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Buddha’s Biography

In many modern Western biographies, key elements such as point of views, historical references, and of course exaggerations are present. These same qualities are found in Asvghosa’s Buddhacarita, and thus I believe that the biography of Buddha is not that different from those in Western literature, for both use a combination of historical and exaggerative elements. Although the embellishments in the life story of the Buddha are harder to actually find, not only because of their subtlety, but also because of his depiction as a heavenly being. No acts can actually be considered as exaggerations then due to this supreme being quality. This difference, in the ability to truly differentiate exaggeration, is one of the only differences in the biography of Buddha, of which a short summary follows.


The Buddha was born as Siddartha Gautama in the tribes of Sakhya, something between the 6th and 5th century B.C. The Buddha was born to Maya, his mother, who died shortly afterwards. She is said to have prophetic visions of giving birth to a great son, and astrologers later stated that he would either be a powerful king or a great spiritual leader. His father was direly afraid of his son not carrying the kingdom into the future and thus kept the Buddha isolated from the troubles of the world that were prophesized to turn him into a spiritual leader. His childhood and teenage years consisted of living a life of great luxury, yet, throughout, he showed sign of a greater cognition of the world around him. One day, he finally set his mind on leaving the premises of the palace grounds and went on a tour of the rest of the world around him. During this voyage, he saw an old man, a sick man, a deceased man, and a monk. These four sights eventually led him to renounce his glamorous life, and he set out to find nirvana. At first he followed various ascetic movements ranging from self deprivation through lack of food and self mortification.  However, after following many movements and gurus, the Buddha realized that none of these teachings could help him reach the true state of enlightenment. The path to nirvana was not through the extremes of devotion, but by following the middle path. After splitting from these various ascetic movements, the Buddha came to his own realization of his own path to obtain moksa while sitting underneath a Bodhi Tree. Upon reaching enlightenment, the Buddha at first wanted to go about his own life, but after numerous encounters realized that it was his duty to spread the path to nirvana. He began speaking and lecturing, and amassed a large following. Using the help of his close friend Ananda, Buddha was able to effectively organize the large groups of people into what was later to become of the world’s primary religions. Throughout his life, accounts of various ‘miracles’ and great deeds are discussed. In contrast to modern biographies, these accounts can not be questioned at the same literal level not only because of the claim of his spiritual holiness, but also because of the great antiquity of the literature. 
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