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Across Buddhist traditions, the five senses — sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch — are perceived both positively and negatively. Share our eminent scholars’ fascination and deep insight into what makes sense experience good or bad.


“This ingenious collection of essays by a great group of scholars takes a mainstay category in Buddhist theories of knowledge, the role of the senses, and expands the implications in astounding ways. The multi disciplinary studies included here look at Buddhist literature, philosophy, and practice, both ancient and modern. They reveal the extraordinary importance in Buddhism of the senses for the insights and wisdoms they can convey to us — that is, if only we knew how to notice, and appreciate, them.”


— JANET GYATSO, Hershey Professor of Buddhist Studies, Harvard Divinity School


“Professors DeCaroli and Lopez’s edited collection Buddhism and the Senses grew out of a scholarly collaboration with a museum project highlighting the somatic dimensions of Buddhist art and culture. Their volume brings together the work of specialists in a range of Buddhist traditions and advances research on embodied or “lived” Buddhism in innovative ways. Categorized by sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch, the individual essays probe ambivalences in Buddhist attitudes toward the physical senses, which Buddhist teachings have characterized both as snares for the ignorant and as vehicles of cultivation and insight. The difference between delusion and awakening, the authors find, involves not only the mind but also sensory experience. Nuanced and engrossing, this collection will delight scholars and students of Buddhism as well as anyone interested in religion and the body.”


— JACQUELINE I. STONE, Professor of Religion (emerita), Princeton University, and author of Right Thoughts at the Last Moment: Buddhism and Deathbed Practices in Early Medieval Japan














In the same way, Mañjuśrī, regardless of their malevolent or benign intentions, if anyone so much as beholds the tathāgatas in painted forms or statues, their eyes will become pure through that root of virtue. Even down to those born in the abode of animals, regardless of their malevolent or benign intentions, if anyone hears the words buddha, or tathāgata, or protector of the world, their sense of hearing will become pure through that root of virtue. If anyone catches the scent of their qualities, regardless of their malevolent or benign intentions, their nose will become pure through that root of virtue. If anyone tastes the flavor of their teaching, regardless of their malevolent or benign intentions, their tongue will become pure through that root of virtue. If anyone makes physical contact with them, regardless of their malevolent or benign intentions, their body will become pure through that root of virtue.


—Introduction to the Domain of the Inconceivable Qualities and Wisdom of the Tathāgatas (Tathāgataguṇajñānācintyaviṣayāvatāranirdeśa)
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Director’s Note


IN 2017, the groundbreaking exhibition Encountering the Buddha: Art and Practice across Asia, generously funded by the Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation, opened at the National Museum of Asian Art. Introducing and examining some of the principles of Buddhism for a museum audience, the exhibition displayed more than two hundred artworks spanning two millennia.


Building on the themes of the exhibition, a scholarly meeting was convened in 2021. Organized by Debra Diamond, Elizabeth Moynihan Curator for South and Southeast Asian Art at the National Museum of Asian Art; Robert DeCaroli, Professor of South and Southeast Asian Art History at George Mason University; and Donald S. Lopez Jr., Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies at the University of Michigan, the meeting brought together a group of experts who have transformed the study of Buddhism. The essays in this volume are based on lively discussions that addressed several multisensory facets of Buddhist practices, ranging from an analysis of the perfumed fragrance of the Buddha to the taste of monastic cuisine.


The scholarly meeting and this volume, produced in collaboration with the museum’s Freer Research Center and Wisdom Publications, reflect the ongoing commitment of the National Museum of Asian Art to foster a more nuanced understanding of Buddhism. We are deeply grateful to the Ho Foundation for supporting this publication and for providing the National Museum of Asian Art with the opportunity to share  Buddhism and the Senses with the wider academic community.


Chase F. Robinson
 Dame Jillian Sackler Director
 Arthur M. Sackler Gallery and Freer Gallery of Art
 Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian Art











Exhibiting the Senses: Encountering the Buddha at the National Museum of Asian Art


DEBRA DIAMOND



THE EXHIBITION Encountering the Buddha: Art and Practice across Asia (October 2017–January 2022) was the heart of a multiyear, multipartite project at the National Museum of Asian Art. The goals of the project, which in addition to the exhibition included print publications, digital features, and public programs, were to conceptualize, realize, and study effective strategies for museum presentations of Buddhist art and traditions.1


After putting together the lineaments of the project, I was joined by the co-curators Robert DeCaroli and Rebecca Bloom in 2015–16. Together we studied the museum’s collections of Buddhist art, made many short lists, and brainstormed innovative display strategies and conceptual frameworks.2 Our challenge was to illuminate Buddhist artworks and histories that spanned centuries and ranged geographically from Japan to Afghanistan. We were equally committed to creating an exhibition that was meaningful to both practicing Buddhists and visitors who had no knowledge of Buddhism.


Inspired by a turn within Buddhist studies toward finding commonalities among traditions, we explored and contextualized the exhibition objects through the lenses of art and practice. Our art-focused labels encouraged visitors to simultaneously discern transregional motifs and local traditions, and to marvel at the ways that artists inflected meaning and created beauty. Practice included considerations of how objects have agency, how devotees and communities engage with objects, how material culture embodies key Buddhist concepts, and how art museums collect and frame objects created within Buddhist contexts.
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FIG. 1. A clip from the three-channel installation The Texture of Practice: Sri Lanka’s Great Stūpa. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, filmmaker Stanley J. Staniski. To see more, go to https://asia-archive.si.edu/exhibition/the-texture-of-practice-sri-lankas-great-stupa.





Art museums traditionally focus on the visual. Precious objects are displayed on pedestals or in vitrines, and paintings are hung at eye level for visual delectation and close study. Incorporating the material practice of Buddhism into the exhibition, however, immediately begged the question of how to incorporate other senses, sensory experiences, and contexts.


