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Preface to the 2nd Edition (December, 2003)  
 

In the light of the research that has gone into the work on the Medieval prosody 

Vuttodaya, I have made a number of significant changes in the 2nd edition of this 

work, mainly concerning the terminology that has been employed, which I will 

enumerate here: 

 

1) I now think that the metre I previously identified as Vatta (following Warder, PM), 

is perhaps better identified as Siloka, which is the term used by the Buddha himself in 

Mahàsamayasuttanta, D. 20.  

 

2) Following Warder in the first edition I also referred to the variations to the Siloka 

as Vipulà 1, Vipulà 2, etc., but I now prefer to identify them as Navipulà, Bhavipulà, 

etc. This is the normal way they are referred to in Indian works on the subject, and 

anyone interested in prosody will have to learn this terminology anyway, so it seems 

redundant to use a secondary set of terms. 

 

3) In the terminology used in the 1st edition I referred to both vowels and syllables as 

being short & long. This risks confusion, of course, and also goes against the useful 

distinction made in the prosodies, where vowels are identified as short (rassa) & long 

(dãgha); but syllables are distinguished as light (lahu) & heavy (garu). In this edition I 

have therefore introduced this distinction. This also entails speaking about the weight 

of the syllables, rather than their length. 

 

4) A rule in regard to the weight of the syllables was accidently omitted in the 1st 

edition, this is that the syllables at the end of a line should always be marked as heavy, 

no matter what their natural weight is. I have added this rule in here and employed it 

in the descriptions of the metres, and the examples. 
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5) In the 1st edition (again following Warder, PM), I identified th e syllabic metres as 

akkharacchandas; I now prefer to use the term vaõõacchandas, which is more 

commonly found in the prosodies. 

 

6) The metre class, following Warder, I named as aóóhasamavutta, has here been 

renamed as addhasamavutta, which is the form it normally has in the medieval 

prosodies. 

 

7) The metre I named as Vegavatã in the 1st edition, I now think should be called 

âpàtalikà, which is the name found in the prosodies; Vegavatã is a fixed metre derived 

from âpàtalikà.  

 

8) A correction has been made to the description of the gaõa system in the 

gaõacchandas metres in the Index & Glossary. 

 

ânandajoti Bhikkhu  

  

 

Preface to the 3rd Edition (May, 2004)  
 

In this edition I have introduced a further refinement to the description of the metres, 

which is to mark the final syllable as é  (rather than as Å , as in previous editions); this 

sign indicates that although the syllable may be of light or heavy weight naturally, it is 

nevertheless taken as heavy, and is normally pronounced as such (a light syllable being 

slightly drawn out at the end of a line). 

 

(Further corrections, etc. were included while preparing the .pdf version of this work 

in February 2005). 

 

ânandajoti Bhikkhu  
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Introduction  
 

An understanding of the basic principles underlying Pàëi metrical composition is not 

hard to acquire and will certainly enhance any reader's appreciation of the texts of 

Early Buddhism. Some of the most important and inspiring of these texts are written 

either wholly or mainly in verse, and even in the prose collections verse abounds. 

Below is a table giving estimates of the verse numbers in some of the most important 

collections in the Sutta Piñaka, from which we can see that that collection alone 

contains well over 20,000 verses (numbers are based on PTS editions except where 

stated, and in some cases are approximate only): 

 

Dãghanikàya 

Majjhimanikàya 

Saüyuttanikàya 

Aïguttaranikàya  

Khuddhakapàñha 

Dhammapada 

Udàna 

Itivuttaka  

Suttanipàta 

Vimànavatthu 

Petavatthu 

Theragàthà 

Therãgàthà 

Jàtaka 

Apadàna 

Buddhavaüsa 

Cariyapiñaka 

 

280+ 

230+ 

1000+ (945 in Sagàthavagga)  

570+ 

72 

423 

77 

263 

1149 

1291 (Ce) 

823 (Ce) 

1279 

522 

6905 (Ce) 

5228 (Ce) 

960+ 

372 (Ce) 

In the West in recent times much scholarly work has been produced in this field, so 

that it is now possible to outline the prosody of these texts with some degree of 

accuracy. However the difficulty the interested student faces at this point is that the 

studies that have been done are either too detailed for the beginner, or too narrow, 

being based on only one metre, or one type of metre.  

 

In the Theravàda countries a study of Pàëi prosody has nearly always been based on the 

Medieval work Vuttodaya, which describes the Classical prosody fairly well, but is no 

guide at all to the Canonical prosody, as there are metres in the Canon that are not 

found in that work on the one hand; and on the other hand the ones that are described 

generally have different parametres. 

 

This book therefore is an attempt to summarise, within a relatively short compass, and 

hopefully in a fairly straightforward  way, what is so far understood about Pàëi verse 

composition during the canonical period. As such it relies very much on the work of 

previous scholars in this field such as Smith, Warder, and Norman, whose tables on 

usage have been consulted at every stage. However, I have also re-scanned a number of 

works wherever it seemed necessary to check descriptions and standardise terminology. 
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I have also attempted to summarise the results of monographs written by Alsdorf, 

Bollee, Bechert, and others. 

 

It should be understood that this is a general study only, I have made detailed studies, 

which are for the more advanced student elsewhere. Significantly, it appears that even 

writing about "Canonical Pàëi prosody" may be slightly misleading, as the detailed 

studies tend to show that there was a development in the prosody even during the short 

period in which the material was being recited and collected; and that the various 

recitation (bhàõaka) traditions may have allowed slightly different parametres to the 

metres. 

 

In this book I have preferred to use the Pàëi names of the metres rather than their 

Sanskrit equivalents, as is the more common practice in recent works on the literature. 

