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3 Siamese Kammatthana 
 

3.1  ADAPTING BUDDHISM OR ADAPTING TO BUDDHISM? 
 
3.1.1 Learning from the Burmese Vipassana teachers 
 

3.1.1.1  In our historical survey of the Burmese Vipassana masters [2], we notice how visionary monk 
Ledi Sayadaw [2.3.3-2.4], in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, simplified his writing style and produced 
numerous manuals on Dharma and Vipassana, and also taught Vipassana in a manner that helped people 
to adjust themselves to the Buddhism in daily life. Ledi made no adjustments to Buddhism itself, but ra-
ther inspired generations of teachers and Buddhists after him to adjust themselves to the Buddha’s teach-
ing through Vipassana. 

We will see, in this study [3], a similar development in the Kammatthana tradition of the Thai (Siam-
ese) forest tradition, too.  
  

3.1.1.2  Over a century after Ledi, in our own time, we see Goenka [2.4.10-11] using an approach 
that is opposite to Ledi’s. Although Goenka claimed that Vipassana (or his Vipassana) as referring to the 
“Buddha’s own meditation method,” he did not present Buddhism, as it is, openly, to his worldwide net-
work of students. Instead, he downplayed Buddhism by presenting Vipassana as the method in itself, 
almost without the need of following Buddhist teachings. Vipassana, to Goenka, was the “art of living” 
[2.5.1.3]. 

In the Thai Kammatthana traditions, we see, without any exception, how the forest monks (at least 
the key monastic teachers studied here), even with neither scriptural training or knowledge, nor textual 
Pali grammar, consistently presented early Buddhist teachings, often based on their own meditative lives 
of ascetic solitude.  
 
3.1.2 Nature of Buddhist meditation practice 

 
3.1.2.1  If we see the development of the Burmese Vipassana tradition as “linear” (or diachronous, 

cutting across time) beginning, for example, with Ledi Sayadaw, down to this day, as the global Vipassana 
movement, then, comparatively, the Thai Kammatthana tradition is more sporadic, even “atomic” (or 
synchronous, in its own time). In the latter, although there was some idea of lineage, each teacher, due 
to their charisma and wisdom, was effectively an independent tradition of his own, such as those of 
Ajahn Mun, Ajahn Chah, Ajahn Buddhadasa, and others.  
 
 3.1.2.2  When we hear someone saying that “Teacher A is a Samatha teacher,” or “Teacher B is a Vi-
passana teacher,” and so on, this merely reflects the speaker’s bias or perception regarding that teacher. 
When we study a teacher or learn under a teacher long enough, we will, as a rule, see that although he 
may teach some defining ideas and methods (which makes him stand out as unique), he usually also holds 
some ideas and methods that are common to all teachers of that meditation tradition. 
 Indeed, it would be foolish for us, as seekers or students, to stay with only one “method.” Every 
method either works or does not—depending on us. After all, they are merely methods that we use, like 
the tools of a carpenter or a sculptor at different stages of his working on a project. Hence, when some-
one says that Method A is “good” or “the best,” he invariably means “It works for me.” It would be inter-
esting to ask him: “You have tried it, right?” If he answers, No; then, either he is a professional scholar, or 
simply biased. The former is understandable, the latter does not stand. 
 When we first begin meditating, or try a new method, we may need to work with a few of them to 
find one or which combination suits us. As we progress in our meditation practice, we get a better idea of 
what works for us and what does not. Having mastered the method at some level, we move on to the 
next. Often, we may need to return to a lower or earlier stage to refine it further, to gain even greater 
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momentum to progress in our practice. Since we are dealing with mental concentration, this is samatha, 
which is the basis for our going, in due course, into an effective level of vipassana. 
 Once we are experienced in practising any of these meditation methods, especially the breath medi-
tation, we should be able to work with any other worthwhile method, or at least understand how it works. 
Whichever method we use then may work as a tool for the arising of insight that helps us better under-
stand ourself, and even guide us closer to the path. We have thus journeyed far enough, leaving far be-
hind those who are merely collecting maps and guides, and arguing over them without really making the 
journey. 
 
3.1.3 Nature of Thai Kammatthana 
 

3.1.3.1  In this chapter—an overview of the Siamese1 Kammaṭṭhāna tradition—we use the familiar 
anglicized term, Kammatthana2 (from the Pali, kammaṭṭhāna, “state or base of (mental) work”) as the 
Thais themselves generally refer to their meditation tradition. If “Vipassana” is a convenient broad term 
for the Burmese meditation tradition, then, “Kammatthana” broadly describes the Thai meditation tradi-
tion. This is how we will use the 2 terms in this study. 

The term kammaṭṭhāna is useful for our study of the Thai meditation tradition because it is broad 
enough to encompass both (1) the theory of meditation and (2) the practice of meditation:  
 
(1)  Kammaṭṭhāna is broad enough to mean “the theory connected with meditation,” that is, samatha, 

vipassana or both. The term “both” here can mean either: 
(a)  elective (we may choose either teaching, tradition or theory) or  
(b)  exclusive (we may maintain just one theory) for the chosen method. 

(2) Kammaṭṭhāna also refers to the practice of meditation (either samatha, vipassana or both) as de-
scribed in 1. In fact, if we need to, we may even use such a phrase such as “samatha kammaṭṭhāna” 
or “vipassanā kammaṭthāna,” or “samatha-vipassanā kammaṭṭhāna,” depending on our practice. 

 
 3.1.3.2 The Thai forest monks of the Kammatthana tradition generally are not experts in the Bud-
dhist texts; some of them, in fact, have never been formally trained in any scriptural or theoretical teach-
ings. Their textual knowledge must have come from their own meditation teachers, or from what they 
had learnt before they renounced. Upon maturing as forest meditators, they speak the language of con-
templatives, simple, succinct, even incisive. They speak from their own experience of inner calm and 
clarity, “from the heart.” 
 
 3.1.3.3  By definition (following the Pali canon), the “forest monks” are, first of all, basically, “ascetic 
monks,” often itinerant, especially when they were younger.3 Most of them live “mentally alone,” training 
to free themselves of greed, hate and delusion. Like the Buddha, they may live communal lives (to practise 
themselves, train others, and benefit the laity who visits them). Or, they may, like Mahā Kassapa, lead a 
physically solitary life in the forest, that is, “a secluded dwelling: a forest, the foot of a tree, a mountain, a 

 
1 I use the term “Siamese” for the same convenience that the term “Burmese” has in our study of the history of 

Burmese Vipassana. Both terms refer to their premodern roots, and the continuity and trajectories of their develop-
ments to this day. “Thai” refers to a political and modern social reality which, in important ways, refers to the stage 
for the ancient drama still playing before its contemporary Thai audience. 

2 Note that it has an initial capital, connoting that it has a specialized sense as a cultural or religious construct of a 
particular teacher or group. We also have the term Vipassana, used in a similar way [2.2.1]. 

3 OED under “ascetic” says its orig Greek means “exercise,” in the sense of abstinence, austerity and training of a 
monk or hermit. “Monk” comes from Gk monachus, a religious hermit or solitary. They may be coenobites  (who 
live communal lives (with other monks) or eremites (itinerant or wandering monks), alone or in a small group. These 
etyms are useful in helping us decide on the proper usage of English words, but not to define the Buddhist terms, 
for which we need to examine the context. 
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gully [gorge], a hillside cave, a cemetery, a remote forest [jungle grove], the open air, a heap of straw.”4 
[4.1.1.2] 

While the Buddha often lived as a coenobite (community monk) with other coenobites, Mahā Kassa-
pa, as a rule, lived as a forest eremite,5 alone in his own solitary life of practice, going out daily for alms, 
living on one meal a day, taken only between dawn and noon, and wearing coarse robes. These are only 2 
of a total of 13 ascetic rules (dhutaṅga) [3.1.3.4], most of which are optional, but binding once an ascetic 
monk vows to take them, to should be strictly observed.6  

 
  3.1.3.4  An ascetic or dhutaṅga monk may choose to practise only a few of the ascetic rules.7 The 
ascetic practices are all mentioned in the Pali Canon but never together in one place (except in the Parivāra, 
a late work, an appendix to the Vinaya).8  Some of them are given in the Vinaya, the Nikāyas and the Com-
mentaries.9 They are discussed in some detail in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhi,magga,10 which gives the follow-
ing list of 13 ascetic practices divided into 4 groups11 (Vism 2/59-83), thus: 
 

A. Connected with robes 
 (1) The practice of wearing dust-heap robes (paṁsukūlik’aṅga), which one takes up with the resolution: 

gahapati,cīvaraṁ paṭikkhipāmi, paṁsukūlik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject the householder’s robes; I 
take upon myself the practice of wearing the dust-heap robes.) 

 (2) The practice of wearing (only) the 3 robes (te,cīvarik’aṅga), which one takes up with this resolution: 
catuttha,cīvaraṁ paṭikkhipāmi, tecīvarik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject the 4th robe; I take upon myself 
the practice of wearing (only) the 3 robes.) 

 

B. Connected with almsfood 
 (3) The practice of the almsfood eater (piṇḍapātik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolution: attireka,-

lābhaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, piṇḍapātik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject the extra acquisitions; I take upon my-
self the practice of the almsfood-eater.) 

 (4) The practice of faring house-to-house (for almsfood) (sapadāna,cārik’aṅga), which is taken up with 
the resolution: loluppa,cāraṁ paṭikkhipāmi, sapadāna,cārik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject faring ac-
cording to what is desired; I take upon myself the practice of the house-to-house farer.) 

 (5) The practice of eating at one sitting (ek’āsanik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolution: nānâsana,-
bhojanaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, ek’āsanik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject eating at various sittings; I take upon 
myself the practice of the one-sitting eater.) 

 (6) The practice of eating almsfood from a bowl (patta,piṇḍik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolu-
tion: dutiya,bhājanaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, patta,piṇḍik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject a second vessel; I take 
upon myself the practice of eating from an almsbowl.) 

 
4 This stock phrase of 9 places conducive to meditation are found at D 1:72. 207, 2:242, 3:49; M 1:181, 269, 274, 

346, 440, 441, 2:162, 226, 3:3, 35, 115-117; A 2:210, 3:92, 100, 4:436, 5:207; Nm 1:26, 140, 2:341; Miln 369. A short-
er list, probably later, is mentioned in Anāpāna,sati S (M 118): “the forest or to the foot of a tree or to an empty 
place” for meditation and solitary practice (M 118,17/3:82), SD 7.13. For refs, see Mahā Assa,pura S (M 39,12.2) n, 
SD 10.13. 

5 Arañña S (A 4.259/2:252) lists the foll 4 qualities for living a forest life: (1) (one cultivates thoughts of renuncia-
tion, (2) goodwill, and (3) non-violence; and (4) one is neither stupid nor dull. 

6 Such rules as the taking of meals only during the allowable time and having the triple robes, and their allow-
ances, are part of the Vinaya code, which is to be observed as long as a monastic lives. 

7 These 13 ascetic rules are found in small sets scattered all over the Pali canon, except for one place, Bhaddiya 
Kāli,godhā,putta Tha (Tha 844-861) where all 13 are listed (not 12 pace Norman, Tha:N 245 n844-56) are mentioned 
as a set. All 13, however, are listed at V 5:131, 193.  

8 V 5:131, 194. 
9 V 3:15, M 1:30, 3:40 ff (items 1, 3, 5, 8-13); A 3:220 (items 1, 5-7, 9, 10-13), 5:219 (items 1, 5-13); B 1:59; Nm 188 

(items 1-4, 7, 8, 12, 13); J 3:342, 4:8; Miln 133, 348, 351; Vism 59, 65, 72, 80; SnA 494; DhA 1:68, 2:32, 4:30. 
10 Vism ch 2/59-83; also Miln ch 6. 
11 Vism 2/59-83 (Dhutaṅga,niddesa). 

http://dharmafarer.org/


Piya Tan                                      SD 60.1b Samatha and Vipassana 

http://dharmafarer.org  57 

 (7) The practice of refusing further food (khalu,pacchā,bhattik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolu-
tion: atiritta,bhojanaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, khalu,pacchā,bhattik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject the extra ves-
sel; I take upon myself the practice of the seconds-refuser.) 

 

C. Connected with dwelling 
 (8) The practice of dwelling in the forest (araññik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolution: gāmanta,-

sen’āsanaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, araññik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject dwelling on the fringe of a village; I take 
upon myself the practice of the forest-dweller.) 

 (9) The practice of dwelling at the foot of a tree (rukkha,mūlik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolu-
tion: channaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, rukkha,mūlik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject a covered place; I take upon 
myself the practice of dwelling under a tree.) 

 (10) The practice of dwelling in the open (abbhokāsik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolution: channañ 
ca rukkha,mūlañ ca paṭikkhipāmi, abbhokāsik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject a closed place and the foot 
of a tree; I take upon myself the practice of the open-air dweller.) 

 (11) The practice of dwelling in a cemetery (sosānik’aṅga), which is taken up with the resolution: asusānaṁ  
paṭikkhipāmi, sosānik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject what is not a cemetery; I take upon myself the prac-
tice of the cemetery-dweller.) 

 (12) The practice of being satisfied with whatever dwelling (yathā,santhatik’aṅga), which is taken up with 
the resolution: senāsana,loluppaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, yathā,santhatik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject dwell-
ing according to what is desired; I take upon myself the practice of being satisfied with any dwelling.) 

 

D. Connected with effort 
 (13) The practice of the sleeping (only) in the sitting posture (nesajjik’aṅga) which is taken up with the re-

solution: seyyaṁ paṭikkhipāmi, nesajjik’aṅgaṁ samādiyāmi (I reject the lying posture; I take upon myself 
the practice of the sitter.) 

SD 3.15 (2) 
 

3.1.3.5  In Thai forest tradition, we will thus see 2 kinds of forest monks: the settled communal monks 
(the coenobites) and the wandering dhutanga monks (the eremites). However, the “wandering” here ap-
plies, as a rule, to only the 9 months outside of the 3-month rains-retreat (vassâvāsa), when the dhutanga 
monks would probably stay with one of the community monasteries.12 

The meditation teachers are, as a rule, communal monks, in the sense that other monks come to 
them as students for training and to offer them service, and they need to be housed. Another reason for 
living a settled life is, clearly, age and health. Elderly monks may be too old or infirm to withstand the 
rigours of an ascetic life. However, even in the case of the communal life, the coenobite, whether teach-
ers or practitioners, may go into periodic solitary retreats at suitable times whenever they choose to. 
  
3.2 THE RHETORIC OF KAMMATTHANA 
 
3.2.1 Practice-centred meditation 
  

3.2.1.1  Since the Thai Kammatthana monks are not text-based, like the teachers they learned from, 
they were, as a rule, samatha practitioners (in our view). However, in their teachings or the records of 
their lives, we are unlikely to see the kind of distinction between samatha and vipassana that scholars 
claim. Through their profound levels of concentration, these reclusive ascetic monks gained profound 
level of joyful understanding of the Dharma with which they attracted huge followings, and benefitted 
others with their teachings to this day. 

 

 
12 The dhutanga monks can, of course, observe the rains alone, which means they may have to bear the hardships 

of the weather even when they resort to protected areas like caves or gullies. 
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3.2.1.2  As we have stressed in the Introduction to this study of “Samatha and Vipassana,” we have 
much to gain from the lives, teachings and writings of scholars and teachers who are practising Buddhists 
[1.1.1.1]. Far from seeing Buddhism merely as a specimen for their passing academic career or interest as 
outsiders, practitioner scholars see Buddhism as a part of their daily lives. 

Practitioner scholars who have special discipline and skills such as philosophy, psychology, language, 
science, medicine, sociology, law, literature, history and so on, will be able to look deep into the suttas 
and become more familiar with the language used by the Buddha and the nature of sutta teachings.13 
Such insights would not only give us a better understanding of the Buddha’s teachings, but inspire a 
greater relevance of Buddhism to our own times, and beneficially connect Buddhism with many more 
people. 
 
3.2.1 Meditation-centred network 
 Another interesting difference between the Burmese Vipassana tradition and the Thai Kammatthana 
tradition is that the former is very successful in reaching out to non-Buddhists and the laity through the 
well-publicised success of Goenka and his global network of Vipassana meditation centres. The Thai Kam-
matthana tradition, on the other hand, is quietly growing in its own global network of forest monasteries 
with monks living simple lives very close to those of the Buddha and the early arhats. These centres are 
also popular with the laity and non-Buddhists. [5.12.4] 
 
3.2.2 Keeping to the suttas 
  

3.2.2.1  In the study and practice of Buddhism today, we must be able to distinguish between “acade-
mic language” of the scholars and the “Dharma language” of the Buddha’s teaching. The scholars (espec-
ially those who are not Buddhist) examine and criticize Buddhism from the outside according to their aca-
demic conventions, purposes and biases: it’s just a phase in their academic career.14 
 Buddhist practitioners use “Dharma language,” that is, one that helps to present the Buddha’s teach-
ings the way that the Buddha has taught it, reflecting his own awakening and experiences (and those of 
the early arhats), giving us a direct “taste” of the freedom of that truth. Our task, as followers of the 3 
jewels, is to study, practise and realize that truth through the teachings and helpful means so that we are 
ourselves joyfully freed just like the Buddha, or that we will at least reach the path in this life itself.15 
 
 3.2.2.2  The next section [4] deals with the samatha aspect of Buddhist meditation as it has evolved 
in the recent centuries up to our own time. We will first briefly look at the nature of samatha as found in 
the early texts, and then see how it has evolved in recent times under various Thai Kammatthana teach-
ers. Our study will show that the Thai teachers do not see Vipassana as a separate development from 
Samatha, but as linked with Samatha. Hence, even when a Thai teacher speaks of Vipassana, he usually 
assumes that we should know some Samatha to calm the mind so that it is ready for Vipassana. This may 
be a key difference between the Thai Kammatthana tradition and the Burmese Vipassana tradition. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 13 Psychologist R E A Johansson, eg, discovered that the Buddha’s teaching in Khaluṅka S (A 8.14), SD 7.9, reflects 
what we today understand as psychological “ego-defences”: “Defense Mechanisms According to Psychoanalysis and 
the Pali Nikāyas,” 1983:11-24. 

14 On a light note, a scholar who has no love for Buddhism but merely sees it as a prestigious field to profit from, 
to be like the Stepmother in Cinderella, who profits from the Prince (Buddhist Studies or the Buddhist audience) 
with information about her but revealing neither who she really is nor her whereabouts, keeping her locked up in 
the scullery of her house. The good scholar practitioner is like the Fairy Godmother! 

15 Further, on the 2 kinds of religious language, see Neyy’attha Nīt’attha S (A 2.3.5+6), SD 2.6 b. 
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4 SAMATHA 
 
4.1 SAMATHA IN EARLY BUDDHISM  
 
4.1.1 Historical trend 
  
 4.1.1.1  While Vipassana seems to predominate the Burmese tradition, we see the Samatha tradition 
as characteristic of the Thai tradition. This is a historical trend set by monastics since the 19th century, 
going as far back as we can know from available records of Siamese Kammatthana. The general trend of 
the Siamese meditation tradition was largely samatha based, a practice well and widely familiar to both 
monastics and the laity.  
 
 4.1.1.2  One likely explanation for this trend is that the Thai forest monks often wandered about as 
ascetic (dhut’aṅga) monks. They only settled down when age caught up with them, or when they were 
unable to live up to the rigours of itinerant life, when they felt it was time for them to pass on their know-
ledge and experience to their followers who had gathered where they resided.  
 
 4.1.1.3  Another important point to consider is that these early Siamese forest monks started off as 
itinerant contemplatives without any or much textual training  but moved on by the feel for the monas-
tic life of renunciation and inner peace. They all invariably learned to focus their minds, which gave them 
the joy and peace, empowering their itinerant ascetic lives with meaning and purpose. It was only when 
they needed to teach their students and followers that they turned to Vipassana, the insight with which 
they enlightened their congregations. Since the contemplative teachers were very familiar with Samatha 
they both—monastic and lay—easily progressed into Vipassana.16 [3.1.3.3] 
 
4.1.2 Early Buddhist trends  
 
 4.1.2.1  The traditional Siamese Kammatthana tradition very much reflected the contemplative ways 
of early Buddhism of the Buddha and the arhats. In early Buddhism, monastic training is founded on 
moral virtue (sīla); hence, it is strongly emphasized in the initial and basic training for all monastics. Our 
moral conduct prepares our body and speech by refining them, so they do not become mental hindran-
ces to distract us.17 
 The morally virtuous monastic or layperson is then ready for various samatha meditations, especially 
the breath meditation and the cultivation of lovingkindness. In the case of the latter, we first cultivate lov-
ingkindness as the basis, which is then progressively refined into a dhyanic mind of compassion, of radiant 
joy, and of profound equanimity. Emerging from such meditations, the practitioners direct that calm clar-
ity towards looking directly into the impermanence, unsatisfactory or nonself of things to attain insight 
(vipassanā).18 
 
 4.1.2.2  The suttas have many accounts of such meditation in practice. One of the most famous is 
that of the Buddha’s personal attendant, Meghiya, as reported in the Meghiya Sutta (A 9.3 ≈ U 4.1)19 
Meghiya mistakenly starts off on a personal meditation without taking any instructions from the Buddha 
even though he is with him. Only after he faced various difficulties by way of karmic hindrances, that he 
seeks the Buddha’s guidance. The Sutta records the Buddha’s instructions to Meghiya. 

 
16 See Cousins, 1984b:58-66; Gethin, 1998:174-187. 
17 The 5 mental hindrances (pañca,nīvaraṇa) are: sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and worry, 

and doubt; see Nīvaraṇa, SD 32.1. 
18 Shaw 2006:194-198. 
19 A 4.93/4:354-258; U 31/4.1/34-37 (SD 34.2). The symbol ≈ means “almost equal or identical to.” 
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 Both the Mahā Rāhul’ovāda Sutta (M 62)20 and the Cūḷa Rāhul’ovāda Sutta (M 147)21 record the 
Buddha instructing his own son, Rāhula, in meditation. M 62 records the 18 year-old novice Rāhula being 
taught to reflect on the body as comprising the 4 elements; then, he is taught to combine lovingkindness 
with the 4 elements; then, all the 4 divine abodes, the cultivation of foulness, the perception of imperma-
nence, leading into the breath meditation. 
 In order to effectively reflect on these realities, Rāhula must first have some mental calm and focus, 
which is samatha. But lovingkingness is basically a samatha practice, and thus helps in the focus needed 
for insight into the 4 elements in the human body. The cultivation of foulness and the perception of im-
permanence are vipassana practices. Yet the main meditation, the mindfulness of the breath begins as a 
samatha practice, and which we may, at any suitable time, having emerged from samadhi, be directed to-
ward vipassana. 
 M 147 records the Buddha’s meditation instructions to Rāḥula when he is 20: he is taught to reflect 
the true nature of the 6 sense-objects (visual forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches and mind-objects) as 
being impermanent. This is the basis for seeing them as being unsatisfactory, and that we do not own 
them (have no real control over them): nonself. This leads us to naturally renounce (let go of) them. This 
is classic vipassanā. 

 

 4.1.2.3  Then, there is the Sāmanna,phala Sutta (D 2), a classic overview of early Buddhist training, 
founded on moral training, meditation and wisdom. The Buddha begins by describing in some detail the 
nature of moral conduct and its “fruits” (benefits). Moral training is, essentially, for monastics, sense-
restraint, which works to prevent our senses from distracting us, so that we focus our mind to begin con-
centration training, that is, samatha meditation. 
 Once the 5 mental hindrances [4.1.2.1] are overcome (at least temporarily), dhyana is attained: this 
is, of course, samatha. The mind, thus calmed and cleared, can be directed to the cultivation of various 
psychic powers: these, too, are the benefits of samatha. Finally, when we direct this super calm and clear 
mind to seeing true reality, we are freed from all our defilements to attain arhathood. This is classic vi-
passanā.22 
 
 4.1.2.4  From this persistent trend in early Buddhist meditation, we must conclude that meditation 
itself—termed “concentration” (samādhi)—refers to samatha. Vipassanā, on the other hand, is not medi-
tation at all, but the thinking or knowing mind, with mental momentum from the calm and clarity gained 
from samatha, focusing the mind into directly seeing into the universal reality of impermanence, suffering 
and nonself. 
 The reality is that there is neither thinking nor knowing during dhyana; it is pure bliss! It is something 
more rapturous than the moment of falling in love and being requited, or an Olympic sportsman breaking 
a new world record: during such a moment, we can only be speechless—and thought-free. That’s the way 
supreme bliss works even on a mundane level, what more on a spiritual level.23 
 Strictly speaking, then, there is no such thing as “vipassana” meditation. Hence, we do not really hear 
of any experienced meditation teacher speaking of “vipassana” meditation as such, certainly not in the 
Buddha’s time nor in the suttas. When the term “Vipassana meditation” is actually used in our own times, 
it properly refers to the purpose of the meditation to gain vipassana, insight into true reality.  
 Any distinction in Buddhist meditation, then, is only in the degree of concentration that we are capa-
ble of attaining for the calm and clarity of our mind (which of course arises from samatha). In “Vipassana 
meditation,” we don’t need to get into dhyana, while in “Samatha meditation,” we may get into dhyana if 
we are capable enough; either way, the goal is to gain insight into true reality and to be free of suffering, 
as the Buddha and the arhats have done. 
  

 
20 M 62/1:420-426 (SD 3.11). 
21 M 147/3:277-280 (SD 70.7). 
22 D 2/1:47-86 (SD 8.10). 
23 On dhyana being thought-free, see SD 33.1b (6.2.2). 
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 4.1.2.5 In our conventional talk about meditation, then, when we speak of “Vipassana meditation,” 
we are referring to meditation where dhyana is optional, but mental calm and clarity are nevertheless 
necessary for insight. When we speak of “Samatha meditation,” we are referring to meditations where 
mental focus—when its attending joy and peace are celebrated—but the goal is still to gain insight into 
true reality. Hence, any meditation, true to its name, will have both aspects; it is merely the approach and 
emphasis that differentiate them. [1.1.3.1] 
 In early Buddhism, in the suttas, there is no mention whatsoever of samatha nor vipassana as medi-
tations. When they are mentioned, they simply mean “mental calm” and “insight” respectively. The usual 
sutta word for meditation is “cultivation” (bhāvanā):24 we need to cultivate both samatha and vipassana.25 
Even then, it is a “holistic” approach to meditation [1.1.3.1]. Broadly, bhāvanā refers to the 3 trainings 
(sikkha-t,taya), listed in the Saṅgīti Sutta (D 33) as the 3 cultivations (tisso bhāvanā): body cultivation 
(kaya,bhāvanā), mind  cultivation (citta,bhāvanā) and wisdom (paññā,bhavanā), that is to say, respective-
ly, moral training, mental (or concentration) training (or meditation), and wisdom training.26  
 
4.1.3 Samatha, samadhi and dhyana  
 
 4.1.3.1  Let’s look at samatha in practice.  Samatha basically works to arouse joyful calm as the basis 
for deeper meditation. Its simplest benefit is giving us the concentration to focus well in our meditation 
and reflections. On a deeper level, it brings our mind into samadhi as the basis for the 1st dhyana, which 
arises when all the 5 mental hindrances [4.1.2.1] have been at least temporarily overcome. Once we have 
mastered the 1st dhyana, we learn to renounce the 5 dhyana-factors [5.8.2.2] in stages to attain the other 
3 dhyanas.27 This is how the 4 form-dhyanas (rūpa jhāna) are attained.28 

When we have mastered the 4th form-dhyana, by refining the mind, we may go on to attain, in stages, 
the 4 formless attainments (arūpa samāpatti). A dhyana, then, is a meditative state where the mind is 
fully focused on itself, and progresses with the refinement of the mental object, with the mind fully con-
centrated. Then there is the so called 9th “dhyana,” which is really where all perceptions and feelings 
cease, that is, the cessation of perception and feeling (saññā,vedayita,nirodha). It is an attainment that 
arises only in the Buddha or the arhats, or in some non-returners. This state takes nirvana as its object: it 
is basically the enjoyment of nirvanic bliss in this life itself. [1.2.1] 
 

 4.1.3.2  Even without attaining dhyana, we may attain a simple level of samadhi described in the 
Commentaries as access concentration (upacāra,samādhi).29 In practice, it is difficult to distinguish 
between the two—access concentration and full concentration (appanā samādhi): their only difference is 
in their duration. Access concentration is only momentary, while full concentration is sustained. 
 Even this momentary concentration (khaṇika samādhi)30 [2.4.5.2], arising only momentarily, on and 
off, can give us clear visions of calm and clarity—like lightning flashing in the dark night sky—we can clear-
ly, even fully, if but briefly, see the true nature of impermanence or of suffering or of nonself. This is truly 
an epiphany, a sudden but overwhelming vision of true reality that is profoundly joyful and liberating. 
 
 4.1.3.3 Broadly speaking, this is what we call “religious experience,” which, however, is often inter-
preted according to our religious or psychological conditioning. Basically, when we still have any self-view 

 
24 Sometimes, the term jhāna refers to  “meditation,” such as in Aggañña S D 27,22/3:94 (SD 2.19): SD 33.1b 

(44.3); SD 54.2e (2.3.5). 
25 D 3:222 f; A 2:44 f. 
26 D 33,1.10(48)/3:219. Curiously, M Walshe, gives kaya,bhāvanā as “development of the emotions” (D:W 486) 

and criticizes T W Rhys Davids thus: “Kāya here means not (as RD) ‘the psycho-physiological mechanism of sense’, 
but “mental (ie,broadly ‘emotional’) body [D:RD 3:213].” (D:W n1051) 

27 On the dhyana-factors and how they are renounced, see SD 8.4 (5.1.1). 
28 On the 4 form dhyanas, see SD 8.4. 
29 On upacāra samādhi, see SD 7.13 (6.4.1). 
30 On khaṇika samādhi, see SD 15.1 (9.4). 

http://dharmafarer.org/


SD 60.1b                                                         Samatha and Vipassana 

   http://dharmafarer.org  62 

(for example, the view that we have some kind of abiding self or soul), then we are likely to project this 
view onto this epiphany and interpret it as some God or external entity. 
 Only when we totally surrender to this liberating vision—renounce our self-view completely—that 
we are liberated. The dhyanas free us from our body; this vision liberates us from our mind. The key dif-
ference between the dhyanas in other religions and the Buddha’s dhyana is that the former is still seen 
with a self-view (a wrong view), while the Buddha sees it as it is, selflessly in its fullest sense, with right 
view.31 
 
4.1.4 Meditations leading to dhyana 
 
 4.1.4.1  We have noted that when the mind is free from the body—when the mind is no more weigh-
ed down or dictated by sense-experiences—it overcomes all the 5 mental hindrances, and attains dhyana 
[4.1.3.1]. The Buddha teaches numerous ways by which this can be done, and they have been listed into a 
set of 38-40 methods of meditation (kammaṭṭhāna), classified into 7 groups, as can be seen, for example, 
in Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhi,magga, thus:32 
 
(1)  The 10 kasinas (kasiṇa), a term which means “full, whole, complete,” usually in reference to a disc or 

a delimited space of a colour or an element (earth, water, fire or wind) serving as the meditation-
object. The perceptions of light and of space are also included here. For more experienced meditators, 
even a field of earth, free-flowing water, a burning fire, the wind in the trees, or even a forest of trees 
can be used as the preliminary meditation-object. Most of these can lead up to the 4th dhyana. 

(2)  The perception of foulness (asubha), that is, the 31 body-parts (M 62,10-11, SD 3.1), the 9 stages of 
bodily decomposition (cemetery meditation, M 62,14-30, SD 19.16),33 or bodily impurity (asuci; A 
10.60,6, SD 19.16). These can only free the mind up to the 1st dhyana. 

(3)  The perception of the repulsiveness of food (āhāre paṭikkūla saññā), also called the “one percep-
tion” (eka,saññā), is helpful in bringing us to access concentration [4.1.3.2]. 

(4)  The 4 elements (catu,dhatu vavatthāna), that is, the perceptions of earth, water, fire or wind lead to 
access concentration. 

(5)  The 10 recollections (anussati), that is, those on the Buddha, the Dharma, the noble sangha, charity, 
moral virtue, devas, the body, death, the breath and peace, can be done by monastics and the laity. 
Of special importance is the mindfulness of the breath. The first 6 are especially helpful for medita-
tors having difficulties with their usual method, and are thus called the “inspiring meditations.” 

