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Abstract

The article lists and describes selected features of oral trans-
mission as preserved in the Mahāvastu – a Buddhist Hybrid San-
skrit biography of the Buddha belonging to the Vinayapitaka of the 
Mahāsām ghika-Lokottaravādins: the principle of waxing syllables, 
recurrent formulaic phrases, and repetitions. 
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It is generally agreed that the early Buddhist discourses 
were composed and for quite a long time transmitted orally. 
The arguments for that were summarised in ALLON 1997. 
Even after the introduction of writing, the Buddhist tradition in 
various aspects remained oral. Being composed and transmit-
ted orally, the early Buddhist texts exhibit a number of strik-
ing features which point to their once oral transmission. Such 
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features as preserved in the Pāli canonical suttas have been 
discussed in several books and articles thus far1. 

The present paper gives examples of some features of oral 
transmission as preserved in the Mahāvastu (abbr. Mv), a Bud-
dhist Hybrid Sanskrit biography of the Buddha belonging to 
the Vinayapitaka (Basket of Discipline) of the Mahāsām ghika-
Lokottaravādins. The list provided below is representative, not 
exhaustive. Certainly, more examples from the text could be 
provided for each feature.

The Mahāvastu is a compilation of texts from different pe-
riods. Some of them are very old and have parallels in other 
early collections preserved in Pāli, Buddhist Sanskrit and/or 
Gāndhārī2; there are also some stories that have not been pre-
served elsewhere. The texts within the Mv represent several 
different genres, among which the greatest number constitute 
jātakas and sūtras. The stories which exhibit the most strik-
ing and the greatest number of features of oral transmission 
belong to these genres. 

The language of the Mahāvastu is called the Buddhist 
Hybrid Sanskrit. Or better, a Sanskritized Prakrit, in which 
Middle Indic (Prakrit) and semi-Middle Indic (hybrid) fea-
tures stand side by side with the Sanskrit ones. However, it 
should be emphasised that the language of the Mahāvastu 
is not uniform. It varies from chapter to chapter as well as 
within particular chapters. The passages written in verse 

1 See for example GETHIN 1992, HINÜBER 1996, ALLON 1997, WYN-
NE 2004, ANĀLAYO 2007. Cf. the features of oral transmission preserved 
in Pāli suttas provided in SUJATO, BRAHMALI 2014:51–52 “1. Repetitions 
of words, phrases, passages, and whole Suttas; 2. Standardisation of words, 
phrases and passages; 3. Use of synonyms; 4. Use of the waxing syllable 
principle; 5. Sound similarities; 6. Concatenation of Suttas or other textual 
units; 7. Formal structures; 8. “Summary” and “exposition”, which is a stan-
dard feature of Indian oral education; 9. Framing narratives to define the 
limits and give the context for the spoken material; 10. Verse summaries of 
prose teachings (especially in the Aṅguttara); 11. Similes; 12. Numbered lists; 
13. Group recitals”.

2 See for example KARASHIMA, MARCINIAK 2018, 2019.
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generally have preserved more Middle Indic features than 
those in prose, which are Sanskritized to a higher degree. 
There are, however, some exceptions to this rule, where we 
notice distinct Middle Indic features in the prose sections of 
the text as well. 

Undoubtedly, the textual materials preserved in the 
Mahāvastu were once transmitted orally, or at least are based 
on those that were transmitted orally. The text exhibits a num-
ber of striking features that point towards it. The characteris-
tics listed below occur in the prose passages of various chap-
ters within the Mahāvastu, mostly in the jātakas, parikalpas3, 
and sūtras.

1. The principle of waxing syllables
One of the features of the orally transmitted Pāli discourses 

is a frequent use of strings of synonyms which “serve to safe-
guard against loss, since a whole set of similar words stands 
much greater chance of being remembered than a  single 
word”4.

The principle of “waxing syllables” can be applied to these 
clusters of synonyms, according to which the words with fewer 
syllables are followed by those with an equal or greater num-
ber of syllables. This principle can be applied also to lists of 
words which are not synonyms.

The Mahāvastu has preserved a number of fixed strings  
of words, mostly synonyms, in which the application of the 
principle of “waxing syllables” can be noticed. They not only 
occur on their own, but are also commonly used in longer 
formulaic descriptions recurrent in many chapters of the text.

The following are some of the most frequent examples (the 
syllable count is given in brackets).

3 Parikalpa is a prose version of a jātaka.
4 ANĀLAYO 2007:6.
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1. Strings of synonyms in the meaning “old”:
•  jīrno vrddho mahallako5 (2+2+4) “old, aged, elderly”6 

(Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.507.8);
•  jīrnā vrddhā gatavayā (2+2+4) “old, aged, one whose 

youth (or: prime of life/vigorous age) is gone” (Hastinikā-
jātaka-parikalpa, Mv 3.159.1–16);

•  jīrno vrddho gatayauvano (2+2+5) “old, aged, one whose 
youth is gone” (Great Renunciation, Mv 2.187.10);

•  jīrno vrddho mahallako gatayauvano (2+2+4+5) “old, 
aged, elderly, one whose youth is gone” (Kuśa-jātaka, 
Mv 2.567.12);

•  jīrno vrddho mahallako adhvagata vaya-m-anu-
prāptaha (2+2+4+4+6) “old, aged, elderly, one who has 
arrived at an advanced age, one who has reached a full 
life-span” (Govinda-sūtra, Mv 3.257.19; Great Renuncia-
tion, Mv 2.191.17–18).

2. Strings of synonyms expressing “fear”:
•  bhīto trasto samvigno (2+2+3) “frightened, scared, agi-

tated” (Pañca vānijaśatā, Mv 3.84.10);
•  bhītās trastā vyathitā sam vignā sam hrstaromajātā 

(2+2+3+3+7) “frightened, scared, distressed, agitated, 
thrilled (sam hrstaromajātā, lit. having the hair of the 
body bristling from fear)” (Avalokita-sūtra, Mv 2.351.16);

•  bhīto sam trasto samvigno sam hrstaromakūpajāto 
(2+3+3+9) “frightened, scared, agitated, thrilled” (Kuśa-
jātaka, Mv 2.565.7);

•  abhītam  ca vijrmbhesi asam vignam  ca vijrmbhesi 
asam trastam  ca vijrm bhesi (3+4+4) “(He) yawned 

5 All quotations from the Mahāvastu come from MARCINIAK 2019 and 
MARCINIAK 2020. The examples which occur in vol. I of the text are quoted 
from the manuscript Sa (abbr. Ms. Sa). On manuscript Sa of the Mahāvastu, 
see MARCINIAK 2016.

6 All translations are by the author. 
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without fear, and yawned without agitation, and yawned 
without a scare” (Avalokita-sūtra, Mv 2.350.19);

•  asam vignam  vilokesi asantrastañ ca vilokesi 
asam prabhītam  ca vilokesi vigatabhayaroma-harsam  
ca vilokesi (4+4+5+7) “(He) looked without fear, and 
looked without a scare, and looked without terror, and 
looked without thrill (vigatabhayaromaharsam , lit. with-
out having the hair of the body bristling from fear)” 
(Avalokita-sūtra, Mv 2.350.13);

•  abhītam  ukkāse asam vignam  ca ukkāse asam trastam 
ca ukkāse acchambhītam  ca ukkāse (3+4+4+4) “(He) 
coughed without fear, and coughed without agitation, and 
coughed without a scare, and coughed without fright” 
(Avalokita-sūtra, Mv 2.350.24).

