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Abstract 
 
Some scholars have argued that early Buddhism offers little theoretical support for an 
environmental ethics because it regards nature as having no intrinsic value, since it is impermanent 
and unsatisfactory. I disagree, and argue that the mythic context of the Buddha’s life-story shows 
the Buddha in an intimate relationship with nature, and gaining Awakening while dependent on it. 
The Bodhi tree is not just a sacred tree but a symbol of the place of Awakening and a version of the 
Tree of Life. The mythical snakes or nāgas who support and encourage the Bodhisattva on his way 
to the Bodhi tree represent chthonic powers of living nature. The Earth Goddess who appears to 
witness the Bodhisattva’s practice of the perfections represents a culmination of this relationship. 
Her image derives historically from the Greek goddess Gaia. Nature therefore has an intrinsic value 
in relation to Awakening. 
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Introduction 
 
 Buddhism is generally regarded as an environmentally-friendly religion, for two main 
reasons: (1) because of its non-anthropocentric ethics, which emphasise non-harming (ahiṃsā) 
towards all living beings; and (2) because of its metaphysical vision of interdependence 
(pratītyasamutpāda), which represents human beings and all phenomena as part of an 
interconnected universe.1 Hence, contemporary Buddhist leaders like the Dalai Lama and Thich 
Nhat Hanh have not hesitated to encourage environmental awareness and concern among their 
followers as a vital part of Buddhist thought and practice.2  
 Yet some Buddhist scholars have argued that early Buddhist texts offer very little support 
for this environmentally-friendly version of Buddhism.3 A core objection made by these critics of 
Eco-Buddhism is that the main message of Indian Buddhism is that conditioned existence as such is 

 
1 See for instance Kinsley (1995) ch.7 and King (2009) ch.6; essays in Badiner (1990), Batchelor and Brown 
(1992), Kaza and Kraft (2000). 
2 See for instance Hanh 2013 and Lama and Alt 2020. 
3 See especially Schmithausen (1997); also Harris (1994), (1995a), (1995b), (2000); Keown (2007); Ives 
(2009); Eckel (2010). Johan Elverskog’s recent (2020) monograph, The Buddha’s Footprint: An 
Environmental History of Asia, argues that the critique of Eco-Buddhism finds support in the historical study 
of Buddhism throughout Asia. It should be emphasised that these scholars are not against Buddhist 
environmentalism, but rather seek to establish it on what they take to be an accurate understanding of 
Buddhist doctrine and history.  
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impermanent and unsatisfactory, and the only safe refuge for a human being looking for meaning is 
Nirvāna. As Lambert Schmithausen (1997: 11) puts it: 
 

[T]he ultimate analysis and evaluation of existence in Early Buddhism does not seem to confer any 
value on nature, neither on life as such nor on species nor on eco-systems. The ultimate value and goal 
of Early Buddhism, absolute and definitive freedom from suffering, decay, death and impermanence, 
cannot be found in nature. 

 
According to this reading of early Buddhism, nature itself has no intrinsic value but is to be 
transcended in the search for Awakening. Yet, as Schmithausen goes on to argue, nature may be 
seen as having a positive instrumental value for the quest for Buddhahood: according to early 
Buddhist texts, unspoiled natural environments, such as forest and mountain offer opportunities for 
solitude and contemplation, which Buddhist practitioners from early times up to today have made 
use of for meditation.4 This scholarly critique is designed to show that the eco-friendly view of 
early Buddhism is, in fact, a modernist construct, part of the way in which Buddhism has been 
interpreted for our times. As necessary and useful as such an interpretation of Buddhism may be for 
contemporary Buddhists, the early Buddhist tradition is as indifferent to nature as other pre-modern 
religious traditions. 

I disagree. In the present article I will make the argument that early images and symbols 
connected with the story of the Buddha’s journey to Awakening show an intimate relationship on 
the level of symbol and imagination between the Buddha, who is the exemplar of Awakening, and 
the living world. Firstly, the Buddha’s Awakening takes place in relationship with the Bodhi tree, a 
Buddhist version of the Tree of Life, the axis mundi, where all Buddhas, past and present, gain 
Awakening. Second, the journey to Awakening involves the active support and encouragement of 
the nāgas, mythic serpents of the Indian imagination, who represent deep powers of the living earth. 
Third, later Buddhist story-telling introduces the image of the Earth Goddess who bears witness to 
the Bodhisattva’s efforts. Not only is the Earth Goddess a symbol of the living earth, but her image 
is connected that of the Greek goddess Gaia. In this way, contemporary Buddhist environmentalists 
can find rich resources within early Buddhism for positive images of a relationship between nature 
and Awakening, between the Bodhisattva and the natural world, between the Buddha and Gaia. 
 To make my case I will present themes and episodes concerning the Bodhi tree, the nāgas, 
and the Earth Goddess from early Buddhist literature and from the four surviving traditional life-
stories of the Buddha. While early Buddhist texts, preserved in Pāli and other languages, record 
many stories from the Buddha’s life, their primary function is to preserve the teachings of the 
Buddha and his disciples, passed down orally since the beginning of the tradition. Nevertheless, 
certain episodes in, and the general worldview of, the early literature imply a view of the cosmos as 
animated and alive, the home of natural powers, and the Buddha and his Awakened disciples as 
interacting with the world of nature.  
 
The Traditional Life-Stories of the Buddha 
 
 The biographical and legendary material about the Buddha’s life found in early Buddhist 
literature informed the development, over centuries, of a number of life-stories of the founder, 

 
4 Schmithausen (1997: 26–8) describes this positive attitude to nature as the “hermit strand” in early 
Buddhism. 
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giving more imaginative expression to the drama of the journey to Awakening and beyond. The 
four traditional life-stories I will draw on are these: 
 
(1) The Mahāvastu or “Great Chapter”,5 which is a heterogenous collection of stories, past lives of 
the Buddha (jātakas) and discourses (sūtras), with episodes from the life story of the Buddha as its 
core. The Mahāvastu calls itself the Vinaya of the Mahāsaṃghikas who are Lokottaravādins (that 
is, who hold that the Buddha was supramundane), written in an intermediate language (that is, 
intermediate between Pāli and Sanskrit, which we now call Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit).6 The 
Mahāvastu is therefore at its core a canonical text, containing materials going back to the earliest 
period of Buddhist literature. Indeed, its versions of episodes from the Buddha’s life show parallels 
with the Mahāvagga of the Pāli Vinaya.7  
 
(2) The Lalitavistara or “Play in Full”, a narrative account of the Buddha’s life from his descent 
from the Tuṣita heaven to the conversion of his first disciples.8 The Lalitavistara is a Mahāyāna 
Buddhist re-telling of episodes well-known from the Mahāvastu in the extravagantly re-imagined 
cosmology typical of the Mahāyāna. The text is also in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit, and was 
completed around the 2nd c. CE, perhaps in the Gandhāra region, judging by how Buddhist 
sculptors from that area depicted scenes from the Lalitavistara.9 
 
(3) The Nidānakathā, the “Introductory Story” a composition in Pāli, representing the “official” 
source for the life of the Buddha in the Theravāda tradition.10 It is a relatively short and unadorned 
work, preserved as a prologue to the Pāli Jātakas, the collection of ‘birth-stories’ of the Bodhisattva 
prior to his last life when he became the Buddha. The Nidānakathā draws on Pāli canonical and 
later works, but shares its scope and detail about the life of the Buddha with the Mahāvastu and 
Lalitavistara, and may therefore be dated after the 2nd c. CE.11 
 
(4) The Buddhacarita, the “Adventures of the Buddha”, a long poem (kāvya) by Aśvaghoṣa.12 This 
life-story stands apart as an independent literary work, in fact, a treasure of Sanskrit and world 
literature, of around the 2nd c. CE. Aśvaghoṣa was a brahman convert to Mainstream (non-