Although verse composition in Pàëi is intimately related to that of its cultural 

environment, it nevertheless represents a definite stage in the development of Indian 

verse composition. It seems reasonable then, that if our intention is to describe the 

metres as they appear in the Pàëi sources, that we should also designate them by their 

Pàëi names, and understand from the outset that these metres differ somewhat from 

their usage in other, or later, cultural contexts.  

 

At the time of the composition of these verses, of course, there was nothing like the 

Sanskrit hegemony in cultural matters that emerged after the Canon was closed. In 

fact, it appears that in the period under discussion it was the vernacular cultures, of 

which Pàëi forms a part, that were in the forefront of cultural evolution, adopting 

popular or folk forms into their comp ositions, which were still quite fluid in structure, 

and which were only later classified and organised by writers on Sanskrit aesthetics. 

However, for the convenience of the student, in preparing this book I have provided 

Sanskrit equivalents for the metres (and occasionally other words) at relevant places in 

the book, and these and others are also noted in the glossary. 

 

This book is divided into 4 sections: the first deals with the rules for scansion, and the 

exceptions that have to be taken into consideration; the second presents a description 

of the metres themselves; the third considers briefly the important subject of the 

mixing of metres; and the fourth an index and glossary, which provides definitions of 

all the most important terms used in the literature, and seeks to disentangle some of the 

confusion that exists in the terminology. In an appendix there is an attempt to trace the 

evolution of the two most important metres in Pàëi against the wider background of the 

development of Indian metrics as a whole. 

 

For students who are new to the subject it is recommended that they first read through 

sections 1.1-2;  2.1-3;  2.6;  2.8-17;  2.20;  &  3.1 in order to get an overview of the 

subject, and then try scanning some verses themselves following the examples given in 

the text, before re-reading in more depth in order to understand the exceptions, 

variations, and so on that exist. 
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One: Scansion and Related Matters  
 

 

1.1 Scansion 
 

In analysing Pàëi verse a syllable is considered to be light or heavy metrically. Through 

the alternation of light and heavy syllables it is possible to build up rhythmic structures 

just as it is in music. 

 

In order to define what is a light syllable and what is a heavy syllable there are two 

sets of variables that have to be taken into consideration, which is whether the syllable 

is open or closed; and whether the vowel is short or long. 

 

1) An open syllable is one in which a vowel is followed by another vowel, or by 

not more than one consonant; a closed syllable is one in which a vowel is 

followed by a conjunct, or by the niggahãta (ü ). 

 

2) a, i, & u, are naturally short (rassa) vowels; à, ã, & å, are naturally long 

(dãgha) vowels. e & o are heavy in open syllables and light in closed syllables. 

 

An open syllable with a short vowel is light metrically.  

A closed syllable, or a syllable with a long vowel, is heavy metrically. 

 

There is an additional rule that the last syllable in a line, no matter what its natural 

weight, is always marked as heavy; therefore the last syllable in line a below is marked 

as heavy in the example. 

 

In analysis 2 signs are used to indicate weight: Û = light; Ü = heavy. 

 

   SYLLABLES 

 

   open closed 

 short 

V a i u   Û   Ü 

O 

W variable 

E e o   Ü   Ü 

L 

S long 

 à ã å   Ü  (Ü) 
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Here is a verse from Mangalasutta of Khuddakapàñha (5: 1) together with its analysis: 

 
                           1  2  3  4    5  6  7  8   ||     1  2   3   4   5   6   7  8 

     Û Ü Ü Ü Ð Û Ü Ü Ü  Ð Ð  Ü  Û  Ü  Û Ð Û Ü  Û Ü  

a & b  Bahå devà manussà ca, ~ mangalàni acintayuü, 
                          1  2  3   4    5  6  7  8   ||     1  2   3   4    5   6   7   8 

    Ü Ü Û Ü Ð Ü Ü Ü Ü   Ð Ð  Ü  Û  Ü  Û Ð Û  Ü  Û  Ü  

c & d  âkankhamànà sotthànaü, ~ bråhi mangalam-uttamaü.  

  

In this verse nearly all the principles outlined in the rule can be seen: 

 

1) a short vowel followed by another vowel = Û , b 4 

2) a short vowel followed by a single consonant = Û , a 1, 5; b 2, 5, 7; c 3; d 2, 4, 5, 7 

3) a short vowel followed by a conjunct consonant = Ü , a 6; b 1, 6; c 2; d 3, 6 

4) a short vowel followed by niggahãta = Ü , b 8; c 8; d 8 

5) a variable vowel followed by a single consonant = Ü , a 3 

6) a variable vowel followed by a conjunct consonant = Ü , c 6 

7) a long vowel followed by a single consonant = Ü , a 2, 4, 7; b 3; c 1, 4, 5, 7; d 1 

8) the last vowel in line a, despite its natural weight, is taken as heavy 

 

Because of the tendency in Pàëi for all syllables to be no longer than 2 measures (Û = 1 

measure; Ü = 2 measures), a long vowel followed by a conjunct consonant is rare, and 

doesn't occur in our example. Note however that there are some words that do have a 

long vowel followed by a conjunct consonant, like svàkkhàta & bràhmaõa, and they do 

occur in verse, where they are counted as 2 morae as with a long vowel or a syllable 

containing a conjunct consonant. 

  

 

1.2 Digraphs 
 

In presenting Pàëi in Roman letters aspirates are indicated by digraphs (kh, gh, ch, jh, 

etc.) These are not to be taken as conjunct consonants, as they represent but a single 

sound, and are to be counted as single letters are elsewhere (indeed, in the Sinhalese, 

Burmese, Thai & Indian scripts in general they are normally represented by single 

letters). Note that ëh is also an aspirate, even though it is written with two characters in 

the above scripts. 

 

 

1.3 Conventions 
 

As stated above two signs are used to indicate syllabic weight, they are: 

 

Û  = light ( lahu)    

Ü  = heavy (garu) 

 

This is the convention that is normally used in Europe, and the one employed here. 

