THE HISTORICAL AND SYMBOLICAL ORIGIN OF THE CHORTEN

—1.AMA  ANAGARIKA (GOvINDA

The mysteries of life and death were always the greatest agents
of religious ritual and speculation. Through the experience of death
man becomes conscious of life. Thus the cult of the dead stimulated -
primitive man to build the first great monuments (tumuli), while the
other side of religious activity, which was concerned with the living
and the mundane aspects of life, found expression in the simpler forms
of tree-and fre-worship. The tumuli originating from the burial
mound, were massive structures of stone, taking the forms of hemis-
pheres, cones, pyramids and similar plain stereometrical bodies, con-
taining small celis which preserved the bodily renwins and other re-
lics of heros, saints, kings and similar great personalities. In India,
as in many other parts of Asia, the hemispheric form seems to have
been the prevalent type of such monuments, According to the oldest
tradition they were erected for great rulers (cakravartin), as the Buddha
himself mentions in his conversation with Ananda (DighaNikaya XVI, ).

While the tumuli and the cuit of the dead had their place outside
the village, the sanctuary of the life-giving and life-preserving forces
(personified in the sun-god) had its place in the centre of the village.
It consisted of a simple altar (a sanctified form of the domestic hearth,
the fire of which was always regarded sacred as a symbol of family life)
or asmall shrine (an idealized form of the village hutywhich stood
in the shadow of the sacred tree (the Tree of Life) and was surrounded by
a fence as a demarcation of the sacred place.

The Buddhist stupa combined the elementsof the village sanctuary
with the monumental dome of the ancient tumulus (caitya), thusuniting
the two oldest traditions of humanity, as expressed in the lunaraad solar
cult, fusing them into one universal symbol which recognized Formall)r
for the first time that life and death are only two sides of the same reality,
complementing and conditioning each other. To think of them as se-
parate is illusion, and only as Jong as the veil of Maya has not been lifted,
the worship of these two forces proceeds separately, snmetimes even as
two scparate forms of religion.  But once it has been understood that
there is no lite without transformation, and that the power of transfor-
mation is the essence of life - then the great synthesis takes place and the
foundation of a world-religion is established.
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The Buddhist stupe originally consisted of an almost hemisphoer-
ical tumutus and an altar-dike structure (harmika) on its top, surmounted
by one or scveral superimposed honorific umbrellas, The Hattened
11(‘;111‘,[)}10!\ \\a\umxparml to an erg and theretore called Manda’l, g
term which did not onlv of'ade to th' shane (which was also compared
to a water-bubbley bur o dis decper sign ﬁL‘-m(' as well, ramely, as a
symbol of latent creative power, vhile the quadrangular hum*n’u: an the
summit of the cupola ssmbolized the sanctury entlironed abore the world
(anda was also a synorym of the aniverse in the oldest tndian miythology)
beyond death and rebirth. A similar parellclism oxists betaeen the
harmika in the shade of the sacred tree, because the Toly One, whose
ashes were crshrived in the altarlike sancturay of the harmiba, instead of
sacrificing other beings, had sac riticed himself for the welfare  of all
living betngs.  Aceord’ng to the Buddha there is only onz sacrifice which
is of real \aiuu the sacrifice of onr own desires, our won ‘sell’. The
ultimate form of such a sacrifee 15 that of a Badidsativa, whe renounces
even the ultimate peace of bl nircang (Pariniriona) autil he has In:ip('d
his fellow-beines to fnud the path of liberation,

The honorific umbrella firally, as an abstract representation
of the shade-giving tree- m this case the sacred Tree of 1ife - is one
ol the chiel mlar samBeis, and in Buddiism that of Enlightemment
(samyak-sambodhiy. The importance  of this ssmbol  brecomes  clear
from the Beddbist Scr ptures, describing the stng:h, of the Buddha
and Sara, the il One, for the place under the Bodhi Tree, the holiest
spot in the world, later on kinswn as the Diamond Throne (rajrasana,

Tih. ri)o—rjf'c Hdan').