3. Strings of synonyms in the meaning “shake”:
•  kampe sam kampe sam prakam pe (2+3+4) “shook, 

trembled, quaked”:
 iyam  mahāprthivī atīva sadvikāram  kampe sam kampe 

sam prakam pe (2+3+4) “This great earth shook, trem-
bled, quaked excessively in six ways” (Birth of Gautama, 
Mv 2.14.13; Great Renunciation, Mv 2.204.10).

When a string of words becomes relatively long, the princi-
ple of “waxing syllables” can be applied not to the entire string, 
but to subunits within the string7:

•  iyañ ca mahāprthivī ati-r-iva sadvikāram  kampe 
sam kampe <sam >prakampe8 vedhe sam vedhe 
sam pravedhe “And this great earth shook, trembled, 
quaked, stirred, shook severely, quivered excessively in 
six ways” (Dharmacakrapravartana-sūtra, Mv 3.434.20–
21), where:

7 Cf. the examples in ANĀLAYO 2007:7–8.
8 The text reads prakampe, but sam - should be supplied here.
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 1st subunit: kampe sam kampe <sam >prakampe 
(2+3+4),

 2nd subunit: vedhe sam vedhe sam pravedhe (2+3+4);
•  iyam  mahāprthivī ati-r-iva sadvikāram  kam pe sam - 

kam pe sam prakampe cchinnam iva patram  ved-
he <sam vedhe>9 sam pravedhe (1st subunit: 2+3+4; 
2nd subunit: 2+<3>+4) “This great earth shook, trem-
bled, quaked, stirred, shook severely, quivered excessive-
ly in six ways, like a cut leaf” (Ājñātakaundinya-jātaka, 
Mv 3.426.7–8).

According to Anālayo, “the division into subunits may have 
the function to set a rhythm that allows the reciter to take 
a breath before continuing recitation”10. 

We notice that the members within the subunits share 
sound similarities, as they come from the same root, i.e., in 
the 1st subunit – from √kamp “to shake” (with prefixes: sam - 
and sam -pra-), and in the 2nd subunit – from √vedh “quake” 
(with prefixes sam - and sam -pra-). Such similarities contribute 
to a better and easier remembering of the components within 
the strings of words.

Also, this string of synonyms can stand on its own or be 
a part of a longer formulaic description which occurs several 
times within the Mahāvastu:

•  iyam  mahāprthivī sadvikāram  kampe sam kampe 
sam prakam pe sam pracale sam pravedhe. (2+3+4+4+4) 
purastimam  unnamati paścimako (’)vanamati, 
paścimam  unnamati purastimam  onamati, daksinam 
unnamati uttaro (’)vanamati, uttaram  nûnnamati 
daksinato (’)vanamati “The great earth shook, trembled, 
quaked, stirred, quivered in six ways. It rose in the east 
[and] sank in the west, it rose in the west [and] sank in 
the east, it rose in the south [and] sank in the north, then 

9 Absent in the text, but it should be supplemented here.
10 ANĀLAYO 2007:7.
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it rose in the north [and] sank in the south” (Rāhula-
pūrvayoga, Mv 3.329.9–12);

•  imam  ca mahāprthivī ati-r-iva sadvikāram  kam pe 
sam kam pe sam prakampe (2+3+4) cchinnam iva pa- 
tram  vedhe <sam vedhe> sam pravedhe (2+<3>+4). 
purastimo ca anto unnamati, paścimo ca anto oname. 
paścimo ca anto unname, purastimo ca anto oname. 
daksino ca anto unname, uttaro ca anto oname. uttaro 
ca anto unname, daksino ca anto oname. madhye ca 
oname, antā unnamensu. antā ca onamem su, mad-
hye ca unname “And this great earth shook, trembled, 
quaked, stirred, shook severely, quivered excessively in 
six ways, like a cut leaf. And the east end rose, the west 
end sank; and the west end rose, the east end sank. And 
the south end rose, the north end sank; the north end 
rose, the south end sank. Then it sank in the middle, and 
the ends rose. Then the ends sank, and it rose in the mid-
dle” (Dharmacakrapravartana-sūtra, Mv 3.426.7–11).

4. Strings of synonyms in the meaning “wealthy”:
•  ādhyo mahādhano mahābhogo (2+4+4) “rich, wealthy, 

possessing great wealth” (Śāriputra-Maudgalyāyana, 
Mv 3.65.2; Gam gapāla-jātaka, Mv 3.232.11);

•  adhyā mahādhanā mahākośā (2+4+4) “rich, wealthy, 
possessing great treasures” (Śyāmā-jātaka, Mv 2.210.16);

• ādhyo mahādhano mahābhogo prabhūtabhogo 
(2+4+4+5) “rich, wealthy, possessing great wealth, pos-
sessing abundant wealth” (Pūrna-vastu, Mv 3.481.9).

This is frequently a part of a longer formulaic description 
which occurs in the passages pertaining to someone’s wealth. 
In the Mv, it refers to the wealth of a Brahmin (3 times), a lead-
ing courtesan (once), a merchant (twice), the son of a mer-
chant (once), a caravan leader (once), and a royal priest (once):

•  tahim  ca Śyāmā nāma agraganikā adhyā mahādhanā 
mahākośā prabhūtajātarūparajato-pakaranā prabh



126 Katarzyna Marciniak

ūtadāsīdāsakarmakarapauruseyā “There, there was 
a leading courtesan named Śyāmā, rich, wealthy, possess-
ing great treasures, having as means of subsistence abun-
dant gold [and] silver, possessing many female and male 
slaves and servants” (Śyāmā-jātaka, Mv 2.210.16–17);

•  tatra brāhmana ādhyo mahādhano mahābhogo pra- 
bhūtavittasvāpadeyo prabhūtadhana-dhānyakośa ko  - 
sthāgāro prabhūtajātarūparajatavittopakarano pra- 
bhūtahastyaśvagājaga-vedako prabhūtadāsīdāsakar- 
makarapauruseyo “There, there was a Brahmin, rich, 
wealthy, possessing great wealth, having abundant pos-
sessions and property, having a great amount of mon-
ey, grain, treasuries [and] storerooms, having as means 
of subsistence abundant gold, silver [and other] wealth, 
having a great number of elephants, horses, goats [and] 
sheep, possessing many female and male slaves and ser-
vants” (ŚāriputraMaudgalyāyana, Mv 3.65.2–4);

•  tahim  aparo brāhmanamahāśālo ādhyo mahādhano 
mahābhogo prabhūtabhogo prabhūtasvāpadeyo pra- 
bhūtadhanadhānyakośakosthāgāro prabhūtajātarū- 
pavittopakarano prabhūtadāsīdāsakarmakarapauruse- 
yo prabhūtahastyaśvājagavedako “There, there was an-
other affluent Brahmin, rich, wealthy, possessing great 
wealth, having abundant wealth, having abundant pos-
sessions and property, having a great amount of money, 
grain, treasuries [and] storerooms, having as means of 
subsistence abundant gold [and other] wealth, possess-
ing many female and male slaves and servants, having 
a great number of elephants, horses, goats [and] sheep” 
(Pūrna-vastu, Mv 3.481.9–11).

5. Strings of synonyms in the meaning “enjoy, have fun”:
•  krīdati ramati paricārayati (3+3+6) “(he) plays, enjoys 

himself, amuses himself” (Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.530.9–10; 
Govinda-sūtra, Mv 3.258.11);
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•  krīdati ramati pravicārayati (3+3+6) “(he) plays, enjoys 
himself, amuses himself” (Govinda-sūtra, Mv 3.258.13–
14; Padumāvatī-parikalpa 3.196.5);

•  krīdensu ramensu pravicārensuh (3+3+5) “(they) 
played, enjoyed themselves, amused themselves” 
(Bahubuddhaka-sūtra, Mv 3.303.2);

•  krīdāhi ramāhi paricārehi (3+3+5) “play, enjoy your-
self, amuse yourself” (Kinnarī-jātaka, Mv 3.44.13).

