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Alexander Wynne

Dr Peter Dennis Masefield, who passed away in Bangkok on September 7 2020
at the age of 77, was one of the world’s leading scholars of Pali and Theravada
Buddhism and a translator for the Pali Text Society for a number of decades.
Born in 1943 in Birmingham, England, Peter’s path to Buddhist Studies began
in his mid-twenties when he left England to travel the East. Travelling the
Indian subcontinent by rail, and hitchhiking when necessary, Peter visited the
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caves of Bamiyan, saw the Buddhist monuments of Gandhara and experienced
Himalayan Buddhism in Kathmandu and Sikkim. Spending periods also in Sri
Lanka and Burma, Peter returned to England in 1969 and was admitted into
the fledgling Religious Studies programme at Lancaster University. Despite not
having the correct academic qualifications, Peter could read French and German
well, and impressed Ninian Smart with a short piece on India.

Peter graduated with honours from Lancaster with a BA in Philosophy &
Religious Studies in 1972, and spent the period 1973-75 conducting fieldwork
in India and Sri Lanka, supported by a Spalding Trust Fellowship. Despite a
bout of elephantiasis, contracted, he claimed, during a long trek up Adam’s Peak
to see the Buddha’s footprint, during this period Peter taught himself Pali. On
his return to England Peter took up a temporary appointment, the first of many,
at the University of Manchester, where he lectured on Buddhism and mysticism
in the Department of Comparative Religion. After a spell as Temporary Lecturer
in Durham University in 1976, teaching courses on Indian Philosophy and
Religion, Peter returned to Lancaster as a PhD student. Initially wishing to work
on karma and rebirth, he gained his PhD in 1980 for a thesis entitled ‘Thus
They Once Heard — Oral Initiation in the Pali Nikayas.’ Peter said that Dr Karel
Werner (the external examiner) spent much of the oral examination arguing with
Prof. Ninian Smart (the internal examiner and Peter’s PhD supervisor) about
Indian philosophy.

During the course of his PhD Peter was again on the move, teaching at
the University of Edinburgh (1977-78) and then taking up a fellowship at the
University of Otago, Dunedin (1978-79). Since the latter was a post-doctoral
fellowship, upon arriving in New Zealand Peter spent three weeks non-stop
at a typewriter, at the end of which he had produced the manuscript of his
dissertation. After his PhD Peter settled in Sydney, where he remained until
2005, in the meantime becoming an Australian citizen. At the beginning and
end of this period Peter was employed by the University of Sydney: as a visiting
fellow and lecturer (1980-85), and as a visiting scholar and casual lecturer
(1998-2005). In between, and besides various teaching stints in Sydney, Peter
was a guest lecturer at the University of Hawai’i (1985), a research assistant at
Monash University, Melbourne (1993-94), a Numata visiting professor at the
University of Toronto (1995), a guest lecturer at the University of California, LA
(1999), a guest lecturer at Assumption University and at Mahachulalongkorn
University in Bangkok (2000), and a visiting lecturer at Mahachulalongkorn
University, Bangkok (2002-05).
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When Peter finally obtained a permanent lectureship it came about
unexpectedly. While he was moving to Thailand in 2006 to work as
a translator for the World Buddhist University (in Benchasiri Park,
Bangkok), the position mysteriously disappeared, leaving Peter high and
dry. Fortunately, Peter became a permanent lecturer at Mahachulalongkorn
University, first at its Tha Phra Chan campus in Bangkok, and then at its
Wang Noi campus in Ayutthaya.

Peter was a popular teacher who made many friends among his students,
but after 2011 he worked mostly as editor of the Mahachulalongkorn Journal
of Buddhist Studies. When the University withheld his salary in 2015 for no
apparent reason — he was eventually paid in full, but only after petitioning the
Ministry of Education — he left permanent employment in September 2016
to live the life of a retired scholar in Bangkok. Increasingly poor in health,
with damaged nerves in his back causing considerable pain and problems of
mobility, Peter withdrew into his apartment in a quiet residential area near
Thong Lo, venturing out only occasionally.

