











Vimala, the Former Courtesan

Born at Vesali, daughter of a prostitute, Vimala one day
spotted Maha-Moggallana going about the town for
alms. He was one of the Buddha's most highly realized
disciples. She followed, trying to seduce him. Some say
she was spurred on by “sectarians.” After the elder re-
buked her, she felt shame and became a lay believer. She

made this confession after joining the order:

I used to be puffed up

high on good looks

intoxicated by a rosy complexion
voluptuous figure

I was haughty, vain,

looked down on other women
[ was young

All painted up

I stood at the brothel door
like a hunter laying snares,
showing my wares—

Here are my breasts, a thigh
(lifts a skirt)

I conjured, mocked, seduced—
Today I'm bald

52 SONGS OF THE DAUGHTERS OF BUDDHA

Clad in the outer robe, I go begging
Sitting at the foot of a tree,

I no longer discriminate

All ties have been cut

I said, cut
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Ambapali Speaks

.r'\mlmpAh\ hife was the sttt of legend, and an inter-
esting twist of karma. In a former life she was a
bbikkbson, or nun. She had observed another nun spit in
front of a shrine and rebuked her, saving, “What pros-
titute has been spituny i this place?” Ambapali, whose
name means “mango protectress” or “mango guardian,”
came to birth spontancoushy at the foot of a mango tree
i the ity of Vesali She was extraordmarily beauniful,

and princes fought tiercely over her. To end the con-

tentton (0 was soon decided that she be made the chief

courtesan of the iy, Prosperity graced Vesaly, it is said,
because of her notortery. She had a son by King
Bimbuara, who later became a Buddhist monk “the el-
der Vimal-Kondanna - Evencaally abandoning fame
and wealth 1o seek the Dharma, according to legend she
entertaned the Buddha with a retinue of monks, who
had been warned by Gautama not o lose their heads
over hers Later, out of strong devotion, she built a her-
mutage, or vkaa, on her land and gave icto the Buddha
He rested there in his cightieth vear, tour months before

ht‘ dwd‘
Once my har was black hike the color of bees

alve—curly
:\‘U\V i i\ \*I‘\' Iikk‘ 13.“"( “b('li\ Uf }IL‘UIP
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I'm getting old
This s true, T tell you the truth

Covered with flowers, my head was fragramt
as a perfumed box

Now, because of old age, 1t smells like dog's tur

Thick like a grove it used to be beautiful—
ends partcd by comb and pin

Now it’s thin, I'm telling the truth

This was a head with fine pins once,
decorated with gold, plarted, so beaunitul

Now bald

My eyebrows were like crescents
exquisttely pamted by arusts
Now because of old age they droop down wuh
wrinkles

Ah, I'm relling the truth

My eves used to be shiny, bridliant as jewels

Now they don't look so good
My nose was like a delicate peak

Now 1t's a long pepper

This scarecrow 1s tellig the truth
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My earlobes—can you believe 12
were hke well-fashioned bracelets

Now thevre heavy with creases

My teeth were peardy white
like the bud of plantam
:\,\)\\' (h(‘\”l'(' 1\1'()kf” ‘UlL{ \'C“OV\'

Indeed. this os the trath

SWeCh was my SITIT YT ]lk(‘ [}1\‘ CUCL{()H m ['h(’ P TOVE

Now my vorce cracks and falers

Flear o0 These words are true

A\l\ Il(\‘l’\’ US\‘L,{ to 1"L‘ NU{T i]kt\ a \\'(\l]‘rubl\/(‘d
CL)I](I] H]l(‘“

Now it bends, broken

My arms were round like crossbars

Now thevie weak as the petalt tree

My hands were gorgeous—ithev used to be,
ased 1o be gorgeous—

Covered with signet rings, decorated with gold

Now they are ke omons and radishes

l 1]1\ IS true, i I(‘” you
Ny breases Tooked JICal—

round, swellimg, close togedher, Totte

Now they hang down hke waterless warer bags
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My body used to be shimv as a sheet ot gold
Now it ts covered with very fime wrinkles
Both thighs—and this was once considered o
comphment—
looked like elephants” trunks—very mteresuing

