
own suffering, which is nothing compared to the pain one has to endure
in the hells. She praises the monk. Among other metaphors, she calls
him a “Stipa of the Dharma” which must be maintained. If he had lost
his life, the semadhi would have perished with him. Such a statement is
close to the themes found in the apocalyptic sitras. In the last stanzas,
the dialogue between the king and his daughter is replaced by proph-
ecies (vyakarana) concerning the future existences of the protagonists.
Following the familiar pattern of Buddhist vyakarana, we are told that
the princess Jfianavati, in a non-feminine reincarnation will become a
preacher of the Law (dharmabhanaka) under the Buddha Dipaprabha,
and thereafter the Buddha éékyamuni himself. Her father King
Jfianabala will become Maitreya, and the bkiksxy Bhitamati will
become the Buddha Dipamkara. The ordinary believers are enjoined to
take refuge in the Buddha Aksobhya. This feature shows that this text
does not belong to the Amidist current. The last injunction is an appeal
to avoid quarrelling.

We have seen that in the Mahaparinirvana-siitra the offering of the
flesh occurs in a docetic context with the Buddha exercising his
miraculous healing power from afar. In the Samdadhiraja-sitra also, the
docetic context of the “Jfianavati-parivarta” is better understood by
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comparison with the two other tales with which this thirty-fourthth
chapter is associated: “Ksemadatta-parivarta” (Chapter 33) and the
“Supuspacandra-parivarta” (Chapter 35). In the “Ksemadatta-
parivarta”, studied by Jean Filliozat,®” the Bodhisattva Ksemadatta
burns his own hand in order to make it a torch honouring a caitya ; in
the "Supuspacandfa-parivarta,” Supuspacandra is a bodhisattva who
endures torture and dies in a period of declining Dharma. In these three
tales, we find exaltation of bodhisattvas (among whom may be included
Princess Jiianavati) who make offering of their own body, but we find
also the docetic doctrine of the body as illusion. In the three tales, the
bodies have much to endure, but, as there is a general need for “happy
endings” throughout the Buddhist edifying tales, these bodies are later
restored to their previous states. These recoveries have only a marginal
importance compared to the importance of the doctrine of the perfect
body of the Buddha (dharmakaya).®®

A complete version of the Samadhiraia-siitra was translated into
Chinese by NarendrayasSas at the end of the sixth century with a title
that can be reconstructed as Candraprabha-samadhi-sitra. Under the
same title Yueteng sanmei jing A =&, at the beginning of the fifth
century, some chapters of the Samadhirvaia-sitra had already been
translated by an unknown translator designated as Xiangong J&/4%.%% It
seems that Narendrayasas borrowed the title used by his predecessor in
order to achieve a more complete translation. But there is supplemen-
tary evidence of the earlier presence in China of the Semadhiraia-sitra
and especially of our thiry-fourth chapter on flesh offering. It is an
autonomous sitra that the modern editors of the Taisho Canon have
included in the Awvadana literature. It is called Yueming p’usa jing B HH
ERER and the translation is attributed to Zhi Qian 3k, who died at
age sixty between 252 and 257. It seems to be a genuine archaic transla-
tion. This autonomous sitra received the consecration consisting in
Chinese Buddhism in being included in the two early anthologies of
edifying tales, Jinglii yixiang EEFERAG® and Fayuan zhulin F555K.59

The title of this autonomous siitra may be reconstructed as
“Candraprabha-bodhisattva-sitra”®” with again a reference to a
bodhisattva called Candraprabha. The scenario, which is described here
very briefly, is analogous to that of the Samadhivaja-satra. The names
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of the protagonists (appearing here in archaic transcriptionS) are
almost the same as in the Samdadhivaja-sitra. An important difference
lies in the fact that the heroic offering of flesh is not performed by a
princess but by the first crown-prince. We may see here an adaptation
to a Chinese audience of the third century that was perhaps less prone
than the Indian public to accept a female bodhisattva. But we have also
to remember that there was a Candraprabha bodhisattva, already
mentioned as being “without hate”,*® who, according to the Makapra;-
Aiaparamitopadesa, offered his marrow and his blood. He was known
under different names and the object of his solicitude was either a leper,
his father, or his countrymen suffering from an epidemic. We have
probably reached the intersection of different tales. The verse section
at the end of the tale is very abbreviated in the present text. There is
no contempt for the body as in the stanzas of the princess in
“Jfianavati-parivarta,” but at the end of the tale particular mention is
made of the fact that the crown-prince’s body has been restored to its
original state.

