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The Venerable Ledi Sayadaw1 was born
in 1846 in Saingpyin village, Dipeyin
township, in the Shwebo district (currently
Monywa district) of northern Burma. His
childhood name was Maung Tet Khaung.
(Maung is the Burmese title for boys and
young men, equivalent to master. Tet means
climbing upward and Khaung means roof
or summit.) It proved to be an appropriate
name, since young Maung Tet Khaung,
indeed, climbed to the summit in all his
endeavors.

In his village he attended the traditional
monastery school where the bhikkhus
(monks) taught children to read and write
in Burmese as well as recite P±li texts.
Because of these ubiquitous monastery
schools, Burma has traditionally main-
tained a very high rate of literacy.

At the age of eight he began to study with
his first teacher, U Nandadhaja Sayadaw,
and he ordained as a s±maºera (novice)
under the same Sayadaw at the age of fifteen.
He was given the name Ñ±ªa-dhaja (the
banner of knowledge). His monastic
education included P±li grammar and
various texts from the P±li canon with a
specialty in Abhidham-mattha-saªgaha, a
commentary which serves as a guide to the
Abhidhamma2 section of the canon.

Later in life he wrote a somewhat contro-
versial commentary on Abhidhammattha-

Dullabho puris±jañño

na so sabbattha j±yati.

Yattha so jayat² dh²ro,

ta½ kula½ sukhamedhati.

Hard to find is a man of great wisdom;

such a man is not born everywhere.

Where such a man is born,

that family thrives happily.
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saªgaha, called Paramattha-d²pan² (Man-
ual of Ultimate Truth), in which he corrected
certain mistakes he had found in the earlier
and, at that time, accepted commentary on
that work. His corrections were eventually
accepted by the bhikkhus and his work
became the standard reference.

During his days as a s±maªera, in the
middle part of the nineteenth century, before
modern lighting, he would routinely study
the written texts during the day and join the
bhikkhus and other s±maºeras in recitation
from memory after dark. Working in this
way he mastered the Abhidhamma texts.

When he was 18, S±maºera Ñ±ªa-dhaja
briefly left the robes and returned to his life
as a layman. He had become dis-satisfied
with his education, feeling it was too
narrrowly restricted to the Tip²aka.3 After
about six months his first teacher and
another influential teacher, Myinhtin
Sayadaw, sent for him and tried to persuade
him to return to the monastic life; but he
refused.

Myinhtin Sayadaw suggested that he
should at least continue with his education.
The young Maung Tet Khaung was very
bright and eager to learn, so he readily
agreed to this suggestion.

Would you be interested in learning the
Vedas, the ancient sacred writings of
Hinduism? asked Myinhtin Sayadaw.

Yes, venerable sir, answered Maung Tet
Khaung.

Well, then you must become a s±maºera,
the Sayadaw replied, otherwise Sayadaw U
Gandhama  of Yeu village will not take you
as his student.

I will become a s±maºera, he agreed. In
this way he returned to the life of a novice,
never to leave the robes of a monk again.
Later on, he confided to one of his disciples,
“At first I was hoping to earn a living with
the knowledge of the Vedas by telling
peoples fortunes. But I was more fortunate
in that I became a s±maºera again. My
teachers were very wise; with their
boundless love and compassion, they saved
me.

The brilliant S±maºera Ñ±ªa-dhaja, under
the care of Gandhama Sayadaw, mastered
the Vedas in eight months and continued
his study of the Tipµaka. At the age of 20, on
April 20, 1866, he took the higher ordination
to become a bhikkhu under his old teacher
U Nanda-dhaja Sayadaw, who became his
preceptor (one who gives the precepts).

In 1867, just prior to the monsoon retreat,
Bhikkhu Ñ±ªa-dhaja left his preceptor and



2

the Monywa district where he had grown
up, in order to continue his studies in
Mandalay.