In his last years Peter had been working on a translation of Dhammapala’s
commentary on the Cariyapitaka for the Pali Text Society. This project was
the culmination of decades of work on Dhammapala, which had begun while
Peter was a research fellow at Dunedin in 1978-79. After the PTS published
his translation of the Petavatthu and its commentary in 1980 (a reworking of
a translation by U Ba Gyaw), translations of the Vimanavatthu, Udana and
Itivuttaka and their commentaries appeared over the years.

Peter’s translation style could be said to be overly formal and slightly
idiosyncratic. But he argued, quite reasonably and perhaps correctly, that at
this pioneering stage of research, style is not all that important: it is better
to be consistent and literal. The great merit of Peter’s translations is that
the reader does not get lost in interpretation, and for this reason they are an
excellent place to begin studying this difficult genre of Pali literature. Another
outcome of Peter’s research on the Pali commentaries was his argument (2002)
that Dhammapala is to be dated much later than Buddhaghosa, since his
commentaries often include material identical or parallel to that found in the
Tikas on Buddhaghosa’s commentaries.

Peter’s second significant contribution to Buddhist Studies was his
monograph Divine Revelation in Pali Buddhism (1986, Second Edition
2008, Routledge), based on his PhD thesis of 1980. Divine Revelation is
the work of an autodidact, an individualist willing to look afresh at the
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world of early Buddhism, and unafraid to form and express his ideas about
it. At the time the book was something of a bolt out of the blue, a direct
challenge to the rationalist presentation of the Pali tradition which had been
popularised by such books as Walpola Rahula’s What the Buddha taught
(1959). As Paul Harrison’s favourable review put it, ‘Divine Revelation in
Buddhism? — the very title of the book comes as a shock.’! In fact the title
was invented by the publisher, and caused Peter a certain amount of trouble
later on. He was once accosted at a conference by a Sri Lankan angry at the
‘Christian’ title, but on further discussion it turned out that this person had
not read the book at all.

Divine Revelation is notable for the impressive number of primary texts
consulted, including the Nikayas, the Pali commentaries and exegetical texts
such as the Milindapariha. In the days before computers were widely available,
and well before the advent of electronic resources, such a wide range of reading
was uncommon in Pali Studies. Few books on early Buddhism had hitherto
tackled the Pali canon in such detail, and even fewer with Peter’s originality and
insight. Some of his arguments have since become standard thinking on early
Buddhism, for example that numerous teachings were formed as a response
to Brahminism, and that the Buddha’s ‘skill in means’ is a standard feature
of the Nikayas, one most clearly exemplified by the ‘gradual discourse’. It is
unfortunate that Divine Revelation has not been read widely enough for Peter to
be credited as a major source of these ideas.

The central theme of Divine Revelation is the importance of hearing the
Dhamma and being transformed by it. It shows that the Nikayas consistently
present direct contact with the Buddha as an exceptional experience which
engenders ‘right view’, and so converts a person from being a puthujjana
into an ariya-savaka. Peter was right to note that the main distinction in early
Buddhism was not between monk and layman, but between the ariya-savaka
and the puthujjana, with the laity and monastics being found in both groupings.
The book’s attention to detail remains unusual in Buddhist Studies: given the
highly repetitive nature of canonical Buddhist texts, it is easy to gloss over terms
such as sutavant, savaka etc. without thinking about their meaning. With his
sharp critical eye, Peter was able to see that such terms indicate an elevated
religious status through hearing.

