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What is a stūpa? 
A stūpa originated as a ‘mound’ or containing the physical relics of the Buddha, like the burial 

mounds  or tumuli in India and elsewhere to house the remains of kings and heroes. 

In the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (D.II. 141-3), the Buddha said that after his death, his body should 

be treated like that of a Cakkavatti or Universal Monarch, being cremated and the relics from the 

funeral pyres should then be placed in a stūpa ‘where four roads meet’, probably to indicate the 

openness and universality of the Buddhist teaching, which invites all to come and try its path.  The 

relics of one of his fully or partially enlightened noble disciples should be treated likewise. At the 

stūpa of either, a person's citta could be gladdened and calmed at the thought of its significance. 

After his death, the relics were divided and enshrined in 10 stūpas. In the third century BCE, 

emperor  Asoka then divided up the original relics for may new stūpas throughout India. 

 Physical relics act as reminders of an enlightened person: of their spiritual qualities, their 

teachings, and the fact that they have actually lived on this earth. This, in turn, shows that it is 

possible for a human being to become a Buddha or noble disciple such as an Arahat. As they 

were part of the body of a person whose mind was freed of spiritual faults and possessed of a 

great energy-for-good, it is believed that they were somehow affected by this, so as to  radiate a 

kind of beneficial power.  

 The best preserved of the early Indian stūpas is the Great Stūpa at Sāñcī, central India. 

First built by Asoka, it was later enlarged and embellished, up to the first century CE. 
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The four toraṇas, or gateways put the stūpa, symbolically, at the place where four roads meet, as 

is specified in the Mahā-parinibbāna Sutta. In a later development of the stūpa, in North India, 

the orientation to the four directions was often expressed by means of a square, terraced base, 

sometimes with staircases on each side. 

 Clockwise circumambulation, padakkhiṇā/pradakṣiṇā or ‘keeping to the right’, is the 

main act of devotion performed at a stūpa. Keeping one's right side towards someone is a way of 

showing respect to them: in the Pali Canon, people are often said to have departed from the 

Buddha keeping their right side towards him. This practice demonstrate that what is walked 

around is symbolically the ‘centre’ of a person's life. 

 The base of the stūpa serves to elevate the main body of the stūpa, and so put it in a place 

of honour. As stūpa designs developed, the base was given different levels, partly to increase the 

honour. 

 

Thuparamaya Stūpa, Sri Lanka             Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka   

https://thumbs.dreamstime.com/z/small-white-stupa-anuradhapura-sri-lanka-near-ruwanmalisaya-31988411.jpg
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Phra Pathom Ched, Thailand.                

 
Small stūpa made by Peter and kept on his shrine.  

When chanting the refuges, I think of this as representing the Dhamma. With first chant, I focus 

on stūpa base, as representing sīla; with Dutiyam pi, I focus on dome, as representing samādhi; 

with Tatiyam pi, I focus on the spire, as representing paññā. 
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Thai round chedi diagram 

 

Dome as relic container and ‘vase of plenty’ 

The most obvious component of the stūpa is the solid dome, resting on the base. Its function is to 

house the precious relics within (the Burmese say that the presence of relics gives a stūpa a ‘heart’). 

The relics are kept in a relic-chamber, often in a golden container, placed within a silver, then 

bronze, then earthenware ones. The casing of the stūpa dome seems therefore to be seen as the 

outermost and least valuable container of the relics. Near the relic-casket, there may be various 

other precious things. 

 The dome of a stūpa is often called a kumbha or ‘pot’, suggesting it is the outer container 

of the relics. It may relate to the pūrṇa-ghaṭa (or pūrṇa-kumbha), or vase of plenty. This is one 

of the eight auspicious symbols in the Sinhalese and Tibetan traditions. Various passages suggest 

that the stūpa dome, if known as a kumbha and even decorated with purna-ghata motifs, would 

be a natural symbol for the personality of someone who is ‘full’ of Dhamma, especially a 

Buddha. While the Hindu purna-ghata contains amṛta, the Buddhist one contains Dhamma, that 

which brings a person to the amata and which in the highest sense (Nibbana) is this ‘deathless’ 

state. 

 

Dhamma-wheel link 

The above symbolism neatly dove-tails with another indication of the dome's meaning. As stūpas 

developed, they sometimes came to have interior strengthening walls radiating from the centre. 
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As the stūpa dome, in plan, is circular, the impression is strongly given of the Dhamma-wheel 

symbol. 