 
5 Abbreviated to Mv in references. The pioneering Sanskrit text ed. Senart (1882, 1890, 1897) (available via 
GRETIL) was translated by J.J. Jones (1949, 1952, 1956); I have translated from a newly revised Sanskrit text 
ed. Marciniak (2020) who retains Senart’s pagination for reference. 
6 Mv i.2: āryamahāsāṃghikānāṃ lokottaravādināṃ madhyadeśikānāṃ pāṭhena vinayapiṭakasya 
mahāvastuye ādi, on which, see Marciniak (2019: xi), and Tournier (2012: 95–6). 
7 Discussed by Jones (1949 xii ff.), and more recently by Tournier (2012). 
8 Abbreviated to Lv in references; Sanskrit text ed. Vaidya (1958) available via GRETIL, from which I 
translate; also trans. Goswami (2001); also trans. Bays (1983) and Dharmachakra Translation Committee 
(2013) from the 9th c. Tibetan translation. 
9 Discussed without detail in Vaidya (1958: xi–xii). 
10 Abbreviated to J (i.e. Jātaka); Pāli text ed. Fausbøll (1877); trans. Jayawickrama (1990). 
11 Discussed by Norman (1983: 8–9) and Hinüber (1996: 55–6); Jayawickrama (1990: xvi–xvii) would like 
to date the narrative materials of Nidānakathā to before the Sanskrit biographies, while dating its writing 
after them.  
12 Abreviated to Bc in references; Sanskrit text ed. Johnson (1936), with trans., and reproduced in Olivelle 
(2008), with trans. 
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Mahāyāna) Buddhism from Sāketa in north-west India,13 who based his poem on biographical 
traditions already known to him, and familiar to us from the Mahāvastu, but his work also reflects 
his missionary aim of presenting Buddhism as the culmination of Brahmanical culture.14  
In what follows, I draw on these life-stories to make an argument about how the Buddhist story-
tellers of ancient India thought and felt about the meaning and value of nature in relation to the 
Buddha’s journey to Awakening. 
 
The Buddha and the Bodhi Tree 
 
 The story of the Buddha’s Awakening involves the Bodhisattva, the Buddha-to-be, taking 
his place beneath the Bodhi tree on the night of his Awakening, and attaining to Buddhahood in its 
shade. Both traditional and modern Buddhists regard the Bodhi tree as an actual tree, and what is 
believed to be a descendant of the original tree now grows at Bodh Gaya.15 After all, the 
Bodhisattva, as a homeless wanderer, would surely have sought the cool shade of some such tree, 
on the banks of some river, such as the Nairañjarā, as he engaged in meditation in search of his 
goal. This idea of some actual tree or trees is encouraged by our earliest source for the story of the 
Awakening, the Discourse on the Noble Quest (Ariyapariyesanā Sutta), preserved in Pāli, with 
parallels preserved in Chinese and in Sanskrit fragments,16 in which the Buddha recounts:  
 

“Monks, seeking what is wholesome, in search of the unexcelled, peaceful and excellent state, I made 
my way gradually through Magadha until I reached Uruvelā, the old army encampment. There I saw a 
delightful piece of ground, a lovely grove of trees, a clear-flowing river, with convenient banks and 
fords, and on all sides pleasant villages to go for alms. Monks, I thought to myself, delightful indeed is 
this piece of ground, this lovely grove of trees, this clear-flowing river, with convenient banks and 
fords, and on all sides pleasant villages to go for alms; this is just right for the striving of a son of a 
family whose purpose is striving. Monks, I sat down in that place, thinking, this is just right for 
striving.”17 

 
In another famous story, from the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta, the Buddha is likewise depicted as 
choosing to die among trees: 
 

Then the Blessed One addressed the venerable Ānanda: “Ānanda, let us cross over to the other side of 
the Hiraññavati river, and go to the sal grove belonging to the Mallas which is near Kusināra”… 
Having arrived, he addressed the venerable Ānanda: “Ānanda, please could you prepare me a bed, 
between two sal trees, its head to the north. I am weary, Ānanda, and I shall lie down”… Then the 

 
13 Johnson (1936: Part II p.xiii) cites the colophons of three works by Aṣvaghoṣa, in which he describes 
himself as sāketaka, i.e. from Sāketa. 
14 This argument is made by Olivelle (2008: xxvii–li), also in Olivelle (2019). 
15 The veneration of the Bodhi tree and the subsequent veneration of biological descendants of that tree 
(which can thereby claim the title ‘Bodhi tree’) goes back to the time of Aśoka: see for instance Nugteren 
(2005: 183–9). 
16 Anālayo (2011: 170). The historical value of this discourse is studied in Walters (1999). 
17 From the Ariyapariyesanā Sutta (‘Discourse on the Noble Quest’), Majjhima Nikāya 26 PTS i.166–7. It is 
at this point, in Majjhima Nikāya 36, 85 and 100, that the Buddha recounts at length the Bodhisattva’s 
practice of austerities. ‘Striving’ (padhāna) refers to the intense effort to cultivate wholesome states. 
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Blessed One lay down in the lion posture, lying on his right side, one foot upon the other, mindful and 
clearly knowing.18 

 
These stories of significant events in the Buddha’s life occurring near trees suggest an  
assocation of those events with existing sacred trees and groves in the ancient Indian landscape.19 In 
support of this suggestion, recent archaeological investigation at Lumbini (where the Buddha is 
believed to have been born) has revealed that, underneath the brick stupa built by Aśoka in the 3rd 
c. BCE, are the traces of a 6th c. BCE wooden enclosure, possibly around an old tree shrine.20 
Likewise, the story of the Buddha’s birth in the Lalitavistara evokes the Buddha’s mother, Māyā, 
entering a sacred grove near the village of Lumbini and paying her respects to each tree, before 
coming to a sacred fig tree, a branch of which leant down for her to hold as she painlessly gave 
birth standing up.21 
 But, as well as this relationship between the Buddha and sacred trees and groves in the 
ancient Indian landscape,22 other discourses in the Pāli canon suggest a deeper, symbolic and 
mythical relationship between the Buddha and the tree beneath which he awakened. In the 
Mahāpadāna Sutta, the Buddha explains how he as well as each of the previous six Buddhas 
attained to complete Awakening beneath a particular species of tree:23 Vipassī beneath a trumpet 
flower tree,24 Sikhī beneath a mango tree,25 Vessabhū beneath a sal tree,26 Kakusandha beneath a 
lebbeck tree,27 Konagāmana beneath a glomerate fig tree,28 Kassapa beneath a banyan tree,29 and 
“our” Buddha, Gotama, beneath a Bodhi tree.30 This story implies that there is a relationship 
between Buddha and Bodhi tree which is more than the contingent relationship implied by the idea 
of the Buddha taking his seat beneath a particular sacred tree of the species Ficus religiosa near 
Uruvelā.31 
 Evidence for this symbolic and mythical relationship of Buddha and Bodhi tree is found 
especially in early sculptural depictions of the Buddha’s Awakening, such as those found at Sanchi, 

 
18 Dīgha Nikāya 16 PTS ii.137.  
19 This suggestion is developed by Rhys Davids (1902: 231); also Dutt (1957: 40–42). On tree worship at the 
time of the Buddha, see Levman (2013: 166–8). 
20 Coningham et al. (2013). 
21 Lalitavistara ch.6, (Vaidya 1958: 61), which calls the tree a plakṣa, either an aśvattha (Ficus religiosa) or 
udumbara (Ficus racemosa) fig tree. The Lalitavistara says that the tree was inhabited by the mothers of 
former Buddhas (pūrvajinajanetryābhinivāsitaḥ), presumably in the form of tree-deities. 
22 Studied in depth by Nugteren (2005). 
23 Dīgha Nikāya 14 PTS ii.4. 
24 Stereospermum chelonides (Pāli and Sanskrit, pāṭalī). 
25 Mangifera indica (Pāli and Sanskrit, puṇḍarīka). 
26 Shorea robusta (Pāli sāla, Sanskrit śāla). 
27 Albizia lebbeck (Pāli sirīsa, Sanskrit śirīṣa). 
28 Ficus racemosa (Pāli and Sanskrit, udumbara).  
29 Ficus benghalensis (Pāli nigrodha, Sanskrit nyagrodha). 
30 Ficus religiosa (Pāli assattha, Sanskrit aśvattha). 
31 It is at this point that my analysis of the meaning of the Bodhi tree departs from that of De Silva (1993). 
While the scope and depth of her historical survey is wider than that given here, it is guided by what she 
describes as the ‘realistic’ and ‘common-sense’ point of view of orthodox Theravāda, which would see the 
myth of the Bodhi tree as the intrusion of brahmanical metaphysics into Buddhist popular belief; she means 
that the cult of the Bodhi tree should be understood as no more than the veneration of the actual tree (via its 
substitutes and images) under which the Buddha gained Awakening.  
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Barhut and Amaravati, in which deities and humans are shown worshipping the Bodhi tree and 
other symbols such as an empty throne and footprints. Scholars disagree about whether the scene is 
an aniconic representation of the Buddha in the form of the Bodhi tree or pilgrims worshipping the 
tree at Bodh Gaya.32 But in either case, the tree is a symbol for the place of Awakening.33 The 
traditional life-stories of the Buddha clearly evoke this symbol. The Mahāvastu describes the 
approach of the Bodhisattva to the sacred spot beneath the Bodhi tree, first bathing in the river 
Nairañjarā:34 
 

