“Maya’s Guidance for Gotami”
A Dharma song from the Cambodian Dharma song tradition,

translated and performed by Trent Walker

Gotami holding the infant Buddha
Extract from a mural by Somabandu Vidyapathi
Bellanwila Raja Maha Viharaya, Sri Lanka



Preface

According to received biographies of the Buddha, his mother, Maya, died shortly after giving
birth to him, and he was subsequently raised by her sister, Mahapajapati Gotami, who later
would become the first Buddhist nun.

While the lyrics of this Cambodian Dharma song assume this tragic context, they actually
highlight the relationship between the Buddha’s birth mother and his adoptive mother. Performed
with a graceful, flowing melody, this song lets us hear the voice of Maya on her deathbed,
exhorting her younger sister to care for the seven-day-old Buddha as her own child.

The fourth and fifth stanzas of the song include references to the canonical Pali phrase for the
Three Marks of Existence, “Aniccam Dukkham Anatta” (impermanence, suffering, and no-self),
and to an epithet of the Buddha as “the refuge of gods and men.” Taken together with the third
stanza, these stanzas ground this story of the emotional connections between two sisters in more
general Buddhist teachings on death, the Three Marks of Existence, and the Buddha as a
supreme refuge for all.
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Little darling, you must know.

Now as for me, dear sister
Don’t worry, for death is sure;
No more can | hold my son

The refuge of gods and men.

You who pity your sister,
You, lovely girl, that is why
I ask you to hug and hold

This motherless child of mine.

Nurse him and bathe his body
Attend to him day and night
Care for him like no other

O my golden girl, don’t stop!
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“Maya’s Guidance for Gotami,” translated and performed by Trent Walker.
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