
INTRODUCTION

The  present volume, entitled Sayings of the Buddha, contains an 
anthology of ancient Buddhist texts translated from an ancient 
Indian language known today as Pali. These texts are referred to in 
Pali as suttas or ‘well spoken utterances’.1 They have been selected 
from the Pali Nikāyas, ancient collections of the Buddha’s sayings. 
The Pali Nikāyas thus represent examples of Buddhist scriptures, 
and it might be tempting simply to characterize them as the Buddhist 
equivalent of the Bible or the Qur’an. And yet unlike, for example, 
Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, neither Hinduism nor Buddhism has 
a similarly strictly defined, closed ‘canon’ of scriptures universally 
accepted as uniquely authoritative by all those we would wish to call 
(or who would wish to be called) ‘Hindu’ or ‘Buddhist’. Certainly 
Hinduism has the Vedas, but as a body of literature these have never 
been defined as strictly as the Bible or Qur’an.2 Moreover, for different 
groups of Hindus other collections of scriptures assume a greater 
significance than the Vedas.3

As for Buddhism, we are faced with the existence of at least three 
canonical collections of Buddhist scriptures containing ‘the word of 
the Buddha’ (buddha-vacana): the Pali canon of ‘Three Baskets’ 
(Tipi․taka); the Chinese ‘Three Baskets’ (Sān zàng) or ‘Great Treasury 
of Sūtras’ (Dàzàng jīng); the Tibetan Kanjur or ‘Translated word of 
the Buddha’ (bKa’ ’gyur). Each of these canons is authoritative for 
different traditions of Buddhism: the Pali canon for the Theravāda
Buddhists of South and South-East Asia (the Buddhists of present-
day Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos); the Chinese 
Sān zàng for East Asian Buddhists of China, Korea, and Japan; the 
Tibetan Kanjur for the Buddhists of Tibet and Mongolia.4 While there 

1 The precise meaning of Pali sutta is problematic. Buddhist tradition eventually took 
it as equivalent to Sanskrit sūtra, a word that came to be used to designate concise aphor-
istic texts, as in Kāma-sūtra. But it seems more likely that it derives from Sanskrit sūkta
or ‘well said’, a term which was used of the ancient verses of the Veda. See K. R. Norman, 
A Philological Approach to Buddhism, 2nd edn. (Lancaster, 2006), 135.

2 J. Gonda, Vedic Literature (Wiesbaden, 1975).
3 So, for example, in the case of a follower of Śaiva Siddhānta, it is the twenty-eight 

Śaiva Āgamas that constitute the crucial divine revelation of Lord Śiva.
4 Possibly we should include a fourth Buddhist canon, the Sanskrit Nava Grantha

or Nava Dharma of Newar Buddhism: Prajñāpārāmitā, Saddharmapu .n .darīka,



Introductionxiv

is some overlap insofar as one canon might contain versions of 
certain scriptures contained in another canon, these versions are not 
straightforward translations into different languages, and it is not 
possible to identify a universally accepted common core. Moreover, 
while the Pali canon can be regarded as more or less fixed and closed 
by the fifth century ce, the Chinese and Tibetan canons have never 
been formally closed and there is no definitive final list of the works 
they contain. Certainly the Pali, Chinese, and Tibetan Buddhist 
canons are all considerably greater in extent than the Christian Bible. 
The Pali canon comprises twenty-eight works, and printed editions 
usually fill in the region of forty-five volumes. The older catalogues 
of the Chinese canon list some 1,500 works, while the modern 
Taishō edition (1924–32) fills fi fty-five volumes, each containing 
1,000 pages of Chinese characters, with 2,184 separate works.5

Editions of the Tibetan canon comprise some 700–800 works in just 
over 100 volumes.6 In the case of the Chinese Buddhist canon espe-
cially, what we have is not so much a strictly defined canon of scrip-
tures as a library containing all the Chinese translations of Indian 
Buddhist texts made over the centuries, as well as a variety of indi-
genous Chinese treatises relating to Buddhism.

What this means in sum is that the defining text or texts of 
Buddhism are not identifiable in the same way as they are for 
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam: it is not entirely clear just what is 
the Buddhist equivalent to the Bible. The texts translated in the 
present volume are taken from the Pali canon of Buddhist scriptures. 
Does that mean they are Buddhist ‘classics’ only for the Theravāda
Buddhist tradition? Strictly the answer has to be ‘yes’, but in import-
ant and significant ways the texts translated here are classics of 
Buddhism as a whole. These texts, or versions of texts very like them 

Lalitavistara, Suvar .naprabhāsa, Lan.kāvatāra, Daśabhūmika, Gan. d. havyūha, Samādhirājā,
Guhyasamāja-tantra, although as Lewis points out, other texts also have authority for 
Newar Buddhism; see Todd T. Lewis, ‘A Modern Guide for Mahāyāna Buddhist 
Life-Cycle Rites: The Nepāl Jana Jīvan Kriyā Paddhati’, Indo-Iranian Journal,
37 (1994), 1–46 (8).

5 For a detailed analysis of the Taishō edition, see Louis Renou and Jean Filliozat, 
L’Inde classique, 2 vols. (Paris, 1947–57), ii. 431–61.