(6) The 4 divine abodes (brahma,vihāra), that is, those of lovingkindness, compassion, joy and equanimity 
are especially helpful for those new to Buddhism but still conditioned by their old religions or views. 
They are meant to be cultivated to gain the 4 form dhyanas (rūpa jhāna). The first 3 abodes can bring 
us up to the 3rd dhyana, and the 4th abode up to the 4th dhyana. 

(7)  The 4 formless attainments (arūpa samāpatti) or formless spheres (arūp’āyatana) are progressive 
refinements of the 4th dhyana cultivated by those who have mastered the form dhyanas. Since these 
state lack sufficient consciousness, they have no role in gaining awakening, but are states of profound 
joy and peace. 

 
31 The right view of the Buddha’s dhyanas differentiates them from pre-Buddhist and non-Buddhist dhyana: SD 

33.1b (5). 
32 On the “38 methods” (omits āloka,saññā, the perception of light, + ākāsa,saññā, the perception of space) of the 

Vimutti,magga: Vimm:Ñ 241-244; for the “40 methods”: Vism 3.104-116/110-113. On suitability of these methods 
according to temperament (carita) or experience (cariya): Nm 360; Vimm ch 6 (Vimm:Ñ 227-240); Vism 3.96-102/-
107-110; also Shaw 2006:8-12; K Kim 2018a. Vajirañāṇa 1975:98, 103-112, compiled by a non-meditator modernist 
priest, should be used with care; for a self-contradicting statement he makes: SD 41.1 (1.4.3). For a list with other 
details SD 15.1 (Fig 8.1); DEB App 2. 

33 This meditation should only be done with the instructions and supervision of an experienced teacher: Pār 3.1.1 
(V 3:68; VA 394); S 54.9/5:320 where asubha refers to both the 31 body-parts and the 9 stages of bodily decompos-
ition (SD 62.21); Khantipālo 1980; Shaw 2006:101-108.  
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 4.1.4.2  The above list of meditation methods is neither sequential nor hierarchical. Some will need 
special guidance from adepts (1, 2, especially on the stages of decomposition, 3, 7). The others (4, 5, 6) 
are generally safe for anyone after some basic guidance. The breath meditation (ānâpāna,sati) is one of 
the 10 recollections (5), and the cultivation of lovingkindness (mettā,bhāvanā) is the first of the 4 divine 
abodes (6). 
 Technically, all these meditation methods are samatha: we practise them to gain mental concentra-
tion (samādhi) or “one-pointedness” (ek’aggatā), so that our minds are calm and clear. The suttas do not 
list any “vipassana meditation,” but we can use any of these methods suitable for our state and personal-
ity to gain some level of concentration. Then, emerging from that calm and clear state, we reflect on im-
permanence, the first of the 3 universal characteristics, to cultivate vipassanā. 
 The perception of impermanence is the 1st and most basic of the Vipassana methods. When the occa-
sion is right—such as when we feel profound pain of the loss of someone or something dear to us—we 
can reflect on suffering as the 2nd perception, that of suffering. The 3rd perception, that of nonself, is more 
subtle and difficult to do, but again, with the right conditions and understanding, we can practise it, like 
reflecting on the nature of water-ripples on the still surface of a lake.34 
 
 4.1.4.3  Neither the Pali terms, samatha nor vipassanā, as used in early Buddhism, refer to any medi-
tation method, but to aspects or functions of meditation (bhāvanā, jhāna) [4.1.2]. Samatha  (Skt śama-

tha), which comes from ŚAM, to be quiet, refers to the “quieting or calming” aspect or “even-minded-
ness” of meditation, when the mind is calm and clear, free from the mental hindrances, especially with 
the attaining of dhyana, that is, the 1st dhyana.35  
 Neither thinking nor knowing (as we know them in daily life) occurs in dhyana, that is, there is only 
subtle verbalization (vitakka,vicāra), that we enjoy an exuberant sense of rapture (pīti), alongside a bodily 
sense of profound ease (sukha), on account of the mind being free (viveka, “solitude”) of the physical 
senses that hinder mental focus. Yet, this is only the 1st dhyana. 
 Such an experience of profound bliss and peace is transformative in the sense of promoting our men-
tal focus (attention) into seeing our true nature: this guides us in wholesome conduct that promotes our 
wellbeing. The experience of transcorporeal (beyond the body) pleasure means that we are no more 
drawn to gross bodily pleasure. This empowers us with the joy and love to fully keep to the precepts, 
enhancing our moral virtue. 
 Even our dhyanic state is mentally conditioned and thus, impermanent: it may weaken, or we can 
lose it, especially when we allow negative emotions to arise in us.36 This, of course, is not the case with 
the Buddha or the arhats, who have overcome all their defilements. The Buddha and those who have 
mastered dhyana are said to be able to live happily and comfortably here and now, even in the harshest 
of physical or social conditions. Their true happiness is not in the hereafter, but in the here and now.37 

 
 4.1.4.4  The Pali term vipassanā (Skt vipaśyanā, vidarśana) comes from the verb vi-passati, “to see 
clearly,” especially the conditionality of true reality. While the prefix sam- (together, connection) in sam-
atha refers to a “connecting together” (synthetical) or focusing of the mind, the vi- (asunder, separation) 
of vipassana refers to an “analytical” vision of true reality, how all the “parts” of formations are “separ-
ately” working together, conditioned by causes and effects, arising and passing away. 
 The early Buddhist texts invariably highlight and describe vipassanā as the “direct seeing” (vi-passanā) 
into true reality. Such a clear vision occurs personally experienced (“with the body,” kāyena), as in the 
Buddha’s awakening, or, in our own practice, when, having emerged from a dhyana or some level of 

 
34 SD 2.16 (6); SD 17.8b (2.1.3) reflection on water ripples. 
35 The dhyanas are attained sequentially, thus, always beginning with the 1st dhyana (paṭhama jhāna). 
36 As in the case of Devadatta, who, despite having gained the 4th dhyana (which was a mundane dhyana), lost his 

psychic powers when he harboured unwholesome thoughts towards the Buddha, and even tried to kill him; see A 
3.100/3:123. See esp Cv 7.1.6-2.2, when he deluded young Ajātasattu to do his bidding, and he intended to take 
over the sangha from the Buddha. From that moment on, he “declined in his psychic powers.” (V 2:184,33-185,21). 

37 See Samādhi Bhāvanā S (A 4.41), SD 24.1; Venāga,pura S (A 3.63,5.1), SD 21.1; SD 33.1a (3.2). 
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samadhi, we direct our calm and clear mind to reflect on impermanence (or on suffering, or on nonself). 
Having done this, we may refer to the cultivation as vipassanā, when we can conveniently say: “I have 
done some Vipassana.” Bhāvanā, then, is the cultivation of both samatha and vipassanā. 
 
 4.1.4.5  The most common and easiest method of attaining dhyana or some simple level of samadhi is 
with breath meditation (ānâpāna,sati), which is, in fact, the standard method used in both modern Sam-
atha and Vipassana systems. However, although the breath meditation is well described in such ancient 
texts as the Ānâpāna,sati Sutta (M 118) (all the 16 stages), the usual method used is a scaled-down vers-
ion focusing on only the 1st tetrad, such as that given in the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10) (only the 1st 4 
stages).38  
 Some teachers prescribe control over the duration or length of each breath to facilitate entry and stay 
in dhyana, and a safe emergence, back into our normal breath and daily life.39 In the old Burmese tradi- 
tion, the Sunlun method employs strenuous breathing [2.4.3.1]. Clearly, breath meditation is a very flexi-
ble practice, which means that we should carefully choose a version that works well for us.40 
 
 4.1.4.6  The Buddha himself used the breath meditation in his struggle for awakening. It is not only a 
versatile method, but is the epitome of the Buddha’s teaching. To begin with, it is the only meditation ob-
ject that can be both physical and mental. We begin by watching the physical breath as a body-based 
meditation. As we focus our mind and settle it, the breath, too, transforms itself from a physical state into 
a mental state as a bright mental sign (nimitta). [5.6.1.6] 
 Spiritually, breath meditation is an act of mental renunciation. The more we let go of the breath, the 
freer it is from the body. It settles down to become a mental sign that brightens even more as it frees it-
self from the body. When the breath-sign is radiant and blissful, it means that we have attained dhyana, 
or at least some level of samadhi. We sustain this radiant joy by simply “doing nothing”; perhaps, we may 
gently smile at it should we notice any hint of thought arising. Otherwise, we will be so absorbed in total 
bliss that there is nothing else that we can do. 
  
 4.1.4.7  Upon emerging from such a state, we should reflect on it as being mind-made; hence, it is 
conditioned, like all our experiences. This means that it is impermanent. The joy and peace, too, are im-
permanent. The more we desire such a state, the less likely we will get it: this will only bring us suffering. 
All we can do is: let the breath in, let the breath out. This is our very life, and yet we cannot cling to it: we 
have to let it go so that we will live. This is a reflection on the nonself of renunciation. We can thus see 
how both samatha (calm) and vipassana (insight) are so intimately interwoven in breath meditation.41 
 In this spirit, the ancient teachers were well aware of the right time for teaching and the right time for 
meditation; a time for samatha, a time for vipassana. We are joyfully reminded by the Catu Kāla Sutta 2 (A 
4.147), where the Buddha speaks of our knowing these 4 right times: “The time for hearing the Dharma; 
the time for discussing the Dharma; the time for samatha; the time for vipassana” (A 4.147).42  
 
 4.1.4.8  This long introductory overview of early Buddhist meditation, shows how samatha works 
together, hand in glove with vipassana, like the 2 wings of a bird that let it soar into the bright open sky. 
We then end with a close look at the breath meditation, again, noting how samatha and vipassana work 
together to train us for the path of freedom.  

 
38 As 4-stage exercise: M 118/3:78-88 (SD 7.13), M 62,26-29/1:425 (SD 3.11 (2)). As 16-stage exercise: M 10,4-5/-

1:56 (SD 13.3); D 22,2/2:291), SD 13.2. 
39 Buddhadāsa 1998; Bluck 2008:49-64; Shaw 2012. 
40 A rule of thumb would be that such a method would not give us any headache or discomfort over a period. In 

such a case, we should at once stop meditating to try something more suitable, ideally with the guidance of an ex-
perienced teacher. 

41 Further see Cousins 1984b; Shaw 2014:172-174. 
42 A 4?147/2:141 (SD 62.18. 
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 This is, in fact, the background we should be familiar with when we examine the Siamese meditation 
tradition. I have here used the older name “Siam” and “Siamese” (rather than her modern name, Thai-
land or Thai) since they reflect the times of the ancient meditation tradition which we will be looking at 
now. 
 
4.2 EARLY HISTORY OF SIAMESE KAMMATTHANA AND OTHER DEVELOPMENTS 
 
4.2.1 Pre-Siamese Buddhism 
 
 4.2.1.1  During the early centuries CE, the Khmer peoples of the Menam Valley came under the influ-
ence of Indian culture and Hinduism. There was no country called Siam or Thailand then. Other than the 
Khmer empire, what is northern Thailand today, comprising small independent city-states (meung เมอืง), 

separated by rivers, forests and hills. Such a city-state was a small group of villages that worked and trad-
ed in their walled capital, within which they sought protection in times of danger and disasters, or to cele-
brate some significant event. 
  
 4.2.1.2  Around the 6th century, in the region of Lopburi (ancient Lavo, 150 km NE of Bangkok) arose 
the Mon kingdom of Dvāravatī, which was Buddhist. Amongst her great stupas was the Phra Pathom 
Chedi43 in Nakorn Pathom (50 km west of Bangkok), the largest city of Dvāravati. It is probably the tallest 
Buddhist structure in the world, in the oldest city of Thailand, going back even before Dvāravati, to about 
50 BCE. 
  

 4.2.1.3  In the 8th century, migrants into the Upper Chao Phraya Valley established the predominantly 
Buddhist kingdom of Haripunjaya, until the 13th century, when it was overrun by the Tai or Shan people 
from the north. This migration was accelerated by the Mongol conquest of the Tai state of Nanchao 
(modern Yunnan and southern Szechuan) in 1253. This eventually led to the suppression of the Khmer 
kingdoms and the rise of Siam, beginning with the kingdom of Ayutthaya in 1350. 
 
4.2.2 Sukhothai and Ayutthaya 
 
 4.2.2.1  By the time of Pho Khun Ramkamhaeng (b r1237/47, r1279-98), the 3rd king of the Phra 
Ruang dynasty, ruling the Sukhothai kingdom (1238-1584),44 forest monasticism was widespread in the 
land. Ramkamhaeng also invented the Thai script and alphabet (1283), and established Theravada as the 
state religion of his kingdom.45 
 A Siamese inscription found in Sukhothai’s Wat Mahathat (great relic monastery) refers to a monk, 
Mahāsāmi, who helped Ramkamhaeng’s father establish the independent kingdom of Sukhothai. The 
inscription adds that the monk, a noble, gave up his royal status to ordain to be a forest monk, and “medi-
tated in the middle of the forest and lived on fruits and roots and behaved in every respect after the man-
ner of the monks of Sīhaḷa (then).”46 
  
 4.2.2.2  The Buddhism of Ramkamhaeng’s Sukhothai was predominantly of the Sinhala forest tradi-
tion.47 This evinced the fact that there were Sinhala forest monks who kept closely to the Dharma-Vinaya. 

 
43 Its original name was Phra Thom Chedi (ancient Khmer for “the great stupa”), and is said to be built over an 

older stupa going back perhaps to the time of Asoka’s mission that had reached the region, or 6th-8th cent. Height 
120.45 m high, base circumference 235.5 m, 562 m of cloisters perimeter, with 24 belfries between the cloisters 
and the outer boundary wall. Prince Mongkut discovered the old stupa (1831), and had it renovated and extended 
in Lankan style, taking 17 years to complete (1853-1870). 

44 For refs: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sukhothai_Kingdom.  
45 This was also the time when the military aristocracy changed their ethnic name of Tai (who were regarded as 

serf by their previous lords) to “Thai,” meaning “free.” (Cœdès 1968:197, 207 f). 
46 Hazra, History of Theravāda Buddhism in South-East Asia, 1982:151, 1996:168.  
47 See eg M Carrithers, The Forest Monks of Sri Lanka, Delhi: Oxford Univ Press, 1983. 
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We have no dates for the arrival of Sinhala Buddhism in Sukhothai, but we know that they came from 
Nakorn Si Thammaraj (south Thailand). 
 About 50 years after Ramkamhaeng, his grandson, Phaya Lithai (b c1300, r1347-1368), became king, 
titled Maha Thammaracha 1 (P mahā dhamma,rājā), clearly showing the influence of Pali and Theravāda.48 
He was popularly known as Phra Ruang, and was the 1st Buddhist philosopher to write in the Thai lang-
uage. He wrote an ancient classic on Buddhist cosmology called Traiphum Phra Ruang (The 3 worlds ac-
cording to Phra Ruang; c1345), about karma, humanity and kingship. 
 
4.2.3 Sri Lanka: The uses of ordination 
 
 4.2.3.1  Ayutthaya, too, had close relationships with the Kandy kingdom in Lanka. When, by the mid-
1700s, the Sinhala sangha had diminished so that it was impossible to ordain monks, the Sinhala king sent 
2 missions to Ayutthaya (in 1741 and 1747) but both failed.49 The 3rd mission succeeded to get help from 
King Boromakot (1733-58) of Ayutthaya, who sent 3 Siamese missions to Kandy to revive the Sinhala 
sangha.  
 In the 1st successful mission (1753), Siamese monks, led by Upāli, arrived in Kandy during the reign of 
Kirti Sri Rajasinha (1747-82). They stayed in the Malvatu [Malwatta] Vihara, where, during their 3 years 
stay, Upāli ordained 3000 novices and 700 monks. Two Siamese monks, who were Borana Kammatthana 
teachers,50 instructed 24 Sinhala monks in this tradition. 
 The 2nd mission (1755) comprised 64 people, of whom 16 were monks, but 8 of them, including 4 
monks, perished when they were shipwrecked off the eastern coast of Lanka. Amongst those who arrived 
in Lanka were Boran Kammatthana masters. But by the time they arrived (1756), Upali had already died. 
 The 3rd mission was around 1760. By then, king Boromakot had died. An Ayutthaya prince, Tep Phiphit 
came along, with plans to kill the Kandy king and usurp the throne. The attempted coup was discovered, 
and its perpetrators punished. Fortunately, despite this palace intrigue, the mission was successful. After 
12 years of training, and with the king’s support, the Syāmôpāli Nikāya (or Siam Nikaya for short) was 
established in Lanka. 
 
 4.2.3.2  Sadly, when the Sinhala monks were left on their own, the situation changed for the worse. 
This was mainly due to the machinations of the Gaṇinnanse (secularized priests), who wanted to ensure 
that the “monastic revival” was to their full advantage. This they shrewdly machinated in 2 ways: by feign-
ing affinity with their local forest monastic tradition and by claiming that, far from importing a foreign 
tradition, they were simply continuing their old monastic lineage.51 
 To this effect, they introduced a new way of preaching and popularized the paritta (protective) ritual, 
along with deity worship and demoniac rites—all this to ensure the support of the masses. Relations be-
tween the sect’s 2 main chapters, the Malvatu [Malwatta] (the gāma,vāsī, “village-dwellers”) and the 
Asgiri (araṇya,vāsī, “forest dwellers”), soured, resulting in each side having their own ordinations. The 
animosity prevailed into our times. In 1980, due to personal differences, the Dambulla temple broke away 
from the Asgiri chapter to operate independently.52 
 In fact, even in 1764, hardly a few years after the re-establishment of the Sangha in Sri Lanka, a Gaṇin-
nanse faction of the newly created Siam Nikaya succeeded in restricting the sect’s higher ordination only 
to the wealthy and landed Radala and Goyigama castes.53 The Vinaya rules were virtually abandoned and 

 
48 It is said that this title was given by the populace for his great piety and contributions to Buddhism (Cœdès 

1968:219 f; D G E Hall, A History of South-Easy Asia, 1955, 4th ed 1981:190 f). 
49  See Ency Bsm 8:220d. 
50 The Sinhala sources. However, said that they were Vipassana teachers (Ency Bsm 8:222a). 
51 A Blackburn, 2001; “Localizing lineage,” 2003:131-149. 
52 Ency Bsm 8:223b. 
53 Most of the Sinhala missions in Malaysia and Singapore are from the Siam Nikāya, where the status of Chief 

High Priest continues to be handed down from uncle to nephew. even today, to ensure continued control of wealth 
and assets. 
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Sangha members of Siam Nikāya in Kandy continued, as before, to privately own land, have wives and 
children, living in their own houses. In short, they wield power and influence on account of their status 
and wealth to this day.54 [6.0 n] 
 The Mandarampura Puvata, an apocryphal Buddhist chronicle from the Kandyan period, relates how 
when 32 Sinhala monks, objected to the radical changes, pointing out that these changes were not unani-
mous, they were summarily banished to Jaffna by the sect leader. Meantime, the traditional nobility of 
the Kandyan kingdom was decimated by continuous wars with the Dutch rulers of the Maritime Provinces. 
Times were dark for the Sangha and Buddha Dharma; little improved since then. Buddhism has been 
“modernized” so that many, if not most, of the Sinhala monks are no better than over-dressed laymen 
with socioreligious privileges [2.1.1.2]. Some even encouraged racial violence. We shall not go into that 
dark area.55 [SD 60.1c: 1.9.4] 
 
4.2.4 The rise of Siam 
 
 4.2.4.1  How did the kingdom and nation of Siam arise? The name Siam (originally Syām), appeared 
in a Cham inscription of 1050, referring to a group of slaves (probably war captives), and in other Cham, 
Khmer and Burmese inscriptions of the 11th and 12th centuries. It referred broadly to the people of the 
lower Chao Phraya Valley and the Isthmus of Kra (north of peninsular Ṃalaysia).  
 Siamese history began with the immigration (8th-10th centuries) of the Tai56 people from their home-
land of Guangxi, fleeing from the southward expansion of the Chinese. Mainland SE Asia was then mostly 
part of the huge Hindu-Buddhist Khmer empire. The Tais formed city-states liked Chiangsaen which adopt-
ed Theravāda. 
  
 4.2.4.2  The Tais continued their slow southward migration until they were independent of the weak-
ened Khmer empire. They established the Sukhothai kingdom [4.2.2.1] under King Sri Indraditya in 1238. 
After King Ramkhamhaeng’s death in 1365, Sukhothai fell into decline, and was subjected to another rising 
kingdom of Ayutthaya farther south [4.5.1.1]. Another Thai state that coexisted with Sukhothai was the 
eastern state of Lan Na, centred in Chiangmai to the east. Lan Na finally fell to the Burmese in 1558. The 
kingdom of Ayutthaya prospered until 1767, when she, too, was destroyed by the Burmese. [4.5.1] 
 The old Buddhist religion survived into the Thonburi period [4.5.1.2], and then prospered in the fol-
lowing Rattanakosin era [4.5.2] down to our own times. In those early times, there were broadly 2 kinds 
of monks: the communal monks who lived in monasteries near cities and villages, and the forest monks 
who led reclusive itinerant lives, focused on asceticism and meditation. It is this latter group that practised 
the Boran Kammatthana. 
 
4.3 BORAN KAMMATTHAN 
 
4.3.1 The “old Siamese meditation” 
 
 4.3.1.1  Scholars of Thai Buddhism use the term borān kammatthān (from Pali porāṇa kammaṭṭhāna), 
“the ancient meditation,”57 to describe the earliest known meditation tradition in Thai history, that was 
predominant during the 19th century onwards, but whose roots clearly went back centuries to the advent 
of Buddhism in mainland SE Asia itself. A close study of a number of their ancient meditation manuals 
suggests a harmonious overlapping of samatha and vipassana. 
 Prevalent as this tradition was in its time, it was a part of a broader “old Siamese meditation” [4.3.1], 
in contrast to the “new Burmese meditation” [2.4.1.1]. Their common characteristics were that their 

 
54 A Blackburn, 2001; “Localizing lineage,” 2003:131-149. 
55 But see, eg, H L Seneviratne, The Work of Kings, Univ of Chacago Press, 1999. 
56 The Tai or Zhuang-Tai are a branch of the Kra-Dai language family, originating from the S Chinese province of 

Guangxi. 
57 Choompolpaisal & Skilton, 2014, 2015; Crosby 2020:21-26. 
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teachings were rooted in the suttas, and enriched by allusions to the Abhidhamma and the commentaries. 
The Boran Kammatthāna, for example, included the meditation on the 4 elements, an early Buddhist 
meditation found in the Mahā Rāhul’ovāda Sutta [4.1.2.2].58 The accounts, narratives and manuals of Thai 
Kammatthana clearly show a holistic connection between samatha and vipassanā, showing how the prac-
tice of calm always leads into the cultivation of insight.  
  
 4.3.1.2  In other words, this old Siamese meditation tradition, deeply rooted in early Buddhist teach-
ings, had arisen early in pre-modern Siam/Thailand,59 when Mahāyāna and Tantric Buddhism with their 
narratives, chants, mantras,60 visualizations, amulets61 and yantras (charms), were believed to have apo-
tropaic, even transformative, powers. This was the popular Buddhism then.62 
 Sociologically, this ancient Siamese Kammatthāna was a shamanic system centred on the monk as 
shaman, who was believed, through his prayers, meditations or trances had access to nonhuman beings 
(spirits and gods). In these premodern times, the shaman63 was usually a forest monk who was accessible 
to the people who needed his services of healing, warding off bad luck, and other apotropaic blessings.64 
[4.3.2] 
  
 4.3.1.3  In its heyday, this shamanic Boran Kammatthana was well respected by the people who sup-
ported its virtuosi in the traditional Buddhist way with the 4 supports (robes, almsfood, shelter and medi-
cines). In due course, the system was infiltrated by false practitioners who accepted money and other 
worldly benefits, as corrupt practitioners. This is what troubled the king and rulers who feared that their 
freelance and worldly ways might challenge royal authority [2.3.1.2].  
 It should, of course, be noted that there were also forest-monk meditators who were not shamans (in 
the negative sense, anyway) and who lived and practised in the true canonical manner, but we know 
almost nothing about them until the 18th or 19th century. Our study will focus on the lives and works of 
such monks that we do know about beginning with those times. 
                                                                                                                                           
4.3.2 Esoteric Theravada 
 

 4.3.2.1  L S Cousins, in his “Aspects of Esoteric Southern Buddhism” (1997c) described the Boran Kam-
matthana as an “esoteric Buddhism,” or more specifically, “esoteric Theravāda,” suggesting that it was 
also found in the Buddhism of South and SE Asia. He describes the Siamese Boran Kammatthana as “tan-
tro-kabbalistic,” by which he means: 
 

… a form of mysticism which utilizes a rather elaborate map of correspondences between the 
human body, the cosmos and some kind of higher reality or knowledge. In the process it draws on 
the full resources of the widely-dispersed traditions of magic and the occult—letter, sound and 

 
58 Choompolpaisal & Skilton, 2014, 2015. 
59 The Tai peoples migrated from SW China to mainland SE Asia in the 11th cent. Their oldest name was the exo-

nym Siam (Thai/Skt syām สยาม) in the 12th cent, a name used by the Portuguese in the 16th cent, becoming a Western 

geographical term [4.5.1.2]. It was officially used for the country in Mongkut’s reign (1851-68). On 23 June 1939, 5 
years after absolute monarchy was constitutionalized, her name was changed to Thailand: 
https://www.historytoday.com/archive/siam-becomes-thailand.  

60 The language of these was predominantly Pali, but also included Buddhist Sanskrit and the local language 
(Siamese or Sinhala). 

61 This “old” Siamese Buddhism is famous for its amulets (Thai พระเครื่อง; RTGS phrakhrueang): see eg S J Tambiah, 

The Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets, 1984. 
62 “Apotropaic” refers to the warding off and overcoming of evil influences and bad luck. “Transformative” refers 

to the belief that such monks had the power to guide or empower us towards or on the spiritual path. 
63 OED, under “shaman” notes: “Evidence seems wanting for the plausible suggestion that the Mongolian word 

[Tungusian samân] is an adoption of Chinese sha mên, an ordained member of the Buddhist fraternity, Skt śramaṇa, 
P samaṇa, Buddhist monk or mendicant” (ed). 

64 Crosby 2013:51-55, 2020.  
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number symbolism together with the use of structured patterns of shape or spiritual practice of 
one of the higher religions in a manner which integrates the system of correspondences with a 
model of the spiritual path and with various modes of spiritual practice.    (Cousins 1997c:195) 

 
 According to Cousins, “esoteric Buddhism” or “tantric Theravāda” might have arisen from any or 
more of these influences: 
 

(1) the influence of Mahāyāna; 
(2) the influence of Saivite Hinduism; 
(3) a “home-grown” development within SE Asia (it grew naturally from local conditions);65 
(4) a product of the Abhayagiri school (founded 1st century BCE, based in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka; 

flourished 11th century; opened to Mahāyāna and non-Theravāda influences); 
(5) a product of the Mahāvihāra tradition (built 3rd century BCE in Anuradhapura, the orthodox HQ of 

Theravada in Sri Lanka; declined after the 9th century).    
(Cousins 1997c; summarized in Crosby 2000:188 f) 

 

 On account of north Thailand’s proximity to India and Tibet, ancient Siamese Buddhism was open to 
both (1) Mahayāna (and Tantric) influences from the 2 countries, and also to (2) Śaivite Hinduism (the 
largest Hindu denomination). In premodern times, there were a significant number of exchanges between 
Sri Lanka (Kandy) and Siam [4.2.3]. The non-Theravāda elements could have been derived from  contacts 
with Abhayagiri. Buddhaghosa, in his Commentaries, on a few occasions, hinted, in connection with the 
Mahāvihāra, that “secret” (guḷha) teachings would not be received from a teacher if the student did not 
show proper deference, without elaborating.66 In other words, certain teaching were still in the “teacher’s 
closed fist”67 for students who did not show total allegiance.68 
 
4.3.3 The Yogâvacara tradition 
 
 4.3.3.1  The Pali term for the Borān Kammaṭṭhāna (simply, Boran Kammatthana) is Yogâvacara (Skt, 
yogācāra; the course of yoga, or meditation sphere). The term technically designates a practice of Thera-
vāda Buddhism that is open to lay and ordained practitioners. Yogâvacara, depending on the context, can 
also mean simply “meditator.”69 
 Boran Kammatthana sets out the means and plans for practising meditation as an ethical self-training 
that incorporates the Buddha’s qualities into the body and applying the merit thus gained to practice al 
ends, like healing and protection from threats to human life. Buddhaghosa, the 5th-century scholar and 
Indian Theravāda philosopher working in the Mahāvihāra (Anurādhapura, Sri Lanka), discusses Yogâva-
cara practices in his Visuddhimagga, a seminal work on meditation.70 

 
65 In this survey, we shall discuss only this point. For other details, please read Cousins’ article. 
66 Vism 115; MA 2:264 = AA 5:97. See Cousins 1997c:192 f + n15. 
67 The Buddha, during his last days, declares that he has no such “Guru’s secret teachings” (ācariya,muṭṭhi): Mahā,-

parinibbāna S (D 16,2.25/2:100), SD 9. 
68 This situation may also explain why Buddhaghosa is reticent or cautious in quoting sources other than those 

approved of by the Mahāvihāra. 
69 The Comys def him as one who is dedicated (yoga) to the cultivation (bhāvanā), that is, the exercises or courses 

(avacara) of the yoking of or yoking to (yoga) samatha and vipassana. Yogâvacaro ti samatha,yogo, vipassanā,yogo 
vā avacaratī ti yogâvacaro. Avacaratī ti pavīsitvā caratī ti (PmA 3:547). Ayaṁ puggalo ti ānâpāna,sati,bhavanaṁ 
anuyutto va (PmA 3:512). Sammā va paṭipannassa yutta,yogassa bhikkhuno; … yogâvacara,bhikkhu so. (Abhāv 121). 
Ādi,bhūtaṁ yoga,kammaṁ ādi,kammaṁ, taṁ etassa atthī ti ādikammiko, pubbe akata,paricayo bhavanaṁ anuyu-
ñjanto. Ten’āha yogâvacaro ti (VismMHṬ 2:4). For scholarly details on the term yogâvacara and yogacāra, see Silk 
1997, 2000. 

70 A manuscript fragment of the Yogâvacara meditation manual preserved in the British Museum dates it as 
“1700-1799”: https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/yogavacara-manual. See also: 
https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=AH%2FH009132%2F1 (missing p viii); the missing page is found here: 
https://www.bookvoed.ru/files/3515/83/85/1.pdf.  
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 The best known of the Yogâvacara manuals is clearly the monk Upatissa’s Vimutti,magga (Vimm) 
[2.1.1], of which the original is lost. Fortunately, we have a full Chinese translation of it, and a new author-
itative English translation by Nyanatusita Bhikkhu (2022).71 Apparently, in 18th century Sri Lanka, it was 
known as the Amat’ākara,vaṇṇanā (the commentary on the death-free source or store) (Amkv).72  
 The Vimutti,magga, like Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhi,magga (which was based on it), is not a meditation 
manual (it gives no meditation instructions), but serves as a meditation teacher’s teaching guide. In the 
absence of the Pali canon, such a manual serves as the next best authority in the teaching and medita-
tion. Both Upatissa and Buddhaghosa, who did not belong to the forest tradition, were, however, very 
familiar with the Pali canon. 

  
 4.3.3.2  An extant Yogâvacara text on the Boran Kammatthana well known to the forest tradition was 
an untitled manuscript discovered by H Dharmapāla (Anagārika Dharmapāla) in the Bambara-galla Wihare 
in Teldeniya, a town in Kandy district, Sri Lanka in 1893.73 As the manuscript is untitled, T W Rhys Davids 
(its editor, 1896) named it “the Yogâvacara’s Manual” because the text is addressed to the “yogâvacara” 
(one whose sphere is “yoga,” that is, meditation). It is a Theravāda meditation manual with unique and un-
orthodox features, such as the use of mental images of the elements, the mantra Arahaṁ, and the use of 
a candle for meditation. It has been loosely dated from the 16th to the 17th century.74 It has been into Engl-
ish by F L Woodward (1916), which is now badly dated and needs a new annotated translation. 
 The Yogâvacara’s Manual covers Buddhist meditation subjects, as follows:75 
 

the 5 kinds of meditative joy  pīti      
the 10 recollections     anussati  
the 4 formless attainments   arūpa samāpatti 
the 4 divine abodes      brahma,vihāra 
the 10 insight knowledges    vipassana,ñāṇa 
the 9 supramundane states    lok’uttara dhammā. 
 
