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Discovering Buddhism 
 

 

Dates          Wednesdays, 23, 30 October and 6, 13, 20, 27 November 2019 

Times 2pm – 4pm  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

This six-week course will introduce the key themes of Buddhism, beginning with the Buddha himself, 

and exploring health, wealth, art, religious practice, death and the cosmos, even how Buddhists have 

thought about the demise of their own religion. Discover the teachings of the Buddha, how they were 

first formulated and have evolved, how they have been preserved over the centuries, and how 

Buddhists try to follow them. This course includes a visit to the exhibition, Buddhism, and a 

collections show-and-tell with a British Library curator. 

 

This course is led by Dr Andrew Skilton who currently teaches Buddhism and Pali language and 

literature at Oxford University, and is conducting research on pre-reform meditation methods in 

Southeast Asia and on Mahayana Buddhist literature.  

 
 

Schedule 

 

Week One: The Buddha’s Lives  

Our first session will be on understanding the Buddha as Buddhists have historically seen him rather 

than as an historical figure. Not only is he understood to have lived in Northeast India in the 6th 

century BCE but he is also believed to have lived numerous lives prior to this. We will examine how 

his last life has been depicted in manuscripts and look at some of the Buddha’s many previous lives as 

the bodhisattva, the ‘buddha-to-be’ – these are called jātaka – and his ‘after life’ in the form of relics. 

 

Week Two: The Dharma, the Buddha’s Teaching and its preservation  

In our second session we will look at the content of the Buddha’s teaching and explore the broad 

basis of ideas that were subsequently transmitted across Asia. We will also look at how the Buddha’s 

teaching has been transmitted over the centuries, including at the creation of manuscripts, their 

storage and fate in 21st century.  
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Week Three: Sangha, the Buddhist Community and yānas, ‘paths’ or ‘vehicles’ 

The Buddha initiated a tradition of monastic activity for men and women that is governed by 

universally accepted rules, but historically the Buddhist community is also differentiated in a variety of 

ways. How do we understand this variety? In our third session we will explore the Vinaya or Code of 

Discipline, and also the major ‘phases’ or modes of Buddhist identity and practice, known as ‘yāna’.  

 

Week Four: Spreading and multiplying the Word  

Buddhism has invested great efforts in preserving the Dharma and this has led it to explore innovative 

technologies. Today guest speaker Beth McKillop will speak to us on the development of printing by 

Buddhists in East Asia. While the preservation of text is an essentially conservative strategy, Buddhism 

has generated a vast quantity of post canonical literature, of which a very typical genre is the path 

treatise and the commentary. In the second part of the session, after a quick look at digital Dharma, 

we will discuss at two important mediaeval Buddhist authors, Buddhaghosa and Śāntideva.  

 

Week Five: Death, protection, meditation and the Universe  

Buddhism is well-known in the West for its use of meditation, and we will discuss what Buddhist 

meditation has involved across Asia. However, in Asian societies Buddhism is also associated with 

personal protection and with death, two modalities that also intersect with how Buddhists have 

conceived the universe. We will bring these themes together, by considering texts and objects that 

reflect these concerns. 

 

Week Six: The End of Buddhism,  

Buddhism has always anticipated its own decline and ‘end time’. Today guest speaker Professor Kate 

Crosby will discuss attitudes to the end of Buddhism and how this has affected Buddhist practice and 

history. The second part of this final session session will be led by Dr Jana Igunma, Henry Ginsburg 

Curator for Thai, Lao and Cambodian at the British Library who will treat us to a show-and-tell of 

important and beautiful material that was not selected for the exhibition due to space limits. 

 

 
 

Tutors 

This course is led by Dr Andrew Skilton who currently teaches Buddhism and Pali language and 

literature at Oxford University, and is conducting research on pre-reform meditation methods in 

Southeast Asia and on Mahayana Buddhist literature. His books include The Bodhicaryavatara, A 

Concise History of Buddhism (1994), and How the Nagas Were Pleased (2009), along with several 

edited volumes and numerous articles on aspects of Buddhism. 

 

Guest tutors 

 

Beth McKillop is an experienced academic & curator. Her career has spanned the British Library, as a 

curator of Chinese and Korean collections, and the Victoria and Albert Museum where she held the 

position of Deputy Director leading collections and research. She has researched Korea's book history 

and written and lectured about ceramics and other art history topics. 

 

Kate Crosby is Professor of Buddhist Studies at King’s College London. Her interests include Sanskrit 

and Pali literature, Theravada Buddhism in the early modern period and meditation. Her publications 

include Theravada Buddhism, Continuity, Diversity and Identity, Traditional Theravada Meditation 

and a volume of translation from the Mahabharata, "Dead of Night" and "The Women". 

 

 



 

 3 

 

Required Reading 

 

Please read one of the following texts as basic preparatory reading for this course: 

 

Boisselier, Jean. 1994. The Wisdom of the Buddha, Thames and Hudson, London. – This is a pocket 

sized (and priced) volume containing a wide-ranging account of Buddhist history and teaching 

by a French scholar that has the virtue of being heavily illustrated and delivering surprising 

impact for its size. 

Harvey, Peter. 2012. An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, 2nd ed. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. – Now a standard introduction to Buddhism used in 

University courses. Balanced and reliable, but also pretty substantial at 500+pp. Useful also as 

a reference volume. Comprehensive in its own right, you might also stage the reading of 

chapters to coincide with each week’s topics. 

Skilton, Andrew. 1994. A Concise History of Buddhism. Cambridge: Windhorse Publications. – 

Covers the developments of Buddhism in India and then in other regions in short chapters. 

Useful preparation for specific topics and areas. 

Keown, Damien. 1996. A Very Short Introduction to Buddhism, Oxford: Oxford University Press. – A 

slim volume for speedy orientation, if you are short of time.  

 

Optional further reading will be provided in a separate document and emailed to you when you have 

registered for the course. 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at the beginning of the session.  

 


