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WHAT CAN THE LIFESPANS OF RSABHA, BHARATA, SREYAMSA, AND ARA
TELL US ABOUT THE HISTORY OF THE CONCEPT OF MOUNT MERU?

Ruth Satinsky
1. Introduction

Willibald Kirfel (1920/1990), in his major study on Indian cosmology, Die Kosmographie
der Inder nach den Quellen dargestellt, compares the brahmanical, buddhist, and jaina
cosmological systems, and gives an account of Mount Meru's characteristics in all three
systems. He concludes that the early brahmanical cosmology forms the basis of the later
cosmology found in the epics and puranas,' and that of the buddhist and jaina systems, as
well.?2 Suzuko Ohira (1994: 22, §69) also adheres to Kirfel's point of view, and claims in her
study of the Viyahapannatti (= Bhagavatisiitra): ““[...] both Jainas and Buddhists built their

own cosmographical features after the models of the Hindus.””

! “Die iltere Epoche der brahmanischen Kosmographie ist aber nicht nur fiir die jiingere Voraussetzung und
Grundlage, sondern auch fiir die Systeme der Buddhisten und Jaina die erst in spéterer Zeit entstanden und auf
den gegebenen Vorstellungen weiterbauen mussten” (Kirfel 1920/1990: 2).

2 Apart from Willibald Kirfel’s general work on Indian cosmology, scholarly literature has focused primarily on
the symbolism of Mount Meru. See, e.g., Eliade, 1947/1969 and 1949/2004; von Heine-Geldern, 1930 and 1942;
Mus, 1935/1990; Bosch, 1960; Mabbett, 1983; Granoff 1997/2009. These studies have presented Mount Meru
variously as the “cosmic axis,” “home of the gods,” or “heaven on earth.” W. Randolf Kloetzli (1985) has argued
that the shape of Mount Meru in the Visnu Purana is defined by the logic of stereographic projection; and
(2010), that there may be a link between the names of the puranic Mount Meru and the “Climate of Merog€,” one
of the “Seven Ptolemaic Climates.” Natalia R. Lidova (forthcoming) has studied the relationship between “The
Cosmography of Mount Meru and Early Paja Cult.” See also Sircar 1966/1967: 33ff. for his study of conceptual
interactions between brahmanical, buddhist and jaina cosmologies.

3 “The cosmographical framework of the Jainas must have begun to be set down upon entering the third
canonical stage [which Ohira proposes dating between 1% ¢. B.C. /1* ¢. A.D. — 3" ¢. A.D], and an inquiry into
astronomical science was indispensable for this. As comparative studies of the ancient Indian cosmographies
reveal [Ohira, fn 12: ‘For instance, cf. Kirfel: Die Kosmographie der Inder.’], both Jainas and the Buddhists built
their own cosmographical features after the model of the Hindus. The Jainas started to collect the then
astronomical theories and data from the Jyotisa Vedarga pertaining to the orbit, motion, position of the sun, and
so on, and the waning and waxing of the moon, the conjunctures of the naksatras, etc., etc., which are recorded
and refuted in the Siirya-Candra p. in order to prove that the relevant Jaina positions were more advanced than
others. This proves that the Jainas had already mastered the then available astronomical sciences and came out
with their own views and theories by the beginning of the 3™ century A. D. and came out with their own views



Contrary to Kirfel's hypothesis, this paper will present some provisional ideas that
suggest that the concept of Mount Meru entered brahmanical literature under the influence of
the culture out of which Jainism and Buddhism arose, the culture of Greater Magadha.* Thus,
the introduction of the concept of Mount Meru into brahmanical literature in the
Mahabharata® might, 1 propose, be the result of a different historical reality than that which
Kirfel perceives. That is to say, one that gives rise to a syncretic form of brahmanical

cosmology.® This hypothesis is based on the following observations:

1) The cosmological concept of Mount Meru (hereafter defined as: “the golden
mountain at the centre of the earth and the universe, around which the heavenly
bodies revolve”) is prominent in the earliest jaina and buddhist literature, but

strikingly absent from brahmanical literature prior to the Mahabharata.’

2) Its late introduction into brahmanical literature marks the shift from vedic to epic
and puranic cosmology at a time when brahmanical contacts with Buddhism, Jainism,
and their region of origin, Greater Magadha, were possible and presumably
established.®

and theories by the beginning of the 3™ century A.D” (Ohira, 1994: 22, § 69).

4 The term “Greater Magadha™ has been used by Johannes Bronkhorst 2007: 3ff. to refer to the region east of the
confluence of the Ganga and Yamuna (present-day Uttar Pradesh and Bihar) where the spiritual traditions of
Buddhism, Jainism, Ajivikism and other heterodox sects originated and manifested their own distinct spiritual
ideologies, such as the belief in karmic retribution and rebirth. According to Bronkhorst, the brahmanization of
this region did not begin to occur until sometime around 185 BCE.

> See below: Mbh 6.7.8-19, 27 (Appendix C); Mbh 3.102.2-7 (Appendix D); Mbh 3.160.25-28 (Appendix E).

¢ In addition to the concept of Mount Meru, there are other new cosmological concepts, and cosmographical
features, which enter brahmanical literature for the first time in the Mahabhdarata. For example: the heavenly
Ganga; Jambudvipa; the alternate concentric rings of continents, mountains and oceans; a cyclic notion of time
(kalpas, yugas, etc.). See Gonzilez-Reimann 2002 for his study of the yuga theory in the Mahabharata. He
argues (p. 2) that the yuga theory was “a late superimposition” onto the Mahabharata, and points out (p. 7) that
“the yuga theory is conspicuously absent from vedic literature.” Commenting on Gonzdlez-Reimann's
hypothesis, Bronkhorst 2007: 71 believes that “[...] we may have to see in the cyclic vision of time an element
that entered into the brahmanical tradition from the culture of Greater Magadha at a time when the core of the
Mahabharata (its first written version) was already in existence.” And Parpola 2013: 30 underlines the fact that
certain aspects of brahmanical cosmology, such as astral names, appear rarely in vedic literature, yet frequently
in the epics and puranas and are traceable to non-rgvedic traditions from “the non-brahmanical country of
Magadha.”