However it should be noted that in Indian works on the subject just the opposite 
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convention normally prevails, as a straight line indicates the light syllable, and a bent 

one the heavy, therefore we sometimes see that Û = heavy,1  Ü = light! To avoid 

confusion when consulting works on metre care must be excercised to find out which 

convention is being employed. 

 

 

1.4 Exceptions 
 

Occasionally we come across exceptions to the normal rules of scansion: 

 

1) Some conjuncts do not make position (i.e. they fail to make the preceding 

syllable heavy as expected). 

 

2) Occasionally partial vowels (sarabhatti) are written, but have to be ignored 

when scanning a verse. 

 

 

1.5 Conjuncts not making position  
 

The most common conjunct that does not make position is "br", which regularly fails in 

this regard in the following words: "bràhmaõ-", "brahma-", "bråti " (and its present 

declension), & "anubråhaye". This last is particularly interesting because elsewhere "br" 

regularly does make position medially. 

 

Other words that sometimes fail to make position  are "tvaü ", "dvàra", & " nhàtaka". 

 

"by" (or, alternatively " vy") quite often fails in this regard also. Other cases must 

remain doubtful. 

 

 

1.6 Sarabhatti  (svarabhakti ), "broken", or partial vowels  
 

Some words contain partial vowels that normally have to be ignored when scanning a 

verse. They usually involve the separation of two semi-vowels; or of a semi-vowel from 

the aspirate, the nasal, or the sibilant. Some of the more common words containing 

sarabhatti are listed here (with the sarabhatti vowel in superscript): 

 

ariya (normally to be scanned as (ÜÛ ) 

ir iyati (ÜÛÛ ) 

cariya (ÜÛ ) 

vir iya (ÜÛ ) 

araha (ÜÛ ) 

kayira (ÜÛ ) 

                                         
1 Sometimes written  in Sinhala letter editions. Note that in Devanàgarã works S = heavy, and 

| = light.  
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In illustration of sarabhatti, there is this verse from Mangalasutta (Khp 5: 10): 

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÛÜÛÐÛÜÛÜ 

Tapo ca brahmacariyaÿ-ca,    ariyasaccàna' dassanaü, 1  
ÜÜÛÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÜÛÐÛÜÛÜ  

nibbànasacchikiriyà ca    - etaü mangalam-uttamaü.  

 

Note that sometimes these vowels must be scanned as though they were indeed full 

vowels, but as it is not possible to discern any rule about this, we must presume that it 

is due to metrical considerations (m.c. = metri causa). 

 

From the Lakkhaõasuttanta (D. 30. 2. 9), a line in Rucirà metre2 where kariya must be 

scanned as containing 3 syllables: 

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

Sukhapphalaü kariya sukhàni vindati. 

 

Occasionally we come across a line where the same vowel occurring in different 

positions must be scanned one time as sarabhatti, and the other as a full short vowel, as 

in Dhp 313: 

 
ÜÜÜÛÐÛÛÜÜÐÐÛÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ 

Kay iraÿ-ce kayirath' enaü ~ daëhaü enaü parakkame. 

 

 

1.7 Fluidity  
 

In verse composition it was always considered possible to use alternate forms of words 

according to the needs of the metre. For that reason we sometimes find unusual forms 

in verse e.g. daññhu (for disvà), ghàtvà (for ghàyitvà). In the nominal inflection we 

sometimes find forms have alternative quantities e.g. in the masculine dative & 

genitive plural -©naü, and the feminine ablative singular -©to etc. As these alternatives 

were available in the language, they were simply employed according to convenience. 

 

 

1.8 Metrical licence  
 

Besides these though, we also find many instances where words have been altered in 

certain ways in order to meet the needs of the metre, these can be summarised as 

follows: 

 

1) Lengthening or shortening of vowels 

2) Doubling or simplifying of consonants 

3) Employing or dropping the niggahãta 

                                         
1 For the loss of niggahãta m.c. in line b, see 1.11 below 
2 For the parametres of this metre see 2.8 below 



An Outline of the Metres in th e Pàëi Canon 

 

 19 

It should be pointed out that these changes cannot occur arbitarily, but only in certain 

positions in words, which we may summarise thus: 

 

1) End syllables are the ones most likely to be changed 

2) Medial syllables only change where there is junction (either  

    between words in compound, or between stem and affix) 

3) Rarely, initial syllables may be changed also. 

 

 

1.9 Vowel changes  
 

We quite often find in verse composition that the vowels ̈ , ©, and ª , have been either 

lengthened or shortened m.c. End vowels are often subject to these changes, and end 

vowels in © in particular, indeed the lengthening of this vowel m.c. far exceeds all other 

cases. Occasionally vowels in medial position also undergo change, this being more 

common than the doubling or simplifying of consonants (which obtains the same result 

metrically). 

 

The vowels e & o are variable in weight, being normally heavy in open syllables (e.g. 

up¹khà), and light in closed syllables (e.g. upÕkkhà). Occasionally in verse we find that 

these vowels must be scanned as light even in open syllables, and, as with the other 

vowels, this seems to occur particularly when they stand at the end of a word. 

 

Example from Ratanasutta (Khp 6. 10f), where the last syllable in abhabbo must be 

scanned as light: 

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Cha chàbhiñhànàni abhabbÖ kàtuü 

 

 

1.10 Consonant changes 
 

The change of niggahãta to labial -m at the end of a word (-ü  > -m) is probably the 

most frequent in occurence in the texts of all changes that take place with the metre as 

the cause, but it cannot readily be illustrated as the same change also takes place in 

prose, where metrical considerations are not relevant, and it is therefore impossible to 

distiguish where the change has happened solely by reason of the metre. 

