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Stretching from the jungles of Java to the snow-covered 
wastes of Mongolia, and from the mountains of Afghanistan 
to Japan’s Pacific coastline, monuments rise above the Asian 
landscape bearing silent witness to the power of the Buddha’s 
teaching. Solid piles of masonry and airy wooden towers, 
bare weathered rock and gem-encrusted gold, humble cairns 
and lofty spires, all in different ways offer homage to the 
Dhamma. In some lands they are called stupas, elsewhere 
pagodas. In Pāli the term is cetiya or thūpa—originally a 
mound erected as a memorial to a great leader.  

The custom of building such memorials seems to date from 
very ancient times in India. It is mentioned in the Ma-
hāparinibbāna Sutta, the discourse recording the last days of 
the Buddha, which states that ten stupas were constructed to 
house his remains. One of these is thought still to be standing 
at Kushinagar in modern-day Uttar Pradesh, marking the spot 
where the Buddha’s body was cremated. It is a vast man-
made hill, irregular in shape and shaggy with vegetation, that 
dominates the surrounding plain and impresses by its stark 
simplicity. 

The stupas soon became points of pilgrimage where follow-
ers of the Dhamma could come and demonstrate their grati-
tude to the Teacher. The Mahāparinibbāna Sutta says, 
“Whoever lays a wreath or puts sweet perfumes and colors 
there with a devout heart will reap benefit and happiness for a 
long time.” So closely did the Buddha and the memorials to 
him become identified in people’s minds that in early Bud-
dhist art the Teacher was often represented by a stupa. 

As generations passed and the teaching spread further, more 
monuments were erected to honor the Buddha and his lead-

Le!attha" ca sukhattha" ca 
jhāyitu" ca vipassitu", 
vihāradāna" sanghassa 
agga" Buddhena va!!ita". 
   
Tasmā hī pa!)ito poso 
sampassa" atthamattano 
vihāre kāraye ramme 
vāsayettha bahussute . 

Words of Dhamma 
Sheltering and conducive 
to concentration and insight, 
a place of meditation is praised by Enlightened Ones 
as the greatest gift to the Sangha. 
  
Therefore a wise man, 
considering his own welfare, 
should build pleasant dwellings 
in which those who have heard much about the 
Dhamma may stay [and practice it]. 

 —Vinaya, Cullavagga, V1.1 (147) 
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Pagoda no. 3 at Sanchi, India with the Great Stupa behind. 
The Great Stupa, as we see it today was built around the end 
of the 2nd century B.C. and covers Asoka's original brick 
stupa which was about half the size of the current large stone 
stupa. After Asoka's time the brick stupa was badly damaged 
by a later king and the relics of Buddha were presumably re-
moved at that time. Stupa no. 3, in the foreground, is where  

Gen. Cunningham found the relics of Sāriputta and  
Moggallāna. 
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ing disciples. Traditional accounts credit the Emperor Asoka 
with building 84,000 stupas all over his realm, each contain-
ing a relic taken from the original ten. Archaeological evi-
dence confirms that extensive construction was undertaken 
in Asoka’s time, two hundred years after the Buddha. 

The best preserved of the Asokan pagodas are at Sanchi in 
central India. The original structures were smaller and sim-
pler than what we see today; the elaborately carved gates and 
railings were added later. The stupas are solid mounds of rub-
ble covered with stone, standing on a low hill. In his excava-
tions there, Gen. Alexander Cunningham, the famous archae-
ologist, found relics of the Buddha’s chief disciples, Sāriputta 
and Moggallāna. Nyānaponika Thera describes the discovery 
in The Life of Sāriputta (Wheel Publication nos. 90-92): 

"On sinking a shaft in the center of the 
stupa...Cunningham came upon a large stone slab, up-
wards of five feet in length, lying in a direction from 
north to south. Beneath the slab were two boxes of gray 
sandstone, each with a brief inscription in Brahmi 
[ancient Indian] characters on the lid. The box to the 
south was inscribed Sāriputasa, ‘(relics) of Sāriputta’, 
while that to the north bore the legend Mahā 
Mogalānasa,  ‘(relics) of Mahā Moggallāna’." 