 

Egg symbolism 

The stūpa dome, then, is not only a container of the Buddha's relics and their power, but also 

symbolises both the state of the Buddha, and the Dhamma he encompassed. The dome is also 

known, in the third century CE. Divyāvadāna, as the aṇḍa, or egg. The meaning of this must be 

that, just as an egg contains the potential for growth, so the stūpa dome contains relics, 

sometimes known as bījas, or seeds. By devotion to the stūpa and its relics, a person's spiritual 

life may grow and be fruitful. This connotation is a neat parallel to that of the dome as a ‘vase of 

plenty’. The stūpa design group feel that the dome should have an egg-shape to it, something like 

this: 

 

 
 

Lotus symbolism 

Another connection with spiritual growth is provided by the association of the stūpa dome with 

the lotus (which, incidentally, is often portrayed growing out of a purna-ghata). Domes are often 

decorated with lotus designs, and their circular plans resemble the circle of an open lotus flower. 

The lotus symbolises the potential for spiritual growth latent in all beings, and the complete non-

attachment of the enlightened mind, which stands beyond all defilements. 

 

Royal parasol and Bodhi-tree symbolism 

On top of Sāṇcī stūpa can be seen a yaṣṭi, or pole, with three discs on it. These discs represent 

ceremonial parasols, the ancient Indian emblems of royalty. By placing parasols on a stūpa, there 

is expressed the idea of the spiritual sovereignty of the Buddha and his teachings (also expressed 
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by the Dhamma-wheel symbol). In later stūpas, the parasols multiplied and came to fuse into a 

spire. 

 The use of the parasol as an emblem of royalty probably derives from the ancient custom 

of a ruler sitting under the shade of a sacred tree, at the centre of a community, to administer 

justice. The shading tree thus became an insignia of sovereignty. Of course, the Buddhist sacred 

tree is the Bodhi tree, so the yaṣṭi and parasols on a stūpa must symbolically represent this, itself 

a potent Buddhist symbol. Indeed the designs of the spire and its base echoed the design of 

Bodhi-tree shrines. While the lotus emphasizes the potential for spiritual growth, the Bodhi tree 

indicates the culmination of this growth, enlightenment. 

 

 
     2nd century BCE relief of Bodhi-ghara             Top of a stūpa, in a depiction at Sāñcī 

 

Axial pillar 

The archaeological evidence indicates that in early Indian stūpas, after the most ancient period, 

wooden axial pillars were incorporated, and that in later ones, they were superseded by stone 

pillars. Originally, they projected above the stūpa dome, with the yaṣṭi and parasols as separate 

items. Later the two fused into one. The usual term for the axial pillar of a stūpa was yūpa. 

Somewhat surprisingly, this was the term for the wooden post where, in Vedic religion, an animal 

would be tethered before it was sacrificed to the gods.  What is the equivalent of ‘sacrifice’ in 

Buddhism?  In the Kūṭadanta Sutta (D.I. 144 ff) the Buddha described each stage of the Buddhist 

path as a kind of ‘sacrifice’, with the attainment of its goal being the highest and best kind. 
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Amaravati Great Stūpa, 2nd c CE & its top 

 

The axis is also known as an Inda-khīla, equivalent to the Sanskrit Indra-kīla, Indra's stake. In 

early Indian thought, this was a symbol for great stability, and in Buddhism is used as a symbol 

for the mental calm and stability of one who has understood the four Truths of the Noble Ones, 

particularly an Arahat (Sn.v.229, Dhp 95). Referring to the stūpa axis as ‘lndra's stake’, then, 

would seem to imply that the axis was seen as symbolising the unshakeable state of a noble  

person's Dhamma-filled mind.  Such symbolism harmonises with that of the axis as yūpa, and 

also with that of the dome as a kumbha, representing the personality of someone full of Dhamma. 

 

Mount Meru symbolism 

A final aspect of the symbolism of the stūpa axis is that it was seen to represent Mount Meru, the 

huge axial world mountain of Hindu and Buddhist mythology, with the circular plan of the stūpa 

dome representing the circle of the earth. The huge Bodhi tree which Mahāvamsa XXX v.63 ff. 

describes as being in the relic chamber of the Great Stūpa at Anuradhapura, is said to have a 

canopy over it on which are depicted the sun, moon and stars – which are said to revolve round 

Meru. Around the trees are said to be placed statues of the gods, the Four Great Kings who are 

said to guard the slopes of Meru.  Also, in late Sinhalese texts, the term for the drum at the base 

of the stūpa spire is devata kotuva, enclosure of the deities. This corresponds to the idea that the 

lower gods dwell on Meru, with Indra's palace at its summit. 