 

Another way to change the weight of a syllable is by doubling or simplifying 

consonants. When a conjunct consonant is simplified it leaves an open syllable, which, 

provided the vowel is short, is light metrically. When a single consonant is doubled it 

closes the previous syllable, which then has to be scanned as heavy metrically. 

 

In the example from Ratanasutta quoted above we can see that the double consonant in 

abhiññhànàni has been simplified to meet the requirements of the metre. 
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1.11 Niggahãta 
 

As can be seen in 1.1 above, a short vowel followed by niggahãta -ü is heavy 

metrically, while if it is followed by labial -m (and then a vowel) it is light metrically. 

The retention of niggahãta, or the change to labial -m before a vowel was somewhat 

fl uid even in prose in the canon. In line with our discussion in 1.8 above these 

alternatives may be applied according to the needs of the metre. Occasionally in verse 

we find that niggahãta is dropped altogether from the end of a word so as to leave the 

last syllable open and light. Example from Dhammapada (vs 183d): 

 
ÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ  

Etaü Buddhàna'  sàsanaü (= Etaü Buddhànaü sàsanaü). 

 

 

1.12 Verses that do not scan correctly  
 

It may come as a surprise that when so many changes are considered to be permissible, 

quite often the expected change does not in fact take place, even in cases where it 

appears to be easy to do so, and the metre is simply left "wrong" according to the 

norms that otherwise prevail. 

 

 

1.13 Iti , and the recitor's remarks  
 

It should be noted here that the quotation marker "iti ", when it occurs at the end of a 

verse is normally considered as outside the metre (cases where it may need to be 

counted as inside the metre metri causa in order to make a line scan remain doubtful). 

Note however that iti  sometimes occurs as an integral part of a verse, and the syllables 

are then counted as normal. 

 

A similar phenomenon is the case of the so-called "recitor's remarks" (e.g. "iti Dhaniyo 

Gopo", Sn 1:2 vs 1 (vs 18), and see GD II, pg 137 for references), which are also outside 

the metre, and are presumed to have been added in by the recitor in order to clarify 

the context. 

 

 

1.14 Syllabic equivalence  
 

In canonical Pàëi metrics it is clear that an equivalence was felt in the relationship 

between light and heavy syllables, so that to all intents and purposes 2 light syllables = 

1 heavy (i.e. ÛÛ  = Ü ). This has given rise to two complimentary phenomena which 

may be seen in composition: 

 

1) the resolution of one heavy (or presumed heavy) syllable into  

two light syl lables: Ü > ÛÛ  

 

2) the replacement of two light (or presumed light) syllables by  

one heavy one: ÛÛ  > Ü 
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1.15 Resolution  
 

The resolution of a heavy (or presumed heavy), syllable into two light syllables is a 

common feature of verse composition. The first syllable of any line is particularly 

susceptible to this treatment, but resolution is found mid-line also. 

 

It appears however that resolution is only allowed in regard to the first two syllables of 

a word (including words that appear as the second half of a compound, or after a 

prefix). The only exception to this seems to exist in regard to the negative particle 

"na", which sometimes forms the first half of a resolved syllable, perhaps because of 

the close syntactical relationship it has to the word it modifies. 

 

This "rule of resolution", as we may call it, can help in identifying the underlying 

structure in lines of verse that are hypermetric (i.e. lines in which there are syllables 

additional to the normal metre), and we can thereby correctly identify the variation in 

a Siloka prior line, or the gaõa structure in the bar metres (this will be illustrated later 

in the book, see 2.4 & 2.15).  It may be noted here that the author of Buddhavaüsa 

seems to have been a master of the art of resolution, as that text abounds in this 

particular feature. 

 

1st example from Buddhavaüsa Sumedhakathà vs 46 (A Siloka verse - normally 8 

syllables long - showing resolution of the 4th syllable in line c, resolution of the 6th in 

line e, and resolution of the 1st in line f): 

 
ÛÜ ÛÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÛÜÐÛÜÛÜ 

ab  Aniññhite mamokàse,    Dãpaïkaro Mahàmuni, 

 
ÛÜÛ ÛÛ ÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÛÛÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ 

cd  Catåhi satasahassehi    jaëabhiÿÿehi tàdihi, 

 
ÜÜÛÜÐÛÛÛ ÜÜÐÐÛÛ ÜÛÜÐÛÜÛÜ  

ef  Khãõàsavehi vimalehi    pañipajji aÿjasaü jino.  

 

Further example from the Vatthugàthà to Pàràyanavagga (Sn 995, a Tuññhubha line), 

where it will be seen that resolution sometimes can occur twice within the same line: 

 
ÛÛ ÜÛÜÐÛÛ ÛÜÐÜÛÜÜ 

katamamhi và janapade lokanàtho ? 

 

 

1.16 Replacement 
 

The compliment to resolution is when two light (or presumed light) syllables are 

replaced by one heavy one. This is seen much less frequently though than resolution. It 

should be noticed that there is a compliment to the rule of resolution when replacement 

takes place, as it always occurs after a word break, which shows that it is the first two 

syllables of a word that are presumed to be light. I call this the rule of replacement. 
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Example from Pàràyanavagga of Suttanipàta, (1068cd) 1 (Tuññhubha lines, normally 11 

syllables to the line, the (presumed) light 6th & 7th syllables in both lines have been 

replaced by one heavy one): 

 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÜÐÜÛÜÜ 

Etaü viditvà sango ti loke,  
ÛÜÛÜÐÛ,ÜÐÜÛÜÜ 

bhavàbhavàya mà kàsi taõhan-ti.2 

 

 

1.17 Symbols 
 

In the descriptions that follow these conventions are used:  

 

Û = a light syllable 

Ü = a heavy syllable 

Å  = light or heavy 

é  = the syllable may be naturally light or heavy, but it is always taken as heavy 

È  = one heavy or two light syllables 

É  = one light or one heavy or two light syllables 

Ú  = one light, one heavy & one light, or two heavy syllables 

ÅÛØ  = two light syllables & one heavy, or one heavy & two light syllables 

 

Sarabhatti vowels are normally written in superscript e.g. ariya  

 

Qdrnktshnm hr hmchb`sdc ax tmcdqkhmhmf sgtr9ÛÛ   

 

@ rhmfkd udqshb`k khmdÐ marks off the main structural segments within a line (the 

opening, the break, & the cadence). 3 

 

In the metrical markings above the verses in the Siloka metre the pàdas (lines) are 

separated by a double vertical line thus: ÐÐ .  