7 See below, Appendix B: “The Absence of the Concept of Mount Meru in Vedic literature.”

8 See Bronkhorst 2007: 1ff. for a comparison between the brahmanic culture situated west of the confluence of



3) “The number eighty-four and its multiples,” a special group of numbers
associated with cosmological phenomena and entities of importance, is prominent
in the jaina and buddhist canons, and in Ajivikism, but absent from brahmanical
literature prior to the Mahabharata.’ The first occurrence in brahmanical literature
of a number from this group with cosmological purport is found in Mahabharata
(Mbh 6.7.10)'°, which states that Mount Meru rises 84,000 yojanas above the

earth.

Concerning ‘“the number eighty-four and its multiples,” it should be noted that my
hypothesis does not rely upon research into the symbolism of these numbers. For, although
these numbers are very prominent, their significance is nowhere explained. Thus, regardless
of any symbolic meaning they may have possibly (but not necessarily) had for the various
religious traditions in the early historical period, there is evidence for these numbers
associated with cosmological phenomena or entities in the jaina and buddhist canons, and in
Ajivikism, and none for them in brahmanical literature prior to the Mahabharata." This, I
believe, is a sufficient basis upon which to question their historical implications.'> Consider

the examples which follow.

the Ganga and the Yamuna, and the culture of Greater Magadha situated to the east; and a study of their
interactions between the second century BCE and the second or third century CE.

? See below, Appendix A: “The Absence of the Concept of the Number Eighty-Four and its Multiples in Vedic
Literature.”

10 See below, Mbh 6.7.10 in Appendix C.

11'W. Randolf Kloetzli (personal communication, 13 December 2011) has speculated that the number 84,000
could be “derived from some formula for relating the seven planets to the twelve signs of the zodiac (7 x 12 =
84).” John Brockington (personal communication, 8 January 2012) has proposed that the number eighty-four
represents the seven days of the week multiplied by the twelve months of the year. The number seven, he says, is
prominent with the Ajivikas, and important in the Iranian tradition, where one finds the concept of the week
very strong. Walther Schubring 1935/1962/2000: 28 has stated: “it should be remembered that the figure of
eighty-four or either of its plurals frequently appear with the Jains and elsewhere where they only fail to give
precise details for something founded on fact.”

12 Numbers from this group associated with important cosmological phenomena or entities will be privileged
here. However, it is to be noted that these numbers are also frequently associated with non-cosmological
phenomena or entities in the jaina and buddhist canonical literature. This indicates to what extent these numbers
were truly popular and embedded in these traditions. See, for example, KS; 213 and KS;214 in fn 13, below.



2. The Number Eighty-Four and its Multiples in the Jaina and Buddhist Canons'?

2.1 The lifespans of Rsabha, Bharata, Sreyémsa and Ara

The Pajjosavanakappa, a Svetambara canonical text, states that Rsabha's earthly lifespan was
8,400,000 puvva.'

The Jambuddivapannatti 5, the sixth upariga of the Svetambara canon, also attests to
8,400,000 puvva for Rsabha's lifespan (JDP, 2.40; JDP, 2.88)'¢ and the same number of
puvva for Bharata's lifespan (JDP, 3.87.2; JDP, 3.225)."

The Viyahapannatti, the fifth anga of the Svetambara canon, states, more generally,
that the lifespans of naradeva (cakkavatttr) last a minimum of seven hundred years and a
maximum of 8,400,000 puvva (Viys 12.9.13); and those of devahideva (titthagara), a
minimum of seventy-two years and a maximum of 8,400,000 puvva (Viys 12.9.15)"%.

The Trisastisalakapurusacaritra, a non-canonical Svetambara universal history,"

13 The following examples from the jaina and buddhist canons are not exhaustive.

14 KS5227: tenam kalenam tenam samaenam Usabhe araha Kosalie visam [...] caurastim puvva-saya-sahassaim
savv'-auyam palaitta [...]: KS, 227: “In that period, in that age the Arhat Rishabha the Kosalian lived [...] eight
millions four hundred thousand years on the whole” (tr. Jacobi, 1884: 284f.). 8,400,000 puvva = 1 tutitarga
(tudianga) (= 8,400,000 years). The celestial lifespans of the Tirthankaras are longer and calculated in
sagarovama. See, fn 22 below.

The Pajjosavanakappa also associates “the number 84 and its multiples” with some non-cosmological
subjects related to Rsabha:

KSs; 213: Usabhassa nam arahao Kosaliyassa caurdsii ganda caurdasii ganahara ya hottha.

KS; 214: Usabhassa nam arahao Kosaliyassa Usabhasena - pamokkhdo caurasii samana sahassio ukkosiya
samana - sampaya hottha: “The Arhat Rsabha, the Kosalian, had eighty-four Ganas and eighty-four Ganadharas
(213). The Arhat Rsabha, the Kosalian, had an excellent community of eighty-four thousand Sramanas with
Rsabhasena at their head” (214) (tr. Jacobi, 1884: 284).

5 The Jambuddivapannatti contains biographies of Rsabha and Bharata, as well as important sections on
cosmography and cosmology.

16 JDP, 2.88: [...] caurasiim puvvasayasahassaim savvauwyam palaitta |[...].
17 JDP, 3.225: tae nam se bharahe kevalr [...] caurasidam puvva-saya-sahassadam savv ‘auyam palaitta |[...].
8 Viy, 12.9.13: naradevanam bhamte puccha | goyama jahannenam satta vasasaydaim ukkosenam caurdasiim
puvvasayasahassaim ||
Viys 12.9.15: devahidevanam bhamte pucchda | goyama jahannenam bavattarim (bdsattarim?) vasaim

ukkosenam caurasiim puvvasayasahassaim ||

1 The universal history developed out of the commentarial literature of the Avassayanijjutti which describes the
six obligatory actions (a@vassaya) to be recited daily by ascetics. See Leumann 1934.



also confirms Rsabha's and Bharata's lifespans of 8,400,000 puvva, and mentions Sreyamsa's
lifespan of 8,400,000 years, and Ara's of 84,000 years.?

