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him from his speculations. In the same book, we are told that beautiful
dancing girls danced to the strains of musical instruments to attract Prince
Siddhartha but there was no effect on him. Buddhist literature refers to
ganikas of high character. As mentioned in the Milindapanha (200 Bc) the
ganika Bindumati reversed the flow of the Ganga by her act of truth. When
she was asked about this incident by King Asoka she stated that she
regarded all her customers alike. The Kurudhamma Jataka (II no. 2767)
narrates the story of the righteous courtesan who received a thousand coins
from a man who never came back for three years. The courtesan did not
accept any money from a patron during this period for the sake of honour.
When she lost her fortune, she went to the court and asked for permission
to earn her livelihood by her old profession of courtesan. The story of the
beautiful ganika Amrapali — who was a contemporary of Bimbisara—is
famous. She helped to make the city of Vaishali prosperous. Yet she was
not denied the opportunity of embracing religious life. She presented her
mango grove to the Buddhist sangha, the last gift during the life of the
Buddha—recorded by Yuan Chwang in his account of Varanasi. These
examples show the high status and honour enjoyed by courtesans due to
their character, fidelity, charity and other virtues.

There are numerous references to the ganikas’ life style, and their joys
and tribulations, which also illustrate the noble aspect of their nature. The
Dhammapada commentary on Gathd 147 refers to a beautiful ganika,
Sirima of Rajagrha, who provided alms to monks, one of whom was
eventually attracted by her beauty. Jataka III relates the story of a ganika
by the name of Sulasa who, by her wisdom, taught a lesson to a robber who
wanted to kill her. Buddhist literature shows the ganikas living a life of
luxury under the patronage of kings. In general wealthy citizens appear to
be their patrons.

It is interesting to note that they maintained close relations with the
musicians of the court. Their attainments in the arts of dance and music
were legendary. Though it was their socially allotted task to entertain the
higher strata of society, it does not appear that they were treated quite like
outcasts. The society at large certainly looked upon them with distaste, yet,
at the same time, there was open admiration for their achievements.

There are numerous tales in the Jatakas that extol the ganikas’ high social
standards. Amrapali, though a ganika, has become a highly revered figure
and so has Vasavadatta. The ten edicts of the Buddha definitely include the

prohibition of even watching a performance of dance and music, yet the
redemption of a ganika by embracing the ‘high path’ is an oft-repeated
theme. Vasavadatta was attracted to Upagupta, a Buddhist monk, who
instead of shunning her because of her calling, promised to accept her at the -
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right moment. When at a later stage in life she contracted leprosy and was
abandoned by society to die on the streets, Upagupta cured her and took
her on the path of Buddhism.

Jaina literature is also rich in material providing glimpses of courtesans’
lives. A ganika was highly respected by the people in general. Ganikas are
mentioned as proficient in many arts and other lore. The Nayddhammaka-
hao (300-400 Bc)—one of the Jain canonical texts—describes Devadatta
who was a rich courtesan of Campa city in detail: “She was well-versed in
the sixty-four arts; possessed the sixty-four accomplishments of a courtesan,
was proficient in entertaining males in thirty-two ways, was possessed of
twenty-one qualities of dalliance, and was well-versed in the science of
erotics. She knew eighteen dialects (desi) languages, had beautiful, rich
dresses, was an accomplished singer and dancer, and had the royal sanction
to carry an umbrella, chowries and fans. She always moved in a palanquin
(karniratha) as a mark of royal favour, was the chief and head of many
thousand courtesans, her fees were a thousand coins.” This is a graphic
picture of the rich life and accomplishments a courtesan possessed in that
age. It also speaks of the high status enjoyed by the courtesans of the age.

The Vivagasuya of the Jaina canoncial literature describes the courtesan
Kamajjhaya of Vaniyagama in the same manner as the Nayadhammaka-
hao. It provides an even more detailed description of courtesans than is to
be found in Buddhist literature, which refers to the luxurious life of
courtesans who were virtuous as well as wicked. The Brhatkalpa Bhasya
(200 AD) mentions a courtesan who had a picture gallery where she had
painted representations of different castes and the phases of love. When she
received a patron, she took him to the gallery and could tell his caste,
artistic taste, etc. from the picture he liked. The Kuttanimata of Damodara
refers to various cunning arts, wiles and devices resorted to by the
courtesans to attract and ruin weak-minded persons. It is to be noted here
tl}at Jaina literature mentions various courtesans of fame and character who
did not like to flirt with many but longed for a person of their choice with
whom they could live happily. It is stated in Kumarapalapratibodha of
Samaprabhisiri (c.1184 ap) that Kosa was a courtesan and she loved
Sthulabhadra and lived with him for 12 years. She did not like the company
of any man after Sthiillabhadra left her. Later on he became a monk and
Kosa listened to his sermon and became a follower of Jainism. Devadatta
was a ganika of Ujjayini and was devoted to prince Miladeva, though he
was penniless. She was fond of his virtues, not of his wealth, as Vasantasena
loved Carudatta for his virtues though he was poor. These examples speak
of their fidelity and love even when they were generally despised for their
greed and love of money. When a courtesan became a king’s mistress, she