Plunging into the pure, full stream,  
the offspring of earth’s finest swims, 
and having consecrated himself he emerged  
and came to the seat of former Buddhas. 
Renouncing the world, with its four continents, its mountain ranges, 
as if it was a ball of spit, indifferent,  
the lion-like man asked Svāstika for grass 
sat on which he touched the place of excellent Awakening. 

 
In this account, the spot at Bodh Gaya is the “seat of former Buddhas” (purimabuddhaniṣadyā), that 
place on earth where each and every Buddha of the past has gained Awakening. The Bodhisattva 
makes a ceremonial approach to this spot, purifying himself and leaving the world behind. The spot 
is called bodhimaṇḍa, “the seat of Awakening”, and by extension mahīmaṇḍa, “the best place on 
earth”.35 The Nidānakathā similarly imagines the Bodhisattva leaving the sal grove on the banks of 
the Nairañjarā river to approach the seat of Awakening:36 
 

Then the Bodhisattva, having made his day’s abiding in a blossoming grove of Sāl trees on the river 
bank, set out at evening, at the time when flowers drop from their stalks, along a path five hundred 
metres wide and decorated by the deities, aroused like a lion. Nāgas, yakkhas, supaṇṇas and so on 
worshipped him with divine scented flowers, and played divine music. The ten-thousand-world-
system was filled with one fragrance, one garland, one shout of “Well done!”. At that moment, a 
grasscutter named Sotthiya [Svāstika in Sanskrit] was carrying some grass, and, coming along the path 
in the opposite direction, he realised the Great Person’s need and gave him eight handfuls of grass. 
Taking the grass, the Bodhisattva ascended the seat of Awakening and stood on its southern side 
facing north. 

 
The ground tipped as if the Bodhisattva was standing on a cartwheel, until he stood on the eastern 
side of the tree – “the meditation spot of all the Buddhas”. Previous Buddhas had come to this very 
spot to gain Awakening:37 
 

 
32 See for instance Huntington (1990) and Linrothe (1993). The argument I make in what follows in fact 
offers a potential solution: that depictions of the Bodhi tree represent the place of Awakening of all the 
Buddhas, a place that is the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya and at the same time a mythical location, the axis 
mundi, the navel of the world, the base of the tree of life. 
33 As indeed argued by Dehejia (1991). 
34 Mv ii.398–9; alternative trans. in Jones (1952: 355). 
35 Mv ii.401; mahī, “the great one”, is a word for the earth; maṇḍa, “cream”, is the best or highest place. 
36 J i.70–71; alternative trans. in Jayawickrama (1990: 93). 
37 J i.71; alternative trans. in Jayawickrama (1990: 94). 
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Realising that “this is the immovable place, which none of the previous Buddhas relinquished, for the 
undoing of the prison of the afflictions,” the Great Being held the grass by its tips and shook it, and 
there appeared a meditation mat four metres in extent, and the grass also arranged itself in such a way 
that neither a painter nor sculptor would be capable of recreating it. The Bodhisattva, placing his back 
against the trunk of the Bodhi tree, facing east, made the firm resolution: 
 
 “Let flesh and blood gladly dry up,  
leaving a body become skin, sinew and bones.”38 
 
And thinking, “I will not shift from this meditation posture without having achieved complete 
Awakening,” he sat down, having taken up an invincible cross-legged meditation posture unbreakable 
even with a combination of a hundred thunder-weapons. 

 
The Bodhi tree is more than a tree; it is the seat of Awakening, the sacred spot where previous 
Buddhas sat; on a mythic level it is the axis mundi, the centre of the cosmos. The Buddhacarita 
makes this explicit: a certain exceptional spirit or deity explains to Māra, in the midst of his 
unsuccessful attack on the Bodhisattva, why his efforts are doomed to fail:39 
 

“For this is the navel of the planet’s skin, 
endowed with all of its highest powers; 
for no other place on earth except this 
could bear the force of his meditation.” 

 
That the place of Awakening is the navel of the earth is in part a reference to Vedic literature:40 in 
the Ṛg Veda, the navel (nābhi) of the earth (pṛthvi) is the place of Agni and Soma, and the place of 
the ritual that will maintain the universe.41 
 But the navel of the earth, the axis mundi of the Buddhist universe is a tree – a particular 
manifestation of the image of the tree of life. Invoking Joseph Campbell’s comparative mythology, 
we may say that these symbols (tree, axis mundi, navel) are intimately connected: 
 

The tree of life, i.e., the universe itself, grows from this point [the World Navel]. It is rooted in the 
supporting darkness… the World Navel is the symbol of the continuous creation: the mystery of the 
maintenance of the world through that continuous miracle of vivification which dwells within all 
things.42 

 
The Bodhi tree is a species of the tree of life, meaning a symbol of the universe as an ever-renewing 
living whole. The place of Awakening, where all Buddhas become awakened, is right there next to 
and thus symbolically in relationship with the Tree of Life. Campbell connects the Bodhi tree with 
the Christian cross: 
 

 
38 A canonical refrain found at Aṅguttara Nikātya 2:5 PTS i.50, Majjhima Nikāya i.481 and Niddesa i.475 on 
Suttanipāta 961. 
39 Bc 13.68. 
40 As noted by Johnson (1936: 201 n.68).   
41 See for instance Rig Veda 1.164.34–5. 
42 Campbell (1949: 41). 
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This is the most important single moment in Oriental mythology, a counterpart of the Crucifixion of 
the West. The Buddha beneath the Tree of Enlightenment (the Bo Tree) and Christ on Holy Rood (the 
Tree of Redemption) are analogous figures, incorporating an archetypal World Saviour, World Tree 
motif, which is of immemorial antiquity.43 

 
The symbol of the cosmic Tree of Life in fact flourished widely in the Indian imagination of ancient 
times.44 In the Maitrī Upaniṣad, Brahman (ultimate reality) is described as a tree: “The three-footed 
Brahman has its root above. Its branches are space, wind, fire, water, earth and the like. This 
Brahman has the name of the ‘lone fig tree’…”.45 In the Kaṭha Upaniṣad, the Tree of Life is 
similarly an aśvattha (Ficus religiosa): 
 

Its roots above, its branches below, 
this is the eternal banyan tree. 
That alone is the Bright! That is brahman! 
That alone is called the Immortal! 
On it all the worlds rest; 
beyond it no one can ever pass.46 

 
This symbol was also taken up in the Bhagavadgītā. While in the Kaṭha Upaniṣad the cosmic tree 
is upside down because it is rooted in the immortal Brahman above, the Gītā imagines the tree as 
the unreal manifest world, its branches and leaves representing sense objects, its roots representing 
the action (karma) which keeps life going, and the Gītā envisages cutting down this tree with the 
strong axe of non-attachment.47 
 By contrast, the Buddhists envisaged the Tree of Life manifesting only in relationship with 
the Buddha. The tree does not represent ultimate reality, so there is no valorisation of nature apart 
from Awakening. But neither is the tree to be cut down as an illusion, so that nature is vitiated in 
comparison to a higher reality. Rather, for the early Buddhist story-tellers, the Buddha and the 
Bodhi tree depend upon each other – the Awakened One and the Tree of Life; the image of human 
perfection and the image of nature as a living whole. The traditional life-stories of the Buddha 
describe the newly Awakened One spending the first weeks after his Awakening deep in 
meditation, and some of that time gazing in gratitude at the Bodhi tree.48 The Mahāvastu adds that 