It st have heen an old custom that the head of the commumity
lracd his scat of honowr ander the sacred tree in the centre ol the settle-
meut where public mectis o5 vserl to take place on religious and other
imporiant oecasions, (un qmntw the vmbreila, which uphttll the
tree when tiwe head of the commu ity moved about oy Pn\id\d OrVeE
similar Tunctions in other p1aun, luter on becane one of the insignia
of rovalty,  Tn erder to mark the distinctions in rapk the ceremonial
umbrella was doubled or trebied, or increased by even greaternumbers
of umberllas, which were hixed one above the other, thus transforming
the umbrella back again 1o taw lJragi;m] tree-shape with ity numerous
lavers of branches a}uudm” raund the stem and giadually getting shovter
lO\\Mdb the tap.

v order 1o vaderstasd the translormation of the ancient weli-
quary-tumuius inty the universal CoReeion ol thw Cainu, fvom which
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fater the Tibetan Chorten (mChod-rren) developed, we must have a
look at the carliest known Buddhist Stupa at Sanchi.  The great Sanchi
Stupa was crowned by a threetold henorific umbrella and the altar-
shrine on top of the ]'lkllll‘s}}ht‘r'l(dl main structure was surrounded by
a railing (vedika), exactly as in the case of the village sanctuary. Similar
ralhng‘a were repeated at the foet of the stupe and on the low circular-
terrace  upon which  the  flattened  hemisphere rested. The lowest
railing was provided with four gateways (rorana) which opi‘m,d towards
the east, the south, the west & the north, emaphasizing the universal character
of ].iuddhmm W l’lth is open to all the four quarters ol the universe and
invites 2t} mankind with the call “Come and seel’”, and which exhorts
its followers to open their heartsto all that lives, while radiating love,
(,Ol"llpdb“:l('!ll sy mpathetic joy and cquanimity towards the whole world,
The inner space between the stone railing and the stupa, as well as the
cireular terrace (medhiy at the base of the cupola were used as pradaksing
patha tor ritual civcumambulation in the direction of the sun's course, The
orientation of the gates equally corresponds to the sun's course: to
sunrise, zenith, sunset, nadir.  Just as the sun illuminates the phvsicai
world, so does the Buddha, the Enlighteined One, ifluminate the spivitual
\\orld. The eastern gateway represeats his hlrth the soathern (which
was regarded as the most menrtant and therefore hmll tirst) lm. C nhghtt‘n—
ment, the western his **setting in motion the Wheel of the Taw™  {dharma
cakra pravariand) ; the proclamation of his doctrine, and the northern his
final liberation (parinirarana).

This universal attitude and oricntatioil remained one of the
characteristics of the stupa, cspecially in the nevthenn countries of
Buddhism, like Tibet, even atter railings and gateways had disappered.
In the course of time all these details were fused into a quadrangular
substructure, which fnally took the form of four terraces (sometimes
(wrnished with four staircases, if the size of the monument permitted or
required them) upon which the homisphere was raised.

As the lavers of superimposed umibrellas became more numerous
they ware transtormed into the more architectural shape of a solid
cone with a (‘Orre%ponding number of horizontal notches, which final-
Iy amounted to thirteen, With this transformation the orlgmal idea
of the Tree of Life and l—nhghlimm nt was visibly restored and steadi-
l\ galncd in importance,  That the conical spire was no more vegardad
as a st of umbrellas, can be seen from the fact that later on an honorific
umbrella was again fixed on top of the cone



The different  strata of the cone (separated by horizontal pot-
ches) were now cxplained to correspond to certain Pb\(,hlL faculties
Or Stages of consciousness on the way 1o cnhéhtonmcnl and to their
respective world-planes.  Thus the spiritual rebirth of the  world
starts in the mind of man, and the Tree of Lile grows out of his own
heart, the centie of his world, and spreads into cver new imhnities,
irto cver higher and purer realms, until it has tumed into a Tree of
Eulightennmen.

“Verily, 1 tell you”’, the Buddha once addressed his disciples,
“the world is within this six il et high bod\ 1" And on another occas-
ion he dehined the world in these “ords\. “That in the waorld through
which oue, percviving the world, arrives at his comc,ptwn of thL
workl, that in the Order of the Blessed One is calied ‘the world’,
(Samyutta Nikaya 1V, 35, 1686).