                                         
1 Verse numbers when quoted in this form refer to the PTS editions of the texts as these are the 

ones most likely to be available to readers of this book, but the text of the verses may not 

always correspond to those editions, as many of the texts quoted herein have been established 

by the present author by comparing the Sinhalese, Burmese, Thai, and European editions. 
2 Note that the quotation marker at the end of the line is outside of the metre, as discussed in 

1.13 above. 
3 Note that sometimes in the literature on the subject segments and pàdayugas are separated by 

the use of a comma. 
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Two: Description of the Metres  
 

2.1 The types of metre  
 

In most metres a verse (gàthà) is made up of 4 lines (pàda), though sometimes we find 

verses with 6 lines, or more rarely 5. Pàëi metres are constructed according to the 

amount of syllables or measures there are in the line, and the patterns that are made 

through the alternation of the light and heavy syllables. 

 

The metres can be divided into two main types according to their method of 

construction, in outline they are: 

 

1) The syllabic metres (vaõõacchandas) 

2) The measure metres (mattàchandas) 

 

We can usefully divide these into two further groups, according to the specific basis for 

their construction, numbers 1 and 4 below are syllabic metres, further divided 

according to whether their syllables are flexible or fixed; numbers 2 and 3 are types of 

measure metres, according to whether they have been further organized into bars or 

not.1 We then have four main groups: 

 

1) The flexible syllabic metres, e.g. Siloka, Tuññhubha, Jagatã 

2) The measure metres, e.g. Vetàlãya, Opacchandasaka, & âpàtalikà  

3) The bar metres, e.g. Gãti, Ariyà, Gubbinã 

4) The fixed syllabic metres, e.g. Upajàti, Rathoddhatà, Uggatà 

 

In the flexible syllabic metres it is the number of syllables that make up a line that is 

the organizing principle, e.g. Siloka has 8 syllables to the line, Tuññhubha 11, & Jagatã 

12. Variations are allowed in regard to the weight of a numbers of the syllables in 

these metres (the various patterns that can occur are discussed in the descriptions that 

follow).  

 

In the measure metres the syllables may vary in amount, but the total amount of 

measures should remain fixed (Û = 1 measure, Ü = 2 measures), e.g. Vetàlãya has 14 

measures (mattà) in the 1st & 3rd lines, and 16 in the 2nd & 4th; Opacchandasaka 16 in 

the 1st & 3rd, 18 in the 2nd & 4th; âpàtalikà has the same mattà count as Vetàlãya, but 

the cadence is different. 

 

In the bar metres a secondary organising principle is employed over and above that of 

counting the measures, which is to organize the syllables into bars (gaõas), normally of 

4 measures to the bar. e.g. Ariya has 16 bars, with 30 measures in its 1st line, and 27 in 

the second; Gãti has 16 bars, with 30 measures in both lines (how these figures are 

arrived at will be explained below). 

 

                                         
1 The metre types are listed in order of their historical emergence. 
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In the fixed metres virtually all of the syllables in the lines are of fixed quantity, with 

normally only the weight of the beginning and end syllables being variable, e.g. Upajàti 

is a fixed form of the Tuññhubha metre, having 11 syllables to the line; Vaüsaññhà is a 

fixed form of Jagatã, having 12 syllables to the line. 
 

After this brief outline of the different structural principles involved we can examine 

the metres in more depth. 
 

 

2.2 The flexible syllabic metres, vaõõacchandas 

(varõacchandas ) type 1 

(a.k.a. akkharacchandas  [Skt: akùaracchandas]) 
 

In these the line length is determined by the number of syllables there are in a line, e.g. 

Siloka normally has 8; Tuññhubha 11; Jagatã 12. These metres have a more or less fixed 

cadence (i.e. the closing rhythm of a line), but allow a greater freedom in the rest of 

the line, in which they differ from vaõõacchandas type 2. The syllabic metres are the 

most common type found in the canon. 
 

 

2.3 Siloka  (øloka ) 

a.k.a. Vatta  (Vaktra ) & Anuññhubha (Anuùñubh) 
 

The most important and prevalent metre in canonical Pàëi is the Siloka, which has a 

great deal of flexibility, and seems to be equally well adapted to aphorism, question & 

answer, narrative, and epic. 
 

A Siloka verse normally consists of 4 lines (sometimes 6, rarely 5) with 8 syllables to 

the line, organised in dissimilar pairs which are repeated to make up a verse (note that 

owing to resolution sometimes a Siloka line may contain 9 syllables). 
 

Here is an analysis of the pathyà structure of the Siloka: 
 

Odd (prior) line:  ÉÅÅÅÐÛÜÜé  

Even (posterior) line: ÉÅÅÅÐÛÜÛé   (x 2) 
 

In the 2nd & 3rd positions two successive light syllables ÛÛ  are normally avoided, as 

we can see through occasional changes of syllabic weight in words that occur in these 

positions. However, there appear to be texts (e.g. Dhammapada) in which this rule is 

not always applied. 
 