The images and captions on these pages reveal the means through which we incorporated the awareness of the position and movement of one’s own body (proprioception) and hearing into the exhibition, as well as the ambient environments of a Tibetan shrine and a Sri Lankan stūpa.


We emphasized the somatic experience of visitors. For example, we included a wall-size map (7.25 ft. × 6.5 ft.) studded with small light boxes. In each box, glowing photographs of Buddhist sites grabbed the attention of visitors, who often stretched their arms up to point to the Erdene Zuu Monastery in Mongolia, or crouched down to look at Borobudur Stupa in Java. By physically engaging the map with their entire bodies, visitors internalized the notion that Asia is vast and varied. We also created numerous small seating areas scattered with relevant books, which encouraged contemplation, further learning, and the simple, but not unimportant, act of resting.
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FIG. 2. The dense layering and uplighting in the Tibetan Buddhist shrine reconstruction privileged context and ambience. We allowed for darkness and shadows in order to approximate how sculptures and thangkas appear in some Himalayan shrines. It surprised visitors expecting to see individual objects with the clarity typical of art museums. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, photo by Colleen Dugan. To enter the virtual shrine room and hear the Gyuto monks, go to https://asia.si.edu/interactives/sacred-spaces/shrine-room.html.





Creating sensorial experiences grounded in Buddhism was more complicated, as we were keenly aware that every culture and tradition not only elaborates its own conceptions of the senses but also brings different sensorial components to religious practices. We most overtly gestured toward that multiplicity by contrasting a Vajrayāna shrine with the Ruwanwelisaya stūpa. The former was re-created, densely packed with objects, somewhat theatrically lit to mimic the flickering light of butter lamps, and accompanied by the chanting of monks (fig. 2).3 The latter is a three-channel digital film that captures the Sri Lankan stūpa over the course of a day from sunrise to moonrise and features ambient sounds (fig. 3).4


Both installations were experiential. So as to not dilute their sensory impact, we placed all interpretative materials outside the two gallery spaces. The two immersive installations proved to be the most popular aspects of the exhibition; visitors spent the longest time in these spaces and praised them in exit interviews. Our Audience Study suggests, moreover, that their impact reverberated: visitors rated the objects in vitrines more highly than anticipated, as superior in quality and rarity, which we interpret as a result of their adjacency to the context-rich installations.
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FIG 3. The soundtrack levels of The Texture of Practice installation were set to allow the ambient sounds to pervade the space outside the room. One of the film’s flickering screens was clearly visible behind a vitrine of stūpa-shaped objects from China, Tibet, and Indonesia. Long shots of the Ruwanwelisaya stūpa were periodically visible to visitors. The spatial gap between film and vitrine allows visitors to apprehend relationships between devotion, meaning, scale, and place without overdetermining the context or attributing present-day practices to historical objects. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, photo by Colleen Dugan.





It was important to set the sound levels of each immersive to allow the chanting and ambient soundtracks to seep into different sections of the main gallery. Due to the breadth of the exhibition and the nascent state of sensory studies in Buddhist disciplines, the exhibition’s use of sound was not historicized to the same extent as were its contributions to aesthetics and practice. However, the different soundtracks established that not all Buddhist practices sound alike, and they also underscored a diversity (monastic-lay, geographic, temporal, etc.) that was otherwise inevitably contained by their location within a single exhibition.
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FIG. 4. An installation of four fragmentary buddha heads engaged the viewers somatically. The heads were installed at eye level, giving visitors a sense of the height of the now lost bodies. Labels to the right and left of the quartet exemplified our curatorial approach. One label focused on the lakṣaṇas (physical attributes of the Buddha) that were deployed by artists across geographic and temporal spans; the other explained why broken buddha statues are valued in art museums but not in Buddhist contexts. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, photo by Colleen Dugan.





The exhibition’s multi-layered engagement with the visual, the aural, and the somatic resonated powerfully with visitors, encouraging closer looking and fostering a deeper connection to content. Indeed, over 62 percent of visitors reported losing track of time during their visit.


One of the most fulfilling and productive aspects of working on Encountering the Buddha was that it consistently fostered new ways of communicating with diverse publics as well as new discoveries and new research. Due to the generosity and flexibility of the Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation grant, we were able to pivot during the pandemic, when the museum was largely closed to the public. We not only re-catalogued our Tibetan collection in this period but we also created an enduring immersive experience by commissioning the composer Philip Glass and his ensemble to respond to Encountering the Buddha. The resulting film by Arturo Béjar, which combines transcendent music with footage of the exhibition and a discussion with the composer, is exalting.5
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FIG. 5. Reflections are common when spot-lit objects are displayed in vitrines within dark-colored rooms. Here, the contrast between the rough iron surface of two Ming dynasty louhans (arhats) and their illusory reflections emphasizes the tactility of the sculptures while conjuring thoughts of the immaterial. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, photo by Colleen Dugan.
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FIG. 6. The placement of a gilt-copper Padmasambhava (eighteenth century, Central Tibet) within its own vitrine immediately outside the shrine room contrasts the display strategy of post-Enlightenment art museums and the liturgical requirements of Tibetan Buddhist shrines. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, photo by Colleen Dugan.







Our exploratory engagement with the senses continued with an exciting and eye-opening colloquium with eminent scholars in the summer of 2021. Their discussions, now published in this volume, are both a fitting end to the project’s five years of beauty, dialogue, and discovery and a promise of continued learning and deep insight.


