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The Indian subcontinent is the birthplace of Buddhism. Here is where the Buddha was born, where he lived and died. Here is where the first Buddhist councils were established, where the first monks practiced meditation, where the first stupas were built, where the great monasteries like Nalanda were established, where scholars from elsewhere in the Buddhist world came to learn Buddhism and so on. The earliest historical sites related to Buddhism were here too. 

In this book we provide an overview of historical sites related to Buddhism in the Indian subcontinent: including India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal. Here too, we only mention some of the most important sites, for listing out all sites related to Buddhism is virtually impossible on account of their great number. We have also covered holy sites belonging to all the important sects of Buddhism, including Theravada and Mahayana and Vajrayana or Tibetan Buddhism. 

From ancient caves adorned with Jataka murals, to majestic stupas built by emperors and secluded monasteries perched in the Himalayas, the diversity and depth of these sites is truly awe-inspiring. While we cover some of the most historically important and well-preserved locations, it would be impossible to include every site touched by the Dharma. What is presented here is a carefully curated collection, guided by historical significance, cultural richness, and practical accessibility.

For the purposes of this book, we exclude other important Asian Buddhist countries such as Myanmar, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, China and Japan for now. These may be covered in a separate book later. 

For the purpose of covering the sites, we group them based on proximity. The author has personally visited most of the sites mentioned in this book in India, Sri Lanka and Nepal. 

The aim of this book is to provide the prospective traveler and pilgrim an overview of the sites so that they too can visit and see for themselves. 

We hope this book serves as both a travel companion and a meditative journey, guiding the reader through landscapes that have been witnesses to the Buddha's precious teachings.
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In this chapter we discuss some of the principal sites that are related to Buddhism in the Indian Subcontinent. 

1.1 Four main Buddhist pilgrimage sites

The Buddha in the Mahaparinibbana sutta in the Pali Canon mentioned the main four places of Buddhist pilgrimage. An extract from the sutta reads as follows: 

"There are four places, Ananda, that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence. What are the four?

"'Here the Tathagata was born!' This, Ananda, is a place that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence.

"'Here the Tathagata became fully enlightened in unsurpassed, supreme Enlightenment!' This, Ananda, is a place that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence.

"'Here the Tathagata set rolling the unexcelled Wheel of the Dhamma!' This, Ananda, is a place that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence.

"'Here the Tathagata passed away into the state of Nibbana in which no element of clinging remains!' This, Ananda, is a place that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence.

"These, Ananda, are the four places that a pious person should visit and look upon with feelings of reverence. And truly there will come to these places, Ananda, pious bhikkhus and bhikkhunis, laymen and laywomen, reflecting: 'Here the Tathagata was born! Here the Tathagata became fully enlightened in unsurpassed, supreme Enlightenment! Here the Tathagata set rolling the unexcelled Wheel of the Dhamma! Here the Tathagata passed away into the state of Nibbana in which no element of clinging remains!'

The above extract from the Mahaparinibbana sutta of the Pali canon mentions the four places: 


	Place where Buddha was born: Lumbini, in Nepal

	Place where he was enlightened: Bodhgaya, in Bihar state in India

	Place where he gave the first sermon after enlightenment, thus setting the wheel of Dhamma in motion: Sarnath, near Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh state in India. 

	Place where he passed away: Kushinagar, in Uttar Pradesh state in India



Of these, Bodh Gaya is considered the holiest place in Buddhism since it was the site of Buddha’s enlightenment. 

1.2 Other important historical sites, from the lifetime of the Buddha

Another four important sites from the lifetime of the Buddha include the following: 


	
Sravasti, in Uttar Pradesh state in India: Capital of the ancient Kosala kingdom. Site of Jetavana or Jeta’s grove, where Buddha stayed and preached for many years

	
Rajgir, in Bihar state in India: Capital of the mighty Magadha kingdom in ancient India, ruled during Buddha’s lifetime by king Bimbisara, a great patron of the Buddha. Site of venu vana or Venu forest, where Buddha stayed a few times. Site of vulture’s peak (Gridhrakuta), where the heart sutra, lotus sutra and many other important Mahayana sutras were spoken by the Buddha. Also, it is the site of the first Buddhist council soon after the Buddha’s death or Mahaparinirvana. 