The question of the identity of the Bodhisattva Candraprabha who
receives the teaching of the Buddha in the Samadhivaia-sitra is probably
not of overwhelming importance. We know that there is a Bodhisattva
by this name, translated as Moonlight, who is the central figure in four
siitras® that gained some popularity in China. The assimilation of Zhi
Qian’s archaic version of “Jfianavati-parivarta” to these four sitras
forming what could be called the “cycle of Prince Moonlight” has been
made in several catalogues of the Chinese Buddhist Canon. More
recently, Erik Ziircher had connected the Yueming p’usa jing to the
cycle in his Buddhist Conguest of China,” but later he detached it from
this cycle in his article on Prince Moonlight.”” The scenario of the
Prince Moonlight cycle is as follows: A devoted son, called Yueguang A
¥, and also Shenri Hi H, sixteen years old, converts to Buddhism his
father, the rich Dehou {fiz& (érigupta), after having protected the
Buddha who was his father’s guest and whom his father wished to kill.
This story has almost nothing in common with the sacrifice of the son
or of the daughter of the good king Jiianabala. Beside the young age of
the heroes, there is another common point between the two stories of
the good son who converts his father and the good son / daughter who
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fulfills the wish of the father, king: both stories are set in a period of
respite just before the extinction of the Dharma. The Chinese tradition
often attributes to that period a length of 50, 51 or 52 years.

In the Samadhiraja-sitra, the reign of Jfianabala occurs at the end
of a period of several myriads (ko#i) of years which was the period of
the preaching of the Buddha Acintya-pranidhana-viSesa-samudgata-
raja. In the short account of the Yueming p’usa jing, this reign is
located during the last fifty years of the decline of a Dharma which
lasted twenty hundreds of millions of years, with a supplement of one
thousand years. In the cycle of Candragarbha, the devoted son of
Srigupta, two of the four Chinese translations announce that Yueguang
A3t will be born again as a bodhisattva king in China. According to one
version,” this reign will start one thousand years after the Parinirvana
of the Buddha. According to the other version,”® made by the
apocalyptical translator Narendrayas$as, there is no precise dating, but
Candraprabha figures as a king Daxing &47 of the Dynasty of the
Great Sul kFE. Associated with the worship of the Buddha's bowl and
with the erection of a series of sfipas, this king Daxing may be
identified as Emperor Wendi 5% of the Sui, who reigned from 589 to
604. For the numerous meanings of Bodhisattva Candraprabha in
China, there is much to learn in the above-mentioned studies by Ziircher
and in the works of Antonino Forte.” It is possible that the prestige of
the Samadhiraia-sitra helped to make this bodhisattva a well-known
figure.

More important perhaps than the speculation about the years of
lull before the extinction of the Law, there is a theme highlighted in the
Samadhivaja-sitra and popularized by the Mahaparinivvana-sitra that
infiltrated the Chinese non-Buddhist tradition and paradoxically
enough the most conservative part of that tradition, filial piety. It is
well known that an important aspect of filial piety is the rule that one
must keep intact the body one has received from one’s parents and
ancestors. A contravio, the intense horror toward mutilations resulting
from punishment or execution demonstrates also the value of the
integrity of the body. It has been often supposed that cremation was an
obstacle to the spread of Buddhism among the Literati classes.”

Nevertheless, as many authors have pointed out, there is a well-
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established custom that contradicts the respect for the integrity of the
body. It has been considered an act of filial piety to cook a piece of
one’s own flesh in order to cure one’s parents. Such a remedy has been
considered a minor part of Chinese pharmacopea.” Although it is
difficult to know exactly when this “endophagical” treatment became
accepted by Chinese families, we can guess that the Buddhist circles
were eager to support such a development of filial piety.

In Chinese editions™ of the Fanwang jing 3#8%% on which is based
J.J.M. de Groot’s translation Le code du Mahayana en Chine,”® the
prescription asking the cutting off one’s own flesh and selling it appears
in the regulations related to the duties toward guests. Interestingly, this
sentence is omitted from the Korean edition which is the basis of the
Taish6é Canon.

It is in a later Buddhist text that we see the first connection
between filial piety and offering one’s own flesh. This Tang-period text,
the Sitra of the Contemplation of the Thoughts and the Stages of the
Birth in the Great Vehicle, Dashengpensheng Xindiguanjing }3EARH: [
ML, seems to be related to the Fanwang jing. They share the system
of thought (.(») and stages (#b). In its chapter on the four obligations (I
# &), there is a lengthy description of the first obligation, to one’s
father and mother. The supreme act of filial piety is presented in prose
and in verse as the offering of one’s own flesh to one’s parents.” The
Mahayanic exaggeration — “three times a day during hundreds of
kalpas” — does not lessen the fact that this is virtually the only con-
crete act of filial piety enjoined on the Buddhist believer.