Here, the third component of the string may be a Caus-
ative of either pari-√car or pra-vi-√car, both in the meaning 
“to amuse oneself”.

This formula commonly occurs as part of a  longer de-
scription:

•  pañcahi kāmagunehi samarpitah samaṅgībhūtah 
krīdati ramati paricārayati “Afflicted by and endowed 
with the five qualities of desire, (he) is playing, enjoying 
himself, amusing himself” (Govinda-sūtra, Mv 3.258.1111);

•  pañcahi kāmagunehi samarpitā samanvaṅgībhūtā 
krīdensu ramensu pravicārensu “Afflicted by and en-
dowed with the five qualities of desire, (they) were 
playing, enjoying themselves, amusing themselves” 
(Bahubuddhaka-sūtra, Mv 3.287.22–23);

•  pañcahi kāmagunehi samarpitā samagrībhūtā krīdanti 
ramanti pravicārayanti “Afflicted by and completely en-
dowed with the five qualities of desire, (they) are play-
ing, enjoying themselves, amusing themselves” (Śyāmā-
jātaka, Mv 2.213.7).

Note the variant readings samanvaṅgībhūta-, samaṅgī- 
bhūta- “provided with, endowed with”, and samagrībhūta- 
“completely provided with”12.

11 Note that in the next sentence in this chapter, where the same formula 
is repeated, the reading is krīdati ramati pravicārayati.

12 However, I assume that samagrī- might be merely a wrong back-for-
mation of Middle Indic samaggī- (= Sanskrit samaṅgī-).
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6. Strings of words describing the wealth and power 
of a king:

•  mahābalo mahākośo mahāvāhano (4+4+5) “strong, 
possessing great treasures, having a  great army” 
(Punyavanta-jātaka, Mv 3.42.6–7; Kuśa-jātaka, 
Mv 2.505.10; Yaśodharā-hārapradāna-jātaka, Mv 
2.95.6–7; Śaraksepana-jātaka, Mv 2.113.5; Campaka-
parikalpapadā, Mv 2.221.7; Śyāmakajātakasya-
parikalpa, Mv 2.265.1);

•  maheśākhyā mahābalāh mahāvāhanā (4+4+5) 
“mighty,strong, possessing a great army” (Kuśa-jātaka, 
Mv 2.562.2);

•  mahābalo mahākośo mahābalavāhano (4+4+7) “strong, 
possessing great treasures, having a great army” (Kāka-
jātaka, Mv 3.153.7);

•  krtapunyo maheśākhyo mahābalo mahākośo 
mahāvāhano (4+4+4+4+5) “virtuous, mighty, strong, 
possessing great treasures, having a  great army” 
(Ājñātakaundinya-jātaka, Mv 3.445.7–8; Dharmapāla-
jātaka, Mv 2.107.7; Kinnarī-jātaka, Mv 2.131.6);

•  krtapunyo maheśākhyo mahābalo mahākośo 
(4+4+4+4) “virtuous, mighty, strong, possessing great 
treasures” (Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.501.13).

This string of words frequently occurs in a longer descrip-
tion which is found at the beginning of the jātaka-stories, 
when the king of a particular kingdom is introduced: 

•  bhūtapūrvam  bhiksavo atīta-m-adhvāne <the name of 
the kingdom> <the name of the king> rājyam  kārayati/
kāresi krtapunyo maheśākhyo susam grhītaparijano 
dānasam vibhāgaśīlo mahābalo mahākośo mahāvāhano 
“Long ago, o monks, in the time gone by, in the kingdom 
<the name of the kingdom>, king <the name of the 
king> ruled the kingdom; virtuous, mighty, governing 
the people well, practising charity and generosity, strong, 
possessing great treasures, having a great army”.
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For example:
•  bhūtapūrvam  bhiksavo atīta-m-adhvāne nagare 

Vārānasi Kāśijanapade Añjanako nāma rājā rājyam 
kārayati krtapunyo maheśākhyo susam grhītaparijano 
dānasam vibhāgaśīlo mahābalo mahākośo 
mahāvāhano “Long ago, o monks, in the time gone by, 
in the city Vārānasī, in the country Kāśi, the king named 
Añjanaka ruled the kingdom; virtuous, mighty, govern-
ing his people well, practising charity and generosity, 
strong, possessing great treasures, having a great army” 
(Punyavanta-jātaka, Mv 3.42.5–7);

•  bhūtapūrvam  bhiksavo atīte-m-adhvāne nagare Vā- 
rānasīye Kāśijanapade rājā Brahmadatto nāma rājyam 
kārayati krtapunyo maheśākhyo susam grhītaparijano 
dānasam vibhāgaśīlo mahābalo mahākośo mahābala- 
vāhano “Long ago, o monks, in the time gone by, in 
Vārānasī, in the country Kāśi, the king named Brahma-
datta ruled the kingdom; virtuous, mighty, governing his 
people well, practising charity and generosity, strong, 
possessing great treasures, having a great army” (Kāka-
jātaka, Mv 3.153.5–7);

•  bhūtapūrvam  bhiksavo atīta-m-adhvāne nagare 
Mithilāyām  Videhe janapade mahājana-padāyām  rājā  
Arindamo rājyam  kāresi dhārmiko dharmarājā 
susam grhītaparijano dānasam vibhāgaśīlo mahābalo 
mahāvāhano “Long ago, o monks, in the time gone by, 
in the city Mithilā, in the great country Videha, king Arin-
dama ruled the kingdom; righteous, the king of Dharma, 
governing his people well, practising charity and gen-
erosity, strong, possessing a  great army” (Arindama-
jātaka, Mv 3.583.7–9).
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7. String of words pertaining to people whose appear-
ance is distressing:

•  jīrno vrddho vyādhito vā kāno vā khodo vā dardaro vā 
kam dūlo vā kacchulo vā vicarciko “aged, old, ill, one-
eyed, lame, afflicted with leprosy, afflicted with skin dis-
ease, afflicted with itching, suffering from scabies” (Great 
Renunciation, Mv 2.191.5–6, 2.192.16–18, 2.197.12–14).

Here again, the string of words is relatively long, therefore 
the principle of “waxing syllables” is applied not to the entire 
string, but to the subunits within the string:

1st subunit: jīrno vrddho vyādhito (2+2+3) “aged, old, ill, 
one-eyed”,

2nd subunit: kāno khodo dardaro (2+2+3) “lame, afflicted 
with leprosy, afflicted with skin disease”,

3rd subunit: kam dūlo kacchulo vicarciko (3+3+4) “afflicted 
with itching, afflicted with skin disease, suffering from scabies”.

8. Strings of words pertaining to forms of entertain-
ment:

•  nātyam  gītam  vāditam  (2+2+3) “dance, song, music” 
(Sukumāra-sūtra, Mv 2.152.18);

•  susthu kumāram  krīdāpetha ramāpetha pravicārā- 
petha nātyehi gītehi vāditehi “Entertain, please, amuse 
the prince well with dances, songs, music” (Great Renun-
ciation¸ Mv 2.192.10);

• tā dāni antepurikā kumāram  susthu abhiramāpenti 
nrttehi gītehi vāditehi “And then the women from the 
palace please the prince well with dances, songs, music” 
(Great Renunciation, Mv 2.197.3).