 

2.4 Variations  
 

The cadence at the end of the even lines ÛÜÛé  is very well established and normally 

adhered to, but occasionally other patterns show up in this position, like ÛÜÜé , which 

may be a pathyà odd line in even position. Others cadences are probably always 

corrupt. 
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In the odd lines 7 variations (vipulà) occur, besides the normal structure, they are: 
 

       a.k.a. 

javipulà 

navipulà 

bhavipulà 

mavipulà 

ravipulà 

savipulà 

tavipulà 

 ÉÅÅÅÐÛÜÛ é  

ÉÜÅÜÐÛÛÛ é  

ÉÜÅÜÐÜÛÛ é  

ÉÜÅÜÐÜÜÜ é  

ÉÅÅÅÐÜÛÜ é  

ÉÅÅÅÐÛÛÜ é  

ÉÜÛÜÐÜÜÛ é  

 

Anuññhubha    

1st  vipulà 

2nd vipulà 

3rd vipulà 

4th vipulà 

5th vipulà 

6th vipulà (very sporodic) 

 

There is normally a caesura (word break) after the fifth syllable in the mavipulà, and 

after the fourth syllable in the ravipulà.  
 

Occasionally other patterns show up in the opening of the na - and bha-vipulàs such as 

ÅÛÜÜ , but only rarely. As can be seen in the descriptions above, resolution of the first 

syllable is quite common and acceptable. The 6th & 4th are occasionally resolved, and 

apparently the 3rd, 5th, & 7th can be also, but not the 2nd or the 8th. By applying the 

rule of resolution described in 1.15 above, it is possible to help identify the underlying 

structure of a vipulà, take the case of an odd line showing the following structure: 
 

ÅÜÛÜÛÛÛÜé  
 

if the caesura occurs after the fourth syllable, it is ravipulà: 
 

ÅÜÛÜ ,ÐÛÛ ÛÜé  
 

if the caesura occurs after the 5th syllable, it is pathyà: 
 

ÅÜÛÜÐÛ,ÛÛ Üé  
 

 

2.5 Siloka  periods 
 

The Siloka metre in the Canon can be divided roughly into two periods, the early and 

the late, according to whether the Anuññhubha variation occurs in the prior lines, or 

whether it is normally avoided. In the early period the pathyà accounts for about 60% 

or more of the prior lines, and the Anuññhubha at that time is the most important 

variation accounting for about 15%. As the metre comes closer to its Classical form in 

the later part of the Canon the Anuññhubha occurs only sporadically, and the pathyà 

greatly predominates, sometimes accounting for as much as 85% of all the lines (for 

more on the development of the Siloka, see the Appendix). 
 

An interesting comparison is afforded between the early Siloka of the questions and 

answers in Pàràyanavagga of Suttanipàta, and the late Siloka of the Introductory 

Verses (Vatthugàthà). We may note here that in Hemakamàõavàpucchà (Sn V:8) (vs 

1084 ff) we may have a case of the Anuññhubha being used as an independent metre in 

the Canon, but as it is only 4 vs long it is too short to be sure. 
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Early Siloka from Jatukaõõãmàõavapucchà (Sn V: 12) (vs 1098-99): 

 
ÜÜÛÛÐÛÛÜÜÐÐÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    savipulà 

Kàmesu vinaya gedhaü,    nekkhammaü daññhu khemato,  
ÜÛÜÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    Pathyà 

uggahãtaü nirattaü và    mà te vijjittha kiÿcanaü.  

 
ÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    Pathyà 

Yaü pubbe taü visosehi,    pacchà te màhu kiÿcanaü. 
ÜÜÜÜÐÛÜÛÜÐÐÛÛÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    Anuññhubha 

Majjhe ce no gahessasi    upasanto carissasi.  

 

 

Late Siloka (Sn V vs 1-3) (vs 976-978), narrative style: 

 
ÜÛÜÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÛÛÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    Pathyà 

Kosalànaü purà rammà    agamà Dakkhiõàpathaü 
ÜÜÜÜÐÜÛÜÜÐÐÜÛÜÜÐÛÜÛÜ    ravipulà 

àkiÿcaÿÿaü patthayàno,    bràhmaõo mantapàragå.  

 
ÜÜÛ ÜÐÛÛÛÜÐÐÛÛÜÛÐÛÜÛÜ    navipulà 

So Assakassa visaye,    Aëakassa samàsane,  
ÛÜÜÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÛÛÐÛÜÛÜ     Pathyà 

vasã Godhàvarãkåle    uÿchena ca phalena ca. 

 
ÜÜÛÛÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÜÜÛÛÐÛÜÛÜ     Pathyà 

Tasseva upanissàya    gàmo ca vipulo ahå, 
ÛÜÜÜÐÛÜÜÜÐÐÛÜÜÛÐÛÜÛÜ     Pathyà 

tato jàtena àyena    mahàyaÿÿam-akappayi. 

 

 

2.6 Tuññhubha (Triùñubh), & Jagatã 
 

Tuññhubha in the Canon occurs in basically three forms. In the early period Tuññhubha 

verses are used in the main independently. Only occasionally do we find Jagatã lines in 

the early verses, and then only as an expedient, as it were. 1 Later in the middle period 

we find that these two metres are frequently intermixed in composition, and at that 

point we might better describe the metre as being Tuññhubha-Jagatã. Later still these 

metres are replaced by their Classical counterparts Upajàti and Vaüsaññhà (described in 

2.8 below). 

 

As the variations that occur in the one also occur in the other, we can take the two 

metres together for description. 