NOTES



1.The project was generously funded by the Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation. Its individual elements were diverse and included the museum handbook Paths to Perfection: Buddhist Art at the Freer|Sackler (2017); a collaboration with Donald S. Lopez Jr. and the University of Michigan that led to an exhibition section on pilgrimage centered on Hyecho’s Journey: The World of Buddhism (Lopez 2017) that included digital features for different age groups (http://hyecho-buddhist-pilgrim.asian.lsa.umich.edu/about.php); the virtual publication/app Sacred Spaces: Tibetan Buddhist Shrines on domestic, monastic, and roadside shrines (https://asia.si.edu/interactives/sacred-spaces); a lecture series organized by Robert DeCaroli at the National Museum of Asian Art (“Encounters with Buddhism,” 2019); and an exhibition-inspired concert by the Philip Glass Ensemble (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqaIJvNcJcE). The most complete links to these offerings can be found at https://asia.si.edu/exhibition/encountering-the-buddha-art-and-practice-across-asia/.


2.Our process was collaborative: we settled on the framework in consultation with the museum director, Julian Raby, the project adviser, Donald S. Lopez Jr., and a cross-departmental team of museum colleagues.


3.The Gyuto Monks Tantric Choir, from the recording The Perfect Jewel: Sacred Chants of Tibet, HRT15022, courtesy of Smithsonian Folkways Recordings.


4.The Texture of Practice: Sri Lanka’s Great Stupa, ambient sound, no narration, 10:05 minutes, is a film made for the exhibition by Stanley J. Staniski; producer, Debra Diamond; content advisers and location coordinators, Lakshika Senarath Gamage and Sriyani Senarath Gamage; editor, Penny Trams; sound recordist and camera assistant, Janith Jayasekara; production assistant, Sachin Sanjeev.


5.Art in Practice: Encountering the Buddha with the Philip Glass Ensemble, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CqaIJvNcJcE.
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Introduction


ROBERT DECAROLI & DONALD S. LOPEZ JR.


WHEN THE EMPEROR AŚOKA’S SON was born, the child’s eyes were so beautiful that he was named Kuṇāla, after a bird renowned for its striking eyes. When the boy had grown, his father took him to a wise monk for training in the Dharma. The monk warned Kuṇāla that his eyes, captivating to all who saw him, could be a source of suffering: “Reflect constantly, O prince, that the eye is by its nature perishable, that it is the source of a thousand sorrows; becoming too attached to it, many ordinary men commit actions that make their misfortune.”


Aśoka had several wives, one of whom lusted after Kuṇāla, telling him, “At the sight of the ravishing look in your eyes, of your beautiful body, of your charming eyes, all my body burns like dried straw that the forest fire consumes.” As in the biblical story of Joseph, Kuṇāla resisted her advances, and like Potiphar’s wife, Aśoka’s queen plotted her revenge. When Kuṇāla was sent by his father to quell a rebellion in another city, she forged a letter in the name of the emperor, ordering that Kuṇāla be arrested and that his eyes be plucked out.


So virtuous was Kuṇāla and so beautiful were his eyes that the people resisted, only consenting when Kuṇāla insisted that they carry out what he believed was his father’s command. When the first eye was plucked out and placed in his palm, the prince declared, “Why thus do you not see shapes as you did a moment ago, crude globe of flesh? How mistaken and how blameworthy, the insane who become attached to you, saying: ‘It is me.’” Upon reciting these words, Kuṇāla became a stream enterer, the first of the four stages of enlightenment.




Kuṇāla was a skilled musician with a beautiful singing voice. Now blind and destitute, he returned to the capital, playing his lute and singing his songs in the streets of the city. He was reunited with his father when Aśoka heard a familiar voice that sang, “If your mind, indulged in sin, is tormented by the sufferings of existence and if you desire happiness in this world, hasten to renounce forever the objects of the senses.”1


This story appears in the Legend of Aśoka (Aśokāvadāna), a work that is difficult to date. Following the convention of estimating the dates of Indian Buddhist texts based on the date of their translation into Chinese, we can note that such a translation was made around 300 CE, some five hundred years after the reign of the famous emperor. The story told here was translated from the Sanskrit into French by Eugène Burnouf in 1844, making it one of the earliest Buddhist Sanskrit texts to appear in a European language. Little in the legend is regarded as historically accurate. Our interest here, however, is not so much the historical evidence, but those eyes, things of captivating beauty in one moment, objects of revulsion gruesomely cupped in the palm of a blinded prince in the next.


This story, and this volume, suggest that Buddhism has a complicated relation with the five senses, careening between the extremes of indulgence and rejection, delight and disgust, rarely finding a middle way. Buddhist texts describe the visual beauties of various pure lands, where the trees are made of gold and their leaves are made of jewels, making music when rustled by the wind. They also describe horrific visions of charnel grounds, where all manner of ghouls devour the decomposing dead. Buddhist texts describe the most beautiful sound, the voice of the Buddha. They also describe a hell in which beings are born with weapons in their hands, killing each other in hand-to-hand combat. When all are dead, a voice from the sky shouts, “Revive,” and it all begins again, killing and being killed for millions of years. Buddhist texts describe all manner of fragrances. Indeed, one of the eight types of non-humans is the gandharva, a kind of celestial musician said not to consume solid food but to live on fragrances; the beauty of their music and the miracle of their olfaction suggests that the Sanskrit term should be translated as something more elegant than “odor eater.” Buddhist stories are particularly obsessed with a type of sandalwood called gośīrṣa, said to be cool to the touch; incense was used not only as an offering to the gods above but to mask the odors of the all-too-human world below. The Buddha’s last meal was a delicacy called “pig’s delight,” which caused him to suffer a bout of dysentery that led to his death. Tantric texts declare that buddhahood is achieved through the bliss of orgasm, yet a nun is expelled from the order if she allows a man to touch her clothed body anywhere between the collarbone and the knee. What, then, are the Buddhist views of the five senses?


