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Introduction 
 
The third decade of the Avadānaśataka, nestled between two chapters of jātaka stories, 
contains ten tales of pratyekabuddhas. Eight concern people predicted by the current Buddha 
to become pratyekabuddhas in the future, on the basis of an act of merit and – in three cases 
– a vow or aspiration. Two others stories concern past pratyekabuddhas and their karmic 
backstories in the time of past buddhas. 
 
The term pratyekabuddha is usually translated as ‘solitary buddha’ or ‘lone buddha’. Such 
figures are said to attain awakening without access to teachings, like a samyaksambuddha, but 
unlike a samyaksambuddha they do not go on to teach communities of followers. The place of 
pratyekabuddhas in the threefold typology of awakening, somehow sitting between 
samyaksambuddhas and arhats, presumably affects their inclusion in the Avadānaśataka, 
alongside stories of other types of awakening.  
 
In this paper I will be taking a closer look at the Avadānaśataka stories of pratyekabuddhas, 
exploring their key features, their position within the text, and their relationship to other 
early Buddhist narratives about pratyekabuddhas. By so doing I hope to assess what these ten 
stories add to our understanding of how pratyekabuddhas were understood by early Buddhist 
communities, and what motivated their inclusion in the Avadānaśataka. 
 
The stories 
 
So let us take a closer look at the stories in the third decade of the Avadānaśataka. As this 
summary table [overleaf] shows, there are certain patterns found within this chapter. I will 
talk briefly about three of them: smile and prediction; miracles and teaching; and signs of 
impermanence. 
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Smile and prediction 
 
In eight of the Avadānaśataka stories, the Buddha predicts someone to future 
pratyekabuddhahood, usually as a result of an act of merit, and always accompanied by a long 
formulaic passage about the Buddha’s smile. This formula is the most prominent of the 
chapter overall, and more prominent in this chapter than in any other in the Avadānaśataka 
except the first. It is also the longest formula in the whole text, and my favourite (though 
that is less relevant). 
 
As many are no doubt aware, this long passage details how, when the Buddha smiles, rays of 
light emanate from him and pervade the hells, where they warm the cold hells and cool the 
hot hells, and project an image of the Buddha that inspires faith in the hell-beings such that 
they are immediately reborn in more fortunate circumstances. These rays of light also travel 
through the heaven realms shouting out “Impermanence! Suffering! Empty! Not-self!” and 
inciting the heaven-beings to strive towards awakening. The rays of light then re-enter the 
Buddha’s body, and the place in which they do so indicates what sort of prediction he is about 
to make: for predictions to pratyekabuddhahood, the light enters his ūrṇā, or the circle of 
hair between his eyebrows.  
 
In each of the eight stories in this decade in which this formula appears, then, the light enters 
the Buddha’s ūrṇā, and, prompted by Ānanda, the Buddha explains that the merit gained by 
the person in question will lead them to become a pratyekabuddha; often there is also an 
interim prediction that they will avoid negative rebirths for a number of aeons, and a 
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statement that their achievement will also result from their aspiration, and/or from 
renunciation and charity.  
 
Only in the final three stories do we see the prediction following an explicit aspiration on 
the part of the would-be pratyekabuddhas, though two further stories hint at a firm intention. 
In other cases, the smile plus prediction simply follows an act of merit, such as the offering 
of a lotus, a golden disc, food, or even a stick for cleaning the teeth. As such, the stories fit a 
broader pattern within the text, in which a gift leads to receipt of a prediction to some 
future-life attainment. 
 
Miracles and teaching 
 
Moving on to our second recurring motif, six of the stories involve the Buddha performing 
miracles which humble or awe the pratkekabuddhas-to-be. These miraculous displays often 
involve the offering made to the Buddha, so for example one motif found in stories 22 and 24 
is that a person throws a lotus over the Buddha, and it stays in the air above his head, grows 
to the size of a cart-wheel, and follows the Buddha wherever he goes. In story 28, a gift of 
sandal leads to the whole city being suffused with the scent of it, and in story 30, not only is 
a group of revelers spontaneously made sober, but their gift of blue lotuses creates a parasol 
or pavilion above the Buddha’s head, and suffuses the city with blue light like sapphires. In 
story 29 (which is probably my favourite thanks to a newfound obsession with gardening) a 
gifted tooth-cleaning stick, when discarded by the Buddha after use, turns into a fully-grown 
banyan tree, complete with fruits and flowers, under which the Buddha then gives a sermon. 
 
