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The study of the P��Æ’�Æ�æwV�vR�&W�&W6VçG2���7 itical gateway for scholars, practitioners, and linguists into the heart of 

the Theravada Buddhist tradition. Among the various pedagogical tools developed over the last century, Charles 

Duroiselle’s “A Practical Grammar of the P��Æ’�Æ�æwV�ge,”first published in 1906, remains a cornerstone of

linguistic scholarship. This seminal work was designed not merely as a theoretical treatise but as a functional

roadmap for students navigating the complexities of the Tipi�maka. This article provides an in-depth technical

examination of Duroiselle’s methodology, the structural mechanics of the P��Æ• language as presented in his text, and

the evolving scholarly landscape that continues to reference his work in the 21st century.

The Historical and Pedagogical Context of Duroiselle’s Work

In the early 20th century, P��Æ’�66†öÆ�'6†—��pas often gatekept by dense, comparative philological texts that assumed 

a prior, deep mastery of Sanskrit. Charles Duroiselle recognized a significant gap: the lack of an accessible, step-

by-step guide for students who wished to engage directly with P��Æ’�FPxts without the prerequisite of exhaustive 

Sanskrit studies. The third edition, and subsequent revisions by modern editors like Eisel Mazard, emphasize this 

“practical” approach. Unlike previous grammars that focused on historical linguistics, Duroiselle prioritized applied 

morphology and syntax.

P��Æ’Â�ögFVâ�&V`erred to as M��v�F†�&•�s�� (the language of Magadha), is a Middle Indo-Aryan language. Its importance 

lies in its status as a lingua francafor the transmission of the Buddha's teachings. Duroiselle’s grammar facilitates

this transmission by breaking down the language into its fundamental building blocks: phonetics, sandhi (euphonic

combinations), declension, and conjugation.

Phonology and the P��Æ’��Ç�†�&WF–6�Â�7—7FVÐ

A technical mastery of P��Æ• begins with its phonological structure. The P��Æ• alphabet consists of 41 letters: 8 vowels

and 33 consonants. Duroiselle meticulously categorizes these sounds based on their place of articulation, a system

derived from ancient Indian phonetic science (Siksa).

1. Vowel Classification

The eight vowels are divided into short (rassa) and long (d�¶v†�) quantities. This distinction is vital for both prosody

and meaning:

•  Short Vowels: a, i, u (1 mora)

•  Long Vowels: ��Â�+, �²Â�P, o (2 morae)

It is important to note that 'e' and 'o' are technically long but can be short when followed by a double consonant, a

nuance Duroiselle highlights to ensure correct pronunciation and rhythmic reading of the g��F•�s (verses).

2. Consonantal Categorization

The 33 consonants are organized into groups (vaggas) based on the point of contact in the vocal tract. This 



systematic organization is essential for understanding Sandhirules, where the terminal sound of one word

influences the initial sound of the next.



Group (Vagga) Gutturals Palatals Cerebrals Dentals Labials

Unvoiced k, kh c, ch �m, �mh t, th p, ph

Voiced g, gh j, jh �
, �
h d, dh b, bh

Nasal �E ñ �G n m

Duroiselle also covers the Niggah�·F�(�A), a nasal sound that plays a significant role in the accusative case and verbal

endings, acting as a flexible phonetic marker.

The Mechanics of Sandhi (Euphonic Combination)

Sandhi is perhaps the most challenging aspect for beginners. It involves the modification of sounds at the

boundaries of words or within compounds to facilitate ease of speech. Duroiselle categorizes Sandhi into three

primary types:

1.  Vowel Sandhi (Sara Sandhi): Rules governing the meeting of two vowels. For example, the elision of a 

preceding vowel (lopa) or the transformation of a vowel into a semi-vowel.

2.  Consonant Sandhi (Vyañjana Sandhi): Rules governing the meeting of a vowel and a consonant or two 

consonants.

3.  Niggah�·F��6�æF†“  Specifically dealing with the behavior of the terminal nasal sound �A.

Technically, Sandhi is not just a phonetic convenience but a structural necessity in P��Æ’à For instance, the rule of 

Vowel Strengthening (Gu�Ga), where 'i' becomes 'e' and 'u' becomes 'o', is fundamental to understanding how

verbal roots transform into functional stems.

Morphological Analysis: The Noun System

P��Æ’�—2���†–v†Ç’�–æfÆV7FVB�Æ�æwV�vP. Nouns, adjectives, and pronouns are declined across eight cases, three genders 

(masculine, feminine, neuter), and two numbers (singular, plural). Duroiselle’s approach uses the “a-stem” 

masculine noun (such as Purisa - man) as the baseline for teaching these declensions.

The Eight Grammatical Cases

The precision of P��Æ• syntax relies on the specific endings applied to noun bases. Duroiselle explains these through

functional definitions:

•  Nominative (Pa�mham��“  The subject of the sentence.

•  Accusative (Dutiy��“  The direct object.

•  Instrumental (Tatiy��“  The means or agent by which an action is performed.

•  Dative (Catutth�²“  The indirect object or the purpose.

•  Ablative (Pañcam��“  Separation or origin (“from”).

•  Genitive (Cha�m�mh�²“  Possession or relationship.

•  Locative (Sattam��“  Place or time (“in”, “on”, “at”).

•  Vocative (Alapana): Direct address.

One of the “practical” strengths of Duroiselle's work is the inclusion of extensive declension tables, which allow

students to recognize patterns across different stem endings (i-stems, u-stems, and consonant stems). This pattern

recognition is the key to decoding complex sutta passages.



The Verbal System: Conjugation and Tense

The P��Æ’�`erb system is built upon roots. These roots undergo various transformations to form bases, to which 

personal endings are attached. Duroiselle identifies seven classes of verbs, categorized by how the base is formed 

from the root (e.g., the addition of a specific infix like -a-, -ya-, or -o-).