I swear I'm telling the vrath

Now thevre Like stalks of bamboo
My calves too, like stalks of sesamwe

My feet used 1o be elegant
like shoes of solt cotton woul
Now they are cracked and wrinkled

This hag speaks true

I had the body of a queen
Now 1t's lowly, dccrcpit, an old house

Plaster talling oft
Sad, but true
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Patacara Speaks

Patacara lost a husband ro a snakebite, an infant to a
hawk, another child to drowning. parents and a brother

to calamiry,

Youny brahmins plough tields,
sow seeds,

nourtsh their wives and children,
get wealthy

Why can' I find peace?

['m virtuous

comply with the teacher

not lazy or puﬂbd up

One day washing my tect
I watched the water as 1t
trickled down the slope

! fixed my mind

the way youd

tram a t}mmughbrcd horse

Later, taking my lamp
1 cnier ”\‘\' C(’”

sit on my bed and
watch the flame

I extinguish the wick
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with a needle
The release of my mind
is like the quenching of the lamp

O the nirvana of the little lamp!
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Ubbiri's Lament

Ubbiri was born in this Buddha-era at Savatthi to the
family of an eminent burgess. Extremely beautiful, she
was brought to the house of the king of Kosala,
Pasenedi himself. A few vears later she gave birth to a
daughter named Jiva (“alive”), and the king anointed
her queen. Soon after, the little girl died and the
mother, out of her mind with grief, went daily to the
charnel ground. She tried to worship the Buddha but
gave up, so obsessed she was by her loss, and went
lamenting to the river Achiravati. Buddha revealed him-
self to her:

Buddba:

O Ubbirt who howls for her dead daughter

“Jiva, Jiva, come back!”

come to your senses

Eighty-four thousand daughters with the name “Jiva”
have been burned in this charnel ground.

Which “Jiva” do you mourn?

Which of the countless “Jivas” do you mourn?

Ubbiri then spoke:

The master plucks the tiery dart
from my heart

It was rooted deep in there,

64 SONGS OF THE DAUGHTERS OF BUDDHA

My loss—O Jival—became my obsession
T(;da)' I've stopped craving her

[ let Jiva go

I take refuge in the Buddha

the Dharma, the Sangha
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Kisa-Gotami and the Mustard Seed

Born into a poor family, Kisa-Gotami was named
“Lean Gotami” because of the frailness of her body;
when she married, they chided her as “nobody’s daugh-
ter.” When she bore a son, they finally paid her respect.
Bur the boy died young—hed just turned old enough
to run and play—and Kisa went insane with grief. A
wild thought came to her: They will try to take my child and
expose bim. So she lifted his corpse upon her hip and
went from door to door, begging “give me medicine for
my child!" “Medicine? {crazy woman) What for?” was
the response. She was out of touch. Someone finally
took pity and sent her to the Buddha. He glimpsed the
promise in her and instructed, “Go, go, enter the town,
and collect a lictle mustard seed from any house where
no one has died.” She went from house to house, but at
cach one someone had died. The truth dawned: This will
be the situation in the wholr town. She finally sought a charnel
ground to place her dead child in, murmuring:
No village “law,”
no city law merely
No law for this clan or
that one alone
For the whole world, for the gods even
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All is impermanent

this 1s the Truth

“Gotami, did you collect the mustard seed?” the
Buddha asked. Gotami answered, “This is the work of
the little mustard seed,” and requested ordination. She
was proclaimed first among wearers of the rough rai-
ment.