 The Manual teaches a form of breath meditation by focusing at the nose-tip 
and moving it down the body to the heart and then to the navel.76 It also in-
cludes many other exercises such as meditation using a candle flame, kasinas 
and the use of mental images of the 4 elements (mahā,bhūta).77 The purpose of 
all these exercises is to give rise to a bright meditation-sign (nimitta), and to 
attain dhyana.78 
 
 4.3.3.3  In our own time, the Yogâvacara meditation, is found, for example, 
in the Dhammakāya Tradition (Thai “Wiccha Thammakai,” P vijjā dhamma,-
kāya), founded by Sodh Candasaro (สด จนฺทสโร 1884-1959), called “Luang Pu (or 

Luang Phor)79 Sodh Candasaro,” with the ecclesiastical title of Phra Mongkol-

 
71 T32.1648.399c-461: Vimm:Ñ 887. For a forgery of its Pali version, see Vimm:Ñ 87-89.  
72 Somadasa 1987:240 f, 297, 370; Crosby 2005:147, 2020 Figs 1+2 (Correspondence table between Vism and 

Amkv; Vimm:Ñ 88. 
73 It has been identified as the Mahānuvara Asgiri Araṇyavaṁśāgata Vidarśanā Pota, “the Vipassana Manual of 

the Kandy Asgiri Forest Tradition” (or simply, Bambaragalē Pota, “the Bambaragale Book,” from where the manual 
was originally located): Vimm:Ñ 2022:88.   

74 F L Woodward (tr), Manual of a Mystic [Yogāvc:W], London: Pali Text Soc, 1916:vi. 
75 Yogāvc:eRD ix. 
76 Yogācv:eRD xii. 
77 Yogācv:eRD xiii. 
78 Talk on the invocation in the Yogāvacara lineage of Buddhist meditation by Paul Dennison (22 Nov 2020): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rFNUfF-s6jg.  
79 “Luang Pu” is colloquial Thai for “Venerable Grandfather,” and “Luang Phor” is “Venerable Father,” denoting 

their seniority and venerability. 

                        
Luang Phor Sodh 

Candasaro 
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thepmuni, the abbot of Wat Paknam; hence, his toponym is “Luang Phor Wat Paknam” (like in the Burm-
ese sayadaw names). 
 Sodh’s meditation—known as the Wat Paknam method—uses the mental sign (nimitta) connected 
with breath meditation. In other words, it is a samatha practice, that is, so long as we are blissfully ab-
sorbed in it. When we cognitively guide our mind, noticing the different parts of the body, or the breath, 
especially when noting their impermanence, then, technically, it is vipassana. Serious meditators, how-
ever, do not really care about this, if they are to really benefit from their meditation. They are focused on 
directly experiencing their practice. 

 
 4.3.3.4  The Dhammakāya Tradition is successfully promoted by Wat Dhammakāya, Bangkok,80 on 
account of its great wealth, opulent display of religious structures and symbols of power,81 and huge 
crowds of meditation sittings and celebrations. The monastery’s aggressive acquisition of land, expansion 
and activities have drawn widespread criticism, making the monastery controversial even to this day, 
quite uncharacteristic of a meditation movement.82 
 
 4.3.3.5  The basis of Wiccha Thammakai (Dhammakāya tradition or gnosis) is the making of our body’s 
centre (the inner abdomen on the navel level) as clear as crystal. This is done by gradually moving an 
imagined crystal ball, downward from the upper body to the body’s centre; then, focusing on the centre of 
crystal ball, mentally deeper and deeper into it. 
 Properly done, it is said, this will bring the meditator through layers of meditative or astral bodies, of 
which the 18th—called the “Dhammakāya Arahant” (the Arahant’s Dharma-body)—is the purest of all.83 
Sodha claims that this is the mind-made (mano,māya) or astral body spoken in the suttas.84 However, 
according to Sodh, this is the “spiritual essence of the Buddha and nibbāna (which) exists as a literal real-
ity within the human body.”85 Since this is an innovative belief, unsupported by the suttas, we will leave it 
at that.86  
 The Wat Phra Dhammakai phenomenon, too, need not concern us here since this is a survey of Siam-
ese meditation, rather than Buddhist sociology, especially the Gospel of prosperity. This Temple famously 
promoted emphasized values of personal development, prosperity87 and modernity, and is promotes 
social  engagement such as blood donations, and well organized management-centred Buddhist courses 
for both the public and private sectors.88 
 
4.3.4 Shamanic meditation mantric formulas 
 

 4.3.4.1  In the Boran Kammatthana of premodern Siam, Buddhist prayers, chants, mantras and form-
ulas in Pali, and images, visualizations, stories, allegories and methods, weave together to function as a 
living transformative language, invoking the power of a spiritual body of sacred texts to be infused into 
the physical body of the practitioner.89 For the true practitioner, this meant the arising of some kind of 

 
80 Thai วดัพระธรรมกาย, RTGS Wat Phra Thammakai, Pathum Thani province, N of Bangkok, founded in 1970 by Maechi 

(nun) Chandra Khonnokyoong and Luang Phor Dhammajayo of Wat Paknam Bhasicharoen, Thonburi province. 
81 Their Stupa was built in the shape of a brightly lit flying saucer. The huge rallies, with numerous impressive 

pennants  and displays, were ominously reminiscent of the Word War 2 Nazi military arrays:  
https://correspondent.afp.com/sci-fi-bangkok.  

82 Rachelle M Scott, Nirvana For Sale? 2009:136-140. 
83 The 18 stages are said to be: (1) our body, (2-9) the 4 dhyanas, crude and refined levels, (10-18) change-of-line-

age and the 4 path attainments (sainthood), crude and refined. Harvey 2013:390. 
84 On the mind-made body (mano,mayā kāya), see Sāmañña,phala S (D 2,87), SD 8.10, = Kevaḍḍha S (D 11,53.2-

54), SD 1.7. Sumi LEE, “The meaning of ‘mind-made body’ (S. manomaya-kāya, C. yisheng shen 意生身) … ,” 2014. 
85 R Mackenzie 2007:31. 
86 For summary and refs, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dhammakaya_meditation.  
87 P A Jackson 1999:246; Harvey 2013:390 f; Seeger 2006:1, 6. 
88 J L Taylor 1989; Zehner 2005:2325; Litalien 2010:120. 
89 Crosby, 2013:82-87 
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inner calm and insight; but for others, this had some kind of magical healing or blessing, depending on 
their needs, views and attitudes. 
 The best known of these ancient Siamese mantras was that of A Ra Haṁ (arahaṁ)90 [4.3.3.2], which, 
in conventional language, means “the one worthy of holiness,” that is, an arhat, referring to the Buddha  
and the fully awakened saints of early Buddhism. On a mystical level (for the practitioner), it is a spiritual 
acronym: the syllable A is the Buddha, Ra is the Buddha Dharma, and Haṁ  is the noble sangha.91 
 
 4.3.4.2  Then, there are the “textual mantras,” or mantric acroyms: A Pā Ma Cu Pa and Di Maṁ Saṁ 
Aṁ U. The former, A Pā Ma Cu Pa, are the names of the 5 books of Vinaya, that is:92 
 

Ādikamma   accounts of the 1st perpetrators initiating the introduction of the rule/s 
Pārājika  the 4 defeat rules (breaking any of which a monastic automatically falls away) 
Mahāvagga the great chapter (case studies and early historical accounts) 
Cullavagga  the lesser chapter (the rules are dealt according to subject-matter; the early councils) 
Parivāra  the accessory (appendix to Sutta Vibhaṅga (the first 2), Mahavagga and Cullavagga. 
 
 The latter acronym, Di Maṁ Saṁ Aṁ U,93 are the names of the 5 collections (nikāya) of the Sutta 
Pitāka:94 
 

Dīgha Nikāya   the collection of long suttas 
Majjhima Nikāya  the collection of middle-length suttas 
Saṁyutta Nikāya  the collection of connected suttas 
Aṅguttara Nikāya  the collection of numerical suttas 
Khuddaka Nikāya  the collection of minor suttas (the “5th collection,” pañcama nikāya) 
 
 Then, there is the Abhidhamma meditation mantric acronym: Sam Vi Dha Pu Ka Ya Pa. As we recite 
each syllable, we visualize each of the 7 Abhidhamma texts comprising our own body and mind, thus:95 
 
Dhamma,saṅgaṇī  the enumerations of mental states 
Vibhaṅga    the analysis (of mental states) 
Dhātu,kathā   the discourse on elements 
Puggala,paññatti  the description of individuals 
Kathā,vatthu   the points of controversy 
Yamaka    the pairs (of mental states) 
Paṭṭhāna    the conditioned relations (of mental states). 
 
 4.3.4.3  The most significant of these meditation mantras is surely the “breath mantric formula,” 
where the in-breath (assāsa) is the Sutta Piṭaka, the out-breath (passāsa) the Vinaya Piṭaka, and the 

 
90 The phrase Arahaṁ Arahaṁ opens the “Yogâvacara’s Manual” [4.3.3] (ed T W Rhys Davids, 1986:1). 
91 Cousins quoted the source for these mantras (arahaṁ and the breath mantra) as based on some verses men-

tion in “Vimuttimagga” compiled by Ratanajoti & Ratanapala (1963:114), (Cousins 1997c n42). He must have made 
this n before it became public that these 2 Sinhala priests forged the work (Vimm, tr Nyanatusita 2021:87-89). 
These verses must have come from an older source yet to be ascertained. 

92 For details, see Norman, Pali Literature, 1983b:18-29; Hinüber, A Handbook of Pali Literature, 1996: §§12-45.  
93 This should be Khu. Bizot suggests that this anomaly is prob because of the similarity of the 2 syllables in the 

ancient script [early Lanna?]. “However, it may also have been due to a wish at some point to make the 5 syllables 
for Vinaya begin with A and the 5 for Suttanta end in U, ie, two of the 3 parts of MA A U” (Cousins 1997c: n36). 

94 For details, see Norman, Pali Literature, 1983b:30-95; Hinüber, A Handbook of Pali Literature, 1996: §§46-128.  
95 For details, see Norman, Pali Literature, 1983b:96-107; Hinüber, A Handbook of Pali Literature, 1996: §§129-

155. Further see Bizot 1976; Crosby 2013:46-51. 
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space in between them (nissāsa)96 the Abhidhamma Piṭaka. This is a helpful reminder of the vitality of the 
breath meditation as epitomizing the whole of the Buddha’s awakening and teaching. I was told by a 
student of Webu Sayadaw [2.4.7.2] that he once pointed to his nose and declared to the effect: “The 
whole of the Buddha’s teaching is here in the breath!” This is meditator’s talk. 
 In the textual tradition, these mantras are mnemonic devices for remembering suttas, inserted usual-
ly at the end of each sutta chapter. These are called uddāna, “mnemonic verses.” In the Abhidhamma, 
these mnemonic lists are called māṭikā, “matrix (pl matrices),” which are usually inserted at the start of 
the collection. Unlike these meditation mantras, however, the māṭikas comprise whole words, that is, 
abbreviated sutta titles or doctrine names (kusalā dhammā, akusalā dhammā, avyākatā dhammā … ). 
 
 4.3.4.4  Boran Kammatthāna flourished in the early days of Siamese Buddhism before the canonical 
texts were easily available, before the advent of printing97 [2.3.3.2]. On account of this textual lack, scrip-
tural learning was mostly dependent on one’s teacher’s learning. In most cases, the teachers themselves 
had only some vague textual knowledge, but were more adept in their practical understanding of the 
mind’s working and meditation practice. 
 Since their knowledge of the early texts was mostly nominal, the meditation teachers taught their 
students the names of these texts and to embody them in their body and their practice. An experienced 
meditator knew how both body and mind are harmonized during deep meditation, but it all must begin 
with a mastery of the body (kāya), that is, through moral conduct, so that we are “morally cultivated” 
(bhāvita,kāya), forming the basis for a “cultivated mind” (bhāvita,citta). [4.1.2.1]. 
 Moreover, the early texts often refer to our “conscious body” (sa,viññāṇaka kāya).98 The meditator is 
also said to “personally touch” (directly experience) the higher liberative states “with his body” (kāyena 
phassati).99 It is through our consciousness—the mind—that we free our body from defilements and suf-
fering. The body, then, is the physical manifestation of the mind, and should be protected from the on-
slaught of defilements. The body can and must be refined through the breath in samadhi [4.3.4.3]. What 
better way to “sacralize” the body than to visualize or empower it by embodying all that is sacred in our 
body itself. The body thus supports the mind that is ready for insight. This is the rationale for the prac-
tices described thus far100 [4.3.4.1-3]. 

                                                   
4.4  THE OLD SIAMESE MEDITATION 
 
4.4.1 The old Siamese meditation and developments 
 
 4.4.1.1  I have used the phrase, “the old Siamese meditation” to show how Siamese Buddhist history 
seemed to develop in the opposite direction to the way it did in Burma with the rise of the “new Burmese 
meditation” [2.4.1.1]: in Siam, the reform was directed to going back to the “old Buddhism,” that is, the 
texts and traditions of early Buddhism.  

 
96 Neither the suttas nor the dictionaries define assāsa and passāsa, and the usual term is simply assāsa,passāsa 

for the “in-and-out breath.” Nissāsa is rare, and comes from the vb nissasati (lit, to breathe down), “to breathe 
heavily, sigh” (Ap 548,18, 575,9; DA 438,10 = MA 4:170,20). I have given it an idiomatic sense to fit the breath medi-
tation context. Bizot takes nissāsa as the absence of breath (1976). 

97 The 1st printing press in Thailand was set up by Catholic missionaries in 1836. The royal course first made use of 
it in 1839. On the history of printing in Thailand, see Michael Winship, “Early Thai printing: The beginning to 1851,” 
Crossroads 3,1, 700 years of Thai printing, 1986:45-61. See also https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/files/pdf/vol-16/issue-
2/v16-issue2_EarlyPrinting.pdf How Christian missionaries brought printing into SE Asia.  

98 On the conscious body, see SD 17.8a (12.3); SD 56.1 (4.3.2.2) n.  
99 See Samaṇa-m-acala S (A 4.87,3), SD 20.13; SD 4.25 (3.3.1). 
100 Further see Shaw, 2021:229. 
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 The Boran Kammatthana (the ancient meditation tradition)—
which was also known as the Yogâvacara tradition [4.3.3]—was in-
deed an old system: an indigenous cult system. In the 18th century, 
the reforms of king Mongkut [4.5.3] endeavoured to return Siamese 
Buddhism to even older roots, that is, early Buddhism itself. Ironical-
ly, this “old Siamese meditation” paralleled the “new Burmese medi-
tation” that grew into the worldwide Vipassana movement of today, 
that is rooted in Ledi Sayadaw [2.4]. The “old Siamese meditation,” 
for its part, started with king Mongkut and grew into the worldwide 
Thai forest monastic network of Samatha centres, rooted in Ajahn 
Chah [5.12]. 
 
 4.4.1.2  The phrase “the old Siamese meditation,” then, is a 
broad term that encompasses both developments based on Boran 
Kammatthana, and the reactions to or divergences from it. Interestingly, the “new Burmese meditation” 
comprised a significant number of monastic teachers with their distinct teachings and methods. The “old 
Siamese meditation,” on the other hand, consisted mostly of monastic teachers who were often 
connected with one another in some way, and whose methods are thus compatible (except perhaps in the 
case of the Dhammakāya tradition). 
 
4.5 HISTORY AND BUDDHISM, LOST AND FOUND 
 
4.5.1 Burmese-Siamese hostilities [4.2.1] 
 
 4.5.1.1  Siamese (Thai) history proper began with Ayutthaya (1351-1767), founded by Rāmatibodi 
centering on a small island encircled by 3 rivers. Her 1st king, U-thong (r 1351-1369), established Thera-
vāda as the official religion (to differentiate his kingdom from the neighbouring Hindu kingdom of Ang-
kor), and compiled the Dharmaśāstra, a legal code based on ancient Indian sources and Thai custom. It 
was the basis for Siamese law until the late 19th century. 
 In 1511, the Portuguese, after conquering Malacca, sent an envoy to Ayutthaya, which they knew as 
“the kingdom of Siam.” Such contact with the West in the 16th century brought Ayutthaya a period of 
economic growth, making Ayutthaya one of the most prosperous cities in SE Asia, and was probably the 
largest city in the world in the 1700s, with a population of a million people.101 
  
 4.5.1.2 The prosperity of Ayutthaya led to her eventual downfall. Starting in the mid-16th century, the 
Burmese Taungoo kingdom repeatedly tried to overrun Ayutthaya, but she survived all the 4 sieges of the 
Burmese. However, in 1767, with the fall of Lan Na to the Burmese, when the Konbaung king [2.3.1.3] fin-
ally sacked Ayutthaya, burning it to the ground, along with her 400 years of records and artifacts.  
 Ayutthaya was, in her time, the centre of Siamese Kammatthana. Sadly, the Burmese kings and armies 
destroyed almost all evidence of a great culture. We know that the Siamese Kammatthana moved on: it 
was, after all, a forest tradition, and was not in the habit of recording its own history. Yet, the fall of Ayut-
thaya also marked the rise of Siam late in the 18th century, and the Siamese Kammatthana silently flowed 
along with it like forest streams. 
 
 4.5.1.3  The rise of Siam began in Chanthaburi (to the east bordering Battambang and Pailin in Cam-
bodia), led by Taksin (r 1767-1782), a capable military leader of Chinese descent. He pushed back the Bur-
mese and set up his own kingdom in Thonburi, on the west bank 20 km from the sea. This period saw 
mass migration of the Chinese from south China into Siam, providing labour for agriculture, trade and 
crafts. Taksin, the only king of Thonburi, tragically went mad due to stress and other reasons. He was exe-

 
101 George Modelski, World Cities: 3000 to 2000. Washington DC: FAROS, 2000, 2003. 
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cuted by his own general, Chakri, in 1782. General Chakri,102 a noble of Mon descent, then, became in 
1782 the 1st king of the Chakri dynasty as Rāma I; and so began the Rattanakosin103 era down to our 
times. 
 
4.5.2 State and sangha 

 
4.5.2.1  In Thai (modern Siamese) history, the tradition of royal patron-

age of Buddhism (the Theravāda Sangha in particular) historically started 
1782 with king Rama I [4.5.1.3] who in the first decade of his reign promul-
gated 10 edicts declaring to the Siamese nation his intention to purge the 
Sangha of unworthy members, to purify monastic practice, and to encour-
age study and meditation. In significant ways, the purity and progress of 
Siamese Buddhism depended on the king as its exemplar and protector. 
Broadly speaking, this has continued to be the policy of the Thai royal house 
to the present day.  

 
 4.5.2.2  The 2 most significant of the Siamese kings, in terms of modernizing Thai Buddhism, were 
Mongkut’s 9th son, Chulalongkorn. Mongkut (มงกุฎ, “crown,” b 1804; Rama IV, r 1861-68)104 initiated reli-

gious reforms to purify the sangha and Buddhism, such as by upgrading monastic traditional education 
[4.5.3] and introducing the Sangha Act (law) [SD 90.1c: 1.9.3]. His successor, Chulalongkorn (b 1853; Rama 
V, r 1868-1910),105 modernized Siam, including modern academic education for monastics [4.5.4]. We shall 
briefly look at the significance of the works of these 2 great kings in the light of our study of Siamese 
Kammatthana.106 
 
4.5.3 Monastic reforms in Siamese Buddhism 

 

 4.5.3.1  Buddhism both in Burma and in Thailand began to change in the 
19th century for similar reasons. Both countries were threatened by foreign 
domination over them, and, in both cases, their king—Mindon in the case of 
Burma [2.3.3.3] and Mongkut [4.5.3.2] in the case of Siam were keen in 
modernizing their respective kingdoms.  
 In both cases, too, the prevalent Buddhism then was a contemplative 
ascetic tradition. Their main difference was in how they each developed 
into a Buddhist system in our own times: it was mainly Vipassana in the 
case of Myanmar, and mainly Samatha in the case of Thailand. 
  

 4.5.3.2  Mongkut was a monk (Pali name Vajirañāṇo; Thai Wachirayan) 
for 27 years (1824-1851) before he became king (r 1851-1868). During those 
years, he was able to learn first-hand of the corruption and decay that had 
pervaded the Siamese monastic order. In 1835, he started monastic reforms 

 
102 Rāma I (b 1737, r 1782-1809; titled Phra Buddha Yodfa Chulaloke), prior to his succession to the throne, for years held 

the title, Chakri (the wheel wielder), the civil chancellor under king Taksin. He was then an Ayutthaya military leader of Sino-Mon 

descent. Hence, the name, Chakri dynasty ราชวงศ์จกัร ี(ratchawong chakkri). The family has ruled Siam (from 1939, Thailand) since the founding of the 
Rattanakosin era and city of Bangkok in 1782, following the end of Taksin’s reign in Thonburi. (A Reid, A History of Southeast Asia: Critical crossroads, 2015:215). 

103 Thai, รตันโกสนิทร ์(Skt ratana,kos’indra, Indra’s cache of jewels). 
104 Rama IV’s reign title is “Phra Chomklao Chaoyuhua” พระจอมเกลา้เจา้อยู่หวั; not to be confused with Rama VI (Phra 

Mongkutklao Chaoyuhua) (1910-1925), known in the west as King Vajiravudh. 
105 Rama V’s reign title is “Phra Chulachomklao Chaoyuhua” พระจุลจอมเกลา้. 
106 For more details on monastic education reforms in Thai Buddhism, see eg Dhammasami 2004, 2018. 

 
Mongkut as a monk 
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which grew in momentum the following year when he became the 1st abbot of Bowornnivet Wiharn (Wat 
Boworn for short) in Bangkok, which subsequently became the headquarters of his Thammayut Nikai 
(Dhammayuttika Nikāya).107 
 When Mongkut became king, he became aware of the colonial menace surrounding Siam. To keep 
Siam safe from being swallowed up by the imperial powers, he had to relate with them as a modern and 
unified nation. Since religion is one of the powerful forces that could unite (or fragment) the nation, he 
worked with the idea of undermining the authority of the forest monks (especially the shamanistic ones), 
who were very popular with the masses. He had to neutralize, at least weaken, their influence so that it 
would neither be a threat to his power nor fragment the nation into religious factions. 
 
 4.5.3.3  In significant ways, Mongkut’s reforms were given greater mom-
entum by his 47th child, Wachirayanawarorot (P Vajira,ñāṇa,var’orasa, “the 
royal prince with adamantine wisdom”) (1860-1921), or “Wachirayān” for 
short (similar to the monastic name of Mongkut as a monk). He was ordained 
in 1879 by prince abbot Pavaresa, but in 1880, he reordained into the royalist 
Thammayut sect, on a raft (as the consecrated space), and so began his new 
monastic life.108 He went on to become the 10th supreme patriarch (1910-
1921), which helped to fully implement his monastic educational reforms. 
 

 4.5.3.4  For the education of Buddhists, monastic and lay, he wrote and 
published the following titles (among others):109 
 
Publication (BE)110   1st English ed 
 

Nak Tham Tri (1st year Dhamma = 3rd grade or elementary) 
(1)  Navak’ovāda (advice for novices)111 with (2) 1899  (BE 2442) 1971 
(2)  Dhamma,vibhāga 1 (anthology of Buddha’s numerical sayings) 1917   1968    
(3) Vinaka,mukha (Entrance to the Vinaya) vols 1112 1916 (BE 2459) 1969-72 
(4) Buddha,sāsana,subhāsita (Buddhist proverbs) vols 1113 1860 (BE 2403-2460) 1953-55 (?) 
(5) Phutthaprawat (Life of the Buddha, vols 1-3)  1912 
(6)  Paṭhama,sambodhi ปฐมสมโพธ ิ(“the first awakening”) 

(7) Sāsana,vidhi ศาสนาพธิ ีเล่ม ๑ (Buddhist ceremonies vol 1) (1999) 
 

Nak Tham Tho (2nd year Dhamma = 2nd grade or intermediate) 
(1) Saṅgīti,kathā 1 (History of the Councils vol 1)  ? 
(2) Saṅgīti,kathā 2 (History of the Councils vol 1)  1906 
(3) Dhamma,vibhāga 2 (numerical sayings)  1917 
(4) Anubuddha,pavatti (History of (some of) Buddha’s disciples) 1919 
(5) Vinaya,mukha vol 2114  1921 (BE 2414) 1973 
(6) Buddha,sāsana,subhāsita vol 2  (1958) 
(7) Sāsana,vidhi ศาสนาพธิ ีเล่ม ๒ (Buddhist ceremonies vol 2) 1960  (BE 2503) 

 
107 For refs: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mongkut#Monastic_life_and_Thammayut_sect.  
108 S Zack, Buddhist Education Under Prince Wachirayanwarorot, 1977 (unpublished diss); also Dhammasami 

2004:258-263. 
109 The press was part of the premises of Wat Boworn. The year of the 1st publication, etc, are given in Buddhist 

Era (BE): minus 543 to get the Common Era (CE). 
110 Dates with (brackets) are uncertain. 
111 See Zack 1977:188-194; https://archive.org/details/Navakovada; https://methika.com/books/navakovada/.  
112 Vinaya,mukha vol 1 https://archive.org/details/VinayamukhaVol1.  
113 With Mahā Prayong Kittidharo. Vol 1: https://suvacobhikkhu.wordpress.com/buddhist-proverbs-i-pali-thai-

eng/. Vol 2: https://sourceoflightmonastery.tripod.com/webonmediacontents/1071498.pdf. Vol 3 . 
114 Vinaya,mukha vol 2. https://archive.org/details/VinayaMukhaVol2MahtimakutRajavidyalaya. 
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Nak Tham Ek (3rd year Dhamma = 1st grade or advanced) 
(1) Dhamma,,vicāraṇa (Dharma investigations)  1920 
(2) Vinaya,mukha vol 3115  1921 (BE 2464) 1983  
(3) Buddhānubuddha,pavatti (Life of the Buddha and his disciples) 1892 
(4) Maṅgala,visesa,gāthā  (1910?) 
(5) “Essentials of Samathakammaṭṭhāna”  1912 
(6) “Vipassanā,kammaṭṭhāna”  1900 (?) 
(7) Samatha,kammaṭṭhāna and Vipassanā,kammaṭṭhāna  (2 essays) ? 
(8) Buddha,sāsana,subhāsita vol 3  (posthumous) 
(9) Sāsana,vidhi ศาสนาพธิเีล่ม ๓ (Buddhist ceremonies vol 3) ? 

 
 4.5.3.5  Zack notes that in 1914, Wachirayān addressed the tudong forest monks of Saraburi, remind-
ing them to live strictly to the dhutaṅga rules and not take the robe as “a lifestyle” parasiting on society 
(1977:220 f). In this connection (Dhamma study), Wachirayān added that the cultivation of samatha is 
vital for a proper understanding of the Pali texts.116  
 These books were adopted as the texts for the 3-year Nak Tham (nak tham tri; nak tham tho; nak 
tham ek)117 Dhamma examinations in 1910. With a few additions and further refinements, this is, basical-
ly, the Siamese monastic education that has come down to this day with their own examination syndi-
cate, the Sanam Luang.118 
 

 4.5.3.6  As this is a survey of samatha,vipassana as history and practice, I only briefly mention monas-
tic Pali education, especially that of Thailand, which has been summarized elsewhere.119 The Pali exams 
were carried out orally until the end of King Rama V’s reign. Wajirayān modernized the Pali exams. 
 A new written exam system, pioneered by Wachirayāna was first used at the Mahāmakut Buddhist 
University in 1893. The Mahāchulalongkorn Buddhist University had already introduced it in 1889, but it 
only officially instituted in 1986. Sadly, due to lack of interest, the Mahamakut system (as it was called) 
was cancelled by the Thai Sangha in 1902. 
 The other traditional system, known as the 9-level (Thai, prayogi P payoga, exercise) Phra Pariyatti-
dham, however, continues to this day.120 Wachirayān revised the old Pali education based on Kaccayāna 
grammar and Thai tradition. Of special significance are the 6 small textbooks compiled by him that serve 
as the basis of modern Pali Grammar (Bali Waiyakorn), as follows: 
 

(1) Akkhara,vidhi:  Samaññābhidhāna + Sandhi (the alphabet: sound system and euphonic combination) 
(2)  Vacī,vibhāga 1: Nāma + Avyaya,sadda (parts of speech 1: nouns and indeclinables) 
(3)  Vacī,vibhāga 2: Ākhyāta and Kitaka (parts of speech 2: verbs and primary derivation) 
(4) Vacī,vibhāga 3: Samāsa + Taddhita (compounds and secondary derivation) 
(5) Vākya,sambandha 1 (sentence construction: parsing 1) 
(6) Ubhaya,vākya,parivittana 1+2 (sentence conversion). 
 

A summary of Wachirayān’s Grammar, was compiled by Phra Mahā Chamrat Ṭhitajoti (1921).121  
 

 
115 Vimaya,mukha vols 1-3: http://www.khmerbuddhism.net/ebooks/english/Vinayamukha.pdf.  
116 Wachirayanwarorot, “Hua chai samattha kammathan (The Essentials of Samatha Meditation).” Tham khadi 

(Themes of the Dhamma) [Thammakhadi,:Dhamma Texts”], p179. See Dhammasami 2004:261 f. 
117 “Nak Tham Tri” means the Dhammika 3rd grade (1st year Dhamma knowledge); “Nak Tham Tho” is the 2nd 

grade (2nd year); and “Nak Tham Ek” is 1st grade (3rd year).  
118 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanam_Luang_Dhamma_Studies.   
119 See eg https://atbu.org/node/23 which does not mention the works of Vajirañāṇavaroros. 
120 See http://tdm.sas.upenn.edu/monastery/life_education.html; https://so03.tci-

thaijo.org/index.php/ijmmt/article/download/247845/166998.     
121 Tr as A Handbook of Pali Grammar by Piyasilo Bhikkhu (Bangkok, 1973; unpublished). 
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4.5.4 Modern Siamese monastic education 
 
 4.5.4.1  Mongkut was more successful in modernizing Siam than Burma’s penultimate king, Mindon, 
was in reforming his own kingdom [2.3.3.3]. Burma later fell to the British. An important reason for Mong-
kut’s success was that his successor, King Chulalongkorn, implemented his father’s reforms and was very 
shrewd in his foreign diplomacy. He not only kept out the colonizers, but also unified Siam into a sove-
reign state under him. [1.9.6.3] 
 To unify the Siamese Sangha, he introduced educational reforms for the monks. He founded  the 
Mahāchulālongkorn Rājavidyālaya (the Mahachulalongkorn monastic university under royal patronage) 
[MCU, 1887],122 so that the majority of monks, those from the poor sector of society, especially farmers, 
had (and have) an opportunity for a good academic education rooted in both Buddhism and useful secular 
subjects.  
 As a rule, such educated monks, if they remained in robes past 40, they went on to become elders of 
the Siamese Sangha. Otherwise, they leave the Sangha young enough to earn a living, set up a family, and 
live a relatively comfortable lay life. Either way, the monks generally contributed to the stability and pros-
perity of the country, or at least did not bring her any social or political problems, as in Sri Lanka. [SD 60.-
1c: 1.8.2] 
 
 4.5.4.2  In our own times, the MCU aspires to become an international Buddhist university, and thus 
places emphasis on the usage of English. Meditation practice is part of the University curriculum, and 
graduating monks are expected to have done some hours of traditional meditation. The purpose of this is 
to encourage a good balance of education and meditation in the monastics so that they become good 
practitioners and better teachers. 
 In Myanmar, however, mainly due to its unstable political situation, and lack of local initiative, educa-
tion for monastics remain largely parochial. Burmese monks desiring a broader English-based education 
have to resort to the universities in Sri Lanka.123 With a good command of English and some level of aca-
demic qualification, such monks hope to be able to work as resident monks in the lay temples124 of Malay-
sia or Singapore, or perhaps start their own missions overseas. 
  