Tense and Mood Framework

Duroiselle provides a detailed breakdown of the following verbal forms:



Tense/Mood Function Example (Root: Pac - to cook)

Present (Vattam��á�) Ongoing or habitual action Pacati (He cooks)

Imperative (Pañcam�²• Commands, wishes, or requests Pacatu (Let him cook)

Optative (Sattam�²• Potential or hypothetical action Paceyya (He should/might cook)

Aorist (Ajjatan�²• Past action (most common past tense) Apaci / Pac�²�„†R�6öö°ed)

Future (Bhavissanti) Future intent or occurrence Pacissati (He will cook)

Duroiselle also touches upon the Reflective grammatical relation, as noted in scholarly citations. In this context, 

reflective (or medial) voice indicates that the action of the verb is directed back toward the subject or performed for 

the subject's benefit. While the active voice (Parassapada) is more common in P��Æ’Â�F†R�&VfÆV7F—`e voice (Attanopada)

is crucial for understanding specific nuances in older poetic texts.

Comparative Analysis: P��Æ’�g2à Sanskrit

For the technical researcher, understanding the relationship between P��Æ’��æB�6�ç6· it is vital. P��Æ’�—2�ögFVâ�f–Pwed as 

a simplified yet phonetically evolved descendant (or cousin) of Vedic Sanskrit. Duroiselle explains how P��Æ’�6–×�Æ–f–W2�

the complex Sanskrit consonant clusters. For example, the Sanskrit Dharma becomes the P��Æ’�Dhamma.

Key Linguistic Differences

•  Simplification of Clusters: Sanskrit's complex conjunct consonants are typically assimilated in P��Æ’�†P.g., -rk- to -

kk-, -st- to -th-).

•  Loss of the Dual Number: Sanskrit maintains singular, dual, and plural; P��Æ’�Vf`ectively discards the dual, using 

the plural for any quantity greater than one.

•  Case Merging: In P��Æ’Â�F†R�F�F—`e and Genitive cases frequently merge in form, though they retain distinct 

syntactic functions.

The Practical Implementation of Duroiselle's Methodology

Modern students utilizing Duroiselle’s text should follow a structured pedagogical workflow to maximize retention

and analytical capability. The following four-step process is recommended based on the book’s design:

Step 1: Rote Memorization of Paradigms

Before attempting to translate sentences, the student must internalize the declension of the masculine “a-stem” and

the present tense conjugation of the first-class verbs. This provides a mental template that can be adjusted for

more complex stems.

Step 2: Syntactic Decoding

Using the case system, the student should practice identifying the relationship between words. In P��Æ’Â�pord order is 

relatively flexible compared to English, meaning the case endings (morphology) are the primary indicators of 

meaning (syntax). Identifying the Nominative (subject) and the Verbfirst is the standard technical approach to

sentence parsing.

Step 3: Sandhi Deconstruction



When reading original texts, words often appear fused. The student must learn to reverse the rules of Sandhi to 

isolate individual lexical units. Duroiselle’s detailed section on Vyañjana Sandhiis particularly helpful for this

“reverse engineering” of the text.

Step 4: Application to the Suttas

The final step is applying these rules to the Sutta Pi�maka. Duroiselle's grammar was designed with the Dhammapada 

and the Jatakastories in mind, providing the necessary tools to navigate the mixture of prose and verse found in

these documents.

Troubleshooting Common Learning Hurdles

Learning P��Æ• via a technical manual like Duroiselle’s involves overcoming specific cognitive and linguistic obstacles.

Below are common issues and their scholarly solutions:

•  The Ambiguity of the Aorist: P��Æ’�†�2�6Pveral past tenses, but the Aorist is the most prevalent. Students often 

confuse it with the present tense due to similar-looking endings in certain classes. Solution: Focus on identifying 

the augment 'a-' which often precedes the root in past tenses.

•  The Overlap of Dative and Genitive: As mentioned, these often look identical. Solution: Contextual analysis. If 

the noun indicates possession, it is Genitive; if it indicates a recipient or purpose, it is Dative.

•  The Complexity of Compounds (Sam��6�“  P��Æ’�W6W2�Æöær�6ö×�÷VæB�pords to express complex ideas. Solution: 

Duroiselle provides a systematic classification of compounds (Tappurisa, Kammadh�� aya, Digu, etc.). Students 

should learn to categorize the compound to determine which part is the "head" or primary meaning-bearer.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the 1906 Grammar

Charles Duroiselle’s “A Practical Grammar of the P��Æ’�Æ�æwV�ge”transcends its age because it adheres to a

rigorous, logical structure that mirrors the language it seeks to explain. By stripping away the unnecessary

complexities of 19th-century philology and focusing on the functional mechanics of the language, Duroiselle

created a manual that serves both the academic linguist and the devoted practitioner of Buddhism.

The transition from the 1906 original to modern digital editions, such as those edited by Eisel Mazard, ensures that 

this technical knowledge remains accessible. The integration of Duroiselle’s work into modern web directories and 

PDF repositories (like Pratyeka or Sadhu!) highlights its status as a foundational text. For anyone serious about the 

study of M��v�F†�&•�s��, the technical framework laid out by Duroiselle remains not only relevant but essential for a

deep, nuanced understanding of the Buddha's words in their original linguistic vessel.

In the broader context of Indo-Aryan studies, P��Æ• occupies a unique space between the archaic complexity of

Sanskrit and the analytical nature of modern Prakrits. Duroiselle’s grammar successfully captures this transition,

providing a comprehensive map of a language that is at once ancient, sacred, and remarkably logical in its internal

engineering.
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