Reflecting later, she sang:

Excellent to have wise, noble friends

One should know a few things

It helps your patn

But one should understand how pain arises
how it ceases

(the Eightfold Path, the Four Noble Truths)

Mark the sorrow, mark how it comes

Being a woman 1s painful

Miserable sharing a home with hostile wives

Miserable giving birth in bitter pain

Some cut their own throats

More squeamish women take potson

[ saw—Ilike others—my husband die

Two sons dead

and mother, father, brother

cremated on the funeral pyre

Miserable, a whole family destroyed!
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Tears shed for a thousand lifetimes
Watched my babe’s flesh devoured by

dogs, jackals, and tigers

in the charnel ground

But I survived
quenched desire
Saw the teachings as a mirror

held up to show me my crazy mind
Now healed
The poison darts extracted from my heart
All this done and
done by me

The theri Kisa-Gotami

saw herself in the mirror
and witnessed these things
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Nanduttara

I used to worship

fire, the moon, sun,

all the gods

I used to go down

to the riverbanks

for the bathing rites

I took holy vows

shaved half my head

slept on the ground
wouldn't eat food after sundown
Then I decked myself

out with many ornaments
baths, unguents, massage—
you name it—

Tried everything

to stave off death

I was a slave to my body
Then I really “got” it

saw my body as it really is
went homeless

Lust? Sex?

Forget it

All that binds me head and foot

is loosened
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Subha Spcaks: Moon as Toy

After heaping up lifetimes of merit under former bud-
dhas, Subha, whose name literally means “bright” or
“shining,” was born in this Buddha-era in Rajagahatoa
prestigious brahmin fanuly. Eschewing marriage, she
became a nun under the teacher Prajapat. In keeping
with the Buddha's nissayas, or guidclines, for monastic
living, Subha took to heart the admonition to dwell at
the foot of a tree. She loved to wander in the forest. But
this was before a nun was raped in the woods and the
rules drastically changed. The Cullavagga states: “Now at
that time, nuns dwelt i the forest and wayward men vi-
olated them. They told this to the Buddha. He replied,
‘A nun is not to adope a forest life”

A voung man tried to seduce the bhikkbuni Subha as

she was entering Jivaka'’s tantalizing mango grove:

She:

Why do you stop me

What have [ done to vou?

It’s not right to proposition a nun.

I've been trained i the precepts, you not.
['m pure, you're impure.

On top of that you're obnoxious. Out of my way!

~1
T
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He: - |
But you're young and beautiful. Cast off that silly
vellow robe and let’s make love in this wood.
Blc;ssoms smell sweet from the tall trees. Spring Is a
happy season. Let’s make love in this Howermg
wood. ’ ]
The trees cry out when shaken by wind. lt’s wondertul
and frightening.
What fun can you have alone in the wood?
You could get lost.
The forest is haunted—you want to go it alone?
Haunted by wild beasts—rutting, savage elephants.
You could lgo about a forest like this like a gold idol.
Just be my little doll. You'd have beautiful cothes.
I'd be your slave. First let’s lic in the grove together.
O Kinnari, elf of the forest with languid eyes. Do
as 1 say, please. I'll make you happ).a Come live
my house. You'll live in a palace of verandas and
terraces with women attending you. You'll wear the
finest muslin from Banares, cover yourscif‘ with
garlands, creams. I'll give you ornaments of })rﬁci()tls
stones, gold work, pcarls, anything you want! S,omc
lie on a bed with a clean cover, spread with a hine
woolen blanket—quuite new, extremely costly—
decorated with sandalwood, having an excellent

smell. Come.
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1 fe says alniost to bznzs:‘nijj::

A blue lotus rises up with gorgeous blossoms, preyed on
by water sprites. Great! No other man has ever touched
her.

She:

What seems to infatuate vou so much? Me? In chis
carrion-filled body of mine? Look again. What
makes you speak like this?

He:

It’s vour eyes like a gazelle, Tike the elf. Your eyes make
me wild. Theyv're Tike buds of a lotus, spotless as
gold. I'm crazy with desire for you! Even if you go
away 'l never forget your miracle eyes. And long

lashes. Pure gaze. No eves are dearer to me.