6 Kenneth Ch’en, ‘The Tibetan Tripi.taka’, Harvard Journal of Asian Studies,
9 (1945–7), 53–62; Renou and Filliozat, L’Inde classique, ii. 388–97; Tadeusz Skorupski, 
A Catalogue of the sTog Palace Kanjur (Tokyo, 1985); Paul Harrison, ‘A Brief History of 
the Tibetan bKa’ ’gyur’, in José Ignacio Cabezón and Roger R. Jackson (eds.), Tibetan
Literature: Studies in Genre (Ithaca, NY, 1996), 70–94.
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written in different ancient Indian dialects and which survive today 
either only in Chinese translation or in fragments recovered from the 
sands and caves of Central Asia and modern-day Afghanistan, repre-
sent extracts from a body of literature that was authoritative for 
ancient Indian Buddhism more generally and is part of the common 
heritage of Buddhism today. To understand more clearly just how 
this is so, we must turn to the story of Buddhism’s beginnings in 
ancient India.

The historical Buddha

The diverse traditions of Buddhism that exist in the world today all 
refer back in one way or another to the Buddha or ‘Awakened One’. 
Who, and indeed what, was the Buddha? Buddhist tradition as 
a whole is agreed that he was Siddhattha Gotama (Skt: Siddhārtha
Gautama),7 Sakyamuni (Skt: Śākyamuni), the ‘sage of the Sakya
people’ who lived in the distant past in India.

While almost inevitably some early western scholars doubted that 
such a person ever existed, a more reasonable judgement is that of 
the great Belgian scholar of Buddhism, Étienne Lamotte. Lamotte 
observed that unless we accept that Buddhism has its origins in 
the strong personality of its founder, Buddhism would remain 
inexplicable.8 While the dating of this historical Buddha is not with-
out its problems, there is today a more or less established consensus 
in modern scholarship that the man early Buddhist sources refer to 
as Gotama the Buddha lived and flourished during the fifth century 
bce  in eastern India and died some time around 400 bce.9 Thus, 
a critical evaluation of Buddhist textual sources as well as the earliest 
material Buddhist remains indicate that we can trace the origins of 
Buddhism to eastern India on the Gangetic plains during the second 
half of the first millennium bce.

7 As this book is primarily concerned with Pali literature, precedence is generally 
given to the Pali forms of names and technical terms, followed by the Sanskrit equiva-
lents. However, in the Introduction, when referring to Buddhism more generally 
Sanskrit forms are used.

8 Étienne Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism (Louvain, 1988), 639.
9 Heinz Bechert (ed.), The Dating of the Historical Buddha, 3 vols. (Göttingen, 

1991–7); L. S. Cousins, ‘The Dating of the Historical Buddha: A Review Article’, 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 6 (1996), 57–63.



Introductionxvi

If we consider Buddhist sources alongside other ancient Indian 
sources, we can confirm that Gotama was a sama .na (Skt: śrama .na). This 
term means literally ‘one who strives’, and belongs to the tech nical 
vocabulary of Indian religion, referring as it does to ‘one who strives’ 
religiously or spiritually. The word sama .na can be conveniently ren-
dered into English as ‘ascetic’, but the word points towards 
a particular tradition that in one way or another has been of great sig-
nificance in Indian religious history, be it Buddhist, Jain, or Hindu. 
This tradition is sometimes called the ‘renouncer (sa .mnyāsin) tradi-
tion’. What we are concerned with here is the phenomenon of indi-
viduals renouncing their normal role in society as a member of an 
extended ‘household’ in order to devote themselves to some form of 
religious or spiritual life. The ‘renouncer’ abandons conventional 
means of livelihood, such as farming or trade, and adopts instead the 
religious life: he becomes a religious mendicant dependent on alms.

The principal events that constitute the life of Gotama the Buddha 
for the most part simply follow from the bare fact of his existence as 
a wandering ascetic or sama .na in the fifth century bce  who suc-
ceeded in attracting a considerable following. It appears he was born 
into relatively wealthy and privileged circumstances and enjoyed a 
comfortable upbringing. At some point he became disillusioned and 
was attracted to the life of a wandering ascetic. If the tradition did 
not tell us, we might have assumed anyway that he at first pursued 
this vocation as part of a group of like-minded ascetics under the 
guidance of one or more teachers. Not satisfied with their teachings, 
he eventually went his own way. Subsequently it appears that he 
came to regard himself as having achieved ‘awakening’ (bodhi), an 
understanding of the nature of reality that for him represented 
a solution to the problems posed by the suffering and pain he experi-
enced in his own life and that he saw in others. He spent the rest of 
his life attempting to communicate this understanding to others and 
to teach a method for its realization. To this end he founded a com-
munity (sa․ngha) of mendicant monks (bhikkhu/bhik .su) and nuns 
(bhikkhunī/bhik .su .nī). This community was defined by formal ordina-
tion procedures and a comprehensive monastic rule. Gotama died an 
old man, revered as a great teacher, an ‘awakened one’ (buddha), the 
Lord or ‘Blessed One’ (bhagavat), by a relatively established group of 
ascetics and their supporters. Such, in short, was the life of Gotama 
the Buddha, and thus we have ‘the three jewels’ (ti-ratana/tri-ratna)
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revered by all Buddhists: the Buddha or awakened Teacher, the 
Dhamma (Skt: dharma) or profound Truth he taught, and the 
Sa․ngha or community of realized disciples.

