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Sarabhañña,
an Esthetic Delivery of Dhamma: 

 Origins and Structure
 

Bhikkhu Mihita

I Introduction 

This paper seeks to understand a style of reciting, or chanting, the 
Dhamma (= Teachings) authorized by the Buddha, called Sarabhañña.1 
In contrast is an unapproved style known as Gītassara, its use constituting 
a dukkaṭa ‘wrong doing’ – a minor offence under the Vinaya. 

In a long comparative treatment by Levi (1915),2 the historicity of 
Sarabhañña in the Canon comes to be very well established beyond 
question. The role of the Buddha and the reciter Koṭikarṇa Soṇa, and the 
actual initial text recited in this style, are all well laid out. But the early 
texts, as well as the entire Pali tradition, lack any analysis of Sarabhañña. 

Modern day literature on the subject fares no better. Collins (1992) looks 
at it from the perspective of literature.3 

Elsewhere4 he wonders, 
Does anyone have any information about a style of Buddhist 
recitation called sarabhanna (palatal n) in Pali (the reciter 
is called a sara-bhaa.naka)? I have come across quite a few 
references to it, both in the Vinaya and in commentarial texts, 
but neither I nor a number of other pali-wallahs I have asked 
know what it is. I am aware of Levi’s 1915 discussion (‘Sur 
la recitation primitive des textes bouddhiques’), and there is 
a brief discussion of it, without references in Tambiah’s 1968 
article ‘Literacy in a Buddhist village in Northeast Thailand’ (in 
J.Goody, ed., ‘Literacy in Traditional Societies’). It would seem 
to be something like a chant or recitative, but not singing (which 
is forbidden in the Vinaya). (Demieville also mentions it in the 
entry for Bombai in Hobogirin, but depends on Levi.)

In a footnote, he expands on Tambiah: 
Tambiah, 1968, 100, without giving any source for his 
information, states that “sarabhanna” [sic] is one of “three 
musical rhythms employed in chanting” (along with Magadha 
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and Samyoka). It “employs a higher pitch of voice and also 
lengthens the speed of chanting ... breaking the chant into 
phrases; the Sanghaha [sic] is a similar mode of “lengthened” 
chanting. Sarabhanna chanting is essentially employed on 
avamangala (inauspicious) occasions, such as immediately after 
death, when its slow and mournful)”5 

While these studies shed some light on the feature –– as history and 
religious practice in particular, legitimate as they are, there is no 
systematic treatment of Sarabhañña, in its sonic chanting style and 
structure. The best known application of this style perhaps is Paritta 
chant, as in Theravada Buddhism. In a study of it in the context of 
Burmese Buddhism, Paul Green (2014) comes closest to the topic, 
treating it as “sonic praxis”. However, the approach is drawing together 
“ethnographic, ethno-musicological, literary, historical, and discographic 
sources”. While his treatment goes beyond the “symbolism, philosophy 
and history” that most studies are engaged with, and touches on sonic 
dimensions such as metre, rhythm, etc., it is not the primary focus, and 
as such is minimal. In any case the subject of the inquiry is still ‘paritta’, 
an ‘application’, and not ‘sarabañña’, the focus as in this study. 

And it is to fill that gap that this paper is intended - to understand it 
in terms of its structure and function, more the former, with the latter 
pitching in when and where it comes to be helpful in clarifying the 
former. This paper hopefully answers Collins’ question as above, “Does 
anyone have any information about a style of Buddhist recitation called 
sarabhanna (palatal n) in Pali...?”

‘Structure’ here relates to its linguistic and phonological structure as well 
as the intonational –– i.e., how the linguistic elements come to be pulled in 
towards an effective delivery. The term ‘function’ may be understood both 
internally and externally. The Sarabhañña chanting style, as in Theravada 
Buddhist countries such as Sri Lanka, Burma and Thailand, is generally 
associated with what is called paritta, literally meaning ‘protection’.6 
If these are the internal functions, there may also be an external one, as 
also intended by the Buddha. And that is to preserve the Dhamma from 
‘deteriorating’, i.e., from a Dhammaic point of view, into a musicality 
which is what in Gītassara (as will be seen) and disallowed by the Buddha. 

Our approach will be, of necessity, somewhat creative, even touching 
on the speculative, for the very reason that there is not much to go 
by. The paper would therefore be cross-disciplinary – drawing upon 
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Buddhism (as both Theory and Praxis), Linguistics and Indian Aesthetics 
primarily, using music theory and practice as a heuristic device. Given 
the multidisciplinary approach, our explanations and conclusions may 
not come with full-fledged historical merit and/or academic dress-up. 
The basic concepts in a given discipline may, e.g., come to be explained 
for the benefit of the non-specialist in the area, for reasons of both 
communicative efficacy and rendering the material available to a wider 
readership. Where the academic and the populist approaches compete, 
the writer may opt for the latter. Another methodological issue that needs 
our attention is that the exploration benefits from the knowledge and 
insight on the topic brought by the writer as both insider and outsider. 
If it is the Buddhist practitioner in him that makes him the insider, it  
is the Buddhist scholar in him that makes him the outsider. But it could 
be said with every confidence, that without the personal knowledge of 
the practice, the scholar would still be looking at an empty hole of a 
history.7 

The intended spiritual beneficiaries of Paritta chanting are the masses and 
not necessarily the scholars. Music is also very much a part of the human 
reality. For these reasons primarily, the intended audience/ readership 
of the paper would be wider than the Buddhologist or the musicologist. 
Throwing the academic door open to a cross-disciplinary, or even a 
generally educated, readership, could be seen as a praxis in academic 
compassion, seeking to share the knowledge gained through academic 
study for the well-being of humanity, of which the scholars themselves 
are members, an advantage to the collectivity bringing benefit to the 
individual in a cybernetic relationship. But this sharing would be in the 
full confidence that it would bring no harm to the academic community 
itself, or the academic specialist. So the philosophical and moral stance 
we seek to be guided by is an ideal of both self-care and other-care. 

Despite the challenge in understanding the topic as well as the intended 
outreach, it is hoped that the reader of the paper will, from this creative 
effort, get a reasonable understanding of the so far elusive concept of 
Sarabhañña. 

But first, we delve into the origins of it historically, going beyond Levi, 
pointing to a possible psychic dimension entailed in how Soṇa comes to 
be the first to deliver the Dhamma in the style as comes to be approved 
by the Buddha.
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II Possible Psychic Origins of Sarabhañña: Canonical Evidence

We have made reference to the Buddha approving Sarabhañña. This is 
in the context of Venerable (āyasmā) Soṇa visiting him, when Ananda is 
asked to make arrangements to put him up in the Buddha’s own dwelling 
(vihāra)8. 

Then the Blessed One, after having spent much of the night in 
the open air, entered the dwelling. Ven. Soṇa, too, after spending 
much of the night in the open air, entered the [same] dwelling. 
Then the Blessed One having risen in the early morning and 
invited the Ven. Soṇa, “May that occur to you / come to your 
mind, oh monk, to recite the dhamma”9 (paṭibhātu taṃ, bhikkhu, 
dhammo bhāsituṃ’ti).

Saying “Very well, Bhante,”10 assenting to the Buddha’s words, 
Ven. Soṇa ‘spoke / recited intonationally’ (sarena abhāsi), the 
whole of the aṭṭhaka vagga.11 

At the end of the ‘intonational speaking / reciting’ (sarabhaññapariyosāne), 
the Buddha commends Sona: 

“Good it is, good it is, monk, that by you, monk, the Division of 
the Eights are well learnt, well attended to, well reflected upon, 
and that you are endowed with lovely speech, distinct, without 
hoarseness, so as to make meaning clear.12 

So the Buddha is applauding Soṇa on two counts: ‘well learnt, well 
attended to, well reflected upon’, but also ‘endowed with lovely speech, 
distinct, without hoarseness, so as to make meaning clear’. 

It may be assumed then that this encounter may mark the point of 
introduction of the style of chanting called sarabhañña. 

But what evidence do we have for such a supposition? To begin with, 
elsewhere (see below), we see the Buddha not condoning the Gītassara 
style of recitation of the Dhamma. Having outlined the five drawbacks 
of Gītassara (again see below), the Buddha says that if one were to sing 
(gāyeyya) [in the manner of Gītassara], that would constitute a ‘wrong 
doing’ (dukkaṭa).

But the monks, for some reason, ‘[come to] be of dubious mind about 
Sarabhañña’ (sarabhaññe kukkuccāyanti).13 But the Buddha, as if reading 
their minds, says, “I approve of Sarabhañña” (anujānāmi bhikkhave 
sarabhaññanti), putting to rest any worries or doubts about Sarabhañña. 
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We may now return to the context of Ven. Soṇa being applauded by the 
Buddha for his Sarabhañña recitation. If we are to then consider this to 
be the point of origin of Sarabhañña, would it not be reasonable to give 
credit to Ven. Soṇa for introducing it? But there is the intriguing thought 
in the writer’s mind that perhaps it is indeed the Buddha himself who 
should be given the credit! To explore this, let us then take a step back 
to the background leading Soṇa meeting the Buddha. So here it is then. 

We first encounter Soṇa as a lay disciple of Ven. Mahā Kaccāna 
(Kaccāna the Great). Next we find him requesting ordination, and (after 
making the request three times in the traditional manner), receiving it 
under Mahā Kaccāna.14 Once, when he was “meditating in seclusion,” a 
‘reasoning’ arises in him: now “I have only heard that this Respected Sir 
is such and such a one, but I have not seen him face to face.” Encouraged 
by the preceptor to go visit the Buddha, in due course, he arrives at the 
Anāthapiṇḍika’s Monastery in Sāvatthi. Approaching the Buddha, and 
greeting him, he sits down at a respectful distance. Then the Buddha 
addresses the Venerable Ananda, in the very presence of Soṇa himself, 
“Ananda, make ready for a lodging for this incoming monk.” Now, 
Ananda thinking that “The Respected Sir desires to stay in the same 
dwelling together with this monk,” makes arrangements for Soṇa “in 
that [same] dwelling place where the Respected Sir was staying.” 
 
We may note several points here. First, the Buddha makes arrangements 
for the incoming Soṇa to sleep in the same dwelling as his own. This 
could possibly speak to some form of respect for Soṇa on the part of the 
Buddha, for having come all the way to see him. We have some support 
of this when a. Soṇa is addressed as monk, and not by name as is the case 
with Ananda, but also b. Ananda is asked to have the dwelling prepared. 
At the end of ‘Speaking intonationally’, the Buddha asks Soṇa, “Of how 
many years’ standing are you, monk?” In answer, “O, Respected Sir, I 
am of one year’s standing”. Now here is a monk of one year’s standing 
receiving respect from the Buddha. So was there any special reason 
other than for coming from afar? 

Yes, there appears to be. And that seems to be to create a proximate 
condition in relation to sarabhañña, this in a praxis of his ‘Miracle of 
Teaching’ (anusāsanī pāṭihāra)! (See later.)

From the presence of Ven. Ananda as his assistant, and the location 
being the Anāthapiṇḍika Monastery, we can say that the Buddha was 
now into at least close to 20 PE (20 years post-Enlightenment)15. It is 
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possible, then, that the Buddha, finding the gītassara style of chanting 
unsuitable, had been thinking of an effective and attractive way of 
imparting the Dhamma. The medium of Vedic ritual being music and 
singing, including instrumental, adopting anything like Gītassara would 
clearly be towards ‘emotion promotion’ (see below), the very opposite 
of eliminating ‘sense thirsts’ (kāmataṇhā), etc., this being his Teaching 
towards liberation. So the Buddha would have been working on an 
alternative chanting style, one that doesn’t take away the spiritual thrust, 
but yet make the Dhamma attractive to the listener, meaning the laity, 
but also the ‘untrained’ (sekha) Sangha disciples. But he may not have 
been only thinking, but would well have come up with the technique and 
style, the very Sarabhañña style itself! 

But then how is it that it is Soṇa who verbalizes the technique and not the 
Buddha himself? This takes us to the history of Soṇa himself. In his lay 
life, he was Soṇa Kuṭikaṇṇa. The morph -kaṇṇa means ‘ear’. While the 
term kuṭi has the more common meaning of ‘hut’ or ‘dwelling’, it also 
means ‘curve, curvature’.16 So while Kuṭikaṇṇa may appear to be just 
another name, it is not uncharacteristic in Indian culture17 that personal 
names come with a ring of their literal meaning. So we could say that 
Kuṭikaṇṇa was intended to capture the meaning ‘curved ear’. But in its 
Pali rendition, Koṭikaṇṇa, from which it is derived, it means ‘crore-
eared’, ‘pointed eared’ or ‘prick-eared’18 as well.