THE ABHIDHARMA


The Buddhists were one of several philosophical schools in ancient India, each of which had theories to explain sense experience. For the Sāṅkhya school, there are twenty-four principles (tattva) that constitute the material world. Five of them are the five senses. The Jains argued that all elements of the material world have sense experience, with humans and animals having all five senses, flying insects having four (lacking hearing), crawling insects having three (lacking hearing and sight), worms having only two (touch and taste), and inanimate objects having only the sense of touch. Thus in Jainism, not only do plants have consciousness, but rocks, water, fire, and wind do as well; they are sentient. We note here that sight and hearing are unique to humans and animals; they are also especially prized in Buddhism.


The most systematic description of sense experience in Buddhist literature is found in the Abhidharma, that section of the canon devoted to psychology, ontology, cosmology, and epistemology. Here we find the five senses and their functions described in detail, in descending order from their location on the body: eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body. Sense perception for each of the five is produced from the interaction of three conditions. The first, called the “dominant condition” (adhipatipratyaya), is the physical sense organ itself. The Buddhists describe five organs (each called an indriya, or “power”) composed of subtle matter (and therefore invisible) that make sense perception possible. Each has its own shape. Hence the sense organ of the eye, located in the pupil, is shaped like a cumin flower; the sense organ of the ear is shaped like the end of a twisted roll of birchbark paper; the sense organ of the nose is shaped like two hollow needles, one in each nostril; the sense organ of the tongue is shaped like many tiny half-moons. The sense organ of the body is the shape of the body itself. If a sense organ is damaged, perception by that sense is not possible. It is these five sense organs, each physical, that come in contact with the five objects of the senses.


The second condition is called the “immediately preceding condition” (samanantarapratyaya). This is the moment of consciousness immediately prior to the sense experience, necessary because most schools of Buddhism famously do not believe in a permanent self that provides a foundation for consciousness. Instead, the person is a series of moments of consciousness, a continuum of cause and effect that has no beginning in time and that ends only with the achievement of nirvāṇa. Thus, in order for a sense object to be experienced, there must be a previous moment of consciousness, any kind of consciousness, for the moment of sense experience to follow. The third and most obvious cause of sense experience is the object, called the “object condition” (ālambanapratyaya): the form, sound, smell, taste, or object of touch experienced by the sense consciousness. When these three conditions come together, the sense consciousness is produced. From that contact comes feeling, either pleasurable, painful, or neutral.


Buddhist philosophy makes a sharp distinction between mind and matter, or in the language of the tradition, consciousness (vijñāna) and form (rūpa). Thus, one of the persistent questions in Buddhist epistemology is whether something that is material (a sense object) can be directly perceived by something that is immaterial (a sense consciousness). Those schools that answer this question in the negative posit the existence of something called the “aspect” (ākara), a kind of image that the physical object projects toward the sense organ. It is this immaterial image that the immaterial sense organ perceives. But even the advocates of the aspect disagree on exactly what the aspect is and how it works.2


It is also in the Abhidharma literature that one finds the most systematic classification of the objects of each of the senses.3 Like other schools of Indian philosophy, Buddhism has something of a fetish for enumeration (likely derived from its origins as an oral tradition that relied heavily on memorization). And so here we find some lists. Thus, the eye consciousness perceives colors and shapes. There are four primary colors—blue, red, yellow, and white—and eight secondary colors—cloud, smoke, dust, mist, shadow, sunlight, light, and darkness. We would not think of these eight as colors but perhaps as conditions that affect the perception of colors. There are eight shapes: long, short, round, square, high, low, even, and uneven. Yet even in this apparently banal list there is a Buddhist message: what we see with the eyes are not people or things that we like or dislike; what we see are simply colors and shapes onto which our mind projects all manner of meanings.


There are four kinds of sounds. The first are sounds made by a living being (or literally, “sound caused by elements connected with consciousness”), such as the sound of the voice or the clapping of hands. The second are sounds not made by a living being (“sound caused by elements not connected with consciousness”), like the sound of water or the sound of wind. The third are sounds that convey some meaning, such as speech. The fourth are sounds that do not convey meaning. Each of these is further divided into the pleasant and the unpleasant. These categories of sound are obviously not mutually exclusive. Thus, there are meaningful sounds made by a living being that are pleasant, such as the words of the Buddha, and there are meaningful sounds made by a living being that are unpleasant, such as harsh words. There are meaningless sounds made by a living being that are pleasant, such as the sound of snapping fingers, and there are meaningless sounds made by a living being that are unpleasant, like the sound of someone being struck with a fist.


Because of the extraordinary powers of a buddha, there are meaningful sounds not made by a living being that are pleasant; the example that is given is the rustling of the leaves taking the form of the words of the Dharma through the power of a buddha. A buddha is also able to make the leaves of a tree take the form of a reprimand; this would be the unpleasant category. More common are sounds not caused by a living being, which can be pleasant (like the sound of a drum) or unpleasant (like the sound of a landslide).4


There are six tastes or flavors: sweet, sour, salty, pungent, bitter, and astringent; umami is not mentioned. There are four odors: good, bad, excessive, and not excessive. Objects of touch are of eleven types: earth (solidity), water (wetness), fire (heat), wind (motility), smooth, rough, heavy, light, cold, hunger, and thirst. It is noteworthy that pleasurable and painful (or good and bad), found in the list of sounds and flavors, do not appear in the list of objects of touch. This suggests that good and bad sounds and flavors are naturally good or bad, while physical pleasure and pain are feelings that result from contact with objects of touch, feelings that are the result of past karma. One of the Buddhist examples of the suffering of change is that feelings of warmth and cold can quickly change from pleasurable to painful.


