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ABSTRACT

The Saundarananda-Mahakavya is one of As$vaghosa's most notable works in Sanskrit
literature. It describes the love story between the Venerable Nanda and the Sundari. There are
1 8 chapters in this Mahakavya, each chapter contains many interesting and useful topics that
are worth studying and considering. The researcher is particularly interested in analyzing the
dietary practices as taught by the Buddha in Chapter 14of this work, namely the discipline and
practice of eating the right amount of food, as well as comparing it with modern medical
studies. This article is a documentary research, based on the study of the Saundarananda-
Mahakavya, the Tripitaka and other related articles and theses. The results of study were found
that A§vaghosa composed the advice on carefulness in food consumption, with the Buddha
teaching the Venerable Nanda in the story. In this regard, it is believed that it was influenced
by the Donapaka Sutta in the Tripitaka, which is a Sutta in which the Buddha taught King
Pasenadi of Kosala about the matter of moderation in food. ASvaghosa composed this useful
teaching in beautiful and attractive Sanskrit verse. In the story, the Buddha taught that eating
food is to satisfy hunger, to prevent disease, and to sustain the body. Excessive consumption
causes drowsiness, discomfort, fatigue, disease, and even death. Insufficient consumption
causes the body to lack nutrients and energy for work. Nowadays, most human illnesses are
caused by food intake, such as obesity, acid reflux, diabetes, high cholesterol, etc. Therefore,
we should eat food with prudence.
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INTRODUCTION

The Saundarananda-Mahakavya is a Sanskrit poem that tells the story of Nanda, the half-
brother of the Buddha. The story begins with a description of the city of Kapilavastu, the king,
the Tathagata, the love of Nanda and Princess Sundari, and the unwilling ordination of Nanda
because he missed his wife. The Buddha therefore uses a trick to calm Nanda's grief by taking
him to see the city of heaven. On the way, he saw a blind monkey. Lord Buddha compared the
beauty of Sundari to that blind monkey. When they reached heaven, Lord Buddha compared
the beauty of the apsaras (aerial nymphs) to Sundari. When Nanda saw that the blind monkey
was uglier than his wife, but also that the apsaras were more beautiful than his wife, he desired
to possess her. Lord Buddha then advised him on a method of practice to achieve what he
wanted, which was meditation. Later, when Nanda practiced the Dharma that the Buddha
taught, his mind became calm, steady, and steadfast, and he lost his lust and desire for the
apsaras. He eventually attained enlightenment (Arahantship).

This Saundarananda-Mahakavya is a literary work of the type Padya-Sravya-Kavya, which
means it is a poem composed entirely in verse. One thing that tells us that this piece of literature
is the Mahakavya is the text that appears at the end of each section, such as the text
“saundaranande mahakavye kapilavastuvarnano nama prathamah sargah”. Considering the
entire story, we can say that this work is without a doubt the Mahakavya according to the
criteria set by the Dandin.! This story of Saundarananda is based on an ancient story that the
author did not make up. It is a story that describes the nobility, family, city, love, entertainment,
and the attainment of the highest goal. The story contains literary sentiments, has a good plot
and uses beautiful language. In addition, it also has clarity about the four purposes of life
(purusarath): the pursuit of worldly pleasures (kdma), the pursuit of wealth (artha), doing good
deeds according to religious principles (dharma), and liberation from the cycle of birth and
death (moksa). (Samniang Luemsai, Ph.D., 2000: 8)

The author of the Saundarananda-Mahakavya is A§vaghosa. He was born into a Brahmin
family and was an expert in the Vedas. He later converted to the Sarvastivada sect of Buddhism.
According to the final record of the Saundarananda-Mahakavya, he was the son of Suvarnakst
and he was a monk from the city of Saketa. His titles included Bhiksu, Acarya, Bhadanta,
Mahakavi, and Mahavadin.? Aévaghosa is believed to have been a contemporary of King
Kaniska of the Kusana, who ascended the throne in 120 AD. (Vincent A. Smith., 1967: 272)
He is thought to have lived between 80 and 150 AD. (Patrick Olivelle , Suman Olivelle., 2005:
24) Apart from the Saundarananda, A$vaghosa also wrote many other important works on
philosophy and religion, such as the Buddhacarita, the Satralankara, Sariputraprakaranam, such
as the Buddhacarita, the Sutralankara, Sariputraprakaranam, Vajrasiici >, etc. However, it is not
clear in which year A§vaghosa composed the Saundarananda.