But what is so special about being of a ‘curved ear’ or ‘pointed ear’ 
or ‘crore-eared’? In our context, it could be surmised that the literal 
renderings symbolize a figurative ‘better ear’, a ‘sharper ear’ in Soṇa, 
one that was ‘one in a crore’ (as in ‘crore eared’), meaning ‘rare’.19 That 
is to say that he probably had some additional, special ability, namely 
a sense of clairaudience, literally ‘hearing clear’.20 If so, it could be 
surmised that Soṇa literally ‘heard’ the style of chanting that was making 
vibrations in the Buddha’s mind, as he spent time, in meditation outside, 
as well as / or while asleep in the Buddha kuṭi ‘Buddha residence’. And 
this could be said to be in his ‘audio-sub-lingual’ mind [new concept].21 

But then how did Soṇa get the skill of ‘hearing clear’? One possibility is 
that it was inherited from his past life.22 But it is also possible that it was a 
skill gained under his preceptor in this very life, drawing upon a past life 
skill as well. Before becoming a disciple of the Buddha, his own teacher 
Mahā Kaccāna, known as Kāñcana ‘the gold-hued one’, was a Brahmin. 
We read that “…when Kāñcana grew up, he studied the Three Vedas, 
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the traditional sacred scriptures of the Brahmans, and after his father’s 
death, he succeeded him in the position of court Chaplain [purohita].”23 
As Purohita, literally ‘placed in the front’ (Davids & Stede), he would 
have had a higher level of not only wisdom and understanding, but also a 
high level of ability to chant the traditional hymns as in the Vedas. Would 
this mean then that Soṇa could have been exposed to, and acquired, a 
musical sense under his preceptor, developing a ‘sharp ear’, or ‘receptive 
ear’, further developing an inherited one? Alternatively, or additionally, 
Purohita Kāñcana turned Arahant Mahā Kassapa, can be said to have 
gained the skill of clairaudience himself. So then, it could be surmised 
that Soṇa, under his tutelage, comes to acquire clairaudience himself, or 
benefits from his teacher’s psychic skill as well as his musical sense.24

We may also note with relevance that Kaccāna is characterized in his 
monk role as “Chief of those of clear utterance.”25 Since a speaker of 
a language does get feedback of one’s own speaking as one speaks, in 
a cybernetic (i.e., communicative) loop, it is not unlikely that ‘clear 
utterance’ is not unrelated to ‘clear hearing’. And so is it possible that 
Soṇa was to benefit from his preceptor being of both ‘clear utterance’ 
and ‘clear hearing’, himself coming to be of clear utterance and clear 
hearing. 

What we have sought to establish above then is that Soṇa could have 
come with some special skills –– a special ear, with a high level of 
hearing capacity, hearing clarity and ‘clear utterance’ when he comes 
to see the Buddha. So it may be surmised then, that the Buddha finally 
had found in Soṇa the ‘conduit’, the ‘lingual tool’ so to speak, meaning 
the total speaking mechanism26 he was looking for to transfer on to, and 
have repeat, the chanting style that had already made its presence on the 
screen of his own mind. 

But then, how did the Buddha get Soṇa to produce it? This is where, as I 
suggest, ‘psychic planting’ comes in. And sharing his own dwelling for 
the night may provide the clue. The ‘penetration of the minds of others’ 
(ceto pariya ñāṇa) is an abhiññā ‘higher knowledge’ possessed by the 
Buddha. One who has attained it “knows and distinguishes the minds of 
other beings, of other persons, with his own mind.”27 But the skill may 
not only be to read the state of the art of another’s mind, but also to 
impact upon it,28 to penetrate, as the term pariya (in ceto pariya) allows. 
Pariya is from pari- ‘around’ + - ā ‘to go’. So literally ‘go around’ (or 
more idiomatically, ‘get around to’ as in ‘I’ll get around to it’, meaning 
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‘I’ll do it’) could also be to ‘penetrate’ as in the phrase ceto pariya ñāṇa” 
(Davids & Stede). The psychic planting, then, seems to be the dynamic 
that is at play here. 

Planting the chanting style, however, may not be the first step, and in 
fact, may be the final. It is possible that the process ending in Soṇa 
coming up with the Sarabhañña itself begins with the Buddha impacting 
upon Soṇa’s mind to generate a wish to visit him. This could be seen 
as in a skill called ādesana, one of the three ‘miracles’ (pāṭihāra) the 
Buddha says he has, ādesana literally meaning ‘causing to be directed in 
one’s own direction’, in addition to the ‘Miracle of Teaching’ (anusāsanī 
pāṭihāra) (as drawn upon above). The third skill he has is said to be 
‘action potential’ (iddhibala)29 under which falls telepathy, a possible 
interpretation of ceto pariya, ‘telepathy’ literally meaning ‘empathizing 
at a distance’. Thus it is possible that the initial step taken by the Buddha 
was to influence Soṇa’s mind from a distance, telepathically. It may 
be of critical relevance that it was in his meditation that the thought of 
visiting the Buddha comes to Soṇa (as above).

Upon arriving, the Buddha ensures Soṇa sharing the same dwelling with 
him. Again, the proximity could have enhanced the power and strength 
with which the Buddha would have transmitted his Dhamma-chanting 
style he had come up with to Soṇa, better, made him fine-sensitive to 
the reverberations of the rhythms and intonations in his own mind as he 
chanted them sub-lingually with Soṇa made to listen in. 

In Linguistics, one of the supportive factors in communication is 
‘proxemics’ –– meaning the distance, and the position of the hearer in 
relation to the speaker –– how near or far, at what angle, in front or 
back, etc. The ‘good utterer’ and ‘good hearer’ that Soṇa was (as above), 
it could be said confidently that he would have been only but highly 
receptive to,30 and quick to internalize, both style and text just as they 
were transferred by the Buddha.31 

Here the implanting would have been both of the rhythm as well as the 
text, also in the Buddhian mind, if indeed Soṇa had not already learned 
the latter from his teacher before meeting the Buddha. However, it is 
worth noting that there were two joint meditation sessions –– first, in 
the open air, likely longer, and second, in the dwelling, a comparatively 
shorter one. So it is also possible that the text was shared during the open 
air session and the chanting style in the closed dwelling session. 
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A text entails only words, and one with a ‘good ear’, hearing it well and 
clearly, could be said to find it relatively easy to store it in the memory. 
But a chanting style needs more sophistication –– a closer attention, 
undisturbed by the possible animal sounds out in the open air. Hence it 
could be surmised that the planting of the chanting style was done inside 
the dwelling. Or, if introduced during the open air session, repeating it 
in the closed door session. 

And then, when the Buddha invites Soṇa with the words “May that occur 
to you / come to your mind, oh monk, to recite the Dhamma,” what would 
come out of him could be nothing but the most recent input through his 
mind-door (manodvāra). To paraphrase it, it would be like the Buddha 
saying, “Recite, monk, the Dhamma in the style just learnt (as drafted 
from me)” (paṭibhātu taṃ). And this, of course, was the Sarabhañña 
style, to recite the aṭṭhaka (dhammo bhāsituṃ). 

It is thus that we see Soṇa immediately responding to the Buddha’s 
invitation as in the Buddha’s expectation. 

It may be of critical relevance to note here the italicized term ‘that’ in our 
translation of the words paṭibhātu taṃ, bhikkhu, dhammo bhāsituṃ’ti, 
taking it as a nominative itself, independent of ‘dhammo’, also in the 
nominative. Both Buddha and Soṇa had meditated together in the open 
air first, and then seemingly in the dwelling itself. The words before the 
Buddha coming out with the words paṭibhātu taṃ’ are atha kho bhagavā 
rattiyā paccūsasamayaṃ paccuṭṭhāya. ‘Then the Blessed One having 
risen in the early morning’. In this context it may be relevant to note 
that it is not clear whether the Buddha, and Soṇa following him, had 
gone to sleep once back in the dwelling or sat in meditation again. For 
the term upaṭṭhāya, meaning ‘rise’ could be from the seat or from a nap. 
Regardless, the Buddha’s skills may be such that even in sleep, he may 
be able to transfer. However, not leaving anything to chance, and not 
letting go of the presence of the sharp-eared Soṇa, the chances are that 
the two would have continued in meditation once back at the dwelling. 
For, after all, there is nothing to say that each of them could not have a 
nap once the job was done! 

So there would have been no doubt in Sona’s own mind what the reference 
was to in the Buddha’s words paṭibhātu taṃ. Also, the sarabhañña 
chanting style could well have been taught by the Buddha using the very 
aṭṭhaka vagga as the text. This could have facilitated Sona to internalizing 
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the chanting style, for it was only the style he had to focus on. And so, in 
chanting out loud as per the Buddha’s invitation, he was only engaged in 
what could be called a praxis of mim-mem ‘mimicry memorization’, a 
technique of second language teaching / learning today.

If all this is hypothetical, may even be seen to be speculative, we have the 
concrete example of the Buddha using the power of his mind on Yasa, 
the “delicately reared” son of a merchant, the first layperson to go forth 
under the Buddha, after the Group of Five,32 attaining Arahanthood soon 
after. But when he first comes to the Buddha, he is of a distressed mind. 
The Buddha “knew that the mind of Yasa … was ready, malleable….,” 
and so “he explained to him the teaching on ill, uprising, stopping, the 
way.” And “… (sitting) on that very seat, Dhamma-vision, dustless… 
arose to Yasa.” 

But if this is impacting on another’s mind regarding the Dhamma, we 
next find the Buddha using his psychic powers to make Yasa invisible 
to his father’s eyes. This happens when the father comes in search of 
his son. Seeing him in the distance, it occurs to the Buddha, “Suppose I 
were to perform such a psychic wonder that the merchant ... sitting here 
should not see Yasa.” Upon reaching the Buddha, Yasa’s father himself 
going for Refuge, after listening to the Buddha explain the Dhamma, the 
psychically induced momentary blindness comes to be “annulled” when 
the father comes to see his son sitting not far from him. 

Both these case studies then show how proximity facilitates the impacting 
upon another’s mind, and how being in proximity comes to be ensured 
by the Buddha in the context of an intended psychic implanting. 

Thus we may now understand why the Buddha has Soṇa share the 
dwelling with him. And so it is that it could be said with confidence 
that the credit for coming up with Sarabhañña should go to the Buddha, 
Soṇa being the conduit. At the end of the ‘intonational speaking’ 
(sarabhaññapariyosāne), the Buddha characterizes it as ‘lovely speech, 
distinct, …’, etc. It may also be of interest that the Buddha comments that 
his intoning was ‘well attended to’ (sumanasikatā) and ‘well reflected 
upon’ (sāpadhāritā). So Soṇa, with his own skills as a meditator, can be 
said to have scoured his own mind (‘attending to’), and then ‘reflecting 
upon’ what is it that the Buddha expects of him, the Buddha’s input 
could be said to have appeared promptly on the screen of his mind. 
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While then the credit of coming up with the sarabhañña style itself 
goes to the Buddha, Soṇa also, of course, gets his fair share of credit, as 
recipient, conduit and generator of the style into the open. For, without 
a bowl, the milk poured would go nowhere except as waste to the 
ground.33 This is not said in terms of any worldly sense, but by way of 
seeing the process of transfer and receipt as a classic case study of the 
Buddhian Teaching of ‘asoulity’ (anattā),34 where there is no doer but 
only a process. 

In a word, then, we may trace the origins of Sarabhañña to when the 
Buddha found the person with the right skills. In terms of timing, the 
presence of Ananda at the encounter tells us that it should be about 20 
years following the Buddha’s Enlightenment, given that that is when 
Ananda begins as the Buddha’s personal attendant. 

III Structure of Sarabhañña

Now that we have a historical sense of the emergence of sarabhañña, we 
next explore its structure. 

3.1 The canonical context 

In the Cullavagga of the Vinaya Pitaka,35 we find the Buddha not 
approving the technique of Gītassara, ‘song-like intonation’36 or 
‘melodic intonation’, setting out the ‘five dangers’ (or ‘drawbacks’) as 
in the Gītassara Sutta.37 

Bhikkhus, there are these five dangers in reciting the Dhamma 
with a drawn out song-like intonation. What five? 
1. One becomes infatuated with one’s own intonation.
2. Others become infatuated with [that] intonation.
3. Householders complain, ‘Just as we sing, so, too, do these 

ascetics who follow the son of the Sakyans’.
4. There is a disruption of concentration for one wanting to 

refine the intonation. 
5. The next generation follows the example.
These are the five dangers in reciting the Dhamma with a drawn-
out, song–like intonation.38

Indeed, a certain group of six Bhikkhus performs a gītassara style of 
chanting and householders take offence. Matter reported, the Buddha 
declares it a dukkaṭa (‘wrong-doing’), a light offense.. 
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The main basis of the Buddha’s disapproval of Gītassara, then, seems to 
be twofold: one relating to the Sangha themselves, and the other to the 
laity. As for the former, a style of delivering the Dhamma that goes down 
to the level of entertainment as by lay singers (this being the basis of the 
lay complaint) would be to disrupt concentration (this as pointed out by 
the Buddha). But it is also to encourage and promote thirst (taṇhā) and 
clinging (upādāna), Sense Thirst (kāma taṇhā) through the ear sense but 
affecting the mind sense as well, getting stored in one’s memory (suta).39 
That is to say that a wrong kind of recitation will simply retard spiritual 
progress for the Sangha, Ven. Bodhi’s translation ‘danger’ fitting well. 
While it would be the same outcome for the laity, it is also to take away 
the religiosity of the Teachings as well, turning it into a secular music, 
undermining their Trust (saddhā) in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, 
resulting in a distancing from the Dhamma, retarding as well their 
spiritual growth in the process. 