2.2 Calculable (Ganiya) Time Measures

In the Svetambara and Digambara traditions, “the number eighty-four and its multiples” are
omnipresent in the category of “calculable” (ganiya) time measures.”’ Their function is to
designate calculable time periods of great magnitude within the osappini (“down-moving”)
and ussappint (“up-moving”) two half-motions of jaina cosmic time.?? Hence, the use of these
numbers to designate the extraordinarily long earthly lifespans of Rsabha, Bharata, Sreyamsa,
and Ara.”

Textual paradigms for the Svetimbara ganiya time measures are found in the
Viyahapannatti (Viys 6.7.114) and Jambuddivapannatti (JDP, 2.24; JDP, 2.4.4); and those of

20 See TSPC 1931-1962/2013: 220-22 for the lifespans of Rsabha, Bharata, Sreyamsa, Ara and the other
fordmakers; and Kirfel 1959b: 142f. for a table of their lifespans compiled from the universal history.

22 Time is conceived of as a great wheel (kalacakka), turning without beginning nor end, and divided into two
half-motions, osappint (“down-moving”) and ussappint (“up-moving”), which are then subdivided into six time
periods respectively. The six osappini periods are: 1) an “extremely happy” susumda-susuma period that lasts 4 x
10"% sagarovama years; 2) a “happy”susuma period that lasts 3 x 10" sagarovama years; 3) a “more happy than
unhappy” susumd-duhsama period that lasts 2 x 10" sagarovama years; 4) a “more unhappy than
happy”’duhsama-susuma period that lasts 1 x 10" sagarovama years, less 42,000 calendrical years; 5) an
“unhappy” duhsama period that lasts 21,000 calendrical years; and 6) a “very unhappy” duhsama-duhsama
period that lasts 21,000 calendrical years. When the sixth period ends in destruction, the upward moving period
begins with the six periods occurring in reverse order than those of the osappini (JDP, 2.25). The “down-
moving” (osappini) or “up-moving” (ussappini) motions only exist in the karmabhiimi, not in the five Videha
regions of the innermost Two-and-a-Half Island continents (Adaidvipa) of the Middle World (madhyaloka).

2 The celestial lifespans of the fordmakers, as opposed to their earthly ones, are measured in time periods called
sagarovama. The Jambuddivapannatti (JDP, 2.25; JDP, 2.6.2) and the Viyahapannatti (Viys 6.7.116) state that 1
sagarovama = 10 kotakoti of paliovama. However, Walther Schubring 1935/1969/2000: 226 claims that 1
sagarovama = 8,400,000"; and Paul Dundas 2005: 2025 claims that 1 sdgarovama = 8,400,000 x 10' years.
Unfortunately, they do not cite the textual references for their claims, but if either Schubring or Dundas is
correct, this would imply that “the number eighty-four and its multiples” are embedded within all of the
calculations for the celestial lifespans of the fordmakers based on time periods measured in sagarovama. For
example, the Pajjosavanakappa states that Rsabha lived in the celestial world before being born into his earthly
existence for thirty sagarovama (KS; 191); Par§va for twenty sagarovama (KS; 149); Aristanemi, for thirty-three
sagarovama (KS; 162); and Mahavira for twenty sagarovama (KS; 2).>* There is also a passage in the second
book of the Ayara (AS 2.15.2) that attests to Mahavira's lifespan of twenty sagarovama in the celestial world
before he was born into his earthly existence. Although the second book of the Ayara is considered by the
commentators to be later than the first, the reference to the length of the celestial lifespan of Mahavira may,
nonetheless, signify that “the number eighty-four and its multiples” underlie the notion of sagarovama. The
Ayara is one of the earliest texts of the jaina canon, and contains the first extensive biography of Mahavira.



the Digambara ganiya time measures in the Tiloyapannatti (TP 4.282 {f.), Trilokasara and
Trilokadipika.** The Viyahapannatti and Jambuddivapannatti cite the ganiya time measures
from the smallest unit of time (one samaya) up to the largest “calculable” unit (one
sisapahelika). From the time unit of eighty-four vasasayasahassa upwards, “the number

eighty-four and its multiples” are omnipresent in this system of time measures.

According to Viys 6.7.114':

8,400,000 years =1 puvvamge
8,400,000 puvvamga =1 puvve (= 70,560,000,000,000years')
8,400,000 puvva =1 tudiamge
8,400,000 rudiamge =1 tudie
8,400,000 rudie =1 adadamge
8,400,000 adadamge =1ada

8,400,000 ada =1 avavamge
8,400,000 avavamge =1 avave
8,400,000 avave =1 huhuamge
8,400,000 huhuamge =1 huhue
8,400,000 huhue =1 uppalamge
8,400,000 uppalamge =1 uppale
8,400,000 uppale =1 paumamge
8,400,000 paumamge =1 paume
8,400,000 paume =1 nalinamge
8,400,000 nalinamge =1 naline
8,400,000 naline =1 atthaniuramge
8,400,000 atthaniuramge =1 atthaniure
8,400,000 atthaniure =1 auamge
8,400,000 auamge = laue

8,400,000 aua =1 pauamge
8,400,000 pauamge =1 paue
8,400,000 paue = 1 nauamge
8,400,000 nauamge =1 naue
8,400,000 naue =1 ciliamge
8,400,000 ciliamge =1 calia
8,400,000 ciilie =1 sisapaheliamge
8,400,000 sisapaheliamge = 1 stsapaheliya

