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THE MAHAPARINIBBANA AND
~ THE BUDDHA'S LAST MEAL

By Professor

LALIT MOHAN KAR, KAVYATIRTHA, M.A.,B.L.
| From the Modern Revicw of July 1936 ]

1. About 33 miles east of the town of Gorakhpur,
on the southern side of the Gorakhpur-Kasia Road, lies
one of the most sacred spots on the earth; for, it was
here—at Matha Kuar —that Sakyamuni Buddha breathed
his last, in 543 B.C. according to the orthodox Buddhist
tradition, or 487 B.C. in the opinion of the European
Orientalists. Millions of Buddhist pilgrims have visited
that place since then; and, cven today visitors trom
all parts of the world come there, where the ‘Light of

Asia’ obtained his Great Extinction (Maha-parinibbana).

2. The place i1s now a mass ol ruins of once
splendid structures, the only remaining ones being
a temple, a stupa and a few scattered buildings. In the
temple which is of the shape of Dasaratha cave of
the Barabar Hills in Gaya, there is a reclining image of
Buddha with his head to the north resting on the right
hand. It is about four times the size of an ordinary man
and of the same dimensions as the seated figurc in the
Buddha Gaya temple. It is covered with gold and silk
presented by Burmese devotees, possibly in imitation of
the golden cloth given by Pukkusa a wealthy follower
with which Ananda, the chief disciple, had wrapped the
body of the dying Buddha. There is a tablet on the
southern wall describing the discovery of the place by
Carllyle, Assistant to General Cunningham, 1n 1877.
The Stupa by the side of the temple was originally
erected by the Mallas of the place, reconstructed
by the Imperial devotee, Asoka, and, quite recently,
substantially repaired. The reclining figure stands
on the spot of Buddha’s death, between. two Sala

(Sorium robusta) trees. The cremation took place on
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the bank of the Kakutstha, also called Hiranya and
Ajitavati, a small tributary of the Chhota Gandak, now
generally dry, about half a mile away.

3. There are still to be seen the walls of two rows
of small rooms, with a passage between them, meant
for Bhikhus. All other buildings are now a mass of
debris. About a mile to the south there are the uncared
for ruins associated with Anuruddha, Buddha’s cousin

and disciple.

4. Kasia, a small town, a mile and a haif to the
east, has been identified with ‘Kusinara’ of the
Buddhists: It can also be approached from Tahsil

Deoria Station, 40 miles south-east of Gorakhpur, on the
B.N.W. Rly, by bus, of which there is a regular service,

the distance being 22 miles due north. On the Vaisakhi

Purnima (Full-moon day in April-May), the thrice sacred
day of the Buddhists — being that of the Birth,

Enlightenment and Pari-nibbana of Buddha, — a fair

is held there, and people collect there in large numbers
in buses from Gorakhpur, Deoria, Padrauna and the
adjoining places.

5. The place of the death of Buddha naturally
reminds one of the incidents that led to it. The events
of his last days may be thus recounted :

6. He was already ailing when he came to Pava

(Padrauna, Gorakhpur District) from Vaisali (Besar,
Muzaftarpur District) after several halts. The last meal
that Buddha took had been prepared by Chunda,

the Maha-parinibbana Sutta of the Digha Nikaya (Pali
Sutta Pitaka) gives it as ‘Stikara-maddavam’.

7. It has been taken to mean
(/) boar’s dried flesh,
(/i) meal of rice and young pork,
(iii) tender parts of pork,

(iv) the succulent parts, the titbits of a young
wild boar,

(v) Some tough pork, etc., etc.
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8. Watters says,

The word ‘Sukara maddavam’ has been generally
understood to mean a preparation of pig’s tlesh.
Dr. Rhys Davids translates it at one place by ‘dried
boar’s flesh’ and in another place by ‘tender pork’
(Buddhist Suttas p. 72: Questions of King Milinda
Vol, I p. 243 and note). But he is not satishied with
the interpretations and explanations given of the word,
and he is obviously inclined to regard it as a name for
some vegetable article of food. This view is also taken
by K. F. Newmann, who gives reasons for regarding the
word as denoting some kind of edible fungus, Now 1t
is remarkable that neither in the Tibetan nor any of the
Chinese accounts of the death of the Buddha is there
any mention of pork at the last breakfast. Nor is 1t
mentioned in any of the Maha-yanist books on the Great
Decease, nor in the account of Chunda’s feast given in
the Sarvata Vinaya. In the <¢Yu-hsing-Ching’ the
dainty reserved by Chunda for the Buddha is called
‘Sandal-wood-tree-ear’ or ‘Sandal-wood-ecar’. By these
names 1S probably indicated a tree-fungus or some
aromatic mushroom, In the Chinese language a common
name for any parasitical fungus is ‘mu-erh’ or tree ear,
and among Buddhist monks and their friends mushrooms
are well-known as Ho-Sang-jou or ‘monk’s flesh meat’.
I agree with Newmann that the pious blacksm:th was not
likely to cook pickled pork for the Buddha, and think
that fungus or mushroom should be taken to be the
meaning of Sukara-maddava.