Miracles not only result from offerings, but also prompt them: In story 27, the Buddha crosses 
a river without a boat, shocking a ferryman into a great gift of alms. On other occasions we 
might say that the sermon is the miracle, as in stories 25 and 26, where it is a dharma teaching 
that leads to the humbling of the pratyekabuddha-to-be. 
 
Teaching and miracles thus go hand-in-hand in demonstrating the power of the Buddha, and 
his predictions further underscore what an amazing field of merit he represents. Again, this 
motif resonates with the broader concerns of the Avadānaśataka, in which miracles often 
result from or prompt gifts, and accompany predictions or aspirations. 
 
Signs, impermanence 
 
In Pāli narratives about pratyekabuddhas, these awakened beings seem to often be associated 
with signs of impermanence or of the need for solitude or renunciation. Their awakening is 
direct and experiential, resulting from a shocking encounter, for example with a withered 
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leaf, or a deep reflection on the dissatisfactory nature of worldly life. Such a focus is not 
really found in these Avadānaśataka stories, which show little interest in signs, experiences 
or renunciation; indeed they show almost no interest in the way in which pratyekabuddhas 
attain awakening. However, three of the stories do make use of the notion of impermanence 
in their plotlines, and one even shows this as foundational to the achievement of 
pratyekabodhi. Since this is such a key association with pratyekabuddhas in wider Buddhist 
literature it is worth taking a closer look. 
 
The most interesting story in this regard is story 21, the first of the chapter, which concerns 
a pratyekabuddha of the past, whose crumbling stūpa has been happened upon by the monks. 
The story goes that a prince is born from a lotus in the royal park and adopted by the king. 
Wherever the boy goes, lotuses spring up beneath his feet. One day there is a festival in the 
city, and the citizens ask that the prince be allowed to join them, so that he can decorate the 
city with lotuses. He does so, but, as soon as the sun touches the lotuses they wither. He is 
shocked, and realizes that this is just like the body. Right there he achieves the thirty-seven 
factors of awakening and becomes a pratyekabuddha. Gods come to give him monastic robes, 
and he then flies up into the sky and performs miracles. This story has much in common with 
pratyekabuddha narratives in Pāli literature, and its wider resonances may explain its 
inclusion despite its failure to match the standard model of the chapter, which is a formulaic 
prediction to future pratyekabodhi by the Buddha Śakyamuni. 
 
The power of impermanence is also touched upon, though in a lesser way, in stories 25 and 
26, which are pretty much identical. In both stories, a wealthy man realizes that his extensive 
possessions are of no comfort, that wealth is impermanent and changeable, as insubstantial 
as the moon reflected in water. He decides to give his wealth away, and invites the Buddha 
and his monks to receive alms. Having heard a sermon he becomes faithful and develops a 
firm intention. He is then predicted to future pratyekabuddhahood. Thus, although 
impermanence is important to the plot, it prompts almsgiving and the resulting aspiration 
and prediction, rather than the attainment of pratyekabodhi itself. 
 
The lack of concern with the actual cause of the attainment of pratyekabodhi in these stories 
is linked to the focus on predictions to future awakening. The predictions do not explain 
exactly how the person will eventually attain awakening, only that they will, and that this 
will be as a result of their act of merit. The interest in causes, prompts and signs, as is found 
all over Pāli narratives, is thus largely absent. Instead, the stories are mainly concerned to 
present the relationship between the pratyekabuddhas and the Buddha, through the focus on 
predictions and devotional interactions. I will return to this important topic shortly.  
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But first, as a final note on this subject, I do wonder whether story 28, which concerns a girl 
grinding sandalpaste and then making an offering of a bracelet, may be related to a trope 
about solitude. In several jātaka tales and the paccekabuddha stories of the Sutta Nipāta 
commentary, as well as in an early Jain story of a pratyekabuddha, the image of two bracelets 
jangling noisily on the arm of a woman pounding sandal prompts the renunciation of the 
hero. Is Avadānaśataka 28 preserving some slightly scrambled version of that motif? Perhaps, 
but it does not preserve its association with signs prompting solitary renunciation. 
 
Structure of the Avadānaśataka 
 
Next I would like to say a few words about how these tales fit into the overall rationale of the 
text. (This will in fact bring us back to the topic of the relationship between Buddha and 
pratyekabuddha.) 
 