4.6 THE SIAMESE SAMATHA TRADITION 
 
4.6.1 Bangkok is far away 
 
 4.6.1.1  The Buddhist reforms of the 2 great kings, Mongkut and Chulalongkorn, were very successful 
[4.5.4.1], benefitting the monastics and monastic system of Thailand—especially those in the urban mon-
asteries, that is, the “text-based” (pariyatti) coenobites. This background is helpful in our understanding 
of the realities of Thai Buddhism when we discuss the forest tradition, that is, the “old Siamese medita-
tion” [4.3.1]. 
 The reforms of the 3 great Siamese—Mongkut, Chulalongkorn and Wachirayanawarorot—succeeded 
in cutting down the growth and influence of Boran Kammatthana. With the nation’s monastics more cen-

 
122 Founded in 1887 by king Chulalongkorn, its main campuses are at Wat Mahathat Yuwarat Rangsarit in Bangkok 

and at Wang Noi, Ayutthaya province, but has at least 15 extension campuses throughout Thailand. By bills passed 
in 1997, both Mahachula (in short) and Mahamakut Buddhist Universities became public universities. The former 
belongs to the Mahanikai sect, the latter to the royalist Thammayut sect. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya_University.  

123 The main reasons for Burmese monks resorting to Sri Lanka universities is because of past historical links. The 
university fees are often quite high for most of the monks.  

124 “Temple” usu refers to a smaller institution than “monastery,” which, in either case, in Thailand, is always run 
by monastics, but elsewhere (such as in Malaysia or Singapore) may be run by the laity with resident monks in their 
employ. 
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tralized and better educated, it was not difficult to wean them from unorthodox teachings and practices 
of Boran Kammatthana.  
 
 4.6.1.2  Yet, the popular subculture never dies, since most people, religious or not, tend to have diffi-
culties living up to the noble virtues and ideals of early Buddhism. In their pursuit of worldly pleasures and 
gains, they are compelled to externalize their spirituality, and seek it in religious figures to whom they 
attribute charisma. 
 Hence, we see the spirit of Boran Kammatthana still alive and driving albeit a small, hence, more 
specialized and privileged class of shamanic monastics and the devoted laity. This should not concern us 
further since they have practically nothing to do with the meditation tradition of our discussion.125 
 We will instead examine certain teachings and practices of Boran Kammatthana that influence the 
“new Siamese meditation” tradition. It focuses, as a rule, on forest monks, whose teachings and practices 
inspire us to this day. We will now study the best known of them, and also how Boran Kammatthana 
practice still live, at least in spirit, in many of them, the best known of which are the forest monks of NE 
Thailand.126 

 
5 The “new Siamese meditation” 
 
5.1 MASTERS OF SIAMESE KAMMATTHANA 
 
 5.1.1  For the remainder of this section, we shall examine the teachings and practices of the leading 
Siamese Kammatthana monks (up to the early 20th century), that is, the “new Siamese meditation.” Here 
is a summary list of Siamese Kammatthana meditation masters up to date: 
 
Mahānikai Thammayut 
 

 Ajahn Sao Kantasīlo (1861-1941) [5.2.2] 
 Ajahn Mun Bhuridatto (1870-1949)   [5.2] 
 Ajahn Lee Dhammadharo  (1907-1961) [5.3] 
 Ajahn Khamdee (1902-1984) [5.4] 
 Ajahn Sim Buddhacaro (1909-1992) [5.5] 
Ajahn Buddhadāsa  (1906-1993) [5.6-5.8] 
 Ajahn Thate Desarangsi  (1902-1994) [5.9] 
 Ajahn Feuang Jotiko (1915-1986) [5.10] 
 Maha Bua Ñāṇasampannp (1913-2011) [5.11] 
Ajahn Chah Subhaddo  (1918-1992) [5.12] 
 Ajahn Suwat Suvaco (1919-         ) [5.13] 
 Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu (1949-         )    
Ajahn Chah’s lineage 

Ajahn Sumedho  (1934-         ) 

Ajahn Khemadhammo  (1944-         ) 
Ajahn Viradhammo  (1947-         )  

Ajahn Pasanno  (1949-         ) 
Ajahn Sucitto  (1949-         )   

Ajahn Brahmavaṁso127  (1951-         ) 

 
125 See eg S J Tambiah, The Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of the Amulet, 1984. 
126 Chah 2007; Tiyavanich 1997. 
127 On 1 Nov 2009, the Thai forest monastic Sangha in the Ajahn Chah lineage centred at Wat Nong Pah Pong, 

Ubon Ratchathani, excommunicated Brahmavaṁso from the Ajahn Chah Forest Sangha lineage [SD 1.9 (8-10)]. He 

is now associated with neither the main monastery in Thailand, Wat Phong, nor with any of the other Western For-
est Sangha branch monasteries of the Ajahn Chah tradition. Interestingly, he was ordained not by Ajahn Chah but by 

http://dharmafarer.org/
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajahn_Sumedho
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajahn_Khemadhammo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajahn_Viradhammo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajahn_Pasanno
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajahn_Sucitto
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Ajahn Sao Kantasilo 

Ajahn Amaro  (1956-         ) 
Ajahn Jayasāro  (1958-         ) 
Ajahn Sujato128  (1966-         )  
 

 5.1.2 We are now rising into the blissful clouds of hagiography, the writings and stories of the lives of 
saints, a melding of history, metaphor and mythology, through the eyes of the faithful. This is a fascinat-
ing area of literature, rivalling the great works of fiction that continue to enrich our lives in every genera-
tion ever since they were published.  
 The purpose of reading such works must clearly be to understand the writer’s mind and heart, and 
how this brings out the wholesome and best in us. The historical aspects of such stories connect us with 
the subject of this study, the great Siamese Kammatthana monks and practitioners. Yet, it is the mythical 
and the metaphorical that will deep-dive internally or raise us up to higher levels of seeing our own self. 
This is the nature of hagiography, sacred stories and legends. 
 
5.2 AJAHN MUN BHURIDATTO (1870-1949)   
 

 5.2.1  Ajahn Mun (Thai มัน่; Pali ordination name, Bhūridatto ภูรทิตฺโต) was 

born in 1870 in Baan Kham Bong (บา้นค าบง), a farming village in Ubon Ratcha-

thani province, NE Thailand. He became a novice at 15 (1885) in the village 
monastery (Wat Baan Kham Bong) for 2 years. At 22 (1893), he ordained, 
with his parents’ blessings, as a monk under Ajahn Sao Kantasīlo [5.2.2], in 
Wat Liab, a small monastery outside the capital of Ubol Ratchathani (the 
province has the same name) in NE Thailand.129  
 
 5.2.2  Little is known about Ajahn Sao Kantasilo (เสาร ์กนฺตสโีล 1861-1941), 

since he left nothing behind by way of meditation manuals or biography.130 
Ajahn Sao began his monastic life practising a regional pre-Reform Boran 
Kammathana gāthā (Thai katha, “mantra recitation”) meditation, but would later re-ordain in the 
Thammayut sect. 

J L Taylor writes of him:   
“Sao typifies the reclusive somewhat introverted loner. Man [Ajahn Mun] was 

recorded as saying that Sao's gentle personality was an expression of great metaa 
[sic: mettā]. He would only speak on occasions and with short pithy utterances.”131 

For the first 3 months that Mun trained under Ajahn Sao, Mun struggled to 
find a proper meditation subject. He began by contemplating the foul nature of 
the body, which brought him haunting visions of a corpse being picked at by 
scavengers. Upon investigating these visions, a translucent disk-sign (nimitta) 
appeared before him mentally. When he focused on the translucent disk, he 
would be taken on an inner journey of ephemeral visions. After 3 months, he 
concluded these recurring experiences kept him in a mental bind.132  

 
Phra Bhromgunabhorn (Kiaw Upaseṇo เกีย่ว อุปเสโณ) (1928-2013) (later promoted to Somdet Phutthacharn สมเดจ็ พระ-

พุฒาจารย ์XXII), abbot of Wat Srakes, Bangkok, the same monastery where Piyasīlo (Piya Tan) was ordained by the 17th 

Supreme Patriarch (Pun [Poon] Puṇṇasiri ปุ่น ปุณฺณสริ,ิ 1896-1973) as preceptor, and spent his 5-rain nissaya (1972-76). 

https://dokumen.tips/reader/f/somdet-phra-buddhacarya.  
128 Sujato sees Brahmavaṁso as his teacher.  
129 S J Tambiah, The Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets, 1984:82. 

http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/acariya-mun.pdf.  
130 Tambiah 1984:83. 
131 Taylor, Buddhism and Postmodern Imaginings in Thailand, 2008:103. 
132 Maha Bua 2003, repr 2010:8-10. 
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Mun decided to let go of them and keep to constant bodily mindfulness. He kept his attention on 
various parts of his body by taking full sweeps of it, even when he was walking. He found that this brought 
him more calm abiding. 
 
 5.2.3  Ajahn Sao wandered on tudong (P dhutanga; Thai: thudong) [3.1.3.4 f] with Ajahn Mun for 
several years. Ajahn Mun relates how during this period, people in the villages were terrified of tudong 
monks who wandered the countryside. Of tudong monks, Ajahn Maha Bua [Boowa] writes:  

 
 “Back then, a dhutanga monk, walking in the distance 
on the far side of a field, was enough to send country folk 
into a panic. Being fearful, those still close to the village 
quickly ran home. Those walking near the forest ran into 
the thick foliage to hide, being too scared to stand their 
ground or greet the monks. Thus, dhutanga monks, 
wandering in unfamiliar regions during their travels, 
seldom had a chance to ask the locals for much needed 
directions.” (Bua 2003:10). 

Anthropologist Tambiah explains: “Such monks 
apparently provoked feelings of fear and apprehension 
among the rural folk. Their strictly controlled behavior 
and avoidance of unnecessary contact with laymen; 

their wearing of yellowish-brown robes dyed with gum extracted from the wood of the Jackfruit tree; 
their carrying a large umbrella (klot) slung over their shoulder, the almsbowl over the other, and a water 
kettle hanging on the side; and their custom of walking in a single file—all these features inspired awe as 
much as respect.” (1984:84) 

 
5.2.4  After wandering on tudong for some years, Ajahn Sao told Mun that the latter should go out on 

his own to progress further. Mun then looked for another teacher who might have attained the path, 
travelling to Laos, northern Burma and central Thailand. Reaching Bangkok, he consulted his childhood 
friend, Chao Khun Upāli (Jan Siricando, 1856-1932),133 on the cultivation of insight (vipassanā).  

He then left for a period, staying in caves in Lopburi (150 km NE of Bangkok), before returning to Bang-
kok to consult with Chao Khun Upali one final time. With greater confidence in his own wisdom, Mun left 
for the mystical Sarika Cave, in the Khao Yai mountains of Nakorn Nayok province,134 living there for 3 
years.135 

During his stay there, Ajahn Mun was critically ill for several days. When medicines failed to heal him, 
he ceased to take them, and resolved to rely on the power of his practice. He investigated the nature of 
the mind and his pain. In due course, his illness abated.136 
 According to forest tradition accounts, after subduing an apparition of a mace-wielding demon, who 
claimed to be the owner of the cave, and working through subsequent visions, Mun attained the path as 
a “non-returner” (anāgāmī).137 He passed away in 1949 at Wat Suddh’āvāsa, Dong Mafai, Sakon Nakhorn 
province. 
 

 
133 Jan was 14 years (rains) senior to Mun. His ecclesiastical title was Somdet Phra Ubāli Gunupamacharn, P upāli 

guṇ’upam’ācariya. Once, he was temporarily stripped of his title and placed under “monastery arrest” for reportedly 
criticizing King Rama VI’s request that monks encourage their followers to donate money for a battleship for the 
Royal Thai Navy. He was also the preceptor and teacher of Somdet Mahawirawong (Tisso Uan) [5.3.3 f] 

134 In central Thailand, about 130 km north of Bangkok. 
135 Not too far away is the Province’s most famous Sarika waterfalls (Thai, namtok sarika), with its 9-tier cataracts, 

with a pool on each level. See Thanissaro 2010; Tambiah 1984:86. 
136 Bua 2003:21-42; Tambiah 1984:87 f. 
137 Tambiah 2003:88. 
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5.3 AJAHN LEE DHAMMADHĀRO (1907-1961)138 
 
 5.3.1  Ajahn Lee Dhammadhāro (Thai ล ีธมมธโร 1907-1961) (original 

name, ชาล ีChaalee), born in a rural village in Ubon Ratchathani province, 

NE Thailand,139 was a disciple of Ajahn Mun [5.2]. Lee was a leading 
meditation teacher in the early 20th century, skilled both in teaching 
and in practice. He was the first to bring the ascetic tradition out of the 
forests of the Mekong basin into mainstream Thai society in central 
Thailand.140 A special feature of his method was a pattern of dhyana, 
said to lead to the formless attainments.141 
 
 5.3.2   After ordaining as a Maha Nikai monk, he had difficulties 
keeping the rule about taking meals only between sunrise and noon. 
He went on to learn that other monks, too, did the same. Furthermore, 
they played chess and held cock-fights. In due course, upon meeting 
Ajahn Mun [5.2], Lee reordained under the Thammayut sect and, for a 
while, lived as an itinerant tudong monk, wandering as far south 
Thailand, Cambodia, Burma and India.142 

Ajahn Lee founded a number of monasteries in his wanderings. The most famous of these was Wat 
Asokārām (1962), in Samut Prakarn, where he taught meditation, and where his meditation continues to 
be taught. In recognition of his work, he received the ecclesiastical title: Phra Suddhidhammaraṁsi Gam-
bhiramedhacariya (1957).143 
 
5.3.3  During the reigns of Siamese kings, Prajadhipok (Rama VII, 1925-1935) and Ananda Mahidol (Rama 
VIII, 1935-1946), there was political tension between the Thammayut [4.5.3.2] hierarchy and the forest 
tradition. In 1926, the regional Thammayut authority, Tisso Uan (ตสิโส อว้น), attempted to drive Ajahn Sing 

Khantyāgamo (สงิห ์ขนฺตฺยาคโม) of Wat Pah Salawan, Nakorn Rachasima and his following of 50 monks, 100 

nuns and laypeople, out of a forest under Uan’s jurisdiction.  
The authorities suspected that the monks were sympathetic to the Communists hiding in the for-

ests.144 Uan publicly notified the villagers not to give alms to Ajahn Sing and his monks. Uan even sent a 
local District Officer to officially instruct Ajahn Sing to leave. Sing replied that he was an Ubon native, and 
saw no good reason to leave.145 
 Although the Thammayut directive was later dropped, this tension persisted for two decades, and 
Tisso Uan maintained even after Ajahn Mun’s death that the latter was unqualified as a Dhamma teacher 
since he had not undergone formal Pali studies.146 This is a clear example of effects of Mongkut’s reforms 
to streamline the Sangha to promote educated monks and weaken the influence of the forest monks. 
 

 
138 Not to be confused with the younger Ajahn Dhammadharo (1913-2005) of Wat Tow Kote, Nakorn Si Thamma-

raj, S Thailand: Kornfield 2007: ch 14. Kornfield’s valuable book introduces the best teachers in recent times, but 
parts of it are outdated. It also includes one Ajahn Jumnien (ch 15), founder of Wat Tham Seua (Krabi Province) who 
was an “amulets” priest, not a meditation master like the other teachers discussed here. 

139 Lee 1991:19. 
140 Taylor 1993:37 
141 Dhammadharo 1990. 
142 Lee 1991:24; details of his wanderings: 67-90. 
143 Lee 1991:124. 
144 The situation was complicated since these “Communists” were the local poor, who would not harm the forest 

monks anyway since, as a rule, the monks were apolitical. Tiyavanich 1977:229. 
145 Tiyavanich 1997:229. 
146 Taylor 1993:138; Thanissaro 2005:1. 
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5.3.4  According to Ajahn Lee’s autobiography, however, the relationship between the Thammayut sect 
and the Kammaṭṭhāna monks changed in the 1950s. When Tisso Uan become ill, Ajahn Lee went to teach 
him meditation to help him cope with his illness. Uan eventually recovered, and the new friendship be-
tween the two would make Uan to completely change his mind about the Kammaṭṭhāna tradition. Ajahn 
Lee writes about what Uan said to him:   

“People who study and practise the Dhamma get caught up on nothing more than their own opinions, 
which is why they never get anywhere. If everyone understood things correctly, there wouldn’t be any-
thing impossible about practising the Dhamma.”147 
 Uan would then invite Ajahn Lee to teach in the city. This event marked a positive point in relations 
between the Thammayut administration and the forest tradition. Thanissaro notes that widespread ac-
ceptance from the Thammayut was possible in part because the monks who had been drafted as teach-
ers from the 5th Reign onwards were now being displaced by civilian teaching staff.148 
 

5.3.5  Mainstream popularity of Kammatthana culminated in the 1970s because of the popularity of a 
cultural fetishism of amulets worn as necklace pendants. Busts of popular forest monks were imprinted 
on them, and they were ritually blessed to allegedly provide some protective charms to the wearer.  

Tambiah writes that General Kriangsak Chomanan (Thai PM, 1977-80) distributed such amulets to his 
troops, and ordered that white “pha yant” (cloths with mystical yantra prints), blessed by Luang Pu Waen, 

to be bound to the Thai National Flag and flown at the top of ships’ masts for 
protection from communist attacks. This is a clear example of the popularity 
of the Kammatthana monks with shamanist inclination.149 

 

5.4 AJAHN KHAMDEE PABHASO (1902-1984) 
 

5.4.1  Ajahn Khamdee Pabhāso (Thai ค าด ีปภาโส, 1902-1984) was born into a 

farming family in Khon Kaen, one of the 4 major NE provinces. When he was 
22, he ordained at the local temple in line with Thai custom, but was dis-
satisfied with the customary practice there.  

As a result, in 1928, he reordained in the Thammayut sect, and in the 
following year, became a student of Ajahn Singh Khantyāgamo [5.3.3], a 
senior disciple of Ajahn Mun. Turning to the wandering life, he sought out 
quiet places in various parts of NE Thailand, until he found Tham Phaa Puu 

(ถ ้าผาปู่ Grandfather Cliff Cave) in Loei province, near the Laos border, in 1955.  

 
5.4.2  Finding it an ideal place to practise, he stayed there for almost the remainder of his life. He moved 
down to the foothill below the cave when he became too old to take the climb. 

Well known as a teacher of strong character yet gentle temperament, he attracted a large following, 
both ordained and lay. By the time of his death, a sizable monastery had grown up around him at the foot 
of Grandfather Cliff. His teachings, found in Making the Dhamma Your Own,150 has been translated from 
the Thai by Thanissaro Bhikkhu (1999). 
 
5.5 AJAHN SIM BUDDHÂCĀRO (1909-1992) 
 
 5.5.1  Ajahn Sim Buddhācāro (Thai สมิ พุทฺธาจาโร) was born in Sakon Nakorn Province, NE Thailand. His 

parents were farmers and dedicated supporters of the local monastery. At the age of 17, Sim became a 
novice and shortly afterwards became a student of Ajahn Mun and trained in his monastery.  

 
147 Lee 1991:92. 
148 Thanissaro 2005; Taylor 1993:139. 
149 Tambiah 1984:260 f. 
150 https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/thai/khamdee/yourown.html.  
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On reaching 20, he was ordained as a monk at Wat Sri Ratanārām (วดั ศร-ี

รตันาราม), Khon Kaen. Later, that same year, on meeting Ajahn Mun and Ajahn 

Singh, he was very impressed with their demeanour, and decided to 
reordain into the Thammayut sect under Mun in 1929. 

In later years, he was the abbot of a number of monasteries. In 1959, he 
was acting abbot of Wat Asokārām; that same year, he received the 
ecclesiastical title of Phrakhru Santivarañāṇa. In 1965, he was abbot of Wat 
Pah Suddhāvāsa, and in 1966, of Wat Santitham. In 1967, he founded his 
own monastery, Wat Tham Pah Plorng (วดัถ ้าผาปล่อง “crater-shaft cave 

monastery”) in the remote mountains of Chiang Dao in Chiang Mai province, 
and lived there until his death in 1992, having been 63 years a monk. 

 
5.5.2  Ajahn Sim’s book, Simply So, was translated from the Thai by 

Jayasaro Bhikkhu (1995). It contains 2 short talks on meditation practice: 
The 1st describes the use of the mantra “Buddho” to cultivate mental calm; the 2nd is a reminder of the 
urgency of meditation practice, and gives instructions on how to resist the mind’s many devious ways of 
distracting us from practice. 

What knows the false conditioned mind, he writes, and what knows the true unconditioned mind? It 
is just this one single knowing, that which hears the sound of the teaching and meditates on buddho. As 
there is just this single knowing, we must focus our energies and vow to ourself: “I will not indulge the 
thinking mind. I will gather the mind into itself.” Keeping the mind from wandering makes it stay with 
buddho. All we have to do, then, is to maintain buddho. 
 
5.6 AJAHN BUDDHADĀSA (1906-1993) 
 
 5.6.1  Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu (Thai พุทธทาส ภกิขุ Phutthathat 

Phikkhu), lay name, Ngeum Panitch (เงื่อม พานิช,151 of Chinese father 

and Thai mother, running a family store), ordained name Indapañño 

(อนฺิทปญฺโญ) [5.6.4] and ecclesiastical title, Phra Dham-

makosācārya (พระธรรมโกศาจารย ์Phra Thammakosacharn), was 

an erudite and influential Thai ascetic-monk philosopher.152 
 
 5.6.2  Ngeum’s first impression of living Buddhism was 
perhaps when he was only 6, when, in 1912, the Supreme 
Patriarch, Wachirayān [4.5.3.3], visited his village on an inspection tour of the temple there. When the 
young Ngeum saw this remarkable monk, it left an indelible impression on him that set the deep 
Buddhist tone of his life. 
 The following year, when only 8, he was apprenticed at the local village temple, Wat Nok (วดันอก; also 

called Wat Ubon วดัอุบล), as a temple-boy (1914-17), he learned to read and write, and studied Buddhist 

tradition and Thai culture. When he was 11, he was initiated as a novice (sāmaṇera). This was his first 
taste of the yellow robes and communal living: it was gratifying.153 
 In 1918, when he was 12, he started attending formal elementary school at Wat Neua (Wat Bodh-
ārām), where he underwent the new Bangkok curriculum that stressed western learning. In 1921-23, the 
teenaged Ngeum enrolled for secondary education in Sarapee-Uthit School (รงเรยีน  สารภอีุทศิ) in Chaiya, 6 km 

from Phum Riang พุมเรยีง (a tambon ต าบล or subdistrict in Chaiya District, Surat Thani, south Thailand). Living 

 
151 His father’s original Chinese surname was Ka. It was changed to Panitch,”merchant,” since his was the only 

store in the village. 
152 For studies on his life, see P A Jackson 2003; S Payulpitack 1991:ch 3: 

http://webdoc.sub.gwdg.de/ebook/le/2003/uni-bielefeld/disshabi/2001/0059/chapter3.pdf.  
153 Santidhammo 2014: pt 1 (digital p19). 
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with his father who had opened a new store in the town, he continued with the new western style 
education. During these happy years with his father, he learned to write Thai traditional poetry from him. 
 At 17, he had to drop out of school to help his father run the Chaiya store. But when his father died 
the same year (1923), his family closed the store and he happily returned to be with his mother in Phum 
Riang. At such a young age, we had become head of the house, caring for his younger brother, since his 
aged mother was often sick.154 
 
 5.6.3  The reforms of King Chulalongkorn were taking effect. Monks in the region started going to 
school, and formed groups for Dharma study and  discussion in his family provision store, which also sold 
books. Ngeum was an avid reader, and had the opportunity to read widely, especially critical works on 
social progress and freedom.  
 As he listened to the handful of people discussing Buddhism in the family shop, his interest in it grew. 
Before 19, he had already read all the texts by Wachirayān for the 3-year Nak Tham monastic studies 
[4.5.3.4]. He was already well read in the demythologized modernist Buddhism taught by Wachirayān 
even before becoming a monk. His other task, as the eldest son in the family, was helping to run their 
store, which did very well, too. 
  
 5.6.4  In 1926, when he was 20, he decided to ordain for the traditional 3-month rains retreat155 at 
Wat Nok. He was given the ordination name (chāyā) of Inda,pañño, which means either “one who is a 
leader in wisdom” or “one whose wisdom is like that of Indra (lord of the devas).” For his training, he 
stayed in Wat Mai Phum Riang (วดัใหม่ พุมเรยีง, one of the 5 monasteries there, which was located in a pre-

dominantly Muslim area). He thought that he would remain in robes for only the 3 months of the retreat 
as a traditional rite-of-passage for young men to be eligible for marriage.156 

 Almost at once, he found everything so peaceful and congenial, and went on to sign up for the Nak 
Tham class in Wat Neua (วดัเหนือ, also called Wat Photharām, วดัโพธาราม). After being ordained for only 2 days, 

the abbot, who had known of Indapañño’s Dharma knowledge even as a 
layman, invited him to give a public talk. Unlike the old method of preaching, 
Indapañño’s style was refreshingly simple and captivating with his use of 
parables and Jātaka stories.157 His reputation spread and other local temples, 
too, invited him with a schedule of talks. Even the young enjoyed his talks 
(he was himself in his 20s) and this pleased the abbot. During this period, 
despite his teaching duties, Indapañño continued his own Dharma education 
and studies. 
 Indapañño had an indomitable curiosity and  great love for learning: 
natural science, photography, typewriter repair. He began to teach himself 
English, and was particularly drawn to current affairs, and the writings of 
Thai intellectuals, such as Chaophraya Thammasak Montri and Phraya Anu-
man Rajadhon, especially their works on science, world history and 
Dharma.158 
 
 5.6.5  Indapañño, encouraged by his uncle, Siang (who had been a monk 
in Bangkok but had disrobed, married and settled in Chumporn),159 moved to 
Bangkok to study monastic Pali at Wat Pathumkongkha (Paduma Gaṅga, 

 
154 Santidhammo 2014: pt 1 (digital p25). 
155 Ngeum was able to do this because, in 1926, his younger brother Yikoei had returned from Bangkok and took 

over running the family store. 
156 Pasannadhammo Bhikkhu 1985:38-41; Payulpitack 1991:76 f. 
157 Cp Ledi Sayadaw’s simple style of writing [2.3.3.4]. 
158 Pasannadhammo Bhikkhu 1985:113. 
159 Chumphon is a southern Thai province on the narrow Kra Isthmus of the Malay Peninsula. To the west it bor-

ders the Myanmar province of Tanintharyi. 
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“Ganges lotus”).160 However, after 2 months there, he was deeply disappointed and unhappy with the 
rote-learning and over-reliance on post-canonical texts. He had no opportunity to study the primary texts, 
the Pali canon. He was also disillusioned by monks who merely took monastic life as a springboard for 
further education, then disrobed for a lay profession and family life. Moreover, he found the city am-
bience, with its constant noise and worldly crowds, very distracting.161 
 After a year in Bangkok, Indapañño returned, in 1929, to Chaiya, to teach at a new Nak Tham school 
at Wat Phrathat, built with funds donated by his uncle, Nguan Setthaphakdi of Ban Don.162 For that occa-
sion, he wrote his first long article, “The Worldling’s Level of Buddhism” (1929), stressing the need for 
making Buddhism relevant and current, and that nirvana is an urgent attainable goal. This is followed, in 
the same year, by “The Benefits of Giving” (การท าทาน, karn tham than, 1929) for a cremation volume for the 

late Phrakhru Sophanacetasikaram. In it, he states that giving should not be merely a “merit-making” act, 
but one for the decrease in selfishness.163 
 Indapañño, who loved reading, understandably also loved to write. In due course, he wrote over 
2000 titles,164 and it filled a whole room in the National Library in Bangkok! Indeed, he is the most prolific 
of Buddhist writers in Thai history. 
 In 1930, he decided to give another try to the Bangkok curriculum, and returned to Wat Pathumkong-
kha. This time, he studied with a private tutor. With his command of Pali, he read the Pali canon itself, 
only to discover that the prevalent learning diverged from it.  
  
 5.6.6  The first year that Indapañño took the Pali exams, he scored the highest in the country. In the 
following year (1931), however, he failed in his 4th year Pali (parien si prayog), intentionally, because he 
answered the exam questions with what he had read in the suttas! This only confirmed his suspicion that 
monastic education was simply a tool for clerical mobility in affluence and status. 

His vision was that the Sangha should renew itself by returning to the way of early Buddhism, as laid 
out in the Pali canon. Firm in the understanding that nirvana was possible, he wondered, why the monks 
were not trying to attain it? Why wasn’t it being taught in the monastic university? 
 In 1932, the 26-year-old Indapañño left Bangkok for good, convinced that “purity is not found in the 
city,” but to be found in the forest, like the Buddha did. Despite his serious misgiving about mainstream 
Buddhism, indeed, for that very reason, he wisely felt that he should keep in touch with it. His experience 
with Bangkok Buddhism was a valuable lesson. He well knew what he did not want, and what he needed 
to do to improve things. He had to return to the source of Buddha Dharma.165 
 
 5.6.7  With Indapañño’s return to Phum Riang, his younger brother Yikoei (or Yee-guey) and his 
Dhammadāna Study Group found a derelict temple, abandoned for over 80 years, called Wat Traphang-
chik (วดัตระพงัจกิ) in dense jungle of 28 acres, outside Phum Riang. In May 1932, Indapañño moved into a 

small hut (at his own request) built by his brother, and he called the place Suan Mokh Bālārāma (สวนโมกข-

พลาราม the park-monastery of spiritual power that is the garden of liberation). 

 It is rare for a temple or monastery in Thailand to be called “garden” (สวน suan). Indapañño was clear 

about his vision of an ideal Dharma centre. While a traditional “monastery” or wat (วดั) is a conspicuous 

built-up complex of elaborately structured and decorated buildings, a suan is a more natural place for 
those seeking inner peace and clarity in a natural environment of trees and nature like in the Buddha’s 
time. 
 

 
160 A class 2 royal monastery, in Bangkok’s busy Chinatown. 
161 Santidhammo, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, 2014: pt 2 (digital p27). 
162 An ancient monastery going back to the 8th-century Srivijaya empire, when Chaiya was one of its important 

centres. 
163 I have here conjectured my own sequence of Buddhadasa’s first 2 writings, which differs from Payulpitack 

1991:86 f. 
164 This figure comes from a survey by Louis Gabaude of Universite de la Sorbonne Nouvelle Paris III, 1988. 
165 Payulpitack 1991:85 f, 90 f; Santidhammo 2014: pt 2 (digital p28). 
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 5.6.8  The year 1932 is historically significant for Thais: Siam renounced absolute monarchy for a con-
stitutional monarchy, and, spiritually, 26-year-old Indapañño turned from being an urban monk into a 
forest recluse. On 28 August that year, he aspired, as noted in his notebook, thus: 

 

I commit this life and body to Lord Buddha. I am the Buddha’s slave, the Buddha is my lord. 
For this reason I am named “Buddhadāsa” (literally, “slave of the Buddha”).166 

 

As far as I know, no scholar has rendered ทาส thaad (ts dāsa) literally as “slave.” The term not only 

reflected Indapañño’s faith, humility and dedication, but also the sense of dāsa as used in the suttas. He 
knew the suttas well: While hired workers (kamma,kara) were paid for their labour, a “slave” was usually 
one conquered in battle or were unable to settle significant debts who thus had to work for his creditors. 
It is clearly stated in the Sigāl’ovāda Sutta (D 31), for example, that slaves should be well treated, given 
various benefits, rest breaks, etc. To Buddhadasa, we owe the Buddha that debt of freedom on account 
of his awakening and teaching us to free ourselves. The term is thus used as a deep gesture of gratitude 
to the Buddha.167 
 

5.6.9  Over the next 2 years (1933-34), Buddhadāsa spent his time in solitary retreat meditating and 
studying the suttas. In due course, when he started teaching, more monks came to study under him, and 
his congregation grew larger. In 1943, he moved Suan Mokh out of the limited premises of Wat Traphang-
chik to its present expansive location at Wat Thaan Nam Lai วดัธารน ้าไหล (the monastery of flowing stream-

water) on 124 acres of hilly land, 5 km SE of Chaiya. This is the new Suan Mokh, “the garden of liberation,” 
existing to this day.168 
 In 1989, Buddhadasa built the International Dharma Hermitage (IDH), about 1.5 km east of the main 
monastery. Residential retreats for international participants are held here. Since Buddhadāsa’s passing, 
neither Suan Mokh nor the IDH ordains foreigners, but refers them to Wat Pah Nanachat [5.12.2.3].169 

Buddhadasa passed away at the age of 87 in 1993. His final words were: “Na pathavī na āpo na tejo 
na vāyo ... ,” (No earth, no water, no fire, no wind) which he kept repeating reflectively. He also said, “I 
don’t feel that it’s me. There is no gain and no loss. Peace. Well being.” He then fell into a coma from 
which he never regained consciousness. He died consciously reflecting on the Dharma.170 
 Thus far I have been able to trace Buddhadāsa’s life from his birth to the founding of Suan Mokh, 
which is sufficient to give us a good understanding of his thinking, and how he became an ascetic monk. A 
number of detailed academic studies of his life and works have been quoted: these should be referred to 
for more details of his life.171 We shall end this study of Buddhadāsa by examining his meditation methods 
and related teachings.172 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
166 Chit Phibanthaen, Chiiwit lae ngan, 1977:11. 
167 On the privileges of slaves (dāsa) over hired worjers, see SD 16.1 (2.2.2); SD 40a.2 (3.2). 
168 See Payulpitack 1991:92. On the arhat ideal in our times, see S J Tambiah, “The Buddhist arahant: Classical 

paradigm and modern Thai manifestation” (1987:111 f). 
169 https://www.suanmokkh-idh.org/.  
170 Santidhammo 2014:pt 4 (digital p54 f) 
171 See Jackson 2003; Payulpitack 1991; Santidhammo Bhikkhu 2014. 
172 He recounted in 1943 about his early monastic experiences: The First Ten Years of Suan Mokkh, 1990. Tr 

Mongkol Dejnakarintra et al. 2nd ed, 63 p, Dhammadana Foundation, 2005. 
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5.7 BUDDHADĀSA’S MEDITATION TEACHINGS173 

 

5.7.1 Conditions for good meditation and its healthy habits 
 
 5.7.1.1  Buddhadāsa’s key teaching centres on samadhi gained through the cultivation of the mind-
fulness with breathing (ānâpāna,sati bhāvanā). Keeping to the sutta tradition, he teaches how calm 
(samatha) is gained through the 1st 3 tetrads of the 16-stage breath meditation, leading to insight (vipas-
sanā) attained in the last tetrad (1998). He has given the clearest and fullest explanations of these 16 
stages of the breath meditation in modern times.  
 He sees breath meditation as the complete practice by way of sikkha-t,taya (the 3 trainings), that 
starts with our taking and keeping the 5 precepts or the Vinaya. In the 1st tetrad, we cultivate moral virtue 
at every stage; in the 2nd and 3rd tetrads, we cultivate samadhi; and in the 4th, wisdom; it covers both sam-
atha and vipassana [4.7.7.5]. 
 