The boxes contained small fragments of bone in white soap-
stone caskets, along with precious stones and fragments of 
sandalwood, perhaps from the funeral pyres. The relics were 

removed to Britain but were returned to India after it gained 
independence, and are now again enshrined at Sanchi.  

Still more astonishing is the discovery of caskets identified 
as containing relics of the Buddha himself. These finds were 
made at Peshawar in Pakistan, site of the ancient city of Pu-
rushapura and at Piprahva in Uttar Pradesh, where there 
stands a rare pre-Asokan stupa. Some of the relics today are 
kept at Sarnath, where the Buddha began his teaching; oth-
ers were sent to Burma and are enshrined in a temple in 
Mandalay. 

Not all the early constructions were solid reliquary mounds 
used only for devotional purposes. At many places buildings 
were erected, or sometimes caves excavated, with small 
niches for meditation. These were called cetiya halls. In some 
cases a small stupa stood inside the hall as a focal point. In 
others—notably the remains at Bairat in Rajasthan—the hall 
itself had the circular form of a stupa, with a ring of cells 
along its outer wall. 

As the Dhamma spread beyond the frontiers of India, the 
practice of building stupas followed. Early examples can be 
found at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka, while a stupa crowns 
the massive pile of the temple of Borobudur in central Java. 
But the largest is the Shwedagon Pagoda in Rangoon, Burma. 
Legend has it that this was the first stupa built to honor the 
Buddha, established to enshrine the hairs that he had given as 
relics to two Burmese merchants who paid respects to him 
soon after his enlightenment. 

Sayagyi U Ba Khin comments on this story: “Unfortunately, 
however, these two traders...who had the privilege of becom-
ing the first lay disciples of the Buddha, were disciples only 
by faith, without a taste of the Buddha-Dhamma in actual 
practice, which alone would give them deliverance from suf-
fering and death. Faith is, no doubt, a preliminary requisite 
but it is the practice of the teachings which really counts. The 
Buddha, therefore, had said, ‘The Path must be trodden by 
each individual; Buddhas do but point the Way.’" 

The original Shwedagon is thought to have been about 65 
feet, or 20 meters, high. Over the years it was damaged sev-
eral times by earthquakes, and each time rebuilt and enlarged. 

Carving from the east gate, of the Great Stupa at Sanchi. Dur-
ing the time when Sanchi's famous railings and gates were 
being decorated with scenes from the Buddha's life it was still 
the custom to represent him symbolically rather than directly. 
The birth of the Buddha was represented by a lotus, the renun-
ciation of the householder's life by a horse, the enlightenment 
by a Bodhi tree, the teaching of the Dhamma by a wheel and 

the parinibbāna, as above, by a stupa. 

Cetiya hall in a cave at Ajanta with a  
small carved stone stupa inside. 
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Over time the shape has evolved from a more hemispherical 
form similar to the monuments at Sanchi to the graceful 
golden bell shape typical of Burmese pagodas today. By the 
late 18th century it had reached its present height of 133 feet, 
or 36.4 meters, the peak of its spire topped by a golden um-
brella with numerous small bells tinkling in the breeze. At the 
very summit is a huge diamond, representing the jewel of the 
Dhamma—enlightenment.  

Although the largest and most highly venerated, Shwedagon 
is only one of countless stupas in Burma, which is sometimes 
called “the Land of Golden Pagodas.” The landscape is dot-
ted with these monuments and every village has its stupa,  
though sometimes of modest size and whitewashed instead of 
gilded. 