! Paul Harrison, ‘Buddhism: A Religion of Revelation after All? A propos Peter Masefield’s
Divine Revelation in Pali Buddhism,” in Numen, Vol. 34, Fasc. 2 (Dec., 1987), pp. 256-264.
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The interpretation of the term sotapanna as ‘one who has come into contact
with (or undergone) the hearing’ remains controversial. But Divine Revelation
points out that in the Nikayas, stream imagery — like flood and ocean imagery —
is usually a negative metaphor for all that is wrong with the world. The Buddhist
path is that which sets a person ‘against or across the stream’ (patisota), and
texts such as MN 34 claim that all savakas have crossed it. Moreover, the Pali
commentaries do not interpret sota in the sense of ‘river’ (nadi), the similar
term dhamamsota refers to the Dhamma-ear (by which a savaka hears the
sound of the deathless), and the equivalent term in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit is
Srotapanna (Skt. srotas, ‘ear’).

Although Divine Revelation backs its arguments up with detailed textual
scholarship, sometimes it strays into slightly more esoteric territory, for
example the claim that the sound of the Buddha’s teaching is a transcendental
manifestation of the Dhamma. And yet this point, despite its apparent
peculiarity, draws attention to numerous canonical statements on the
importance of sound: the Buddha roaring a lion’s roar, or beating the drum
of the immortal and so on. It is easy to pass over such imagery without a
thought, but in doing so important features of the early Buddhist world-view
are missed.

Divine Revelation brings into clear focus a number of crucial features
of early Buddhism which are easily overlooked: the importance of oral
communication and spiritual encounters, the vision of a cosmos full of
‘hearers’ extending up to the divine realms (and including even tree-
spirits), and especially the exceptional role occupied by the Buddha in
this religious landscape. All of these points and many more were a major
concern of early Buddhism. Peter’s stimulating study makes it easier to
understand what actually happened: conversions, missions, the emergence
of Mahayana etc.

Peter’s third and final major contribution to the study of Pali was his
research into the indigenous Pali tradition(s) of mainland South East Asia.
This work is barely known, since Peter published very little of it during his
lifetime, although his article ‘Indo-Chinese Pali’ (2008) indicates the depth of
his reading and knowledge. After settling in Thailand, Peter began studying
the Khom manuscript tradition of Thailand and Cambodia, in collaboration
with Mrs Jacqueline Filliozat, then of the Ecole francaise d’Extréme-Orient
in Bangkok. Peter and Mrs Filliozat produced a number of editions of Indo-
Chinese Pali texts, now on record in the internal database at the EFEO in
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Paris. Translations of some of these will appear in forthcoming issues of the
Journal of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies, beginning in JOCBS 20
with the Asokaparinibbanakatha.

skeskoskoskock

I first met Peter in 2008, not long after moving to Thailand to work at Mahidol
University. At first Peter was just somebody with whom I could talk about Pali,
but since we invariably met in the evening he quickly became a good friend.
Already in his 60s, Peter would often reflect on the past, sharing his memories
of the likes of Ninian Smart, Edward Conze, and 1. B. Horner, whose use of a
long-stemmed cigarette holder amused him greatly and inspired a number of
limericks (‘Little Miss Horner, sat in the corner...”). Ninian Smart was a great
early supporter of Peter, but still refused to believe Peter’s claim that used tea
cups are habitually thrown out of moving trains in India. Peter was also tricked
into buying Ninian Smart’s old Morris Minor car for £100: as soon as he bought
it, Ninian asked to drive him down to Manchester on the very next day so that
he could watch the Test Match, and drink as much bitter as he liked.

In the 1980s, Peter somehow got involved with the Moonies. This
resulted in a number of all-expenses trips to Moonie conferences where
Peter witnessed mass marriage ceremonies. Thanks to his tongue-in-cheek
paper ‘The Muni and the Moonies’ (1985) Peter was an honoured guest,
although it wasn’t clear if Peter was poking fun at the Moonies or Buddhism.
A humorous episode from later on concerned a trip to England with his then
Indonesian wife, in around 2000. When visiting Lance Cousins in Oxford,
Peter let slip how his wife was famed as a spirit medium in her home town.
On hearing this, Lance had Peter’s wife remain in the car outside, lest her
psychic powers clash with his.