	
Vaishali, in Bihar state in India: Site of the republic of the Lichchavis, who were supporters and followers of the Buddha during his lifetime. Also site of the second Buddhist council. 

	
Sankissa, in Uttar Pradesh state in India: where Buddha descended after preaching to the Gods in Tushita heaven. 



1.3 Important Buddhist historical sites after the lifetime of the Buddha

The historical sites from later Buddhism include the following: 


	
Nalanda, in Bihar state in India: Site of the most famous Buddhist university

	
Amarawati in Andhra Pradesh state in south India: Site of a majestic monastery and maha stupa

	
Nagarjunakonda in Andhra Pradesh state in south India: Site of a Maha stupa and various other stupas and ruins, partially submerged after the dam was built at the site on the river Tungabhadra in the 1960s, but many of the historical remains were rescued by archeologists and installed on a new island close to the dam. 

	
Ratnagiri, Lalitgiri and Udayagiri monasteries in Odisha state in east India: Important Mahayana monasteries

	
Dhauli near Bhubaneshvar in Odisha state in east India: site of the famous war where emperor Ashoka defeated the Kalinga state and was so affected by the number of people killed that he converted to Buddhism. 

	Sanchi near Bhopal in Madhya Pradesh: site of the Sanchi stupa, built by emperor Ashoka, which was the model for many later Buddhist stupas in India and abroad. 

	
Ajanta caves and Ellora caves near Aurangabad in Maharashtra state in west India: sites of a series of majestic caves including paintings from the Jatakas, carvings of Buddhas and from the Jatakas and rock cut monasteries. 

	
Kanheri caves in Mumbai in Maharashtra state in West India: Site of another series of caves with many beautiful carvings and stupas

	
Bojjhanakonda caves near Vishakhapatnam, in Andhra Pradesh state of South India 

	
Sannati, a site of Ashoka’s stupa and edicts in Karnataka in South India



Other Indian Buddhist sites include: 


	Nagpur: site of Ambedkar’s Deekshabhumi, where the famous Indian politician and architect of the constitution, Bhim Rao Ambedkar, accepted Buddhism in 1950s along with millions of followers. 

	Mumbai: for Global Vipassana Pagoda


	Sites in India important for Tibetan or Vajrayana Buddhism: Bylakuppe in Karnataka for Sera monastery, Dreipung monastery, Namdroling monastery, Mungdod in Karnataka for Ganden monastery. Dehradun for Sakya Monastery, Rewalsar in Himachal Pradesh for Tso Pema lake, Rumtek monastery in Sikkim for the most important Karma Kagyu monastery, Leh or Ladakh for many important monasteries. 



1.2 List of sites in Nepal

The list of important Buddhist sites in Nepal include the following: 


	From time of the Buddha: Lumbini, where he was born 

	The great stupas of the Kathmandu valley: Boudhanath, Swayambhunath


	
Patan near Kathmandu

	
Namo Buddha in the south east of Kathmandu valley, 40 km from Kathmandu



1.3 List of sites in Sri Lanka

The list of important Buddhist sites in Sri Lanka include the following: 


	The most important site in Sri Lanka is the Bodhi tree, Sri Maha Bodhiya, located in the ancient capital city of Anuradhapura in Northern Sri Lanka. This was the place where a sapling from the original Bodhi tree in Bodh Gaya was planted by Mahinda, the son of emperor Ashoka. After the Bodhgaya Bodhi tree was destroyed in India in subsequent centuries, it was re-planted with a sapling from this tree. 

	Kandy is the latest site of the temple of the sacred tooth relic of the Buddha, Sri Dalada Maligawa or temple of the tooth.
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