It is no wonder, then, that in the early 1950s Sayagyi U Ba 
Khin incorporated a pagoda into the design of his meditation 
center in Rangoon. While doing so, however, he made major 
innovations, as Goenkaji explains: “The traditional pagoda in 
Burma is a solid structure, used by devotees for paying re-
spects and making offerings. But Sayagyi had no use for such 
a structure at his center. His idea was to build the pagoda hol-
low inside, with cells built in for meditation. In spite of some 
objections from traditional Buddhists, he had this done.” 

At Sayagyi’s center, standing on a hillside, a large pagoda 
forms a graceful dome over a central meditation room for the 
Teacher. Surrounding it are eight smaller rooms for students, 
each connected to the central room by a door, and each with a 
pagoda roof. On a lower level is another half-circle of 26 
meditation cells, following the natural curve of the hill. 

Though unorthodox for modern Burma, Sayagyi’s hollow 
padoga lined with cells recreates the cetiya halls found at 
Bairat and elsewhere, which were built in an age when the 
teaching was in its first vigor. By choosing this design he 
demonstrated visibly his belief that practicing the Dhamma 
through Vipassana meditation is the best way to honor the 
Buddha, to enter into and experience his teaching.  

When students of Goenkaji founded the Vipassana Interna-
tional Academy in India, they naturally looked to Sayagyi’s 

center in Rangoon as a model. As soon as possible they be-
gan construction of a meditation pagoda that was a close copy 
of the one at the center in Burma. 

On March15, 1979, the core of this structure was inaugurated 
at Dhammagiri (see Vipassana Newsletter, special issue, 
December 1986). On the upper level it has the same configu-
ration of eight cells surrounding a central room, each topped 
with a pagoda roof. The lower level differs somewhat from 
the original: since it was built on level ground, it consists of a 

The golden Shwedagon pagoda, near Rangoon, Burma 

Sayagyi U Ba Khin at the International Meditation Centre, 
Rangoon with the pagoda behind. 

The pagoda at Dhammagiri, India. The central core, 
modeled after Sayagyi's pagoda, is surrounded by 

multiple rings of concentric cells. 
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complete circle of cells. As in the upper story, there is a cen-
tral room surrounded by eight communicating cells. Around 
this is another ring of 24 cells. 

This is all that was built in the first stage of construction. 
From the very beginning it was obvious that more cells 
would be needed; the plan was to add them as the funds be-
came available. Year by year further rings of cells have been 
built around the original core. The number currently stands at 
over 280. 

With the two adjacent halls, Dhammagiri’s cell structure 
forms a unique meditation complex which provides the 
proper environment for intensive work. As Goenkaji said, “In 
the ideal, scientifically planned meditation center, each indi-
vidual lives separately and practices separately in a small 
cell.” In the serious winter courses at Dhammagiri, this ideal 
is realized. 

Two of the centers in India, at Jaipur and Hyderabad, have 
followed Dhammagiri’s lead and built cell complexes on the 
same model. Meditators from outside India have long hoped 
to construct similar facilities in their countries, where courses 
of one month or more could be offered. 

Two centers in the west are now actively planning to build 
cell complexes. 

At Dhamma Bhūmi in Australia, the Trust intends to erect a 
near replica of the pagoda at Dhammagiri, beginning with the 
lower level of 32 cells in two concentric rings and the upper 
level of eight cells surrounding the central Teacher’s room. 
The original plan called for finishing the upper level with 
Burmese-style pagoda roofs atop the cells. Unfortunately, the 
city council has objected that these would not comply with a 
regulation requiring conformity to building styles traditional 
to the area. The Trust has therefore agreed to a compromise 
design that omits the spires from the pagodas. There is hope, 
however, that the council will eventually accept the original 
design. 

A piece of land adjoining the center has been donated where 
the cell complex, meditation hall and Teacher’s residence 
will be built. Now that the council has agreed to the modified 
design, construction is planned to begin in March 1990. 