9. It really sounds strange that an octogenarian,
recognized holy for forty years, should be served with
the flesh of an animal., Besides, such a food would be
quite contrary to his own principles. The ‘Silas or
abstentions, which must be kept by all Buddhists
(five or eight or ten rules to be observed according
to their advancement in piety),” start with the abstention
‘from taking life ; pawnatipata veramam, In the Jatakas
Buddha has described himself many times as offering
his own body to save animals from being killed for
food. These sermons would lose all their force If In
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this life he would act before the eyes of the people
in a way contradicting the sacrifices of his past lives.

Buddha has been looked upon as an avatara

(incarnation — one of the ten), for his taking a stand
against the killing of animals, by the Hindus.

10. In the Vinaya Pitaka we find a positive
injunction :

“*Let no one O Bhikkhus, knowingly eat meat (of
an animal) killed for that purpose : Whosoever does
so, 1s guilty of a dukkato offence.

1. The inscriptions of Asoka tell us, that, although
a king, he is offering an apology for killing two peacocks
and one deer, a minimum reduced from a very large
slaughter of animals for his kitchen. He 1s holding out
a promise that he would stop even this in the near future,
possibly when he would be able to rise above the rigid
tradition of the royal family to make an innovation.
Evidently he succeeds in doing soand imposes prohibition
from animal killing to a very large extent in his vast

Kingdom by royal proclamation, after he becomes a
confirmed Buddhist.

12. Living in an age very remote from Buddha
and in places far off the scene of his death, we are apt
to underrate the importance of Buddha’s life and treat
the cause of his death lightly. The life of the Master

(Sasra) was a national asset at that time and all eyes

were upon him. He was honoured with the funeral of a
monarch and eight kings and ruling princes contended
for his ashes immediately after his cremation, claiming
him to be one of them. ¢Stupas’ or solid domes were
raised on his relics, as Memorials. B

13. The situation that the disciple Chunda had
to face, in offering an adequate food or perhaps sick
diet, must have been a grave one; and he could not have
offered it without the greatest caution. Buddha was
surrounded by a large number of devotees, amongst
whom were his near and affectionate relatives. Buddha
realised the merit of the food specially prepared for him
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as conducive not to death but to deliverance, like the

milk food given him by Sujata in Gaya leading to his
‘Sambodhi’ (Enlightenment). He left a message with
his most favourite disciple, Ananda, to be delivered
to Chunda as coming from himself in praise of the last
repast.

14. Now, Sukaramaddavam is a compound word,
formed of Sakara (boar) and maddava (softness).
It 1s the second word which has presented the greater
difficulty and is responsible for misinterpretations.

15. For one thing, ‘maddavam’ does not mean
flesh or meat. It is derived from the word ‘mudu’
(in Pali) and so ‘muduno bhavo maddavam’ (maddavam
means the state of being ‘soft’). Nor does the word
‘Suakara’ mean boar’s flesh. To denote ‘boar’s flesh’,
the word would be ¢sokara” and not as has
been expressly mentioned by Kaccayana, the carliest
and greatest Pali Grammarian who lived about the
3rd Century B. C. He says that in order to mean
‘the flesh of that’ there i1s the affix n which will
turn the first ‘a’ of a word into ‘a’, and ‘u’ or ‘G
into ‘o’. (In Sanskrit this change is called vriddhi,
‘a’ being changed into ‘a’ and ‘u’ or ‘G being changed
into ‘ou’, but asthere is ‘ou’ dipthong tn Pali, 1t is
changed into ‘0’). He cites the instances ‘mahisassa
idam, mapasam va’=mahisam’ (Something of a bullalo
or a buffalo’s flesh=mahisam) and ‘Sukarassa i1dam
mamsam va sokaram’ (Something appertaining to a hog.
or a hog’s flesh is ‘sokaram’).

16. Kalidasa’s use of the word ‘mardavam’ (the
Sanskrit form of the Pali ‘maddavam’) throws a
flood of light on the word, viz: — ‘abhitaptam-ayo-pti
mardavam bhajate’ — even a piece of iron when heated
gets softness., ‘Maddavam’ thus means something
made soft by heating or cooking.

17. The Paka-darpana (Mirror of Cooking) ascribed
to King Nala of the Mahabharata Episode, an ancient
work on cooking says about a method of cooking :—
‘evam pake krite tasya mrdutvam svadu )jayate’ (cooked
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in this way its softness gets tasteful). Mrdutvam is only
another word for ‘mardavam’ from the same word
‘mrdu’.