 
43 Campbell (1949: 33 n.37). 
44 One might ask whether this implies that the tree of life is an archetype of the collective imagination, in the 
terms of Jungian psychology, but one can remain non-committal about how this symbol appears manifests in 
different cultures. The well-known form of Yggdrasil, the cosmic ash tree of Norse mythology, might 
suggest that the symbol spread by diffusion across Indo-European cultures. But perhaps the symbol is more 
spontaneous and universal, since across the globe human beings are in constant contact with trees, taking 
shelter beneath mature elder specimens, so timelessly rooted in the living earth. 
45 Maitrī Upaniṣad VI.4,  trans. Radhakrishnan (1953: 818). 
46 Kaṭha Upaniṣad 6.1 trans. Olivelle (1998: 399). 
47 Bhagavad Gītā 15.1–3. 
48 See Mahāvastu (Mv iii.281) trans. Jones (1956: 268–9); Lalitavistara (Lv ch.24) trans. Dharmachakra 
Translation Committee (2013) §24.1; Nidānakathā (J.i.77) trans. Jayawickrama (1990: 103–4); the Sanskrit 
original of the second half of Buddhacarita is lost and the Tibetan translation (Bc 14.94, trans. Johnson 
(1936: 214–5 and n.94) says only that “The sage fulfilled his heart’s desire, reflecting that on that spot he 
had obtained liberation”; but the Chinese translation (Buddhacarita 14.60 trans. Willemen (2009: 104) adds 
that the Buddha “observed the bodhi tree, gazing without blinking.”  



 9 

all beings in the entire cosmos turned in gratitude and praise towards the Bodhi tree, which had 
been beautifully adorned by the devas.49 In the Lalitavistara, the Buddha, having gazed upon the 
tree, explains to a certain deity that he remains at the seat of Awakening to fully contemplate his 
victory there.  

I suggest that these stories show a symbolic dependence in the relationship of the Buddha 
and the Bodhi tree, between the Buddha’s heroic quest for the meaning of life, and the place of 
Awakening. For the early Buddhists, the foremost symbolic meaning of Awakening was a victory 
over the forces of Māra, who represents a complex personification of sensual desire, mental 
affliction and death,50 but who is certainly not a Pan-like personification of nature as such. The 
Bodhi tree likewise does not represent nature as such, but rather represents a concentration and 
intensification of nature into a single image, in which the Bodhisattva comes into relationship while 
remaining distinct. Far from overcoming nature through his Awakening, the Buddha takes his place 
in relationship with the power-centre of nature. The Bodhi tree is in a sense passive nature, unable 
by itself to manifest Awakening, but in another sense symbolizes a power more general and 
inclusive than the Buddha’s humanity, into which he must come into relationship in order to fulfil 
his potential for Awakening. The Bodhi tree represents the living matrix for the individual’s 
Awakening.  
 
 
The Buddha and the Nāgas 
 
 The image of the Buddha beneath the Bodhi tree is not the only symbol of the Buddha’s 
relationship with the living world of nature. The early Buddhist story-tellers also presented the 
Buddha in relationship with nāgas, mythical serpents, who live in the roots of trees. The nāgas are a 
class of mythical beast, worshipped locally from pre-Vedic times in India, along with trees.51 They 
symbolise nature as a hidden, dangerous, powerful force, which is conscious, long-lived, and 
capable of communication. For the Buddhists, these mythical creatures were responsive to the 
Buddha’s teaching, and indeed became some of his most faithful of non-human devotees. It is said 
that nāgas encouraged and supported the Buddha around the time of his Awakening, and they 
represent an image for living nature in an active relationship with Awakening. 

 
49 Mv iii.274–7, trans. Jones (1956: 262–5). 
50 See Anālayo (2017) for a summary of the traditional sense of Māra, but also Batchelor (2004) for a 
Buddhist modernist interpretation. 
51 See Levman (2013: 169–70), and the scholars in his notes. The word nāga is commonly used for an 
elephant too, and indeed at Aṅguttara Nikāya 6:43 PTS iii.344–7, the Buddha is reported as having a long 
conversation with Venerable Udāyī about how a nāga may be an elephant, horse, bull, serpent, tree or human 
being – in short, any big impressive beast. But the Buddha ethicises the term with some word-play (nirutti): 
anyone who does no wrong (āguṃ na karoti) is a nāga, which is like saying that the true nāga is someone 
who nāgates evil. 
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In a story preserved in both canonical and later sources,52 the newly-awakened Buddha is 
said to have spent time after his Awakening sitting at the base of another tree, a mucalinda,53 near 
the Bodhi tree, near or in which lived a nāga, also called Mucalinda:54 
 

Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was living at Uruvelā on the banks of the river 
Nerañjarā, at the root of the mucalinda tree, immediately after he had become completely awakened. 
Now at that time the Blessed One had sat in meditation for seven days experiencing the happiness of 
liberation. Now at that time a great rainstorm came up out of season, seven days of bad weather, cold, 
windy and dark. Then the nāga king Mucalinda came out of his habitation, and wrapping his coils 
seven times about the Blessed One’s body, he spread his great hood above his head and stayed there, 
thinking, “May the Blessed One not be cold, may the Blessed One not be hot, may the Blessed One 
not suffer the touch of gadflies, mosquitoes, wind, heat or snakes.” 
 
Then after seven days the Blessed One emerged from his meditative concentration. Then, knowing 
that the rainy weather had gone, the nāga king Mucalinda unwrapped his coils from the Blessed One’s 
body, and withdrawing from his own appearance and manifesting in the appearance of a youth, he 
stood before the Blessed One, bowing to him with hands joined. 

 
According to this story, the newly-Awakened Buddha is protected from the elements by a cobra-
like nāga-king who is responsive to his bodily needs, whose habitation is underground, and who is 
capable of physical transformation.55 
 This involvement of the nāgas with the Buddha becomes more pronounced in later Buddhist 
story-telling. In the Buddhacarita, Aśvaghoṣa has nāgas (here called uragas) attending to the 
Bodhisattva just after his birth: 
 

Huge serpents, their eyes wild with devotion, 
by right of their longing for great virtue, 
fanned him as they had fanned buddhas before, 
and scattered flowers of the coral tree.56 

 

 
52 In Pāli, as below, and in Sanskrit in the Catuṣpariṣatsūtra §6 (Waldschmidt 1957, trans. Kloppenborg 
1973: 12–13, and also trans. Sujato 2013). The episode recurs in the Mahāvastu (ii.300–1), where it is also 
repeated with a nāga king called Vinipāta. 
53 The identity of the mucalinda tree is disputed, with five candidate species. The Theravādin commentary 
(Udāna-aṭṭhakathā PTS 100) calls the mucalinda a nīparukkha, a nīpa-tree, which according to Cone (2010: 
631–2) is a cadamba (Anthocephalus chinensis); the commentary also calls the mucalinda a nicula, which 
according to Cone (2010: 550) is the Indian Oak (Barringtonia racemosa), although Monier-Williams (1899: 
546) identifies the nicula as the freshwater mangrove (Barringtonia acutangula). But Dhammika (2015: 137), 
having described the identity of the mucalinda as “uncertain”, says it is perhaps the bayur, or karnikara 
(Pterospermum acerifolium), reasoning that the mucalinda is the same as the Sanskrit and Hindi mucukunda. 
But in Monier-Williams (1899: 821) the mucukunda is identified as the cork-leaved bayur, or dinnerplate 
tree (Pterospermum suberifolium). Mayrhofer (1956: 649), s.v. mucukundaḥ, notes that mucalinda is 
probably a non-Āryan plant-name borrowed from the pre-Vedic language and culture of north India. 
54 This version of the story is from the Pāli tradition, and found at Udāna 2: 1 PTS 10, and also in the 
Mahāvagga of the Vinaya PTS i.3.  
55 Vogel (1926: 27) nicely describes the nāga as ‘the cobra raised to the rank of a divine being’. 
56 Bc 1.19. Lv 7.29 and 37 (Vaidya 1958: 67, 68) also mentions uragas who bathe the baby Bodhisattva. 
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This stanza brings to the fore the particular quality of these nāgas in relation to the Bodhisattva: 
they are extremely long-lived, and in fact are as old as the aeon, and have therefore had the 
opportunity to witness the heroic journey to Awakening of successive Bodhisattvas, since the 
present aeon has seen four such journeys and four Buddhas. This theme concerning nāgas is 
developed in the Mahāvastu, in its presentation of the most recent Bodhisattva’s approach to the 
Bodhi tree, which attracts the attention of an ancient nāga king called Kāla, who praises the 
Bodhisattva with many verses, among them: 
 