This string of words can also occur in a  dvandva-com-
pound:

•  nrtta-gīta-vādita (2+2+3) “dance, song, music”: kumāram 
krīdāpetha ramāpetha nrttagīta-vāditena “Amuse, 
please the prince with dance, song [and] music” (Great 
Renunciation, Mv 2.197.2);
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•  nrttagītavāditāt prativirato “(he) abstained from dance, 
song [and] music” (Jyotipāla-sūtra, Ms. Sa 98v1).

Sometimes the order of words in the string is changed 
metri causa: 

•  nrttavāditagītena, which occurs in a verse in śloka:
 nrttavāditagītena pūjām  kāsi maharsino “He did hom-

age to the great seer with dance, music [and] song” 
(Mālinī-vastu, Ms. Sa 98v3). The metre (Pathyā) re-
quires that the fifth syllable be short, thus the regular 
nrttagītavāditena would not scan;

•  nrtyavāditragītena “with dance, music, song” (Chatra-
vastu, Ms. Sa 78v613) which occurs in śloka (Pathyā). The 
fifth syllable has to be short in order to fit into the metre. 

Note the variant readings nrtta-, nrtya-, nātya-, which are 
all different back-formations of the Middle Indic nacca “dance”.

9. String of words referring to types of talk made by 
the Buddha:

dānakathām  śīlakathām  svargakathām  punyakathām 
punyavipākakathām  (4+4+4+4+7) “Talk on charity, talk on 
morality, talk on heaven, talk on merit, talk on the fruition of 
merit” (Yaśoda-vastu, Mv 3.330.10). 

This could be broken into two subunits:
1st subunit: dānakathām  śīlakathām  svargakathām 

(4+4+4) “Talk on charity, talk on morality, talk on heaven”,
2nd subunit: punyakathām  punyavipākakathām  (4+7) “talk 

on merit, talk on the fruition of merit”.

10. Strings of words expressing joy:
•  hrsto tusto āttamano (2+2+4) “cheerful, pleased, delight-

ed” (Hastinikājātaka-parikalpa, Mv 3.160.13);

13 The manuscript reads nrtyagītavāditragītena, which is a conflation of 
nrtyagītavāditra and nrtyavāditragīta. The scribe was more familiar with 
the compound nrtya-gīta-vādita and wrote it without thinking about the re-
quirements of the metre.
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•  vitto tusto āttamanā pramudito (2+2+4+4) “happy, 
pleased, delighted, joyful” (Nāgarājānah, Mv 3.385.10);

•  vittā tustā āttamanā pramuditā prītisaumanasyajātā 
(2+2+4+4+8) “happy, pleased, delighted, joyful, exultant” 
(Avalokita-sūtra I, Mv 2.326.17–18).

These strings can apply to someone pleased by the words 
or actions of the Buddha, for example:

•  atha khalu so devaputro tūsnīm bhāvenâdhivāsanām 
viditvā vitto tusto āttamano prīti-saumanasyajāto “And 
then this god, having perceived the [Buddha’s] consent 
[expressed] through his keeping silent, became happy, 
pleased, delighted [and] exultant” (Nāgarājānah, Mv 
3.386.17–19).

2. Recurrent formulaic phrases 
These standardised phrases, used to depict various events, 

concepts, or actions, are referred to as “formulas”, “formulaic 
expressions”, “stock expressions”, “stock phrases”, “clichés”, 
“stereotyped phrases” (ALLON 1997:43). They are one of the 
most striking characteristics of prose passages of the early 
Buddhist texts14. 

The examples listed below come from the prose passages 
of selected chapters within the Mahāvastu. 

1. Formulas describing the beauty of a person:
•  prāsādikā darśanīyā aksudrāvakāśā paramāya 

śubhavarnapuskalatayā samanvāgatā “(She was) beau-
tiful, good-looking, of fine appearance, endowed with the 
utmost excellence of beautiful complexion” (Govinda-
sūtra, Mv 3.272.21; Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.502.27);

•  tahim  udakakūle Padumāvatī drstā (…) prāsādikā 
darśanīyā paramāya varnapuskalatāya samanvāgatā 

14 The examples of such formulas in the Pāli canonical suttas are descri-
bed in ALLON 1997, ANĀLAYO 2007.
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“On this bank Padumāvatī was seen, beautiful, good-look-
ing, endowed with the utmost excellence of complexion” 
(Mv 3.190.7–8);

•  so dāni (…) agraganikāye drsto prāsādiko darśanīyo 
aksudrāvakāśo paramāye śubhāye varnapuskalatāye 
samanvāgato “Then he was seen by the leading courte-
san, [he was] beautiful, good-looking, of fine appearance, 
endowed with the utmost, beautiful excellence of com-
plexion” (Punyavanta-jātaka, Mv 3.44.8);

•  tāye dārako jāto prāsādiko darśanīyo aksudrāvakāśo 
paramāye varnapuskalatāye samanvāgato “A son was 
born to her, beautiful, good-looking, of fine appearance, 
endowed with the utmost excellence of complexion” 
(Yaśoda-vastu, Mv 3.523.3);

•  kumārah prādurbhūtah prāsādiko darśanīyah aksu- 
drāvakāśah paramāye śubhavarna-puskalatāye saman- 
vāgatah “A prince appeared, beautiful, good-looking, of  
fine appearance, endowed with the utmost excellence  
of beautiful complexion” (Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.503.4);

•  dārako jāto prāsādiko darśanīyo paramāya śubha- 
varnapuskalatāye samanvāgato “(…) a boy was born, 
beautiful, good-looking, endowed with the utmost ex-
cellence of beautiful complexion” (Sabhika-vastu, 
Mv 3.505.14);

•  ekūnā pañcakumārasatā jātā prāsādikā darśanīyā 
aksudrāvakāśā paramāye śubhāye varnapuskalatāye 
samanvāgatā “Four hundred and ninety-nine boys were 
born, beautiful, good-looking, of fine appearance, en-
dowed with the utmost, beautiful excellence of complex-
ion” (Kuśa-jātaka, Mv 2.513.14);

•  tasya dāni brāhmanasya Śirir nāma dhītā prāsādikā 
darśanīyā paramāye śubhāye varnapuskalatāye 
samanvāgatā “And that Brahmin had a  daughter 
named Śirī, beautiful, good-looking, endowed with the 
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utmost, beautiful excellence of complexion” (Śirī-jātaka, 
Mv 2.125.8–9).

It is worth noting that despite the fact that these are fixed 
formulaic phrases, there are three different instrumental 
endings used here, i.e., instr. sg. fem. -āya, -āye and -ayā. 
There are also minor differences within the part paramāya 
śubhavarnapuskalatayā, in which either śubha- is lack-
ing, or the compound śubhavarnapuskalatā- “the excel-
lence of beautiful complexion” is wrongly broken into śubhā 
varnapuskalatā “beautiful excellence of complexion”. 