“He hunges for ber.) She:

You're crazy! You're on the wrong track. You want the
moon as a toy. You want to jump over Mount Meru.
You want the impossible. You'e trying to seduce a
child of the Buddha. 1 desire no one now. No lust
for any man, Desire has been scattered like sparks
from burning coal. Its potson, forget it. No lust tor
any man. Can’ see him. I've slain the root and
branch of lust through following the Noble Path.
Tempt someone else if vou can, torget Subha who
doesn't sec any man. I'm awake in the midst of

prase, blame, pain, pleasure. All composite oppo-
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sites, all conditioned things are disgusting. | tell
vou, my mind doesn't chng to anything at all. The
/darts are extracted from my heart, wounds healed,
no more intoxicants. ['ve seen puppets and dolls
fastened by strings and sticks, made to dance in
crazy ways. Once the strings and sticks are removed,
then what? Once they'e thrown away, mutilated,
scattered, lost, broken to bits, then what?

This little body, this phantom body, does not cxi\st‘
A puppet can’t exist without sticks and strings. 1t
something does not exist without phenomena, on
what can you fix your mind? You see a picture on a
wall smeared with yellow ointment——is that it?
You're confused, you mistake the tmage for the
thing itself. O Blind One! 1 tell you, you run after
an empty thing—a mirage, a golden tree at fhc end
of a dream, a puppet show in the middle of a
crowd. Delusion, conjurer’s wick! B
3 ball set in a hollow with a bubble in the middle,

briny tears, it secretes slime too. Here, look at this!

orget it. An eye 15

{The young maiden plucks out ber eye to give 19 ber seducer.
She is unattached. She bas a calm mind.)

He:
Agh!

(He's borrified. His passion dies on the spot. He begs

forgiveness. )
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Please put it back! Become whole! Forgive me, [ won't
I g
trouble vou again. Please put vour sight back. You
} g put | g
pierce me, all righe. | embraced fire. I seized a poiso-

nous snake. I beg you, plcasc put your eye back!

The nun then visited the excellent Buddha. And on see-

ing her virtue the Buddha restored her eye.
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The Ballad of Isidas:

In the beautiful kingdom ot Pataliputta
named for the fragrant trumpet Hower

lived two bhikkbunis, born of the Shakya clan—
Isidasi and Bodhi—holy beauttes

who delighted in their study and practice
They were erudite,

accomplished meditators

Listen how
after having made the round for alms,
eaten, and washed their little begging bowls
they cheerfully sat down
on a secluded bank
by the great river Ganges
and began to speak rogether
Whar on earth brought you te renunciation
Isidasi?
You're lovely to look at—
such noble carriage
still young
Were you sick of the domestic life,
fas that 102

Are you really going to stay a nun forever?
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And m this quict spot by the river
[sidast—now

skilled i the Dharma

now strong in the Dharma.

took up her long strange tale:

Listen, Bodhi, listen to me

I el vou how 1 became a nun

My father was a merchant, a modei citizen
of Ujjcni——;\\'ami'.\‘ most excellent ciey
I was his only daughter-—his dchgh(——

pri/,cd jewel of his eve

One dav a lugh nobleman arrived from Saketa
laden with exote treasure
sent by a rich merchant

to woo e for his son

My father gave me willingly
No protest. No bargamning

[ tedl vou I waited on my in-laws day and night
bowed and scraped

Paid endless homage,

bowing, obsessively prostrating at their feet
Waited on all my husband’s kin

brothers, sisters, his whole retinue in fact

Did v\'cx"\'('hmg [ was supposcd to—cveryvthing!
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Leapr up,

gave my seat to them zealously

as they'd enter the room

Timid, really overdoing it
Constantly serving drink and food

catering to every need

Bolt up early, Isidasi, wake up
Wash your hands and teet

Now go to him like a good wife
Cup vour hands obediently

I'd arrive with soap, combs, ornaments,
dress and groom him as if 1 were

a slave girl, he the king

I'd boil the rice gruel

wash the pots and pans
Looking after him the way
a mother does her only son

He disliked me from the start
Why? Why?

[ who'd shown such slavish devotion
up before dawn, industrious,
humble

[ who'd shown real affection

I'd reach for him . ..
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One day he said to his parents:
I can't live with Isidasi anymore!
—just like that—

I won't live with her

Give me permission to go

What's wrong with you son?
Istdast is clever,

a diligent housewife

gets up early, does the chores
How can you say this?
What's happened?

Why doesn't she please you?