“The way my dwelling, which is as dark as night, 
is entirely suffused with light, you will become a Buddha today. 
The way my mansion remains totally suffused with radiance, 
great hero, no doubt you will become a Buddha today.”57 

 
It seems that Kāla has emerged from his underground palace. Having observed the Bodhisattva 
attended by many animals and gods on his way to the Bodhi tree, Kāla offers him the (prose) 
encouragement that he is on the same path as the previous Buddhas, Krakucchanda, Konagāmuni 
and Kaśyapa: 
 

Kāla, King of the Nāgas… said this to the Bodhisattva: “Go, O great ascetic; go, O great ascetic. The 
path that you are walking, O great ascetic, is the same as the path that the great ascetic 
Krakucchanda… Konākamuni… Kāśyapa walked. [They] completely awakened to the supreme 
perfect Awakening by walking this path that you, O great ascetic, walk today, and you too will 
completely awake to the supreme perfect Awakening.”58  

 
Finally, as the Bodhisattva reaches the Seat of Awakening, Kāla makes a prophecy in verse: 
 

“The way you spread grass to cover your seat with soft webbed hands, 
the way you sit cross-legged, you will become the Buddha today. 
The way five hundred singing birds circumabulate you, 
next to the king of trees, you will become the Buddha today. 
O hero among men, you too practise the way of life followed by former Buddhas. 
You will destroy the deceitful one’s army, with its cavalry, elephants, chariots and infantry. 
The way there are the thirty-two marks of the great person on your body, 
without doubt, having crushed Māra’s army, you will shine forth.  
Today, O destroyer of intoxication and affliction, banishing 
through knowledge of the polluted heart, reaching Awakening, you will awaken.”59 

 
The Bodhisattva responds to Kāla’s effusion of praise and witness by simply affirming that, indeed, 
he will attain to Awakening that very day. The Bodhisattva then offers Kāla some further details of 
his imminent achievement, and the nāga king again praises the Bodhisattva before 
circumambulating him and leaving. While the support and encouragement of the nāga king appears 
to make little difference to the Bodhisattva’s resolute progress towards Awakening, it nevertheless 

 
57 Mv ii.398 (repeated at ii.401). 
58 Mv ii.400. 
59 Mv ii.403. 
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show not only that the nāgas recognise the significance of the situation, but that they 
enthusiastically endorse the drama of Awakening.60 
 In his Buddhacarita, Aśvagoṣa presents the same episode of Kāla’s prophecy of the 
Bodhisattva’s Awakening, but integrates the chthonic power of the nāga king with the earth and its 
animals: 
 

Then, woken by the matchless footfalls of  
the Great Sage, resolved upon Awakening, 
and with the boldness of an elephant king,  
black Kāla, best of serpents, spoke this praise: 
 
“Because, O sage, the fertile earth rings out 
resounding at every press of your tread, 
and since you are as radiant as the sun, 
you’ll surely savour gains you make today. 
 
“Because, O lotus-eyes, the blue jay flocks 
make aerial dances, keeping you to their right, 
and gentle breezes blow about the sky, 
you’ll surely reach awakening today.”61 

 
Indeed, the poetry of the Buddhacarita preserves hints of an ancient deep relationship between the 
nāgas and the earth. In Aśvaghoṣa’s version, nāgas also appear after the Bodhisattva has taken his 
place at the seat of Awakening and Māra has arrived to do battle: 
 

The nāgas true to Dharma, who maintain the earth, 
intolerant of obstruction of the Great Sage, 
their angry eyes turned towards evil Māra, 
hissed at him, and spread out their hoods.62 

 
Aṣvaghoṣa gives no details of who these nāgas might be.63 However, the 4th c. CE scholastic 
compendium, the Abhidharmakośa, by Vasubandhu, cites a sūtra: “The Blessed One said: ‘Monks, 
there are these eight great nāgas that preserve the earth…’”.64 While such a sūtra does not appear to 

 
60 The episode of the nāga-king Kāla’s praise of the Bodhisattva is repeated, with literary embellishment, in 
Lv 19.27–47 (Vaidya 1958: 204–7). Here the nāga is called Kālika, and he praises the Bodhisattva, 
witnesses his efforts and prophecies his Awakening, as does his wife Suvarṇaprabhāsā and many nāga 
maidens, who also make offerings. 
61 Bc 12.116–8. 
62 Bc 13.30. 
63 Wayman (1997: 34 n.36) has a suggestion: “The nāgas said here to support the earth are presumably the 
ones called Anavatapta, Muchalinda and Elapāttra, who came for a share of the relics after the Buddha’s 
parinirvāna”, citing Vogel (1926: 126). 
64 Identified by Johnson (1936: 194 n.30). Abhidharmakośabhāṣya ((Prahlad Pradhan 1975: 17511–13): uktaṃ 
hi bhagavatā aṣṭāvime bhikṣavo nāgā mahānāgāḥ kalpasthā dharaṇidharā iti vistaraḥ. The context of the 
citation is a discussion of the life-span of various kinds of living beings. The nāgas, as the sūtra says, live for 
an entire kalpa (or aeon of cosmic evolution and destruction), enough time to witness the Bodhisattva’s long 
practice of the perfections. See also the trans. by de la Vallée Poussin, (1926: ii.175 n.4); and the trans. by 
Pruden (1988: ii.473 n.472).  
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be preserved in the Pāli canon, it is possible that the canonical collection on which Aṣvaghoṣa drew 
included the sūtra cited by Vasubandhu, and could therefore refer to the nāgas mentioned in that 
sūtra as though they were naturally part of the mythological landscape of the Bodhisattva’s striving 
for Awakening.  

In the the unnamed sūtra cited by Vasubandhu, in the Mahāvastu, and in the Buddhacarita, 
the nāga king Kāla and the nāgas that maintain the earth, personify chthonic powers of earth. I 
suggest that, like the Bodhi tree, they represent the living world of nature, which lends its power 
and influence to the Bodhisattva as he strives for Awakening. Their long perspective, hidden in 
deep time, means they recognise the Bodhisattva, and give him their unqualified encouragement 
and support. They are on his side. 

The Nidānakathā relates the episode somewhat differently. The Bodhisattva eats his final 
meal before his Awakening from a golden bowl, and then looks for a supernatural sign of the 
success of his endeavours: 
 

having eaten that milk-rice, taking the golden bowl he said, “If I am able to become the Buddha today, 
may this bowl go against the current, but if I am not capable, may it go with the current,” and he cast 
the bowl in the current of the river. Cutting across the current, it went to the middle of the river, and, 
picking up speed like a horse, it went upstream for a distance of thirty metres, staying in the very 
centre of the stream. Having plunged down into a particular whirlpool, it went to the dwelling of Kāla, 
the king of the nāgas. Bumping into the begging bowls of the three previous Buddhas, it made a 
clinking sound, then settled beneath them all. Hearing the sound, Kāla, the king of the nāgas, said, 
“Yesterday a Buddha was born, and today too a Buddha is born,” and he got up and began singing 
several hundred hymns of praise.65 