 5.7.1.2  Buddhadāsa translates ānâpāna,sati as “mindfulness with breathing” rather than “mindful-
ness of  the breath” to reflect the actual practice, that is, it only starts with the breath as “contemplation 
of the body” but progresses into contemplations of feelings, of the mind and of the Dharma [realities]. 
The breath is only mindfully watched in the 1st tetrad, acting as a launching-pad into samadhi, even dhya-
na, in the 2nd tetrad and the 3rd tetrad, and finally attaining insight in the last tetrad. He sees breath medi-
tation as the clearest and most comprehensive of the Buddha’s practical teachings. 
 
 5.7.1.3  The breath meditation, firstly, features the “4 comrade dharmas”: sati, paññā, sampajaññā 
and samādhi. When sati (mindfulness) is present in sense-contact (in our experiences), we are likely to  
see things the way they are, which then becomes paññā (wisdom). This, in turn, gives us sampajaññā 
(clear knowledge), which in turn brings samādhi (concentration) as the basis for vipassanā (insight).174 
 Secondly, the mindfulness generated by breath meditation allows us to clearly and closely observe 
phassa (sense-contact, experience) so that we can prevent the paṭicca,samuppāda (dependent arising) 
of negative states, even end them in due course.  
 Thirdly, our understanding of vedanā (feeling) in breath meditation forms the basis for understand-
ing the 4 ariya,sacca (the 4 noble truth), that is, how suffering arises from feelings, and how it ends with 
our mastering of feelings. 
 And fourthly, it inspires visions of the ti,ratana, the 3 jewels, within us. The Buddha is the first to 
awaken in this era, and we are practising this very same Dharma he used for his  awakening. Those who 
follow his footsteps will reach the same path of the noble sangha, as he himself has done. 
  
5.7.2  The 8 supports (paccaya) of meditation 
 
 5.7.2.1 In early Buddhist teachings, the 4 supports of life (paccaya) are said to be food, clothing, shel-
ter and health (medical care).175 Buddhadasa says that besides these 4 supports as physical conditions, 
the 5th support should be a mental support conducive to meditation, that is, mental concentration, inner 
peace and insight wisdom. Altogether, we have the 8 basic supports for practice, that is, meditation, that 
is: (1) food, (2) clothing, (3) shelter, (4) health, (5) time, (6) guidance, (7) posture and (8) method.176 

 
173 For Buddhadasa’s teaching on breath meditation, I have mainly referred to Buddhadasa 1997 (tr Santikaro) but 

which has repetitive typos of Pali terms. Due to difficulties in rendering some of Buddhadasa’s Thai terms, I have 
tried my best to be as close to his Thai terminology as possible, and give my own translation where I think necessa-
ry. 

174 Buddhadasa thinks that the Pali terms are best used as they are so that, being familiar with them, we at once 
know what teachings are referred to (1997:25, 103-107). 

175 Sabb’āsava S (M 2,13-16), SD 30.3; Santuṭṭhi S (A 4.27), SD 104.8. 
176 Buddhadasa 1997:40-49. 
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 (1) The physical supports for good meditation are food, clothing, shelter and health. We should eat 
healthily and moderately. This means we should see food as contributing to physical health so that we 
are able to meditate in natural physical comfort. Unhealthy eating means that we have fallen for food as 
“bait,” like fish being hooked and caught by bait on a fishing line. 
 (2) Clothing should be comfortable, loose-fitting and decent. We should not dress to present a negat-
ive or animal nature, or that violate cultural norms and human decency.  
 (3) Shelter means the proper place for meditation: as a rule, a quiet spot away from the crowd or any 
distractions. If we follow the Buddha, then, nature (the outdoors), especially shady trees and safe scenic 
spots are good places for meditation. 
 (4) Physical health is vital for mental cultivation. We have already mentioned healthy eating; we also 
need to have healthy habits. We should not wait until we face the urgency of health problems to follow a 
simple routine of exercises, recreation and rest—and, of course, healthy social interaction. Too much 
reading, especially writings on worldly matters, in print, social media and the Internet, will surely disrupt 
us from our practice. 
 Worldly people often regard sex as a necessity. A healthy human relationship involves both the body 
and the mind/heart (thinking and feeling). Meditation is a practice in true renunciation, beginning with 
letting go of the body (the physical senses), and to even the mind (thoughts). As a rule, celibacy (especial-
ly during retreats) applies so that we can fully focus on mental cultivation and growth. 
 These are the physical supports for meditation. We shall now look at the non-physical supports for 
meditation: time, guidance, posture and method. 
 

 5.7.2.2  (5) The best time for meditation is right now! There is the meditative mind and the medita-
tive practice. We need to be mindful, ideally (something to do with the mind), every waking moment, so 
that our experiences can properly inform, guide, protect and nurture us as an individual and a social 
being. This is the meaning of living in the present. This is the right attitude of a true meditator. 
 Meditation practice is ideally done at the best time available. For the laity (this includes most mon-
astics today!), right living starts with pursuing the right priorities based on keeping at least the 5 precepts. 
Moral virtue is the basis for proper meditation. Following a right livelihood helps significantly, and also the 
avoidance of an unwholesome lifestyle (that goes against the precepts). Our first preparation is to set our 
personal and social life as right as possible so that we are “physically cultivated” (bhāvita,kāya) to fully 
benefit and support for being mentally cultivated (bhāvita,citta).177 
 

 5.7.2.3  (6) There are numerous information and informers of meditation today: it has become such a 
lucrative commodity: this is commercial meditation, McMindfulness. When we meditate, we work as an 
Artist with our own mind—it is like a musician who wants to master his instrument—in both cases, it is 
mastering our mind and heart. Surely, we should seek an experienced teacher who has mastered medita-
tion and loves doing it, as someone who can be our spiritual friend (kalyāṇa,mitta). Ideally, a meditator 
relationship with others should be that of spiritual friendship.178 
 

 5.7.2.4  (7) To start with, posture is important especially for long sittings and the health of our physi-
cal body. Doing some simple Yoga practice helps keep our limbs (especially the legs) supple. Traditionally, 
we sit on a cushion (zafu) on a soft mat. Adjustments should be made if your limbs are a bit tight. Sitting 
on an upright chair which comfortably fits the length of your lower legs. Keep the body upright, balanced 
and relaxed (the centre of gravity should always be within the body). 
 Most teachers let their students close their eyes during sitting. Buddhadasa, however, advocates keep-
ing our eyes open, which keeps them cool and comfortable, and us awake. We should not look around, 
especially not at other people, but keep our eye focused on the nose-tip (like in most meditating Buddha 
images). This will also naturally help us mentally focus. As we gain samadhi, our eye will naturally close.179 

 
177 On bhāvita,kaya and bhāvita,citta, see Piṇḍola Bhāra,dvāja S (S 35.127,7), SD 27.6a. 
178 See esp Meghiya S (A 9.3 ≈ U 4.1 (SD 34.2); Spiritual friendship: A textual study (SD 34.1); Spiritual friendship: 

Stories of kindness (8.1). 
179 Buddhadasa 1997:46 f. 
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 5.7.2.5  (8)  The most detailed and complex of the 8 supports of practice [5.7.2.1] is that of method. 
This is not only finding the right meditation for ourself, but also doing it rightly. Basically, we should have 
at least tried the breath meditation [5.8] and the cultivation of lovingkindness [SD 60.1c]. Breath medita-
tion is well known in all Buddhist systems of meditation, but it is differently taught by different teachers. 
It is vital that we master, become familiar with, at least one form or style of breath meditation.  
 Based on this basic method, we can then try other versions of breath meditation, to see how they 
work, or which parts work, for us. Our familiarity with the root breath meditation will help us incorporate 
what is needed and is helpful for our practice. Or, we may adopt the new method wholesale, if necessary. 
 Lovingkindness meditation is a good alternative when we have difficulties with breath meditation. In 
fact, even when we have mastered breath meditation, and have good samadhi with it, having emerged 
from that calmness, and having cultivated insight (or when we feel the need for lovingkindnness), we 
should cultivate lovingkindness.  
 In a way, breath is good for vipassana; lovingkindness is good for samatha. In the long run, they act-
ually benefit one another, and our practice as a harmonious whole. 
 Then, there is the strategy of doing these practices rightly. Here we go into the details: we cannot do 
this fully here (it’s best done with an experienced teacher). In what follows, we will only examine Buddha-
dasa’s teachings on breath. To appreciate this, we should have at least been very familiar with breath 
meditation as our root practice. The same goes for the cultivation of lovingkindness, which we will exam-
ine later [SD 60.1c]. 
 
5.7.3 Preliminaries: Chasing the breath, counting the breath  
 

 5.7.3.1  Mental noting helps to keep our mindfulness on the breath. We should train ourself to note 
that we are about to breathe in or breathe out. The breath, as a rule, should be left all on its own: breathe 
naturally, like a happy sleeping baby. This way, it will naturally calm and slow down itself in time. How-
ever, there are alternatives to this that may also work for us. 
 Buddhadasa teaches what he calls “chasing the breath” (วิง่ตามลมหายใจ, wingtaam lom haichai, “running 

after the breath”).180 We start by noting the in-breath at the nostril or nose-tip, then follow it down the 
thorax and abdomen, ending at the navel. Then, we visualize the out-breath starting at the navel, moving 
back up the abdomen, the thorax, throat, the head and out through the nose. And so on. This means that 
we have to slow down the breath consciously but comfortably, almost naturally. 
 After a while, we begin to notice the breath slowing down, even stopping a moment: we note it all 
without missing anything. Physically, the breath does not move “around” this way: this is merely a mental 
visualization of the breath doing so. We should also not think about whether the mind is guiding the 
breath, or the breath is guiding the mind. We simply follow the breath, not by thinking but by feeling it 
mentally. This may take a couple of days of practice to master: it is a foundation practice before we can 
go on to the breath meditation itself.181 
 

 5.7.3.2  As we “chase the breath,” we will notice certain characteristics about it. We not only notice 
that it is long or short in terms of duration, but it is also coarse or fine in quality. We may, in time, even 
notice that it is easy (smooth) or uneasy (bumpy). We should also mindfully note our reactions in every 
variation. Then, we may even go on to notice how they influence our awareness, and the conditions caus-
ing them, and so on. We can never ruse any of these processes. 
 As we have better mastery over these processes, we should then note the effects or “flavours” of the 
breath: joy, contentment, displeasure, annoyance, suffering. We observe the flavours of the long breath 
and the short breath, the coarse breath and the fine breath, the easy breath and the uneasy breath. Why 
are there different flavours?  

 
 180 Buddhadasa’s talk to Chulalongkorn Univ students on kāyânussati, BE 2515 (1975): 
https://pagoda.or.th/buddhadasa/2515-1-5.html.  

181 Buddhadasa 1997:47-49. 
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 The first flavour we are likely to notice is probably that of the long breath: it is usually pleasant. Then, 
we notice that the short breath is just the opposite. But we need to experience this for ourself. 
 

5.7.3.3  At this preliminary stage, before we go into the actual 16-stage breath meditation, whenever 
we have any difficulty focusing, we can try to regulate our breath—usually, this means lengthening, that is, 
slowing it down—by “counting” it. During an ordinary inhalation, in-breath, we only count up to 5 (which 
also keeps the breath short).182 We should always count at the same pace, for if we change the counting 
pace, we will not be able to regulate the breath.  

If, by just counting the inhalation, we feel calm and focused with the breath, then stay with it. We will 
feel whether we need to count the exhalation, too. For the exhalation, we can either count it in the same 
way, for example, 1 to 5, or we may reverse the count, 5 to 1. Either way, keep both the counting at the 
same relaxed pace. 

For example, as we inhale, we count from 1 to 5. To slow the breath down (and keep us focused), we 
can then count 1-10. (Usually, we do not go beyond 10, as this would be too long.) We should also do this 
with the same number and at the same pace when we exhale. If this works, then keep doing it until we 
are focused enough to end counting altogether. This should only be done in the preliminary stage (even 
then, only when we feel the need to), or when we have been badly distracted and the breathing is short 
and fast. This will help us get back our focus 
 
5.8 BUDDHADASA’S BREATH MEDITATION TEACHING183 

 

Table 5.8. The 16 stages of mindfulness with breath 
 

 the 4 con-
templations 

 

the 16 stages of breath meditation 
cultivation 

method 

pajānāti, he 
understands thus: 

body  1  knowing  long in-breath,  long out-breath  
 
 
 
 
samatha 
(calm) 

 2  knowing  short in-breath,  short out-breath 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
sikkhati 
he trains himself 
thus: 

 3 experiencing the whole body,  breathes in … out 

 4  calming bodily formations,  breathes in … out 

feelings  5 experiencing zest  

 6 experiencing happiness: calming the whole body 

 7 experiencing mental formations 

 8 calming mental formations  

the mind  9 experiencing the mind  

10 gladdening the mind  

11 concentrating the mind 

12 freeing the mind  

dharmas 13 contemplating impermanence  
vipassanā 
(insight) 

14 contemplating fading away (of lust)  

15 contemplating cessation (of suffering)  

16 contemplating letting go (of defilements)  

 
182 Buddhadasa actually says we can count as short as 1 to 3; but teachers advise against counting less than 5. Try 

for yourself to see how this works, 
183 For this section [5.8] I have mostly followed Santikaro’s tr, Mindfulness With Breathing, 1997. This seems to 

have been based on Buddhadasa’s lectures. There are at least half a dozen books in Thai on Buddhadasa’s breath 
meditation. I have consulted a couple of them to check the original Thai for his terminology. Oddly Santikaro’s tr has 
a number of consistent Pali typos.  
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5.8.1 (1) Contemplation of the body (kāyânupassanā) 
 
 5.8.1.1 The Pali word kaya means “body,” which refers to:  
(1)  the flesh body, that is, our 5 physical senses,184 or the 4 elements (earth, water, fire, wind)185 which 

the physical body comprises, and  
(2)  the breath-body, comprising the in-breath, the out-breath and the spaces in between.186 
 
 5.8.1.2 (1)187 THE LONG BREATH. Why does the Buddha start by instructing us to observe, first of all, the 
long breath coming in and going out (dīghaṁ vā assasanto … dīghaṁ vā passasanto)? (Note: In-breath 
comes first.) The long breath is slow and relaxes us; hence, it is pleasant. This is the best place to start the 
breath meditation after we have properly gone through the preliminary practice of calming down the 
ordinary breath [5.7.3]. 
  
 5.8.1.3 (2) THE SHORT BREATH.  Unlike the long breath, which is slow and relaxing, the short breath—that 
is, the short in-breath (rassaṁ vā assasanto), the short out-breath (rassaṁ vā passasanto)—is usually 
uneasy, rough, even agitating. With the good feeling from the long breath, it is now easier for us to deal 
with the short breath. The reality is that the short breath means that we are not “there” yet, or we have 
taken a wrong turn on the “breath path.”  
 We have not calmed the breath, but simply turn away from it without noticing how it has settled 
down. Or, we have let negative emotions colour our breath awareness. We need to let go of these emo-
tions: we do this by simply letting go of the breath itself, not clinging to it, not controlling it.  
 We must do cycles 1-2 until we master them, meaning, the long breath feels comfortable, and the 
short breath feels comfortable, too. When we do this comfortably, both the long and the short breaths 
flow smoothly as a single flow. We know this because the whole breath becomes more relaxed, and we 
begin to feel or “see” the spaces between the in- and out-breaths.188 This is the “whole breath,” which 
signals that we are ready for stage 3. 
 

5.8.1.4 (3) THE WHOLE BREATH.  When we look closely at the preceding stage 2, we have already known 
whether the breath is long or short. To know this, we must know the breath from beginning to end, along 
with the rests or pauses in between [5.8.1.3]: this is the whole breath-body (sabba,kāyaṁ). Moreover, 
kaya is here singular, and can only refer to the “breath-body.”189 Buddhadasa, however, takes “all the 
body” (sabba,kāya) as a collective noun, meaning “all the bodies,” that is, the flesh-body and the breath-
body, referring to how they affect one another, as he explains below.190 
 This is where we “experience [feel] the whole breath” (sabba,kaya,paṭisaṁvedī).191 Now, in the pre-
ceding 2 stages, we have watched the breath as long and as short: we are only watching a part of it, to  
begin with. Here, we watch the whole breath-body, “all” (sabba) of it, that is, its beginning, middle and 
ending.192 What is the “middle” of the breath? 

 
184 On the 5 physical senses (pañc’indriya), see SD 17.2a (9.2). 

 185 On the 4 elements (catu mahā,bhūta), see Mahā Rāhul’ovāda S (M 11,8-11, with §12 on “space”), SD 3.11; 
Mahā Hatthi,pādôpama S (M 28,6), SD 6.16.  

186 Buddhadasa 1997:51-60.  
187 This is the first of 16 internal running numbers in §§581-584, referring, respectively, to the 16 stages of breath 

meditation. 
188 The spaces may not arise evenly, or we may notice it only after the out-breath. 
189 Comys comfirms this: sabba,kaya,paṭisaṁvedī ti sabbassa assāsa,passāsa,kāyassa paṭisaṁvedī (PmA 1:312; 

VismMHṬ:Be 1:321). See Ānâpāna,sati S (M 118), SD 7.13 (4.4.1.3). 
190  Buddhadasa 1997:57-59. 
191 The key word (showing the subject or his action) in all the 16 stages are in either the present continuous (assa-

santo, “is breathing in”; passasanto,”is breathing out”), or paṭisaṁvedī, “(one who) experiences” (the experiencer) 
nom/adj of paṭisaṁvedeti, “he experiences, feels.” All this refers to the process of meditating. 
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 At this stage, we should have noticed that the breath rises, pauses, falls: it is the life of the body. The 
flesh-body and the breath-body connect both ways. Our body (sense-experiences) supports the breath 
(giving it movement and expression); our breath feeds our body (gives us life) (the pause). Hence, the 
breath is still a part of the body and held down by it. The “all” (sabba) here refers to the 5 senses (our 
body) that still weighs down the breath and keeping it “lively,” so to speak193 
 
 5.8.1.5 (4) CALMING THE BODILY FORMATIONS. “Formations” (saṅkhārā) has 3 meanings, reflecting the 
essence of the teaching of conditionality or conditional relations:194 
 

(1) the “cause,” that is,   the conditioning state,   paccaya,dhamma 
(2) the result, that is,   the conditioned state and   paccay’uppanna,dhamma 
(3) the process, that is,   the conditioning force.   paccaya,satti  
 
All these 3 processes are happening even during a single breath. With mindfulness, we may notice the 
bodily formations (conditions) of the breath, but the mental formations still remain hidden from us. 
 At this stage, having calmed the kāya,saṅkhāra (the body-conditioner), only then can we calm (pas-
sambhati) the whole breath, that is, refine it, so that, as it were, it is light enough (in terms of mass and 
energy) to free itself from the body. When the breath is freed from being weighed down and burdened 
by the body, it becomes less conditioned by the body; it becomes more mental, radiant. But this can only 
happen in stages. We must work to further refine the breath before we can effectively contemplate on 
feelings. We need to know a few more strategies. 
 
 5.8.1.6  For Table 5.8, it is helpful here to know the 5 meditation strategies, which are to be applied 
successively, that is:195 
 
(1)  Follow (“chase”) the breath [5.7.3]. 
(2)  Guard the breath, keep to it at a certain single point (the point of contact, where we feel the breath). 

This may be where we “see” it most clearly, traditionally said to be the upper lip or the nose-tip; or, 2 
finger’s breadth above the navel; or, at the solar plexus; otherwise, simply focus on the idea or fact 
that we know (focus on the knowing) we are breathing.196 

(3) Watch the sign (nimitta) when it arises at the guarding-point. This usually occurs as some form of 
bright mental image. 

(4) Guard the sign by keeping focused on it; if you “know” it is there, just smile at it. 
(5) When there are a number of such signs, choose the clearest or most stable one, until the breath be-

comes truly calm and settled. We refine this sign by simply watching it (we are in love with it, so to 
speak): a mere white point or point of light will do. This may, however, appear as some remarkably 
beautiful image (such as a buddha-figure, depending on our temperament). We are beginning to see 
our own mind: it is mind-made. This is only the key to the path-door; don’t get too excited about it: 
just smile at it, if you are.197 

      

 
192 Scholars and writers of meditation are often baffled by this stage. They attempt to interpret with some outside 

views that “the whole body” breathes. How do we watch so many breaths, or spread our attention all over the 
body? How can we ever free the breath from the body? 

193 See Sabba S (S 35.23), SD 7.1.  
194 See Nāma,rūpa,pariccheda, Nāmrp 48; Abhidhamm’attha,vikāsinī, Abhvk 226; Abhidhamm’attha,saṅgaha, 

Abhs 8.2 (Abhs:SR 293 f); Karunadasa 2010:265. The explanations varies slightly from Buddhadasa 1997:59. 
195 I have here added on to the basic tips offered by Buddhadasa: 1997:60-62. 
196 The locations are noticeable depending on how we breathe. The easiest to notice is at the nose-tip or upper lip. 

For “abdominal or belly” breathers (the belly moves most when breathing), it is the spot just above the navel. For the 
“thoracic or chest” breathers this is on the surface outside the solar plexus (the mind is focused there). A 4th way is 
simply to focus on the “knowing” that we are breathing. Choose the most effective method for ourself. 

197 Buddhadasa 1997:63 f. 
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5.8.2 (2) Contemplation of feelings (vedanâ’nupassanā) 
 
 5.8.2.1  This 2nd tetrad is about vedanā (feelings):198 how we react by liking, disliking or ignoring a 
mental object through perception or recognizing some past experiences in these present experiences: we 
are projecting the past into the present. We are enslaved by feelings. They keep us running around after 
it: we try to run towards what we see as pleasant (including meditation!), lust arises; we try to run away 
from what we see as unpleasant: hate arises. When we run into what we see as being neither pleasant 
nor unpleasant (something neutral), we do not know what to do, we are likely to ignore it: ignorance 
arises.199 
 We have no choice—because of our inherent ignorance—but to suffer these painful onslaughts of 
feelings, that is, liking, disliking, ignoring. Only when we accept them as they are, are we able to be free 
of them (otherwise, we do not even know what we should free ourselves from!). In due course, as we 
experience the calm and insight of breath meditation, we gain samādhi (mental concentration): this is 
the best of feelings in terms of our practice thus far. 
 
 In summary, there are 3 vital things we must know and remember about feelings:200 
 

1.  we must know the feelings themselves, what they are, and how they arise and pass away; 
2.  feelings are mind-made: they arise in our mind, and thus condition the mind by stirring up memories, 

speech and action; 
3.  when we understand feelings, we master them; then, we master our own mind. 
 
 5.8.2.2 (5) ZEST. We begin mastering our mind when we have overcome all the 5 mental hindrances 
[4.1.2.1], which also means that we will attain the 1st dhyana (paṭhama jhāna). This 5th stage of breath 
meditation deals with one of the 5 dhyana-factors (jhān’aṅga):201 pīti, which Buddhadasa renders into 
Thai as ความอิม่ใจ (literally, “fullness”), which normally means “satisfaction, contentment.” The English word, 

zest, gives us a good idea of the exuberant, excitable nature of this meditative delight, the joy of 
fulfillment of finally getting what we have been pursuing, in this case, the breath. The more worldly medi-
tators may quip that this is even “better” than sex!202 
 Zest may arise in us in any of 5 ways: it usually starts off only momentarily, (1) with some hair-stand-
ing (horripilation); or, (2) like a lightning flash; or, (3) it thrills us in waves like breakers (sea-waves wash-
ing onto the shore); or, (4) we feel light and uplifted into the air (or, we feel like jumping into the air); or, 
(5) we simply feel full, like having eaten our fill of a favourite dish, or like a fully flooded underground 
cave.203 
 As a serious practitioner, we need to investigate and observe the power of zest over our mind. How 
does zest influence our thoughts and feelings? When zest arises what is the mind like? What is the mind 
like when there is no zest or only a bit of zest? When zest is intense (as in rapture) how does it stimulate 
the mind? Observe how the coarsest kind of zest differs from the medium kinds, and the finest types. 
How differently do they affect the mind? Notice the differences in their influences. These exercises are  a 
vital part of our meditation training. 

  

 
198 See Vedanā, SD 17.3. 
199 Buddhadasa 1997:32-35. This is, in fact, how we are directed by our latent tendences (anusaya), and we are 

feeding them. See Anusaya, SD 31.3 (1.1.2). 
200 Buddhadasa 1997:36 f. 

 201 Buddhadasa 1997:64 f; SD 8.4 (5.1.1). 
202 This is no frivolous statement: the mind if finally free of the body (on which sex is dependent), and is experien-

cing the profound joy of its own freedom. 
 203 The 5 kinds of zest (pīti) are: (1) “minor zest” (khuddaka,pīti); (2) “momentary zest” (khaṇika.pīti); (3) “flooding 
zest” (okkantika.pīti); (4) “uplifting zest” (ubbega or ubbeṅga.pīti); (5) “pervading zest” (pharaṇa,pīti); Vism 4.94 f/143; 
SD 8.4 (6.3); SD 50.26 (3.1.3.1). Buddhadasa’s tr of pīti as ความอิม่ใจm [above] esp reflects this description. 
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 5.8.2.3 (6) HAPPINESS. In this stage of the breath meditation, we “experience [feel] joy” (sukha,paṭi-
saṁvedī) with every in-breath and every out-breath. We carefully observe how sukha arises out of pīti. 
Pīti is coarse: it excites us, obscuring sukha. When pīti has done stimulating the mind, it settles and be-
comes sukha. Notice this tranquil flavour of sukha with every in-breath and out-breath. 
 If we are to progress, and we should, then, notice how pīti tries to interfere with sukha, overwhelm it. 
Whenever we are aware of this,204 we should just smile at pīti, let it come, let it go; this will free pīti and 
bring forth sukha. This is a very subtle operation, but we get better at it with practice. Now we examine 
what sukha (joy, happiness) is like. How light is it? How heavy? How coarse? How subtle? How does sukha 
affect our mind and experience, our thinking and feeling? 
 
 5.8.2.4 (7) EXPERIENCING THE MENTAL FORMATIONS. In stage 7, “experiencing mental formations” (citta,-
saṅkhāra,paṭisaṁvedī), we see the effects of the interplay between pīti and sukha upon the mind [see 
questions we have been asking in stages 5+6.] Here, we see pīti and sukha as “mind-conditioners” (citta,-
saṅkhārā): they are feelings (vedanā) that condition the mind in the same way that the breath is the 
“body-conditioner” [5.8.1.4]. Pīti feels powerful because it still acts directly on the body (the senses), 
even when we are not otherwise troubled by them. 
 Hence, pīti is so powerful that it often interferes with sukha. We are, as it were, still in the gravitation-
al field of the body, and need to put in a bit more momentum to move away from the pull of pīti. That is 
why when pīti is present, the breath seems heavy like the flesh-body. 
 When, on the other hand, sukha is present, the breath is light like the mind itself. They are both joy-
ful, but in opposing senses: pīti makes the breath coarse, sukha calms it down. Pīti dances, sukha enjoys 
watching the dance. Pīti holds us, sukha frees us. In this sense, the two are “foes”: the former works to 
brings us back into the flesh-body, the latter keeps us ready to be free from it. The mental formations are 
still working with the body. We need to calm the formations to free the mind further. 
 
 5.8.2.5 (8) CALMING THE MENTAL FORMATIONS.  In this stage, “calming the mental formations” (passam-
bhayaṁ citta,saṅkhāraṁ), we work to pacify the citta,saṅkhāra (the mind conditioners), while breathing 
in, breathing out. Basically, we need to weaken the power of pīti [5.8.2.4], and increase the strength of 
sukha: we need to put in more effort to free the mind from the body. There are 2 ways to calm the mind 
conditioners: (1) by way of samādhi (concentration), (2) by paññā (wisdom). 
 

 (1) The samadhi method. The 1st way to weaken pīti and strengthen sukha is cultivating a higher or 
deeper level of samadhi. The mind should be deeply focused enough so that pīti can no more act on it. 
Since pīti is still allied to the body, we do not need it, but we still need sukha to grow out of this stage (the 
1st dhyana), or simply to calm the mind down further. 
 An important technique in this connection is to “take nirvana as the object” in our meditation.205 This is 
not as difficult as it sounds, that is, when we understand, to some useful level, that nirvana is profound 
peace (santi) or that it is the “deathfree” (amata). Ideally, we can work to attain the 2nd dhyana, which 
naturally frees us from both vitakka and vicāra. Even if we do not gain any higher samadhi or dhyana, we 
can still live happily here and now, keeping up our practice: meditation is full of wonderful surprises when 
we diligently keep it up. It’s a win-win situation. 
 

 (2) The wisdom method. The other way to weaken pīti and strengthen sukha (or even weaken both to 
progress further) is to reflect on pīti as being “mind-made” (mano,mayā); hence, it is conditioned. What is 
conditioned is impermanent, unsatisfactory. What is impermanent and unsatisfactory is also nonself. Since 

 
204 When we are in dhyana, or even some deep level of samadhi, our cognitive process is suspended (we stop 

knowing in the usual sense-based manner). It is a direct process of feeling: we don’t “know” it (as an object): we are 
it! “Aware” here refers to the moment our cognitive process returns, but is still subtle (this can happen only in the 
1st dhyana). 

205 This is called “plunging towards nirvana” (ama’ogadha), or, for those who succeed in this effort, have “found a 
firm footing in nirvana.” Both senses apply to the phrase: see eg (Navaka) Samiddhi S (A 9.14/4:386), SD 57.20a. 
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pīti is the feeling of being fully satisfied with the bubble of “having got it,” this reality check will burst that 
bubble, so that we may move on.206 
 Another wisdom method is to reflect on the assāda (gratification) and ādīnava (dangers, disadvantag-
es) of pīti. Assāda refers to the perceived attractive qualities of something that captivates us to it. Ādīnava 
is the negative consequences of this fatal attraction: pīti excites and disrupts the mind, driving away tran-
quillity, and is the foe of insight (vipassanā). Once we realize this, pīti dissolves away. Thus, we regulate 
our feelings so that they do not have a hold on our mind preventing its spiritual growth. 
 