What the recitation type Sarabhañña then suggests is that the Buddha 
sees the communicative as well as the Dhammic efficacy of presenting 
his teachings in a manner that brings joy to the laity, as it also arouses 
in them saddhā40 ‘confidence’ in the process, assuring a rebecoming 
(punabbhava) in Heaven.41 Indeed, a saddhaful42 listener who listens in 
joy would be more likely to give ear to the Dhamma. 

So, what then is this Sarabhañña that finds the Buddha’s approval, 
and Gītassara that doesn’t? In answer, let us begin by noting that the 
morph sara is common to both Sarabhañña and Gītassara . We may also 
note that while in the compound Sarabhañña (< sara + bhañña), sara 
is the first component, in Gītassara (< gīta +s+ sara), it is the second 
component. We shall also explore them in relation to both ‘speech’43 
and the musical scales, western and eastern, comparatively. With those 
preliminary observations, let us then explore the two concepts, beginning 
with Gītassara. 

3.2 Exploring Gītassara 
3.2.1 Towards a Modern Understanding 

In the context of Gītassara (remembering its proper pronunciation with 
two schwas (-ə) in the second morph sərə),44 sara has been generically 
characterized as an “imitative word” as in sarasaraŋ karoti ‘to make 
the noise sarasara’.45 It may well be. However it has other meanings, 
too, that go beyond being just imitative. Taking the morph sara, in 
the compound Gītassara, it is from Sanskrit svara, meaning ‘sound’, 
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‘noise’, ‘voice’, ‘tone in recitation’, ‘accent’, ‘a note of the musical 
scale’.46 While Gītassara may be prima facie a tappurisa compound47, 
we may take it as a kammadhāraya (descriptive) compound48 where 
“the two component words [gīta and sara, as here] refer to the same 
locus or object”. The stress then comes to be on the first component, 
gīta, the joint morph sara taking a back seat. Gīta, as a past participle, 
means ‘sung, recited, solemnly proclaimed, enunciated’49 but as a noun, 
‘singing, song’.50 Associating the attributive meaning of gīta as ‘singing’ 
and/or ‘song’ with the meaning of sara as ‘a note of the musical scale’, 
we may then translate Gītassara as ‘singing in the notes of the musical 
scale’, extending ‘a note’ to the fuller scale.51 More idiomatically, we 
may translate it as ‘musical intonation’, and to add an aesthetic sense. 

By definition, melodic intonation, understood as a ‘musical intonation’, 
or ‘song-like intonation’ (as in Bodhi translation) entails ‘music’, which 
may be represented, in our populist approach to the topic, by the modern 
musical scale of seven notes or pitches (septet), namely do re mi fa so la 
ti, as in Western music,52 or its eastern counterpart sa ri ga ma pa dha ni, 
i.e., saptak - meaning the “seven basic swaras of the scale’ in the Indian 
esthetic tradition.”53 We lay them down side by side for a comparative 
visual understanding, going bottom up:

PITCH
LEVEL 

I
WEST

II
EAST

7 Ti Ni

6 La Dha

5 So Pa

4 Fa Ma

3 Mi Ga

2 Re Ri

1 Do Sa

In the above Figure we see the Western (Col. II) and the Indian (III) 
scales in an ascending order (ārohaṇa)54 (I). To get a not-so-erudite, 
popular understanding of the scale, let us go to the Hollywood classic 
‘The Sound of Music’ (1985). Here we hear Julie Andrews (character of 
Maria, a Nun turned Governess) presenting the children under her care a 
rudimentary solfege – i.e., a music lesson, on the musical scale:55 

Fig. 1: Comparative Western and Indic 
Musical Scales by Ascendancy 
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7. Ti Tea, a drink with jam and bread

6. La La, a note to follow ‘So’

5. So Sew, a needle pulling thread

4. Fa Far, a long long way to run

3. Mi Me, a name I call myself

2. Re Ray, a drop of golden sun

1. Do Doe, a deer, a female deer 

This is a song that is sung to the western Musical Scale, each line of 
the song indicative of each higher pitch, the diagonal arrow indicative 
of the rising intonation, 1 to 7. While rarely is a song so neatly tied to 
every pitch, systematically and upward, there is no question that every 
song, or instrumental musical piece, by definition, moves up and down 
this scale –– in a rising intonation ending in a crescendo,56 or a falling 
decrescendo. Or indeed it could be a mixture of them. 

Another feature of a song is that it is sung (or played instrumentally ) 
to the rhythm of 16 beats, aka pulse. To draw upon the accompaniment 
drum instrument called Tabla57 in the Indian tradition, it can be shown 
as follows:58 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

dā din din dā dā din din dā tā din din nā nā din din tā

Fig. 3: Musical Rhythm of 16 Pulses as played on the Indian Percussion 
Instrument Tabla

While not every line of a song may last that many beats, every song, as 
accompanied by a drum beat, comes to be made up of units of four beats 
(tetrads). Thus e.g., we have each of the lines, ‘Doe - a doe - a female - 
deer’, and the next, made up of just four beat units:

1 2 3 4

dā din din dā

Doe a doe a female deer

Ray, a drop of golden sun

Fig. 4: First two lines of Maria’s Words in 
The Sound of Music against the First Four 
Pulses on the Tabla

Fig. 2: Western Musical 
Scale shown by Way of 
a Song in the Film, ‘The 
Sound of Music’
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But this is if the accompaniment is to a ‘slow tempo’ (vilamba laya). 
However, in a ‘fast tempo’ (dhṛta laya), the full line would call for 16 
beats, with a ‘middle tempo’ (madhyama laya) calling for 8.59 While 
each beat, however, may include further sub-beats, cumulatively they 
answer to a unit of four beats, and a total of 16. Likewise in a song; 
as e.g., in the line, ‘Ray, a ray of golden sun’. A song may also have 
multiple pitch levels within the time frame of a single tetrad. 

While the above characterization of a musical piece is a bare, rudimentary 
lesson in music, drawing upon contemporary scales, in a populist 
approach, I hope that it gives a general idea –– that a song, or musicality, 
entails variation from 1 to 7 notes, but within the constraints of the 16 
pulses.60

But that is not all. Music (oral or instrumental) also entails oculesics (eye 
communication) and kinesics (body communication),61 dealt with more 
comprehensively in Indian esthetics62 in terms of abhinaya, literally 
‘leading higher’, ‘higher’ meaning to a higher level of appreciation and 
taste. Abhinaya is of four types –– vācika (verbal), āngika (bodily) (both 
oculesics and kinesics falling under it), sāttvika (costume and scene) 
and āhārya (‘true expression’, meaning inner feelings of the performer). 
Indeed, it is through a verbal and emotional intensity, matched by eye 
and bodily accompaniment, if also costume and stage sets, that the ‘co-
hearts’ (shrd) or ‘esthetes’ (rasika) can be moved emotionally throughout 
a performance. And this emotion promotion comes to be through rasa, 
literally ‘taste’, but meaning ‘mood’, or ‘a human state of mind’, but in 
more sophisticated language, ‘esthetic experience’.63

Indeed, Indian esthetic theory,64 developed in the context of drama, 
posits nine ‘emotions’ (bhāva) generated in the co-hearts on the basis of 
corresponding ‘tastes’ (‘esthetic experiences’) (rasa). Here then are the 
‘nine dramatic tastes’65 (nava nāṭaka rasa). 

I II ‘TASTE’ (RASA) III ‘EMOTION’ (BHĀVA)

1 Sensitive (śrngāra) Love (rati)

2 Comic (hāsya) Humour (hāsya)

3 Compassionate (karuṇa) Grief (śoka)

4 Furious (raudra) Anger (krodha)

5 Heroic (vīra) Energy (utsāha)

6 Apprehensive (bhayānaka) Fear (bhaya)
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7 Horrific (bibhatsa) Disgust (jugupsā)

8 Marvelous (adbhuta) Astonishment (viṣmaya)

9 Calmed (śānta) Calm (praśānta)

Fig. 5: The Nine Emotions and the Corresponding Tastes as 
in Indian Esthetic Theory66 

While it is not our intention to take the reader on a guided tour of Indian 
esthetics,67 a cursory glance at Col. II and III would give a sufficient 
understanding of how the audience comes to be moved and excited by 
a theatrical performance.68 It is of relevance to note that the term rasa, 
literally ‘taste’ as noted, is no accidental choice. “The Nātyaśastra … 
actually uses the analogy of cookery for the art of the theatre. Just as 
the taste arises from the conjunction of various food substances with 
spices and herbs, so from the conjunction of causes of emotion, effection 
of emotion and transient emotions the ‘taste’ arises.”69 So we can see 
the audience enjoying the nine-fold taste, in its totality or otherwise, 
emotions running high and wild during a performance. 

While the characterization as above has been developed in relation to 
drama, there is no question that they do relate to music as well. 

And indeed the different rāgas, intended to be played at different times of 
the day, appeal to specific emotions. So, e.g., the mālkauns rāga generally 
played late at night, is intended to generate feelings of ‘sensitivity’ 
(śrngāra) (see list above), meaning romantic love or soothing feelings.70 
Without going into detail, the point is that music is intended to promote 
emotion (bhāva) through rasa.

It should be then clear by now what Gītassara stands for –– ‘emotion 
promotion’. On the basis of the above understanding, we could then 
freely translate the term gītassarena (instrumental case of gītassara ) as 
‘in a sing-song manner’,71 noting that the qualifier āyatakena in āyatakena 
gītassarena is also in the instrumental –– ‘in a sustained [manner]…’.

This should then give us a sense of why the Buddha frowns on the style 
of delivering the Dhamma in a ‘melodic intonation’ (gītassara) style. It is 
not as if musicality is alien to him, having lived a Princely life surrounded 
by music and dance,72 but perhaps studied by him formally as well, 
getting a Princely education. The translation of ādīnavā āyatakena gītas- 
sarena dhammaṃ bhaṇantassa then could be ‘the drawbacks of presenting 
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the Dhamma in a sustained sing-song manner’ (or ‘in a sing-song voice, 
spirit and/or intent’), or more idiomatically, ‘the dangers [or ‘drawbacks’] 
of presenting the Dhamma in a sustained melodic intonation’.

To revisit the five reasons given by the Buddha, would you say that 
for a monk, adopting a Gītassara style as understood above, would 
entail a personal emotional involvement, ‘becoming infatuated with 
one’s own intonation’ (Reason 1)? Would “Others become infatuated 
with that intonation” (2)? In the context of both, one only has to take 
a look at the Chart above to see how the ‘tasty’ music takes one away 
from the Dhamma through an emotion promotion. Would there be “... 
a disruption of concentration for one wanting to refine the intonation” 
(4)? Would “Householders complain, ‘Just as we sing, so, too, do these 
ascetics who follow the son of the Sakyans’” (3)? And finally, would the 
next generation follow the example (5)? 

If you have answered ‘yes, indeed’ to all, you have just voted in the 
Buddha for yet another case of clear Dhamma! You also have a good 
sense of why the Buddha frowns on Gītassara. Simply put, Gītassara is 
a double whammy: undermines spirituality in the delivering monks and 
undermines spirituality in the laity. This would also explain precisely 
why the Buddhist laity, e.g., observing the Eight Training Principles 
(aka Precepts) (sikkhāpada) on Full Moon days, undertake “to abstain 
from dance, song, instrumental music and mime; garlands, perfumes 
and ointments, and ornaments, finery and adornments,”73 the ordained 
Sangha, of course, being under even a stricter vinaya code. 

3.2.2 From Modern to Ancient

Our exploration of gītassara has been on the basis of latter day music 
theory- as e.g., in Bharata Muni’s Nātyaśāstra, dated 500 CE, over a 
thousand years after the Buddha, and contemporary western music. So 
how could these models, and criteria, be relevant and valid to a concept 
of two thousand five hundred years ago, preceding both? 

First of all it needs to be said that drawing upon music theory was merely 
as a heuristic device, addressing a modern audience, mixed as it would 
be in terms of not only the individual background of a given reader, but 
also Discipline-wise. Our attempt was merely to get an understanding 
of the general thrust of gītassara. But secondly, there is no question 
that, regardless of the level of development of theory, the intent of 
music, in any culture, at any time, is to rouse the emotions, allowing the 
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listener to savour its ‘taste’. Thirdly, that the thrust of music, in however 
rudimentary form, was present in the gītassara form of delivering the 
Dhamma is evident from the fact that it was not endorsed by the Buddha 
and protested by the lay devotees. 