In most of the Chinese translations of Indian scriptures mentioned
in this article, the recipient of the flesh-offering was a monk. In one
version of the tale of the “Prince without hate”, we found the gift of
marrow and blood made to the king, his father. There is thus no Indian
evidence of a general practice of giving a lump of one’s flesh to save
one’s parents. The above-mentioned Xindiguanjing, although attributed
to the Avatamsaka translator Prajfia, seems to be a Chinese apocryph.
Its rich and very eclectic doctrinal content argues also in favor of this
hypothesis. We perhaps see in this text the adoption of a rather
metaphorical and hyperbolic Buddhist motif, the Bodhisattva’s offering
of his own body, to the quintessentially Chinese and Confucian system
of filial piety.®® As Michibata Ryoshii said, it was from the Tang period
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that “filial piety by cutting off the thigh ZIE=#F" became popular.®V

To conclude, let us go back to the starting point of our inquiry. We
have seen the same act of self-mutilation first as viewed by mainstream
Indian Buddhism, later underscored as Hinayana; second from a
Mahayana perspective, and third, as a rather unexpected development
in the most anti-Buddhist of the Chinese traditions. Given the general
tone of moderation that characterizes the Vinayas, it is not surprising
to see the rejection of the offering of human flesh or human blood. To
view the piece of a woman’s thigh as a substitute remedy is derided as
the misplaced generosity of a zealous matron. In the grandiloquent
Mahayanic perpective, the offering of the body is a leitmotif, in
contrapuntal harmony with another leitmotif, the contempt for the
body. It allows us to relativise as metaphorical the sacrifice of the
princess who has been promoted through her offering of flesh and blood
(a gesture which has perhaps to be considered in the context of the
Asian religious effervescence at the beginning of the common era) to
the high status of a predecessor of the Buddha Sakyamuni. An un-
expected development of that metaphor is to be found in the Buddhist
doctrine of filial piety adopted for therapeutical reasons in the Chinese
family system. We do not know what health benefits result from eating
the cooked flesh of one’s offspring, but, in today’s medicine, it is proven
that some of the most succesful organ transplants are made from close
relatives. It is therefore paradoxical that nowadays it is the Confucian
principle of the preservation of the integrity of the human body that
serves as the basis for some of the opposition to organ transplants.??
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Hobogivin 111 (1937), s.v. Byd 35 (by P. Demiéville), passim.

For that episode, see Lamotte, Trait¢ 1, p. 124, n. 1.

P. Pradhan ed., Abhidharm-koSabhasya of Vasubandhu (Patna: K. P.
Jayaswal Research Institute, 1967), p.188.11=T XXIX, n° 1558, k. 12, p.
66a7-13. See notes 1 and 2 of the French translation by Louis de La Vallée
Poussin, L’Abhidharmakosa de Vasubandhu 11 (Bruxelles: Institut Belge
des Hautes Etudes Chinoises [repr.] 1971, p. 208.

On this Jataka, see Traité I, p. 713, n. 1, completed by Traité V, p. 2251,
n. 1, 2. See also Margaret Cone and Richard F. Gombrich, The Perfect
Generosity of Prince Vessantara: A Buddhist Epic (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1977).

We have seen above such an image of the bodhisattva in influential texts
such as the Prologue of the Lofus Siira.
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In the new “Avant-propos” of the reprint of La Sowmme du Grand
Véhicule (Mahayvana-samgraha) d’Asanga (Louvain-la-Neuve: Publica-
tions de I'Institut Orientaliste de Louvain, 1973). See also Hobagirin VII
s.v. Daijo x# (by H. Durt), p. 786.

T LI, n° 2085, p. 864b27 referring probably to T XII n° 376, dated 417-418;
see above notes 9 and 27.

T XII n° 374, dated 414-421.

T XII n° 375, dated 430 or 436.

See Hobogivin VII, s.v. Daijuku /4% (by H. Durt), p. 812.

T XII, n 374, k. 16, p. 458a24-b12; T XII, n 375, k. 14, p. 70012-c1. English
translation in K. Yamamoto, The Mahavana Mahaparinirvanasitra 11
(Ube: Karin Bunko, 1974), p. 385.

Ibid. p. 458a11-23 and 700a28-bl1l; Yamamoto, op. cit., pp. 384-385.

See G. P. Malalasekera, Dictionary of FPali Proper Names 11 (London:
John Murray, 1938) ss. vv., p. 112-114 and p. 862. I was prompted to draw
this parallel with figures from the Therigatha by the French translation
by Bénédicte Niogret of Susan Murcott, Buddha et les femmes (Paris:

" Albin Michel, 1997).

T XXVII, n° 1545, k. 83, 429b3-c7.

Gilgit Manuscripts, vol. II, Part III, pp. 468-486, T XV 639, k. 8, pp.
599c¢-602a7. A German translation of this chapter has been made by
Friedrich Weller, “Der arme Heinrich in Indien”, OLZ 68 (1973), pp.
437-448. '

He is the subject of a well-known article by Erik Ziircher, “Prince
Moonlight,” ‘oung Pao, 68 (1982) 1-3, pp. 1-75.

