
Buddhist clothing  

 

You may have seen Buddhist monk putting on robes during meditation 

and other ceremonial exercises, right? Or, you might have at one point or 

another bumped into pictures of Buddhist monks online. The robes of 

Buddhist monks and nuns are part of a tradition going back 25 centuries 

to the time of the historical Buddha. As such, the first monks wore 

dresses patched together from rags. Generally, this was the way of many 

mendicant holy men in India at the time. 

The Buddha taught the first monks and nuns to make their robes of “pure” cloth. That is to say, from materials 

that no one wanted. Therein, types of pure cloth included cloth that had been chewed by rats. As a result, 

monks would search for cloth from rubbish heaps. 

It may relieve you to know that Buddhist monks and nuns no longer scavenge for cloth in rubbish heaps. 

Instead, they wear robes made from cloth that the public donated or purchased. 

What are the Types of Cloth Worn by the Monks? 

Most Buddhists believe that the robes the Theravada monks and nuns of Southeast Asia wear today are still 
unchanged from the original robes of 25 centuries ago. As such, the robe has three parts: 

Inner Robe (Antarvāsa) 

The antarvāsa is the inner robe covering the lower body. This is in the form of a waistcloth. As a result, the 
monks wrap this cloth around the waist. And, it covers from the waist to the knee. This is the innermost part of 
the three-piece monastic robe. 

Upper Robe (Uttarāsaṅga) 

This is a robe covering the upper body. The monks wear this cloth above the Antaravasa. It covers the upper 
part of the body, around the torso and shoulders. However, most times the monks wear the Uttarasanga to 
cover the left shoulder and leaving the right shoulder bare. It measures around 6ft × 9ft in size. 

Outer Robe (Saṃghāti) 

This is in the form of an overgarment. The monks wear it to cover their upper body. Moreover, they use it 
during cold weather conditions to keep their body warm. As a result, when they are not using the Samghati, 
the monks will hang it over their shoulder. 

Buddhists believe that this form of dressing remained unchanged from the original mode of dressing from the 
time of the Buddha. 

The colour is not actually red but saffron. It comes from the dye used. The colour has also come to signify the 

sangha (community). The robes serve not just as a kind of uniform but to remind the wearer that he or she is a 

member of a larger universal community. 



  



 


