












The Nativity .... 19 

time of Siddhartha's birth was still living. 

b. An image of Maya devi gripping the Asoka 
tree was places beneath the tree. 

c. Devotees used to offer flowers and sweets at 
spot marking where Siddhartha's feet first 

tuched the earth. 

d. King Asoka shielded the Siddhartha's 
footprints with stones, (Ven. Sudarsana, 2 : 
1996). . 

The Shui-Ching-Chu further mentions that "He 
the old tree (Asoka had no more offshoos, all the 
Sramana took the old trunk and planted it, and over 
and again it continued itself till the present time". 
(Petech 35 : 1950). 

Fa-hsien, another Chinese pilgrim who came to 
Lumbini in the early part of fifth century A.D. 
mentioned that he saw this Asoka tree still alive 
(Watters, 15 : 1973). Yuan Chwang, anotherimportant 
pilgrim from central China, visited Lumbini in the 
seventh century A.D. He states that "to the north of 
this (bathing tank of the Sakyas) 24 or 25 paces there 
is an Asoka flower tree, which is now decayed, this 
is the place where Bodhisattva was born (Beal, 24 : 
1983). 

It seems that the tradition of replanting sections 
of the same tree in the vicinity of the dead tree as 
mentioned by the Shui-Ching-Chu, may have been 
discontinued by the time of Yuan Chawang's visit. 

There are some early Buddhist writings which 
refer to the Asoka tree as being the Nativity tree of 
Prince Siddhartha.It is stated in the Vinayavastu the 
"Then, when she (Maya devi) went to the Lumbini 
Garden she saw an Asoka tree, with extremely wide 
flowers. She wished to give birth there, and while she 
was there holding that tree ....... (Gyatso, 24 : 1986). 

The Sarvatavinaya, Asokavadana and Asokaraj- 
Sutra also identify the Asoka tree as the nativity of 
Prince Siddhartha (Mishra 4 : 1996). 

Some modern literature also supports the Asoka 
tree as the nativity tree of Prince Siddhartha. A very 
famous book book The Teaching of Buddha, mentions 
that "All about her were Asoka blossoms and in 
delight she reached out her right arm to pluck a 
branch and as she did so prince was born (Ven, 
Kyokai. 3 : 1989). 

Ven. Do Moon from South Korea in his 
"Dharma Talk" in Lumbini also expressed the same 
opinion that the Asoka tree should be considered the 
nativity tree of Prince Siddhartha (Do Moon, 12 : 
1995). 

Cowen, in his bookFlowering Trees and Shurbs 
in Indiaalso supports his hypothesis to the Asoka tree 
(Cowen, 5 : 1984). 

Ven. Hanh in his book Old Path White Cloud 
describes the birth scene in the following way : 

"Admiring an ashok tree in full bloom, the queen 
walked towards it, when suddenly, feeling unsteady. 
She grabbed a branch of the ashok tre to support her. 
Just a moment later, still holding the branch, queen 
Mahamaya gave birth to a radiant son" (Hanh, 42 : 
1997). 

In the Terai region of Nepal, there are three 
different species of Asoka tree. They are known as 
Sita Asoka (Saraca indica) Desi or common Asoka 
(Polyalthia longifolia) and Pendulum Asoka (Betula 
pendula?). Both the Sitaand Desi Asokaare flowering 
trees and bloom at the same season of the year. The 
height and size are very similar. The only different 
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mango tree as the nativity tree is the sculptural panel 
from Sundhara Fountain, Deo Patan, Kathmandu, 
now in theNationa1 Museum, Kathmandu, there is no 
historical records in the literature of the mango tree 
serving this function 

Further the flowering of this species not fall 
within the time of the year the birth took place. 
Additionally the branches begin at a height too high 
for a human to reach. 

Given this information, It is highly unlikely 
that mango tree is the nativity tree. 

3. The Pipal tree (Ficus religiosa): 
The only written account referring to the 

Pipal Tree as the nativity tree is found in the 
Lalitavistara. There are no other historical accounts. 
There is no school of art which displays this tree as 
the nativity tree. As far as the flowers are concerned, 
this tree does not have visible flowers during the 
month of AprilIMay at which time the tree is covered 
with new leaves. Further, the lower branches of the 
Pipal tree do not lend themselves to being useful 
human support. 

Therefore, with this information, one may 
reject the Pipal tree as being the nativity tree. 

4. The Sal tree (Shorea robusta): 
As discussed previously in section 4 there 

are many Buddhist schoolars and many pieces of 
Buddhist literature which mention the Prince 
Siddhartha was born beneath a Sal tree. 

However, the branching habit of this tree 
makes it impossible for a human to reach the lower 
branches. Secondly the flowers of this tree appear in 
the month of March and April. 

So, one may reject this tree as the nativity 
tree, based on this information. 
5. The Asoka Tree (Saraca Indica): 

As mentioned in section 5, there are many 
accounts in the literature and many works of art and 
travel records that testify to the Asoka tree as the 
nativity tree of Prince ~iddhartha. 

The branching habit of this tree is such that a 
human can reach the lower branches easily. These 
branches occur at heights of 1.5 to 2 metres, and 
hence would have been able to support Mayadevi. 

The flowers appear in the month of may and 
June, the time when Prince Siddhartha was born. 

CONCLUSION: 
Based on the information as available and 

researched above, it may be concluded that the Asoka 
tree (Saraca India) is the nativity tree of the Lord 
Buddha. 
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