2 Kirfel 1920/1990: 208 ff. bases his study of Digambara cosmology exclusively on the Trilokasara
(Trailokyasara) by Nemicandra, and the Trilokadipika (Trailokyadipika) by Indravamadeva. However, I have
also included the Tiloyapannatti (Trilokaprajiiapti) by Yativrsabha because: much of the Trilokasara seems to be
based on the Tiloyapannatti; the Trilokasara (TLS Jain: 2003) does not contain the portion on time measures;
and I was unable to consult the Trilokadipika. See Kirfel 1920/1990: 337-39 for tables of the Svetambara and
Digambara ganiya time measures compiled from the Viyahapannatti, Jambuddivapannatti, Anuogadara,
Jivabhigama with Malayagiri's commentary, Tattvarthasiitra by Umasvati, Trilokadipika and Trilokasara. "The
number eighty-four and its multiples" are equally prominent in the Digambara time measures, but there are some
variations (e.g., the highest ganiya number in the Digambara system is 1 acalappa = 8,400,000 x 84",



2.3 The Number 84,000 and the Height of Mount Meru

The Digambara Tiloyapannatti® states that there are five Merus (here also called Mandara) in
all. One in the centre of Jambiuidiva (Jambuidvipa): 99,000 yojanas above the earth, and 1,000
yojanas below it;*® two on the island-continent of Dhadaisanda (Dhatakikhanda): 84,000
yojanas above the earth, and 1,000 yojanas below it, respectively;*” and two are on the half
island-continent of Pokkhara (Puskarardha): 84,000 yojanas above the earth, and 1000
yojanas below it, respectively.”®® The Trilokasara® provides the same information as the

Tiloyapannatti.*

> TP 4.2.10.1803-1804; TP 4.4.2616-2617; TP 4.6.2830; TP 4.6.2836; TP 4.6.2857.

26 On Jambidiva:

TP 4.2.10.1803: varise mahavidehe bahumajjhe mamdaro mahdaselo / (“In the very middle of Mahavideha is
Mandara ...”) (tr. Jain and Jain, 2012: 367, modified by R. Satinsky (idem for fns 26-27)).

TP 4.2.10.1804: joyana-sahassa-gdado nava-navadi-sahassa-metta-uccheho / (“1000 yojanas deep, and
99,000 yojanas high...”) (Jain and Jain, 2012: 367).

27 On Dhadaisanda:

TP 4.4.2616: taddive puvavara-videha-vassana hodi bahumajjhe / puvva-pavaninada-ritvo ekkekko mamdaro
selo //. ([On Dhadaisanda], “in the very middle of the eastern and western Videha regions, there is a Mandara in
each region.”) (Jain and Jain 2012: 511).

TP 4.4.2617: joyana-sahassa-gadhaa cilasidi-sahassa-joyanuccheha / (“They [i.e., the two Mandaras
attested to in TP 4.4.2616] are 1000 yojanas deep and 84,000 yojanas high.”) (Jain and Jain 2012: 511).

28 On Pokkhara:

TP 4.6.2830: donham isugaranam vicchale homti donina vijayavara / cakkaddha-samayara ekkekka tasu
merugir? 7 |l: “In each of the two Videha regions shaped like a whole in the wheel, there is one Mount Meru”
(Jain & Jain 2012: 550).

TP 4.6.2836: mukka merugirimdam kulagiri-pahudinam diva-tidayammi / vittharuccheha-samo ket evam
parivetim |I: “The width and height of all the mountains excluding Mount Meru are similar in all three dvipas”
[i.e., Jambiidiva, Dhadaisanda, and Pokkhara.] (Jain & Jain 2012: 551).

TP 4.6.2857: dhadatsanda-pavaninada-donnam meruna savva-vapnanayam / ettheva ya vattavvam
gayadamtam bhaddasala-kuru-rahidam |I: “The descriptions of Dhadaisanda and Pokkhara should also be
understood as that of Pokkhara except for that of Mount Tusk-faced, Bhaddasala, and Kuru” [i.e., the four Merus
(two on Dhadaisanda, and two on Pokkhara) are 84,000 yojanas high and 1000 yojanas deep respectively]) (Jain
& Jain 2012: 555).

» TLS 5.605 ff.; TLS 2003: 303.

30 The Thana (Than 2.3.344; 2.3.350; 4.2.337) also attests that in addition to Mandara on Jambiidvipa, there are
four other Mandaras: two on Dhatakikhanda, and two on Puskarardha, respectively. However, the text does not
mention their heights. According to Schubring 1935/1962/2000: 229, the two Mandaras on Dhatakikhanda are
also attested to in the Samavaya (92a); Sthanargavritti (167b); and Umasvati's Tattvarthasitra (on 3, 11). The
Jambuddivapannatti (JDP, 4.132; 4.137) only mentions Mandara on Jambudvipa rising 99,000 yojanas above the
earth and descending 1000 yojanas below it. Kirfel 1920/1990: 250-52 confirms that the heights of the two
Mandaras on Dhatakikhanda and the two on Puskarardha are 84,000 yojanas above the earth and 1000 yojanas



In the Pali canon, the Aniguttara Nikaya states that Sineru (Meru) is 84,000 yojanas
high and wide, and that it descends 84,000 yojanas beneath the sea.’!

There are other significant occurrences of the number 84,000 in buddhist literature.
For example, there are the 84,000 dharmaskandhas of the Buddha® - i.e., portions of the
teaching relating to laws (dharmaskandhavasena caturasitisahasravidham)® - and the 84,000
stijpas containing the relics of Sakyamuni* which were distributed by Asoka out of the
original eight portions.

In the Bhismaparvan of the Mahabharata (Mbh 6.7.10),% as well as in the puranas,*
it is stated that Meru rises 84,000 yojanas above the earth and descends 16,000 yojanas
below it. The height of Mount Meru in the Mahabharata is the first occurrence in brahmanical
literature of a number with cosmological significance from the group of “the number eighty-

four and its multiples.”’