18. According to Panini there 1is the word
‘sauvadu-mridavam’(tasteful-soft-ness) which corresponds

to the idea given in Pakadarpan. If the word mridu
is used alone, then in the sense of ‘Samokritam bhaksha’

(a food prepared in a special cooking pot) there is
the word ‘mardavam’ meaning food prepared in a ‘soft’
(like mrd=earthen) pot. The Pali form of this word
1s ‘maddavam’.

19 The name Sukara (variant Sukara) is derived
from the word Stka (bristles; piercing or hairy growth).
So a pricking spout of grass has been called Suka. e.g.
‘nivisate yadi saka-Sikhapade’ (if the prickly point of
sprouting grass pierces the sole of the foot). The
caterpillar is called ‘Suka-Kita’, the worm with bristles.
The beard of corn because of its prickliness is also
called ‘sgka’. ‘Sukara’ is formed with affix ‘ra’ like
‘madhu-ra’ (Sweet, lit., possessing honey) from ‘madhu’
(honey).

20. It is a noticeable thing that in ancient India
syponyms were very freely used, even for proper names.
Kalidasa has used the word ¢Rath-anga-nama’ (one
named with the part of a chariot) to denote the
Ruddy - goose, instead of <*Chakra - vaka, (the
wheel-voice). The names of radish, among others, are
Chanakyamulakam, Vishnuguptakam and Kautilyam,

the different names of the celebrated minister of
Chandragupta Maurya.

21. The different names of Sukara, given by
Moggalana Thero,a Ceylonese Bhikku of the 12th Century
in his Pali Lexicon, the Abhidhanappadipika are 27 :
““Stikaro (tu) varaho (tha)”’, and ‘“varaho sukare gaja’’.
Pali like the modern vernaculars, follows Sanskrit in
lay subjects like grammar, lexicography, alamkara,
chandas, etc. We notice the synonyms of Stukara as
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given by Amara Simha. Who although wrote in
Sanskrit, was even an earlier Buddhist than Moggalana
Thero, who follows him :

Varaho, Sukaro, Ghrstih, Kolah, Pottri, Kirah, Kitih,
Damstri, Ghone, Stabdharoma, Krodo, Bhudara (itv-

api).

22. There is an excellent bulb ‘Stkarakanda’ which
possesses many of these names of the boar, such as
Ghrsti, Grsti, Sukari, Krodakanya, Varahi, Krodi,
Gristikanya Varaha-Kanda as well as those of Vishun
who in one or his incarnations took the form of a Boar,
viz :— Visvaksenapriya, Madhavesta, Visvaksenakanta
(tavourite of Vishnu). Its other names are :

Varahikanda evanyai scharmakaraluko matah;
Anupe sa bhaveddese varaha iva lomavan.
‘“Yarahi-Kanda is called by some Charmakaralu (the

leather man’s potato), it grows in wet or in marshy soil
and is hairy like a boar’’,

Its names showing its properties are ‘balya’
(strength-giver), ‘amrta’ (nectar), ‘mahavirya’ (of great
potency), ‘mahausadha’ (great medicine), ‘vriddhida’
(helping growth), and ¢vyadhi-hanta (destroyer of
diseases). Another name is ‘Magadhi’, indigenous of
Magadha.

This is Sakara-Kanda (Batatgs edulis) a variety ol
yam.

Bhava-prakasa, the well-known Medical authority
says of the plant :

‘Vidari Svadu-Kanda ca sa tu Krosti sita smrta;
[ksu-gandha, Ksira-valli, Ksira-sukla, payasvini.

““the ground-piercing, sweet-bulbed, if white, called ‘the
sow’, smelling of sugar-cane, milk-creeper, milk white,
possessed of milk’’.

The bulb is specified as

‘Varaha-murdhavat Kando Varahi-Kanda-Sajnitah’,
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‘““The bulb which has the appearance of the head
(or snout) of the boar is called the ‘Varahi-Kanda’.”

It 1s recommended as a substitute of equal merit
for two great medicinal plants Rddhi and Vrddhi,
which are rare :

‘Rddhi-vrddhi-sthane varahi-kandam tat-tulyam
Ksipet’.

23. According to a Vartika (Supplementary rule)
of Katyayana to Panini the roots of plants may be of
diverse genders (‘puspa-mulesu bahulam’) and so both
Stkari (and prcferably) ¢Sukara’ means the root or
bulb of the plant,

[n this district of which Kasia i1s a part (once a
sub-division) the bulb is known as ‘ganji’ (derived from
Hindi ‘genthi’=Sanskrit Gristi) as well as ‘Sakara-Kand’
(derived from Sukara-Kanda), a name known far and
wide. It sounds as if this name has been derived from
the word ‘Sarkara-Kanda’, but there is no bulb of this
name m the long list of edible bulbs in Sanskrit (nor in
Bengali, given by N.G. Mukherji).