5.8.3 (3) Contemplation of the mind (cittânupassanā) 
 
 5.8.3.1 (9) EXPERIENCING THE MIND (citta,paṭisaṁvedī). At this stage, it is important to remind ourself 
that whenever we sit for the 16-stage breath meditation, we should start at the very beginning, with 
stage 1, and progress sequentially from there. We work to go as far as we can. This is like training for a 
marathon. We simply need to train from the start for each and every time: we cannot simply jump into 
our exercises, or forego the warming-up sequence. There will be karmic consequences. 
 This stage of our breath meditation is the same as that of cittânupassanā (the contemplation of the 
mind), as formulated in the Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta (M 10).207 The Sutta instructs us to examine the nature of 
our mind in 8 ways, or rather 8 pairs of conditions, often opposite of each other, or closely related. We 
shall go through each of them in our practice of breath meditation. 
 
 5.8.3.2  Firstly, we should recognize and understand whether our mind is filled with lust (rāga), or is 
it free from it. Lust ranges from the grossest, that is, sexual lust, to the subtlest, our love for the Dharma. 
In between, there is a wide range and variety of lust and desire for people, things and conditions as being 
worthwhile or valuable in themself. 

Lust (in a broad sense) is always some kind of mental measurement of self with other: we see another 
as “better” than us, and we desire to know or have that person. When we perceive another as being “in-
ferior” to us, we want to avoid that person or treat him in a certain “deserving” manner. When we think of 
someone as an “equal,” we behave ourself in a manner “commensurate” with him. Such conduct may be 
socially acceptable, or dismissed as “a private affair,” but when we are preoccupied with such thoughts, 
then, it feeds us with lust in some form. We are weakened and deluded by it. 

 
5.8.3.3 The subtlest kind of lust is called “dharma restlessness” (dhamm’uddhacca), which is basically 

a desire to act out of compassion on seeing a lack in others. Even a non-returner has this kind of spiritual 
lust: it is not harmful but distracting enough to prevent the attaining of arhathood.  

We should also note when our mind is free from lust. 
  
 5.8.3.4  We shall only briefly describe the other 7 mental states, as relevant to your study here.208  
 Secondly, we should contemplate whether our mind has dosa (hate, anger, aversion), which is the 
other side of the lust coin. When we are unable to get what is desirable (as defined above), we feel a 
negative sense ranging from brute violence to subtle annoyance or concern. Note what this is like; how it 
arises; how it ends; how we let go of it (this is the application of the 4 truths).209  
 We should also note when our mind is free from hate. 
  
 5.8.3.5  Thirdly, there is the 3rd unwholesome root, moha (delusion), which is a “preconscious” mani-
festation of the unconscious latent tendency (anusaya) of ignorance (avijjā). Ignorance is a lack of right 
understanding that keeps us caught in a sticky net of liking and disliking, and we don’t even know why. 
Delusion is the belief that drives us with infatuation for someone or something on account of our views, 

 
206 Buddhadasa 1997:75-77. 
207 M 10,34/1:59 (SD 13.3). 
208 On cittânupassanā, see SD 13.1 (5C). 
209 See SD 38.1 (3.1). Another problem-solving set is that of the 4 right efforts: SD 10.2 (1.2). 
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without knowing the true nature of that object. It is often a crowd, herd or swarm mentality: we instinct-
ively fly like insects into the burning flames of status and views.  
 We should also note when our mind is free from delusion. 
  
 5.8.3.6  Fourthly, any of these unwholesome roots—greed, hate or delusion—may condition us to 
grasp at what we like, reject what we do not like, and ignore anything of which we cannot make any sense 
[5.8.2.1]. Any of these unwholesome roots will give us saṅkhittaṁ cittaṁ, “a narrowed mind,” when we 
are unable to see or accept things just as they are. We courageously note this to reduce them, and subse-
quently free the mind and keep it open.  
 Otherwise, on account of a narrow mind, we also have vikkhittaṁ cittaṁ, “a distracted mind,” since 
we are not focused on something real or true. We are uncertain of our experience, but seeking something 
that will excite us, or perhaps find entertaining. We are seeking something to thrill us in some way, but we 
lack the attention span to look close enough or long enough to learn anything. We enjoy being distracted! 
  
 5.8.3.7  The last 4 states concern our mind during meditation—continuing in the same list. The 5th 
pair refers to whether our mind is mahaggatā, “gained greatness” or not (amahaggatā). In meditation 
lingo, this means whether it has attained dhyana or not. On a simpler level, we can take this to mean 
whether our mind is elevated or not, sharper than usual or not, more satisfied than usual or not. 
  
 5.8.3.8  The 6th pair of mental states are those of a mind that is uttaraṁ, ”surpassable,” that is, brok-
en through into a higher state closer to the path, or progressing on the path;  or it is “unsurpassable” (an-
uttaraṁ), that is, still stuck where it was before. 
 
 5.8.3.9  The 7th pair refers to whether our mind is samāhitaṁ, “concentrated,” attained some level of 
focus on the mental object, or not (asamāhitaṁ). Is the mind at least focused on the in-and-out breath 
or not? 
  
 5.8.3.10  Finally, the 8th pair, refers to whether our mind is vimuttaṁ,”liberated,” free from all cling-
ing and defilements, or not (avimuttaṁ). This last pair is the final check to see if we have made any pro-
gress on the path. If not, we must keep up our practice.  
 
 5.8.3.11 (10) GLADDENING THE MIND (abhippamodayaṁ cittaṁ). In the 2nd tetrad, we have freed the 
mind from being controlled by feelings. This means that the mind has some level of self-control. In this 
2nd stage of the 3rd tetrad—that of contemplating of the mind—we want to gladden the mind, that is, 
give it some wholesome delight and pleasure. “Delight” refers to the body feeling satisfied so that it sits 
very still: in fact, we do not feel it at all, which means we feel no pain. The mind, too, feels pleasure, 
pleased at the progress so far, which means that we have been keeping to the Dharma. What we have 
learned about the Dharma and meditation have been effective in bringing us to this level. 
 
 5.8.3.12 (11) CONCENTRATING THE MIND (samādahaṁ cittaṁ). Having delighted the mind, we now go on 
to bring it into samādhi, mental focus. In fact, we have been putting all our effort into preparing for this 
moment. In stage 4, we have calmed the body-conditioners, freed the breath from the body. In stage 8, 
we have calmed the mind-conditioners, freed the breath from the mind itself. In a sense, the breath has 
merged with the mind: it is one with the mind. 
 It is important at this stage to understand our state of mind. We often hear meditation teachers tell-
ing us that the body and the mind in dhyana are perfectly still, with neither thinking nor knowing, in the 
usual sense of the words. At this early stage, before the arising of a higher dhyana, the mind is samāhita 
(focused); hence, it is parisuddhi (fully purified) and kammanīya, ready to work to free itself from the 
current stage for the next. Then perhaps, we may see directly into true reality (samāhito yathā,bhūtaṁ 
pajānāti).210 

 
210 S 22.5/3:13 (SD 7.16), 35.99/4:80 (SD 93.13), 56.1/5:414; Nett 58; Miln 84. 
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 5.8.3.13 (12) FREEING THE MIND (vimocayaṁ cittaṁ). We have already noted that the breath medita-
tion is a true act of renunciation [4.1.4.6]: it is a reenactment of the Buddha’s renounciation of the world 
(the body), discovering his breath and samadhi, which brings him awakening. Here, in stage 12, the pro-
cess of awakening starts. Even if we are not ready for awakening, this process frees us from our present 
negative states, empowering us to live happy, creative and compassionate lives, refining our wisdom and 
bringing joy to others, too. 
 Of what do we free ourself? Clinging (upādāna). We free ourself of the 4 types of clinging (and to 
gain and enjoy, respectively, the 4 values (dhammā), beginning with life), thus:211  
 

(1)  clinging to material things  kāmȗpādāna when overcome, we see the value of  life 
(2)  clinging to views  diṭṭhȗpādāna                             — do — truth 
(3) clinging to rituals and vows  sīla-b,batȗpādāna                             — do — freedom 
(4) clinging to the self-view  atta,vādȗpādāna                             — do — happiness. 
 
 5.8.3.14  We began our breath meditation by taking a breath in and letting it go, and so on; in doing 
so, we have life.212 The breath, at this early stage, represents the body, that is, our sense-experiences, 
which are the sum of all material things, for which we ignorantly crave. Hence, we can also translate kām-
ûpādāna as “clinging to sensual pleasures.” 
 In stage 4, we spoke about “the body-conditioner” (kāya,saṅkhāra): these are the views that enslave 
us to our body; we are conditioned by our senses. In stage 7, we spoke of “the mind-conditioner” (citta,-
saṅkhāra): these are the views that chain us to our thoughts and feelings, our knowledge and emotions. 
As we progress through breath meditation, our vision of true reality becomes clearer: this is the truth. 
 When we lack this understanding of conditions and impermanence [5.6.1.5], we are then shaped and 
prodded on by our senses and thoughts, we are drawn to our sense-objects: sights, sounds, smells, tastes 
and touches. We see these as “external” things we lack and, hence, we crave for. We keep doing the same 
routine repeatedly, wishing for something, some gain, over and again. This is called attachment to ritual 
and vows (one of the 3 fetters). We gain freedom from this chain of routine by the calm and clarity that 
breath meditation gives us. 
  
 5.8.3.15  Finally, there is the most devious clinging of all: that of self-view—everything we think, say 
or do centres on “I, me, mine,” our notions of self (attā), the false notions that we are or have an abiding 
entity (like a Self or Soul), some kind of eternity, something that does not change. There is no such thing. 
Even the very breath that gives us life, what we are, comes and goes, impermanently: how can there be a 
permanent self? We breathe in wisdom, breathe out self-view; in doing so, we gain true happiness. 
 The 4 values (that’s what they are)—life, truth, freedom and happiness—are no random teachings, 
but directly connected with the 5 precepts: they are the expressions of these values. The 1st precept 
(against killing) expresses the value of life; the 2nd precept (against stealing), the value of happiness; the 
3rd precept, the value of freedom; the 4th precept, the value of truth; and the 5th precept, the value of 
wisdom, which is what the last breath tetrad is about213 [5.8.4]. 
 
5.8.4 (4) Contemplation of Dharma (dhammânupassanā) 
 
 5.8.4.1 (13) CONTEMPLATING IMPERMANENCE (aniccânupassī). This is the 4th and last tetrad of the breath 
meditation. The first 3 tetrads build up our samatha, inner calm, so that the mind is free of the mental 

 
211 See Mahā,nidāna S (D 15.6), SD 5.17; Sammā Diṭṭhi S (M 9.34), SD 11.14. On the 4 values (with the 5th value, 

that of wisdom), see SD 1.5 (2.7+2.8); SD 51.11 (2.2.3.4); SD 54.2e (2.3.2.5). 
212 In this section, as in various other sections, we can see how Buddhadasa’s teachings fit like hand in glove with 

the suttas teachings in the SD translations. 
213 On the 5 precepts (sīla) and their 5 values (dhamma), see SD SD 1.5 (2.7+2.8); SD 51.11 (2.2.3.4); SD 54.2e 

(2.3.2.5). 
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hindrances [4.1.2.1] and is ready to work (kammanīya) on this final, most vital, stage of our meditation 
training, that of gaining vipassana, insight into true reality. [Table 5.8] 
 In this 1st stage of the 4th tetrad, we contemplate on impermanence. In fact, we have been doing a lot 
of this for our training: we have been observing in-depth the impermanence of our breath. It is thus 
important to understand, we are watching the impermanence that is within us; after all, we are meditat-
ing, and while we are focused, our eyes naturally close so that we see more! We see what the eye fails to 
see; we notice what is really going on within the mind itself. 
 The mind, too, it should be well noted, is impermanent. Indeed, the mind can only work with the 
language of impermanence for us to understand what impermanence is. Without impermanence, we will 
not be able to make sense of anything. Our sense-experience can only notice change: experience is itself 
change. Indeed, there is nothing in this world that is not changing. To exist is to change. For this simple 
reason, the idea of anything permanent or eternal (such as the God-idea, the Soul) will neither make 
sense nor will it be helpful at all for anyone: it would be contrary to nature and reality. This is actually a 
profound statement of the 1st noble truth”: impermanence. For, what is impermanent is suffering. Look 
at this passage again, and contemplate on this amazing truth! 
 
 5.8.4.2 (14) CONTEMPLATING FADING AWAY (virāgânupassī). Our understanding of impermanence is further 
applied, in this stage, to looking deeper into true reality. Since everything—whether they are sense-
experiences or thoughts—they are all impermanent. Hence, we cannot, in reality, take hold of, much less 
own, anything in this world. All that there is within us, without us, is the arising and passing away of things, 
that is, physical states (form, that is, the 4 elements: earth, water, fire, wind) and mental states [feelings, 
perception, formations, consciousness]. Collectively, these are called pañca-k,khandha, “the 5 aggregates.” 
 “Fading away” (virāga) means that everything in this world is moving on, led to the slaughter by 
time. We can try to hold on to something, some belief, some God, but it all just slips away like the fine 
sand in the hour-glass. We cannot even hold our breath for long, we have to let every breath go: how can 
we ever hold on to what is not really ours  We can own nothing in this world, nor beyond (which is nirva-
na). 
 Even pain fades away; when we don’t notice this, or do not accept his, then, suffering overwhelms 
us. Suffering, too, must fade away: we don’t see this because we are taken for a ride by the notion that it 
is “bad” not to have what we want, to be separated from what we love. This is the nature of things. Suf-
fering is neither in the “thing” nor in the “separation”: it is in the wanting, the craving. For that reason, 
craving (taṇhā) is said to be the cause or arising of suffering: the 2nd noble truth. At this stage, this is 
what is fading away: craving (the roots of suffering). When we realize this, our insight broadens and 
deepens significantly. 
 
 5.8.4.3 (15) CONTEMPLATING CESSATION (nirodhânupassī). In the preceding 2 stages, we see suffering 
and the arising of suffering, defined and understood (that’s the way it should be): we have understood 
the roots of suffering. In this 15th stage, we see nirodha, the ending, that is, the cessation of suffering. It is 
a stage by itself because we need to see and understand what it is that is ending, that is, the manifesta-
tions of suffering itself. All these have now ended (when we follow all these stages properly, we go on to 
become arhats). 
 All that have ended had the characteristics of impermanence, suffering and nonself. We have seen 
impermanence in stage 13 (the 1st stage of the 4th tetrad); here, we will see the ending of dukkha, suffer-
ing itself, in all its forms: birth, decay (including aging), disease, grief (including lamentation, physical pain, 
mental pain, and despair), being with the unpleasant (the undesirable), being without the pleasant (the 
desirable), not getting what we want; in short, the 5 aggregates. This is what is taught in the Buddha’s 1st 
discourse, the Dhamma,cakka Pavattana Sutta (S 56.11).214 
 The 5 aggregates—form, feeling, perception, formations and consciousness—too, all end here. The 
previous list of sufferings is how we are; the 5 aggregates are what we really are: in the very last stage 
[5.8.4.4], we will see that there is no who “we are.” Of course, we may still notice that all this have not 

 
214 S 56.11/5:420-424 = Mv 1.6.16-31 (V 1:10-12) (SD 1.1). 
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ended for us yet. That’s because we are not awakened, not an arhat, yet. This is a vision of the well of 
water in the distance for the thirsty traveller. We just need to keep moving if we want to get to that well. 
This is the noble truth of the path that we must take for the ending of suffering.215 
 
 5.8.4.4 (16) CONTEMPLATING LETTING GO (paṭinissaggânupassī). The term paṭi-nissagga that defines this 
16th and very last stage of the breath meditation is a very curious one. Its main component, nissagga, 
means “subject to forfeiture; requited to be surrendered.”216 Its verb is nissajjati, “to let go, give up; hand 
over; surrender; let fly, throw.” The prefix paṭi- has the senses of “counter, against, back.” The dictionary 
meaning of paṭinissagga is “giving up, letting go, renouncing.” 
 While the dictionary definition of paṭinissagga is, of course, correct, it misses out the powerful spirit-
ual nuance, its literal sense, of “giving back, throwing back,” with the sense of urgency found in similar 
words, such as saṁvega (sense of urgency) and nibbidā (revulsion).217 Thus, paṭinissagga actually means 
to “throw back,” as it were, all that we have thought, spoken, done and taken due to greed, hate, delu-
sion, on account of craving and ignorance.  
 We have been taking, trying to take, all that is “not ours,” that belongs to the world, that is worldly. 
We have become veritable thieves, without even knowing it.218 Having reached this stage, we now know 
that we are thieves, and are at once embarrassed, and we see the danger (ādīnava) of it all. We at once 
throw back all the unwholesome roots, defilements and negative emotions back to the world, like throw-
ing back hot burning embers that have been hurled at us!219 
 For the arhat, this is the ending of suffering, nirvana. In fact, both stages 15+16 address the ending of 
suffering. Hence, this last tetrad neatly fits into the pattern of the 4 noble truths, which we have used to 
explain them. We are also reminded of the Buddha’s famous declaration: “Only one thing do I teach: suf-
fering and the ending of suffering.”220 
 
5.8.5 From samatha to vipassana 
 
 5.8.5.1  Buddhadāsa shows how the breath meditation in the 1st 3 tetrads enables us to know clearly 
the characteristics of internal objects to be samatha experiences: the breath, feelings and mental states. 
We thus start to see the relationship between the body and the mind. But in the 4th tetrad, stage 13, we 
are taught to go through stages 1 to12 again and see how all the objects we focused on are impermanent 
(anicca).  

Then, we repeat stages 1-12 a number of times, each time to see these objects as suffering (dukkha), 
as nonself (anatta), as empty (suññata), as suchness [reality] (tathata), and in terms of the conditioned 
principles of dependent arising (idap,paccayatā). The repetition will not work if we take them ritually; 
each repetition is a reminder of the nature of the breath.221 
 
 5.8.5.2  According to Buddhadasa, once we have completed stages 1-12 of the breath meditation, this 
constitutes samatha, as clear from the “calming” (passambhayaṁ) and related experiences of 1st and 2nd 
tetrads; “concentrating” (samādhaṁ) is in the 3rd tetrad; and in the 4th there, with the help of samatha, 
the “freeing of the mind” (ceto,vimutti). [Table 5.8]  

 
215 This noble truth numbering follows the older sequence—1-2-4-3—found in, eg, Mahā Saḷ-āyatanika S (M 149,-

11 etc) + SD 41.9 (2.4); SD 53.26 (2). 
216 There is a whole set of Vinaya offences called nissaddiya,pācittiya, entailing “expiation with forfeiture” (rules 

20-49 of the monks’ 227 rules, V 3:195-266). 
 217 On saṁvega: SD 1.11 (3); SD 9 (7.6). On nibbidā: Nibbidā, SD 20.1. 
 218 Monastics who do not keep to the Vinaya are said to be “thieves” (cora) who rob families and society: Arahatta 
Susīma S (S 12.70,58), SD 16.8; SD 45.18 (2.3.3.2) almsfood; SD 49.2 (1.1.3) recluses. 

219 Buddhadasa 1997:96 f. 
220 Anurādha S (S 22.86,21.2/3:119) = S 44.2/4:384 (SD 21.13); Alagaddûpama S (M 22,38), SD 3.13; SD 40a.1 

(11.1.1). SD 58.1 (1.2.2.2). 
221 Buddhadasa 1997:36 f. For books by Buddhadasa: http://www.bia.or.th/en/index.php/teachings-by-

buddhadasa-bhikkhu/ebooks/pdf. 
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 In stage 14, we see how impermanence dissolves attachment (upadāna) through our realizing the 
suffering of that attachment. Then, we focus on the fading away of that suffering. Stage 15 brings us to 
the uprooting of selfishness: the overcoming of greed, hate and delusion, and thus quenching all our ex-
periences of suffering. 
  

5.8.5.3 The very last stage (the 16th) of breath meditation is called paṭinissaggânupassī, “contem-
plating the letting go (of defilements).” Buddhadasa calls this the “throwing back” stage, that is, we give 
back everything we have been attached to. They are not ours, never ours, and we neither want them nor 
need them. We do not want to have anything to do with them any more. This is called atam,mayatā 
(not-that-ness): no more seeing anything as ‘I.” “me” or “mine.”222 
 We see all these teachings of Buddhadasa on the breath meditation in the Ānâpāna,sati Sutta (M 
118) plus some additional teachings that are helpful in deepening our understanding and actuating an 
experience of the Sutta’s teachings in our lives.223 
  

5.9 AJAHN THATE DESARANGSI (1902-1994) 
 

5.9.1 Friendship between Thammayut and the forest monks 
 

 5.9.1.1  With the passing of Ajahn Mun [5.2] in 1949, the highly respected medi-
tation teacher, Ajahn Thate Desarangsi (เธต เดซารงัส)ิ224 of Wat Hin Mak Peng (วดั 

หนิหมากเป้ง), Nongkhai Province, became the de facto head of the Siamese forest 

tradition, until his death in 1994. The relationship between the Thammayut and the 
forest monks had improved in the 1950, when Tisso Uan [5.3.3] fell sick and Ajahn 
Lee visited him to teach him Dharma, helping him heal [5.3.4]. 

 

 5.9.1.2  Ajahn Thate, of the Thai kammaṭṭhāna tradition, spent over 70 years (rains) as a monk. 
Besides local students, Thate trained many western followers, and also gave a number of instructive Dhar-
ma teachings [Biblio SD 01]. He was born in a village in Udorn Thani Province in NE Thailand to parents 
who were ordinary paddy farmers.  

Since young, he had always shown deep interest and respect for the monastic life. Even as a child, he 
once asked his father, “If two people go and make merits through good deeds and generosity, and one is 
ordained as a monk while the other isn’t, which one of them would gain the greater merit?”225  

 
5.9.1.3  In 1916, a group of forest monks led by Ajahn Mun’s followers, Ajahn Singh Khantyāgamo 

and Ajahn Kham, travelled to Thate’s village and stayed for the rains-retreat. This was the first time forest 
monks reached the area. Even though Thate was then only 14 years old, he saw the significant differen-
ces between these itinerant meditation monks and those of the communal monasteries. He at once felt 
deep faith and reverence for their simple austere lifestyle.  

At the end of the 3 months of the rains-retreat, Thate left home and joined Ajahn Singh’s itinerant 
community. He received full ordination in 1923 and practised as a student of Ajahn Mun. During his 7 
decades as a monk, his wanderings took him all over Thailand, Burma and Laos.  
  

5.9.1.4  Thate had a deep feeling for the forest tudong (dhutāṅga) practices. Unfortunately, he wrote 
little on this. However, we know that Ajahn Thate devoted almost his entire monk-life in this practice. His 

 
222 Buddhadasa 1997:37 f. 
223 M 118/3:78-88 (SD 7.13). 
224 Also known as เทต เทตรงัษ;ี his personal name was ท่าเทะ. The variations in his name is prob from its colloquial 

spelling amongst the farming community. Hence, his Thai name “Thate” can mean either “local or native (son)” or 
“to teach.” 

225 https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/thai/thate/thateauto.html.  
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life and practice showed that a dhutāṅga monk was the best choice for the development of meditation for 
the sake of gaining nirvana.  

For example, Ajahn Thate taught that when meditators lived in the open, they might feel afraid that 
snakes would bite them, tigers would eat them or ghosts would haunt them. As a result, they all feared 
death. Yet none of them had actually seen a tiger eating a human, nor seen a ghost.226 Their fears were 
all mind-made: their own imaginations scared them. When they properly followed dhutāṅga practices, 
they would significantly purify their minds.  

 
5.9.1.5  However, Thate warned of the real dangers and difficulties in the forest. He laid down these 

3 rules for others so that they understand that the forest training is not for the faint-hearted: 
 

1. There should be no complaints about hardships encountered along the way, such as difficulties with 
the journey, food or shelter. If any of us should fall ill, then we will assist each other to the best of our 
ability—together to the end.  

 
2.  If one of us should become homesick for family or friends, even for our parents, there should be no 

aiding the others to go back home.  
3.  We must be resolved to face death, wherever, however it comes.227  
 
 5.9.1.6  Thate’s main method of meditation is called Buddho, after the mantra used in it. The method 
is simple: we simply keep reciting slowly mentally, buddho buddho buddho, keeping the mind fully focus-
ed on it until we are fully focused at it. Then, with that calm and clear mind, we contemplate buddho and 
what (not “who”) is saying it. The word will vanish leaving only “what” is making the sound buddho. Then, 
focus on what that is saying buddho as our meditation object.228 
 
5.10 AJAHN FEUANG JOTIKO (1915-1986) 
 

5.10.1  Ajahn Feuang [Fuang] Jotiko (อาจารย ์เฟ้ือง โชตโิก) was one of Ajahn Lee’s 

most devoted students, spending some 24 rains retreats in the company of 
his renowned teacher. After Ajahn Lee's death, Feuang continued his 
practice at Wat Asokaram, Ajahn Lee's bustling monastery near Bangkok. 
[5.3.2] 

A true forest monk at heart, Ajahn Feuang left Wat Asokaram in 1965 in 
search of greater solitude that was more conducive for meditation. In due 
course, he ended up at the remote Wat Dhammasathit (วดัธรรมสถติ), Rayong 

province (on the east coast of the Gulf of Thailand), where he lived as abbot 
for the rest of his life. 
 
5.10.2  His works 

Some of Ajahn Feuang’s teachings have been translated by Thanissaro 
Bhikkhu. A few titles of his works and their essence are as follows: 
 

• Awareness Itself (1999, 50p). This book is a collection of delightful and inspiring stories retold by an 
American monk who lived under Ajahn Feuang’s tutelage during the last decade of the latter’s life. 
These anecdotes reveal a teaching style that adapted readily to the particular needs of the listener at 
the moment. Collectively, they bear the unmistakable mark of a masterful teacher with a profound 
grasp of Dhamma, offering valuable lessons for newcomers and experienced practitioners alike. 

 
226 Thate 1988:15. 
227 Tiyavanich, Forest Recollections, 1997:145. 
228 https://www.budsas.org/ebud/ebmed028.htm.  

http://dharmafarer.org/
https://www.nku.edu/~kenneyr/Buddhism/lib/thai/fuang/itself.html
https://www.budsas.org/ebud/ebmed028.htm


Piya Tan                                      SD 60.1b Samatha and Vipassana 

http://dharmafarer.org  103 

 
Hagiography of a forest 
monk: Is it about Ajahn 

Mun or Mahā Bua? 

• A Single Mind (1999; 4p). Encouragement and purpose for those who would rather live a single, 
celibate life. 

• Timeless and True (1998, 5p). Advice and support for people getting started in meditation. 
 
5.11 AJAHN MAHA BUA ÑĀṆASAMPANNO (1913-2011) 
 
5.11.1 The early years 
 
 5.11.1.1  Ajahn Mahā Bua [Boowa] (อาจารย ์มหาบวั) Ñāṇasampanno was most 

unlike any of the other Thai Kammatthana monks who studied here. Even as a 
meditator, he was an outspoken social activist. Born in Baan Taad (บา้นตาด), a 

village in Udorn Thani, NE Thailand (south of Wat Pah Baan Tad), he became a 
monk in the customary way at the local monastery to learn Pali and the texts.  
 At the same time, he also started to meditate but had not found a suitable 
teacher. In due course, he met Ajahn Mun and at once felt that Mun was someone very special who must 
have attained some spiritual level in Dharma practice. 
 
 5.11.2  Upon completing Year 3 of Pali (hence, his title Mahā), he left his study monastery to follow 
Ajahn Mun into the forests of NE Thailand. Ajahn Mun understandably told him to put aside his academic 
learning and focus on meditation.229 He went into solitary meditation retreat in the jungle and mountains, 
but always returned to Ajahn Mun for advice and help. He stayed with Ajahn Mun for 7 years, that is, until 
the latter passed away. 
 Bua’s closeness with Ajahn Mun attracted other monks keen on meditation to come and learn from 
him. His following grew, culminating in the founding of Wat Pah Baan Taad (วดัป่าบา้นตาด) (1955), some 100 

acres of forest land near the village where he was born. This allowed his infirm mother to join him as a 
nun at the monastery. 

 
 5.11.3  Ajahn Maha Boowa is well known for his fluency and skill in his 
direct and dynamic approach to Dharma instruction. The teachings reflected 
his own attitude, and the way he practised Dharma. He usually taught in the 
cool of the evening, with lamps lit, and there was only the sounds of insects 
and cicadas from the nearby jungle.  

He often started off, priming himself, as it were, with a few moments of 
silence. Then, he quietly began his Dharma talk. As the theme naturally 
developed, the pace picked up strength and depth. Such talks usually lasted 
from 30 minutes to an hour. He closed with some general remarks, after 
which his congregation would disperse to their solitary huts in the jungle to 
reflect on the day’s teaching or continue their practice.230 
 
 5.11.4  Two remarkable aspects of Mahā Bua’s life make us wonder 
about how he thought of his monk status. The first controversy we shall 
examine is his biography, or better, hagiography, of his teacher, Ajahn Mun, 
entitled Venerable Ācariya Mun Bhūridatta Thera: A spiritual biography 

(2003).231 Bua claims that it is “a factual account, representing the memories of [Mun’s] life as he himself 
conveyed to us” (2003:1), that is, those who knew Ajahn Mun personally, including, of course, himself. 

 
229 J L Taylor 1993:157. 
230 See K Tiyavanich 1997; J Kornfield 2007:167-190 (ch 9). 
231 ประวตัท่ิานพระอาจารยม์ัน่ ภูรทิตัตเถระ, ปฏปิทาของพระธุดงคกรรมฐาน สายท่านพระอาจารยม์ัน่ ภูรทิตัตเถระ Prawat tahn phra ajahn mun phoorithatta, pattipathaa khorng 

phra tudong kammatthan saai tahnphra ajahn phoorithattathera, tr Bhikkhu Dick Sīlaratano, Bangkok, 2003, repr 2005: 
http://luangta.eu/site/books/book8_biomun/BioMunAll.zip. For his works (download) 
http://luangta.eu/site/books.php. 
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 Especially controversial is the book’s chapter 3, where he describes Ajahn Mun’s vimutti (“freedom”), 
that is, awakening (158 f). During the night, he writes, terrestrial devas and celestial devas came in groups 
from almost every direction to see him (159-162).  
 Once the devas had left, he continues, Ajahn Mun went into deep samadhi, and had a vision of his 
formless “longtime spiritual partner,”232 with whom he had promised to together meet some future Bud-
dha and gain awakening. After some consoling talk, she leaves and returns as a beautiful Tāvatiṁsa deva 
(into which she was reborn) to see Mun again. Again, Mun taught her Dharma. This time, convinced that 
Mun had given up all worldly ties, she “blissfully floated up into the sky,” never to be seen again (168 f). 
 Even more remarkable is what Bua relates next: a number of Buddhas [sic], appear before him, some 
accompanied by tens of thousands of their arhat disciples, some with hundreds of thousands of them, of 
different ages. They showed their appreciation for his diligence and attainment. Having spoken, they 
vanished instantly. (170-176) 
 
5.11.5 Narrative rhetoric 
 
 5.11.5.1  Maha Bua was a remarkable writer in the style of the Apadāna (the 13th book of the Khudda-
ka Nikāya), relating amazing stories of faith and their fruits with regard to our Buddha in his past lives. Like 
the narrator in such hagiographical stories, Bua, too, is an “omniscient narrator.”233 We have no way of 
knowing how real was Mun’s story, or if it were meant to be taken literally. Clearly, the extracanonical 
details were outside influences on his own beliefs. We have no records of Ajahn Mun teaching any of 
them. 
 Yet, we should not cavalierly dismiss such stories as “holy fiction” (even if they are): these are valua-
ble documents in the study of a psychology of the religious mind,234 of both the teacher and his faithful 
audience. Psychologically, it reflects Mahā Bua’s own beliefs in his special religious status as a forest 
meditation virtuoso. This is the kind of writing that would indirectly attribute charisma to him for his 
special knowledge of a great forest saint.  
 In fact, we will notice an interesting pattern of “tale-spinning” in celebrity teachers and cult gurus. 
When there is a believing audience, such tale-spinners are simply compelled to relate edifying stories and 
make outrageous statements. Miraculous and quixotic quips are what boosts the teacher with charisma 
so that he projects an avatar that melds with the personalities and passions of an admiring audience. 
  