2.4 The Number 8,400,000 for Jainas and Ajivikas

The Viyahapannatti (Viys 13.1.4; 13.1.10-16) lists the seven regions of the Lower World

below it, respectively. His sources are the Jivabhigamasiitra, Lokaprakasa, Jambudvipasamasa, Trailokyadipika,
and Trailokyasara for Dhatakikhanda; and Jivabhigamasiitra, Lokaprakasa, Jambiidvipasamasa, and
Trailokyadipika for Puskarardha. For the editions of these texts, see Kirfel 1920/1990: 208f. The Sityagada (Sty
1.6.10-11) also attests that Meru rises 99,000 yojanas above the earth and descends 1000 yojanas below it.
However, my thanks to Peter Fliigel (personal communication, 15 June 2014) for pointing out to me that this
passage is considered to be an interpolation.

3'Hardy, 1958: 100: Sineru bhikkave pabbatardja caturdasitiyojanasahassani ayamena caturasitiyojanasahassani
vittharena caturasitiyojanasahassani mahasamudde ajjhogalho caturasitiyojanasahassani mahasamudda

accuggato.

32 According to Lamotte 1958: 162, the number of dharmaskandhas of the Buddha is generally given as 84,000,
but there are variant versions with the number 80,000.

3 Theragatha 1024, as given in Lamotte 1958: 162: Dvasitim buddhato ganhi, dve sahassani bhikkhuto
caturasiti sahassani ye ‘me dhamma pavattino.

34 According to Lamotte 1958: 162, the number of stijpas containing the relics of Sakyamuni is generally given
as 84,000, but there are variant versions with the number 80,000.

35 See also the apparatus at Mbh 6.7.9 for some numerical variations.
% See, eg., Visnu Purana 2.2.8; Matsya Purana 1.113.40; Vayu Purana 1.34.49-50.

37 See below, Appendix A: “The Absence of the Concept of the Number Eighty-Four and its Multiples in Vedic
Literature.”



(ahe-loga) and gives the number of abodes of hell (niray'-avasa) for each respective region.
The total number of places of hell is 8,400,000.%

Also in the Viyahapannatti (Viy, 15.101; Viy, 15.68), the number 8,400,000 refers to
the number of mahakappas through which a person must pass before he can reach salvation
according to the Ajivikas.*® The same concept, attributed to the teachings of Makkhali
Gosala, is expressed in the Sammaffiaphala Sutta of the buddhist Digha Nikaya (DN 1 p.
54).40

Padmanabh S. Jaini (1980: 228) also draws attention to the fact that the number
8,400,000 has been retained in [the jaina] system to the present-day, although in a

3 Viys 13.1.4; 13.1.10; 13.1.12-16: “[...] tisam nirayavasasayasahassa pannatta (3,000,000) | [...] panavisam
sayasahassa (2,500,000) | [...] pannarasa sayasahassa (1,500,000) | [...] dasa sayasahassa (1,000,000) | [...]
tinina sayasahassa (300,000) | [...] ege pamciine sayasahasse (95,995) | [...] pamca (5) | [i.e., 3,000,000 +
2,500,000 + 1,500,000 + 1,000,000 + 300,000 + 95,995 + 5 = 8,400,000 (R. Satinsky)].

¥ Viy, 15.101; Viy, 15.68: savve te caiirasitim mahakappa-saya-sahassaim satta divve satta safijithe satta
sannigabbhe satta paiitta-parihare parica kammani saya-sahassaim satthim ca sahassaim chac ca sae tinni ya
kammamse anupuvvenam khavaitta tao paccha sijjhanti bujjhanti muccanti parinivvainti savvadukkhanam
antam karemsu va karenti va karissanti va 1: “All those who have reached or are reaching or will reach salvation
must finish in order 8,400,000 mahakappas, seven divine births, seven groups, seven sentient births, seven
‘abandonments of transmigration’ (paiitta-parihara), 500,000 kammas, and 60,000 and 600 and the three parts
of kamma. Then, being saved, awakened, set free, and reaching nirvana they have made or are making or will
make an end of all sorrow” (tr. Basham 1951: 219, and modified by Bronkhorst 2007: 44).

DN 1 p. 54: “[...] cullasiti maha-kappuno sata-sahassani yani bale ca pandite ca sandhavitva samsaritva
dukkhass' antam karissanti. Tattha n' atthi: “Iminaham silena va vatena va tapena va brahmacariyena va
aparipakkam va kammam paripacessami, paripakkam va kammam phussa-phussa vyanti-karissamiti.” H'evam
n' atthi dona-mite sukha-dukkhe pariyanta-kate samsare, n' atthi hayana-vaddhane n' atthi ukkamsavakkamse.
Seyyatha pi nama sutta-gule khitte nibbethiyamanam eva phaleti, evam eva bale ca pandite ca sandhavitva
samsaritva dukkhass' antam karissantiti”: “There are [...] 8,400,000 great kalpas, through which fool and wise
alike will take their course, and make an end of sorrow. There is no question of bringing unripe karma to
fruition, nor of exhausting karma already ripened, by virtuous conduct, by vows, by penance, or by chastity.
That cannot be done. Samsara is measured as with a bushel, with its joy and sorrow and its appointed end. It can
neither be lessened nor increased, nor is there any excess of deficiency of it. Just as a ball of thread will, when
thrown, unwind to its full length, so fool and wise alike will take their course, and make an end of sorrow” (tr.
Bronkhorst 2007: 43, who explains that he omits additions made by Basham on the basis of Buddhaghosa's
commentary).