2. Formulas describing the positive effects of an action:
•  tam  bhavisyati bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya 

lokānukampāya mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya 
sukhāya devānāñ ca manusyānāñ ca “This will be for 
the welfare of many men, for the happiness of many 
men, for the compassion in the world, for the sake 
of a  great mass of men, for the welfare and happi-
ness of gods and men” (Trapusa-Bhallika, Mv 3.406.8–
9; Dharmacakrapravartana-sūtra, Mv 3.427.5–6; 
Avalokita-sūtra, Mv 2.326.13–14); 

•  tam  bhaveyam  bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya 
lokānukampāyai mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya 
sukhāya devānām  ca manusyānām  ca “This would be 
for the welfare of many men etc.” (Abhiya-vastu, Ms. Sa 
12v6; The Prediction of Buddhahood for the Asuras, Mv 
3.170.5–6);

•  tam  bhaveyā bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya 
lokānukampāya mahato janakāyasya arthāya hitāya 
sukhāya devānāñ ca manusyānāñ ca “This would be 
for the welfare of many men etc.” (Bahubuddha-sūtra, 
Ms. Sa 19v1);

•  tam  bhaveyyā bahujanahitāye bahujanasukhāye lokā- 
nukampāye mahato janakāyasyārthāya hitāya sukhā- 
ya devānām  ca manusyānāñ ca “This would be for 
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the welfare of many men etc.” (Jyotipāla-sūtra, Ms. Sa 
100v3);

•  tam  bhaveya bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya lokā- 
nukampāya mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya sukhā- 
ya devānām  ca manusyānāñ ca “This would be for the 
welfare of many men etc.” (Abhiya-vastu, Ms. Sa 16r5);

•  prādurbhūto bahujanahitāye bahujanasukhāya 
lokānukampāya mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya 
sukhāya devānāñ ca manusyānāñ ca “(He) appeared 
for the welfare of many men, for the happiness of many 
men, for the compassion in the world, for the sake of 
a  great mass of men, for the welfare and happiness  
of gods and men” (Trapusa-Bhallika, Mv 3.387.16–388.1).

Depending on the story described in the passage in which 
the formula is used, the reciter would have chosen the future 
(bhavisyati “will become, will be”; this is the most common 
in the Mv), optative (note the variety of forms: bhaveyam , 
bhaveya, bhaveyā, bhaveyyā “would become, would be”), or 
the past form (prādurbhūto “appeared”), while the remaining 
part would have been kept the same (with minor differences, 
such as the choice between the dat. sg. fem. endings -āya, 
-āya, -āyai).

This formula can occur also with other verbs, for example:
bhagavān cārikām  careya bahujanahitāya bahujana- 

sukhāya lokānukampāya mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya 
sukhāya devānāñ ca manusyānām  ca “The Blessed One 
would walk his religious course for the welfare of many men, 
for the happiness of many men, for the compassion in the 
world, for the sake of a  great mass of men, for the wel-
fare and happiness of gods and men” (Pitāputra-samāgama,  
Mv 3.119.7).

This formula often constitutes a part of a longer fixed de-
scription:

tam  bhavisyati bahujanahitāya bahujanasukhāya lokā- 
nukampāya mahato janakāyasyârthāya hitāya sukhāya devā- 
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nāñ ca manusyānām  ca. hāyisyanti āsurā kāyāh, divyā 
kāyāh abhivardhisyanti “This will be for the welfare of many 
men, for the happiness of many men, for the compassion in 
the world, for the sake of a great mass of men, for the wel-
fare and happiness of gods and men. The evil (lit. those of the 
Asuras) hosts will wane, the divine hosts will grow” (Trapusa-
Bhallika, Mv 3.406.8–9).

3. Formulas describing someone approaching another 
person.

Within this group there are formulas of different degrees 
of complexity. The simplest one depicts the approach of the 
visitor, then his verbal interaction with the person approached. 
In the more complex formulas, the visitor, having approached, 
shows some form of respect, adopts a particular posture and 
then speaks to the person approached.

A general pattern of this formula is as follows:
atha khalu <person A> yena <person B> tenôpasam kra- 

mitvā <person B> sārdham /saha sammodanīyām  kathām 
sammodayitvā sārāyanīyām  kathām  vyatisārayitvā/vīti- 
sārayitvā ekānte nisīdi/asthāsi. ekāntanisanno/ekāntasthito 
<person A> <person B> etad avoca(t)/uvāca “Then <person 
A>, having gone to where <person B> was, having exchanged 
greetings [and] carried on a courteous conversation with <per-
son B>, <person A> sat/stood on one side. Sitting/standing on 
one side <person A> said this to <person B>”.

Depending on who approaches whom, the verb √sthā 
“stand” or ni-√sad “sit down” is used. In other words, the visi-
tor who approaches a  person adopts a  particular posture 
(standing or sitting) as a form of respect, and then speaks to 
the person approached. 

As can be seen, this is a highly standardised formula, con-
sisting of fixed units of meaning. The narrator would have 
filled the formula with specific words or phrases depend-
ing on the person approaching and the person approached, 
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their attitude towards each other, as well as the purpose of  
the visit15. 

For example, when a king is being approached, the visitors, 
here a Brahmin and a young man, both adopt a sitting pos-
ture whereby showing a particular form of respect towards 
the ruler:

•  a Brahmin approaching a king:
 Mahāgovindo brāhmanah tasya purusasya pratiśrutvā 

yena Renurājā tenôpasam kramitvā Renurājñā saha 
sammodanīyām  kathām  sammodayitvā sārāyanīyām 
kathām  vyatisārayitvā ekānte nisīdi. ekānte nisan- 
no Mahāgovindo brāhmano Renum  rājānam  etad 
uvāca “Having heard that man, Brahmin Mahāgovinda, 
having gone to where king Renu was, having exchanged 
greetings [and] carried on a courteous conversation with 
king Renu, sat on one side. Sitting on one side, Brahmin 
Mahāgovinda said this to king Renu” (Govinda-sūtra, Mv 
3.259.9–12);

•  a young man approaching a king:
 Jyotipālo mānavo tasya purusasya pratiśrutvā yena rājā 

Diśām patis tenôpasam kramitvā rājñā Diśāmpatinā 
sārdham  sammodanīyām  kathām  sammodayitvā 
sārāyanīyām  kathām  vyatisārayitvā ekānte nisīdi. 
ekānte nisannam  Jyotipālam  mānavam  rājā Diśām pati-
m-etad avocat “Having heard that man, the young man 
Jyotipāla, having gone to the place where king Diśām pati 
was, having exchanged greetings [and] carried on a cour-
teous conversation with king Diśāmpati, sat on one side. 
To the young man Jyotipāla, who was sitting on one side, 
king Diśāmpati spoke as follows” (Govinda-sūtra, Mv 
3.256.25–257.3).

15 ALLON 1997:44.
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When a venerable one (āyusman) approaches another ven-
erable one, he adopts a sitting position:

•  atha khalv āyusmān Mahākāśyapo yenâyusmān 
Ānandas tenôpasam kramitvā āyusmatā Ānandena 
sārdham  sammodanīyām  kathām  sammodayitvā 
sārāyanīyām  kathām  vītisārayitvā ekānte nisīdi. 
ekāntanisanno āyusmām  Mahākāśyapo āyusmantam 
Ānandam etad avocat “And then venerable Mahākāśyapa, 
having gone to the place where venerable Ānanda was, 
having exchanged greetings [and] carried on a courte-
ous conversation with venerable Ānanda, sat on one side. 
Sitting on one side, venerable Mahākāśyapa said this to 
venerable Ānanda” (Mahākāśyapa-sūtra, Mv 3.567.7–10).