Peter was not a conventional person. Largely nocturnal, he had no time for
the comforts of bourgeois existence; my impression was that for the most part
he had passed through life as a happy wanderer. When his travels brought him
to Thailand, a favourite meeting place was the Queen Victoria in Bangkok. Peter
had an exemplary taste in pubs, and the Queen Vic offered a cool, wooden escape
from the heat of the city, where Peter could often be found with local friends,
such as Nicolas Revire, Stephen Evans, Mark Hoolahan, Larry the American,
occasionally Stewart McFarlane, Volkmar EnBlin, Arthur from Yorkshire, Giri
the Indian etc.
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Peter was social and genial, with sparkling eyes and an endearing laugh; he
was kind and tipped the staff well, becoming affectionately known as ‘Achan
Chang’ after his Thai beverage of choice. Although he enjoyed his beer, he
drank very slowly; I cannot remember ever seeing him the worse for wear.
Appearances can be misleading. While not in any sense a Buddhist, in Sydney
Peter served a period as President of the Bulkwang Meditation Institute,
and was a co-founder of the Buddhist Council of New South Wales. He also
contributed to the ‘Dharma the Cat’ comic series, about a pious novice monk
whose wise cat take things at a more leisurely pace. Peter took his scholarly
work and his role as a teacher seriously; he took pride in his classes, for
which he prepared diligently. Peter was also surprisingly sensitive and fairly
conservative in his tastes. He liked to recite the poems of Betjeman which he
had learnt as a schoolboy, and enjoyed watching old clips of Monty Python,
the four Yorkshiremen being a particular favourite; its eccentric joke about
an English family living in ‘an ’ole in the ground’ would always have him
chuckling with laughter.

Peter was a good listener, unenamoured by the sound of his own voice, and
willing to change his mind (sometimes). He could also be very stubborn, and
was unwilling to play politics. Perhaps he was too honest for his own good,
and simply too rebellious to put up with the daily grind of university life. It
is not surprising that his only permanent lectureship was for a few years at
Mahachulalongkorn. Bangkok is the last place to speak one’s mind without
fear of causing offence, but in a way it was perfect for Peter, a welcoming and
friendly place for those who have drifted far from home, and know they cannot
go back (and do not wish to anyway).

Peter remained quietly cantankerous and witty until the end. In his last years,
when he was suffering from his bad back and finding it increasingly difficult to
look after himself, friends would bring him beer and ice, and quite often some
food too. When I returned from England, I would usually bring Peter some new
slippers and a few English delicacies, such as sausage rolls, pork pies and HP
fruity sauce; we both enjoyed the subversive irony of smuggling pork products
into Thailand. When the end finally came, Peter slipped away more quickly than
anyone expected, but then again, he always tended to confound expectations.
For his many friends, Bangkok will not be the same place without our Pali
scholar in residence.
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Peter was fond of mentioning a dedication in a Pali manuscript he had
once read, in which the scribe said he hoped to have made enough mistakes to
avoid millions of years stuck doing nothing in the Brahmaloka. Although he
sympathised with the scribe’s plight, we hope that the same is not true of Peter,
whose mass of good merit has surely transported him to a comfortable ’ole in
the ground’ in Brahma’s heaven, and with a steady supply of cold beer. Cheers,
Peter, and thanks for all the treasured memories.

Publications

Translations

2008-09. The Itivuttaka Commentary, being a translation from the Pali
of Dhammapala’s commentary on the Itivuttaka (Paramattha-dipani-
Itivuttakatthakatha). Two volumes. Oxford: Pali Text Society.

2000. The Itivuttaka, being a translation of the canonical text of the same name.
Oxford: The Pali Text Society.

1994-95. The Udana Commentary, being a translation from the Pali of Dhammapala s
commentary on the Udana (Paramattha-dipani-Udanatthakatha). Two volumes.
Oxford: Pali Text Society.