At that time, during the reign of King
Min Don Min who ruled from 1853-1878,
Mandalay was the royal capital of Burma
and the most important center of learning in
the country. He studied there under several
of the leading Sayadaws and learned lay
scholars as well. He resided primarily in the
Mah±-Jotik±r±ma Mon-astery and studied
with the Ven. San-Kyaung Sayadaw, a
teacher who is famous in Burma for
translating the Visud-dhimagga (Path of
Purification) into Burmese.

During this time, the Ven. San-Kyaung
Sayadaw gave an examination of 20
questions for 2,000 students. Bhikkhu Ñ±ªa-
dhaja was the only one who was able to
answer all the questions satis-factorily.
These answers were later published in 1880,
under the title P±ram²-d²pan² (Manual of
Perfections),  the first of many books written
in P±li and Burmese by the Ven. Ledi
Sayadaw.

During the time of his studies in
Mandalay, King Min Don Min sponsored
the Fifth Buddhist Council, calling bhikkhus
from far and wide to recite and purify the
Tipµika. The council was held in Mandalay
in 1871 and the authenticated texts were
carved into 729 marble slabs that stand
today, each slab housed under a small
pagoda surrounding the golden Kuthodaw
Pagoda at the foot of Mandalay Hill. At this
council, Bhikkhu Ñ±ªa-dhaja helped in the
editing and translating of the Abhidhamma

texts.

After eight years as a bhikkhu, having
passed all his examinations, the Ven. Ñ±ªa-
dhaja was qualified as a teacher of
introductory P±li at the Mah±-Jotik±r±ma
Monastery where he had been studying.

For eight more years he remained there,
teaching and continuing his own scho-lastic
endeavors, until 1882 when he moved to
Monywa. He was now 36 years old. At that
time Monywa was a small district center on
the east bank of the Chindwin River, which
was renowned as a place where the teaching
method included the entire Tipµika, rather
than selected portions only.

To teach P±li to the bhikkhus and
s±maºeras at Monywa, he came into town
during the day, but in the evening he would

cross to the west bank of the Chindwin
River and spend the nights in meditation in
a small vih±ra (monastery) on the side of
Lak-pan-taung Mountain. Although we do
not have any definitive information, it seems
likely that this was the period when he
began practicing Vipassan± in the
traditional Burmese way: with attention to
¾n±p±na (respiration) and vedan±

(sensation).

The British conquered upper Burma in
1885 and sent the last king, Thibaw, who
ruled from 1878-1885, into exile. The next
year, 1886, Ven. Ñ±ªa-dhaja went into
retreat in Ledi Forest, just to the north of
Monywa. After a while, many bhikkhus
started coming to him there, requesting that
he teach them. A monastery was built to
house them and named Ledi-tawya
Monastery. From this monastery he took
the name by which he is best known: Ledi
Sayadaw. It is said that one of the main
reasons Monywa grew to be a large town, as
it is today, was that so many people were
attracted to Ledi Sayadaw’s mon-astery.
While he taught many aspiring students at
Ledi-tawya, he continued his practice of
retiring to his small cottage vih±ra across
the river for his own meditation.

When he had been in the Ledi Forest
Monastery for over ten years, his main
scholastic works began to be published.
The first was Paramattha-d²pan² (Manual
of Ultimate Truth), mentioned above,
published in 1897. His second book of this
period was Nirutta-d²pan², a book on P±li
grammar. Because of these books he gained
a reputation as one of the most learned
bhikkhus in Burma.

Though Ledi Sayadaw was based at the
Ledi-tawya monastery, at times he traveled
throughout Burma, teaching both medi-
tation and scripture. He is, indeed, a rare
example of a bhikkhu who was able to excel
in pariyatti (the theory of Dhamma) as well
as p±tipatti (the practice of Dhamma). It
was during these trips throughout Burma
that many of his published works were
written. For example, he wrote the Paµicca-

samupp±da-d²pan² in two days while
traveling by boat from Mandalay to Prome.
He had with him no reference books, but,
because he had a thorough knowledge of
the Tipµaka, he needed none. In the Manuals

of Buddhism (later, Manuals of Dhamma,
VRI, 1999) there are 76 manuals,

commentaries, essays, and so on, listed
under his authorship, but even this is an
incomplete list of his works.

