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Jātakas—stories about the past lives of the ‘historical’ Buddha—are often 
associated with specific locations, both within the land of Buddhism’s birth, and 
in other parts of Asia. There are records suggesting that such locations became 
early pilgrimage sites; contemporary sources also make reference to ‘local’ jātakas, 
which in many cases help to assimilate Buddhism into the local culture through 
its geography. In this article I will argue that it is the structure of jātaka stories 
that allows this localisation to take place all over Asia. I contend that since the 
jātakas themselves are lacking in specific external referents they can easily be given 
a location, whilst their framing in the ‘present’ time of the Buddha’s teaching career 
grounds the stories in both time and place, without infringing on the flexibility of 
the individual stories. This ability to provide centrally legitimated relevance for each 
and all contributes greatly to the popularity and endurance of the jātaka genre. The 
layering of meanings must remain if the stories are to accomplish this: if the stories 
become formally localised, for example by 19th century scholars who celebrate the 
jātakas’ worth as records of life in early India, the power of the stories to transcend 
boundaries of time and place for their multiple audiences is lost. Yet if the jātakas 
were not anchored in the Buddha’s teaching career in the 5th century BCE North 
India, their significance for Buddhists would in any case be negligible.

Introduction

In the introduction to their edited volume Pilgrims, Patrons and Place: Localizing 
Sanctity in Asian Religions, Granoff and Shinohara note that:

sacred sites and the cults associated with them often seemed to be precariously balanced 
between the specific and the denial of that specificity (Granoff, Shinohara 2003, 2).

As I hope to demonstrate, this precarious balance is found in sacred sites associated 
with jātaka stories, that is stories relating episodes from the previous births of Gotama 
Buddha, when he was a bodhisatta or ‘being destined for Awakening’.1 At such sites, 

1	  I will consistently use the Pāli term bodhisatta to refer to Gotama Buddha in his previous 
births even when discussing non-Pāli sources. The Sanskrit equivalent bodhisattva, though frequent-
ly used with the same meaning as the Pāli, is also laden with Mahāyāna connotations.
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