When an ascetic (parivrājaka) approaches a venerable one 
(āyusman), he adopts a standing posture:

•  atha khalu Śāriputro parivrājako yenâyusmān Upase-
nas tena (’)pasam kramitvā āyusmatā Upasenena 
sārdham  sammodanīyām  kathām  sammodayitvā 
sārāyanīyām  kathām  vyatisāretvā ekānte asthāsi. 
ekāntasthitah Śāriputro parivrājako āyusmantam 
Upasenam etad uvāca “And then the ascetic Śāriputra, 
having gone to the place where venerable Upasena was, 
having exchanged greetings [and] carried on a courte-
ous conversation with venerable Upasena, stood on one 
side. Standing on one side, the ascetic Śāriputra said this 
to venerable Upasena” (ŚāriputraMaudgalyāyana, Mv 
3.70.8–11).

Descriptions of someone approaching the Buddha also be-
long to this group of formulas:

• ascetics approaching the Buddha:
 atha khalu ŚāriputraMaudgalyāyanā parivrā- 

jakā pañcaśataparivārā yena bhagavām s tenôpasam - 
kramitvā bhagavatah pādau śirasā vanditvā ekānte 
asthāsuh. eka-m-ante sthito Śāriputro parivrājako 
bhagavantam etad avocat “Then the ascetics Śāriputra 
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and Maudgalyāyana with their five hundred followers, 
having gone to where the Blessed One was, having 
bowed their heads at the Blessed One’s feet, stood on 
one side. Standing on one side, the ascetic Śāriputra said 
this to the Blessed One” (ŚāriputraMaudgalyāyana, Mv 
3.74.20–21);

•  non-Buddhist men approaching the Buddha:
 atha khalu ChandakaKālodāyi yena bhagavām s 

tenôpasam kramitvā bhagavatah pādau śirasā vanditvā 
ekānte asthām su “And then Chandaka and Kālodāyi, 
having gone to where the Blessed One was, having 
bowed their heads at the Blessed One’s feet, stood on 
one side” (Pitāputra-samāgama, Mv 3.111.16–18);

•  gods approaching the Buddha:
 atha khalu sam bahulā maheśākhyā Śuddhāvāsakāyikā 

devā yena bhagavām s tenôpasam kramitvā bhagavatah 
pādau śirasā vanditvā ekānte (’)sthām su. ekāntasthitās 
te sam bahulā Śuddhāvāsakāyikā devā bhagavantam 
etad uvāca “And then many powerful gods Śuddhāvāsa, 
having gone to where the Blessed One was, having 
bowed their heads at the Blessed One’s feet, stood 
on one side. Standing on one side, these many gods 
Śuddhāvāsa said this to the Blessed One” (Trapusa-Bhal-
lika, Mv 3.411.15–17);

•  an Ājīvaka approaching the Buddha:
 adrāksīd Upako Ājīvako bhagavantam  dūrato yevâgac- 

chantam , drstvā ca punar yena bhagavām  tenôpa- 
sam krāmitvā, bhagavatā sārdham  sammodanīyām 
kathām  sammodayitvā, sārāyanīyām  kathām  vyati- 
sārayitvā ekānte (’)sthāt. ekāntasthito Upako Ājīvako 
bhagavantam etad avocat “Ājīvaka Upaka saw the 
Blessed One coming from afar, and having seen him, he 
went to where the Blessed One was. Having exchanged 
greetings [and] carried on a courteous conversation with 
the Blessed One, he stood on one side. Standing on one 
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side, Ājīvaka Upaka said this to the Blessed One” (Tra-
pusa-Bhallika, Mv 3.414.15–18);

•  a king approaching the Buddha:
 atha khalu rājā Śrenyo Bimbisāro yāvad eva yānabhūmis 

tāvad eva yānena yātvā, yānāto pratyoruhya padasā 
yeva yena bhagavām s tenôpasam kramitvā bhagavatah 
pādau śirasā vanditvā ekānte nisīdensu “And then king 
Śreṇya Bimbisāra, having ridden in his carriage as far as 
the ground allowed, having stepped down from the car-
riage, he went on foot where the Blessed One was, and 
having bowed his head at the Blessed One’s feet, he sat 
on one side” (Bimbisāra, Mv 3.576.3–5);

•  a venerable one and monks approaching the Buddha:
 āyusmām  pi Ānando bhagavatah pādau śirasā vandi- 

tvā ekānte nisīdi. te pi bhiksū bhagavato pādau śirasā  
vanditvā ekānte nisīdensuh. ekāntanisannam āyusman- 
tam Ānandam  bhagavān etad avocat “Venerable 
Ānanda, having bowed his head at the Blessed One’s feet, 
sat on one side. And the monks, too, having bowed their 
heads at the Blessed One’s feet, sat on one side. To ven-
erable Ānanda, who was sitting on one side, the Blessed 
One said the following” (Jyotipāla-sūtra, Ms. Sa 96v5–6).

In contrast to the previous formulas, the last one, i.e. the  
depiction of a  venerable one and monks approaching  
the Buddha, is characterised not only by the visitors adopt- 
ing the sitting posture, but also by the Buddha speaking first. 
In the examples quoted earlier, it was always the visitor who 
spoke first to the person approached16.

4. Formulas describing the features of a sage:
•  caturdhyānalābhī pañcābhijñā maharddhikā mahānu- 

bhāvā “(They) have achieved the four meditations, pos-
sess five supernatural knowledges, have great power and 

16 Cf. the examples provided in ALLON 1997:43–45.
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great majesty” (Rāhula-jātaka, Mv 3.221.17–18; Pūrna-
vastu 3.483.5; UpāliGam gapāla-jātaka, Mv 3.244.1; 
Kinnarī-jātaka, Mv 2.132.8). 

The order of the words in this formula can also be as follows:
• pañcābhijño catudhyānalābhī maharddhiko mahānu- 

bhāvo “(He) possesses five supernatural knowledges, has 
achieved the four meditations, has great power and great 
majesty” (Nalinī-jātaka, Mv 3.176.9–10; Śarabham ga-
jātaka, Mv 3.460.4–5).

This formula is often a part of a longer description:
•  tena dāni risikumārena pūrvarātrāpararātram  jāgari- 

kāyogam anuyuktena viharantena ghatantena vyāya- 
mantena catvāri dhyānāny utpāditāni, pam ca c(’) abhij - 
ñā sāksīkrtā. so dāni risikumāro catudhyānalābhī 
pañcābhijño kaumarabrahmacārī maharddhiko mahā- 
nubhāvo sam jāto abhijñāto devamanusyānām  “Then, 
through practising the discipline of wakefulness for the 
entire night, living [the right way of life], exerting him-
self [and] striving, this son of the seer obtained the four 
meditations and realised the five superknowledges. Then 
this son of the seer became a brahmacārin (i.e., a young 
man leading a chaste, religious life) who had achieved 
the four meditations, possessed the five supernatural 
knowledges, who had great power and great majesty, 
[and] became well-known among gods and men” (Nalinī-
jātaka, Mv 3.178.9–13);

•  tena dāni pūrvarātrāpararātram  jāgarikāyogam an-
uyuktena viharantena catvāri dhyānāni nispāditāni, pa-
ñca ca abhijñā sāksīkrtā, maharddhiko mahānubhāvo 
risi sam jāto “Then, through practising the discipline of wake- 
fulness for the entire night [and] living [the right way 
of life], he obtained the four meditations and realised 
the five superknowledges, [and] he became a seer pos-
sessing great power and great majesty” (Rāhula-jātaka,  
Mv 3.241.7–9);
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•  tenâpi pūrvarātrāpararātrām  jāgarikāyogam anuyukte-
na viharantena yujyantena ghatantena vyāyamantena 
catvāri dhyānāni nispāditāni, pañca abhijñā sāksī- 
krtā, candramandala-sūryamandalaparimārjako 
risi sam vrtto “Then, through practising the discipline of  
wakefulness for the entire night, living [the right way  
of life], exerting himself [and] striving, this son of the 
seer obtained the four meditations and realised the five 
superknowledges, [and] he became a  seer who could 
reach up to the moon and sun” (UpāliGam gapāla-jātaka, 
Mv 3.243.16–18).