 
In this telling, the nāga king Kāla is a water-dwelling serpent, rather than living in the earth, 
perhaps reflecting a later norm of nāga mythology. Despite the weakening of chthonic symbolism, 
the nāga king’s function is once more that of witnessing to the arising of Buddhas in this aeon, and 
then singing hymns in praise of the Bodhisattva and his efforts, no doubt like the hymns given in 
full in the Mahāvastu. 
 The episodes in which the nāga king Kāla encourages the Bodhisattva’s efforts and 
Mucalinda shelters the newly-awakened Buddha represent different dramatic re-tellings of a theme, 
that of the association of the Bodhi tree, the place of Awakening, with a mythical serpent. Joseph 
Campbell has noticed how this association reproduces symbolic associations of tree, serpent and 
goddess found on ancient middle-eastern seals, in which “we recognise the usual symbols of the 
mythic garden of life, where the serpent, the tree, the world axis, sun eternal, and ever-living waters 
radiate grace to all quarters.”66 Campbell observes how the Buddhist myth renews an old myth with 
the introduction of an intimate and necessary relationship between the questing hero and the powers 
of the living world, symbolised by the tree and the serpent: 
 

 
65 J i.70. 
66 Campbell (1964: 13). In the next section I discuss the episode of the Earth Goddess bearing witness to the 
Bodhisattva, an episode which completes the three-fold association of tree, snake and goddess. One might 
again wonder whether the similar myths and images point to archetypes of the collective unconscious or 
cultural diffusion. Witzel (2012) proposes an ambitious synthesis. 
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Thus in the Buddha legend, as in the old Near Eastern seals, at atmosphere of substantial accord 
prevails at the cosmic tree, where the goddess and her serpent spouse give support for their worthy 
son’s quest for release from the bondages of birth, disease, old age and death.67 

 
I cite Campbell here to draw attention to the intriguing fact that, with the introduction of the Earth 
Goddess, which I will describe in the next section, Buddhist story-telling about the Bodhi tree does 
include both serpent and goddess, and thus shows apparent continuities with pre-Buddhist 
mythologies.68  
 We may say, therefore, that the nāgas represent living powers of earth, closely associated 
with the Bodhi tree. They support and encourage the Bodhisattva as he nears the seat of 
Awakening, the world-navel, at the base of the tree of life, and they witness to his travelling the 
same path as previous Buddhas. As long-lived and powerful creatures, they maintain the earth, and 
offer shelter to the Buddha in the period immediately after his Awakening. They symbolise the deep 
appreciation of living beings for Awakening, as well as symbolising how the world of living beings 
are allies of the Buddha.  
 
The Buddha and the Earth Goddess 
 
 While there is some canonical basis for the association of the Buddha with the Bodhi tree as 
the place of Awakening, as there is too for the Buddha’s relationship with the nāgas as supportive 
chthonic powers of life, the story of the Bodhisattva calling on the Earth Goddess as his witness is a 
later feature of the Buddha’s life-story. In the Lalitavistara and the Nidānakathā the Bodhisattva is 
depicted as calling upon the Earth Goddess in a crucial episode in his progress towards Awakening. 
The fact that the full episode is only found in these two life-stories of the Buddha suggests that it is 
an innovation. It will turn out, in fact, that the Earth Goddess represents the arrival of the Greek 
goddess Gaia into Buddhist myth, who in any case is the same as the Vedic goddess Pṛthivī. In this 
way, a universal symbol of the earth becomes an essential part of the Buddha’s story of Awakening. 

The story as told in the Mahāvastu, the earliest of the traditional life-stories, hints at the role 
of the earth, if not yet the Earth Goddess, in the Buddha’s story. The Bodhisattva, encouraged by 
the nāgas, approaches the seat of Awakening, and takes up a cross-legged posture at the root of the 
Bodhi tree. The moment is the culmination of the Bodhisattva’s career, during which, over 
countless lifetimes, he has developed the Perfections, the qualities or virtues of a Buddha, that 
include generosity, patience, energy and insight. His resolve of to gain complete Awakening 
prompts the appearance of Māra, the Evil One. His army launches an assault on the Bodhisattva, 
who responds by touching the earth: 
 

Then the Bodhisattva, endowed with the roots of goodness through many billions of aeons, with his 
jewel-like right hand, which had lovely lines, beautified with the oozing sap of red dye, soft as the 
touch of cotton, with coppery-red nails, stroked his head three times and stroked his knee three times, 
and struck the earth, which rang out, and resounded and kept on ringing deeply and exquisitely. Just as 
a copper bowl from Magadha when struck on a mountain summit resounds and keeps on ringing, 
likewise, the Bodhisattva […] struck the earth.69 

 

 
67 Campbell (1964: 16).  
68 Although, pace Campbell, there is no trace of the idea that the nāgas and the Earth Goddess are married. 
69 Mv ii.412 (also repeated in slightly different ways in Mv ii.282, and Mv ii.342). 
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The sound of the earth ringing-out throws Māra and his army into disarray, and the Bodhisattva is 
able to continue with his meditation, which will result in full Awakening at dawn. 
 The ornate language and literary flourishes suggest that this story is a later addition to the 
Mahāvastu’s story-telling. But in the Lalitavistara the drama of the same episode is amplified with 
the introduction of the Earth Goddess as a character.70 In this version, Māra’s assault is 
unsuccessful, so he takes a more psychological approach, and challenges the Bodhisattva to present 
evidence for his claim to be ready for Awakening: 
 

Then the Bodhisattva said this to Māra the Evil One, in a voice that was deep, profound, grave, soft 
and sweet: “Evil One, you have obtained lordship of the realm of sense-desire by just a single 
unrestricted sacrifice;71 but I have made many hundred thousand million billion unrestricted sacrifices, 
and, over and again losing my hands or feet or eyes or head, I have given to those in need. And many 
times I have bestowed houses, wealth, grain, beds, clothing, parks and gardens to those who asked for 
them, from a desire for the liberation of living beings.” Then Māra the Evil One replied to the 
Bodhisattva with this stanza: 
 
“You are the witness that proves in this case  
that in a past life I performed the unrestricted sacrifice without fault; 
But here there is no-one who can witness anything of yours at all. 
You have lost your case through your nonsensical words.” 

 
The quasi-legal language in which Māra challenges the Bodhisattva is striking, and will turn out to 
be important in understanding the origins of this episode. But let us first gain a sense of the drama 
and iconic gestures of the episode, which continues as follows: 
 

The Bodhisattva said, “Evil One, the life-giving Earth will testify for me.” Then the Bodhisattva, 
suffusing Māra and his assembly with a heart going to its former kindness and compassion, unafraid 
like a lion, not frightened, not paralyzed, not depressed, not hiding, not agitated, not unnerved, hair-
raising fear all gone, rubbed his whole body with his right hand, the middle of which had the marks of 
the conch, banner, fish, water-pot, swastika, hook and wheel, which was covered tightly with a net, 
adorned with very radiant coppery red nails, which was soft, young and very youthful through the 
accumulated collection of the roots of goodness of immeasurable endless aeons, and gracefully he 
touched the earth. And on that occasion he spoke this stanza: 
 
“This earth, the foundation for everything living, 
is impartial, the same to all that moves or is still. 
My testimony here is not in vain – 
may she please bear witness for me about this.”72 

 
This moment, in which the Bodhisattva leans forwards and touches the earth, is the theme for 
Buddhist sculptural representation of the Buddha-to-be in the “earth-touching gesture” (bhūmi-
sparśa-mudra). At the Bodhisattva’s call, amid earthquakes, the jewel-adorned Earth Goddess, 

 
70 The Lalitavistara also preserves the simple earth-touching episode at Lv 21.186–91 in Vaidya (1958: 247–
8), a repetition which suggests the composite nature of this text. 
71 A nirgaḍa yajña may have been an elaborate version of the aśvamedha (Vedic horse sacrifice) although 
the term is used here in a more general sense: see Bausch (2015: 58–9). 
72 Lv 21 vv.87–88; Vaidya (1958: 232–3). 
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raises the upper half of her body from the ground and confirms her presence through the long ages 
of the Bodhisattva’s career, for which she can fully vouch. As the Lalitavistara tells it: 
 