In other words, the universe, acc.ording to the Buddha's delini-
tion, is the universe of our conscious experience. "The symbolism of
the stupa, theretore, can be read in the cosmic as well as in the psychic
sense; its synthesis is the psycho-cosmic image of Man, in which the
physical clements and baws of nature and their spiritual counterparts,
the different world-planes and their corresponding stages of consciousness,
as well as that which transcends them, have their place.  That such ideas
go back to the carliest periods of Indian history can be scen from re-
presentations of the ancient Jain world system in the shape of a human

fi gurc,

Nepalese stupas, which in many respects have preservcd archaic
features, decoraie the harmike (the cubic structure above the cupola)
with Immted hwnan eves, thus suggesting a human ﬁ‘g__'un, in the post-
ure of meditation hidden in the stupa: the crossed legs in the base, the
body up to the shoulders in the hemisphere, the head in the harm!ku
This also corresponds 1o the psycho-physical docirine of the centres of
pwichic force (cakra) which are located vae above the other in the human
body, and through which consciousness develops in an ascending order:
from the experience ol material sense-ubjects through that of the tmmate-
rial worlds of pure mental objects, up to the supramundane consciousness
of cnlightenment, which has its base in the crown-cakra of the head
(sabusraray. This cakra is symbolized by a dome-shaped or tlame-like
protuberance on the head of the Buddha, and by the cone-shaped Tree
ol Lulightcnmcm which forms the spire of the stupe or the Chorten,
or its various cquivalents, like the dagokas (dhatu-garkha) of Cevlon or
the pagedus (a reversal of the word dagoba) in Burma, Thailand and Inde-
China,
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The cakra itself is 2 sun symbol. It was one of the attributes
of the sun-god, either in the form of a discus or in the form of the wheel,
representing the rolling sun-chariot.  The solar origin is testified by the
description of the flaming and radiating wheel which appears in the
sky with its thousand spokes (rays) when a virtuous ruler has established
a reign of rightcousness and has attained the spiritual power which
entitles and cnables him to extend the Good Law(dharma) over the whole
world and to become a world-ruler (cakravartiny. Similarly, the
“turning of the Wheel of the Good Law’ has become a synonym for
the Buddha’s first proclamation of his doctrine (dharma-chakra-pravartena-
sutra), by which the thousand-spoked sun-wheel of the universal law
was set in motion, radiating its light throughout the world.

Thus the Buddha himself was a cakravartin, though not in the
ordinary sense, but as one who has conquered the world within him-
self by realizing the highest faculties of his mind in the thousand fold
cakra of his spiritual centre (sohasrara-cakra). ‘The Buddha, therefore,
rightly dcmanded that the remains of the Enlightened Ones and their
true disciples should be treated with the same respect and veneration
as those of a cakravarrin,

"'As they treat the remains of aking of kings, so, Ananda,
should they treat “the remains of a Tathagata. At the four crossroads a
cairn should be erected to the Tathagata. And whosoever shall there
place garlands or perfumes or paints, or make salutation there, or
become in its presence calm in heart, that shall long be to them for a
profit and joy.’’ (Digha Nikaya, VI, g).

‘The cakras as radiating centres of psychic-force gave a new
impetus to the interpretation of the human body as a cosmic pani-
festation. Not only was the spinal column compared to Mount Meru,
the axis of the universe, and therefore called ‘meru-danda’ but the whole
psycho-physical organism was explained in terms of solar and lunar
torces, which through fine channels, the so- called nadis, moved up
and down between the seven cakras, which in their tum represented
the elementary qualities of which the universe is built and of which the
material elements are only the visible reflexes.

The unity of body and mind, and consequently the inclusion of
the body into the splrltm\ training, so that the body actually participates
in the highest experiences and achicvements, has always been a characteris-
tic feature of Buddhist psychology and meditative practice, While
describing the four states of deep absorption (in Pali: jhana, and often,
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though invorrectly, translated as “‘trances”’}, the Buddha in the 77th

discourse ol the 11"::”hama Nikaya, for tstance, adds m the explanation

of cach of these Fundaniental stages of meditation:  “"And he (who has

attained the first, second or thlrtl degree of absml tiony penetrates and

permeates, hills an:l saturates his body with the bliss of unibcation and

serenity, so that not even the smallest paitl( le of liis body remains wasatura-
ted 1)‘, lhlh blissful experience.””

Thus, in carly Buddhism as well as in the fater Tibetan yoga
and Tantric practices, bodily harmony was both the effect and the
conditio sine qua non of all hurhu xp1r1tua\ attainments,  In Tantric ter-
mmr;iui_‘\ liheration and cnhbhtuunont are attained by the reconcilia-
tion of solar and lunar furces which on the physical p'.me are the two
kinds of vital CNErgY, un the psvchic plam* the intellectual and the eniotional
CONSCIOUSHICSS, m.d on the spiritual, i.e, most sublime  plane, wisdom

{prujnay and compassion (keruna).