But we can be more definitive. It is granted that it is “controversial 
whether poetics (alaṃkaraśāstra) or dramaturgy (nāṭyaśāstra) had come 
to be formalized in [the Buddha’s] time. The earliest to study poetics 
formally was the grammarian Yāska”, controversially dated to “-4 or 
earlier.”74 But the Pali Canon contains remarks on poetics,75 showing 
that not only was the Buddha no stranger to aesthetics, but that there 
existed some level of poetics during his time. Thus it is of interest to note 
how “.. the principle of mattā measurement was decisive for the whole 
subsequent history of Indian poetry” this “extraordinary event” having 
“its first manifestation in ancient Pali verse.”76

 
So, music was no stranger to the Indian culture by the time of the Buddha. 
“Singing is, of course, very often mentioned in the Ṛgveda. That vocal 
music had already gone beyond the most primitive stage may be concluded 
from the somewhat complicated method of chanting the Sāmaveda, a 
method which was probably very ancient, as the Soma ritual goes back 
to the Indo-Iranian stage.”77 Further, “Various references to the Ṛgveda 
show that even in that early age, the Indians were acquainted with different 
kinds of music. For we find the three main types of percussion, wind and 
string instruments there represented by the drum (dundubhi), the flute 
(vāṇa) and the lute (vīṇā).” Regardless of the level of sophistication, 
then, there is every indication of the presence of a strong musical 
tradition, formalized or not, by, and during, the time of the Buddha. 

Given the presence of a musical tradition, then, we may be able to do 
more than guess what the Buddha must have meant in making reference to 
Gītassara, literally, as noted, ‘melodic intonation’. One of the drawbacks 
the Buddha refers to is that “There is a disruption of concentration for 
one wanting to refine the intonation.” In Vedic times, there were the 
different types of stanzas, as e.g., anuṣtubh, gāyātri, triṣtubh, jagatīs, 
pragāta,78 to name a few, each with different rules when it came to the 
number of lines (pāda), syllables and sounds –– short (laghu) and long 
(guru). Would it not be clear then what the Buddha was referring to when 
he points to ‘refining the intonation’ that would disrupt concentration? 
Also, unless Gītassara was understood within the context of an existing 
poetic and musical tradition, why would the Buddha point to it? 
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We can then confidently say that the understanding of Gītassara we 
have arrived at within a context of latter day theory, eastern and western, 
undoubtedly gives us a reasonable peek, if not a comprehensive one, into 
what might have constituted Gītassara. 

3.3 Towards Understanding Sarabhañña 
3.3.1 A Linguistic Exploration

With our music-related understanding of Gītassara, we can now explore 
the concept of Sarabhañña, reminding ourselves that the final –a has 
the pronunciation of a schwa -ə, the ending being unstressed as in the 
final syllable of Gītassara, namely, -sərə. So what would a recitation of 
a Sarabhāṇaka, the second morph bhāṇaka (each of the two final short 
a being again a schwa) meaning ‘one who sings’ or literally ‘one who 
speaks’, look like? 

Sarabhañña is made up of sara + bhañña. Taking the first member of 
the compound, sara in its Sanskrit form was seen to have the meanings 
of ‘sound’, ‘noise’, ‘voice’, ‘tone in recitation’, ‘accent’, ‘a note of the 
musical scale’. But its Pali cognate, sara, also has the linguistic meaning 
of ‘vowel’.79 Bhañña is from bhāṇa ‘to speak’, bhañña as a gerund 
meaning ‘speaking’.80 Putting the two together, then, we may translate 
Sarabhañña literally as ‘vowel speaking’. 

Just as Gītassara is a karmadhāraya (descriptive) compound where the 
relationship of the first member to the second is “appositional, attributive 
or adverbial”, so is Sarabhañña. However, we take it as an upapada-
samāsa “in which nouns [sara)] make union with verbs [bhañña],” 
the second pada (morph) containing “a (possibly transformed) verbal 
root,”81 Noting then how bhañña likewise is a ‘transformed verbal root’ 
from bhāṇa ‘to speak’, we take Sarabhañña as an upapada-samāsa, “a 
variety of tatpuruṣa compound where the second member has primacy 
(uttara-pada-pradhāna)” (ital. added).82 On this basis, then, let us take a 
look at the second component bhañña (remember, with a schwa ending) 
of the compound Sarabhañña. 

It was noted that bhañña is from bhāṇa ‘to speak’. So we begin with an 
attempt to understand the features of speaking. In the Abhidhamma, we 
have the concept of ‘verbal communication’ (vacī viññatti), a western 
parallel being the Saussurian concept of la parole ‘speech’ (or ‘speech 
act’ of a given individual), as contrasted with la langue ‘[specific] 
language’,83 as e.g., Pali, English, etc. Speech, i.e., spoken language, 
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is constituted of phonemes ‘minimum meaningful sounds’, which 
come in the form of vowel phonemes and consonant phonemes; or for 
short, vowels and consonants, the Sanskrit term for vowel being svara 
(Pali: sara), the consonants called vyañjana (Skt) (Pali: vyañjana or 
byañjana). In Indic Paninian grammar (4th c. BCE),84 ‘vowels’ (sara) are 
technically referred to as prānākṣara (in its Sanskrit rendering), literally, 
‘letters’ (akṣara) (‘graphemes’ in Linguistics) ‘with life’ (or ‘breath’) 
(prāṇa) (Monier Williams), and thus, prānākṣara could be idiomatically 
rendered as ‘letters alive’ or ‘live[ly] letters’, or in relation to writing, 
‘live[ly] graphemes’.

Consonants,85 by contrast are called gātrākṣara, literally ‘limb letters’,86 
or ‘leg letters’, or less literally ‘letters on their feet (or legs)’, as if 
suggestive of ‘ready to run’, i.e., in the right company of the vowels. 
They are thus suggestive of being secondary, or ‘subservient’ to ‘life’ 
itself, namely the vowels. The ‘lifeless’, OK secondary, characteristic of 
consonants is indeed captured in the term ‘consonant’ itself, constituted 
as it is of ‘con + -sonant’, i.e., ‘with sound’ (‘con’ being from Latin 
‘cum’). What is meant by the ‘with sounds’ characterization is that they 
can come to life, so to speak, that is, pronounceable, only in association 
with (‘co-) the sound of a vowel, again, as if ‘ready on its feet’! 

In order to show this interdependence, and the primacy of the vowel, we 
turn to the written word. However, given that such dependency is not 
graphemically captured in English, we turn to the Indic writing system, 
which for that very reason comes to be called ‘syllabic’. That is to say 
that a vowel is built into a given grapheme (i.e., letter), a given grapheme 
getting its visual image only with the addition of a vowel marker, the 
exception being the ‘default’ symbol where the /a/ and the schwa /ə/ 
are built into the consonant itself (see next). In all others, the marker is 
added to the grapheme itself –– side (left and/or right), above or below 
and/or in a combination thereof, like head, arms and legs to a torso. 

To give a sampling in Sinhala graphemics,87 an Indic language88 spoken 
in Lanka, we take the grapheme s (= sa) as e.g., in the first syllable of 
sara (with the (initial) vowel /a/, stress built in, but / ə / in the second 
unstressed position, ra, i.e., rə; thus sarə). To show the variations: sA 
(sā), sf (si) (as in English ‘sit’), sF (sī [as in ‘see’]), es (se) [as in ‘set’], 
es ̀(se [long, as in ‘say’]), esA (so [short, as in ‘sob’]), esA ̀(so [long, as in 
‘so’], s\ (su [as in ‘super’]), s| (su [long, as in ‘sue’]),89 etc. 
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To explain, while s (sa) comes with no visible marker but contextually 
encoded and decoded with /a/ or /ə/, as in the IPA, sA (sā) shows length 
with a marker to the right, though independent of the basic grapheme 
s (sa).90 sf (si) shows a marker for short /i/ as a crown over the letter 
(ispilla), and long sF (sī) with a small circle built into the crown. When it 
comes to es (se), the marker /e/ (kombuva) is to the left, while esA (so), 
a short vowel, has the same marker kombuva to the left and the same 
marker as for long ‘sa’ (above) to the right. The long ‘o’ in esA ̀ (so) 
comes with a flag off the right marker of so. s\ (su), s| ([long] su), come 
with a sub-appendage (pāpilla), the lengthened phoneme marker adding 
a curve within the marker.91

 
What the parade of Sinhala graphemics then displays is the primacy (i.e., 
basicality, to take a poetic license) of the vowel in the language. If this 
primacy has been shown in relation to the writing system (akṣara, i.e., 
graphemes), the same relationship, of course, has to be ‘seen’ to hold 
in relation to speaking. So on the basis of ‘live[ly] graphemes’ then, we 
may talk of a parallel ‘live[ly] phonemes’, meaning vowel phonemes, as 
contrasted with the ‘lifeless phonemes’, meaning the consonant phonemes. 
If on the basis of this understanding we may say that the life of the 
linguistic party is the vowel, the consonants providing the legs for dancing, 
meaning mobility, we may likewise say that the life of the Dhammic 
party, too, (or should we say ‘non-party’), is the vowel (sara)! And so it 
can be said that it is this focus on the vowel in Sarabhañña that receives 
the nod from the Buddha, a point we shall address in more detail below. 

It is in this context that we then come to Sarabhañña as a karmadhāraya 
(descriptive) compound where the relationship of the first member (sara) 
to the second (bhañña) is “appositional, attributive or adverbial.” The 
stress then comes to be on the first component, namely sara, with bhañña 
now taking a back seat. 

Our Linguistic and Semantic exploration above then gives the additional 
support to initially translate Sarabhañña literally as ‘vowel speaking’ 
(sara + bhañña), taking sara as in Linguistics to mean ‘vowel’. But, of 
course, it is true that only vowels can be pronounced (‘spoken’) and not 
the consonants (in isolation). However, we shall return to the relevance 
and the significance of this emphasis on the vowel again later. 

3.3.2 Paritta as Exemplar of Sarabhañña 

We have come to our understanding of Gītassara and Sarabhañña via 
the heuristic device of music and Linguistics. So how indeed does ‘vowel 
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speaking’ work in the context of the delivery of the Dhamma? In answer, 
we turn to Paritta chanting to see to what extent it is an exemplar of 
Sarabhañña.

If we have arrived at an understanding of Gītassara inductively, we shall 
seek to understand Sarabhañña deductively. First, it is that Paritta has 
been determined to be ‘music’ by an Indian music virtuoso, Ratanjankar.92 
It is of more than passing relevance that the variety of Paritta adjudged 
was that chanted by the Sinhala Buddhist Sangha of Sri Lanka,93 the 
bhāṇaka (‘chanting’) tradition as practiced in this earliest Theravada 
tradition traceable to the immediate post-Buddhian time, i.e., three 
months after the passing away, when “his disciples with Mahākassapa 
at their head are said to have assembled at Rajagaha where they recited, 
classified and arranged the teachings.”94

Just to give a sampling, then, of what the writer perceives as constituting 
an exemplar of Sarabhañña in practice, here is the first lines from the 
Mahāmangala Sutta ‘Great Blessings Discourse’.95 It is transcribed 
as close to an oral chanting as possible, including the pronunciation, 
showing the schwa in unstressed /a/ (as e.g., . in line 2: saməyaṃ instead 
of the standard samayaṃ):

evaṃ // me sutaṃ …ṃ… ṃ …. ṃ…. ‘Thus have I heard’.

ekaṃ saməyaṃ // bhagəvā.. ā.. ā 
…ā… 

‘At one time the Blessed One’,

sāvatthiyam // vihərəti jetavane…
e...e…e…

‘[was] dwelling in Savatthi, at 
Jeta Grove’,

anāthəpiṇḍikassə // ārāme …e..e..e… ‘in the Anathapindika’s 
Monastery’.

athə kho … o…o….o.. ‘Then’, 

aññətarā // devətā … ā… ā… ā … ‘a certain Devata [deitess]’,

abhikkhantāya rattiyā. ‘the night far spent’,

abhikkhanta vaṇṇā ‘whose surpassing splendour’,

kevələkappaṃ… // jetəvanaṃ … 
ṃ…ṃ…. ṃ.

‘the entirety of Jeta Grove’,

obhā // setvā ... ā.. ā….ā….. ‘illuminating’,

yenə bhagəvā … ā.. ā….ā... ‘wherever the Buddha was’.

tenupasaṃkəmī…ī…ī… ī…
…..

‘there she approached [Him].
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bahū …ū…ū….ū … ‘Many’

devā … ā.. ā.. ā ..96 ‘devas’ [and]

manussā.... ā.. ā.. ā .... ‘humans’

cə … ə … ə … ə …97 ‘too’,

mangəlāni // acintəyuṃ …ṃ…ṃ…. 
ṃ….

‘have pondered upon the 
Blessings.

ākankhəmānā // sotthānaṃ 
…ṃ…ṃ…. ṃ….

‘Hoping for the well-being’,

brūhi mangələ // muttamaṃ 
…ṃ…ṃ…. ṃ.