1994. The Udana, being a translation of the canonical text of the same name. Oxford:
Pali Text Society.

1989. Vimana Stories, being a translation from the Pali of Dhammapala s commentary
on the Vimanavatthu (Paramattha-dipani-Vimanavatthuatthakatha). London:
Pali Text Society.

1980. Peta Stories, being a translation from the Pali of Dhammapala’s commentary
on the Petavatthu (Paramattha-dipani-Petavatthuatthakatha). London: Pali
Text Society.

Monographs and Festchrifts

1994. Aspects of Religion: Essays in Honour of Ninian Smart (co-edited with Donald
Wiebe). New York: Lang.

1986. Divine Revelation in Pali Buddhism. London: George Allen & Unwin,
hardback; The Sri Lanka Institute of Traditional Studies, 1987, paperback.
Second Edition: Routledge, 2008.
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Contributions to Anthologies

2002. “The Composition of the Itivuttakatthakatha”, in Buddhist and Indian Studies
in Honour of Professor Sodo Mori. Kokusai Bukkyoto Kyokai (International
Buddhist Association), Hamamatsu, Japan, pp 103-115.

1990. “The Pursuit of Merit—Sacrificial Devotion in the Pali Nikayas”, in Indian
Devotional Traditions, eds. G. Bailey and 1. Kesarcodi-Watson, Sterling
Press, Delhi.

1988. “The Origin and Development of the Preta in Early Buddhism”, in Religions
and Comparative Thought—Essays in Honour of the Late Dr. lan Kesarcodi-
Watson, ed. Purusottama Bilimoria and Peter Fenner, Sri Satguru Publications,
Delhi, pp 47-69.

1986. “How ‘Noble’ is the Ariyan Eightfold Path?”, in Perspectives on Indian
Religion—Papers in Honour of Karel Werner, ed. Peter Connolly, Sri Satguru
Publications, Delhi, pp 161-174.

1984. “The Progressive Talk—the Buddha’s Inducement of a Vision of Nibbana
through an Altered State of Consciousness”, in Under the Shade of a Coolibah
Tree—Australian Studies in Consciousness, eds. R. A. Hutch and Peter Fenner,
University Press of America, Lanham, pp 123-143.

1983. “Mind/Cosmos Maps in the Pali Nikayas”, in Buddhist and Western
Psychology, ed. Nathan Katz, Prajna Press, Boulder, pp 69-93.

Contributions to Encyclopedias

2003. Articles on “Ghosts” and the “Milindapaiitha” in Encyclopedia of Buddhism,
ed. Robert E. Buswell, MacMillan, New York.

Journal articles

2010. “A brief note on the Meaning of Moha”, in Mahachulalongkorn Journal of
Buddhist Studies, vol 3, pp 5-12.

2010. “Kammapilotika”, in Mahachulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies, vol 3,
pp 13-24.

2009. “A brief note on methodology in the transliteration of Indo-Chinese and other
Pali manuscripts”, in Mahachulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies, vol 2,
pp 11-14.

2008. “Indo-Chinese Pali”, in Mahachulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies, vol
1, pp 1-9.
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2008, with Jacqueline Filliozat. “Two Indo-Chinese Pali Versions of the Petavatthu”,
in Mahachulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies, vol 1, pp 11-18.

2008, with Jacqueline Filliozat. “Manuscripts of the Pali Jat tika (Jatakatthakatha—
Linatthapakasini), Jatatthakinidana & Sotatthakimahanidana”, in
Mahachulalongkorn Journal of Buddhist Studies, vol 1, pp 27-37.

1985. “The Muni and the Moonies”, in Religion, vol 15, pp 143-160.
1979. “The Nibbana-Parinibbana Controversy”, in Religion, vol 9, pp 215-230.