The Saundarananda-Mahakavya is divided into 18 chapters with a total of 1,066 verses.
Asvaghosa wrote the purpose of writing this story at the end that he aimed to show the essence
of liberation from the cycle of birth and death. In addition, readers will gain a lot of knowledge
and benefits to apply in their daily lives. For example, in Chapter 9, titled “Madapavada” (the
elimination of intoxication), it talks about restraining the body, emotions, and mind to always
be stable. In Chapter 13, “Silendriyajaya (Sila and the Restraint of the Indriyas)”, it describes
how to conduct and live a successful life. In Chapter 14, “Adiprasthana” (The Basic Steps of
Practice) it describes how to eat and how to alleviate sleepiness, etc. The researcher would like

! For the rules and characteristics of the dandin’s Mahakavya, see (T.K. Ramachandra Iyer ,1977 : 65-66 and
A.B. Keith, 1966 ; 92).

Zaryasuvarnaksiputrasya saketakasya bhiksoracaryabhadantasvaghosasya mahakavermahavadinah krtiriyam :
(E.H. Johnston, 1975 : 142).

3 Vajrasiici was composed by A$vaghosa with a clear attitude against the castes system of Brahmanism. Cited in
: M. Winternitz,Ph.D.,1985 : 265).



[3]

to select useful practices from the scripture to study and analyze, such as the method of
consuming good food, which the poet has inserted in Chapter 14. Therefore, the researcher will
study the practices on the issue of “Food consumption” from the poet’s ideas to find the answer
to where the poet was influenced and how it is beneficial to the readers.

Research Objectives

1) To study the methods of food consumption in the Saundarananda.

2) To study the methods of food consumption as stated in the Tripitaka and current methods

Scope and Delimitation of the Research

This is an analytic study of the method for food consumption as stated in the Saundarananda
was conducted from Chapter 14, titled “adiprasthana” (First Steps of Practice). The source
materials used in the study are Mahakavya Saundarananda by As$vaghosa, translated by
Samniang Luemsai, Ph.D., published by Paetmuengsiphanphrathammakhan Foundation in
2000, and The Saundarananda of Asvaghosa edited by E.H. Johnston, published in 1975 by
Motilal Banarsidass. Moreover, there are the Pali Tipitaka and other related documents

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This is an interdisciplinary documentary research, including Pali Language, Sanskrit Language,
Buddhist Studies, and Medical Science, as following:

1) Search and collect data from the primary sources, i.e., The Saundarananda.

2) Search and collect data from the secondary sources, i.e., The Tipitaka, and other scriptures,
and related documents.

3) Collect and analyze the data, report the results in the descriptive form.

Expected Outcome

1) To know the method of consuming food to benefit the body in the Saundarananda.

2) To be able to apply the guidelines of the method of consuming food in the Saundarananda,
Tripitaka and medical documents to benefit health.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Chapter 14 of the Saundrananda has 52 verses in total, and about 19 verses describe how to eat
food to sustain life, to satisfy hunger, not for luxury or intoxication. Excessive appetite will
cause harm to the body. In this regard, it is believed that Asvaghosa was influenced by some
of the suttas of the Tipitaka written in Pali. Since Asvaghosa, who was born into a Brahmin
family, had true faith in the original teachings of Theravada, each of his works closely
resembled the beneficial teachings of the Tipitaka.

In the Tripitaka, volume 15, there is a chapter called “Donapaka Sutta”, a Sutta on moderation
in food. The story goes that King Pasenadi of Kosala of Savatthi felt uncomfortable after eating.
He went to see the Buddha. The Buddha knew about this and spoke this verse at that time: “A
person who is mindful at all times and knows moderation in the food he eats, that person will
have less suffering, will age slowly and have a long life.” After that, King Pasenadi summoned
“Sudassana Manava” (servant) and ordered that whenever he ate food, he should tell Sudassana
Manava this verse to him and he would reward him. Following this verse of the Buddha, King
Pasenadi became healthy.* From this Sutta, the Buddha teaches us that consuming too much