‘pray tell [us] what the Noble 
Blessings are’.98

We may point to several features of Paritta as above: 
A. The pitch level is limited (as will be seen below) to only the first two 

lower notes (sa ri in the Indic tradition; do re in the Western), and hardly 
ever goes beyond the third note (ga in Indic; mi in Western);

B. But there is an alternating between these two lower notes –– sa to ri and 
back to sa (or, do to re and back to do), switching from one note to another.

C. There is, as can be seen visually in the excerpt above, a lengthening of 
the vowels (sarə) –– a, e, i, o, u and ə in unstressed positions and ṃ;

D. The vowels lengthened are those occurring at the end of the syntagmemes, 
i.e., phrases (e.g., evaṃ me sutaṃ …ṃ…ṃ…. ṃ…..; ekaṃ saməyaṃ 
bhagəvā.. ā.. ā..ā...; sāvatthiyam vihərəti jetavane…e...e…e…) or single 
morphemes, i.e., words (bahū … ū…ū….ū …; devā… ā.. ā.. ā ...; cə … 
ə … ə … ə ….). 

E. In lengthening the final vowel, the breaking down of the segment is done 
on a semantic basis, i.e., not syllabically or structurally, this as if to bring 
out the meaning. While cə … ə … ə … ə … e.g., is indeed a syllable, the 
basis of isolation for lengthening is semantic, meaning, to capture the 
idea of ‘too’.99 

F. While the semantically identified segments are chanted with lengthening, 
the lengthening is guided by the same rhythmic pattern of two or four 
tetrads, i.e., 16 beats (see below).

For a final note, it is possible that the lines as shown may be, in chanting 
to a slower rhythm, broken up, as e.g., shown with a double slash (//) or 
combined as shown with brackets ().
 
3.3.3 From Paritta to Sarabhañña 

Now that we have some understanding of Paritta, we seek to establish 
the claim that Paritta indeed is the example par excellence of Sarabhañña 
in practice. Basis? The features! 
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Pitch level and Variation

To begin with A and B of the above point (under 3.2.2), the following are 
the words of a Canadian Teacher of music,100 upon hearing the record of 
the Paritta chanting, as recorded on a CD:101 

According to the dictionary, it is a “particular mode of recitation”, 
and “the mode itself is very simple, comprising a minor third in 
Western music terms. That is, it is basically an embellishment 
of a tonic note, going up a minor second from there and down a 
major second, adorned with trills.”102 

I couldn’t have said it better! So the style is limited to the first two 
lower notes, sa- and ri- the intonation alternating between these two 
lower notes, rising and falling. This, of course, is a feature drawn from 
ordinary, everyday speech itself in English. Let us take an example:

Well, it’s time to sing.

Here the sentence ends in a falling intonation, indicating that that is all 
the speaker wishes to say. But let us look at the next example: 

Well, is it time to sing? 

We can see that it is a question, and ends with a rising intonation, 
expecting a continuation of the dialogue with an answer. This indeed 
is the difference between a Question and Answer, the speaker and the 
listener encoding and decoding appropriately.103 So we see a rising and 
falling intonation in the Paritta chanting, exactly as in speaking, bringing 
us to the bhañña ‘speaking’ component of Sarabhañña.

Another feature of Paritta is that, following a lengthening (as in C to E of 
3.3.2), the voice is held in a rising pitch, but never in a falling pitch (see 
Chart later) (except, of course, upon conclusion), indicating a continuity. 
It is the same we note in the example of the Question just above, the 
rising pitch portending an answer. Further, though “never travel[ing] 
further than one note above or below what has been covered before”, 
pitch variation is a feature of music as also of Paritta. These features 
again, then, establish Sarabhañña in the speech (bhañña) domain. 

However, everyday speech entails more than the first two notations of 
the musical score, and indeed entailing all seven as we can see from the 
contexts below: 
1. Expressing anger: ‘What the devil..!’ (Beginning with a higher notation 

in the musical scale than the basic (sa/do), even at the second octave 
level104 if in deep anger, and even a higher note on ‘d’ of ‘devil’, for 
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emphasis or expressing level of anger.) 
2. Expressing sarcasm: ‘I beg your pardon’! (Higher notation on initial ‘b’ 

and initial ‘p’).
3. Emphasizing a point: ‘How wonderful!’ (Higher notation in the musical 

scale on ‘wo-’ for emphasis; ‘It’s abominable!’ (higher notation on ‘o’ 
in ‘abo-’)); 

4. Expressing joy: ‘I can’t tell you how happy I am!’ (Higher note on 
several words: tell, happy, am).

The above clearly is only a sampling of the speech variation in human 
linguistic communication. However, it is sufficient to show how 
Sarabhañña, (a) falls into the speech domain, but (b) does not embrace 
all the attributes of speaking.

We may note two other aspects of speech in relation to the delivery of 
Paritta. While speaking in general (question and answer) entails only the 
first two notes, the four different contexts of speech in the above sample 
show that (a) it may entail notes higher than the first two in the musical 
scale, (b) it consists of notational shifting, and (c) the notational shifting 
is haphazard and non-consistent. If limiting of the intonation to the first 
two notes earned Sarabhañña a place in the domain of speaking, the 
above sample shows it to be ‘less’ than speaking. Sarabhañña, as judged 
by Paritta, entails no such notational variability or emotional outbursts 
as entailed in speech, taking a slice off the bhañña element! 

Vowel Lengthening 

Now considering features C to E of 3.2.2, (relating to Paritta), reference 
was made to the primacy of the vowel in linguistic communication. If 
this was in a grammatical and semantic context, we get an independent 
appraisal of the vowel in relation to music, where we read that “Good 
Articulation Begins With Good Vowel Production:”105 

YOU are the instrument as far as singing is concerned and your 
entire body is involved. The singer has to combine and control 
many parts of the body in order to sing well. One of the most 
important techniques to learn is proper shaping of primary 
vowels (Ah Eh Ee Oh Oo.) In order to sing in such a way that 
every word is clear and can be understood, the singer must learn 
how to shape the vowel within the word itself. He must know 
how to sing the five basic singing vowels.…. Although there 
are 26 letters in the alphabet, there are only 5 primary vowels. 
These 5 vowels when executed properly in singing will help 
in “carrying” the tone resulting in a beautiful sound. This is 
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because vowels carry the greatest energy where the vocal tract 
is most open… The five primary vowels are:

• Ah – as in father
• Eh – as in met106 
• Ee – as in meet
• Oh – as in home
• Oo – as in blue” (Caps and bold in the original).

In the context of our discussion, that is, in relation to Pali and Sinhala, 
we add one other vowel to the primary list: /ə/ (schwa, as in ‘fallen’)107 
and the ‘semi-nasal’ (anusvāra) (or niggahita) /ṃ/ (as in Pali evaṃ me 
sutaṃ ekaṃ saməyaṃ …, paralleling ‘-ng’ in ‘sing’ in English). 

While the quote above is in relation to music, and certainly relevant to an 
enhanced understanding of melodic, or sing-song intonation Gītassara, 
the context of the quote here is Sarabhañña. Vowel lengthening, as in 
feature (C), can then be seen as an initial association of music in the 
Paritta, and by extension, Sarabhañña, chanting.

But more can be said in relation to the feature of vowel lengthening. 
Indeed it may be called ‘vowel beautifying’ as can be seen in the context 
of a feature in Indian music called ālāp. It is the opener in a typical North 
Indian classical performance:

It is a form of melodic improvisation that introduces and 
develops a raga. In dhrupad singing the alap is unmetered, 
improvised (within the raga) and unaccompanied (except for the 
tanpura drone), and started at a slow tempo. 
Instead of wholly free improvisation, many musicians perform 
alap schematically, … where the notes of the raga are introduced 
one at a time, so that phrases never travel further than one note 
above or below what has been covered before. In such cases, the 
first reach into a new octave can be a powerful event.
In instrumental music, when a steady pulse is introduced into the 
alap, it is called jor; when the tempo has been greatly increased, 
or when the rhythmic element overtakes the melodic, it is called 
jhala (dhrupad: nomtom). The jor and jhala can be seen as 
separate sections of the performance, or as parts of the alap; in 
the same way, jhala can be seen as a part of jor.108

So there you have it! As can be seen, the ālāp, the feature of which is a 
continuing vowel lengthening, is a musical technique. This then renders 
the Paritta, with vowel lengthening, musical, the vowel beautifying being 
a ‘melodic improvisation’, as contrasted with speaking. However, just as 
in ālāp, phrases never travel further than one note above or below what 
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has been covered before. So in Paritta in which the two lower notes (sa, 
ri) alternate, in general, between just two notes, never traveling further 
than one note above or below what has been covered before. 

However, there are features that the Paritta does not share with the ālāp. 
First, it is not ‘unmetred’, the vowel lengthening in Paritta being strictly 
metred. Second, although the ālāp is unaccompanied by a musical 
instrument, it has the drone of the tānpurā, a two-stringed instrument, 
in the background, providing the ‘ground’ for the musical notations, 
instrumental or vocal. Paritta, of course, has no such instrumental, 
or other, accompaniment of any kind. Third, ālāp is not a wholly free 
improvisation, musicians performing it ‘schematically’, introducing the 
notes of the raga one at a time. While vowel beautifying in the Paritta 
is ‘schematic’ as in the ālāp, in the sense that it follows a particular 
pattern, or scheme, throughout, there is no improvisation by the chanters, 
individually or collectively. Fourthly, in instrumental music, there is 
a steady pulse in the ālāp, but then, the tempo comes to be increased, 
‘when the rhythmic element overtakes the melodic’. There is no such 
change in tempo, increasing or decreasing, in Paritta. Finally, there are 
no ‘powerful events’ of an octave in the Paritta, as in an ālāp, since it 
barely leaves the lowest rungs of the scale ladder. 

So, we can see how, and that, Sarabhañña, as reflected in Paritta, indeed 
shows elements of music, taking us to the sara element of Sarabhañña. 
Yet, for all its musicality, Sarabhañña is not all music, just as bhañña is 
‘speaking’ though not all ‘speaking’. 

Rhythm

Now to come to the final feature (F) (in 3.2.2), the lengthening being 
guided by the same rhythmic pattern of two or four tetrads, we take the 
first two lines of the Mahāmangala Discourse as above, and place them 
against the first two notes of the musical scale (sa, ri) (or do re):

Fig. 6: Beginning two Lines of Paritta Set Against the Two-notational 
Musical Scale and a 16 Pulse Beat109 
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We may note here again that the text ranges from sa to ri, the first two 
notes on the musical scale “never travel[ling] further than one note above 
or below what has been covered before.” 

As for the systematic rhythm, the bottom row shows how the two lines 
are chanted in relation to the Pulse of 16 beats. In relation to music, and 
potentially Gītassara, it was noted how the pulse beat is of three speeds 
–– slow, medium and fast. In the case of Paritta, all we have is the single 
slow (vilamba) beat. 

What we see above then are the elements of music in Paritta, if only 
in a watered down version. We thus deduce that Paritta speaks to the 
sara element of Sarabhañña, understanding it in its musical sense of 
intonation. 

If Paritta thus falls into the domain of music, we have already seen it 
also falling into the domain of speaking as well. 

As for another feature of Paritta, in Indian esthetic theory, as noted 
above, the quality of a work of art –– theatre, dance, music, etc., is 
judged by how much in-depth, and how comprehensively, it moves the 
co-hearts (sahrd) emotionally (bhāva), i.e., the promotion of emotion 
(bhavoddīpana), generating in them one or more of the ‘nine dramatic 
tastes’. But Paritta, by contrast, brings just one taste - only the taste of 
‘calm’ (śānta) and the emotion of ‘calmed’ (praśānta),110 the ninth and 
the last of the tastes (see Fig. 5).111 It may not be incidental that this taste 
of calm was a later addition to the original eight, and this was introduced 
by a Buddhist critic Rahula.112 And so it would hardly be surprising that 
the only taste buds that are whetted in the listeners of Paritta, I mean 
Sarabhañña, are those of ‘calm’. While technically, in the context of 
music, calm is still an ‘esthetic experience’, i.e., an emotion ‘promoted’, 
it is not done with an intention of hyping up the listeners, but rather, 
calming them; that is to say, no ‘emotion promotion’ (bhāva uddīpana) 
but ‘emotion calming’ (bhāva upasama (Pali).

As from our discussion above, here then are the features of Sarabhañña 
as drawn out from Paritta: 
I. It has features of both speech and musicality.

a. Elements of speech: 
i. Maintaining a consistent rising and falling intonation; 

ii. Drawing upon only the first two notes of the musical scale 
primarily. 
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b. Elements of Musicality: 
i. Using rising and falling intonation; 

ii. Drawing upon the first two, and maximally three, notes of the 
musical scale;

iii. Lengthening of the six vowels (including the schwa) and semi-
nasals; 

iv. Adopting the musical feature of ālāp;
v. Keeping to a rhythm;

vi. Keeping within the pulse of 16 beats.
vii. Limiting the tempo (laya) to the slow, and never medium or fast.