And when the Bodhisattva touched the earth, in six ways she shook, she trembled, she quaked, she 
rang out, she boomed, she resounded. Just as a copper bowl from Magadha, being struck with a 
wooden mallet, rings out and continues to ring, likewise the great earth rang out and continued to ring 
when struck by the Bodhisattva’s hand. Then the Earth Goddess herself, who in this three-billion-fold 
world-system is called Sthāvarā, the Stable One, having made the whole planet quake, surrounded by 
a hundred million earth-deities, breaking through the surface of the earth near the Bodhisattva, and 
raising up half of her body, adorned with every ornament, with joined hands made a deep bow towards 
the Bodhisattva, and said to him: 
 
“It is just so, Great Person; it is just as you have said. We have been present in this place. However, 
Blessed One, you alone are the ultimate witness and testimony of the world with its gods.” And having 
spoken in this way, rebuking Māra the Evil One in various ways, having praised the Bodhisattva over 
and again, and having displayed her various powers, she disappeared along with her retinue.73 

 
Māra, along with his army of terrifying and seductive powers, is vanquished, and the Bodhisattva 
soon becomes the Buddha, the Awakened One. 
 The scholar Maria Spagnoli argues that the representation of the Buddha in the “earth-
touching gesture”, which became common in the sculpture of Gupta period India (4th–6th c. CE) 
appears to have originated in the Buddhist art of Gandhāra during the earlier Kuṣāna period (1st–
3rd c. CE) of Indian history.74 The Gandhāra region of north-west India was a meeting-point of 
Indian and Greek cultures, having been conquered by Alexander the Great in 327 BCE, and 
subsequently ruled by Indo-Bactrian kings. The first visual representations of the earth goddess 
raising half her body from the ground are found in Gandhāran sculptures, and appear to be modelled 
on an iconographic topos in greek vase paintings and reliefs, depicting the earth goddes Ge (or 
Gaia) half-rising out of the ground.75 Since there is no comparable depiction of the Earth Goddess in 
prior Indian literature or art, Spagnoli concludes that this image of the Earth Goddess derives from 
Greek iconography. 

Spagnoli goes on to conjecture that the episode in the Lalitavistara is based not on previous 
literature, but on those iconographic representations in Gandhāran art, inspired by Greek precursors. 
Further support for this conjecture comes from the quasi-legal language in which Māra challenges 
the Buddha in the Lalitavistara, to which the Buddha replies by calling on the Earth Goddess, who 
appears and testifies to the Bodhisattva’s words. The image of the someone touching the earth, 
making an oath about their past actions, and the Earth Goddess witnessing that oath, is not one 
found in Indian literature, but found abundantly in early Greek literature and epigraphy. Spagnoli 
cites Homer’s Iliad (14.271–6), in which Hypnos makes Hera swear to give him one of the Graces 
as a wife, asking her to swear on the earth (χθονος) while laying a hand on it.76 Later Homeric 
hymns depict oaths made while touching the earth (γῆ), summoning the goddess as a witness to 
words spoken. There is a clear ritual element to this solemn testimony.  

 
73 Lv 21; Vaidya (1958: 233). 
74 Spagnoli (2005: 332–4); see also Shaw (2006: 22–5). 
75 Spagnoli (2005: 337). Her article includes photographs of a vase painting, and a relief from the Pergamon 
Altar, both depicting the scene. 
76 Spagnoli (2005: 340–1). 
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In this way, from the c. 2nd c. CE, when the Lalitavistara may have been completed or 
revised, the traditional life story of the Buddha, complete with the episode of the Earth Goddess 
being called to witness, and the ritual gesture of the Bodhisattva touching the earth, had absorbed 
themes represented in Gandhāran art, taken from Greek images and stories. Subsequently, it seems, 
the episode of the Bodhisattva calling the Earth Goddess as witness was incorporated into the 
Nidānakathā,77 where her witnessing to the Bodhisattva’s past practice now appears as a naturalised 
part of the Buddha’s story: 
 

The Great Person said, “You have sentient witnesses to the generosity you have practised, but on this 
spot I have no sentient witness at all. While putting aside the generosity I have practised towards 
living beings without exception, but excepting my existence as Vessantara, this great and solid earth 
though insentient is my witness to my practise of giving seven hundred things.” And extending his 
right hand from beneath his robe, saying, “Were you the witness or not of my practice of great giving 
of seven hundred things when I was Vessantara?”, and stretched out his hand facing the great earth. 
The great earth cried out with a hundred roars, a thousand roars, a hundred thousand roars, as if 
overwhelming the force of Māra, “I was your witness at that time”.78 

 
The episode has since become a popular part of Buddhist mythology.79  
 We may say, therefore, that, from a literary-historical perspective, by touching the earth, the 
Bodhisattva calls on the earth goddess in the form of Gaia as witness to his practice of generosity 
during the assault of Māra, and it is Gaia who testifies for him, having half-risen from the ground. 
But the Buddhists of the Kuṣāna and Gupta periods who were quick to include Gaia in the life-story 
of the Buddha did not have to think about her as a specifically Greek goddess. There was already in 
Indian mythology an equivalent earth goddess called Pṛthivī, a form of the primal Earth Goddess 
inherited by Greek and Indian mythologies from a common Indo-European source.80 This 
mythological background to the story of the Bodhisattva’s encounter with the earth goddess further 
illuminates its significance. The names Pṛthivī (Vedic), Gaia (Greek) and Terra (Latin) may be 
unrelated, but the characteristics of the goddess are the same. She is broad, she is a support, and she 
is the mother of all living things, mortal and immortal. 
 According to the ancient Greek author Hesiod (c. 750–650 BCE), Gaia, as the personification 
of the earth, is one of the primordial deities, born out of Chaos. Hesiod describes her as “broad-
breasted” (εὐρύστερνος), “the eternal, immovable seat of all the immortals” (πάντων ἕδος ἀσφαλὲς 
αἰεὶ ἀθανάτων).81 Gaia’s Vedic equivalent, Pṛthivī, features in several hymns of the Ṛg Veda (dated 
1500–800 BCE). Dyaus (“heaven”) and Pṛthivī (“earth”) are described as “of broad expanse” 
(uruvyacasā),82 reminiscent of Hesiod’s “broad-breasted” Gaia. There is one hymn in the Ṛg Veda 

 
77 Spagnoli (2005: 330). 
78 J i.74; also trans. Jayawickrama (1990: 98). 
79 The Earth Goddess Sthāvarā re-appears in the Gaṇḍavyūha Sūtra (trans. Cleary 1993: 1283–4), in which 
the questing youth Sudhana visits her to learn about the practice of the Bodhisattva. Guthrie (2004) has 
studied the east Asian cult of the Earth Goddess. The episode of the Earth Goddess witnessing to the 
Bodhisattva’s efforts appears in modern western re-tellings of the Buddha’s life-story which respect myth, 
such as Blomfeld (2011: 86), but not in those which seek to demythologise the Buddha, such as Schumann 
(1989). 
80 There is a thorough review of the Earth Goddess in Buddhism in Shaw (2006: 17–37), covering similar 
ground, although without the explanatory help of Spagnoli’s research. 
81 Hesiod, Theogony, 116. 
82 Ṛg Veda 1.160.2a trans. Jamison and Brereton (2014: 339). 
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dedicated to Pṛthivī alone.83 She is praised as “you [who] bring the ground to life” (bhūmiṃ jinoṣi), 
and she is “steadfast” (dṛḷhā), like “immovable” Gaia. There is an extraordinary long poem 
dedicated to Pṛthivī in the Atharvaveda (a collection dated 1200–1000 BCE). 84 It is an extended 
prayer, which both personifies the earth as the broad, stable mother of all living beings, and calls on 
her to grant the poet and his people protection and support, worldly wealth, security and happiness.  
 Those Buddhists in Gandhāra, who incorporated into the Buddha’s life story his calling on 
the Earth Goddess as a witness, were therefore drawing on a rich background mythology about the 
earth. The Bodhisattva, who at his Awakening will become the embodiment of Dharma, calls on the 
support and love of the stable mother of all beings, in order to overcome the powers of doubt, 
distraction and death personified in Māra. The Bodhisattva, born of the earth, sustained by the earth, 
can only become the Buddha through an act of affirmation of his earthly embodiment, through his 
touching the earth. The goddess responds, not only by testifying for the Buddha, but by praising 
him and by herself affirming the Buddha’s insight and awareness as ultimate. This image of a self-
transcending mutual dependence of earth and Awakening thence becomes central to the story of 
Buddhahood.  
 