Winters in the Blue Mountains of New South Wales are far 
chillier than in India or Burma. The Trust is making plans 
accordingly: the design incorporates a hot water slab heating 
system, insulation and ventilation systems, and tightly fitting 
doors. 

Initial construction will cost an estimated Aus $70,000 (U.S. 
$54,600). The Trust hopes that the first cells will be ready for 
use by September 1990. Further rings will be added as 
needed and as funds permit. The planned final size is 300 
cells, with an adjacent meditation hall to seat the same num-
ber. Accommodation and other facilities will also have to be 
expanded. The Trust is preparing a long-term development 
plan for the center. 

At Dhammadharā, in the northeastern United States, the win-
ters are still more severe, with months of snow and below-
freezing temperatures. This factor has played an important 
part in the design for the cell complex to be built there. 

The plan calls for three levels, the first partially underground, 
to make a compact structure that can be heated more effi-
ciently. Each level will have a silent slab heating system. 
Covering the entire structure will be a hemispherical dome, 
inspired by the stupas at Sanchi, to provide protection from 
the winter weather. The basic floor plan is similar to that at 
Dhammagiri, and the traditional padoga roofs will top the 
cells on the highest level, inside the protective dome. 

When complete, the building will hold about 150 cells and is 
expected to cost U.S. $500,000. The plan is first to erect the 
outer dome and then to construct cells as funds allow. The 
Trust estimates that $100,000 will be sufficient to begin 
work, and is tentatively planning to start in April 1990. 

The new structure will be located on the hill behind the cur-
rent summer meditation pavilion. The pavilion will eventu-
ally be winterized and used throughout the year. Dormitories 
and dining halls will be connected by closed corridors so that 
all parts of the facility will be accessible without having to 
step outdoors. 

The great reliquary stupas of India, the golden pagodas of 
Burma, the monuments of other Buddhist countries are all 
inspiring, with their lines of faithful pilgrims paying respects Sketch of the proposed pagoda at  

Dhamma Bhūmi, Australia 

Sketch of pagoda planned at Dhammadharā, U.S.A. 
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to the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha. Even more in-
spiring, however, is the thought of living meditation pagodas 
now arising in India and the West to serve multitudes through 
the generations. All who come to these modern-day cetiya 
halls will have the opportunity to honor the  Buddha by walk-
ing on the path that he showed us; to practice the Dhamma in 
its authentic, original form; to strive to become Sangha—
noble, liberated beings. 

To practice Dhamma one need not belong to any organized 
sectarian group. Anyone who...[eats healthy food]... receives 
the benefits of such a diet. Similarly, anyone practicing 
Dhamma experiences the benefits of a pure mind here and 
now. The Dhamma is so simple, natural and universal that it 
holds no bar to anyone and holds no communal, sectarian or 
racial limitations.  

Let all those who are unhappy, who are sufffering, who are 
beset with misery, who are torn by tension, who are down-
trodden, who are sunk in despair, who are burning in hatred, 
in greed, in delusion; let them all come and drink deeply the 
nectar of Dhamma and be free. If we were to state in short 
what Dhamma does for us, we could say that it converts us 
into good, pure, sublime human beings. 

 This is the Dhamma of the Noble Eight-fold Path; the path of 
sīla, samādhi and  paññā which the Enlightened One and his 
first sixty disciples practiced to be totally free from the wheel 
of misery, the wheel of samsāra. 

In sīla, morality, there is purity of speech and purity of ac-
tion. In samādhi, there is control of the mind. In paññā, in-
sight, there is the technique of Vipassana which imparts that 
right view of things by which one can see the ultimate truth of 
everything to eliminate all vestiges of hatred, greed and delu-
sion to completely purify the mind. Such a mind is then full of 
love and compassion and becomes instrumental in not only 
securing well-being for itself alone, but the well-being of all 
beings: a wonderful combination of self-welfare and univer-
sal welfare. 