Later, he also wrote many books on
Dhamma in Burmese. He said he wanted to
write in such a way that even a simple
farmer could understand. Before his time, it
was unusual to write on Dhamma subjects
so that lay people would have access to
them. Even while teaching orally, the
bhikkhus would commonly recite long
passages in P±li and then translate them
literally, which was very hard for ordinary
people to understand. It must have been the
strength of Ledi Sayadaw’s practical
understanding and the resultant mett±

(loving-kindness) that overflowed in his
desire to spread Dhamma to all levels of
society. His Paramattha-saºkhepa, a book
of 2,000 Burmese verses which translates
the Abhidhammattha-saªgaha, was written
for young people and is still very popular
today. His followers started many
associations which promoted the learning
of Abhidhamma by using this book.

In his travels around Burma, Ledi
Sayadaw also discouraged the consump-
tion of cow meat. He wrote a book called
Go-ma½sa-m±tik± which urged people not
to kill cows for food and encouraged a
vegetarian diet.

It was during this period, just after the
turn of the century, that the Ven. Ledi
Sayadaw was first visited by U Po Thet who
learned Vipassan± from him and
subsequently became one of the most well-
known lay meditation teachers in Burma,
and the teacher of Sayagji U Ba Khin,
Goenkaji’s teacher

By 1911 his reputation both as a scholar
and meditation master had grown to such
an extent that the British government of
India, which also ruled Burma, conferred
on him the title of Aggamah±-paº¹ita

(foremost great scholar). He was also
awarded a Doctorate of Literature from the
University of Rangoon. During the years
1913-1917 he had a correspondence with
Mrs. Rhys-Davids of the P±li Text Society
in London, and translations of several of
his discussions on points of Abhidhamma

were published in the Journal of the P±li

Text Society.

In the last years of his life the Ven. Ledi
Sayadaw’s eyesight began to fail him
because of the years he had spent reading,
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studying and writing, often with poor
illumination. At the age of 73 he became
blind and devoted the remaining years of
his life exclusively to meditating and
teaching meditation. He died in 1923 at the
age of 77 at Pyinmana, between Mandalay
and Rangoon, in one of the many
monasteries that had been founded in his
name as a result of his travels and teaching
all over Burma.

The Venerable Ledi Sayadaw was perhaps
the most outstanding Buddhist figure of his
age. All who have come in contact with the
path of Dhamma in recent years owe a great
debt of gratitude to this scholarly, saintly
monk who was instru-mental in reviving
the traditional practice of Vipassan±,
making it more available for renunciates
and lay people alike. In addition to this
most important aspect of his teaching, his
concise, clear and extensive scholarly work
served to clarify the experiential aspect of
Dhamma.

1  The title Sayadaw, meaning venerable
teacher, was originally given to important
elder monks (Theras) who instructed the
king in Dhamma.  Later, it became a title for
highly respected monks in general.

2 Abhidhamma is the third section of the
P±li canon in which the Buddha gave
profound, detailed and technical des-
criptions of the reality of mind and matter.

3 Tipµaka is the P±li name for the entire
Buddhist canon. It means three baskets, i.e.,
the basket of the Vinaya (rules for the
monks); the basket of the Suttas

(discourses); and the basket of the
Abhidhamma (see footnote 2, above).

Birds are first delivered from their
mothers wombs in the form of eggs. By
breaking through the shells, they are
delivered for a second time. Finally when
they become full fledglings, endowed with
feathers and wings, they are delivered from
their nests and can fly wherever they please.