II. Ensuring no distraction from the Dhamma. 
a. Drawing upon only the first two notes plus of the musical scale;
b. Chanting not distracted by extra-verbal, or para-linguistic, elements 

of communication –– gestures, attire, gaze, musical accompaniment, 
etc.;

c. Only the single taste (esthetic experience) sānta ‘calm’ promoted,113

d. Emotion promoted: prasānta ‘calmed’; 
e. Delivery geared towards saddhā ‘Trust’ (in the Buddha, Dhamma 

and Sangha).

If these are the features that indeed mark Sarabhañña, it should be clear 
how it is the very opposite of the sing-song and melodic Gītassara. So a 
definition of Sarabhañña would be ‘a rhythmic speaking that is intended 
to promote calm in the listener towards saddhā in the Buddha, Dhamma 
and Sangha’.114 

We have now arrived at Sarabhañña via Paritta. But this deduction has 
been arrived at by way of internal logic and argument. So is there any 
external evidence? 

While not said so by the Buddha in these words, would it be wrong to 
deduce that the basis of the Buddha’s approval of Sarabhañña is that it 
does not have the drawbacks and the dangers of Gītassara? Positing each 
drawback as a question, we now ask them in relation to Sarabhañña: 

DRAWBACKS OF GĪTASSARA REWORDED AS 
QUESTIONS

ANSWER 

1. Does the Paritta chanter become infatuated with one’s 
own intonation? 

No 

2. Do others become infatuated with [that] intonation? No

3. Would householders complain, ‘Just as we sing, so,  
too, do these ascetics who follow the son of the Sakyans’?

No
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4. Is there is a disruption of concentration for one 
wanting to refine the intonation? 

No

5. Will the next generation follow the example [better: 
‘Would it set a wrong example’]?

No

Fig. 7: Responses to the Drawbacks in Relation to Gītassara 

Hooray! A resounding ‘no’ indeed to all drawbacks! 
Any doubt that Paritta is Sarabhañña on display? 

If in approving the style, the Buddha’s general instruction seems to be 
‘Communicate the Dhamma in colourful speaking’, Sarabhañña can be 
said to carry out the instructions to the letter and to the spirit. However, 
what adds the definitive stamp of authenticity is setting Sarabhañña 
as in the Paritta style against the 4th drawback: “There is a disruption 
of concentration for one wanting to refine the intonation.” How much 
refinement can an intonation of two lowest notes, alternating between 
them, call for? 

On the basis of our semantic exploration, we had rendered Sarabhañña 
as ‘vowel speaking’ (sara + bhañña). But now, given the musical 
element in addition to the speaking element, we may now translate it as 
Intonational Speaking. While we have considered ‘Rhythmic Speaking’, 
suggestive of a regularity, ‘rhythmic’ insinuates a primacy of rhythm, 
while Intonational Speaking has a mellifluous flow. Hence our vote 
for ‘intonational speaking’, intonation and speaking being the two 
inalienable features of Sarabhañña.

3.4 Gītassara and Sarabhañña Compared and Contrasted

Having explored the concepts of Gītassara and Sarabhañña, we now 
seek to refine our understanding a bit more if we can. Up to now, Paritta 
has been seen as the exemplar of Sarabhañña. But we now draw upon a 
simpler example - the Buddhapūjā (Homage to the Buddha).115

The Buddhapūjā begins with Homage to the Buddha (namaskāraya): 
namo tassə bhagəvəto arəhato sammā sambuddhassa (noting the schwa 
again). We show it below in three renderings - two of them related to a 
religious context, and the other to a secular musical context. We shall 
be able to get a good sense of the nature of Sarabhañña through such 
a comparative look along the musical scale. Here then are the three 
renderings:
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Fig. 8: ‘Homage to the Buddha’ by the Sangha, the Laity and a Singer 
Shown along a Musical Scale

Rendition A is an attempt to capture how the line is delivered by a Sangha 
member, while B is how the congregants (or an individual) repeat it after, 
but to a somewhat different style - less intonational and more spoken. C 
shows how the line, used as the opener in a song, by a singer.116 All three 
renditions are shown against the pulse of 16 beats (on a Tabla drum), 
indicating both the rhythm and the time scale. 

To now take a closer look at each of the Renderings, both individually and 
comparatively, we note that while A runs the gamut of three pitches –– 1, 
2 and 3 (or sa ri ga; do re mi), B has only sa and ri. Another difference 
is that while the Sangha rendering holds the ending of each segment at 
pitch level 2, the Lay rendering drops each segment to level 1, indicative 
of closure. The Sangha rendering then shows a typical feature (as noted 
above in relation to Paritta and Sarabhañña), indicating continuity, as 
if to remind the laity that there is more to come, thus seeking to retain 
the attention. By contrast, the laity ends each segment at the low note, as 
in speaking, indicating a closure, as if to say, “OK, I’m done with that” 
(although, of course, with no disrespect intended), as indeed with the 
words āma bhante ‘Yes, Venerable’ as in a Buddhapujā in places. 
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Another feature is how the Sangha renders only half the line within the 
16 pulse range, taking another 16 (not shown) to complete the line. By 
contrast, the Laity completes the entire line within the first 16 pulse 
range. 

However, in relation to both pitch and length, if and when the laity are 
invited to join the Sangha to jointly pay Homage to the Buddha, the 
laity will be seen to go along in the style of the Sangha leading them in 
the Homage. At this point, they are seen to be participating in the act of 
Sarabhañña and not an act of speech. 

Now comparing the two renderings of the religious context, with 
Rendering C in a secular setting, we note that while the singer basically 
stays within the sa ri scale and the 16 pulse range, at pulse 15, he 
reaches the fifth note, namely pa/so, even lengthening the vowel u to 
ū –– rendering it as būddassa, instead of the standard buddassa ‘to the 
Buddha’, the lengthening as if to emphasize respect for, or highlight, the 
Buddha. This feature in particular would then put the line, and the entire 
rendering, into the category of Gītassara. 

In the next Fig. (9), continuing the song of which the Homage serves 
as the opener, we can see the singer not only beginning at the highest 
pitch level of 7, but also traversing the full gamut of the scale, in both 
ascending and descending order.117 This then again shows the feature of 
tonal variability as in Gītassara, tonal invariability by contrast, as noted, 
being the feature in Sarabhañña. This then establishes C as an example 
of Gītassara and A and B –– different as the two are from each other, by 
contrast, as examples of Sarabhañña. 

Finally, we may note in A, the ālāp lengthening, adding the musical 
dimension, though still, of course, within a two-note variability, 
continuing to peg it within the speaking domain. While both Renderings 
B (religious) and C (secular) complete the namaskāraya within the 
16 pulse range, in A, as noted, only half of it is completed within that 
pulse range, the next half requiring another 16 beat pulse. During the 
latter range, however, the singer will be seen to go on to the next line, 
with a pitch variation, beginning the line at pitch level 7, with the word 
pāramitā, the vows practiced by the Buddha-aspirant Bodhisattva, 
over eons, as in the literature, on his way to Buddhahood, sort of high- 
lighting it. 
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Fig. 9: The Musical Scale of a Next Line of the Song Sung by the 
Same Singer

In other words, what we have in Sarabhañña as constrasted with Gītassara 
is a total uniformity of pattern - in pitch, pulse and communicative 
style. We now show in Fig. 10 the contrastive features of the sing-song 
Gītassara style and the intonational speaking Sarabhañña style:

FEATURE GĪTASSARA SARABHAÑÑA 

1 PITCH Goes up the full scale of 7 
notes. 

Reaches up to second 
only, with a rare 
touching on third.

Alternates between ascending 
and descending scale in a full 
freedom of pitch traversing. 

Alternates only 
between the first two 
notes.

2 Crescendo as a feature. Never a Crescendo.

3 RHYTHM Changes between Slow, 
Medium & Fast. 

Uniformly Slow. 

4 COMMUNICATION Complex, using body 
communication (oculesics; 
kinesics), attire & inner 
feeling to heighten the effect 
of verbal communication. 

Exclusive reliance 
on verbal commu-
nication, with gaze 
fixed on the hand-fan 
in the hands in front of 
them, almost eye-high.

5 ACCOMPANIMENT Instrumental accompaniment. None. 

6 EMOTION 
& TASTE 

All nine. Ninth, ‘calm’, only. 

7 INTENT Emotion promotion. Saddhā.

Fig. 10: Contrastive features of Gītassara and Sarabhañña
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Associated with all this also is the intent. The promotion of the taste of 
calm in the Sarabhañña can be said to be for only enhancing saddhā in 
the the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. It may be noted with relevance 
that the homage to the Buddha, by both or either of Sangha and laity, also 
has the identical tonal pattern promotive of saddhā in the Three Refuges. 
The intent of music in Gītassara can be said to be the promotion of 
‘thirst’ (taṇhā), strengthening ‘Clinging’ (upādāna), which is counter-
liberational and, in that sense, secularist! This, again makes Sarabhañña 
stand in stark contrast to Gītassara. In speech, we have noted the 
emotional involvement of the speaker in terms of anger, wonder, 
sarcasm and joy. So in music, the musician can be said to be more than 
fully involved emotionally, to provide maximum entertainment for the 
listeners. Here then is another contrastive feature of Sarabhañña –– a 
total lack of emotion on the part of the reciter, namely the Sangha, whose 
gaze, throughout the entire chanting session, be it five minutes or an 
entire night, is fixed on the hand-fan in front of them, almost eye-high, 
sitting in full composure. 

We see then that while Sarabhañña indeed does have features of both 
speaking and music, it is a sophisticated way of speaking, achieving two 
goals: making the Dhamma (as in the form of Paritta) interesting and 
joyous to listen to but also keeping the emotions in abeyance, and more 
positively, promoting saddhā. If it falls squarely in the domain of speech, 
it also has features of musicality. There is, e.g., the lengthening of the 
final vowel in a segment. Interestingly, it is not a feature alien to music. 
So the lengthening of the vowel in Sarabhañña can be clearly seen to be 
indicative of the presence of a musicality. It may then be said that it is 
the very absence of features that mark Gītassara that precisely confirms 
the indubitable character of Sarabhañña.

All this can then be said to be intended to retain a speech quality in 
Sarabhañña, but adding enough attractiveness to keep the faithful within 
the fold, promotive of the taste of calm promotive the emotion of saddhā 
in them.118 

IV Closing Remarks

In this paper, we have sought to understand, first, the psi (psychic) 
origins of Sarabhañña as a style of delivering the Dhamma as approved 
by the Buddha. 
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Following that, we explore Sarabhañña and Gītassara, comparatively. 
In this process, we also introduce Paritta as the possible exemplar of 
Sarabhañña.

Sarabhañña is defined in the Dictionary (Davids & Stede) as ‘intoning’, 
a ‘particular mode of reciting’. Collins (2013) translates a variation of 
Sarabhañña, namely sarabhāṇaṃ (as in the compound sarabhāṇañca), 
as ‘vocal intonation’. Ven. Bodhi translates it as a ‘song-like intonation’. 
Taking the literal route, we initially translate Sarabhañña as ‘vowel 
speaking’, but end up with ‘intonational speaking’, our exploration in 
detail showing the musical element implicit in it. This translation retains 
the emphasis on ‘speaking’ as in the second component of Sarabhañña), 
distinguishing it from the emphasis on ‘singing’ as in the first component 
in Gītassara . 

We like to think of Sarabhañña, then, as a case of speaking with class! It 
is a speaking because, in its two-vowel intonation, it doesn’t deviate from 
the norm of speaking. To that extent that the average Buddhist listener 
would well identity with it, finding it easy to relate to. But not leaving it to 
chance, the Sarabhañña style elevates the speaking to a higher sonorous 
level, not through decibel increase, but by making it attractive through a 
vowel lengthening improvisation,119 and in a way that is harmonious with 
speaking. Then there is the dignity and the sereneness of the Sarabhañña 
style, calling for a demeanour on the part of the delivering Sangha that is 
higher than the standard Sangha serenity of everyday living, the chanting 
being with a fixed gaze at the fan in the hand in front of them, holding 
it below eye-high level as if to ensure that the communication with the 
laity continues, even though such communication with the congregation 
would be with no eye contact, sometimes indeed with eyes closed. In this 
context, sarabhañña may be characterized as ‘delivering [the Dhamma] 
in style’. 