The development of Buddhist literature in India

Our canons of Buddhist scriptures all contain texts which relate the 
events of the first ‘communal recitation’ (sa .mgīti) of the Buddha’s 
teaching. Soon after his death 500 mendicant followers of the 
Buddha, all arahats (Skt: arhat)—Buddhist saints who had, like the 
Buddha, achieved awakening—gathered in Rājagaha (Skt: Rājagrha)
to agree upon and recite the Buddha’s teachings.10 As far as we know, 
neither the Buddha nor any of his immediate disciples ever wrote any 
of the teachings down. At this period in India texts were composed 
and communicated entirely orally. A sense that knowledge is not 
properly communicated by the written word colours the traditional 
Indian attitude to learning in general: knowledge should be passed 
from teacher to pupil directly. The oral origins of traditional Indian 
learning continued to inform its structure long after texts had begun 
to be committed to writing.11

Whether or not this first communal recitation, or Buddhist Council 
as it is often styled, is precisely an historical event cannot be known for 
certain. But that some early communal recitation took place at some 
point after the Buddha’s death seems almost certain. What texts were 
recited? Since recitation at this first council would lend a text authority, 
later Indian Buddhist schools tended to suggest that the texts just as 
their school preserved them were recited. Thus we are told that the 
master of ceremonies, the senior monk Mahākassapa (Skt: Mahākaśyapa), 
questioned Upāli as to the circumstances for the establishment of the 

10 Not all sources agree on the place and number of participants; see Lamotte, History
of Indian Buddhism, 128.

11 William Graham, Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects of Scripture in the History of 
Religion (Cambridge, 1987), 56–77. On the development of writing in India see Richard 
Salomon, ‘On the Origin of the Early Indian Scripts: A Review Article’, Journal of the 
American Oriental Society, 115 (1995), 271–9. On the oral nature of specifically Buddhist 
literature, see L. S. Cousins, ‘Pāli Oral Literature’, in P. Denwood and A. Piatigorsky 
(eds.), Buddhist Studies: Ancient and Modern (London, 1983), 1–11; S. Collins, ‘Notes on 
Some Oral Aspects of Pali Literature’, Indo-Iranian Journal, 35 (1992), 121–35; M. Allon, 
‘The Oral Composition and Transmission of Early Buddhist Texts’ in P. Connolly and 
S. Hamilton (eds.), Indian Insights: Buddhism, Brahmanism and Bhakti (London, 1997), 
39–61; Norman, A Philological Approach to Buddhism, 53–74.
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vinaya or monastic discipline, and the Buddha’s attendant, Ānanda, as 
to where and when the texts that comprise the dhamma more generally 
were expounded. This latter category is taken to refer in the present 
context to a type of relatively short text relating a dialogue of the 
Buddha and subsequently known as a sutta (Skt: sūtra)—the type of 
text anthologized in the present volume. Buddhist suttas all begin with 
a stock phrase: ‘This is what I have heard. Once the Blessed One was stay-
ing at . . .’ They then proceed to relate the dialogue of the Buddha on 
a particular occasion with monks, lay people, kings, gods, or some other 
interlocutor. The ‘I’ of the initial phrase is traditionally understood to 
be Ānanda, recalling at the first Buddhist Council what he had heard 
the Buddha teach. Yet from what we understand of the development of 
Indian Buddhist literature, it is hardly possible that any Buddhist text 
survives today just as it was recited at this first council. Nonetheless, it 
is extremely likely that at least some of these suttas that come down to 
us are among the oldest surviving Buddhist texts and contain material 
that goes back directly to the Buddha.

The modern Buddhist canons also contain texts that tell some-
thing of the story of the subsequent history and development of 
Buddhism in India, how from its beginnings in eastern India in the 
fifth century bce  it spread across the whole of the Indian subconti-
nent, until by the beginning of the first century ce  it had become 
a pan-Indian phenomenon. The ancient sources for the history of 
Indian Buddhism are not always consistent, but their critical evalu-
ation allows us to sketch a general outline.12 Perhaps one hundred 
years after the death of the Buddha (i.e. c.300 bce) there was a sec-
ond major communal recitation of the Buddha’s teaching in the city 
of Vesālī (Skt: Vaiśālī), prompted by certain disputes relating to the 
interpretation of the monastic rule. Matters seem to have been 
resolved, but not long afterwards the Sa․ngha or community of monks 
and nuns seems to have formally split into two parties: the Theras 
(Skt: Sthavira) or ‘elders’ on the one hand, and the Mahāsamghikas
(Skt: Mahāsāmghika) or majority party on the other. Tradition records 

12 The standard scholarly works on the early Buddhist councils and the evolution of 
the Indian Buddhist schools remain André Bareau’s Les Premiers Conciles bouddhiques
(Paris, 1955) and Les Sectes bouddhiques du petit véhicule (Paris, 1955). On the Buddhist 
councils and early Buddhist literature more generally see also Lamotte, History of Indian 
Buddhism, 124–91, 517–40. For a more introductory sketch and further references see 
R. Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford, 1998), 35–58, 307–9.
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how, over the next century or so, further subdivisions occurred 
within the Sa․ngha on both sides of this initial divide.

