
Walpola Rahula’s What the Buddha Taught, originally published in 1959, is a classic
primer of Buddhist teaching, a timeless resource for beginners and experienced stu-
dents alike. I first read it in the 1970s, and was pleased to rediscover it a few years ago.

One day while looking at the book’s cover (image at right), I realized that the back-
ground pattern in the upper area, behind the book title, was writing in Hebrew—not
the familiar formal Hebrew printing, but a rough handwritten script. For instance, un-
der the letter T in WHAT appears the word Yisraelim (ישראלימ) “Israelites”—from which
I’d guess this text to be a passage from the Hebrew Bible.

Whatever it may be, such obviously Jewish scriptural material seemed out of place
on a book about Buddhism. Not long after this discovery, I happened to meet the graphic
designer from Grove Press at a local Zen Center retreat, and mentioned it to him. Ap-
parently no one had ever noticed this anomaly before. As it happened, they were planning
a new printing soon; could I find a more appropriate cover image? An interesting challenge.

The book was written by a Sri Lankan scholar/monk of the conservative Therav›da
(“Way of the Elders”) tradition, though his presentation includes the Mah›y›na (“Great
Vehicle”) as well. So I set about looking for some textual material, preferably the Buddha’s
own words, which would be regarded as foundational by all Buddhist schools.

The Buddha’s teaching and the community he founded flourished in India for more than a thousand years, but
were mostly eradicated during the Muslim invasions, surviving since in neighboring countries: the Theravada in Sri
Lanka and Southeast Asia, the Mahayana in East Asia and Tibet (whose particular form is also known as Vajray›na,
“Diamond Vehicle”). As a result, most of the Buddhist scriptures have been preserved only outside India, in the
original vernacular Pali in the Theravadin countries, in Sanskrit (and local translations) in the Mahayana regions.

Some Internet research found pictures of Sri Lankan palm-leaf manuscripts (in the local Sinhalese script), none
particularly suitable for the purpose in mind; I hoped to find something more universal in character. I learned of a
couple of Internet discussion groups of Buddhist scholars, and sent queries to them, but received no reply. Finally I
decided to see if I could produce something suitable myself.

The library of the local St. John’s College has an excellent collection of Buddhist materials, including the definitive
English translation of the Dıgha Nik›ya, the first section of the Theravadin Pali Scriptures (the Tipi˛aka, “Three Bas-
kets” of palm-leaf manuscripts), by Maurice Walshe (The Long Discourses of the Buddha), wherein I found the following
passage, in the Mah›parinibb›na Sutta, the record of the last days and passing of the Buddha:

Bhikkhus, it is through not realizing, through not penetrating the Four Noble Truths that this long course of birth and
death has been passed through and undergone by me as well as by you. What are these four? They are the noble truth
of suffering; the noble truth of the origin of suffering; the noble truth of the cessation of suffering; and the noble truth
of the way to the cessation of suffering. But now, bhikkhus, that these have been realized and penetrated, cut off is the
craving for existence, destroyed is that which leads to renewed becoming, and there is no fresh becoming.

(Dıgha Nik›ya 16, Mah›parinibb›na Sutta 2.2)
I’d found an Internet site (www.tipitaka.org) which offers the entire Tipitaka in Pali, in the standard romanization

used by Western scholars. I am far from fluent in Pali, or its parent Sanskrit, but, armed with knowledge of a few words and
time and determination, I was able to locate the original Pali version of this passage, and copy it to my computer.

Then I transliterated the text, letter by letter, into the Devan›garı  devn;grI  script that is the standard writing system
used for Sanskrit (and other north Indian languages) in recent centuries. Though no
writing survives from the Buddha’s own time, this recent/modern script is a direct
descendant of the Br›hmı  script used in the earliest Indian writing extant (the
third century BCE  “rock edicts” of the Buddhist Emperor AŸoka).

Here is the first sentence of the passage, in both the standard romanization and the
Devanagari transcription:

Catunna˙ bhikkhave ariyasacc›na˙ ananubodh› appa˛ivedh› evamida˙
dıghamaddh›na˙ sandh›vita˙ sa˙sarita˙ mamañceva tumh›kañca.

ctuÑ' i.K%ve áirysCc;n' ánnubo/; áPpi$ve/; Evimd'
dI`mı;n' sN/;ivt' s'sirt' mmçev tuMh;kç)

I checked my work with a couple of local Sanskrit scholars, and when they approved
I printed it and sent it to the publisher. Who used it on the 2002 printing to replace the
material previously in the background of the cover design.
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