It was...after the sojourn of three months of the rainy season, 
that the exhortation of Lord Buddha, “Move on, bhikkhus! 
Move on!” was first uttered. Let this be for our inspiration, 
too. Let us purify our minds of defilements, be filled with 
compassion and, in the degree to which we have liberated 
ourselves to the best of our ability and capacity, may we also 
toil to serve humanity. If we are  really benefited by practic-
ing Dhamma, then we cannot remain contented merely in our 
own good and happiness. We have also to work for the good 
and happiness of all. Let the objective of our lives be to direct 
all our labor to sharing Dhamma—that is, Truth—resulting 
in happiness for more and more people. 

 —from “Move on, Bhikkhus! Move On!” 

by S.N. Goenka 

Spread of Dhamma    
 
Center in Japan 

The following report was received from a member of the Ja-
pan Vipassana Association (JVA). 

On September 1, 1989, Goenkaji inaugurated the first Vipas-
sana meditation center in Japan with a three-day course at-
tended by 55 old students. The inauguration of Dhamma 
Bhānu was the outgrowth of a long period of searching. JVA 
has been looking for a site for a center almost as long as the 
eight years of our existence. The acquisition of the small plot 
of land in January 1989 was followed by a period of all-out 
construction work. 

Land prices in Japan are very high. From time to time proper-
ties had turned up, but they all had their shortcomings. At 
best they would have been suitable only for small courses, 
while we were still renting sites for courses of 60 to 80 twice 
a year. On one occasion at a rented site, the remains of a wed-
ding party were still being cleared away as we moved in to 
set up the course. The kitchen was piled with beer and sake 
bottles! We wanted to avoid spending dāna on this kind of 
site. 

When the present site was first proposed, it presented a radi-
cal departure from the previous options. It was a relatively 
large piece of land leveled for tennis courts. (At about 2/3 
acre, it is still tiny compared with centers in other countries.)  
It is in a peaceful, secluded but not-too-remote area. The lo-
cation is an isolated valley, an hour or two’s drive by train or 
bus from Osaka, Kyoto and Kobe—areas with large numbers 
of meditators. It has an exisiting house too small for holding 
courses. 

At first the asking price of 18.5 million yen (about 
U.S.$130,000) seemed totally beyond our reach, not even 
including construction costs. After a great deal of discussion 
and many doubts, we estimated that we could run courses in 
prefabricated sheds. We sent an announcement to old stu-
dents asking if they could support the venture. The response 
was astonishing! One student raised a bank loan on the secu-
rity of his own home to cover the total cost of the land, and 

Main building at Dhamma Bhānu under construction 
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another 14 million yen in student loans was promised. Sud-
denly it seemed possible not only to purchase the land, but to 
erect buildings for the new center. 

In December Goenkaji gave his approval and, on January 7, 
1989, the first day of the new Heisei era after the death of 
Emperor Hirohito, the land was purchased.  

After intensive research, we decided to buy a cedar-sided 
wooden structure from Oregon, USA, through the company’s 
local agent, who happened to live ten minutes from the site. It 
would serve as a residence for 70 students and a  

hall for 90. At that stage, the estimate was 13 million yen. 
The final cost of the wooden building reached 18.5 million 
yen. (We spent another 1 million for fees to the builders.) At 
present the total expenditure is over 50 million yen 
($350,000), and still rising. If such a sum had been contem-
plated a year before, we would never have started the project. 
How was it possible that the JVA, which had never had more 
than a few hundred thousand yen in the bank, has been able to 
accomplish this? As more dāna and student loans became 
available through the course of the year, we have been able to 
become more ambitious in our plans. 

It was obvious from the start that we would neither be able to 
build the new center by ourselves, nor pay builders much to 
do the work. We were very fortunate in having the help of 
five meditators from New Zealand with building experience. 
Those of us who could spent weekends working at the site. 
Included among the students helping was a plumber, a 
builder, an architect, and an electrician.  