She’s done no harm

I just can't stand to be around her
She disgusts me

She drives me away

What offense did you commit, Isidasi?
They turned to me ...

Nothing, I protested—

I've done nothing—

Never said an evil word

Never hurt my husband

What can I do when he loathes me so?
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I was devastated
led me back to my father’s home
We've lost a beautiful goddess, they said

to keep our son at home

Then my father gave me to the household
of a second rich man of noble family

for half the bride price

I lived there a month till he too
rejected me

and I'd served him like the other—
like a slave

My father runs out in the street

like a crazy person
and grabs the first mendicant he sees
Come be my son-in-law!

Throw away that ragged robe and begging pot!

Butthcmdbuhavinglivedwithmztwomks

demanded

Give me back my cup and robe

I want to go back to the homeless life
begforscrapsou:inthesmet

What hasn't been done for you here
Tell us quickly what we can do for you!
(my father was scared to lose him too)
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Even it I were honored like rovaley

[tell vou | simply couldn't be

under the same roof with lsidast!

[ was alone agam
[ wanred 1o Jdie
QO please fet me die or just

let me 2o oft @ wanderer, | pleaded

Then the noble lady Jinadatta
2 learned pmcmionjcr

il WAs OS] AUSPICIOUS—
arrived at the house

on her daily round for alms

and as she entered
I offered her my seat
then bent over

pavinyg homage at her feet

[ gave her food and drink

And after she was sarishied

I blurted out

O Noble Lady. [ wish to go forth
I want to renounce the V\"(\)’!'IL{

Take me with vou

No, 10
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Stay here,
practice herel—mv father broke in
You can take care of the ascetios

and brahmins from here—please stav

Bur T was watling now
N
weeping, begging
praying to him 1o let me go
1 must wear out my evil karma

Let me yo

He hnally relented with s blessing
Go get enhightened Isidasi

Actain nibbana, hittle unfortunate one

And I said good-bye to my parents
good—bw o tribal kin
and seven davs after my renunoation

I gaincd the three knowledges

Now | know my last seven births
[ understand now. Bodhi

Listen well to my tale

[ was a goldsmith m the city ot Brakaccha
Wealchy, handsome, lusty
So intoxicated by my own ywmh and prowess

1 5lcpt with other mens’ wives
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For these indiscretions

I cooked in hell a long time

till I found rebirth in the body of an ape
Only alive seven days

Dog-Ape, the monkeys' chief

castrated me

Castrated me when I was only seven days old
Wias this the result of my former lust?

Fallen from there,

having died in the Sindhava Forest

I was born the offspring of

a one-eyed lame she-goat

Again castrated,

carrying children on my back twelve years
I was worm-eaten, tailless, pathetic

Down again

O fallen from there

I was reborn a lac-red bull belonging

to a cattle dealer

castrated another time

pulling a huge plough

blind, no tail, sorry sight
Allbecauselscducedamthermanswufe?

Next: hermaphrodite
born in the street to a poor household slave
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all my miserable life neither man nor woman
and died after thirty years, woe woe

Another time back, daughter now

to a poor carter's family, father oppressed
with debts to usurers

and he used me to pay off the debt
owed to a shrewd caravan merchant

The man dragged me off—

weeping and wailing from my home

When I turned sixteen the merchant’s son Glridasa
who loved me, made me his wife
But he had a second wife he loved too and

she was good
And I brought no harmony to that house

See now, Bodhi, how the karma ripened
from this last life and how

it manifested

though I waited on them—all of them
and was their humble slave

Look at my births, observe well, Sister Bodhi:
Sex-craving idiot, helpless monkey babe,
pathetic beasts of burden—goat made ragged by
labor, no eyes in this cow’s head—

unspeakable life as hermaphrodite—
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Wias I man or “'l’lnd“:’._l‘t'gglng "I lh(' streets
Iht‘n “'rl'tt'h"l.i “’lft.‘. un]l“'t‘d
scorned wife again, again, again—enough!

Well—that’s all at an end now
Ab (she lets out a cheerful sigh

that'’s all finished now, done

I say done
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