The pratyekabuddha decade is the third chapter of the Avadānaśataka. The full breakdown of 
the chapters is displayed here: 

Table 1. The division of the Avadānaśataka into decades  

Decade  Stories  Theme  
first  1-10  predictions to buddhahood  
second  11-20  ja ̄takas with buddhas of the past  
third  21-30  pratyekabuddhas  
fourth  31-40  ja ̄takas with no past buddhas  
fifth  41-50  pretas  
sixth  51-60  devas  
seventh  61-70  Śākyan arhats 
eighth  71-80  female arhats  
ninth  81-90  male arhats  
tenth  91-100  arhats with bad/mixed karma (mostly) 
 
As is immediately clear, the stories are all concerned with actions and their consequences in 
subsequent lifetimes, whether in terms of karmic consequences, rebirths (good and bad) or 
the attainment of various forms of awakening. The decades cluster together, with chapters 
five and six addressing rebirth, and seven to ten arhatship. The first four chapters address 
buddhahood and pratyekabuddhahood. But how do these two forms of awakening relate to 
one another? 
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As many here are already aware, the Avadānaśataka stories are not merely about the 
attainment of awakening or rebirth. Rather, they are about the karmic networks or 
meritorious encounters between various types of being. In the first four decades in 
particular, we can see a picture building up of how the Buddha relates to other buddhas and 
to pratyekabuddhas past and future. It is probably these relationships, I would argue, and the 
desire for the Buddha to emerge as the lynchpin, that determine the placement of the 
chapters in relation to one another. 
 
Thus, in chapter 1, every story involves a person encountering the Buddha and being 
predicted to future buddhahood. The Buddha is, in some sense, the source of their 
awakening, even though they will become full-buddhas without a teacher. 
 
In chapter 2, every story involves the Bodhisattva encountering a past buddha. In three 
stories he resolves to future buddhahood, but he never receives a prediction. Thus the 
Buddha is established as part of an auspicious lineage, but without showing dependence on 
the other buddhas in any way. He benefits from the merit of the encounter, but then goes on 
to independently achieve awakening. 
  
In chapter 3, the majority of stories involve someone encountering the Buddha and being 
predicted to pratyekabuddhahood, thus again the Buddha is shown as in some sense the 
source of their awakening, even though their type of awakening is achieved without a 
teacher. The two stories of past pratyekabuddhas are similarly framed by stories of their own 
past-life encounters with past buddhas. None of the pratyekabuddhas is fully independent. 
 
In chapter 4, the majority of stories feature the Bodhisattva exhibiting great virtue in a time 
without Buddhism. Again, his independence and the strength of his virtue and commitment 
are demonstrated, as he willingly gives up his life for the sake of a verse of the dharma, or 
exudes kindness towards his parents as they murder him. He is truly extraordinary.  
 
I would argue, therefore, that chapter 4 is in some sense the crown of these first four 
chapters, since here the Buddha and his past-life self are completely independent from other 
awakened beings. The acts that he undertakes are significantly different to the simple 
meritorious exchanges of chapters one through three.  
 
And what might this tell us about pratyekabuddhas? Well, one of the real challenges of the 
category of pratyekabuddhas for early Buddhism is that they appear to be quite independent; 
indeed I would even go so far as to argue that “independent buddha” is probably a better 
translation of the term than “solitary buddha” since they are rarely actually solitary. What 
makes pratyekabuddhas pratyekabuddhas, is that they realize the truth independently of a 
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teacher, in a time of no Buddhism, but – unlike samyaksambuddhas – they do not found a 
community that they then pass their teachings on to (though they may – and indeed do – 
teach individuals and help them towards awakening). As similarly independent awakened 
beings, they are a challenge to the Buddha, whose realization is otherwise presented as 
foundational for the Buddhist community.  
 
Thus by presenting pratyekabuddhas as dependent on the Buddha (or on past buddhas), the 
Avadānaśataka stories find room for this category but neutralize it by showing that only full 
buddhas can be the source of awakening. Pratyekabuddhas, we learn, can only achieve what 
they do because of a past-life devotional interaction with a full buddha. As such, their chapter 
of the text is nestled amongst three other chapters about the better type of buddhahood. 
 
This hypothesis is illuminated by story 27. In this tale the Buddha and his monks reach a 
river they wish to cross. The Buddha asks the ferrymen if they can assist, but they demand a 
fee. The Buddha responds: “I have also been a ferryman. I carried across Nanda, who had 
fallen in the river of passion; Aṅgulimāla, who had fallen in the foaming sea of hatred; the 
proud young Mānastabdha, who had fallen into the ocean of pride; and Urubilva-Kāśyapa, 
who had fallen into the flood of delusion. And I never asked for a ferry-fee.” One of the 
ferrymen then agrees to take him across, but as the monks are boarding the ferry, the Buddha 
disappears from the near shore and reappears on the other side. This miracle precedes a 
sermon, the attainment of the fruits of stream entry by the ferryman, and an almsgiving by 
a second ferryman who is then predicted to future pratyekabuddhahood. 
 