Every few weeks we would prepare work plans and cost esti-
mates. These became almost immediately outdated. The local 
Japanese contractors were at first perplexed by our seemingly 
haphazard method of working, since they are used to meticu-
lous advance planning. A nearby landowner readily gave his 
permission to draw clean water from his stream at a minimal 
fee. The local village chief was also very cooperative.  

We had been prepared to settle for a large tent for kitchen/
dining facilities, but were offered the happy solution of a 
complete building, ideally suited for the purpose, donated by 
a local timber yard moving its operation.  

Almost every week during the summer some new problem 
suddenly arose. For example, just a week before Goenkaji’s 
arrival, we came up against stringent fire department regula-
tions, at the same time as the money ran out. Despite such 
obstacles, there was never the slightest doubt that our goal 
would be achieved. We meditated regularly at the existing 
house on the site, and, guided by the assistant teachers, we 
were able to confront each new task pragmatically and ener-
getically. 

At the time of this writing (October 1989) the center has been 
transformed from a building site into a working meditation 
center,with two short courses and one ten-day course behind 
us. We are planning to hold three-day old student courses 
once a month, and resume our previous schedule of 6 ten-day 
courses yearly. Yet we are still far from completion. The 
kitchen block still has no walls, and evenings are getting 

chilly for the workers there. The electricity system is just be-
ing installed. Our New Zealand volunteers are beginning to 
return to their homes. The work is far from complete, and 
when it is, more will arise. With the strong Dhamma atmos-
phere already being generated and the increasing support of 
meditators being drawn to the new center, who knows what 
might be achieved! 

California Vipassana Center 

The California Vipassana Center is moving after the current 
course schedule ends in January 1990. The Trust is in the 
process of purchasing 166 acres of scenic bare land two and a 
half hours north of San Francisco in Mendocino County. Con-
struction is planned to begin in the spring after the use permit 
is approved. Every effort will be made to conduct courses at 
the new site by mid-summer 1990. In the interim CVC will 
not be holding courses but will support old students interested 
in organizing courses independently. 
 
During the transition period the current address & phone num-
ber of CVC will remain.  

Questions and Answers 

The following is from an interview with S.N. Goenka which 
appeared in the September/October 1989 issue of Yoga 
Journal. 
  
We’ve talked quite a bit about anicca, impermanence. 
What about the teaching of anattā, which is ordinarily un-
derstood as “no self” or “no abiding self?” Ordinarily we 
think that we need a self in order to function in the world. 
We have expressions like “self-esteem” and “self-
confidence,” and we believe that “ego strength” is a meas-
ure of a person’s ability to cope with daily life. What does 
this “no self” teaching mean? 
  
For those who haven’t experienced the stage of “no self,” it’s 
true that in the apparent world there must be an ego, and this 
ego must be stimulated. If I don’t crave something, I won’t 
get the stimulation I need to function. In my courses, when-
ever I say that craving and attachment are harmful, people say 
that if there were no attachment, no craving, what would be 
the fun of living? There would be no life. We’d all be like 
vegetables. 
 
Being a family man who has done business in the world, I can 
understand their concerns. But I also understand that when 
you work with this technique and reach the stage where the 
ego dissolves, the capacity to work increases many-fold. 
When you lead a very ego-centered life, your whole attitude is 
to do as much as possible for yourself. But this attitude makes 
you so tense that you feel miserable. When, as a result of do-
ing vipassana, the ego dissolves, then by nature the mind is 
full of love, compassion and goodwill. You feel like working, 
not only for your own benefit, but for the benefit of all. When 
the narrow-minded ego stimulation goes away, you feel so 
much more relaxed, and so much more capable of working. 
This is my own experience, and the experience of so many 
who have walked on this path. 
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This technique does not make you inactive. A responsible 
person in society is full of action. What goes away is the 
habit of blind reaction. When you work with reaction, you 
generate misery. When you work without reaction, you gen-
erate positive feeling. 