O the basis of this profoind parallelisn transcendental ideas
and psychic processes could be expressed by material cquivalents, cither
in terms of the human bodyv (as i cakras, nadis, mudras, usapasy or in
terms of colurs, elements and architectural forms.  Thus, the  Buddha,
when speaking about the four great clemwents (mohabhutay or states of
aggregation, distinguished in cach case between a k‘ubje(‘tiw and an
objective aspect, namely, the clementary qualities of matter in their
vital forms, as rvplnmttd by the organs and functions of the human
body* and in their fundamental or ﬂwslla(‘t lt:] s, as the selid, the fluid,
the hcr\ and the gascous state ol mm‘gmu natte The |t.‘aluatmn of (hf‘
fundamental laws of the uniterse and of one's own nature through the
observation of bodily functions plays an important role in the Buddhist
system  of meditation and is one of the four pittars ol iusight

(Sutipatthanay.

*The following passage from Hajjhima Nikaya 28, may serve as an example ;
“What is the ‘heating element’ (icjodhotu)? - The heating element may
be subjective or it may be objective.  And what is the subjective heating
element? ‘The dependeat properties which on one's own person and
body are heating and radiating, as that whereby one is heated, consumed,
scorched, where by that which has been eaten, dr unk, Lhc\ud or tasted,
is fully digested, or whatever other dependent propertices which on one’s
0w A person and body arc h(‘ating and rmli;\ting——lhis is called the subjective

heating, eliment.’”
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By carrying on this tradition, the same parallelism was estab-
lished with respect to the psychic organism whose vital centres {cakras)
were found to correspond to the clementary qualitics of matter: the
basic vital centre or “‘root support’ (muledhare-cokea), situated in the
perineum at the base of the spinal column, (which latter represents
the Tree of Lite**) and corresponding to the element Farth, the solid
state; the mnavel-centre (manipura-cokray to the element Water, the
fluid state; the heart-centre (unahata-cakra) to the clement tire, the
heating, incandescent or radiating statc; the throat-centre (viseddha-
cakra) to the element Air, the gaseous state; and the centre ¢n the crown
of the head (sehasrara-cakra) to the element Ether (or in its passive
aspect;  Spaced, the state of vibration.

Fach of these elements is s’\'mholizud by a sound (bija-mantra,
a mystic svllable of creative power), a colour and a bisic torm.  The
latter two are of special interest to us, as they have been directly applied
to the architecture of the mChod rten.  Larth is represented by a yellow
cubw-, Water by a white spherc or a white round pot, Fire by a l.ri:mgular
bady of cither round or square base, i.e. a cone or, less {requently, a
pyramid. Air is represented two dimensionally as a semi-circular bow-
shaped Jorm of green colour, three-dimensionally as a hemisphere with
the base upwards, like a cup. Ither is graphically represented by a

#FAount Meru and the Tree of Life have become identical in the course of
time, in fact the whele Meru was imagined to have the form of a mighty
tree, composed of many storeys of circular terraces, comparable to the
rings of a stupa’s conical spire. (The horizontal layers of Mount Kailas,
the terrestial replica of Meru, give turther emphasis to this conception
and its svmibolism,)  [n the Tibetan treatise on the Yoga of Psychic Heat
(glum-mey we are told tha the “‘median nerve’ {susumna  Tily;
dBu-ma r'lxa) in its perpendicular straightness symbolizes the trunk of the
Tree of Life  from which the various cakras branch out and open up
like lotus blossoms,  Form cach  cokra  a great number of  sub-
sidiary psvchic nerves radiate upwards and  downwards, ““appearing
like the ribs of a parasol or like the spokes in the wheel of a chariot”.
This passage again shows the close symbolical relationship between
parasol, wheel, lotus (padma is another name applied to psychic centre,
which are generally represented as lotus blossoms) and tree, all of which
arc related to the sun. It may be mentioned in this connection that
the Buddhist interpretation of the cakrus differs from that of the Hindu
tradition, as  demostrated e my  “FOUNDATION QF TIBETAN
MYSTICISM" . (Rider, London)
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small acuminated circle or blue dot  (bindu) and appears in three-
dimensional form as a multi-coloured Haming jewel, ie., a small sphere
from which a Hame cmerges.