 5.11.5.2  The controversial dhyana teacher, Brahmavamso [5.1.1], notable for his “eccentric”235 teach-
ings, for example, says that Buddhism is “the only real science”; levitation (during dhyana) is not only pos-
sible, but may even be occurring in his monastery in Perth; that to attain streamwinning,236 we must listen 
to the Dharma from monks (the enlightened ones are only found in monastic centres); that the Buddha 
discovered dhyana rather than learning it from his teachers (there was no dhyana then, anyway, he 
claims);237 that dhyana is the one and only path to nirvana; and unabashedly sectarian, he calls certain Zen 
ideas (like postponing enlightenment) “foolish.”238 

 

 
232 This reminds us of the Tantric teaching of the ḍakinī, a female deity personified as our “meditation partner,” a 

sort of hypostasis of our wisdom. 
233 See SD 55.8 (1.1.5.3). 
234 For a psychological study of another historical religious figure, cf E Erikson’s Young Man Luther: A study in psy-

choanalysis and history (1958): SD 7.9 (4.3.5.3). 
235 Accessed !0 Feb 2022: 

https://www.travelfish.org/sight_profile/thailand/northeast_thailand/ubon_ratchathani/ubon_ratchathani/3341.  
236 On streamwinning, see S 22.109; SD 17.1a(2.3); SD 52.10a (1.2.2.2-1.2.2.3). 
237 See The Buddha discovered dhyana, SD 33.1b. 
238 Most of these remarks are found in his Mindfulness, Bliss and Beyond: A meditator’s handbook (2006). For the 

sources of the other statements, see Quli 2008;231. 
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5.11.5.3  I suggest we call such speech acts as cases of narrative rhetoric,239 that is, a tendency by 
charismatic figures to spin edifying and outrageous statements, especially to their ready audience, for 
empowering themselves and consolidating the faith of followers. As in a psychological defence, the spin-
ner is, as a rule, not aware of or do not see their statements as being, in any way, outrageous.240 How-
ever, whether they are defending their ego from any perceived external threats or not (we can’t be cer 
tain), intoxicated by over-self-confidence (adhimāna),241 they simply enjoy spinning tales, especially one 
that projects them as a “paternal power figure” to the veritable child in their audience.242 
5.11.6  Unlike any other meditation monks in this study, Mahā Bua was not only “socially engaged” where 
he thought he would make a difference in current affairs, but also openly made acrimonious public state-
ments of his disapproval of some national issue or individuals. Dramatic examples of these powerful emo-
tionally charged remarks were those made in connection with the 1997 Asian financial crisis that substan-
tially depleted Thailand’s official foreign exchange reserves. In response to the national crisis, Mahā Bua 
himself actively helped to raise funds during those difficult years to replenish the country’s foreign 
reserves!243  
 At one point, he even threatened suicide should the financial target not be met.244 In 1998, he per-
sonally handed over US$1.2 M and over US$1 M worth of gold bars raised through his decree. The climax 
of his dramatic intercession was in 2001, when he ceremoniously handed over 55 gold bars, weighing a 
total of 687.5 kg (worth over US$500 M) and a US$300,000 cheque to the central bank governor. His rat-
ionale was that any crisis of such nature threatened the nation, and should the nation fail, so would the 
Sangha, since the latter could not exist without the former.245 
 
 5.11.7  A more troubling development arose in 2005, when the 19th Supreme Patriarch, Ñāṇa,saṁ-
vara (Charoen Suvaḍḍhano) was seriously ill and could not perform his Sangha duties. By the terms of 
Thailand's religious law—modified in 1991 to take the choice of the patriarch away from the king—Som-
det Buddhacarya (Kiaw Upaseno) [5.1.1 n] would automatically become the next Sangharaja.  
 However, this move was vehemently opposed by Mahā Bua, who intensely disliked Somdet Buddha-
carya of Wat Sraket (of the rival Mahanikai sect).246 The controversy worsened when politician Sondhi 
Limthongkul and his People’s Alliance for Democracy used it to criticise the Thaksin Shinawatra govern-
ment. In 2005, Mahā Bua even petitioned to King Bhumibol to remove all of Somdet Kiaw’s royal titles.247 
 Commenting on Maha Bua’s intercession into Thailand’s economic problem, A M Weber, concludes, 
in his review of J LTaylor’s Buddhism and Postmodern Imaginings in Thailand (2008): 
 “Tradition and otherwise stern critic of ‘bhikkhus of the modern kind’ looking for ‘burdensome pur-
suits to take up and get involved in’ (167), Ajahn Mahā Bua has in his old age become an overt political 

 
239 Or simply “tale-spinning.” 
240 If they do, then, it is prob a covert act of speaking falsehood. Of course, there is a possibility that they could be 

misinformed or unaware that what they have said is false or inaccurate or unsubstantiated. 
241 See SD 31.3 (4.2.2). 
242 Since this is the effect of the latent tendency of conceit (māna), even arrogance (atimāna), we neither know it 

nor can we control it; unless we are truly mindful of it and wise enough to deal with it. On psychological defence, 
see SD 7.9 (1.2); SD 24.10b (2) 

243 On monastics should have nothing to do with money or assets, see SD 4.19-23. 
244 Suicide is clearly implied in the case-history (nidāna) for the 3rd defeat (pārājika) rule (V 3:73,10-16); so too 

murder, encouraging, approving or allowing killing (when one has the power to prevent or stop it): Mv 3.1.4 (V 3:-
71), 3.5.33 (V 3:86). See Analayo, “Suicide,” Ency Bsm 8:161-164. 

245 For an overview, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2005%E2%80%932006_Thai_political_crisis. For an academ-
ic discussion, see J L Taylor 2008 chs 5-7; for a preview. 

246 The rancorous succession debate was rooted in long-standing complaints against the amended 1962 Sangha Act 
(introduced during the military dictatorship of Sarit Thanarat) that defines the structure and governance of the Thai 
Sangha. The 1962 Act ended democratic reforms that had accompanied King Mongkut’s doctrinal and disciplinary re-
forms. Further, the 1962 Act gave greater power to the Sangharaja, and structured the Sangha along a strict hier-
archy that stifled dissent and provided few significant roles for younger monks. 

247 ผูจ้ดัการรายวนั, ถวายฎกีาถอดสมเดจ็เกีย่ว Archived 14/7/2011 at Wayback Machine. 
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Ajahn Chah Subhaddo 

meditating under a “klot” 

and economic power himself and—while helping his country immensely—has further weakened the image 
of forest monks dedicated to simplicity and ‘the direct route’; the very qualities he himself epitomized and 
became famous for prior to his country’s crisis.” (2012:171).  
 In this connection, too, the Buddha warns us that even great monks can have “wrong view and per-
verted vision.”248 
 
5.12 AJAHN CHAH SUBHADDO (1918-1992)  
 
5.12.1 Chah’s meditation training 
 

5.12.1.1  Ajahn Chah Subhaddo249 (ชา สุภทัโท 1918-1992) was born  in 

the remote village of Baan Kor (บา้นก่อ) in NE Thailand. He became a novice 

at a young age and received higher ordination at 20.250 In 1949, he took 
up the austere forest tradition for years, living in forests and begging for 
almsfood as he wandered about on tudong. He practised meditation 
under various teachers, including Ajahn Mun, who had an indelible influ-
ence on Chah, giving his meditation direction and clarity. 

  
5.12.1.2  Prior to establishing monasteries, Ajahn Chah wandered on 

tudong for 7 years (1949-56), practising in the wilderness, caves and cre-
mation grounds. After that period, he settled in a “fever ridden, haunted 
forest” known as Pah Phong (ป่าพง), at Bahn Bung Wai (บา้นบุ่งหวาย), in Ubol Ratchathani, about 15 km from 

the capital of the same name, in NE Thailand. In 1975, a monastery was started there, known today 
as Wat Nong Pah Phong (วดัหนองป่าพง the monastery at the swampy jungle thicket; or Wat Pah Phong, for 

short). Despite its remote location, poor conditions and 
sparse food, Chah drew a following from there. The first 
Thai monastery run by and for (non-Thai) English-speak-
ing monks began there, and became the rich soil for 
more delightful forest parks (ārāma) to grow beyond 
Thailand and Asia. 

 
5.12.2 Training western monks 
 

5.12.2.1  Chah later became an accomplished medi-
tation teacher in his own right, and inspired a global net-
work of forest monasteries run by monks upholding the 
Dharma-Vinaya. The essence of the teaching was simple: 
be mindful, don’t cling to anything; let go and surrender 
to the way things are. This appealed to Westerners, who 
started to come to him for training.  

This alone, as exemplified in the lives and teachings 
of Ajahn Chah’s disciples, show that they, above all, have 
the one same teacher, the Buddha, and keep to the 

 
248 (Pañcaka) Thera S (A 5.88), SD 40a.16. 
249 Chah Subhaddo (Thai, ชา สุภทัโท) was given the royal honorific title Phra Bodhi,ñāṇa Thera (พระโพธญิาณเถร, the ven-

erable elder with knowledge of awakening). Phra is a common Thai prefix used before names of monastics, royals 
and sacred objects. For overviews: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forest_Tradition_of_Ajahn_Chah; Ajahn Chah web-
site: http://ajahnchah.org/. Ajahn Chah’s forest tradition (overview, lineage, controversy, etc): 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forest_Tradition_of_Ajahn_Chah.  

250  Ajahn Chah’s early years: 
https://www.dhammatalks.net/Books5/Ajahn_Jayasaro_Early_Years_of_Ajahn_Chah.htm.  

 
Unlike many Thai temples, Wat Nong Pah  
Pong has kept the concrete to a minimum.  
Photo: David Luekens 

 

http://dharmafarer.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forest_Tradition_of_Ajahn_Chah
http://ajahnchah.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forest_Tradition_of_Ajahn_Chah
https://www.dhammatalks.net/Books5/Ajahn_Jayasaro_Early_Years_of_Ajahn_Chah.htm


Piya Tan                                      SD 60.1b Samatha and Vipassana 

http://dharmafarer.org  107 

Vinaya so that the Dharma will freely and richly prosper by their own examples. We see this same fire 
and light of true faith in the early Burmese monks beginning with Ledi Sayadaw [2.3 f]. 

If we see Goenka’s success as a modernist management and marketing of Vipassana as a method good 
in itself, the monks and teachers true to Ajahn Chah’s forest teachings, presented Dharma and meditation 
as the light of the 3 jewels, inviting the world to “come and see” (ehi,passika). And many did, and are still 
doing so: they see this forest path, naturally beautiful in sound and silence, leading to the still forest pool 
that has brought the world to the light of Dharma. 

 
5.12.2.2  Ajahn Sumedho (Robert Karr Jackman, b 1934), the seniormost western monk of the forest 

tradition, found Ajahn Chah by chance.  His first contact with Buddhism was a case of “karmic casuality 
[sic]” in Singapore, while he was on a break from his Peace Corps service in Borneo (now Sabah, Malay-
sia). One morning (probably in 1966), while breakfasting at a sidewalk café, he saw a Buddhist monk 
walking by, and thought to himself: “This is interesting!” 

In 1966, he became a novice in Wat Sri Saket in Nong Khai, bordering Laos, 60 km (37 mi) north of 
Udorn Thani.251 He ordained as a monk the following year. Upon meeting one of Ajahn Chah’s monks, he 
was impressed with him, and visited Wat Pah Phong.  

He ended up staying there for the next 10 years (1966-77) [5.12.1.2] training under Ajahn Chah. Since 
that time, Sumedho has been regarded as Ajahn Chah’s most influential Western disciple, presenting the 
living forest tradition to the world. 

 
5.12.2.3  In 1975, Sumedho helped to establish Wat Pa Nanachat (วดัป่านานาชาต)ิ, the International 

Forest Monastery, located 8 km west of Wat Pah Phong. He became its 1st abbot and there trained non-
Thai students following the Chah lineage. The numbers of foreign trainees quickly grew, and many, upon 
completing their training, returned to their countries or went forth into the world to start their own for-
est monasteries. 

In 1977, on the invitation of the English Sangha Trust252 [EST], Ajahn Sumedho accompanied Ajahn 
Chah on a visit to England. Moved by warm local interest in Buddhism among Westerners, Ajahn Chah 
encouraged Ajahn Sumedho to remain in England to set up a branch monastery there. Chah returned to 
Britain in 1979, when the Chithurst monastery was being set up. He then went on to the US and Canada 
on teaching tours. 

In 1979, Cittaviveka Forest Monastery, was established in West Sussex with Sumedho as abbot 
(1979-84). Shortly after establishing Cittaviveka, Sumedho was authorised by the Thai Sangha to ordain 
monks.253 He then established the 10-precept ordination lineage for women, called Sīla,dharā, “precept 
holders.” The idea is that Dharma practice does not depend on status, such as the Nun ordination. So 
long as we are willing and able to keep the precepts, even the 5 precepts or the 10 precepts, we are cap-
able of attaining the path in this life itself. 

 
5.12.2.4  As the years passed, age weighed down on Ajahn Chah. For some years, spells of dizziness 

and memory lapses plagued him, and they only worsened after his trip to the West. In 1980 and 1981, 
Chah spent the rains-retreat quietly away from Wat Pah Pong, since his health was failing due to diabetes. 
As his illness worsened, he would use his body as a teaching, a living example of the impermanence of all 
things.  

 
251 Khon Kaen Province borders to the south, and further south Ubon Ratchathani beyond that. These 4 provinces 

constitute the Isan (northeast) region: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isan.  
252 The English Sangha Trust (EST) was founded in 1955, mainly the efforts of William August Purfurst (Kapilavad-

dho Bhikkhu) (known later as Richard Randall, 1906-71) with the purpose of supporting the Buddhist Sangha in the 
UK. EST sold its London properties in 1979, and today maintains Amaravati and Cittaviveka monasteries [15.12.2.3]. 
http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/honourfathers.pdf (Kapilavaddho: pp 24-48; English Sangha Trust: pp49-66); 
https://www.chezpaul.org.uk/buddhism/articles/kapilvdo.htm.  

253 Ie, he officially became a preceptor (upajjhāya): Ajahn Anando 1992. 
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He constantly reminded us to see the true refuge as being within ourself, since he would not be able 
to teach for very much longer. In 1981, he went for an operation, which eventually rendered him com-
pletely bedridden and unable to speak.  

This did not stop the growth of monks and laity who came to practise at his monastery, since his 
teachers and practitioners were always there as their constant guide and inspiration. After a decade of 
illness, he passed away in 1992. 

 
5.12.3 Ajahn Chah’s teachings254 
 

5.12.3.1  Ajahn Chah neither stressed on any special meditation methods nor gave any crash courses 
to attain quick insights. His usual instruction was that we sit and watch the breath until the mind is still, 
and then go on to watch the flow of the mind-body process. The idea is to live simply and naturally so that 
we are able to focus on watching the mind. 

Although he seemed not to have any special meditation technique to his name, he was always ready 
with inspiring answers and clarifying teaching when approached with a problem. It was to his regular 
monks and students that he gave long sittings and teachings, sometimes lasting the whole night into the 
early hours. Often enough, he would simply call out a monk and get him to give a Dharma talk until he 
told him to stop. In important ways, he was teaching each monk according to his needs.255 

 
5.12.3.2  His Dharma talks were always informal where he explained a wide range of topics which 

were mostly related to meditation: overcoming the hindrances, concentrating the mind, experiencing 
dhyana, often from his own experiences. Of special interest was a description of meditation during his 3rd 
year as a monk, in an article, “Inside you is nothing, nothing at all.”256 He described his mind as “turning 
inward” and “exploding,” and his “body broke into fine pieces.”257 Most importantly was how he taught 
us not to make too much of such experiences. Meditation progress is not about strange phenomena; it is 
about personal growth, transformation and awakening.258 
 
5.12.4  List of Associated Monasteries of the Ajahn Chah lineage259 
(Foundation year follows each monastery’s link)260 
 
Thailand  (1)  https://www.watnongpahpong.org/ (1954);  (2)  https://www.watpahnanachat.org/ 

(1975);   
  (3)  watboonyawad.com (2003);  (4) ratanawan (Google search); 
  (5)  peacebeyondsuffering.org (an online portal with first podcast in 2007); 
UK    (6)  amaravati.org (1985);  (7) cittaviveka.org (1979);  (8) ratanagiri.org.uk (1981);    
  (9)  hartridgemonastery.org (1986);  (10) foresthermitage.org.uk (1999);   
 (11)  milntuim (newsletter link) (2015); 
USA  (12)  abhayagiri.org (1996);  (13) pacifichermitage.org (2010);  (14) forestmonastery.org 

(2015); (15) https://www.jetagrove.us/ (2015); 
Canada  (16)  tisarana.ca (2006);  (17) arrowriver.ca (1975);  (18) birken.ca (2001); 
Switzerland (19)  dhammapala.ch (1992); 
Italy (20)  santacittarama.org (1990); 

 
254 For Ajahn Chah’s Collected Teachings (single vol): https://birken.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/The-

Collected-Teachings-of-Ajahn-Chah-Single-Volume.pdf.  
255 For Kornfield’s experience as a monk with Chah, see 2007:36 f. 
256 Chah, A Still Forest Pool, 1985:183-186 (esp the last 2 pages). 
257 Cp this with Pa-Auk’s description of the “crystal body” [12.1.1], and Luang Phor Sodh’s version [4.3.3.5]. 
258 For Ajahn Chah’s meditation teachings, see A Still Forest Pool, 1985; The Clarity of Insight, 2001. 
259 https://forestmonastery.org/links.  
260 My thanks to Rick Foo of Singapore for listing the foundation years of most of these links, and confirming them 

with the actual links. 
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Portugal (21)  sumedharama.pt (2018); 
Germany (22)  muttodaya.org (2008); 
Norway (23)  skiptvet-vihara.weebly.com (2015); 
Australia (24)   buddhabodhivana (Facebook page) (2001);  (25) Wat Buddha Dhamma wbd.org.au 

(1978); (26) dhammagiri.org.au (2009)  (27) vimokkharam.org (1998);  (28) bodhi-
saddha.org (2012); 

New Zealand (29)  bodhinyanarama.net.nz (1983);  (30) vimutti.org.nz (2004); 
Brazil (31)  suddhavari.org (2018). 
 

For other training centres and links, see https://forestmonastery.org/links. 
 
5.13  AJAHN SUWAT SUVACO (1919-2002) 
 
5.13.1  Ajahn Suwat Suvaco (สุวจัน์ สุวโจ) ordained in 1939 at the age of 20, and 

2-3 years later, became a student of Ajahn Funn Ācāro (ฝั้น อาจาโร 1899-1977).261 

He also briefly studied under Ajahn Mun [5.2]. After Ajahn Funn's death, 
Suwat stayed on at the monastery to supervise his teacher's royal funeral and 
the construction of a monument and museum in his honour.  
 
5.13.2  In the 1980s Ajahn Suwat visited the United States, where he establ-
ished his 4 monasteries: one near Seattle, Washington; two near Los Angeles; 
and one in the hills of San Diego County (Metta Forest Monastery) (1991).  
Ajahn Ṭhānissaro has been the resident abbot of the Monastery since 1993. 
Suwat returned to Thailand in 1996, and died in Buriram,262 after a long ill-
ness.263  
 

6 The Samatha Trust 

 
6.0  This section has been inserted here, closing the brief study on Thai Kammatthana history, because it 
exemplifies over half a century of Samatha in the West in the form of the Samatha Trust, its branches and 
affiliates. Moreover, this movement is rooted in the teachings and practices of an ex-Thai monk, a layman 
meditation teacher, Nai Boonman Poonyathiro [6.1], who successfully introduced it at the request of 
Western Buddhists, led by L S Cousins (1942-2015) [6.2.1.2]. It is also a warm testimony to how local indi-
vidual Buddhists worked together to form a wholesome Buddhist community without the delusion or 
trappings of a religious cult [6.4.1]. 

It is an amazing story about how Thai Kammatthana tradition was adopted by local British Buddhists 
who then grew the Bodhi tree, a living Buddhist spirituality, in their own soil, that is forever Britain. As 
committed Buddhists, including Buddhist scholars (professional scholars who are Buddhist), they are also 
open to the good in other Buddhist traditions without being colonised264 or franchised265 by them. In many 

 
261 Ajahn Sumedho says in Now Is The Knowing that when he walked on tudong in NE Thailand, he often went 

visited Ajahn Funn and listen to him teach. He mostly taught the Buddho meditation [5.5.2] and his approach was 
simple. He was also one of the teachers to the Royal Family. (1989:6 f). 
https://www.dhammatalks.org/books/ComeAndSee/Section0004.html. Only Thai-language online info on Funn: 
http://th.wikipedia.org/wiki/หลวงปู่ ฝัน้_อาจาโร 

262 Buriram บุรรีมัย ์is the capital of Buriram Provinces, in the Isan (NE Thailand) region, located about 300 km (190 

mi) NE of Bangkok. 
263 For Ajahn Suwat’s teachings, see A Fistful of Sand, tr from the Thai by the Sangha of Thanissari, 1999 (40p): 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/thai/suwat/fistful.html.  
264 As in the case of Malaysian and Singaporean Buddhists following the Sinhala missions (mostly high-caste Siyam 

Nikaya sectarianism): SD 7.9 (4.3-4.4, passim). 
265 As in many of the Zen centres, such as those in the US: SD 64.17 (6-7). 
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ways, the Samatha Trust, at the centre of this development, is a Dharma-spirited success story of putting 
the teaching above the teacher.266 [6.4.2] 
 
6.1 Boonman Poonyathiro (บุญมัน่ ปุญฺญถโิร 1932-     )267 

 
6.1.1 Youth 
 

 6.1.1.1  Boonman Poonyathiro’s personal story is a beautiful lesson in self-propelled personal trans-
formation, a personal journey overland and inward, and transformation through a traditional life of mon-
astic renunciation, followed by a lay life of commitment to a Dharma-based life that powerfully inspires 
others worldwide. 
 Boonman was born in Thaa Phrik district (ต าบล ท่าพรกิ) of Traat Province, near the SE tip of Thailand, near 

the border with Cambodia. His father was Cambodian and mother Thai. The youngest of 3, his mother 
died soon after his birth.268 Raised by different people, he was then adopted by his uncle, and went to the 
local Wat Thaa Phrik monastery school until he was 11. 
 
 6.1.1.2 According to his autobiography, from very young, he had a deep interest in “mysticism, sor-
cery and magic spells” (Boonman 2004:8). He grew up unruly and quarrelsome, often casting curses 
against his opponents. He aspired to be the village gangster, and had Khmer magical characters tattooed 
on his arm for self-protection, especially in fights. Psychologically, these aggressive tendencies might be 
construed as unconscious defences269 related to the misfortunes of his early childhood. 
 His life changed one night, when he was 15, he overheard his (maternal) uncle remarking that he did 
not want Boonman muddying the family name. He decided to get help from a temple: he ended up in Wat 
Phailorm270 (วดัไผ่ลอ้ม)271 in the next province, Chantaburi). There, he became a temple boy, and had the 

opportunity to study. At 16, to win a prize, he successfully memorized the “Thamma,vibhaak” [Dhamma,-
vibhāga] a key text for lay people and aspirant monks.272 
 
6.1.2 Boonman’s monkhood 
 
 6.1.2.1  The monastery’s senior monks and 
his step-brother, Phra Mahā Phumi, noticed 
Boonman’s spiritual potential, and encouraged 
him to become a novice. Even though Boon-
man’s uncle did not give his permission, Boon-
man went on to become a novice. He was 16 
when he renounced in the larger Wat Bot Meu-
ang (วดัโบสถ์เมอืง) and returned to Wat Pailorm as 

Sāmaṇera Boonman Sammā (using his 
mother’s surname). He started his regular mon-
astic education spending the first 3 years study-
ing Naktham [4.5.3.4]. 

 
266 See eg Gārava S (S 6.2) SD 12.3. 
267 For an account of Boonman Poonyathiro (Puññathiro), see his autobiography, From One to Nine, Bangkok, 

2004. This section is mainly based on Shaw, “Tradition and experimentation,” 2018:3-7. 
268 Shaw 2018:3; Itipiso.org https://itipiso.org/uk-samatha.html.  
269 On “unconscious defences,” see SD 7.9 (1.2; 3.3). 
270 Or “Wat Pailom,” the wat surrounded (ลอ้ม) by bamboo (ไผ่). 
271 He chose this temple prob because his stepbrother, Phra Mahā Phum was a monk there (Shaw 2018:4). 
272 This is prob a booklet, an anthology on numerical sayings of the Buddha, compiled by Vajirañāṇavaroros 

[4.5.3.4, Nak Tham Tri (2)]. Boonman 2004:8; Shaw 2018:3. 
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 Outside of studies, even before his ordination, he spent “every spare minute to practise,” that is to 
meditate, but his motive then was quite worldly: 
 

I discovered that meditation gave me the most peaceful feelings I had ever experienced, and, 
furthermore, I came to know the way of arousing inner psychic power, and the ability to use this 
to empower amulets.                                                                                                    (Boonman 2004:20) 

 At 21, he took his ordination as a monk, and was already well respected for his meditation abilities. By 
24, he completed 4 years (เปรยีญ ๔, parien si) of Pali, earning him the title Mahā.273 During this time, he 

developed his meditation further, learning the basics of dhyana and the formless attainments. Outside of 
meditation, he wrote plays for a local company, and novels to earn some money for his travel plans.274 
 
6.1.3 As a layman: India and the west 
 
 6.1.3.1  Having completed 4 of the 9 years of monastic Pali, Boonman decided he wanted to study in 
India. He moved to a royal monastery, Wat Chanasongkram (วดัชนะสงคราม), Bangkok, fulfilled all the 

requirements in Vipassanā stipulated by Wat Maha That for those travelling abroad. With the money 
from the sales of 2 plays he wrote, he bought a ticket to Varanasi, India, where he spent 5 years at a uni-
versity, completing a bachelor degree (1958-1962). 
 Boonman did not want to return to Thailand, as he knew he would not be given permission to travel 
to the UK as a monk. At that time, no Thai monks were sent abroad to teach meditation. So keen was his 
desire to go west that he decided to disrobe, having spent half his lifetime, 15 years, as a monk. All his 
documents were in his monk-name “Phra Mahā Boonman Puññathiro.” Removing the titles, he kept his 
name, which became: Nai Boonman Poonyathiro (นาย “Nai” is Thai for “Mr.”) 

He had a friend, Ajahn Vichian, in India, who wanted to go to the US. Leaving India in August 1962, 
they travelled west on Vichian’s Triumph motorbike. After some adventure journey through Pakistan, Iran, 
Iraq and Turkey, they reached Greece, and from there, hitching hikes, crossed Western Europe and reach-
ed Britain. His friend then left for the US, and Boonman started work first as a window cleaner. After some 
setbacks, he found a job in the local Thai Embassy.275 
 
 6.1.3.2  During his last year in India, Boonman met a remarkable young Canadian Theravāda monk 
Anandabodhi,276 in Sarnath. He invited Boonman to stay with him in London should he ever visit Britain; 
and Boonman did. In London, Anandabodhi introduced him to Maurice Walshe (1911-1998), the chair-
man of the English Sangha Trust. Given his background and demeanour, Boonman was invited to be a 
meditation teacher. [6.2.1] 
 
6.1.5 The Tibetan connection 
 
 6.1.5.1  In the early 1960s, Anandabodhi Bhikkhu established a meditation centre in Eskdalemuir, 
near Dumfries, Scotland, named Johnstone House.277 He had by then established close connections with 

 
273 Traditionally, a monk automatically gains the mahā title on passing Pali 3 (เปรยีญ ๓ parien sam), ie, 3 years of 

Pali. 
274 Shaw 2018:3 f. 
275 Shaw 2018:4 f. 
276 Anandabodhi (Leslie George Dawson, 1931-2003; Burmese Theravada, sāmaṇera pabbajjā 1956; bhikkhu upa-

sampadā 1958), a brilliant charismatic monk, studied Vipassana under U Thila Wunta and Mahasi Sayadaw, and then 
with Phra Rajasiddhimuni (Wat Mahadhatu, Bangkok) (the main Vipassana proponent in Thailand). He studied the 
suttas and Visuddhimagga in Sri Lanka, earning the title ācariya (Buddhist teacher). In 1962, he was invited by the 
English Sangha Trust to teach at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara. In 1968, the 16th Karmapa, noticing his great charis-
ma, recognized him as an accomplished teacher and received Vajrayana robes. In 1971, he was enthroned in Canada 
as Namgyal Rimpoche (incarnation of Mipham Namgyal). He continued to teach both Mahayana and Theravada until 
his death. 

277 Ie, the Johnstone House Contemplative Community. 
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other important Tibetan Gurus: Trungpa (1939-87), Akong (1939/40-2013) and Chime Rimpoches (1941-
    ). Boonman, too, was, for a time, drawn into this circle. Some of Boonman’s first students, especially 
Lance Cousins and Paul Dennison, both former Chairmen of the Cambridge University Buddhist Society, 
attended intensive retreats with each of these teachers in the early years at Johnstone House. 
 
 6.1.5.2  Anandabodhi was a very controversial teacher in the Hippie culture of the 1960s; he was 
clearly a charismatic facilitator. By the mid-1960s, when Johnstone House did not succeed, he decided to 
return to Canada. Before departing, in 1965/66, he arranged the transfer of ownership of Johnstone 
House to Akong and Trungpa278 Rimpoches, who later turned it into the well-known Tibetan centre, Sam-
ye Ling.279 For Boonman, Dennison and Cousins, their experiment with Tibetan Buddhism stopped there, 
and they focused on the Samatha Trust.280 
 
6.2 THE SAMATHA TRUST: EARLY BUDDHISM FOR TODAY 
 
6.2.1 Early history of the Samatha Trust 
  
 6.2.1.1  Outside of Southeast Asia, the Samatha Trust281 teaches traditional Siamese Borān Kammaṭ-
ṭhāna [4.3] methods of breathing mindfulness and dhyana meditations under the tutelage of Boonman 
Poonyathiro282 [6.1]. While Vipassana is common, even the standard, in Myanmar [2.3-2.5], Samatha is 
very common in Thailand [4.2-5.13] and mainland SE Asia generally. Karmic connections between the 
English Sangha Trust, Lance Cousins, Paul Dennison, the Cambridge Buddhist Society, and Boonman 
Poonyathiro led to the starting and growth of the Samatha Trust. 

 
 6.2.1.2  The English Sangha Trust [15.12.2.3] members, hearing of Boon-
man’s experience and understanding of Samatha meditation, invited him, in 
1963, to teach at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara. Realizing the cultural diffi-
culties of his new role, Boonman decided to adapt the teachings and methods 
he learned as a Thai monk for British lay people. He did not introduce the 3 
refuges or the 5 precepts, teaching only breathing mindfulness as a Samatha 
practice.  
 Boonman taught at the Hampstead Vihara until May 1964, after which he 
was invited to give weekly classes (Sundays) at the Cambridge University Bud-
dhist Society (CUBS).283 Christmas Humphreys (1903-1983)284 was chairman of 
the Cambridge Buddhist Society then, and Boonman became vice-chairman. 
New students in the Society included Lance Cousins and Paul Dennison, both 
ex-Chairmen of the Society, and who later founded the Samatha Trust (1973) 
[6.1.3.2].  

 
278 Trungpa quickly came into conflict with both Akong Rinpoche and the House trustees [Anne Bancroft, Twenti-

eth Century Mystic and Sages, 1976:194]. He drank heavily and slept with his students. He married one of them, a 
15-year-old girl, attracting press attention [Diana Mukpo, Carolyne Rose Gimian, “Married to the Guru," in Melvin 
McLeod (ed), The Best Buddhist Writing 2007, Shambhala Sun, 2005:216-238]. On Chogyam Trungpa Rimpoche, see 
SD 64.17 (5.1). 

279 Today called “Kagyu Samye Ling Monastery and Tibetan Centre.” It is part of the Rokpa Trust, a registered 
charity. Chime Rimpoche established his own Centre in Saffron Walden, Essex, England. 

280 See https://itipiso.org/uk-samatha.html. 
281 https://samatha.org/samatha-trust; http://www.samatha.org. See Bluck, British Buddhism, 2006:49-64 (ch 4); 

Shaw, “Tradition and experimentation,” 2018; an overview: https://itipiso.org/uk-samatha.html.  
282 Bluck 2008:49-64; Poonyathiro 2004. 
283 Boonman, 2004:50, 52. CUBS was founded in 1955, and is the 2nd oldest Buddhist Society in the UK. In 1963, 

the Cambridge University Samatha Society was set up, specifically to run Samatha Trust meditation classes: 
https://www.cambridgesu.co.uk/organisation/13972/.  