THE CREATION MYTH


What has been provided here is the technical description of the senses and their function, a topic known only to scholar-monks, a tiny fraction of the Buddhist community over the long history of Buddhism. Perhaps a better source of insight into Buddhist attitudes toward the senses is to be found not in philosophy but in narrative, the myriad stories depicted in words and in art across the Buddhist world, the stories that Buddhists know. As is the case with other religions, particular insights can be gained from the creation myth.


If Buddhism has a legend of the fall, it is found in a text called the Account of Origins (Aggañña Sutta). Here, shortly after the formation of the world, hosts of angelic beings arrive in the sky above to populate it, brought there by their past karma. They can fly, they are luminous, they have no need to eat and so have no organs to excrete waste, they are without gender and without genitals. At that time, the surface of the earth is covered with a frothy substance. Eventually, one of these beings swoops down, scoops a drop of the frothy substance with its finger, and touches the finger to its tongue. It tastes sweet. Enjoying the flavor, it swoops down for another taste. The other beings soon follow, eventually consuming the sweet substance by the handful. Because they are consuming this food, their bodies come to lose their luster, causing the sun and the moon to appear in the sky. Because they are consuming this food, their bodies become heavy, no longer able to fly. Soon, organs appear on their bodies to excrete waste. Male and female sex organs appear. Eventually, a male and female put them to use. Their coupling disgusts the other beings, who throw clods of dirt at them, causing the couple to flee to the forest, returning later to build a dwelling so that they can engage in sex in private. The frothy surface turns into a kind of vine and then into a naturally growing rice that can be harvested each day. When the beings begin to horde rice, it stops growing naturally and has to be cultivated. Soon there is a need for labor, plots of land, and private property, and for a king to adjudicate disputes.5


This is the Buddhist story of the fall, where gender, sexuality, the built environment, private property, and rulership are all seen as the unfortunate outcome of one being touching a sweet substance to its tongue. The sin, in this case, was not tasting the substance. The sin was going back for more. From the perspective of the Garden of Eden, it wasn’t the first bite. It was the second.


In the Buddhist description of the function of the sense organs, contact between a sense organ and a sense object creates a feeling, a feeling that can be pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral. That feeling is beyond our control; it is the result of past karma. If Buddhism has free will, it comes in our response to that feeling; we can become attached to that feeling—loving the pleasant and hating the unpleasant—or we can remain equanimous and unattached. Attachment to sense experience binds us in the cycle of rebirth; non-attachment frees us from it. This is evident from one of the many descriptions of the Buddha’s enlightenment:


That pleasure and delight arise owing to forms, that is the attraction, that is the addiction, of forms. The nature of the eye is impermanent, bound to suffering, subject to change and death. That is the affliction of forms . . . But when I truly understood these six internal sense fields, their attraction and addiction as such, their affliction as such, liberation from them as such, my enlightenment could be called true enlightenment, unsurpassed in the world with its devas, Māras, and Brahmās, among devas, human beings, Brahmās, samaṇas, and Brahmins. Then knowledge and insight arose within me: “My liberation of mind is unshakable. This is my final existence. Never again will there be rebirth for me.”6


The Buddha makes the point even more bluntly in this famous passage from the Saṃyutta Nikāya: “The eye is impermanent . . . The ear is impermanent . . . The nose is impermanent . . . The tongue is impermanent . . . The body is impermanent . . . The mind is impermanent. What is impermanent is suffering. What is suffering is nonself. What is nonself should be seen as it really is with correct wisdom thus: ‘This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self.’”7 And should we think that such an attitude is limited to India, we find this passage in an early Chinese Buddhist apocryphon called the Scripture on the Fifty Contemplations (Wushi jiaoji jing): “If a bodhisattva can guard his eyes so that visible forms do not appear . . . guard his ears so that sounds do not appear . . . guard his nose so that scents do not appear . . . guard his mouth so that tastes do not appear . . . guard his body so that bodily sensations do not appear, so that they return to extinction, [he in this manner] plants the sprouts of the Way.”8


There is likely another lesson to be drawn from the Buddhist creation myth. When we examine the celestial beings more closely, they begin to look like monks and nuns—that is, monks and nuns who can fly. Monks and nuns shave their heads (and sometimes eyebrows) and wrap their bodies in robes to remove physical signs of gender and to hide their sex organs, organs that, according to the monastic code, are never to be put to use. In the early days of the Buddhist community, monks and nuns had no homes, living in the open, sometimes sheltered by a tree. Monks and nuns are also prohibited from tilling the soil and hence cultivating crops. Instead, food that they did not cultivate appears, not unlike the naturally growing rice of the story, in their begging bowls each morning. All of this suggests that in the perfect Buddhist world, there is little need for the pleasures of the senses; instead, we should hover above the world. This is confirmed in Buddhist descriptions of the pure lands, the heavenly “buddha fields” that abound in the Buddhist universe. In the most famous of these, the Land of Bliss (Sukhāvatī) of the buddha Amitābha, there is no need for physical food; its inhabitants simply visualize whatever food they would like to eat and their body is sustained as if they had eaten it. There is also no need for sex or traditional birth. In fact, there are no women present in this monastic realm. After their death in this world, the devotees of Amitābha appear in his world, emerging fully formed from a lotus.