                                         
1 The last two sections of Suttanipàta are considered to contain some of the earliest texts in the 

canon. And in the first of these books, Aññhakavagga (Sn IV), there are only 4 Jagatã lines 

among nearly 400 lines of Tuññhubha (there is also one Jagatã verse, no 836). In 

Pàràyanavagga (Sn V), the Jagatã lines amount to approx 7% of the lines in the Tuññhubha 

verses. 
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Tuññhubha normally has 11 syllables to the line, and is defined thus: 

 

ÉÜÛÜÐÅÛÅÐÜÛÜé  

 

Jagatã is similar, but has an extra light syllable in penultimate position, giving a line of 

12 syllables, thus: 

 

ÉÜÛÜÐÅÛÅÐÜÛÜÛé  

 

 

2.7 Variations  
 

The normal opening in both metres is described as being ÅÜÛÜ  , but there are a 

significant number of occasions when variations are seen (especially in the early 

period), the most common being ÅÜÜÜ  (the so-called Vedic opening), but also we 

come across ÅÜÛÛ , ÅÛÜÜ  & ÜÛÛÜ . Others occur only very rarely. 

 

In the break (syllables 5-7) the pattern ÜÛÛ  prevails (85% approx), with resolution 

occasionally giving ,ÛÛ ÛÛ . Other patterns that occur in this position are ÛÛÜ , ÜÛÜ , 

& ÛÛÛ . Rarely we also find the patterns ÜÜÛ  and ÛÜÛ , so that the 6th syllable, 

though normally regarded as light, may occasionally be heavy. 

 

Sometimes an extended form is produced by resolution at the first syllable, which then 

gives a line of 12 (13) syllables - note that the pattern of the cadence will help identify 

the metre in these cases. 

 

Another extended form may be produced by a line having a caesura at the 5th syllable, 

and restarting from the same syllable, giving the line: 

 
              5 & 5 

ÅÜÛÜÐÜ,ÉÛÅÐÜÛÜ(Û)é  

 

Occasionally replacement takes place, whereby two light syllables are presumed in the 

6th & 7th positions, and replaced by one heavy one. The line then has one syllable less 

than expected (see 1: 16 above for an example): 

 
                 6 & 7 

ÉÜÛÜÐÜÜÐÜÛÜ(Û)é  

 

Examples: early Tuññhubha, Khaggavisàõasutta Sn I:3; the "Aññhaka" suttas Sn IV:2-5; 

and the Tuññhubha verses in Pàràyanavagga Sn V. The second of the extended forms 

described above is used extensively in the Vatthugàthà to Nàlakasutta Sn III:11 (vs 

679ff). Late Tuññhubha tends to conform to the fixed patterns that emerged during this 

time and which are described below (for more on the development of the Tuññhubha, 

see the Appendix). 
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Example of early Tuññhubha from Guhaññhakasutta (Sn IV: 2) (vs 776-779): 

 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Passàmi loke pariphandamànaü, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÜÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

pajaü imaü taõhàgataü bhavesu,  
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

hãnà narà maccumukhe lapanti - 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÜÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

avãtataõhàse bhavàbhavesu.  

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Mamàyite passatha phandamàne, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÜÐÜÛÜÜ 

macche va appodake khãõasote,  
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

etam-pi disvà amamo careyya, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

bhavesu àsattim-akubbamàno.  

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Ubhosu antesu vineyya chandaü, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

phassaü pariÿÿàya anànugiddho, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

yad-attagarahã tad-akubbamàno: 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

na lippatã diññhasutesu dhãro. 

 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Saÿÿaü pariÿÿà vitareyya oghaü, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

pariggahesu muni nopalitto, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÜÐÜÛÜÜ 

abbåëhasallo caraü appamatto, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÜÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

nàsiüsatã lokaü imaü paraõ -cà ti. 

 

Mixed Tuññhubhajagatã, from Ratanasutta (Khp 6:8): 

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Jagatã 

Yathindakhãlo pañhaviü sito siyà 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Jagatã 

catubbhi vàtehi asampakampiyo, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Tuññhubha 

tathåpamaü sappurisaü vadàmi, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Jagatã 

yo ariyasaccàni avecca passati - 
 ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Tuññhubha 

idam-pi Sanghe ratanaü paõãtaü: 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Tuññhubha 

etena saccena suvatthi hotu! 
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Extended Tuññhubha, from Nàlakasutta (Sn III: 11) (vs 679-680): 

 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

ânandajàte tidasagaõe patãte 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

sakkacca Indaü sucivasane ca deve,  
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

dussaü gahetvà atiriva thomayante 
ÛÛ ÜÛÛÐÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ 

Asito isi addassa divàvihàre. 1 

     
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

Disvàna deve muditamane udagge, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÜÐÜÛÜÜ  

cittiükaritvà idam -avocàsi tattha: 2 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

Kiü devasangho atiriva kalyaråpo? 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ  

Dussaü gahetvà bhamayatha kiü pañicca? 

 

 

2.8 Upajàti , Vaüsaññhà (Vaüèasthà ), and Rucirà  
 

These are the fixed metres in the Canon that have been derived from Tuññhubha and 

Jagatã, their profile looks like this: 

 

i) Upajàti  (from Tuññhubha): 

 

ÅÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜé  

 

ii) Vaüsaññhà (from Jagatã): 

 

ÅÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛé  

 

As can be seen these are the "normal" forms of their respective metres, but now 

allowing only little flexibility.  

 

 

iii) Rucirà  (from Jagatã, with resolution of the 5th syllable, giving a 13 syllable line): 

 

ÅÜÛÜÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛé  

 

Examples: Upajàti and Vaüsaññhà are used to great effect, both mixed and 

independently in Tàlaputta's gàthàs Th 1091-1145. Vaüsaññhà and Rucirà both appear 

as independent metres in Lakkhaõasuttanta DN.30 (see 2.24) 

                                         
1 1st syllable is resolved, 4th syllable is short, we might have expected to find a reading isã 
2 Perhaps we should understand ̀uõb¢rh m.c. 
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Example Upajàti/Vaüsaññhà, Th 1091-2: 

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Upajàti  

Kadà nuhaü pabbatakandaràsu, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Upajàti  

ekàkiyo addutiyo vihassaü, 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Upajàti  

aniccato sabbabhavaü vipassaü, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Vaüsaññhà 

taü me idaü taü nu kadà bhavissati?  