It is important to register that we are dealing here with divisions 
in the monastic Sa .ngha and not splits in the Buddhist community as 
a whole. The divisions are matters of monastic affiliation, of how 
Buddhists monks and nuns trace back their line of ordination and 
relate to the monastic rule. How such monastic divisions would have 
affected and involved the wider Buddhist community in ancient 
India is unclear. The factors driving these divisions seem to have 
been varied and complex; they include the simple fact of the Sa․ngha’s
dispersal across a vast subcontinent, groupings around particular 
monastic teachers, disagreement over approach to the monastic rule, 
and association with a particular understanding of points of Buddhist 
systematic thought or abhidhamma (Skt: abhidharma). We should 
also be extremely wary of the temptation to think of the evolution of 
these Buddhist monastic divisions by way of models derived from 
the history of early Christianity, and to imagine some sort of 
Buddhist equivalents of the early Church Councils of Nicea and 
Chalcedon ruling on issues of ‘heresy’ and ‘orthodoxy’. It is also 
worth noting that all three presently existing orders of Buddhist 
monks and nuns—the South and South-East Asian Theravādins, the 
East Asian Dharmaguptakas, and the Tibetan Mūlasarvāstivādins—
derive their monastic lineage from the Sthavira side of the initial 
division.

According to Buddhist tradition there were eventually eighteen 
different schools of Buddhism resulting from these divisions. The 
number eighteen appears to be ideal, and how many effective divi-
sions there were in practice remains unclear; a number closer to ten 
is probably nearer the mark. In principle, it seems that all these 
ancient Indian schools of Buddhism would have preserved their own 
particular recensions of Buddhist texts: their own particular versions 
of the Tipi.taka (Skt: Tripi.taka) or ‘three baskets’, consisting of the 
Vinaya-pi.taka (containing the monastic rule), the Sutta-pi.taka (con-
taining collections of the dialogues of the Buddha), and thirdly, by 
this stage in the development of Indian Buddhism, the Abhidhamma-
pi.taka, a third basket of texts concerned with systematic Buddhist 
thought.

If all the ancient schools did have their own distinctive versions 
of the Tripi.taka, then they have been largely lost. To give a rough 
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indication, what has come down to us are six versions of the complete 
Vinaya (but only one in full in an ancient Indian language, the others 
in Chinese and Tibetan translation), one complete sūtra collection, 
and two complete Abhidharma collections (again only one in full 
in an ancient Indian language, the other in Chinese translation). 
Substantial portions of two other sūtra collections survive in ancient 
Indian languages and in Chinese translation. In short, there is only 
one ancient Tripi.taka that survives complete in an ancient Indian 
language, and that is the Pali Tipi.taka of the Theravādin school of 
Buddhism that flourishes today in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, 
Cambodia, and Laos. This makes the Pali canon as a whole a uniquely 
important source for the study of ancient Buddhism, although it 
does not, of course, mean that the traditions it contains are necessar-
ily older and closer to the Buddha than those of other schools whose 
texts happen to survive only in fragments or in Chinese translation.

When were these ancient Buddhist canons fixed and closed? It is 
not easy to give a definite answer to this question. Certainly they 
remained open for some time. Thus, for example, the Vinaya-pi.takas
contain accounts of the events of the second communal recitation at 
Vaiśālī which clearly could not have been included in the first com-
munal recitation a hundred years earlier at Rājagrha. The Sūtra-
pi.takas also contain discourses delivered by monks that are explicitly 
placed some time after the Buddha’s death. And the divergent con-
tents of the two Abhidharma-pi.takas that survive suggest that they 
especially are the product of a period when Buddhism had already 
divided into schools. Equally, the substantial and broad correspond-
ence in content in the case of the surviving Vinaya- and Sūtra-pi.takas
suggests a relatively early date for these collections. Early on, it seems, 
the sayings of the Sūtra-pi.taka were arranged in four principal col-
lections termed nikāya or āgama: the long (dīgha/dīrgha) sayings, the 
middle-length (majjhima/madhyama) sayings, the grouped (sa .myutta/
sa .myukta) sayings, and the numbered (a․nguttara/ekottarika) sayings. 
While it is apparent that different Buddhist schools did not always 
distribute their versions of the dialogues across these collections in 
precisely the same way, and there are variations in the mode of 
expression and the arrangement of topics, there remains a signi fi-
cant agreement; Étienne Lamotte pointed out fifty years ago that, 
as far as we can judge, the doctrinal basis common to the collections 
of sūtras surviving in Pali and Chinese translation, for example, is 
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remarkably uniform.13 Far from representing sectarian Buddhism, 
these sūtras above all constitute the common ancient heritage of 
Buddhism.

Against this background, Buddhist sūtras continued to emerge in 
ancient India. Some of these sūtras were criticized as developing new 
and unwarranted ideas on the basis of the older ideas found in the 
more generally accepted sūtras. Their advocates, however, claimed 
that these sūtras contained the profoundest teachings of the Buddha, 
teachings that had hitherto been kept hidden. These were the sūtras
of the Mahāyāna or ‘great vehicle’. In India these sūtras, which began 
to emerge around the beginning of the first century ce, were for 
several centuries accepted only by a small minority and were never 
universally accepted. Even among the advocates of the Mahāyāna,
the sūtras contained in the Nikāyas or Āgamas remained authorita-
tive. Thus, when Buddhist texts began to be translated into Chinese 
in the second century ce, both Mahāyāna and pre-Mahāyāna materials
were translated. Over time, in certain circles the older pre-Mahāyāna
sūtras, although not rejected, became neglected, even though the 
teachings they contained continued to be referred to. Thus, among 
those Buddhists who took Buddhist thought and practice into Tibet 
from the seventh century, the teachings contained in the older sūtras
had in effect been subsumed in subsequent texts, with the result that 
only a handful of the older sūtras were ever translated into Tibetan.