THE THREE REALMS


The Buddhist cosmos has three realms, in descending order.9 The first is the formless realm, so-called because the beings reborn there have no senses; they are only minds, blissfully absorbed in their objects. Its four heavens are named after those objects: infinite space, infinite consciousness, nothingness, and neither perception nor non-perception. Below (in the sense of level of concentration rather than location, since the formless realm has no location) is the realm of form, so-called because those reborn there retain some attachment to form, the object of the sense of sight. It has four levels, often simply called the first, second, third, and fourth concentrations. The gods of the realm of form have no need for food and so have only three senses: sight, hearing, and touch. The beings who inhabit the formless realm and the realm of form are classified as gods in Buddhism; those states are attained only through achieving the requisite deep level of meditation during their previous life as a human. If one achieves, for example, the second level of concentration of the realm of form through meditation practice in this life, one is reborn as a god of the realm of form in the next life.


Thus, the gods of these two realms have no senses in one realm and three senses in the other. It is only in the third realm, the lowest realm, our realm, that beings have five senses. It is called the “realm of desire,” so-called because its inhabitants are attached to pleasing objects of sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch. The gods of this realm, inhabitants of six heavens located either on the surface of the central mountain Meru or in the sky above it, are more familiar, in part because their sensory pleasures are simply magnified versions of our own. Indeed, the heavens of the realm of desire are essentially a fantasy land of human longing.


The gods live in palaces in a wonderland where everything is beautiful, serenaded by celestial musicians, garlanded with fragrant flowers, dining on ambrosia, and having rapturous sex. We learn in the story of the Buddha’s cousin Nanda that the karmic result of keeping the vow of celibacy as a human is rebirth as a god who has centuries of sex with women so beautiful that when the Buddha takes Nanda to heaven to see them, he has to put a force field around the young monk to prevent him from dying of desire. The gods of the six heavens enjoy lifespans measured in the billions of years.


But the realm of desire is located in saṃsāra and so even its heavens are marked by impermanence, suffering, and no self. We learn that five signs portend the death of a god: their beautiful robes become stained, the garlands of flowers around their neck begin to wither, they begin to perspire, their body begins to smell, and their throne becomes uncomfortable. As we think about the five senses, we note that all of these signs, signs that occur for the first time in billions of years for a god but for humans are simply a daily annoyance, are all sensory, all physical, with the stains and withered flowers seen by the eye, the body odor smelled by the nose, the sweat and the discomfort felt by the body.


Thus, in the realm of desire, whether as a god or as a human, it is this attachment that dooms us to beginningless and potentially endless rebirth in saṃsāra. It is therefore not surprising that so much of Buddhist literature is devoted to overcoming that attachment. Its primary means of doing so is by deprecating sense experience, especially by showing that those things that bring us sensual pleasure in fact lead to all manner of physical and mental pain.


A FESTIVAL OF THE SENSES


This does not mean that the senses have no positive purpose. In the nineteenth chapter of the Lotus Sūtra, we find a remarkable festival of the senses, which begins when the Buddha declares, “If sons or daughters of a virtuous family preserve this Lotus Sūtra, recite, explain, and copy it, they will attain eight hundred qualities of the eye, twelve hundred qualities of the ear, eight hundred qualities of the nose, twelve hundred qualities of the tongue, eight hundred qualities of the body, and twelve hundred qualities of the mind. These qualities will adorn the six sense faculties, purifying them all.”10 Fortunately, he does not list all of them, but the entire chapter is devoted to their enumeration, in prose and verse. With their eyes, they will be able to see the entire cosmos and all the beings that inhabit its realms, from the heavens to the hells. With their ears, they will hear all the sounds of the cosmos and all the beings in it. They will hear beautiful music but not become attached to it. They will hear the voices of the gods and the screams of the denizens of hell. They will hear bodhisattvas reciting the Lotus Sūtra. The senses of sight and hearing described here are variations on the well-known “divine eye” and “divine ear” of Indian literature, in Buddhism, listed as two of the six forms of super knowledge (abhijñā). Here, however, the Buddha repeatedly specifies that the powers gained by the expounders of the Lotus Sūtra are not gained through attaining deeps states of meditation but are powers bestowed to the eyes and ears that they were born with, magically enhanced by their devotion.


The sense of smell, not the subject of particular attention in Buddhist literature, is enhanced in wondrous ways in this chapter of the Lotus Sūtra. As one might expect in the baroque world of the Mahāyāna, devotees of the sūtra will be able to detect and identify the fragrance of all manner of flowers, trees, and incense throughout the universe. They will also be able to identify all manner of humans, gods, and animals by their scent, recognizing not only who they are but where they are. They can smell gold and jewels and know where they are buried, they can smell jewelry and know its value. They can smell a woman and know if she is pregnant, knowing the sex of the child, whether the birth will be easy, and whether the child will be happy. Through their sense of smell, they know where monks are and what they are doing, whether they are meditating or reciting the sūtra.


The powers of the tongue gained by the expounders of the Lotus Sūtra not only allow them to discern all flavors but also provide them with an ability to preach the Dharma in a way that will attract all manner of gods and humans. Indeed, their eloquence will even attract the attention of the buddhas. The powers of the body are even more strange, with the bodies of the sūtra’s devotees becoming not only as clear as crystal but also becoming a crystal ball, where they, and they alone, can see the entire world and all the beings in it.


There is much that one could say about this remarkable passage. We can note, however, that the vastly enhanced sensory powers bestowed upon the devotees of the Lotus Sūtra do not offer enhanced sensory pleasure. Instead, they offer knowledge. The sense of sight allows them to see all of the inhabitants of the universe, from the hells to the buddha fields. The sense of hearing allows them to hear the voices of those inhabitants, with special mention given to their ability to hear the Lotus Sūtra being taught. Their sense of smell allows them to experience the fragrance of all manner of flowers and trees, but this is described not as a form of pleasure but a form of knowledge. Indeed, their sense of smell allows them to identify things, sentient and insentient, knowing what they are, where they are, what value they possess, and, in the case of pregnant women, the destiny of their unborn children. The chapter’s description of the sense of taste makes no mention of sublime flavors; instead it describes the enhanced eloquence of the tongue to preach the Dharma. And the enhancement of the body sense says nothing about sensual pleasure or even about the tactile, instead turning the opaque body into a clear crystal where the universe can be observed.