4[364]savatthiyam viharati ... tena kho pana samayena raja pasenadikosalo donapakasudham bhufijati | atha kho
raja pasenadikosalo bhuttavi mahassasi yena bhagava tenupasankami upasankamitva

bhagavantam abhivadetva ekamantam nisidi |

[365] atha kho bhagava tam rajanam pasenadikosalam bhuttavim mahassasim viditva tayam velayam imam
gatham abhasi

manujassa sada satimato

mattam janato laddhabhojane

tanukassa bhavanti vedana
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will make the body uncomfortable and cause physical pain. We should live our lives on the
middle path, as the Buddhist proverb says, “Bhojane mattaifiuta: Know the amount of
consumption.” Consuming in moderation allows us to survive and work without difficulty.
Consuming in excess will lead to illness.

The content of the method of consuming food in the Saundarananda is the same as in the
Donapaka Sutta, except that in the Saundarananda, the Buddha taught Nanda in Sanskrit verse,
while in the Donapaka Sutta, the Buddha taught King Pasenadi in Pali. A§vaghosa has
composed these useful teachings in beautiful and easy to understand language. Here are some
examples of verses in Chapter 14, verses 1-7:

And so using the floodgate of awareness to close a dam on the power of the senses, / Know the
measure, in eating food, that conduces to meditation and to health. // 14.1 //

For it depresses in-breath and out-breath, and brings tiredness and sleepiness, / When food is
taken in excess; it also destroys enterprise. // 14.2 //

And just as eating too much conduces to a dearth of value, / So eating too little makes for a
lack of efficacy. // 14.3 //

Of its substance, lustre, and stamina; of its usefulness and its very strength, / A meagre diet
deprives the body. // 14.4 //

Just as a weighing scale bends down with a heavy weight, bends upwards with a light one, /
And stays in balance with the right one, so does this body according to intake of food. // 14.5 //
Therefore food is to be eaten, each reflecting on his own energy, / And none apportioning
himself too much or too little under the influence of pride. // 14.6 //

For the fire of the body is damped down when it is burdened by a heavy load of food, / Like a
small blaze suddenly covered with a big heap of firewood. // 14.7 //?

From the verses in the Saundarananda that have been given as examples, it is said that eating
too little food will cause the body to lack nutrients, the body to be weak, lacking energy, and
not being able to work effectively. However, eating too much food will cause difficulty
breathing, discomfort, and drowsiness easily. Therefore, we should take the middle path, eating
food to eliminate hunger and for the sake of living, consuming in moderation to avoid disease
and for good health.

sanikam jirati ayu palayanti |

[366] tena kho pana samayena sudassano manavo rafifio pasenadikosalassa pitthito thito hoti | atha kho raja
pasenadikosalo sudassanam manavam amantesi ehi tvam tata sudassana bhagavato santike imam gatham
pariyapunitva mama bhattabhihare bhasa ahafica te devasikam kahapanasatam niccabhattam pavattayissamiti |
paramam bhoti kho sudassano manavo raifio pasenadikosalassa patissunitva bhagavato santike imam gatham
pariyapunitva rafifo pasenadikosalassa bhattabhihare bhasati

manujassa sada satimato

mattam janato laddhabhojane

tanukassa bhavanti vedana

sanikam jirati ayu palayanti |

[367] atha kho raja pasenadikosalo anupubbena nalikodana paramataya santhasi | atha kho raja pasenadikosalo
aparena samayena susallikhitagatto panina gattani anumajjanto tayam velayam imam udanam udanesi ubhayena
vata mam so bhagava atthena anukampi ditthadhammikena ceva atthena samparayikena cati | : (Syamaratthassa
tepitakam., 2013 : 118-120).