5. Formula describing Someone (usually the Buddha) 
leaving a place after preaching to someone the discourse 
on Dharma:

•  atha khalv āyusmān Mahākāśyapas tām  bhiksūm 
dharmyā kathayā sam darśayitvā samādāpayitvā 
samuttejayitvā sam praharsayitvā utthāyâsanāto 
prakrame “Then venerable Mahākāśyapa, having in-
structed, incited, inflamed, delighted the monks with 
the talk on Dharma, rose from the seat and departed” 
(Mahākāśyapa-sūtra, Mv 3.64.8–10);

This formula is often a part of a longer description, in which 
another common fixed formula (underlined below) occurs:

•  atha khalu bhagavām  bhuktāvī dhautahasto apanīta- 
pātro rājānam  Śuddhodanam  dhārmyā kathayā sam dar- 
śayitvā samādāpayitvā samuttejayitvā sam prahar- 
sayitvā utthāyâsanāto prakrame “Then the Blessed 
One, having finished eating, with his hand washed and his 
bowl rinsed, having instructed, incited, inflamed, delight-
ed king Śuddhodana with the talk on Dharma, rose from 
the seat and departed (Nalinī-jātaka, Mv 3.174.12–14);

•  atha khalu bhagavām  bhuktāvi dhotapātro apanī- 
tapāni rājānam  Śuddhodanam  sāntapuram  Mahāprajā- 
patī ca Gautamī Yaśodharā ca Rāhulamātaram  sapa- 
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rivārām  dharmyā kathayā sam darśayitvā samādā- 
payitvā samuttejayitvā sam praharsayitvā utthāyâsanā 
prakrame “Then the Blessed One, having finished eat-
ing, with his bowl washed and his hand rinsed, having 
instructed, incited, inflamed, delighted king Śuddhodana 
and his palace women, Mahāprajāpatī Gautamī and 
Yaśodharā – the mother of Rāhula, together with her 
retinue, with the talk on Dharma, rose from the seat and 
departed” (Nalinī-jātaka, Mv 3.176.16–176.2);

•  atha bhagavām  yat kālam  bhukto dhotapātra apanīta- 
pānih bhiksusam gho ca, tato bhagavatā rājā Śuddho- 
dano Mahāprajāpatī ca Gautamī Yaśodharā ca Rāhula- 
mātā saparivārā dharmyā kathayā sam darśayitvā 
samādāpayitvā samuttejayitvā sam praharsayitvā 
utthāyâsanāto prakrāmi “Then, when the Blessed 
One had finished eating, with his bowl washed and his 
hand rinsed, and so did the monks, King Śuddhodana, 
Mahāprajāpatī Gautamī and Yaśodharā, the mother of 
Rāhula, together with her retinue were instructed, in-
cited, inflamed, delighted by the Blessed One with the 
talk on Dharma. [Having done so, the Blessed One] rose 
from the seat and departed” (Yaśodharā Rāhulamātā, 
Mv 3.348.15–18).

Note the readings apanītapāni and dhautahasta “with [his] 
hand rinsed/washed”, and apanītapātra and dhotapātra “with 
[his] bowl rinsed/washed”. The word apanīta- in these com-
pounds does not mean “taken away, put away”, but probably is 
a wrong back-formation of onīta (< avanīta) or a corruption 
of avanīta “put into water, i.e. rinsed”17. 

Cf. the stock phrase which occurs in Pāli: onītapattapāni “with 
hand and bowl rinsed”18. 

17 Cf. DP s.vv. onīyati, onīta (“put into water, washed”).
18 See NORMAN 2003:123–124.
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6. Formulas describing preparations made in a city for 
the arrival of an important person:

•  Kapilavastunagaram  siktasanmistam  krtvā, apaga- 
tarajam  apagatapāsānaśarkarakathallam  mukta- 
puspāvakīrnam  gandhaghatikādhūpitadhūpanam 
citradusyapariksiptam  vitatavitānam  osaktapatta- 
dāmakalāpam  dhūpanadhūpitam  muktapuspāvakīrnam 
“The city Kapilavastu was swept and sprinkled, the dust 
was removed, stones, pebbles [and] gravel were removed, 
loose flowers were scattered, [it was] perfumed with 
incenses, bright-coloured fabrics were thrown, cano-
pies were spread, garlands were hung, perfumes were 
sprayed, loose flowers were scattered” (Nalinī-jātaka, Mv 
3.174.2–5);

•  yāva ca rājakulam  yāva ca udyānam  etam  atrântaram 
sarvam alam kārāpetha vitatavitānam  citrapuspapari- 
ksiptam  osaktapattadāmakalāpam  dhūpitadhūpanam 
siktasam mrstam  mukta-puspāvakīrnam  “Everything 
on the way from the palace to the garden was decorat-
ed, canopies were spread, bright-coloured flowers were 
scattered, garlands were hung, perfumes were sprayed, 
[everything] was swept and sprinkled, loose flowers were 
scattered” (Padumāvatī-parikalpa, Mv 3.194.11–13);

•  tam  nagaram  alam krtam  śodhitam  apagataśarka- 
rakathallam  dhūpaghatikānidhūpitam  avasaktapatta- 
dāmakalāpam  citradusyapariksiptam  vitatavitānam 
muktapuspāvakīrnam  “The city was decorated, cleaned,  
with pebbles [and] gravel removed, perfumed with jars with  
incenses, garlands were hung, bright-coloured fabrics 
were thrown, canopies were spread, loose flowers were 
scattered” (Yaśodharā Rāhulamātā, Mv 3.342.3–5);

•  yāva ca bodhi yāva ca Vārānasī mārgam  pratijāga- 
risyāmah samam  avisamam  pānitalajātam  vitatavitā- 
nam  citrapuspapariksiptam  avasaktapattadāmaka- 
lāpam  siktasanmrstam  dhūpita-dhūpanam  muktapus- 
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pāvakīrnam  “The road from the bodhi-tree to Vārānasī 
we shall make level, not uneven, like the palm of the 
hand, with canopies spread, with bright-coloured fab-
rics thrown, with garlands hung, sprinkled and cleaned, 
sprayed with perfumes, with loose flowers scattered” 
(Trapusa-Bhallika, Mv 3.412.4–6);

•  nagaram  Hastināpuram alam krtam  vitatavitānam  citra- 
dusyapariksiptam  osaktapattadāma-kalāpam  sikta- 
sam mrsta dhūpitadhūpanam  muktapuspāvakīrnam 
“The city Hastināpura was decorated, canopies were 
spread, bright-coloured fabrics were thrown, garlands 
were hung, [the city was] sprinkled and cleaned, sprayed 
with perfumes, loose flowers were scattered” (Kinnarī-
jātaka, Mv 2.137.1 –3);

•  yāvac ca rājakulam  yāva ca udyānabhūmī atrântaram 
pratijāgratha siktasam mrstam  vitatavitānam  citradu- 
syapariksiptam  osaktapattadāmakalāpam  dhūpitadhū- 
panam  mukta-puspāvakīrnam  “Make everything be-
tween the palace and the garden sprinkled and cleaned, 
canopies spread, bright-coloured fabrics thrown, gar-
lands hung, perfumes sprayed, loose flowers scattered” 
(Great Renunciation, Mv 2.190.15–17).