Similar is the case of meditators. They
are first delivered from the distractions of
the mind which have accompanied them
throughout beginningless sa½s±ra (the
cycle of rebirth), through successfully
setting up mindful body contemplation
(k±y±nupassan±), or by accomplishing the
work of tranquillity meditation.

Secondly, when they attain insight
(vipassan±) into body, mind, aggregates
(r³pa, n±ma, khandh±) and so on, they are
free from coarse forms of ignorance.

Finally, when the seven factors of
enlightenment (bojjhaºga) develop and
mature, they become fully fledged by
attaining the knowledge of the supra-
mundane path (lokuttara-magga-ñana)
called sambodhi. Thus are they delivered
from the state of worldlings (puthujjana),
attaining the state of Noble Ones (Ariya),
the supramundane (lokuttara): nibb±na.

From The Requisites of Enlightenment
(Bodhi Pakkhiya-d²pan²)by Ven. Ledi
Sayadaw

Vipassana Comes to Taiwan
At the unexpected invitation of a mere

handful of Vipassana students, Goenkaji
and Mataji made their first visit to Taiwan
in July. Nine days of meetings, discussions,
discourses and interviews offered great
promise for the spread of Dhamma in
Taiwan.

In the first few days, press conferences
and interviews were arranged with
prominent masscirculated newspapers and
magazines. The publicity attracted much
interest and set the stage for the successful
events that followed.

At Yen Kuan Monastery near Chung-li
city, Goenkaji gave a one-hour talk followed
by questions and answers, this which was
attended by monks, nuns and faculty from
the nearby university.  Another talk was
arranged at Taipei Prison in Gwai-san city
for 400 prisoners convicted of drug-related
crimes. After meeting with the chief warden,
Goenkaji expressed the hope of having
courses in the prison in the future. Goenkaji
found the prison to be exemplary in its
hygenic conditions, the humane attitude of
the administration, and the absence of any
weapons worn by the guards.

On the fifth day of his visit, Goenkaji
began a three-day lecture series with
questions and answers at the Fa-Kuang
Institute of Buddhist Studies in central
Taipei. The lectures were well attended each
night by about 350 to 400 people. After the
third discourse, Goenkaji met with the
Minister of Justice to discuss the practical
aspects of Goenkaji’s experience in

offering Vipassana to prisoners, addicts
and juveniles.

Goenkaji also met with the Venerable
Chin-Hsing, Chairman of the World Chinese
Buddhist Sangha Congress, and the senior
monk in Taiwan. The venerable monk was
enthusiastic about Goenkaji’s work and
expressed an interest in visiting Dhamma
Giri.

Toward the end of the visit a full day was
set aside to drive to the mountains of Nantou
county in central Taiwan, where some land
for a centre was being offered by old
students. Goenkaji found the two acre site
suitable for a Vipassana center to be called
Dhammodaya (Dhamma + udaya: rising of
Dhamma). The students were eager to start
construction so that, if possible, courses
could begin on the center land within a
year.

An unusual event took place on the last
day,when Goenkaji was invited to join a
prominent Zen master, the Venerable Sheng-
yen, on the same dais at Nong Chan
Monastery. Each teacher gave a short talk
on his respective method of teaching. Both
were very pleased at the occasion, and
questions and answers helped clarify some
important points for their listeners. That
evening a Hindi talk was arranged for the
local Indian community.

Throughout the nine days, all the various
discussions, interviews and discourses were
translated line-by-line by a professional
interpreter, and the bilingual public lectures
were recorded on audio and video tapes.

In addition, the 10-day course material
has recently been translated into Chinese
characters and also recorded on audio tape
in English/Mandarin. Hence, all courses
conducted in Taiwan can be bilingual.

The first course was organized in August,
and because of the large number of
applications, two more courses were
arranged to follow immediately afterward.
The first course attracted 190 students, all
new, with 115 and 140 attending the other
two. A fourth course was scheduled for the
end of September and a fifth, exclusively
for Buddhist nuns, for November.