Finally, Sarabhañña may be seen as a typical example of the Buddhist 
four-sided (catuṣkoṭi) logic: 

Neither speaking nor not speaking; 
Neither music nor not music; 
Both speaking and music; 
Neither both speaking and music nor not both speaking and 
music.120 
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Abbreviations

AN Aṅguttara Nikāya 
KN Khuddaka Nikāya
MN Majjhima Nikāya 
Vin Vinaya Piṭaka

Figures

Fig. 1: Comparative Western and Indic Musical Scales by Ascendancy
Fig. 2: Western Musical Scale shown by Way of a Song in the Film, ‘The 

Sound of Music’
Fig. 3: Musical Rhythm of 16 Pulses as played on the Indian Percussion 

Instrument Tabla
Fig. 4: First two lines of Maria’s Words in The Sound of Music against the 
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Fig. 5: The Nine Emotions and the Corresponding Tastes as in Indian 

Esthetic Theory
Fig. 6: Beginning two Lines of Paritta Set Against the Two-notational 
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Fig. 7: Responses to the Drawbacks in Relation to Gītassara
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Notes

1 We use the capital here, as well in the alternative style (see next), since it is the topic of 
the discussion.

2 Levi, Sylvan, 1915, “Sur la recitation primitive des textes bouddhiques” Journal Asiatique, 
May–June 1915.

3 Collins, Steven, 1992, “Notes On Some Oral Aspects Of Pali Literature.” Indo-Iranian Journal 
35, no. 2/3 (1992): 121–35. Accessed December 6, 2020. <http://www.jstor.org/stable/24659 
521>. [The article is also included in a collection of his articles Self and Society, 2013]. 

4 Collins, Steven 1991: http://list.indology.info/pipermail/indology_list.indology.info/ 
1991-June/000082.html (downloaded on 5 December, 2020).

5 Collins, 1992, fn. 31.
6 But, though not gone into by the present writer, it may also serve a 

more psychotherapeutic function than, or as much as, a protective one.
7 While the paper has indeed benefitted from this dual source, it needs to be said that the 

present exploration was not generated by a personalized interest, but in response to a 
request made by an Inherited Buddhist (see Sugunasiri, 2006) to know more of Paritta. 
See the final fn. 

8 See later for comments on the italicized words ‘having arisen [from his seat’] and ‘that’.
9 This is my rendering of a very tricky line to be translated, as noted by Horner, too (IV, 

264, fn.). See also Bodhi, 2012, 822. While taṃ in paṭibhātu taṃ has been taken by 
translators to refer to dhammo, taken as the subject of the full sentence, in the nominative, 
we have taken taṃ to be a subject, also in the nominative, independent of dhammo, and as 
a reference to ‘that which had been transferred [to you (OR planted in you]’, meaning the 
style of chanting. This allows us to keep dhammo bhāsituṃ independent of the first part 
of the line, to refer to the text, meaning the aṭṭhaka. We shall have the occasion to re-visit 
them. 

10 I have retained here the original Pali term ‘Bhante’, meaning ‘Respected Sir’ replacing 
‘Lord’ in Horner’s translation. Referring to the Buddha as ‘Lord’, in my thinking, puts the 
Buddha to the mythical domain of the Hindu pantheon such as Lord Krishna, etc. 

11 Sutta Nipāta, cited at SN iii. 12. 
12 atha kho bhagavā bahudeva rattiṃ ajjhokāse vītināmetvā vihāraṃ pāvisi. āyasmāpi 

kho soṇo bahudeva rattiṃ ajjhokāse vītināmetvā vihāraṃ pāvisi. atha kho bhagavā 
rattiyā paccūsasamayaṃ paccuṭṭhāya āyasmantaṃ soṇaṃ ajjhesiṃ. ‘paṭibhātu taṃ, 
bhikkhu, dhammo bhāsituṃ’ti. ‘evaṃ, bhante’ti kho āyasmā soṇo bhagavato paṭissuṇitvā 
sabbāneva aṭṭhakavaggikāni sarena abhāsi. atha kho bhagavā āyasmato soṇassa 
sarabhaññapariyosāne abbhānumodi. sādhu, sādhu, bhikkhu. suggahitāni kho te, bhikkhu, 
aṭṭhakavaggikāni, sumanasikatāni sūpadhāritāni. kalyāṇiyāpi vācāya samannāgato, 
vissaṭṭhāya, aneḷagalāya atthassa viññāpaniyā (Vin. I 196).

13 See also AN I.85. 
14 Vin I 195. 
15 We use the shortened form of PE to match it with CE ‘common era’, in an attempt to bring 

discussion on the Buddha and Buddhadhamma to the mainstream. 
16 Monier-Williams, 1993.  
17 This is as still preserved in Sri Lanka, too, with the unbroken tradition of Buddhism 

introduced from India. 
18 Horner, IV, 260, n. 8.
19 In the Indian monetary system, ‘crore’ (koṭi) means ‘one hundred lakhs (of Rupees)’ 

(Webster), lakh (spelt ‘lac’ in the Dictionary), written ‘1,00,000’. Thus, cf. ‘one in a 
million’ in English parlance.

20 While this, in the understanding in parapsychology, is considered ‘hearing from a 
distance’, it need not be so. Animals hear from distances further than by humans, but yet, 
it is not considered a clairaudience. 

21 This construct seeks to capture that the Buddha was listening (‘audio’) to his own sub-
lingual voice as he chanted in his mind so the callibrations could be also directed towards 
the sharp-eared visitor.
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22 A possible modern day case study would be Mozart who began composing music as a 
child. 

23 From Bodhi, 1996, with modifications in capitalization.
24 Would the preceptor and the newly ordained Soṇa also have had the occasion to discuss, 

independently, the matter of the unsuitability of the musicality of the Vedas for Dhamma 
transmission, though without necessarily coming up with an alternative? Or perhaps, may 
be the Buddha himself had brought up the issue with Kaccāna at one of their infrequent 
meetings, and Kaccāna himself reflecting on it, and also transferring his thoughts to, or 
making Soṇa sensitive to the need for an alternative way of chanting.

25 AN i. 24; Thag 365–9 (as in Horner, IV, 260, n.8). 
26 Buccal cavity, tongue movement, directing the air from the lungs through both the mouth 

(for oral sounds t, d p, b etc.) and the nose (for nasal sounds like n, m, ñ, etc.)
27 DN 1 80. Walshe (Tr.), 1995, 105.
28 Here we are reminded how in a scientific experiment, the experimenter is said to influence 

the outcome. 
29 Kevadda Sutta DN, Sutta 11,; Walshe (Tr.) 1996, 175 ff.
30 An intriguing western scientific parallel here is a dendrite of a neuron adjusting itself 

chemically to receive an incoming neurotransmitter, also in the form of chemicals, from 
another neuron. See Sugunairi, 2015, 60 and 67 ff. for a discussion of the process in 
relation to the ear. 

31 Even in ordinary human linguistic communication, decoding a message is a function of the 
quality brought by the decoder in terms of capacity for language, level of knowledgeability 
of the specific language, interest and background in the subject, mood, etc. 

32 Vin I 15–17. 
33 Indeed a Sinhala four-liner captures the sense: A pot, turned over, comes to be filled not, 

even in 60 hours [= day of 24 hours], water poured; A meritless one, though wrapped 
around in the Dhamma, comes to give up not, on his ways, even if killed!  

34 See Sugunasiri, 2011, for this translation and a treatment. 
35 Vinaya Piṭaka II 108 (Cv 249). 
36 These are as translated by Bodhi, 2012, 822. We shall have the occasion to re-visit them. 
37 Gītassara Sutta (AN III 251). 
38 Bodhi (Tr.), 2012, 822. The original goes: 
 Pañc’ime bhikkhave, ādīnavā āyatakena gītassarena dhammaṃ bhaṇantassa. Katame 

pañca? Attanā pi tasmiṃ sare sārajjati, pare pi tasmiṃ sare sārajjanti, gahapatikā pi 
ujjhāyanti: yatheva mayaṃ gāyāma, evam eva ime samaṇā sakkiyaputtiyā gāyantī’ ti, 
sarakuttim pi nikāmayamānassa samādhi’ssa bhaŋgo hoti, pacchimā janatā diṭṭhānugatiṃ 
āpajjati. Ime kho bhikkhave pañca ādīnavā āyatakena gītassarena dhammaṃ bhaṇantassa 
ti (AN 5.209). 

 It may be noted that in the Vinaya (Vin II 108), instead of ‘bhaṇantassa’ (in ‘gītassarena 
dhammaṃ bhaṇantassa’) as here, we find, seemingly more appropriately, gāyantassa. 
However, the line ‘yatheva mayaṃ gāyāma, evam eva ime samaṇā sakkiyaputtiyā gāyantī’ 
ti’ is missing in the Vinaya version.

39 This is as in diṭṭha suta muta (as in the Abhidhamma) –– ‘seen, heard’, with muta covering 
the other senses. 

40 I shall retain the term in Pali, since the translations can’t capture the essence of the term. 
E.g., ‘faith’ comes with theistic connotations. Another translation, ‘confidence’, lacks the 
spiritual component. My translation ‘trust’ may bring in a religious association, as e.g., 
in the phrase ‘Trust in God’ but it, too, has theistic connotations. So it is deemed best, 
communicatively speaking, to use the original term and let it get into the mainstream 
usage over time. 

41 Advices the Buddha, ‘Those who have mere faith and mere affection in me, they are all 
bound for heaven’ (yesam mayī saddhāmattaṃ pemamattaṃ sabbe te saggaparāyanā ti) 
(MN I 142). While, of course, the ultimate goal in the Buddha’s Teaching is Nibbāna, the 
Buddha does offer those less so inclined the lesser goal of a happier life here but also in 
Heaven, upon he break up of the body. His mother, e.g., ends up in Tusita Heaven upon 
her death, Prince Siddhartha, the later Buddha, himself having come from Tusita. 



JBS VOL. XVIII

160

42 The term ‘saddhāful’ is coined along the lines of ‘faithful’ or ‘earful’. 
43 This is as in the concept of la parole (De Saussure, 2016), meaning an individual speech 

act (see later for more details), and/or the Buddhist Abhidhamma concept of ‘verbal 
communication’, or ‘vocal intimation’ (Bodhi, Gen. Ed., 1999, 400: Index), vacīviññatti. 

44 ‘Morph’ is a back-formation of ‘morpheme’, meaning ‘minimum meaningful word’, the 
parallel of ‘phone’ from ‘phoneme’ at the word level. 

45 Davids & Stede, 1979. 
46 Monier-Williams, 1993. 
47 A tappurisa is a compound in which “the prior member is associated with the posterior in 

a direct relation” (Warder, 1963, 78). It functions as a noun. An example would be gītassa 
+ sara, in a genitive sense, meaning the ‘vowel’ (sara), ‘of song’ (gītassa), gīta meaning 
‘song’. 

48 A kammadhāraya , “Like the tappurisa ... serves as a noun, but in this class the two 
component words refer to the same locus or object (cf. in English “blackbird”)” (Warder, 
1963, 108). 

49 Davids & Stede, 1979, under gīta. 
50 This is as in nacca gīta vādita ‘dancing, singing and instrument playing’, the 8th Training 

Principle (aka Precept) (sikkhāpada) to be abstained by an Eight Preceptee on Full Moon 
days . 

51 See next for a characterization. 
52 The terms ‘saptak’ and ‘septet’, both indicative of the 7-note scale, should already speak 

to the compatibility. Looking to keep the paper reader-friendly, I shall limit the use of 
technical terms to when and where functional.  

53 “In the context of Indian classical music, svara is a Sanskrit word that means a note in 
the saptaka. The seven basic svaras of the scale are named shadja (षड्ज), rishabh (ऋशभ), 
gandhar (गाधंार), madhyam (मध्यम), pancham (पञ्चम), dhaivat (धवैत) and nishad (निषाद), and are 
shortened to Sa, Ri (Carnatic) or Re (Hindustani), Ga, Ma, Pa, Dha, and Ni and written 
S, R, G, M, P, D, N. Collectively these notes are known as the sargam (the word is 
an acronym of the consonants of the first four swaras). Sargam is the Indian equivalent 
to solfege, a technique for the teaching of sight-singing. The tone Sa is not associated 
with any particular pitch. As in Western moveable-Do solfège, Sa refers to the tonic of a 
piece or scale rather than to any particular note having an absolute frequency” <https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swara>

54 The reverse descending order (avarohaṇa) would be Ni Dha Pa Ma Ga Ri Sa <http://www.
simonheather.co.uk/pages/articles/indian_scale_origins.pdf>

55 <http://www.metrolyrics.com/doremi-maria-and-the-children-lyrics-the-sound-of-music.
html>. 

56 While in general, a crescendo, is a gradual increase in volume of a musical passage , it is 
also, as is meant here, the peak of a gradual increase, i.e., climax. 

57 The tabla is a South Asian membranophone percussion instrument consisting of a pair of 
small drums. 

58 It is to be admitted that this is as was learnt by the author growing up in Sri Lanka. 
59 For a characterization of the three speeds, see https://baithak.org/appreciating-indian-

classical-music/laya-in-indian-classical-music/
60 While this statement is made on the basis of contemporary music, it is of interest to note 

how “.. the principle of mattā measurement was decisive for the whole subsequent history 
of Indian poetry”, this “extraordinary event” having “its first manifestation in ancient Pali 
verse” (Warder, 1967, 84). 

61 This is as drawn from Sociolinguistics. 
62 While this is more in the context of theatre, they are equally applicable, if to a lesser 

degree, to music, too. 
63 Warder, 1989, 22.
64 This is as in Bharata Muni’s Nātyaśāstra (6th c. CE). 
65 The term ‘dramatic’ is used here in two senses. One is the literal –– as relating to drama. 