 
ÛÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Vaüsaññhà 

Kadà nuhaü bhinnapañandharo muni, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ    Vaüsaññhà 

kàsàvavattho amamo niràsayo, 
ÜÜÛÜÐÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Upajàti  

ràgaÿ-ca dosaÿ-ca tatheva mohaü 
ÜÜÛÜÐÛÛ ÛÛÐÜÛÜÜ    Upajàti  

hantvà, sukhã pavanagato vihassaü? 1 

 

Rucirà from Lakkhaõasuttanta (D. 30. 2. 9): 

 
ÛÜÛÜ,ÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

Na pàõinà na ca pana daõóaleóóunà, 
ÜÜÛÜ,ÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

satthena và maraõavadhena và puna,  
ÜÜÛÜÐÜ,ÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

ubbàdhanàyà paritajjanàya và, 2 
ÛÜÛÜ,ÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

na heñhayã janatam-aheñhako ahu.  
ÜÜÛÜ,ÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

Teneva so sugatim-upecca modati 
ÛÜÛÜ,ÐÛÛÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

sukhapphalaü kariya3 sukhàni vindati. 

 

 

2.9 The measure metres, mattàchandas  

(màtràcchandas ) 
 

These metres have a different method of organising the line: not by counting the 

syllables, but according to the total number of measures (mattà) there are in a line. In 

these metres a light syllable is counted as one measure, and a heavy one as two, and it 

is therefore possible to determine the exact amount of measures there are in a line. 

When this is done of course the syllabic count will vary. 

                                         
1 Showing resolution of the 5th syllable 
2 This is an Upajàti line 
3 Reading kari ya as having 3 syllables 
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What distinguishes the various metres that exist in this class is two things: the number 

of measures, and the pattern of the cadence. The openings are variable, but come in 

groups of 2 mattàs. The odd lines having 3 such groups (i.e ÈÈÈ ), the even 4 (i.e. 

ÈÈÈÈ ). The most common forms are outlined below. 

 

Note that a syllable at the end of the line is normally counted as two mattà whether it 

is heavy or not, a light syllable counted in this way is called pàdantagaru. 

 

 

2.10 Vetàlãya  and Opacchandasaka 

(Vaitàlãya  and Aupacchandasaka) 
 

The first of these metres, Vetàlãya, has 14 measures in the odd lines, and 16 in the 

even, with the cadence at the end of each line being ÐÜÛÜÛé . 

 

Opacchandasaka, the second of the metres, has 16 measures in the odd lines, and 18 in 

the even. The cadence is similar to Vetàlãya, but with an extra heavy syllable in 

penultimate position ÐÜÛÜÛÜé . 

 

The most common forms of the odd lines are: 

 

ÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

ÛÛÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

ÜÛÛÜÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

 

The most common forms of the even lines: 

 

ÜÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

ÛÛÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

ÜÛÛÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛ (Ü)é  

 

with occasional resolution of a heavy syllable giving rise to other patterns in the 

opening. Through syncopation of syllables in adjacent groups we occasionally find 

different patterns in the opening of the prior lines, so that sometimes:  

 

ÜÜÛÛ     >    ÜÛ ÜÛ  

ÛÛÜÛÛ     >    ÛÜÛÛÛ  

ÛÛÜÜ     >     ÛÜÛÜ     etc. 

 

Occasionally we find a light syllable at the beginning of the line, which must be 

counted as heavy in order to complete the mattà count (this we may call pàdàdigaru, in 

compliment to pàdantagaru). 

 

Examples: Vetàlãya, Dhp 15-18, 235-238; Subhà Jãvakambavanikà's gàthàs Thã  367-

399; Jaràsutta Sn IV:6 

 

Opacchandasaka, Uragasutta Sn I:1; Cundasutta Sn 1:5; Kàtiyàna's gàthàs Th 411- 416. 
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Vetàlãya example from Jaràsutta (Sn IV:6) (vs 804): 

 
ÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

Appaü vat a jãvitaü idaü,  
ÜÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

oraü vassasatà pi miyyati, 
ÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

yo ce pi aticca jãvati  
ÛÛÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜ  

atha kho so jarasà pi miyyati. 

 

Opacchandasaka example from Kàtiyàna's gàthà (Th 412): 

 
ÛÛÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜÜ  

Sayathà pi mahàsamuddavego 
ÜÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜÜ  

evaü jàtijar àtivattate taü,  
ÛÛÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜÜ  

sÖ karohi sudãpam-attano tvaü,  1  
ÛÛÜÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜÜ  

na hi tàõaü tava vijjateva aÿÿaü.  

 

 

2.11 Mattàchandas  Periods 
 

It should be noted that in the early texts the most common opening of the odd lines in 

Vetàlãya is ÜÜÛÛ . In the later period this falls back considerably with the other 

variations, notably ÛÛÜÛÛ  showing a marked increase; also in the later period the 

syncopated forms almost come to an end, and runs of light syllables start to appear. 

 

 

2.12 Rathoddhatà  and Pupphitaggà  (Puùpitàgrà ) 
 

These are the two fixed metres derived from the above. 

  

Rathoddhatà  (a Vetàlãya even pàda): 

 

¼ÛÜÛÈÛÐÜÛÜÛé(x4)  

 

Similarly Pupphitaggà  (from Opacchandasaka) in the Canon is still somewhat flexible: 

 

ÈÈÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜé  

ÈÈÜÛÛÐÜÛÜÛÜé     (x2) 

 

with occasional resolution of a heavy syllable elsewhere. In its post-canonical form the 

opening of the first line was fixed as ÛÛÛÛÛÛ  and the second as ÛÛÛÛÜÛÛ . 

                                         
1 Reading sÖ as short to give the correct opening 