5 atha smrti-kavatena pidhayendriya-sarhvaram /bhojane bhava matra-jfio dhyanayanamayaya ca // 14.1 //
pranapanau nigrnhati glani-nidre prayacchati /krto hy atyartham aharo vihanti ca parakramam // 14.2 //

yatha catyartham aharah krto ’narthaya kalpate /upayuktas tathatyalpo na samarthyaya kalpate // 14.3 //
acayarh dyutim utsaharh prayogar balam eva ca /bhojanarh krtam atyalparh Sarirasyapakarsati // 14.4 //

yatha bharena namate laghunonnamate tula /sama tisthati yuktena bhojyeneyar tatha tanuh // 14.5 //

tasmad abhyavahartavyarh sva-$aktim anupasyata /natimatrarh na catyalpam meyarm mana-vasad api // 14.6 //
atyakranto hi kayagnir gurunannena $§amyati /avacchanna ivalpo ’gnih sahasa mahatendhasa // 14.7 //:
(Johnston, E.H, 1975 : 96)
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Lack of mindfulness in eating often causes us to eat too much, which has negative effects on
health and may lead to various diseases in the long run, such as obesity, diabetes, heart disease,
high cholesterol, etc. Eating mindfully and carefully will help you improve your eating habits
to be healthier and sustainable. You don't have to focus on your weight or shape just to lose
weight, but you should focus on your normal lifestyle. (Siriraj Piyamaharajkarun Hospital.
2024, August 26) The author would like to mention some verses in the Saundarananda which
say that we eat food to satisfy hunger, not for the sake of beauty of the body, not for
intoxication, and not for luxury, and we should be careful in our eating.

Excessive fasting, also, is not recommended; / For one who does not eat is extinguished like a
fire without fuel. // 14.8 //

Just as one who is wounded, for the purpose of healing, puts ointment on a wound, / So does
one who wills freedom, for the purpose of staving off hunger, eat food. // 14.11 //

So food should be eaten, consciously, / Neither for display, nor for appearance; neither to excite
hilarity, nor to feed extravagance. // 14.14 //¢

In medicine, besides stress and environment, food is considered an important factor that causes
physical deterioration. According to the free radical theory, it is a substance that causes
deterioration or aging called an oxidant. Every human body has this substance. The normal
mechanism is to have antioxidants to destroy. If there are too many oxidants or too few
antioxidants, the process of destroying oxidants will create a chain of free radicals, which
continuously cause inflammation in the body. Therefore, it makes us age. Excessive oxidants
come from junk food, fast food and another harmful substance is AGEs (Advanced glycation
end products) found in foods with protein or fat and sugar such as bacon, condensed milk, non-
dairy creamer, sausage, barbecue. Eating too much of it will cause you to age very quickly.
(Nalinee Yingchankul, Assoc. Prof. 2024, February 23) Therefore, we should follow the
Buddha's teachings on consuming in moderation. This will make us age slowly and live a long
life.

CONCLUSION

In the Saundarananda, there are 18chapters. Each chapter contains a lot of interesting content.
For chapter 14, the topic of food consumption, which is mentioned in this article, emphasizes
the importance of consuming food in moderation. Do not eat too little to the point that the body
lacks nutrients, and do not eat too much to the point that it has negative effects on health. Eating
too much makes the body feel uncomfortable, drowsy, and not lively. In modern medicine, it
is believed that consuming too much food will cause the body to receive substances that are
harmful to the body and lead to illness, as the saying goes, “You are what you eat.” Therefore,
we should follow the Buddha’s saying found in the Donapaka Sutta of the Tipitaka: “A person
who is mindful at all times, who knows the moderation of the food he receives, will have less
suffering, will age slowly, and will have a long life.” This saying is still very modern and
useful.

SUGGESTION

Stories in Sanskrit and Pali scriptures have many interesting points for researchers to study and
explore. When we consider studying and analyzing any issue, we should consider the benefit
of the readers first. What benefits will the readers of our work gain for their daily lives?

6 atyantam api sarhharo naharasya prasasyate /

anaharo hi nirvati nirindhana ivanalah // 14.8 //

cikitsartharh yatha dhatte vranasyalepanarh vrant /

ksud-vighatartham aharas tadvat sevyo mumuksuna // 14.11 //

evam abhyavahartavyarm bhojanam pratisarhkhyaya /

na bhuisartharh na vapuse na madaya na drptaye // 14.14 //: (Johnston, E.H, 1975 : 97)
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Researching Buddhist scriptures, which are stories from the past that span thousands of years,
still has many interesting contents and issues, such as meditation, keeping the precepts,
eliminating anxiety, treating illnesses, creating peace, etc. The author sincerely hopes that new
researchers will study and research these interesting issues to provide the greatest benefit to
people in the present era.
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