The Pali Canon

The sūtras, or rather suttas, contained in the present volume are, 
then, taken from the Pali canon, the only canon of ancient Indian 
Buddhist scriptures to survive complete in an ancient Indian language.
The ancient Pali commentaries and chronicles, texts that come down 
to us in a form that was fixed in Ceylon14 (modern-day Sri Lanka) in 
the fourth or fifth century ce, relate how this particular canon of 
Buddhist texts was brought to Ceylon during the reign of the great 
Mauryan emperor Aśoka, who ruled from his capital in Pā.taliputra

13 Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism, 156.
14 I use the name ‘Ceylon’ to refer to the island, rather than ‘Sri Lanka’, which is the 

name of a modern state, just as India refers generally to the lands of the Indian subcon-
tinent, which correspond generally to the modern states of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
and parts of Nepal.
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(modern Patna) in the middle of the third century bce. Following 
a third communal recitation in Pā.taliputra, an elder monk named 
Moggaliputtatissa is said to have organized Buddhist missions to 
various border regions. One group of five monks, headed by the 
emperor’s own son, Mahinda, journeyed to Ceylon and is said to 
have brought the Pali canon with it. Whatever the value of this tradi-
tion, from the third and second centuries bce  we have material evi-
dence of the presence of Buddhism in Ceylon in the form of 
monuments and donative inscriptions over caves that were adapted 
for use as Buddhist monastic dwellings. And if Buddhist monks were 
there, it seems likely that Buddhist texts were also there.

At this stage in the history of Buddhist texts we are still dealing 
with an oral literature. Thus, we find in the ancient sources mention 
of schools of reciters (bhā.naka) who specialized in preserving and 
reciting the principal collections of suttas. According to the Pali 
sources, these schools traced their lineage back to the first communal 
recitation when the 500 arahats entrusted these collections to the 
Buddha’s direct disciples: thus the Dīgha-bhānakas or ‘reciters of the 
long sayings’ represented the lineage of Ānanda, the Majjhima-
bhānakas or ‘reciters of the middle-length sayings’ that of Sāriputta’s
pupils (since Sāriputta himself had died before the first communal 
recitation), the Samyutta-bhānakas or ‘reciters of the grouped sayings’
that of Anuruddha, the A․nguttara-bhānakas or ‘reciters of the num-
bered sayings’ that of Mahākassapa.15 Pali tradition records that the 
texts of the Tipi.taka were in fact first written down during the first
century bce.16 It also records that the commentary (a.t.thakathā) on 
these texts was written down at the same time. To what extent the 
text of the Pali canon as we have it today can be traced back to the 
canon as it existed and was written down in the first century bce
once more remains unclear. We have no manuscripts that date back 
to anything like this period. Manuscripts do not survive well in a 
humid tropical climate, and probably the majority of the manuscripts 
of the Pali canon date from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; 
and in general, the very oldest manuscripts do not date from before 
the fifteenth century.17 The oldest Pali manuscript that has so far 

15 Sv I 15.
16 Dīp XX 20–1; Mhv XXXIII 100–1; cf. K. R. Norman, Pāli Literature (Wiesbaden, 

1983), 10–11.
17 Oskar von Hinüber, ‘Chips from Buddhist Workshops: Scribes and Manuscripts 

from Northern Thailand’, Journal of the Pali Text Society, 22 (1996), 35–57.
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come to light is a portion of the Vinaya found far away from Ceylon 
in Nepal, which can be dated to the eighth or ninth century.18 The old-
est Buddhist manuscripts in general are the Gāndhārī fragments that 
have been found in Afghanistan and can be dated to the first or second 
century ce,  and seem to belong to the Dharmaguptaka school.19

Despite the absence of manuscripts, we know that by the end of 
the fourth century ce  the text of the Pali canon must have been fixed
substantially as we have it now. This is established by the existence 
of the Pali commentaries, which comment in detail on the text and 
can be dated to the fifth century ce. The Pali commentaries were 
fixed in their present form by a number of scholar monks, the most 
famous of whom was Buddhaghosa, who all belonged to the 
Mahāvihāra or Great Monastery, one of three principal monasteries 
in the ancient capital of Ceylon, Anurādhapura. These were the 
monks probably responsible for the final closing of the Pali canon.20

According to their own account of their work, their commentaries 
were based on earlier commentaries (now lost) which seem to have 
been composed and, up until this point, handed down in various 
Middle Indian dialects or Prakrits. The language of the commentar-
ies was now standardized in conformity with ‘the language of the 
canon’ or pāli-bhāsā. (This expression eventually came to be inter-
preted as ‘the Pali language’, hence the modern usage of ‘Pali’ as the 
name of a language.)21 At the same time, the list of works that consti-
tuted the Pali canon and were considered to be the ‘word of the 
Buddha’ (buddha-vacana) by the Mahāvihāra was finalized. While the 
final form of the Pali commentaries dates from the fifth century ce,
the fact that they make no mention of people who lived after the first
century ce  suggests that in terms of their contents they are in sub-
stance works that belong to a period three or four centuries earlier.22

And given that they comment on the text of the Pali canon, the works 
of the canon as we have it must date at least to a period a century or 
so before that.