THE PATH


The senses of sight, hearing, and touch receive the most attention in Buddhist literature, perhaps because these are the most important senses for the monks who are the authors of that literature. Buddhist texts, and especially Buddhist philosophy, are filled with the language of sight and sound. Indeed, progress on the path to enlightenment makes repeated reference to the senses of seeing and hearing. We think immediately of the Pāli term vipassanā, in which the intensifier vi- is added to a word that means sight, creating the word commonly rendered in English as “insight.” There is “right view” (samyagdṛṣṭi), one of two sense words (along with “right speech”) among the eight elements of the noble path. A common term for a philosophical position in classical Indian literature is darśana, “view.” In the Diamond Sūtra, we find this famous passage: “A shooting star, a clouding of the sight, a lamp, an illusion, a drop of dew, a bubble, a dream, a lightning flash, a thunder cloud: this is the way one should see the conditioned.” Each of these is something that we see; the message of the passage is to see everything in this way: fleeting, deceptive, unreal.


Reminding us again that Buddhism began, and in many ways remains, an oral tradition, the first of the three levels of wisdom is the “wisdom arisen from hearing” (śrutamayīprajñā). When a monk or nun is described as learned, the term that is often translated is bahuśruta, literally “heard much.” Bahuśrutīya is the name of one of the eighteen schools of mainstream Buddhism. This is not to say, however, that smell and taste are unimportant. Again, we find the motif of pleasure and renunciation, with the fragrances of flowers and incense, both in this world as well as the various heavenly realms and pure lands, described. Yet we also find the monastic code prohibiting monks and nuns from using perfumes. All manner of worldly and divine feasts are described, perhaps most famously the vegetarian feasts (sometimes called “maigre feasts”) of Chinese Buddhism, offered to monks on festival days. The most important of these in East Asia was the so-called Ghost Festival, which derives from the story of the monk Maudgalyāyana (Mulian in Chinese) who found it impossible to offer food to his mother, who had been reborn as a hungry ghost. The Buddha informed him that the only way to feed the dead was to feed monks, with the merit produced by the gift being transformed into sustenance for the departed.11


Yet in the monastic code we find the rule that monks must consume whatever food is placed into their begging bowl, no matter how disgusting. Buddhaghosa’s Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga) contains a lengthy chapter devoted entirely to the repulsiveness of food, where he describes chewing and swallowing: “When thus mashed up and besmeared, this peculiar compound now destitute of the [original] colour and smell is reduced to a condition as utterly nauseating as a dog’s vomit in a dog’s trough. Yet, notwithstanding that it is like this, it can still be swallowed because it is no longer in range of the eye’s focus.”12 This emphasis on the disgusting qualities of human sense experience is not without purpose. These passages discourage identification with physical form and encourage escape from worldly rebirth. Indeed, earlier in the text he describes each of five sense organs as engines of disgust, describing the body as “the home of disease, the basis of painful states, perpetually oozing from the nine orifices like a chronic open carbuncle, from both of whose eyes eye-filth trickles, from whose ears comes ear-filth, from whose nostrils snot, from whose mouth food and bile and phlegm and blood, from whose lower outlets excrement and urine, and from whose ninety-nine thousand pores the broth of stale sweat seeps.”13


The extremes that we observe in Buddhist attitudes toward the senses is nowhere more acute than in the case of the body and its sense of touch. The body is described as a site of danger and disgust, often in starkly misogynistic terms, throughout Buddhist literature.14 In order to overcome lust, the Buddha prescribed meditation on the foulness of the human body, a practice that required monks to go to a charnel ground and stare at corpses in various states of decomposition, including the bloated, the livid, the festering, the cut up, the gnawed, the scattered, the hacked and scattered, the worm-infested, and the skeleton.




As is well known, the Buddhist monastic code is said to have developed organically, with the Buddha making rules only after a deed was performed by a monk or nun that he considered objectionable. Four deeds, called “downfalls” (pārājika), were considered sufficiently serious to require expulsion: killing, stealing, sexual intercourse, and lying (about spiritual attainments). Thus, the rule requiring celibacy was only established after the monk Sudinna had sexual intercourse with his former wife at his mother’s request. But what could have occasioned a monk to commit murder? It seems that the Buddha recommended corpse meditation as a particularly effective means of overcoming lust, on one occasion leaving the community of monks to meditate in charnel grounds. When he returned, he found the ranks of the saffron robed considerably diminished and asked Ānanda where the other monks were. Ānanda replied that they had become so disgusted with their own bodies that they regarded it as like the carcass of an animal hung around their neck. To relieve themselves from this burden, they convinced another monk to slit their throats. The Buddha then declared that henceforth killing a human would result in expulsion from the community.15 He also suggested that monks meditate on their breath.


Still, Buddhist texts, both mainstream and Mahāyāna, describe the human body in often stomach-churning detail. At the conclusion of his discussion of “meditation on the foul” (Pāli, asubhabhāvanā), where ten stages of the decomposition of a corpse are recommended as objects for developing concentration (Pāli, jhāna), Buddhaghosa declares that, despite our best efforts, the body’s disgusting nature is impossible to hide. And yet we continue to seek delight in delusion:


But by rubbing out the stains on its teeth with tooth sticks and mouthwashing and all that, by concealing its private parts under several cloths, by daubing it with various scents and salves, by pranking it with nosegays and such things, it is worked up into a state that permits of its being taken as “I” and “mine.” So men delight in women and women in men without perceiving the true nature of its characteristic foulness, now masked by this adventitious adornment. But in the ultimate sense there is no place here even the size of an atom fit to lust after.