1972-76. “The Mahakammavibhangasutta—An Analysis”, in the Vidyodaya Journal
of Arts, Science and Letters, University of Sri Lanka, Vidyodaya Campus, vol
5, nos. 1-2, pp 75-83.

Reviews

1995. Beyond Language and Reason: Mysticism in Indian Buddhism, by llkka
Pyysidinen, in Indo-Iranian Journal, vol.38, no.3, pp 266-269.

1992. “Reply to F. J. Hoffman”, in Numen, vol.39, fasc. 2, pp 256-260.

1989. Rationality and Mind in Early Buddhism, by Frank J. Hoffman, in Numen, vol.
36, fasc. 1, pp 135-138.

1988. The Threefold Refuge in the Theravada Buddhist Tradition, by John Ross
Carter, George Doherty Bond, Edmund F. Perry and Shanta Ratnayaka, in
Journal of the Institute for the Study of Religion and Culture, vol. 11, no.7, pp
101-170.

1987. Catalogue of the Pali Printed Books in the India Office Library, ed. T. C. H.
Raper, revised by M. J. C. O’Keefe, in Asian Studies Association of Australia
Review, vol. 10, no. 3, pp 165-166.

1984. Comparative Ethics in Hindu and Buddhist Traditions, by R. Hindery, in
Journal of Religious History, vol.13, no.2, pp 226-227.

Indo-Chinese Pali

2007. Le Mahakassapanibbana pali, editio princeps par Peter Masefield d’apres
la translittération des manuscrits conservés dans les collections frangaises
déchiffrés par Jacqueline Filliozat. Bangkok: Ecole francaise d’Extréme-Orient,
Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.
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2007. Asokaparinibbanakatha, editio princeps par Peter Masefield d’apres la
translittération du manuscrit pali conservé a 1’Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient
(Paris) avec I’apparat critique du manuscrit conservé au Wat Phra Chetuphon
(Bangkok) déchiffrés par Jacqueline Filliozat. Bangkok: Ecole francaise
d’Extréme-Orient, Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.

2007. Atthakesadhatu, A Critical Edition by Peter Masefield based on a transliteration
of a Pali manuscript housed at the library of the Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-
Orient (Paris) with the variant readings from two other manuscripts in the French
collections and a further manuscript from Wat Phra Chetuphon (Bangkok) by
Jacqueline Filliozat. Bangkok: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.

2007. Nalatadhatuvamsa, A Critical Edition by Peter Masefield based on
transliterations of Pali manuscripts from European and Asian Collections by
Jacqueline Filliozat. Bangkok: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.

2007. Vijadharajataka, A Critical Edition by Peter Masefield based on the
transliteration of four Pali manuscripts housed in the French Collections by
Jacqueline Filliozat. Bangkok: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.

2007. A propos de la litanie Iti pi so, aperu des documents conservés en Europe,
par Jacqueline Filliozat, avec la révision de textes inédits de la Ratanamala par
Peter Masefield. Bangkok: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Princess Maha
Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Center.

2007. Les manuscrits en pali indochinois du Dibbamanta dans les collections
parisiennes, par Jacqueline Filliozat; révision des notices par Peter Masefield.
Bangkok: Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn
Anthropology Center.

Published Interviews

2007. with Stephen A. Evans, “Found in Translation”, in Tricycle: The Buddhist
Review, https://tricycle.org/magazine/found-translation/

2000. “The Price of Liberation”, in What Is Enlightenment? Issue 18, Fall/Winter,
pp 98ff.

1998. “The Roar of the Timeless Beyond”, in What Is Enlightenment? Issue 14, Fall/
Winter, pp 116ff.
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Radio Talks

1984. ABC Roundtable Discussion following the assassination of Mrs. Gandhi,
November 1984.

1982. Series Focus on Buddhism, 2-SER-FM The Theravada (2.4.82) Tibetan
Buddhism (16.4.82) The History of Buddhism in Australia (7.5.82) A Hundred
Years of Buddhism in Australia (19.11.82).
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