18 Oskar von Hinüber, The Oldest Pāli Manuscript: Four Folios of the Vinaya-Pi .taka
from the National Archives, Kathmandu (Mainz, 1991).

19 Richard Salomon, Ancient Buddhist Scrolls from Gandhāra (London, 1999).
20 S. Collins, ‘On the Very Idea of the Pali Canon’, Journal of the Pali Text Society,

15 (1990), 89–126.
21 See Oskar von Hinüber, ‘On the History of the Name of the Pali Language’, 

Selected Papers, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 2005), 76–90.
22 E. W. Adikaram, Early History of Buddhism in Ceylon (Migoda, Ceylon, 1946), 87.
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We can say a little more about the early history of the texts that 
have come down to us in the Pali canon. The broad correspondence 
in terms of structure and contents between the surviving recensions of 
the four principal collections (nikāya/āgama) that make up the Sūtra-
pi .taka (the long, middle-length, grouped, and numbered sayings) is 
in itself indicative of a relatively early date, prior to the division of 
the Buddhist Sa․ngha into separate schools, for the basic contents of 
these collections. It seems likely, then, that these collections took on 
their current form during the third and second centuries bce. The 
language of the Pali canon also tells a tale. According to the traditions 
of the commentaries, the language of the Pali canon is Māgadhī, on 
the assumption, one presumes, that the canon contains the words of 
the Buddha and the Buddha lived in Magadha and therefore spoke 
its language. All the evidence suggests, however, that Pali is not in 
fact Māgadhī. The inscriptions which Aśoka commissioned in local 
dialects across the Indian subcontinent allow us to establish a general 
language map of India a century or so after the death of the Buddha.23

This suggests that Pali—the language of the Pali canon—has more 
in common with a western dialect than an eastern dialect, of which 
Māgadhī would be an example. Nonetheless, Pali does seem to exhibit 
some eastern features—sometimes referred to as ‘Māgadhisms’. The 
detailed study of the language of the canon in fact suggests that 
various dialects through which the texts have been filtered in the 
course of their evolution have left their traces.24 Finally, we see in 
Pali the beginnings of ‘sanskritization’, the process by which Buddhist 
texts which had been preserved in different dialects were rendered
closer to the norms of Sanskrit. This linguistic story perhaps reflects
the early history and evolution of the texts that have come down to 
us in the Pali canon. This history possibly begins with the Buddha 
teaching in some form of Māgadhī as opposed to Sanskrit, a lan-
guage which at that time was too closely associated with the brah-
manical tradition, to which the Buddha represented a challenge; 
subsequently his teachings are transposed into different local dialects 
as Buddhist monks spread out from Magadha; finally, as Sanskrit 
begins to lose its exclusively brahmanical association and to take on 
the role of the language in which to communicate learning and cul-
ture right across India, certain terms, such as brāhma.na, signifying 

23 Richard Salomon, Indian Epigraphy (New York, 1998), 72–6.
24 Norman, A Philological Approach to Buddhism, 75–97.
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a ‘brahman’ or member of the priestly class, are transposed into their 
Sanskritic forms. Thus, the language of the Pali canon does appear 
to have become frozen at a relatively early date, resisting both the 
more thoroughgoing sanskritization that is a feature of some other 
early Buddhist texts and also any influence from Sinhalese Prakrit 
during its long transmission in Ceylon.25

In sum, although we cannot date the texts translated in this volume 
with any final certainty, we can say that they are likely to date in some-
thing close to their present form to the third or second century bce.
We cannot claim that the Pali version of the suttas translated here 
represent the oldest version or are closer than other surviving versions 
to some ideal original. Yet this is equally true of these other surviving 
versions. Certainly there have been some attempts to compare versions 
and date them relatively, and also attempts to distinguish earlier from 
later strata within the collections of Pali suttas themselves, yet the 
exercise is fraught with uncertainties, and the results of such attempts 
have proved inconclusive and not been universally accepted by 
scholars.26 The Pali suttas are, then, among the oldest Buddhist texts 
we have—certainly no texts can claim to be older. In their words we 
are presented with an understanding of what the Buddha taught that 
is likely to go back directly to his earliest disciples; here we are as close 
to the presence of the Buddha as we are likely to get.

The texts of the Pali canon are arranged by way of three basic divi-
sions or ‘baskets’ (pi.taka): the Vinaya-pi.taka or ‘basket of discipline’; 
the Sutta-pi.taka or ‘basket of sayings’; the Abhidhamma-pi.taka or 
‘basket of further teaching’.

The Vinaya-pi.taka consists of three works: (1) the Sutta-vibha․nga
sets out and explains in detail the 227 and 311 ‘training rules’ 
(sikkhāpada) to be followed by Buddhist monks (bhikkhu) and nuns 
(bhikkhunī) respectively; (2) the Khandhaka sets out in twenty-two 
sections (khandhaka) the procedures for conducting the various for-
mal communal acts of the Sa․ngha; (3) the Parivāra is an appendix 
that contains various kinds of material aimed at assisting the study 
and understanding of the Vinaya.