I we put all these elements together in due order, namely, the
sphere upon the cube, a cone or a pyr ranid upon the sphere, and upon the
cone or pyramid a cup-like hemisphere  which carries 2 flaming i[l‘UP
on its plane surface—then we get the ideal liguee or the abstract sterecometri-

cal formy which represents the basic punulalm of stupa-architecture,
as preserved in the Tibetan Chorten as well as in the Japancse  Sotoba
fn the Chorten the central cupola of the Indian stupa has been reversed
inte a vase-or pot- shaped vessel (Tib, @ bum-pa) which rests on a cubic
substructure and is crowned by a tall cone, ending in a small upturmed
hunuphcn, which carries on its plane surface a crescent, a sundise
and the ‘flaming jewel’, one upon the other.

In additien te this, the main parts of the Chorten are generally
given the colours of the ‘great clements’ (mahobhatd): the cubical
sub-structuce yellow (Earth), the pot-shaped contral part white (Water),
the conical spire red  (Firey, while the tourth  clemens  (Air)
which  should show a2 green surface, s generally hidden under
the honorific umbrella, a  symbol  which, especially in its
Tibetan form, is closely connected with the concept of Air,  Without
taking into  account its tree-origin and its natural relationship
sun, air and sky, it may be mentioned that ac Lordmﬂ to the later Indian an(l
Tlh{, an tradition honoritic umbrellas were Huppmcd to appear in the
skv, when asaint had realized certain magic powers, Between the umbrella
an(l the flaming drop (Tib.: thig-ley, thL- respective symbols of Air and
Fther, there is a white crescent, in whose inner curve rests a red sun-
disc.  They repeat the colours of the two main elements of the Chorren,
namely that of the moon-related, watecpot-shaped central part and that
of the sun-related conicat spire. The meaning of this repetition becorues
evident it we remember the role of the hmar and slar forces moving
through the main channels or nadis of the psycho-physical organism of
man,  The most important one runs  through the spinal column and
is called susumna (dbu-maresa in Tibetan), while ida (Vib.: rkyang-ma resa)
and pingala (Tib.: ro-md rtsa) coil round the central channel in opposite
dircctions, the pale white-coloured rda starting from the loft (or, accor-
ding to Tibetan tradition, controlling the left side of the human body),
the redeoloured pingala from the right (or controlling the right side).
ida 13 the conductor of the lunar or ‘mwoon-like' (condrasvarapa)
forces, which have the regenerative properties and the unity of undifferen-
tiated subconscious life, as represented by the latent creativencss ot
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seed, egg and semen, in which all chtonic-telluric cults are centred.

Pingals is the vehicle of solar forces (surya-svarupa), which have the

properties of intellectual activity, representing the conscious, differentiated
individualized life. Individualisation, however, if separating itself ,from
its origin, is as death-spelling as knowledge severed from the sources

of life. This is why wisdom and compassion (prajna and karuna) must

be united for the attainment of liberation. And for the same reason

pingala, the solar energy, without the regenerating influence of ida, the

tunar energy, acts like a poison, while even the elixir of immortality

(amrita), to which the regenerating lunar energy is compared, has no

value without the light of knowledge.

It is for this reason that only when the solar and, hunar encrgies
are united in the central channel, the susumna, and carried up from the
root-centre {muladhara-cakra) through all the other centres of psychic
power and consciousness until they reach the universal level in the
Thousand-Petalled Lotus of the sahasrara-cakra, that the final integration
of these two forcesVtakes place and results in the uitimate state of
Mlumination (samyak-sambodbi). In the spherical and conical parts of
the Chorten the two currents of psychic energy are represented by their
separate and elementary aspects; in the crescent and the sun-disc they
are represented in their sublimated or spiritualized form as knowledge
(prajna) and compassion {karuna), from the union of which the dazzling
flame-jewel of perfect enlightenment is born. ‘This symbol of unity and
ultimate reality has its latent counterpart in the form of a blue dot
(bindu; Tib. : thig-le) or seed (bija), the creative germ or spiritual pot-
entiality, inherent in every sentient being as the potential consciousness
of enlightenment (bodhicitta; Tib.; hyahng chub-sems).  The unfolding
of this latent principle is the aim of the spiritual path, which isachieved
when all our psychic faculties as embodied in the various centres—are
permeated by it. When the mystic union between the sun of knowledge
and the moon of compassion has reached its zenith :and consummation
on the highest spiritual plane, the Thousand-Petalled Lotus, then it comes
to pass that the dark seed, containing the essence of the universe and
the ever-present reality of the dharma-dhaty, breaks open and bursts
forth into the dazzling flame of enlightenment, the crowning symbo}
of the most universal type of the Tibetan Chorten, ‘
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