Note the variant readings -mistam  and -mrstam , the first 
being either a semi-Middle Indic form or a wrong back-for-
mation of Middle Indic -mattha “clean, polished”.

7. Formulas describing a hermitage:
•  āśramapadam  śāntam  praviviktam  vigatajanapadam 

manusyaraheyam  pratisam layana-sāropyam  mūlope- 
tam  patropetam  puspopetam  phalopetam  pānīyopetam 
“The hermitage was peaceful, solitary, aloof from people, 
secret, suitable for seclusion, abounding in roots, leaves, 
flowers, fruit [and] water” (Nalinī-jātaka, Mv 3.176.8–10);

•  āśramapadam  mūlopetam  patropetam  puspopetam 
phalopetam  pānīyopetam  mrgapaksi-śatasahasrehi 
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nisevitam  “The hermitage abounded in roots, leaves, 
flowers, fruit [and] water, [it was] frequented by thousands 
of hundreds forest animals and birds” (Padumāvatī-
parikalpa, Mv 3.186.8–9);

•  āśramapadam  mūlopetam  patropetam  puspopetam 
phalopetam  “The hermitage abounded in roots, leaves, 
flowers [and] fruit” (Śarabham ga-jātaka, Mv 3.461.7–8);

•  āśramapadam  ramanīyam  mūlopetam  patropetam 
pusphopetam  phalopetam  pānīyopetam  “The hermit-
age was lovely, abounding in roots, leaves, flowers, fruit 
[and] water” (Rājavam śa, Ms. Sa 108v1);

•  āśramapadam  mūlopetam  patropetam  puspopetam 
phalopetam  pānīyopetam  nānāvrksa-sam cchannam 
ramanīyam  “The hermitage abounded in roots, leaves, 
flowers, fruit [and] water, [it was] covered with various 
trees, lovely” (Rājavam śa, Ms. Sa 109v2–3).

8. Formulas describing the wandering of a venerable one.
This formula frequently occurs at the beginning of sūtras, 

for example:
•  ekasmim  samaye āyusmān Ānando Magadhesu cārikām 

caramāno mahatā bhiksusam ghena sārdham  pañcahi 
bhiksuśatehi, yena Magadhānām  Rājagrham  nagaram 
tad avasāri tad anuprāptah tatraiva viharati Veluvane 
Kalandakanivāpe “On one occasion venerable Ānanda 
was wandering among the people of Magadha together 
with a  great assembly of monks, with five hundreds 
of monks. He arrived where the city Rājagrha of the 
Magadhan was, and having reached it, he stayed there 
in the Bamboo Grove at Kalandanivāpa” (Mahākāśyapa-
sūtra, Mv 3.56.1–3);

•  aśrausī rājā Śuddhodano bhagavān Kośalesu cārikām 
caramāno mahatā bhiksusam ghena sārdham astāda- 
śahi bhiksuśatehi, yena Kośalānām  Kapilavastum  naga- 
ram  tad anusāre tad anuprāpta tatraiva viharati 
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Kapi lavastusmi Nyagrodhārāme “King Śuddhodana 
heard that the Blessed One was wandering among the 
people of Kośala together with a  great assembly of 
monks, with eighteen hundreds of monks. He arrived 
where the city Kapilavastu of the Kośalas was, and hav-
ing reached it, he stayed there in the Banyan Grove in 
Kapilavastu” (Pitāputra-samāgama, Mv 3.123.4–6);

•  atha khalu bhagavām  Magadhesu cārikām  caramā- 
no mahatā bhiksusam ghena sārdham ardhatrayoda- 
śabhir bhiksuśataih yena Magadhānām  Rājagrham 
nagaram  tad anusāri tad anuprāpto tatraiva vihara-
ti Antagirismim  Yastīvane udyāne “The Blessed One 
was wandering among the people of Magadha together  
with a great assembly of monks, with one thousand two 
hundred and fifty monks. He arrived where the city 
Rājagrha of the Magadhan was, and having reached it, 
he stayed there in the garden Yastīvana on the mountain 
Antagiri” (Bimbisāra, Mv 3.572.13–15).

The narrator would have used these fixed formulas and, 
depending on the story, filled them in with the names of par-
ticular persons and places. 

9. Formulas describing the ruling of a king:
•  so imām  catvāri mahādvīpām  sāgaragiriparyantām 

akhilām akantakā adandena aśastrena anutpīdena 
dharmenaiva abhivijinitvā adhyāvasisyam  “Having con-
quered these four great continents, surrounded by oceans 
and mountains, all [of them], every one, without punish-
ing, without a weapon, without oppression, he would 
dwell [thus]” (Pitāputra-samāgama¸ Mv 3.129.12–14);

•  so imām  catvāri mahādvīpām  sayyathîdam  Jam būd- 
vīpam  Pūrvavideham  Avaragodānikam  Uttarakurum 
sāgaragiriparyantām  akhilām akhandakām 
adandena aśastrena anutpīdena dharmen(’) eva 
abhivijinitvā adhyāvasisyasi “Having conquered these 
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four great continents, that is: Jam būdvīpa, Pūrvavideha, 
Avaragodānika, Uttarakuru, surrounded by oceans and 
mountains, all [of them], every one, without punishing, 
without a  weapon, without oppression, according to 
Dharma, he would dwell [thus]” (Great Renunciation, 
Mv 2.200.11–13).

10. Formulas describing someone’s “opening of the eyes”, 
i.e. the Attainment of the knowledge/understanding:

•  Mahāprajāpatīya dāni Gautamīya tatrâsane nisannā- 
ya virajam  vigatamalam  dharmesu dharmacaksu vi- 
śuddham  “Then Mahāprajāpatī Gautamī, sitting there on 
the seat, won a clear, free from impurity, pure Dharma-
eye (i.e. insight) into dharmas” (Yaśodharā-Rāhulamātā, 
Mv 3.330.12–13);

•  imasmim  ca puna vyākarane āyusmato 
Ājñātakaundinyasya virajam  vigatamalam 
dharmesu dharmacaksur viśuddham  “And at this dis-
course venerable Ājñātakaundinya won a  clear, free 
from impurity, pure Dharma-eye (i.e., insight) into dhar-
mas” (Dharmacakrapravartana-sūtra, Mv 3.426.3–4);

•  atha khalu Śāriputrasya parivrājakasya tatrai-
va prthivīpradeśe sthitasya virajam  vigatamalam 
dharmesu dharmacaksu viśuddham  “And then the as-
cetic Śāriputra, standing there on that spot of earth, 
won a  clear, free from impurity, pure Dharma-eye  
(i.e. insight) into dharmas” (ŚāriputraMaudgalyāyana, 
Mv 3.71.3–4).

This fixed formula would have been applied by the reciter 
to those who have attained an insight into the true nature of 
the world, i.e. the knowledge leading to the state of an arhat, 
after hearing the discourse of the Buddha.
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Conclusions
The features of oral transmission presented above, such as 

the examples of the principle of “waxing syllables”, frequent 
formulaic phrases and repetitions, confirm that the materials 
preserved in the Mahāvastu were composed and for a certain 
time transmitted orally. The chapters which exhibit the most 
numerous and striking characteristics pointing towards their 
once oral transmission are undoubtedly the jātakas, parikal-
pas, vastus, and sūtras. 

Abbreviations
DP = A Dictionary of Pāli, by Margaret Cone, Oxford 

2001–: Pali Text Society.
Mv = Mahāvastu.
Ms. Sa = the oldest palm-leaf of the Mahāvastu.
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