Although the Réperioire du Tuaishd of the Hobogirin (p.65, n® 639) has
proposed Candrapradipa instead of Candraprabha, the comparison with
the Sanskrit text authorizes “Candraprabha’.

See above, note 16.

On this point, see the observations on “Jfianavati-parivarta” by Kamale-
shvar Bhattacharya in the second part of the study by Robert des Rotours
cited above in note 19: “Encore quelques notes sur 'anthropophagie en
Chine”, p. 47. '

T XV, n° 640 and T XV, n° 641, each work in one roll. The first text
contains only Chapter 6 of Narendraya$as’s translation. The second work
includes also Chapter 5 and Chapters 7 - 10 of NarendrayaSas’s transla-
tion.

T III, n° 169.

T LIII, n° 2121, k. 31.

T LIII, n°® 2122, k. 64, p. 776.

The reconstruction “Jinaputrarthasiddha-sttra” in the Réperfoire du
Taisho of the Hobogirin is erroneous. This title, reconstructed according
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to the Tibetan Canon, can be attributed only to T III, n° 171, which is one
of the Chinese versions of the famous Vessantara-Jataka. It has been
translated by Edouard Chavannes as the last entry in the Cing-cents
contes et apologues tivés du Canon bouddhique chinois 111 (Paris : Ernest
Leroux, 1911), pp. 362-395.

See above notes 5, 6 and 7.

T XIV, n° 534, 535, 536, 545.

(Leiden: Brill, 1958), p. 437, n. 130. ,

See “Prince Moonlight,” cited above in note 57, p. 23, n. 41. On the
composition of the sitra, see also Murakami Shinkan #* _FES5E,
“Samadhirajasiitra no seiritsu[ f#%37] ni tsuite”, Indogaku Bukkyogaku
kenkyii 16 (1968).2, pp. 833-836.

T XIV, n° 535, p. 819b1-2.

T XIV, n° 545, k.2, p. 849b22-23.

Political Propaganda and Ideology in China at the End of the Seventh
Century (Napoli: Istituto Universitario Orientale, Seminario di Studi
Asiatici, 1976), pp. 125-136.

Hobogirin V1, s.v. Dabi (by Anna Seidel), pp. 580-581.

The ingestion of human flesh among cognate people is not considered in
the survey by William C. Cooper and Nathan Sivin, “Man as Medicine:
Pharmacological and ritual aspects of traditional therapy using drugs
derived from the human body”, in Nakayama / Sivin eds. Chinese Science
(Cambridge Mass. : MIT Press, 1973), pp. 203-272. I wish to thank Dr
Farzeen Baldrian-Hussein for directing me to this study and for informa-
tion on eating human flesh in the Chinese filial piety context.

The critical apparatus of T XXIV, n° 1484, mentions the Kunaishé and
Song, Yuan and Ming editions.

Reprint (Wiesbaden: Dr. Martin Siandig, 1967), p. 59.

T III, n° 159, k. 2, p. 297b14-15; k. 3, p. 302a3.

The studies of anthropophagy in China seem to have been boosted by the
recent tragedies and excesses in China (famine during the “Great leap
forward”, Cultural Revolution). A recent study of the phenomenon in a
historical perspective has been made by Key Ray Chong, Cannibalism in
China (Wakefield, New Hampshire : Longwood Academic, 1990). In his
review article (Monumenta Serica, 44 (1996) : pp. 393-403), R. Th. Kolb
mentions that the majority of the recorded cases are examples of filial
piety.

Michibata Ryoshti&y: B35, Bukkyo to jukkyd vinri: Chigoku bukkyo ni
okeru k0 mo mondai (L3 X BHAGE | PEMLBIC BT 3 F0RE (Kyoto:
Heirakuji shoten FXIFEJE, 1968), p. 82. One should consult also his
study, “Chiigoku Bukky®d to shokuninniku no mondai HE##H & £ AR D
fjfE"” [The problem of cannibalism and Chinese Buddhism], in Fukui
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Kojun t83:ENE ed. Jikaku Daishi kenkyi #FEHEHEWFZE (Tokyo: The
Association of the Tendai Sect for Buddhist Studies, 1964), pp. 391-404.
The present study is a contribution to the research project on “Buddhism
and Bio-ethics” proposed by the Japanese Ministry of Education to the
International College of Advanced Buddhist Studies. A first draft has
been presented at the Annual Meeting of the Association Francaise pour.
les Etudes Indiennes, Paris, March 13, 1997. 1 wish to thank Elizabeth
Kenney for her revision of its English version.
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