24. Dr. Hoey, who was like Vincent Smith, a
Civilian officer of Gorakhpur, holds that at Pava, Buddha
ate at the house of Chunda Sukara (not hog’s flesh but

‘Stkara-Kanda’, hog’s root) which aggravated the illness
that terminated his life.

25. As an article of Phalahari food, i.e., taken by

those keeping a fast, Sakarkand is taken boiled. So this
corresponds very nearly to Sukara-maddavam, the soft
pulp of the ‘Sakar-kanda’.

26. In these parts the Chaumasa or Chaturmasyam
1s strictly observed. Generally this begins with Hari-
Sayana Ekadasi and ends with Devotthana Ekadasi,
roughly corresponding to the Vassavasa or ‘the Retreat
during the Rains’ of Buddhists, Devout people here do
not take ‘‘ganji’’ before the ‘Deothan Ekadasi’. It is
a sight to see in the local markets heaps of ‘ganjis’ and
Siripada (Sanskrit Sringataka=‘water chestnut’) collected
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for sale on that Ekadasi day. The Sakara-Kanda is

grown very casily (hence also ‘Sukara’) and extensively,
1in the plains as well as in the slopes of of Nepal.

27. It has got a sweet taste and is both of dull
white and red colours. The red variety resembles the
‘Ranga-alu’ of Bengal but possesses a thick milky juice
when raw, the white variety has less of this juice.  Both
the varieties have got thread-like things within their pulp
when botled, and these cause a griping pain in weak
stomachs. I was once much surprised being informed
by a student of mine that he had brought his aged father,
a Brahmana Zamindar, to the town lor treatment from
the neighbourhood of Kasir, as he was suflering {rom
‘pechish’ (dysentery) by taking boiled ‘ganji’ after his
fast, this would very vividly remind one¢ of Buddha,

28. The boiled Sakarkand, nevertheless, is very

widely used. It isthe chief, and mostly the only, item
of delicacy sold 1n fairs, even in remote villages.

29. Another bulb(Kanda, Kanda-mala-phala’, being
specially the food of India’s holy men) which satisfies
the meaning ‘gaja’ of Abhidhanappadipika and ‘ear’ of
the Chinese versions is Gaja-Karna-alu, which s
mentioned as:

«Hastikanda hasti-patrah sthula-kando “ti-kandakah;
Vihat-patro ’ti-patrasca hasti-karnastu Karnaka’'.
‘Elephant-bulb, elephant-(ear)-leaved, massive-bulb,
big-bulb, large-leaf, big-leaf and ear-(like).

30. This is called *Banda’ in the U, P, 1t is hairy

and dark like a boar when it comes out of the ground.
It is the specific produce of Padrauna (in which Pava
where Buddha was given ‘Sukara-maddavam) and 1s
grown on a very large scale.

It belongs to class of ‘Mana’, defined as

‘Manakah syah mahapatrah’.

‘Mana’ or ‘Manaka is the same as ‘great-leaf”’ (Cf.
atipatra= vrhat-patra above).

5N 1 29



(10)

31. It has been highly praised by Hindu physicians
who were great believers in the dietetic treatment of
diseases. ‘Mana-manda’ the bulb being boiled to the
thin-ness of a fluid, is a widely approved diet in extreme
cases of weakness of the stomach.

32. But the article of food offered by Chunda to his
Great Master appears to have been a richer and more
elaborate one than the simpie boiled root or bulb. It has
been highly spoken of by Buddha.

33. The mrdu (from which maddavam comes) is
derived from mrd, meaning to ‘press’, ‘pound’, ‘knead’,
etc. A kind of pudding or ‘payasa’, (milk preparation)
made with boiled Sakar-Kand or perhaps pounded
‘kaseru’ (Kesoor), Seripus Kyseor boiled in milk to
thickness would be Sukara-maddavam, as well.

34. Kaseru i1s a natural product of marshy districts
and 1s the great favourite of boars and hairy too. Its
name is ‘sukaresta’ (=°¢the boar’s favourite’) and even
Kroda (boar). The powdered or pounded Kesur (like
‘Singhara’) is used in making *‘lapsi’” (boiled in milk
and sugar). This hulwa-like preparation is highly
appreciated and is a favourite dish of the higher classes.
[t 1s the best kind of ‘phalahari’ food for old men, light
and nutritious.

35. The Sukara-maddavam thus appears to have

been a pulpy vegetable, i.e., bulb preparation in milk
to serve as the last food of Buddha taken by him before

entering the Maha-pari-nibbana, like the milk preparation
given him on the eve of his attaining Enlightenment
(Buddha-hood) at Gaya. He has mentioned the two

together before his death as belonging to the same
category and sanctity.
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