But it is equally to capture the excitement in the experience of the audience watching a 
play, or listening to a composition – instrumental or oral. 
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66 See Warder, 1989, 233 ff., for a treatment.
67 See Warder, 1989, for a comprehensive treatment. 
68 As in the Nātyaśāstra, “The esthetic experience arises from the conjunction of causes of 

emotion, effects of emotion and transient emotions. The causes of emotion vibhāvas are 
the appropriate causes drawn from real life, which would produce the basic emotions in 
the characters represented on the stage” (Warder, 1989, 23). 

69 Warder, 1989, 22.
70 See Rowell, 2015, and Warder, 1989, for more details. 
71 For a Canonical use of sara as ‘voice’ as ‘in a sing-song voice’ in my translation, see 

bindussara (Sutta Nipāta, Khuddaka Nikāya, 350) ‘a sweet voice’ (PTS), or ‘lovely 
voice’ (Bodhi, 2017, 830). But the inspiration for it can be said to come from the Sinhala 
language usage in which gīta means ‘song’, and saṃgīta means ‘music’, with gīta gāyanā 
(formal) and gī gaeyīma (informal) meaning ‘singing a song’ . 

72 E.g., falling asleep during a nightly entertainment, Prince Siddhartha wakes up when he 
sees the women dancers in various postures sleeping on the floor. 

73 Nacca gīta vādita visūkadassana mālā gandhavilepana dhāraṇa maṇóana vibhūsaṇaṭṭhānā 
veramanī sikkhāpadaṃ samādiyāmi. 

74 Warder, 1989, 9. 
75 Warder, 1989, 10.
76 Warder, 1967, 84. 
77 MacDonald, 1990, 143. 
78 MacDonald, 1990, 46-47.
79 Monier-Williams, 1957, 833, under ‘vowel’. Buddhadatta, 1949.
80 This as, e.g., in ‘Speaking fast would make you look smart’, this being what seems to be 

the dictum that guides contemporary English speech!
81 “These compounds can be recognized by the fact that the second pada [morph] contains 

a (possibly transformed) verbal root (dhātu)” <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanskrit_
compound> See also Warder, 1963, 92 for a more detailed characterization. 

82 “There are many tatpuruṣas [Pali tappuruiṣa] (one for each of the nominal cases, and 
a few others besides). In a tatpuruṣa, the first component is in a case relationship with 
another. For example, a ‘doghouse’ is a dative compound, a house for a dog. … An easy 
way to understand it is to look at English examples of tatpuruṣas: “battlefield”, where 
there is a genitive relationship between “field” and “battle”, “a field of battle” (References 
same as in fn. 86). 

83 Both of these Saussurian concepts are to be distinguished from la langage, meaning 
‘language in general’ (originally in Cours de linguistique générale’ (Course in General 
Linguistics, (1913), but quoted here from <https://jameslenihan89.wordpress.com/2013/ 
01/17/saussures-distinctions-between-langage-langue-and-parole-a-student-view/>: 
• Langage is most easily understood and indeed explained as a rule-abiding game. It is 

a universal system which has an underlying, fundamental, structure so that linguistic 
communication can work. 

• Langue is the actual language spoken, for instance; French, German or English. The 
language of the speaker.

• Parole is the individual speech act. Romantic and humanistic readings influence one’s 
parole.

84 Panini (4th c. BCE) can be called the ‘father of Linguistics’…. Pāṇini, and the later Indian 
[Buddhist] linguist Bhartrihari, had a significant influence on many of the foundational 
ideas proposed by Ferdinand de Saussure, professor of Sanskrit, who is widely considered 
the father of modern structural linguistics. 

85 In biological, i.e., phonological terms, i.e., in relation to pronunciation, while both vowels 
and consonants result from the exhalation of air from the lungs, in the case of vowels, the 
air flows through the buccal cavity uninterrupted, the different vowels arrived at through 
differential shaping of the lips, associated also with other subtler changes in the vocal 
cavity (as e.g., front to back). The consonants, by contrast, are produced by constricting 
the air flow through contact of different parts of the mouth such as e.g., lips, giving us the 
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‘bilabials’ (two lips) /p/, /b/ and /m/, the last (/m/) also simultaneously directing the air 
through the nasal cavity. 

86 Gātra means ‘instrument of moving’, ‘limb or member of the body’ (Monier-Williams, 
1993, 352). 

87 Devanagari graphemics, in which Sanskrit or Hindi is written, follow the same principles, 
though, of course, the markers are different. 

88 While indeed Sinhala is one of the oldest Indic language, Bengali and Punjabi possibly 
older, it was also in Sinhala graphemics that the Buddhadhamma was originally committed 
to writing in Sri Lanka in the 1st c. BCE. So the choice of Sinhala is for both linguistic and 
historical reasons. 

89 To give a quick visual image, uncluttered by the explanations: 
 s: No marker, the vowel a built in by default; 
 sA: Marker to the right; 
 sf: Marker at the top;
 sF: Marker at the top, with an added loop to show length; 
 es: Marker to the left;
 es:̀ Marker to the left with flag to the right to show length; 
 esA: Marker again to both left and right, but in a different symbol; 
 esA:̀ Marker again to both left and right, a flag added to the new symbol to show length; 
 s<: Marker at the bottom;
 s>: Marker at the bottom, but with a curve to show length. 
90 This means that the marker could be added on to any of the consonants.
91 See Disanayaka, 1993, for a detailed treatment. Or an online source “Dr. Srikrishna 

Narayan Ratanjankar” by Smt. Susheela Misra (“Great Masters of Hindustani Music”) 
https://davidphilipson.com/music/ratanjankar/ (accessed on March 12, 2022). 

92 This was in the 1960’s (personal knowledge).
93 For a typical chanting by Sinhala Sangha, you may listen to <https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=OEP4v7yk1gg> 
94 Adikaram, 1945, 24. See 24–32 for a longer treatment. 
95 KN, Sutta Nipāta. This is the opening Discourse of a collection of three suttas. 
96 This and the earlier line, and the next two, are sometimes chanted as a single segment 

before the long ending.      
97 Here, long as in ‘diverse’ in English.
98 In its English rendering, ‘Thus have I heard. At one time, the Blessed One [was] living 

in Anathapindika’s Monastery at the Jeta Grove in Savatthi. Then when the night was 
far spent, a certain Deitess [taking the –tā ending in Devatā to be feminine, preceded by 
a feminine pronoun sā] whose surpassing splendor illuminated the entirety, approached 
the Buddha where he was….Many devas, and humans, too, have pondered upon the 
Blessings. Hoping for the well-being, pray tell [us] what the Blessings are’. 

99 The concepts that are part of a given Paritta are, of course, the topics that come to be 
introduced at talks and explanations given by way of baṇa (also from bhāṇa ‘speaking’) 
at any and every event – Homage to the Buddha at Temples, almsgiving, funerals, 
housewarmings, etc. (see Mahinda, 2006, for a treatment). And so the congregation may 
already have a general sense of what is being chanted though certainly not word to word 
or by every single member, but conceptually. So listening to Paritta can be said to be done 
more as an act of saddhā than an act of learning. 

100 Talking about sarabhaṭṭa prior to listening to the CD, I had shared my view that Paritta 
was reflective and indicative of sarabhaṭṭa. See the last fn. for more on him.

101 mh pfrft, p&DAn ed`VkyAeNA` vfcft&BANk vt`tl V&F sFlrtn nAyk s~vAmFn`d&yn`vhn`es` 
(maha pirita pradhāna deśakayāno vicitrabhāṇaka wattala śrī sīlratana nāyaka 
svāmīndrayanvhanse) ‘Maha Pitita [Great Chant] [by] Most Venerable Sangha Nayaka 
[Chief] Wattala Sri Sīlaratana [of the title] vicitrabhāṇaka’ [meaning ‘eminent reciter’]. 

102 E-mail communication.
103 While these examples come from English, it is the same when it comes to Pali, or Sanskrit, 

or for that matter, any other living Indic language, such as Bengali, Punjabi and Sinhala 
(among the oldest) or Hindi, Gujerati, Marathi (among the younger). After all, linguistic 
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communication is a human feature shared by all, language group or language making no 
difference in the Question and Answer intonation. 

104 An octave marks the beginning of the next higher set of the seven pitches following the 
initial level seven of the saptak/septet: sa in the Indic (called ‘high sa’ (ucca sa), and so in 
the western. 

105 “How to Sing the Five Basic Singing Vowels” <https://spinditty.com/learning/How-to-
Sing-the-Five-Basic-Singing-Vowels>. 

106 A better example would be ‘mate’. 
107 Schwa is “unstressed central vowel sound of most unstressed syllables in English” 

(Webster’s), denoted by the IPA symbol ə. An example in English is the vowel sound 
in the ‘a’ of the word ‘about’. Just as in English, schwa in Pali is mainly found in the 
unstressed position. 

108 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alap)>. While this certainly is a Wikipedia entry, the 
knowledge of the subject seems sound. 

109 It needs to be pointed out that the uneven size of the columns in the chart, determined as 
they are by the length of the Pali term, is not to be taken to be of unequal time duration. It 
may also be noted that there could be variation within this structure, lengthening in places 
other than shown, especially, if the chanting is even slower than what is shown. 

110 While no corresponding term is given by Warder for the bhāva, we use praśānta drawing 
upon a discussion in relation to the topic of the structure of plays (nāṭaka), praśānta being 
one of five (Warder, 1989: 69). 

111 This reminds us of a statement by the Buddha: “Just as the great ocean has one taste, the 
taste of salt, so also this Dhamma and Discipline has one taste, the taste of liberation.” 
(KN, Udāna 5.5, Uposatha Sutta). 

112 In fact, while some had reservations about the legitimacy of an emotion busting taste 
towards liberation being allowed a seat in the hallowed portals of emotion promoting 
music and theatre, Abhinavagupta is the earliest critic to accept śānta (Warder , 1989: 40).

113 The term ‘sānta’ is not a Buddhian term, meaning a term used by the Buddha, missing 
in fact in both Davids & Stede and Buddhadatta, 1949, although the variant ‘santi’ 
does occur in Buddhadatta (1979). However, it has the same quality of a term that does 
occur, namely, niccala ‘unmoving’ (though translated by both PED and Buddhadatta as 
‘motionless’). While a statue can be said to be motionless, when it comes to humans, the 
quality must surely refer to emotions, i.e., the equivalent of rasa in esthetic theory. So 
sānta is used here to capture the connection to both esthetics and spirituality. Sānta also, 
of course, speaks to the language of ‘harmony’. 

114 It is this very calming element that paritta , literally ‘protection’, may serve as effective 
psychotherapy, both at the individual and collective levels. 

115 See Sugunasiri, 2012, for an in-depth study. 
116 This is Maestro Amaradeva. Receiving his training at Bhatkhande, India, whose Principal 

was Ratanjankar. Amaradeva had come to create a Sinhala music tradition. This was 
not far off the notational deployment of Paritta, often keeping to below pitch level 5, 
enough to give variation, but using more of the lower level pitches. .“In the mid-1950s, 
Amaradeva in his Janagayana [‘folk singing’] project consulted experts of the Kandyan 
dance tradition like Pani Bharata, Kiriganita, Gunamala, Ukkuva and Suramba in his path 
to understand what constituted Sinhala folk music. Noting that it mostly revolved around 
a single melody, he decided to add verses that would lead up to the central melody which 
would now be a chorus thus forming two parts (unseen earlier in traditional Sri Lankan 
music) removing restrictions that had existed earlier. In doing so, Amaradeva created 
a uniquely Sinhalese music style that stayed true to folk tradition while incorporating 
outside influences.” <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._D._Amaradeva>.

117  The two relevant lines are 
 pāramitā balə pūritə pūjitə / buddhə divākarayāno, 
 vesak poho dinə dinū sekə lovə / buddhə divākarayāno.
 ‘The Buddha the Noble & honoured day-maker [=sun], and with the Perfections completed
 Won over the world on the Full Moon day of Wesak, [oh] Buddha the Noble day-maker’.
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118 Incidentally, in the seven characteristics outlined here, have we unintentionally arrived at 
a matching ‘intentional saptaka / septet’?! 

119 Though not technically so, implicit in it may be the four-part Indian traditional musical 
composition ––  sthāi, antarā, sanchār and abhog, which some assigning the same scheme 
and names in relation to ālāp <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alap>. 

120 I cannot thank enough Dr. Bryan Levman for his critical comments. A Pali and Sanskrit 
Scholar, not only did he, a musician himself, bring his own enthusiasm for the topic, 
but provided sources as well. It is with gratitude I say that he, in fact, was the very 
inspiration for writing the paper. I also thank Prof. George Cardona, of the University 
of Pennsylvania, and my professor in my Fulbright years over four decades ago, for 
his critical observations. My thanks also go to Prof. Jim Sykes,   of the University of 
Pennsylvania, a musicologist,  for his encouragement and drawing my attention to the 
study by Paul Green (2014) on p. 2. 