My thanks to Johannes Bronkhorst for bringing this passage to my attention (Bronkhorst, personal
communication, 15 December 2011). This passage is cited by Basham 1951/1989: 14-15 n. 3; 1954/1959: 295
as being representative of Makkhali Gosala's teachings in the Sammafifiaphala Sutta of the buddhist Digha
Nikaya; and is also cited by Bronkhorst 2007: 42 ff.. Both Basham 1951: 219 and Bronkhorst 2007: 44 compare
DN 1 pp. 53-54 with Viy; 15.101 and Viy, 15.68. They conclude that these passages must be derived from a
common source. Bronkhorst 2007: 44 states that: “It also constitutes an important argument to look upon the
passage in the Pali Samafifiaphala Sutta as providing historical information about the Ajivikas, even though
there appear to be no precise parallels in Chinese and Tibetan.”



significantly altered context.*! This number is for Jainas the sum total of conceivable birth-
situations (yoni) (i.e., the four destinies divided into all their sub-categories, sub-sub-
categories, etc.) in which souls may find themselves, again and again, as they circle through

samsara.*

3. The Concept of Mount Meru in the Jaina and Buddhist Canons

The Jambuddivapannatti (JDP; 4.132)* describes Mount Meru (here called Mandara*) as
being situated in the very middle of Jambuddiva, the innermost circular continent at the
centre of the earth and the universe; and (JDP; 7.159 ff.) 4> as the mountain around which the

suns, moons, constellations, and planets revolve. The Sirapannatti (Sirap 19.22.10-11;

4 Le., different from that of the Ajivikas.

42 Here, Jaini 1980: 228 n. 26 supplies quotations from the Tattvarthasiitra and from its commentary the
Sarvarthasiddhi.

4 JDP, 4.132: [pra. 1] kahi nam bhante jambuddive dive mahavidehe vase mandare namam pavvae pannatte |
[u.] goyama uttarakurde dakikhanenam devakurde uttarenam puvvavidehassa vasassa paccatthimenam
avaravidehassa vasassa puratthimenam jambuddivassa bahumajjhadesabhde ettha nam jambuddive dive
mandare namam pavvae pannatte | [...] .

4 The Jambuddivapannatti (JDP; 4.138; JDP, 4.260) states that Mount Meru (Mandara) has sixteen names: 1.
Mandara, 2. Meru, 3. Manorama, 4. Sudamsana, 5. Sayampabha, 6. Giriraya, 7. Rayanoccaya, 8. Siloccaya, 9.
Majjhe logassa, 10. Nabhi, 11. Accha, 12. Striavatta, 13. Striavarana, 14. Uttama, 15. Disadi, 16. Vadimsa.

4 JDP; 7.159: [pra] jambuddive nam bhamte dive kai camda pabhasimsu pabhasamti pabhasissamti kai siria
tavaimsu tavemti tavissamti kevaia nakkhatta jogam joimsu joamti joissamti kevaia mahaggaha caram carimsu
caramti carissamti kevaido taragana kodakodio sobhimsu sobhamti sobhissamti [u] goyama do camda
pabhasimsu do siria tavaimsu chappannam nakkhatta jogam joimsu chavattaram mahaggahasayam caram
carimsu |

egam ca saya sahassam tettisam khalu bhave sahassaim |

nava 'y saya panndsa taraganakodikodinam ||

JDP, 7.164 (the solar orbits with their distance from Meru): [pra 1] jambuddive nam bhamte dive
mamdarassa pavvayassa kevaide abahae savvabbhamtare siiramamdale pannatte | [u] goyama coalisam joana
sahassaim attha ya vise joana sae abdhde savvabbhamtare saramamdale pannatte |; JDP, 7.175 (the lunar
orbits): [pra 2] jambuddive nam bhamte dive kevaaim ogahitta kevaia candamandala pannatta | [u] goyama
Jjambuddive dive asiyam sayam ogahitta pamca candamandala pannatta |; JDP, 7.182 (the constellation orbits):
[pra 1] kai nam bhamte nakkhattamandala pannatta |[u] goyama attha nakkhattamandala pannatta; JDP, 7.198
(the stellar orbits): [pra 1] mandarassa nam bhante pavvayassa kevaiae abahde joisam carai | [u] goyama
ikkarasahim joana saehim abahde joisam caram carai |.

See also, Kirfel 1920/1990: 285 for references to similar passages in the manuscripts he consults; and
Schubring 1935/1962/2000: 234.
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19.23)* and the Tiloyapannatti (TP 4.435)* also attest to the sun and the moon revolving
around Meru; and the Pajjosavanakappa (KS,; 39)* mentions the concept in one of the
fourteen dreams of Trisala, the soon-to-be mother of Mahavira.* However, the concept of a
central mountain around which the heavenly bodies revolve is absent from vedic literature,
and only found for the first time in brahmanical literature in the Mahabharata.™

The Pali canon also attests to Mount Meru, but calls it Sineru or Neru.’' There is a
Sineru Sutta in the Samyutta Nikaya,** and a Neru Jataka.>

In buddhist literature, Meru is associated with two systems. The first is the cakkavala,
or “single world” system,* which describes the cosmos as a flat disc with heavens and
meditation realms above, and hells below. There are seven concentric golden mountain
ranges with Mount Meru at the centre, and the cakkavala, a circular mountain range made of
iron, lies at the outermost perimeter of the disc. The second is the system known as “sahasra
cosmology,” which has a thousand universes each with its own Meru, seven concentric rings
of mountains, a sun, and a moon.> In both systems the wind, moon, sun, and stars revolve

around Meru.

4 Stirap 19.22.10: te merum anucaramtd, padahinavattamamdala savve | anavaithitehim jogehim, camda sira
gahagana ya |l. Surap 19.22.11: nakkhattataraganam, avatthitG mamdala muneyavva | tevi ya padahinavattam
eva merum anucaramti |l. See also Strap. 19.23.

YTTP 4.435: jambiidive merum kuvvamti padahinam tarani-camda |

8 KS,.339: tao [...] | meru giri sayaya pariyattayam / visalam siaram [...] |l

4 The Siyagada (Suy 1.6.11) also states: “It [Meru] touches the sky and is immersed in the earth; round it
revolve the suns; it has the colour of gold, and contains many Nandana (parks); on it the Mahéndras enjoy
themselves” (tr. Jacobi, 1895: 288). However, as mentioned above (p. 9, n. 34), this passage is an interpolation.