And then, when any such bits of it as head hairs, body hairs, nails, teeth, spittle, snot, excrement, or urine have dropped off the body, beings will not touch them; they are ashamed, humiliated, and disgusted. But as long as any one of these things remains in it, though it is just as repulsive, they take it as agreeable, desirable, permanent, pleasant, self, because they are wrapped in the murk of ignorance and dyed with affection and greed for self.16


THIS BOOK


Our senses are so central to the way that we understand our lives and the world around us that we rarely think to doubt them or consider how cultural and historical factors shape our interpretation of the experience they provide. Our perceptions can have a deeply personal aspect that also colors our responses. We are conditioned by our own experiences, and those assumptions can carry over into our work, including the work of scholarship. Acknowledging these inherently human biases is a necessary starting point for historicizing the role of the senses.


The reader will have noted above in the discussion of sense experience in the Abhidharma literature that only one categorization of the senses occurs repeatedly, the simple dyad of good and bad, variously rendered as pleasant or unpleasant. We assume, therefore, that that dyad was familiar to the ancient authors of the Abhidharma. We also note that it is familiar to us, in a very different time and a very different place, as we say or think to ourselves on a daily basis: This looks good. This looks bad. That sounds good. That sounds bad. This smells good. This smells bad. That tastes good. That tastes bad. This feels good. This feels bad. Thus, inspired both by the Abhidharma and by our shared experience, the present volume considers the five senses, each in two instantiations: the good and the bad. However, as will be clear from the essays, good and bad are often a matter of perspective. Fatty and sugary foods are good insofar as they are delicious, but modern medicine often identifies them as bad because of their detrimental effects on the body, especially when eaten in excess. These complications are not just found in contemporary sources, they also characterize the views of authors writing in the past, and the essays in this volume reflect some of that ambiguity.


For example, in Rod-ari’s essay on miraculous and menacing sculptural imagery in Southeast Asia, are the scenes of hell “bad” because they are terrifying, or “good” because they dissuade people from negative actions that lead to rebirth in those hells? Does Schaeffer’s study of music inspired by the liminal state of the bardo count as a negative because the bardo itself is frightening? Presumably, the composer and audience for the work might choose to describe the work’s experimental sounds in positive terms. Likewise, sexual acts are generally pleasurable and might therefore be considered positive. Indeed, in some forms of Buddhist tantric practice, the bliss of sexual intercourse is essential for the achievement of buddhahood. Yet many of Ohnuma’s Vinaya sources view any sexual activity in almost criminal terms. It would not be difficult to list additional examples from the volume, but the point is clear. In each instance context is key. Because of this religiously and historically contingent ambiguity, individual contributors to this volume were free to define the positive or negative aspects of each sense as they deemed appropriate within their studies. The results, both within individual essays and in dialogue with other works in the volume, reveal the tensions within the scholarship and shed light on the discourse of the senses within Buddhism itself.


Just as sense experience is suppressed in Buddhism, the study of sense experience was largely repressed in Buddhist studies for decades. It is striking how closely scholars of Buddhism have seemed to conform to the monastic code. Thus, apart from the reading of the texts, little attention was paid to the visual. Apart from the sound of the chanting of scriptures, there was little attention to sound. Apart from scent of incense burning on the altar of a temple, there was little mention of smell. Apart from occasional discussions of vegetarianism, there was little mention of taste. And because of both academic prudishness and the complex of Buddhist restrictions around sex, there has been little mention of touch. We said above that there has been little attention to the visual. That is only true when we exclude art history from Buddhist studies, as has so often been the case. It is therefore likely significant that the impetus for this volume, a book that seeks to overcome the Buddhological suppression of the senses, was occasioned by an exhibition of Buddhist art.


This collection of essays is a recognition and celebration of this new direction, a direction that has been vital for humanizing Buddhist history. Grounded in human experience and sensation, the essays collected here seek to contribute meaningfully to the forward momentum. The concept and organization of this project is thus meant as an invitation to the reader to think about the senses in a focused way. By foregrounding aspects of practice and sensory experience, the essays together seek to shift our understanding of Buddhism from the conceptual to the practical, from the idealized to the human, from the abstract to the grounded, from the mind to the body. It is our hope that this volume will encourage further work on the experience of Buddhist practice, in the broadest sense of that term.


NOTES



1.Burnouf 2010, 386. For a more recent translation, see Strong 1983. There are two versions of the story of Aśoka preserved in Chinese. The first is the A yu wang zhuan (Aśokāvadāna), translated in the late third century by the Parthian monk An Faqin. The second is the A yu wang jing (Aśokasūtra) translated by Saṅghapāla in 512. The latter text has been translated into English by Li Rongxi 1993.


2.Changkya Rölpai Dorjé 2019, 157–59.


3.The following description is drawn from the most famous of the Abhidharma texts, the Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakośa) by the fourth-century Indian monk Vasubandhu. See La Vallée Poussin 1988, vol. 1, 55–150.


4.Hopkins 1983, 227.


5.For a translation and study of the Aggañña Sutta, see Collins 1993.


6.Nakamura 2000, 205–6.


7.Bodhi 2000, 2.1133.


8.Greene 2017, 69.


9.An influential description of the Buddhist cosmos is found in the third chapter of the Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakośa) by Vasubandhu. See La Vallée Poussin 1988, vol. 2, 365–550.


10.Kubo and Yuyama 2007, 251.


11.Teiser 1996.


12.Buddhaghosa 2010, 341.


13.Buddhaghosa 2010, 183.


14.Wilson 1996.




15.Horner 1949, 116ff.


16.Buddhaghosa 2010, 183–84.
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