The Sutta-pi.taka consists of five ‘collections’ (nikāya): (1) the 
Dīgha-nikāya or ‘collection of long sayings’ comprises thirty-four 

25 K. R. Norman, Collected Papers, 8 vols. (Oxford, 1990–2007), i. 238–46; ii. 30–51.
26 As an example of a sustained attempt to distinguish between early and late in the Pali 

Nikāyas, see G. C. Pande, Studies in the Origins of Buddhism, 2nd edn. (Delhi, 1974).
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suttas arranged in three divisions (vagga) of thirteen, ten, and 
eleven suttas respectively; (2) the Majjhima-nikāya or ‘collection of 
middle-length sayings’ comprises 152 suttas arranged in three divi-
sions of fifty, fifty and fifty-two suttas respectively; (3) the Samyutta-
nikāya or ‘collection of grouped sayings’ arranges its suttas into 
fifty-six groups (sa .myutta) according to topic, further arranged into 
five main divisions; (4) the A․nguttara-nikāya or ‘collection of num-
bered sayings’ arranges its suttas into eleven sections (nipāta)—the 
section on ‘ones’ through to the section on ‘elevens’—according to 
the number of items that form the main subject-matter of a sutta; 
(5) finally, the Khuddaka-nikāya or ‘collection of minor works’ con-
tains fifteen miscellaneous works of varying length, including such 
well-known writings as the Dhammapada and Jātaka (stories of the 
former lives of the being destined to become the Buddha).

Finally, the Abhidhamma-pi.taka consists of seven separate works 
that set out the details of Buddhist metaphysics and psychology in 
general terms that are in principle elaborated on the basis of the 
teachings contained in the suttas.

The present volume contains a selection of suttas from the four 
primary Nikāyas of the Pali canon.27 The selection is intended to 
reflect something of the structure of the Pali canon and—as far as we 
can tell—of other ancient Indian Buddhist canons. Thus we have 
five suttas from the Dīgha-nikāya; six from the Majjhima-nikāya; a 
selection of suttas representing the fivefold structure of the Samyutta-
nikāya and the eleven most important sam. yuttas or ‘groups’ that 
underlie the arrangement of that collection; and finally a selection of 
eleven suttas reflecting the numerical arrangement of the A․nguttara-
nikāya. The suttas are presented in the order in which they appear in 
the Nikāyas. Introductions to the individual suttas describe their 
contents in more detail.

The selection is also intended to represent the principal teachings 
found in the Nikāyas—teachings on the Buddhist path and diffe r-
ent types of meditation (Sāmaññaphala-sutta, Satipa.t.thāna-sutta,
Vitakkasa.n.thāna-sutta, and the suttas from the Mahāvagga of the 
Samyutta-nikāya), teachings on the theories of the five ‘aggregates’ 
and ‘not self ’ (the Alagaddūpama-sutta, and the suttas from the 
khandha-sam. yutta and sa.lāyatana-sam. yutta), teachings on ‘dependent 

27 The selection is perhaps in the order of 5% of the four Nikāyas.
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arising’ (the suttas from the nidāna-sam. yutta), teachings on everyday 
conduct (the Sigālovāda-sutta), teachings on the evolution of the 
world and society (the Aggañña-sutta), teachings on actions and their 
consequences for rebirth (the Mahā-Kammavibha .nga-sutta).

Three suttas focus on important episodes in the Buddha’s life: 
the Bodhirājakumāra-sutta provides an account in the first person 
of the Buddha’s struggle for awakening and his ultimate success; 
the Dhammacakkappavattana-sutta (of the Mahā-vagga of the 
Sam. yutta-nikāya) gives an account of the ‘turning of the wheel of the 
Teaching’, the first sermon of the Buddha; the Mahāparinibbāna-
sutta relates the story of the Buddha’s final journey and of his death 
and funeral.

The anthology also represents something of the different literary 
styles of the suttas, ranging from the more philosophical and technical 
analysis of, say, the Alagaddūpama-sutta to the mythic narrative and 
visual imagery of the Mahāsudassana-sutta. Finally, there are here 
suttas addressed to a variety of different audiences: to monks, brah-
mans, laymen, kings, and gods.28

Anyone reading Buddhist suttas for the first time is likely to be 
struck by a certain repetitiveness that manifests itself in various 
ways: the repetition of passages when events that have just been 
narrated are related to another person, and the use of stock formulas 
to describe events, people, ideas, to give but two examples. This 
repetitiveness is in part a reflection of the fact that suttas were com-
posed orally and transmitted orally for several centuries before being 

28 For full translations of the Pali Nikāyas, see the following works. T. W. and C. A. 
F. Rhys Davids, Dialogues of the Buddha, 3 vols. (London, 1899–1921; repr. 1995) is 
a pioneering translation of the Dīgha-nikāya that, despite its age and its Victorian bibli-
cal English style, is a work of considerable scholarship whose notes and discussions 
remain very useful; Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: 
Wisdom Publications, 1995), is a more recent readable translation into modern English. 
For the Majjhima-nikāya there are two complete English translations: I. B. Horner, The
Collection of Middle-Length Sayings, 3 vols. (London, 1954–9), and Bhikkhu Ñānamoli
and Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Middle-Length Discourses of the Buddha (Boston, 1995). In the 
case of the Samyutta-nikāya, the earlier C. A. F. Rhys Davids and F. L. Woodward, The
Book of the Kindred Sayings, 5 vols. (London, 1917–1930; repr. 1990–5), has been 
largely superseded by Bhikkhu Bodhi, The Connected Discourses of the Buddha (Boston,  
2000). E. M. Hare and F. L. Woodward, The Book of the Gradual Sayings, 5 vols. 
(London, 1923–6; repr. 1994–5), remains the only complete translation of the 
A․nguttara-nikāya, although a substantial selection is found in Nyanaponika Thera and 
Bhikkhu Bodhi, Numerical Discourses of the Buddha: An Anthology of Suttas from the 
A

․
nguttara Nikāya (Walnut Creek, Calif., 1999).
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written down: repetition is a useful mnemonic device in an oral cul-
ture. But repetition is also used by the suttas to affect both the reciter 
and listener, and is integral to the suttas as literary works that are in 
some sense to be performed.