284 Humphreys founded the Buddhist Society in 1924, the oldest in Britain, and one of the oldest in Europe. 

Lance Selwyn 
Cousins  

(1942-2015) 
Founder member, 

true paṇḍita 
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6.2.1.3  In 1971, Boonman led a week’s retreat, his first, in Cambridge, with sitting and walking medi-
tation punctuated only by meals, brief walks outside, personal guidance and evening talks. Although the 
participants were practising meditators, few had ever been on such an intensive retreat, and some found 
it a powerful experience. Boonman explained he had intended to “test how far westerners could experi-
ence meditation in one week” and felt the retreat had been successful in showing them both the difficult-
ies and benefits of such a training.285 
 The classes were well attended, and several students felt particularly drawn to the Samatha medita-
tion that Boonman taught. Eventually, some of the meditators became Buddhist. Boonman himself be-
came a mild cult figure, with a lecturer at King’s College praising him for encouraging so many students to 
give up taking LSD!286 Remarkably, the Samatha breathing mindfulness classes at the Cambridge University 
Buddhist Society continued for a period of over 50 years, and is still active today. 
 6.2.1.4  The Samatha Trust was established in 1973 “to support the teaching of this form of medita-
tion practice in various parts of the country and to establish a national centre” (www.samatha.org). It was 
set up with 5 trustees: Boonman Poonyathiro, Lance Cousins, Paul Dennison, Chris Gilchrist and Richard T 
Wallis. Cousins was its founding chairman (1973-99). 
 By then, Boonman had married, and had a daughter, Rosalyn, but the marriage was unsuccessful. In 
1973, he married Aramsri (Dang) Sriuthai, and, after resigning from the Thai Embassy, returned to Thai-
land in 1974. There, the couple had two daughters, Oranet and Boonyarat. Even after leaving Britain, 
Boonman remained a trustee of the Samatha Trust. 
 This was when Boonman made a memorable strategy. He left in the very week that a meditation 
retreat was to be held. Just before catching his flight, he surprised Paul Dennison and Lance Cousins by 
asking them to take the retreat themselves. He suggested they continue as teachers for practitioners in 
the UK in his absence. In vital ways, this injected great confidence and sense of purpose into the 2 people, 
who themselves continued to recognize more locals as accredited meditation teachers for the Trust.287 
This is a good example of a foreign teacher planting the Bodhi tree locally so that Buddhism is a home-
grown part of their lives. 

 
6.2.1.5  In Boonman’s absence, the Sama-

tha Trust had grown in leaps and bounds, 
with active groups in London, Cambridge 
(with Paul Dennison as teacher) and Man-
chester (led by the late Lance Cousins). The 
Manchester Centre, established in 1977, was 
a former Methodist Church, on High Lane, 
Chorlton-cum-Hardy, which was first rented 
and then purchased from the City Council. It 
is the now the major regional centre in the 
north of England. 

A southern Samatha Meditation Centre located in Great Holm, Milton Keynes, has been established 
to serve London, Oxford, Cambridge, and the south. It started over 40 years ago in the 1980s. 

In 1987 the Trust bought Greenstreete, in Llangunllo,288 Powys, 5 miles west of Knighton in Mid Wales. 
It is a Welsh farm with 88 acres of woods, streams and hills, converted into a residential meditation cen-
tre.289 It opened in 1996, offering various residential courses, with guidance from experienced teachers, 
and is now the National Meditation Centre.290  

 
285 One Year After: Reflections on a Meditation Week, no publisher,  1972:13 (qu in Bluck 2006:207). 
286 Shaw 2018: 5 f. 
287 Boonman 2004:56; Shaw 2018: 6. 
288 Sometimes Llangynllo; pronounced in Borders fashion “Lan.gun.thlow” by its residents. 
289 Buddhist Meditation, Llangunllo, Powys: Samatha Trust, nd (qu in Bluck 2006:205). 
290 “The Samatha Trust,” The Middle Way 65,4, 1991:263; Bluck 2006:49. For further developments in the Samatha 

Trust, see Bluck 2006:50-64. 

The Manchester Centre of Buddhist Meditation 
(converted from a disused Methodist Church) 
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Boonman returned from Thailand, after 22 years, for its opening, and to a Samatha Trust that has very 
much grown since he last left it. There were then 19 introductory groups in England and Wales, as well as 
a programme of weekend and week-long courses for experienced meditators at Greenstreete.291 Having 
been active for over 50 years now, the Samatha Trust, continues to be active, even growing in the US [6.3]. 
 Although not a Thai mission (like the Thai temples overseas), the Samatha Trust maintains strong 
links with Thailand. Some Samatha Trust members have at different times taken 3-month ordination or 
longer in Thailand, especially with the Rāma IX Temple (วดัพระราม ๙ กาญจนาภเิษก Wat Phra Ram Kao Kanchanā-

bhisek) in Bangkok.292 Both as a community and an organization, the Samatha Trust may thus be seen as 
an interesting blend of traditional Asian Theravada Buddhism and modern Western ideas. 
 
6.2.2 Samatha Trust meditation 
 

 6.2.2.1  As a rule, the mindfulness of breathing (anâpāna,sati) is common to all Buddhist meditation 
traditions, whether Samatha or Vipassana. Where they differ, it is mostly a matter of how much emphasis 
is put on it, and how it is actually done. Those systems that give some importance to the breath medita-
tion, such as the Samatha Trust practice, use techniques to observe the breath to gain some level of con-
centration (samādhi), even the attainment of dhyana (jhāna). On a higher level, this entails skills in mov-
ing from one dhyana to the next, and then a safe return to the “normal” state.293 
  When mindfulness and concentration grow together into a harmonious balance,294 a visual mental 
sign  or image (nimitta) arises. When this sign fully steadies itself—often with the help of guidance from 
the teacher—our mind is unified and becomes steady, too. When this sign is refined and stilled, dhyana is 
attained; otherwise, we need to retrace our steps to rework the preceding steps or levels.  
 When dhyana has been attained, or even some level of deep samadhi, this may then be used as a 
support for further mental focus directed to cultivating the positive emotion of lovingkindness (mettā). 
We are then suffused with joy, and radiating joy with a profound sense of emotional resilience. Based on 
this mind/heart of lovingkindness, we go on to refine it into the positive emotion of compassion or ruth 
(karuṇā); then, on to the positive emotion of joy (muditā); and, finally, to the positive emotion of equani-
mity or inner peace (upekkhā). These are the 4 divine abodes (brahma,vihāra).295 
 At any point of these levels of concentration, we may then emerge from it, and direct the mind to 
seeing true reality, such as the impermanence or constructed nature (“mind-made”) of our experience. In 
other words, we can now explore and develop insight—or, we can refine the practice to move further 
into the higher dhyanas, even to the formless attainments.296 
  
 6.2.2.2  The Samatha Trust breath meditation is taught as a series of graduated stages, based on the 
length of the breath and the way the breath is observed. The 1st stage is that of “counting” (gaṇana)297 
the breath, starting with “the longest comfortable breath without straining” to a count of 9, followed, in 
turn, by breathing to a count of 6, then 3, then 1 as “the shortest comfortable breath.” These 4 stages, 
known as the “Longest of Counting,” the “Longer of Counting,” the “Shorter of Counting” and the “Short-
est of Counting,” in each case involves “tracing the sensations down as you are breathing in, from the 
nose down to the navel, and on the out-breath from the navel back to the nose.”298 
 Having done the “counting,” we go on to do “following” (anubandhana)’, a more careful continuous 
mindful tracking of the breath (without counting); and then “touching” [contact] (ṭhapana), where we 

 
291 For locations of Buddhist centres in England: https://meruyama.com/temples/united-kingdom/. For other ST 

meditation centres: https://www.buddhanet.info/wbd/country.php?country_id=76&offset=300.  
292 A minimalist temple, with religious sculptures, and a peaceful, tree-ringed pond, located in Bangkapi, Bangkok. 
293 See eg Buddhadāsa 1998; Bluck 2008:50-64; Shaw 2012. 
294 This is often explained as the harmonizing of all the 5 spiritual faculties (pañc’indriya): faith, effort, mindful-

ness, concentration, wisdom. See Pañc’indriya, SD 10.4; SD 3.6 (3); SD 54.3h (3.1). 
295 Se Brahma,vihara, SD 38.5. 
296 Cousins 1997b;369-444. 
297 This is the 1st of 4 stages laid out by Buddhaghosa in his Visuddhimagga: Vism 8.189/278. 
298 Peter Harvey, interviewed by Robert Bluck, Durham, 2003 (Bluck 2006:51). 
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direct our attention to the sensation of the breath at the nostrils. Each of these have the 4 lengths of 
breathing, making 12 stages in all. 
 In his autobiography, Boonman states that although he had been teaching the breath meditation 
based on traditional method, “the technique of how to know the in-breaths and out-breaths I invented 
myself, no one had taught the same method before.”299 The 4 stages of this method is, however, found in 
ancient post-canonical works, especially Upatissa’s Vimutti,magga [6.2.2.5], which Buddhaghosa borrow-
ed and included them his Visuddhi,magga. It is also found in other ancient texts of the northern tradition 
[6.2.2.6].  
 As we have noted, both counting [5.7.3.3] and “following” (chasing the breath) [5.7.3.1] are also used 
in Buddhadasa’s method, but in a different way. Since this tetrad of breath-watching is mentioned in the 
extant ancient texts, surely it is known, in some way, to other teachers of the Kammatthana tradition. 
Boonman was probably unaware of these texts in those days. The fact that he knew and taught them was 
remarkably intuitive in its own right. 
 
 6.2.2.3  Beginners are, of course, guided through these 4 stages,300 starting with stage 1 for 1-2 weeks, 
and adding each new stage progressively. For each stage, the process is always the same: moving from the 
longest breath, and soon, and then back to the longest again. While the practice always begins and ends 
with the Longest of Counting, experienced students will be able to move more directly to more subtle 
stages. However, all the stages have to be mastered with proper instruction and guidance before we take 
any “shorts cuts.” 
 
 6.2.2.4  Counting prevents us from being distracted, bringing forth mindfulness and concentration, 
which are then cultivated through following and touching consecutively. The teacher and meditator will 
then work together to choose the most appropriate shortened path through the 12 stages. Harmonizing 
mindfulness and concentration, we eventually reach the 4th stage known as “settling” (called “observing,” 
sallakkhaṇa, in the Vimutti,magga) [6.2.2.5], that is, with the mind settling down, the sign (nimitta) begins 
to arise: we simply observe this. It is typically a mental image of a patch of colour or a simple shape, but it 
often varies. [4.1.4.6] 
 An article in Samatha journal explains this process:  
 “Change to the settling. Mindful of the breath, turn the attention to the visual field, gently applying 
the mind. There is always an object of some kind … Mindfulness of breathing in the settling sustains some-
thing; it’s like a growing medium providing food for seeds to germinate.”301  
 
 6.2.2.5  [Note] UPATISSA’S 4-STEP METHOD (translated from the Chinese by Nyanatusita, 2021:423-426)  
 

 104  Four ways of practice302 
Furthermore, the former teachers taught 4 ways of practising mindfulness of breathing, namely, 

counting (gaṇana), following (anubandhana), establishing (ṭhapana), and observing [discerning] (sallak-
khaṇa).  
 Q. (1) What is “counting”? 
 A. The beginner meditator counts the breath from 1 to 10; beginning with the out-breath303 and ending 
with the in-breath. He does not count beyond 10. It is also said: “He counts from 1 to 5, but not beyond 5.” 

 
299 Boonman 2004:50. 
300 On these 4 stages, see Vimm:Ñ 8.104/425 (T430b18-b29). 
301 “Practice,” Samatha 8, 2002:9-18, esp 16. Bluck 2006:50-64; Shaw 2021:223. 
302 For a detailed study, see Dhammajoti, “The doctrine of the six-stage mindfulness of breathing,” 2009a. See 

also Skilton & Choompolpaisal 2015:215 f, 219-221. 
303 Apparently, when counting, we start with the out-breath; but when simply watching the breath (without the 

counting)—following the Suttas (eg M 118,18(1)), SD 7.13—we start with the in-breath; also at Vimm:Ñ 418. 
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 He should not let the mind miss [any breath]. When [he misses], he should count [the next breath] 
until the end of that count. Thus, he mindfully dwells on the object of the in-breaths and the out-breaths 
—this is called “counting.” 
 (2) “Following”: Putting away counting, he uninterruptedly follows the in-breaths and out-breaths 
with mindfulness—this is called “following.” 
 (3) “Establishing”: He establishes mindfulness and attends to the sign of the mind [air] at the place 
where the in-breaths and out-breaths touch at the tip of the nose or on the [upper] lip—this is called 
“establishing." 
 (4) “Observing”: When there is mastering in establishing, he should observe the sign, and he should 
observe the states of rapture [pīti], pleasure [sukha], and so on, which arise in dependence on it—this is 
called “observing.” 
 “Counting” is for the elimination of thinking and causes one to attain the escape from thinking. 

“Following” is for the elimination of coarse thinking and causes uninterrupted mindfulness of breath-
ing. 

“Establishing” is for cutting off distraction and making the sign steady. 
“Observing” is for retaining the sign in order to experience the higher states. 

(T15.1648/430b18-b29). Numerals, (numbering) and [italicized] added304 
 

 6.2.2.6  This set of “Four ways of practice” is not found in any sutta, and is a commentarial innovation 
popular with the northern schools, as attested by its sources: the Vimutti,magga (Skt *vimukti,mārga)305 
[4.3.3.1]; *Greater Discourses on Breath Mindfulness (1)306 and (2),307 the Yogācāra,bhūmi,308 the Sarvāsti-
vāda,309 and the Mahânāpāna,smṛti Sūtra.310 Scholars well know that Buddhaghosa borrowed the “4 ways 
of practice” from the Vimutti,magga311 [4.3.3.1]. The set found in his Visuddhi,magga is the earliest extant 
Theravāda text that mentions the tetrad (as part of his octad).312 
 The post-canonical traditions were, however, not unanimous in the details of the tetrad. An early 
Yogācāra teaching, for example, prescribes instead, a 5-stage practice (pañca,vidhaḥ paricayaḥ), ending 
with the canonical 16-mode breath meditation: (1) counting (gaṇana); (2) penetrating into the 5 aggre-
gates (skandh’āvatāra); (3) penetrating into dependent arising (pratītya,samutpād’āvatāra); (4) penetrat-
ing into the truths (saty’āvatāra); (5) the 16-mode practice (ṣoḍaś’ākāra,paricaya).313 

 
 

 
304 Vimm:Ñ (The Path to Freedom, tr Nyanatusita 2021) §104 (pp423-426). Be very careful with The Path of Free-

dom, tr by Ehara, Soma and Kheminda (1961): it is filled with errors. 
305 Vimutti,magga: T32.430b 先師說四種念安般：所謂算隨逐安置隨觀 xiān shī shuō sì zhǒng niàn ān bān: suǒ wèi 

suàn suí zhú ān zhì suí guān. 
306 * Mahânāpāna,smṛti Sūtra 大安般守意經 dà pí pó shā lùn, T602.15, 165a7 … a9-a10: 有四種安般守意行：… 一為

數，二為相隨，三為止，四為觀 yǒu sì zhǒng ān bān shǒu yì xíng: ... yī wéi shǔ, èr wéi xiāng suí, sān wéi zhǐ, sì wéi 

guān. 
307 *Mahânāpāna,smṛti Sūtra 大安般守意經 dà ān bān shǒu yì jīng, T602.15.165a28-b1 mentions 6 steps: 1. count-

ing, 2. following, 3. stilling, 4. observing, 5. turning, 6. purity. 
308 T606.15.182a03: 修行道地經 xiū xíng dào dì jīng. [Dhammajoti gives “T15, no 606, 216a.”] 
309 Mahāvibhāṣā Śāstra (MVŚ), 大毘婆沙論 dà pí pó shā lùn, T27 no 1545 134c-135b; Abhidharmakośa Bhāṣyā 339 

f; Nyāyânusara 順正理論 shùn zhèng lǐ lùn, T29 no 1562, 673c-674a. 
310 *Mahânāpāna,smṛti Sūtra 大安般守意經 dà ān bān shǒu yì jīng, T15, no.602, 166a, etc. 
311 Buddhaghosa expanded his set in a set of 8, adding: (5) observing (sallakkhaṇa), (6) turning away (vivaṭṭana), 

(7) purification (parisuddhi), (8) review (paṭipassanā, “looking back (on)”) (Vism 8.189/278): these are actually redu-
cible to 6 stages, or even 4 (Dhammajoti 2009a:641).  Buddhaghosa prob could not acknowledge Vimm due to sect-
arian sensitivities, out of deference for Mahāvihāra orthodoxy. 

312 Vism Comy explains: Ṭhapanā ti samādahaṁ. Taṁ hi sammadeva ārammaṇe cittassa ādhānaṁ ṭhapanaṁ hoti. 
Tathā hi, samādhi cittassa īthiti saṇṭhitī ti niddiṭṭho. Samādhi-p,padhānā pana appanā ti āha ṭhapanā ti appanā ti. 
Aniccat’ādīnaṁ sallakhāṇato sallakkhaṇā vipassana. Pavattato nimittato ca viniviṭṭanato vivaṭṭanā nāma maggo. 
Sakala,saṅkilesa,paṭipassaddhi,bhāvato sabbaso suddhī ti pārisuddhi phalaṁ (VismMHṬ 1:327). 

313 Śrāvaka,bhūmi (ed The Institute of Comprehensive Studies of Buddhism, Taishō Univ, Tokyo), 2007:84. 
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6.2.3 The Samatha Trust spirit  
 
6.2.3.1  Let us now return to our study of Samatha Trust (ST) practices. Although breath meditation is 

the main practice for ST members, they are open to a wide range of wholesome Buddhist, even extra-
Buddhist, teachings and practices that help them better appreciate their root teaching, that is, early Bud-
dhism. Such free healthy choices depend on the needs and interests of individual members. Certain prac-
tices, like devotional Pali chanting, for example, are also done at the Manchester Centre. However, unlike 
the Forest Tradition at Amaravati (for example) that have plainchant puja in English, ST members prefer 
to chant in Pali. 

Learning the chants and chanting in Pali, according to ST members, encourages them to “learn the 
feeling of sound … rather than the precise translation.”314 The way ST members chant Pali has a calming 
effect, which then instils in them a greater interest in learning its meanings. Experienced meditators will 
regularly chant the refuges and precepts in Pali before meditating, both individually and in their groups. 

6.2.3.2  Courses at Greenstreete are dedicatedly practice-oriented rather than academic. The teach-
ings however include such topics as dukkha, karma, satipatthana, dependent arising, the 5 aggregates, 
the 4 divine abodes, the 10 perfections, and the deva realms—this clearly shows a traditional Theravāda 
emphasis in teaching. 

Individual members and groups read Forest Sangha publications—such as the works of Ajahn Chah 
and Ajahn Sumedho—but the libraries at Greenstreete and Manchester include material outside Thera-
vāda, ranging from Mahāyāna and Zen to Christianity and other religions.315 Although firmly established in 
the Theravada tradition, ST study groups have looked at other Buddhist schools, the Christian mystics, 
other spiritual traditions—showing a liberal approach which encourages investigation.316 

 
6.2.3.3  ST members also have a healthy interest in Abhidhamma. Some study groups generated 

their own publications, such as Abhidhamma Papers, a series of essays and discussions on applying the 
Abhidhamma texts to meditation and daily life. The Abhidhamma deals with the “4 kinds of realities” 
(rūpa, citta, cetasika, nibbana): the material forms that we are and are conscious of; various imperma-
nent states of mind or consciousnesses; the mental factors which allow us to experience these states; 
and nirvana itself which is ineffable, except as “the supreme happiness.”317 

While the Forest Sangha tends to ignore or downplay the importance of Theravāda cosmology, a 
number of ST members have shown interest in it, with one group studying the deva realms and produc-
ing A Handbook of Devas.318 It is possible that the Forest Sangha, based on Vipassana meditation, tends 

to emphasize impermanence and nonself, downplaying the differences 
between the levels of beings, while ST, based on Samatha meditation, is 
more interested in the altered states of consciousness, different levels of 
which are reflected in the deva realms.319 

 
6.2.3.4  As a rule, ST members have a deep interest in the suttas, which 

is not surprising since ST has a significant number of accomplished scholars 
and specialists in Buddhist studies or Pali, teaching in the universities (such 
as Lance Cousins, Peter Harvey and Rupert Gethin). What is surprising is 
that there is no emphasis or tendency towards textual excellence.  

Sutta groups regularly meet at the Manchester Centre, usually led by a 
teacher, and occasionally by other groups as well. Sutta study is taken as 
“investigation into the Dharma” (dhamma,vicaya), rather than textual 

 
314 Veronica Voiels, interviewed by Bluck, Manchester Samatha Centre, 2003. (Bluck 2006:53). 
315 Pamela Stanier, interviewed by Robert Bluck, by email, 2003. (Bluck 2006:54). 
316 Ian Rose, interviewed by Robert Bluck, by phone, 2004. (Bluck 2006:54). 
317 Ed Mark Rowlands, Abhidhamma Papers, Manchester Samatha Trust, 1982:11 f. (Bluck 2006:55). 
318 A Handbook of Devas, Llangunllo, Powys: Samatha Trust, nd. 
319 Peter Harvey, interviewed by Robert Bluck, 2003. (Bluck 2006:55). 

 
Recording EEG of brain-

wave activity of a 
Samatha Trust meditator 

http://dharmafarer.org/


SD 60.1b                                                         Samatha and Vipassana 

   http://dharmafarer.org  118 

study. Rather than acquiring knowledge, it is part of our spiritual practice, to get into the heart of the 
Dharma through the suttas. In this spirit, new members are instructed to practise for a year before they 
start using material in the libraries.320 

With their deepening roots in early Buddhism, ST is courageously and curiously open to new learning. 
During the last couple of decades, experienced ST meditators are discovering elements of ancient Yogā-
vacara practices, notably the “wax taper practice,” while another group has been carrying out detailed 
EEG studies of brainwave activity of experienced meditators with their results published in the Samatha 
and a scientific journal.321  

 
6.2.4 Meditation teachers and spiritual friendship 

 
6.2.4.1  Paul Dennison explained that Boonman was skilled in “training and encouraging his medita-

tion students themselves to begin to teach meditation as they gained enough experience.”322 With the 
passing of Cousins [6.1.5, 6.4.2],323 Dennison is now seen as the only “1st generation” teacher. New teach-
ers become “accredited” after being informally examined by 2 existing teachers, perhaps at a Green-
streete retreat, who will look in them for an understanding of the teaching, experience of meditation and 
for “spiritual maturity.”324  

This selection process happens informally, over time, with an experienced meditator perhaps first 
taking sessions at a retreat and maintaining personal contact with their own teacher. In this way, the 
senior teacher will be able to see if and when the “apprentice teacher’s” practice and commitment are 
sufficiently developed. In time, a formal invitation is given, after which the person is authorized to teach 
as a Samatha Trust teacher. This is, in effect, the kind of lineage transmission, often seen in the tradition-
al monasteries.325 [6.2.4.2] 

 
6.2.4.2  By 2001, ST has about 50 accredited teachers, with up to 400 members (including Buddhists).326 

In 2002, classes and groups met in 26 towns and cities, usually in two separate groups, for beginners and 
for more experienced meditators, often led by the same teacher.327 Although ST has, to date, neither a 
training programme nor teacher’s manual (though one has been suggested), their approach to Buddhism  
is systematic and disciplined enough, and ST teachers are carefully selected from regular and experienced 
members. [6.2.4.1] 

Members see a teacher as a spiritual friend, as “someone who treads the path a bit ahead of you,” 
rather than an authority figure,328 or perhaps as a “guide” or a “lead explorer” rather than a teacher 
(Guru) in the formal sense.329 Boonman was himself skilled in training British Buddhists in their own terms 
to be able to work on their own [6.2.1.4]: he could have set up a foreign mission (as is the case with Sin-

 
320 Bluck 2006:56. 
321 https://itipiso.org/uk-samatha.html. On the EEG studies, see Samatha 2019: https://samatha.org/whats-

happening-now/samatha-meditation-eeg-study; P Dennison, “The human default consciousness and its disruptions: 
Insights from an EEG study of Buddhist jhāna meditation,” Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, June 2019: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333730572_The_Human_Default_Consciousness_and_Its_Disruption_In
sights_From_an_EEG_Study_of_Buddhist_Jhana_Meditation; 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnhum.2019.00178/full.  

322 Dennison 2001:46. 
323 https://ocbs.org/ocbs-news-june-2015/; https://journals.equinoxpub.com/BSR/article/viewFile/28964/pdf.  
324 Peter Harvey, interviewed by Robert Bluck, 2003. (Bluck 2006:55). 
325 Veronica Voiels, interviewed by Bluck, Manchester Samatha Centre, 2003. (Bluck 2006:53). 
326 Dennison 2001:47 f. 
327 Bluck 2006:49 f. 
328 Veronica Voiels, interviewed by Bluck, Manchester Samatha Centre, 2003. (Bluck 2006:53). 
329 Peter Harvey, interviewed by Robert Bluck, 2003. (Bluck 2006:55). 
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hala missions in Malaysia and Singapore)330 or set up some person-centred cult (like the FWBO or the 
NKT).331 

 
6.3 SAMATHA IN THE US 

Since the mid 1990s, there have been groups in San Francisco, taken by Dr Chris Morray-Jones, and in 
Chicago, taken by Dr Jas Elsner and Dr Tom Lockhart. Other groups are forming in the New York area. 
Boonman had himself taken courses in the States, and was present for the formation of the USA Samatha 
Foundation in 2011 at the Bright Dawn Home Spread Centre, near Plymouth, Wisconsin. Samatha medita-
tion classes and courses in North America are offered under the auspices of the Samatha Foundation of 
North America, a 501(c)(3) religious charity based in Chicago, IL, and is an independent organization, not 
formally associated with the Samatha Trust.332 

 
6.4 REFLECTIONS ON BOONMAN AND SAMATHA TRUST 
 
6.4.1 The ideal lay teacher 
 
 6.4.1.1  Ajahn Boonman Poonyathiro [6.1] is clearly a remarkable individual, whose life, personality 
and spirituality launched one of the most wholesome and successful lay Buddhist organizations in Europe, 
even the world. His early life is an edifying testimony to serendipity (in the darkness of his life, he always 
see a path of light) and synchrony (good things happen just at the right time for him). Above all, it is a 
warm story of personal transformation through Buddhist living. At the height of his childhood delinquen-
cy, he heeded a warning voice from his uncle. He turned to the traditional temple life, working his way up 
from being a humble temple boy to an admirable young monk educated both monastically and academic-
ally. 
 His karmic connections with the UK compelled him to disrobe so that he was able to work his way 
across South Asia, with a travelling companion, to reach his destination. Along the way, he met just the 
right people (such as Anandabodhi) who introduced him into the mainstream British Buddhist circle. The 
UK Buddhists he met saw in him desirable Buddhist desirable qualities of a teacher. When charismatic 
monks like Sangharakshita and Anandabodhi failed the English Sangha Trust, Boonman, even as a layman, 
illuminated British Buddhism. 
  
 6.4.1.2  Given this opportunity, he swam in it like fish in water, and, with panache, started a remark-
able school for local Buddhists. What he taught them was closer in spirit to the Buddha’s teaching than 
most of the institutions and teachers of his time. His personal charisma and teaching skills attracted and 
held together a loyal community of practitioners and followers in ancient Dharma. His instructions and 
example rallied and raised them into a world-class community of meditators and teachers who taught 
from their own experience of Dharma. 
 With all these amazing opportunities, he could have easily become a Guru parasiting pleasurably on 
the devotion or naiveté of his admirers and the wealth of nations—like the devious Sangharakshita (1926-
2018),333 who preyed on youths who came in faith, or the pretentious Yantra Amaro (b 1951),334 who suc-

 
330 For a study of the effects of such missions, see SD 3.9. 
331 The FWBO is called the Triratna Buddhist Community. ST members, as well informed Buddhists, remain wary 

of cults like the FWBO (TBC) and the New Kadampa Tradition (NKT) (Bluck 2006:62). See SD 34.5 (1.2.2); SD 7.9 
(4.4.3.4-4.4.3.6, 4.5.1). Bluck 2006:56, 61. 

332 For more details about Samatha meditation in North America or the Samatha Foundation of North 
America, see https://samathameditation.org or e-mail samathanorthamerica@gmail.com.  

333 Like Sangharakshita’s (Friends of the) Western Buddhist Order, rebranded as the Triratna Buddhist Community: 
SD 34.5 (1.2.2); SD 7.9 (4.3.6; 4.4.3.4-4.4.3.6; 4.5.1). 

334 Piyasīlo, Charisma in Buddhism, 1992h:113-137. http://www.themindingcentre.org/dharmafarer/wp-
content/uploads/2010/02/Charisma-in-Buddhism.-piyasilo.pdf.  
https://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/charisma6.pdf.  
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cumbed to the bodies of female admirers. Neither did Boonman build some monumental status-conscious 
prosperity Church,335 nor spin tantalizing webs of a dark Guru cult selling salvation.336 
 
 6.4.1.3 Instead of keeping a cult harem, he fell in love and married. It failed, but he married again, 
and happily this time, now with 3 daughters. Before returning to Thailand, he instructed 2 experienced 
teachers [6.1.5.1] he had trained to run the meditation classes themselves. In Thailand, he raised his own 
family, supporting himself with honest work. Two decades passed, and the Samatha Trust he left behind 
grew handsomely. 
 When ST started their National Centre, he was invited to return to Britain, and he did. His work was 
done, but he kept in touch with the British Buddhists because they loved and needed him. They had grown 
accustomed to his teachings, and many mastered them and taught many more. They did not abandon him, 
and he kept in touch with them—old friends in the evening of the 1st generation of teachers. He has lived 
a full life, and brightened up the lives of so many others, all in the name of the 3 jewels. I cannot think of 
any parallel or better example here. 
 
6.4.2 Samatha Trust as ideal lay Buddhist community 
 
 6.4.2.1  The Samatha Trust started because Boonman Poonyathiro met the right people—Lance Cou-
sins and Paul Dennison—but none of them became cult figures. Unlike the Forest Sangha, there is little 
emphasis on the life and teaching of contemporary figures. Boonman gave them a Buddhist launching 
pad, and did not build any pedestal for himself. He is highly respected among the ST teachers as the per-
son who first taught Samatha meditation to them. 
 An issue of the Samatha Newsletter detailed his current activities in Thailand and his summer visits to 
Greenstreete. His autobiographical essay, From One to Nine (Boonman, 2004) he recounts his own strug-
gles and life-journey. However, he is seen as neither the founder nor the leader of the Samatha Trust, and 
most members were initially not even aware of his role.  
 The only remaining founder member, Paul Denison—Lance Cousins, the other founder member, hav-
ing passed on in 2015—is a respected senior teacher, who was quoted from time to time, but they are 
not revered as religious leaders.337 They instead deeply revere their common teacher, on whose account 
they gather, that is, Gotama Buddha, whose narratives are studied for their implications for practice, 
rather than from a hallowed mystique of hagiography.  
 It is indeed significant that the main Buddha image, named the Phra Buddha Dhammacakra,338 in the 
Greenstreete Shrine Hall is sculpted in the Dharmacakra mudra, the teaching gesture, reminding us of the 
Buddha’s first discourse, and that he is still teaching, rather than a meditating Buddha, as we might have 
expected from a Samatha tradition.339 That is what every member does, in keeping with the teaching. 
 
 

220705 

 
335 Like the Soka Gakkai International centred on Daisaku Ikeda: SD 34.5 (1.2.3). 
336 Like Bhagwan (“Lord”) Shree Rajneesh, later Osho (1931-90) who made a joke of all that is good and true, or 

the Maharishi (“great seer”) Mahesh Yogi (1918-2008) of TM fame. 
337 Veronica Voiels, interviewed by Bluck, Manchester Samatha Centre, 2003. (Bluck 2006:53). 
338 The name is Thai; hence, the blend of Pali (dhamma) + Skt (cakra), pronounced as “phra’ phutthathammachak” 

in Thai: http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/buddhadhammacakra.pdf.  
339 Dennison 2001:49; Bluck 2006:57.  