% See below: Appendix B: “The Absence of the Concept of Mount Meru in Vedic Literature”; Appendix C:
Mahabharata (Mbh) 6.7.8-19, 27; Appendix D: Mahabharata (Mbh) 3.102. 2-7; and Appendix E: Mahabharata
(Mbh) 3.160.24-29.

51 Other names for Meru are Hemameru (Citlavamsa 32.79), and Mahaneru (Majjhima Nikaya 1.38); see
Malalasekera, 1960: 1136.

32 Feer, 1960: 457-59; Woodward, 1965: 384—86.

53 Fausbgll, 1962-64, 3: 246-48; Cowell, 1895-1907, 3: 159f. My thanks to Jens-Uwe Hartmann who clarified
for me (Hartmann, personal communication, 7 September 2014) that there are no known manuscripts or
fragments of the Sineru Sutta or the Neru Jataka in Sanskrit.

>* Kloetzli, 1983: 23ff.; Kloetzli, 1987/2005: 2026f.

35 Morris, 1961: 227f.; Woodward, 1970: 207.
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4. Conclusion

The examples presented here not exhaustive, but attest, nonetheless, to the prominence of
“the number eighty-four and its multiples” and the concept of Mount Meru in the earliest
jaina and buddhist literature; as well as the concept of 8,400,000 great kalpas in Ajivikism.

Although the earliest jaina texts which have come down to us are relatively late, and
their dating problematic, if the examples in the jaina canon are considered together with the
other numerous examples in the Pali canon, and those in Ajivikism, this strongly suggests
that the concept of Mount Meru entered brahmanical literature under the influence of the
culture of Greater Magadha.

It is possible that the concept of Mount Meru was introduced into brahmanical
literature as part of the overall response to the crisis that Brahmanism faced under the Nandas
and Mauryas. At that time, Buddhism, Jainism, and other heterodox sects were favoured by
rulers over Brahmanism - a situation which threatened Brahmanism's survival.*® Brahmanism
responded by developing various strategies to regain its former prominence in society. The
reworking of vedic cosmology, and the introduction of new cosmological concepts from the
cultural milieu of Greater Magadha, may have been one of those strategies.

For example, in vedic literature, the heavenly Sarasvati falls down to earth on the
world tree at Praksa Prasravana®’, but in the Mahabharata (Mbh 6.7.27)%, it is the heavenly
Ganga that falls down to earth on the summit of Mount Meru. By reworking and/or
combining certain traditional vedic cosmological concepts, with those that were popular and
prominent in the cultural milieu of Greater Magadha, one might speculate that the redactors
of the Mahabharata were better armed, ideologically, to persuade rulers of their superiority

as ritual specialists. * The result, as we know, was that the Brahmins eventually succeeded in

% See Bronkhorst 2007; 2008; 2011 for his analysis of the impact of the culture of Greater Magadha on
brahmanical culture.

57 Vedic Brahmins sought access to the heavenly world, which they equated with the heavenly Sarasvati (or
Milky Way), by performing a yatsattra (“‘continuous sacrifice””) known as the gavam ayana (“march of the
cows”). For one year, they walked upstream along the banks of the Sarasvati river with 100 cows and a bull, and
performed sacrifices. They moved the sacrificial fire each day until they reached the river's source, which
streamed forth from the world tree at Praksa Prasravana. The world tree was held to be the centre of the world
(i.e., the centre of both heaven and earth) (JUB 4.26.12: plaksasya prasravanasya pradesamatrad udak tat
prthivyai madhyam); and the entrance to the heavenly world. The concepts of the heavenly Sarasvatil and the
world tree at Praksa Prasravana in the vedic texts are replaced by the concepts of the heavenly Ganga and Mount
Meru in the Mahabhdarata. See Witzel, 1984: 213-79; and Hiltebeitel, 2001: 148-52.

58 See, Appendix C.

% The Brahmins were ritual specialists renowned and feared for their ability to control and manipulate
supernatural powers for the benefit or detriment of rulers and their kingdoms (e.g., the conquest of enemies,
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making themselves indispensable to rulers again, and not only as ritual specialists, but also as
counselors to rulers for statecraft and governing, interpreters of divine signs and omens,
pronouncers of curses and blessings, etc. (Bronkhorst, 2007: 271-73; 2008: 6 ff.; 2011: 30-
31). From the Mahabharata onwards, the concept of Mount Meru became the pivot of
brahmanical cosmology, and remained henceforth unchanged and prominent in brahmanical

literature and sacred geography to the present day.

Appendix A: The Absence of the Concept of the Number Eighty-Four and its Multiples

in Vedic Literature

In contrast to the frequent occurrences of “the number eighty-four and its multiples” in jaina
and buddhist literature, the few examples to be found in vedic literature are not associated
with concepts of cosmological significance. According to the Vedic Word-Concordance, in
Kathaka Samhita (5.2.5) the number eighty-four occurs in a long list of numbers (4, 8, 12,
16, etc., up to 100). In the Rgveda Pratisakhya (sitra 949) the number also appears in a list of
numbers (80, 84, 88, 92, etc., up to 104). In the Maitri or Maitrayaniya Upanisad (3.3) the
number eighty-four occurs in the phrase: “The totality of beings which, determined by the
three gunas, evolve from eighty-four lacs of wombs, constitute the variety of its forms.”
Since this Upanisad is late, and this fits perfectly with the uses of eighty-four in Ajivikism
and Jainism, this is a clear case of borrowing. Jaiminiya Brahmana (2.59) mentions the
number eighty-four as being the total number of syllables (aksaras) when the gayatri (24)
and usnih (28) and anustubh (32) are added together; when the parnkti (40) and tristubh (44)
are added together; and when the brhati (36) and jagati (48) are added together. Finally, the
occurrence of the number eighty-four in Atharvaveda Parisista (52.2.2) is too late to be of
significance, nor is its utilisation in this phrase pertinent to this study.