Conclusion  
 

For someone reading the Buddhacarita who is familiar with the episode of the Earth 
Goddess bearing witness to the Bodhisattva in the Buddha’s life-story, there is a gap in 
Aṣvaghoṣa’s narrative. I conjecture that Aṣvaghoṣa composed his long poem without an awareness 
of the story of the Earth Goddess bearing witness, which had presumably not yet reached 
Aśvaghoṣa’s home in Sāketa, many miles east of Gandhāra, where the story was formulated. The 
Buddhacarita instead includes the following stanza, just after the earth-preserving nāgas have 
expressed their anger towards Māra, and after some vivid stanzas describing the terrifying forms 
taken by Māra’s army:  
 

Then, a certain living being, invisible, 
an exceptional spirit, standing high in the sky, 
seeing malevolent Māra unjustly 
angry at the seer, spoke in a loud voice […]85 

 
This mysterious “exceptional spirit” (viśiṣtabhūta) goes on to explain to Māra, in the course of 
subsequent stanzas, the long resolve of the Bodhisattva, his dedication to wisdom and compassion, 
and the pointlessness of trying to stop him reaching Awakening, culminating in the stanza praising 
the seat of Awakening as the “navel of the earth”, discussed above. This stern telling-off works, and 
Māra, together with his army, slopes off dejectedly.  
 It would appear that Aśvaghoṣa’s “exceptional spirit” does some of the same work as the 
Earth Goddess in the Lalitavistara. Moreover, Aśvaghoṣa had already drawn on the mythology of 
the nāgas to emphasise the fierce loyalty of the chthonic powers of life to the Bodhisattva, as well 
as evoking the image of an axis mundi, a physical spot on earth, as that actual place necessary for 
Awakening. In this way, in the traditional life-stories of the Buddha, the images of the Bodhi tree, 
the nāgas and the earth or Earth Goddess, form a complex symbolic matrix in which the drama of 

 
83 Ṛg Veda 5: 84; trans. Jamison and Brereton (2014: 767). 
84 Atharvaveda 12.1; in a new and attractive edition by Dwivedi and Chapple (2011).  
85 Buddhacarita 13.56.  
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Awakening unfolds. From the point of view of comparative mythology, these three images – tree, 
snake and goddess – may be seen aspects of a single primal goddess known in the ancient near 
east,86 although the unity of the three symbols nowhere becomes explicit in Buddhist mythology 
and remains a theme for research. 
 From the point of view of these stories, the Buddha’s Awakening is more like a sacred 
marriage between the Buddha and nature than a spiritual transcendence of the material world. Three 
conclusions follow from this re-envisioning of the story of Awakening. The first conclusion is that 
the impression of early Buddhist teachings as indifferent to nature depends upon reading them 
outside of the animistic ambience of early Buddhist mythology. The wide range of early Buddhist 
teachings concerning the way to liberation from the unsatisfactoriness of saṃsāra are mostly 
presented in formulaic and conceptual ways, giving the impression of practical teachings aimed at 
individuals, independent of any views about how or whether human beings understand themselves 
as participating in a living world of nature. When modern scholars focus on the conceptual 
formulation of Buddhist teachings, they inevitably do so within the already disembodied worldview 
of contemporary western academia, steeped in a belief in the autonomy of reason. I suggest that it is 
this combination of factors – the practicality of early Buddhist conceptual formulations and the 
intellectualism of scholarship – that gives the impression that early Buddhist teachings are 
indifferent to nature. 

But when we approach the question of early Buddhist attitudes to nature in a different way, 
not focussed solely on teachings or the study of concepts, but through the window of symbol and 
the language of myth, then the tree, the snake and the goddess appear as images of the collaboration 
of the Buddha with natural powers and the deep integration of Awakening into the workings of 
nature. While the Buddha’s teaching was practical, non-metaphysical and oriented towards the 
ending of dukkha, or existential unsatisfactoriness, it would be an artifice of modernity to extract it 
from its mythic context, in which the living world of nature was felt to be infused with symbolic 
powers, in relation to which, not apart from them, that the path to Awakening could unfold.87 

This leads to my second conclusion, which is that, contrary to the critics of Eco-Buddhism, 
early Buddhism can be read as supporting contemporary environmental concerns, by implicitly 
attributing intrinsic value to nature. Against such a reading of early Buddhism, Lambert 
Schmithausen has argued that nature has no intrinsic value which could motivate efforts to preserve 
it for itself, although the beauty of nature affords it an instrumental value for the attaining of 
Awakening by forest-dwelling monastics.88 However, the symbols of tree, snake and goddess 
should prompt us to question our assumptions about value. The philosopher Christine Korsgaard 
has argued that it is insufficient to think of value in terms of the distinction of intrinsic and 
instrumental (such that nature would either be important in and for itself, or only as a means to an 
end). She proposes that we should instead distinguish (i) extrinsic from intrinsic value, and (ii) 
instrumental from final value.89 
 With this distinction in mind, there is no doubt that Awakening is the final or ultimate good 
for the Buddhist tradition. Awakening or Buddhahood is that goal or end of all existence, 
characterised by wisdom, compassion, peace, and so on, which is ultimately significant and 
worthwhile. And it is also the case that the beauty, diversity, impermanence and so on of nature 

 
86 In addition to Campbell (1964) see Baring and Cashford (1991: 496–9). 
87 McMahan (2009) shows how Buddhist modernism began with rationalising, Protestant interpretations, but 
has developed in the direction of Romantic re-interpretations, of the sort I propose here.  
88 Schmithausen (1997), especially p.11. 
89 Korsgaard (1983); see also the remarks by Zimmerman and Bradley (2019). 
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may be instrumentally valuable in the quest for Awakening. When the Bodhisattva ‘saw a delightful 
piece of ground, a lovely grove of trees, a clear-flowing river, with convenient banks and fords, and 
on all sides pleasant villages to go for alms’,90 for instance, the beauty and convenience of the spot 
made it valuable for the sake of Awakening. Yet, even in this case, while the value of the ‘pleasant 
grove’ is to some degree extrinsic, in relation to Awakening, in being conveniently near villages for 
alms, it is also intrinsic, valuable in itself, in its beauty, such that someone not on the Noble Quest 
would also find it lovely. 
 The symbols of the tree, the snake and the goddess show how nature is valuable in itself, for 
the Bodhisattva on his quest for Awakening. The Bodhisattva must find the spot beneath the Bodhi 
Tree which makes Awakening possible; the nāgas actively encourage him; he needs the Earth 
Goddess to witness his efforts through countless lifetimes. These symbols show how Awakening 
consists partly in a transformed relationship with nature, such that the Buddha, symbolically 
dwelling at the axis mundi, supported by the nāgas as representing chthonic powers, and 
symbolically witnessed by Gaia, participates in the reality of nature as a living whole, revealing its 
intrinsic value in relation to Awakening. The stories of tree, snake and goddess reveal ‘nature’ not 
just as the non-human living world, but as the living whole in which human beings participate.91 To 
put it another way, these stories show the Buddha overcoming the separation from nature which 
characterises unawakened human experience, and coming into relationship with nature as a reality 
which is fully revealed through Awakening. The tree, snake and goddess, as symbols of living 
nature, point to the whole matrix of life as valuable in itself, as the context in which the experience 
of Awakening is possible, an experience which connotes a transformed understanding of nature. 
 My third conclusion is that the Buddhist path to Awakening can be understood as implying 
the possibility of a Buddhist practitioner, following in the footsteps of the Buddha, developing an 
intimate relationship with nature. This is of course an important trope in Buddhist 
environmentalism – that the Buddhist tradition includes inspiring examples of practitioners who are 
at home in the natural world, and who learn the truth of things in the midst of a larger non-human 
world. But this turns out to be not only a Buddhist modernist re-imagining of Buddhism via the 
Romantic traditions of Europe and North America, but simply a fundamental orientation to the 
natural world implied by the Buddha’s own life. 
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