 

The stūpa as a whole 

While a stūpa is worthy of devotion due to the relics it contains, it also serves to inspire because 

the symbols of its separate components unite together to make an overall spiritual statement. The 

whole symbolises the enlightened mind of a Buddha (represented by the yaṣṭi and parasol-discs 

as Bodhi tree symbols) standing out above the world of gods and humans (represented by the 

axis and dome). The symbolism shows that the enlightened mind arises from within the world by 

a process of spiritual growth (represented by the dome as a lotus symbol, or as a vase of plenty) 

on a firm basis of the practice of Dhamma (represented by the dome as a Dhamma-wheel). This 

Dhamma (now represented by the axis) is also the path which leads up out of the world of 
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humans and gods to enlightenment (represented by the yaṣṭi and parasol-discs, resting on top of 

the axis as its uppermost portion). A personality (the dome as a kumbha) full of such Dharnma is 

worthy of reverence and has an unshakeable mind (represented by the axis as Inda-kila, with the 

yaṣṭi as its extension). 

 
Diagram of cross-ection and partial plan of a stūpa, showing component symbols 

The 37 bodhi-pakkhiya dhammas and the stūpa 

In brief, we could say that the stūpa symbolises the Dhamma and the transformations it brings in 

one who practices it, culminating in enlightenment/awakening. It is not surprising, then, that at an 

early date, the various layers of the stūpa's structure were explicitly seen as symbolising specific 

aspects of the Dhamma (teaching, path and culmination) and of a Buddha's nature – the Buddha 

having come to embody the Dhamma, as did Arahats. Two Sanskrit texts of the first–second 

centuries CE see the stūpa as symbolising the Buddha’s Dhamma-body in the sense of the 37 

‘factors conducing to awakening’ (bodhi-pakkhiya dhammas) and certain other spiritual qualities. 

Each layer of the stūpa's structure represents a group of spiritual qualities cultivated on the path, 

while the spire represents the powers of a Tathāgata. 
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Stūpa aspects and the 7 sets of qualities in the 37 bodhipakkhiya-dhammas. From Lama 

Anagarika Govinda, The Psycho-cosmic Symbolism of the Buddhist Stūpa 

 

In the Mahaparinibbana Sutta (D.I 1.120), the Buddha lists the 37 dhammas as those 

known and taught by him, which his disciples should master, meditate on and spread abroad so 

that the holy life will last long and there shall be good and happiness for many. He then refers to 

his parinibbāna as being in three months’ time. 

These passages all emphasize the idea that, even though a Buddha or Arahant dies, there 

still remains the essence of the path he taught and realized, in the form of the 37 bodhipakkiya-

dhammas,and that bearing these in mind, and practicing them, will be of great benefit to people. 

After the Buddha's parinibbāna, while physical relics were important, the Dhamma is more 

so, as the Buddha emphasized to Vakkali when he said, ‘He who sees the Dhamma sees me, he 

who sees me sees the Dhamma’. It is not surprising, then, that the stūpa, the primary focus of 

early Buddhist devotion, should not only contain the relics of the Buddha or an Arahat, but 

should also symbolise the Dhamma, or the Buddha in the form of his Dhamma-kāya. Such a 

symbolic equation of the stūpa with the Buddha is, in fact, reflected in the early Vinayas, in 

which, where a stūpa is seen as having its own property (land and offerings), it is sometimes seen 

as ‘the property of the stūpa’, and sometimes as the ‘property of the Buddha’.  

 

The stūpa as a model of the Buddha’s spiritual being 

The classical stūpa contains relics of the Buddha, i.e., some of the 4 great elements which 

composed his body, and should be placed ‘where four roads meet’ (D.I1.142). Now at S.IV. 194- 
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5 is a simile is in which a border town stands for the kāya (the body, or perhaps the personality 

other than consciousness),  the ‘lord’ of the town stands for consciousness , and sits ‘in the midst 

in a square (where four roads meet)’, which represents the four great elements, and the ‘lord’ 

receives a ‘message of truth’, representing Nibbana. As the classical stūpa contains the four 4 great 

elements of the Buddha’s body and stands at the meeting of four roads, its dome can be seen to 

represent his kāya (Dhp.v.40 sees the kdya as like a kumbha), the relics represent the essentials of 

his body, and the central yaṣṭi and parasol-discs (and later the axis, too), represents his 

consciousness, which has received the ‘message’ of Nibbana, and been transformed by it. 

 So, even prior to its complex symbolism in the Vajrayana tradition, the stūpa had 

developed, from simple beginnings, into system of inter-locking and mutually supporting symbols 

representing the Dhamma (teaching, path and realizations) and the enlightened. 

 

Stūpas that you can enter 

As a final point, note that early stūpas in India and Sri Lanka were solid structures that you could 

not go inside. However, over time, stūpas developed that include an inner chamber.  The aim is 

to have such a chamber in the Greenstreete stūpa, as a magical inner space in which to practice 

close to the Buddha-relics that the stūpa will also contain, and within the structure symbolising 

the Buddha’s Dhamma-body. 

 
          

     Stūpa in Aukana, Sri Lanka               Stūpa at Wat Phra Ram, Ayutthaya, Thailand 

 

    