The imagery is all very familiar; indeed the story may be too, since this is not its only 
occurrence. The Buddha helps his followers to cross the waters of delusion, hatred, pride and 
passion, to the further shore of nirvana. He, however, needs no such assistance. But where 
does this leave pratyekabuddhas? The ferryman who is predicted to become a pratyekabuddha 
also helps others cross the water, yet only in mundane terms: when he becomes a 
pratyekabuddha he will have crossed himself, but will not take others with him. Although 
there is no explicit comment on this in the story, one cannot help wondering if the 
relationship between the Buddha and the ferryman is supposed to engage the audience in 
reflecting on the limitations of pratyekabodhi and to reinforce the Buddha’s superiority as one 
who helps others across. 
 
It is worth noting that the inferiority of pratyekabuddhas is also reinforced elsewhere in the 
Avadānaśataka: in tales of figures meeting a pratyekabuddha and aspiring to future arhatship, 
the aspirant wishes for a teacher “even better than this one”, in other words they wish to 
encounter a full buddha. 
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Wider narrative context 
 
And once we step outside the Avadānaśataka we see that similar concerns can be seen in other 
stories about pratyekabuddhas, such as in the Pāli jātaka literature, the Apadāna, and the 
commentary to the Sutta Nipāta verses on the rhinoceros horn. There is a real tension 
between those stories that seem to preserve an idea of a pratyekabuddha as an independent 
renouncer with a sudden and experiential realization, and those that provide karmic back-
stories in the time of past buddhas. In a series of verses in the Apadāna (I, 7-14) the Buddha 
tells his disciple Ānanda how paccekabuddhas came to achieve awakening, explaining that 
they served former buddhas but did not achieve awakening in that time. In a sense, therefore, 
they are presented as failed śravakas, which is certainly one way to ensure they offer no 
challenge to the superiority of the Buddha! However, other narratives, notably the Pāli 
jātakas, suggest no such concerns over the independence of paccekabuddhas, who are fully 
independent in their awakening, and have quite an individual manner of attaining 
awakening and communicating it to others (which I have addressed in another paper).  
 
Conclusions 
 
So what can we learn from the pratyekabuddha chapter of the Avadānaśataka? 
 
First, we learn that what makes a person become a pratyekabuddha is a past-life devotional 
encounter with a buddha. A prediction to pratyekabodhi is thus in some sense no different 
from a prediction to another form of awakening; indeed many of the devotional interactions 
are mirrored in the chapters about predictions to full buddhahood or the achievements of 
arhatship. After an act of merit, the Buddha smiles – providing a delightful visual meditation 
for the audience – and the light enters his ūrṇa, indicating that in this instance it is 
pratyekabodhi that will result. 
 
The two anomalous stories, those of past pratyekabuddhas, fit this paradigm in that they 
provide details of a past-life encounter with a past buddha. However, they also paint a picture 
of revered ascetics of the past, whose crumbling stūpas still line the riverbanks of North India.  
 
As awakened beings, pratyekabuddhas can of course perform miracles, and in both of the 
stories of past pratyekabuddhas they do so. However, the stories of this chapter focus much 
more on the miracles worked by the Buddha, which then prompt humility or faith or an 
aspiration on the part of the person predicted to pratyekabodhi. As elsewhere in the text, 
miraculous displays prompt or are prompted by encounters with awakened beings. Even the 
very sight of the amazing appearance of the Buddha – said to be “adorned with the 32 marks 
of a great man and the eighty secondary marks, his body shining, arrayed with light that 
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extended a fathom, radiance in excess of a thousand suns, like a living mountain of jewels, 
handsome in his entirety” – can have a similar effect, as can a pertinent dharma teaching. 
Whatever the prompt, the focus on miracles in this chapter serves to underscore the power 
of the Buddha and his ability to transform others. 
 
In their emphasis on miracles, devotional encounters, and smiling predictions, these 
Avadānaśataka stories of pratyekabuddhas are markedly different to stories in Pāli literature. 
There is little interest here in what prompts the pratyekabuddhas’ actual awakening, with the 
exception of the opening tale, and instead the focus is in showing how pratyekabuddhas are 
all ultimately dependent on full buddhas. This concern may even have influenced the 
ordering of the chapters of the text, and it is a concern that spreads into other parts of the 
Avadānaśataka, with its complex webs of karmic and devotional interactions. These stories, 
then, are avadānas first and foremost, and pratyekabuddha stories only secondarily. They, are, 
nonetheless, fascinating little narratives with much to intrigue and delight us. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