The use of repetition thus gives the suttas a particular literary 
rhythm: there is no hurry to get information across; ideas and similes 
that are repeated have a meditative and poetic effect; they evoke 
images in our minds and stir our emotions as slowly we contemplate 
them again and again. When the suttas were written down (and per-
haps even when they were being recited in some contexts) they were 
abbreviated, usually with the word peyyāla (itself abbreviated to pe)
meaning something like ‘repetition’, the Pali equivalent of ‘. . .’ to 
indicate omission.

India at the time of the Buddha

It is generally thought—though it is also a matter of some 
controversy—that some time after the beginning of the second mil-
lennium bce  groups of a nomadic tribal people began to move south 
from ancient Iran, through the passes of the Hindu Kush and down 
into the plains of the Indus valley.29 These people spoke dialects of 
Old Indo-Aryan, that is, of Sanskrit, and they are known as the 
Āryas. The Āryas who moved into India were descendants of 
nomadic pastoralists who had occupied the grasslands of central 
Asia, and some of whom similarly moved west into Europe.

Once in India, the Āryas’ cultural influence gradually spread 
southwards and eastwards across the plains of northern India. By the 
time the Buddha was born, probably early in the fifth century bce,
the Āryas had been in India for perhaps a thousand years, and their 
cultural influence extended down the Ganges valley as far as modern 
Bengal. Our sources indicate that the northern half of the Indian 
subcontinent then comprised sixteen ‘countries’ (mahājanapada).
Of these, four constituted significant kingdoms: farthest to the east 
down the Ganges valley was Magadha, with its capital at Rājagaha
(Skt: Rājagrha), further to the west up the Ganges valley was the 
kingdom of Vamsa (Skt: Vatsa), centred on the city of Kosambī

29 On the sometimes heated debate provoked by the issue of the original homeland of 
the Āryas see Edwin F. Bryant and Laurie L. Patton (eds.), The Indo-Aryan Controversy: 
Evidence and Inference in Indian History (London, 2005).
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(Skt: Kauśambī); to the north was the kingdom of Kosala (Skt: 
Kośala), centred on the city of Sāvatthī (Skt: Śrāvastī); some way to 
the south and west of these three kingdoms was Avanti, centred on 
the city of Ujjenī (Skt: Ujjayanī). Apart from these kingdoms there 
were a number of smaller republics (ga.na), the most important of 
which was that of the Vajjis (Skt: Vrji), lying to the north of Magadha 
and centring on the city of Vesālī. Further to the west, bordering on 
the kingdom of Kosala, were the smaller republics of the Mallas, 
centring on Pāpā, and of the Sākiyas, centring on Kapilavatthu (Skt: 
Kapilavastu) and the country of the Buddha’s birth.30

Early Buddhist texts depict the Buddha leaving his homeland and 
journeying south-east into Magadha, where he finally achieved his 
awakening. From there he wandered west into Kāsī (Skt: Kāśī) to 
begin his teaching career in a deer park outside Bārānasī (modern 
Benares). The Buddha’s subsequent career is spent wandering and 
teaching in a region more or less defined by the kingdoms of 
Magadha, Vamsa, and Kosala, and the republic of the Vajjis.

The coming of the Āryas did not bring political unity to northern 
India, but it did bring a certain cultural vision and ideology that 
constitutes one of the principal components of Indian culture. This 
vision of society was principally developed and articulated by a 
hereditary group within the society of the Āryas known as brāhma.nas
or, in the Anglo-Indian spelling, brahmans. The original literature 
of the brahmans is known as the Vedas, the oldest portions of which, 
found in the 

˚
Rg Veda, date from about 1500 bce. By the time of the 

Buddha, Vedic literature probably already comprised several different
classes: the four collections (sa .mhitā) of verses attributed to 
the ancient seers (r̊.si), the ritual manuals (also known as brāhma.nas)
giving instruction in the carrying out of the elaborate Vedic sacrificial
ritual, and ‘the forest books’ (āra.nyaka) explaining the esoteric 
meaning of this sacrificial ritual. The final class of Vedic literature, 
the Upanisads, containing further esoteric explanations of the 
sacrificial ritual, was still in the process of formation.

Two aspects of the brahmanical vision are of particular import-
ance, namely an understanding of society as reflecting a hierarchy of 
ritual ‘purity’, and a complex system of ritual and sacrifice. From the 
brahmanical perspective society comprises two groups: the Āryas

30 On the early Indian kingdoms and republics, see A. L. Basham, The Wonder that 
was India, 3rd edn. (London, 1967), 44–136.