Thus, the number eighty-four or its multiples, associated with phenomenon or entities
of cosmological significance, appear very late in brahmanical literature, i.e., not before the
Mahabharata. This fact provisionally excludes the possibility that the cosmological concept

of this group of numbers originated in the brahmanical context.

protection of kingdoms, acquisition of rain, male progenitors, a place in heaven, etc.).
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Appendix B: The Absence of the Concept of Mount Meru in Vedic Literature®

The Rgveda mentions the mountains of Himavat (10.121.4)%' and Majavat (10.34.1). The
later Samhitas and Brahmanas mention Trikakud (Atharvaveda 4.9.8; Satapatha Brahmana
3.1.3.12) or Trikakubh (Maitrayant Samhita 3.6.3; Kathaka Samhita 23.1; Vajasaneyi
Samhita 25.4; Paiicavimsa Brahmana 22.14). The Satapatha Brahmana (1.8.1.8) mentions
manor avasarpanam, the mountain to which Manu’s vessel is taken by the fish to save him
from being washed away by the flood. The Taittiriya Aranyaka mentions Mahameru (1.7.1—
3),92 Kraufica (1.31.2), and Mainaka (1.31.2). However, none of these texts introduce the
concept of a mountain at the centre of the world called Mount Meru, or called by any other

name, and nor do they mention a mountain around which the heavenly bodies revolve.
Appendix C: Mahabharata (Mbh) 6.7.8-19, 27

parimandalas tayor madhye meruh kanakaparvatah || Mbh 6.7.8cd |l
adityatarunabhaso vidhiima iva pavakah |

yojananam sahasrani sodasadhah kila smrtah 1l 9 |l
ucchais ca caturasitir yojananam mahipate |

irdhvam antas ca tiryak ca lokan avrtya tisthati |l 10 |l
tasya parsve tv ime dvipas catvarah samsthitah prabho |
bhadrasvah ketumalasca jambudvipas ca bharata |
uttaras caiva kuravah krtapunyapratisrayah |1 11 ||
vihagah sumukho yatra suparnasyatmajah kila |

sa vai vicintayamasa sauvarnan preksya vayasan |l 12 |
merur uttamamadhyanam adhamanam ca paksinam |
avisesakaro yasmat tasmad enam tyajamy aham |l 13 |
tam adityo 'nuparyeti satatam jyotisam patih |

candramas ca sanaksatro vayus caiva pradaksinam || 14 ||

% The textual references in this section are taken from Kirfel 1920/1990: 11 nos. 1-5.

6! Himavat also appears in Atharvaveda 4.9.9; 5.4.2, 8; 5.25.7; 6.24.1; 6.95.3; 12.1.11; 19.39.1; Taittiriya Samhita
5.5.11; Vajasaneyi Samhita 24.30; 25.12; and Aitareya Brahmana 8.14.3 See Kirfel, 1920/1990: 11 n. 1.

62 The first mention of Mount Meru in brahmanical literature is found in Taittiriya Aranyaka 1.7.1-3, where it is
called “Mahameru.” The reference is brief, and is without any indication of Mahameru’s place within a broader
cosmological system. Taittiriya Aranyaka 1.7.1-3: sa mahamerum na jahati | na hi Sekum iva mahamerum
gantum iti | gacchanta mahamerum |
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sa parvato mahardja divyapuspaphalanvitah |

bhavanair avrtah sarvair jambunadamayaih Subhaih |l 15 ||
tatra devagana rajan gandharvasuraraksasah |
apsaroganasamyuktah Saile kridanti nityasah |1 16 |

tatra brahma ca rudras ca Sakras capi suresvarah |
sametya vividhair yajiiair yajante ‘nekadaksinaih || 17 |l
tumburur naradas caiva visvavasur haha huhiih |
abhigamyamarasresthah stavaistunvanti cabhibho |l 18 ||
saptarsayo mahatmanah kasyapas ca prajapatih |

tatra gacchanti bhadram te sada parvani parvani 111911 ...
punya punyatamair justa ganga bhagirathi subha |

pataty ajasravegena hrade candramase subhe | 27a—d |

Appendix D: Mahabharata (Mbh) 3.102.2-7:

lomasa uvaca |

adrirajam mahasailam marum kanakaparvatam |

udayastamaye bhanuh pradaksinam avartata |l Mbh 3.102.2 |

tam tu drstva tatha vindhyah sailah siiryam athabravit |

yatha hi merur bhavata nityasah parigamyate |

pradaksinam ca kriyate mam evam kuru bhaskara |l 3 ||

evam uktas tatah suryah Sailendram pratyabhdsata |

naham atmecchaya saila karomy enam pradaksinam |

esa margah pradisto me yenedam nirmitam jagat |1 4 |l

evam uktas tatah krodhat pravrddhah sahasdcalah |

siuryacandramasor margam roddhum icchan paramtapa ll 5 |

tato devah sahitah sarva eva; sendrah samagamya mahadrirdajam |
nivarayam asur upayatas tam; na ca sma tesam vacanam cakara |l 6 ||
athabhijagmur ~— munim  ASramastham;  tapasvinam  dharmabhrtam
varistham/agastyam atyadbhutaviryadiptam,; tam cartham wicuh sahitah suras

tell

Appendix E: Mahabharata (Mbh) 3.160.24-29:

etam jyotimsi sarvani prakarsan bhagavan api |

kurute vitamaskarma adityo "bhipradaksinam || Mbh 3.160.24 ||
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astam prapya tatah samdhyam atikramya divakarah |
udicim bhajate kastham disam esa vibhavasuh || 25 |

sa merum anuvrttah san punar gacchati pandava |
pranmukhah savita devah sarvabhiitahite ratah || 26 ||

sa masam vibhajan kalam bahudha parvasamdhisu |
tathaiva bhagavan somo naksatraih saha gacchati |l 27 |
evam esa parikramya mahamerum atandritah |
bhavayan sarvabhiitani punar gacchati mandaram |l 28 ||
tatha tamisraha devo mayiikhair bhavayan jagat |

margam etad asambadham adityah parivartate 11 29 ||
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