Lecture 13/14

BUDDHISM IN MYANMAR
Intro
Distinguish between Myanmar, the state today, and the fragmented segments in the pages of history. 

Buddhism in Myanmar territory had to spread through different kingdoms at different point in time.

At least 4 dominant ethnic groups in recorded history of Myanmar: Mon, Pyu, Burman and Shan. Today 135 ethnic groups, including Christian Karens, Muslim Arakans, and Kachins (at Sino-Myanmar border).

Mon – uncertainty surrounds their origin but linguistically related to the Khmer. Settled in south Myanmar and Thailand. Probably the first migrants to the region. Had distinct culture and language. Competed with Burmans for political and cultural dominance.

Pyu – like the Burmans, are of Tibeto-Burman origin with distinct culture and language. Live in area around Prome long before Burman pushed into the plains of Myanmar from the north. Script in use until about 14th century and then lost.

Shan – also flooded in from the North. Thai people are descended from Shan tribes. NE Myanmar today is still inhabited predominantly by Shan tribes.

Burman – began to colonise plains of Myanmar only towards the middle of the 1st century AD. Came from the mountainous northern regions and may well have originated in the Central Asian plains.

Arrival of Buddhism in Myanmar – local belief
· Tapussa and Bhallika (2 merchants from Ukkala)’s encounter with Buddha. Offered rice cake and honey and took 2 refuges. Asked and received 8 strands of hair. Said to have enshrined 3 of these in a stupa, which is now known as Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon.

· Asoka missionaries – Venerable Sona and Uttara trip to Suvannabhumi (Golden peninsula) –- Burmese believe is Thaton, Lower Myanmar.

Source: Sasanavamsa – chronicle written in Pali by a Ven Pannasami for the “5th” Buddhist Council held in Mandalay in 1867.

But where is Suvannabhumi?

Scholars’ disagreement: Thailand? Lower Burma? Or does it exist at all?

Evidence to prove existence of Buddhism in Mon and Pyu kingdoms 

Mon
In discussing Mon Theravadan Buddhist civilization, cannot remain in Myanmar only because Mon influence spread into large parts of present day Thailand. Indeed, until now, archaeological finds of Mon ruins in Myanmar are meager, but at P’ong Tuk, in Southern Thailand, a Mon city, dating from 2nd half of 1st century AD has been unearthed. Excavations have revealed foundations of several buildings. One contained the remains of a platform and fragments of columns similar to the Buddhist vihara at Anuradhapura in SL.

Chinese Buddhist pilgrim, Yuan Chwang (traveled to India in abt 630AD) described a single Mon country stretching from Prome to Chenla in the east and included Irrawaddy and Sittang deltas). He called it Dvaravati.

First datable archaeological finds of the Mon civilization stem from the Mon kingdom of Dvaravati in South Thailand. They consist of a Roman oil lamp and a bronze statue of the Buddha (believed to be no later than 1st or 2nd century AD).

A 3rd century AD inscription by a South Indian king in Nagarjunakonda, mentioned that a large group of Bhikkhus visited land of the Cilatas, to try and convert population there to Buddhism. Historians believe that Cilatas or Kiratas (also mentioned in Sanskrit lit.) to be identical to the Mon populations of Lower Myanmar. Mission was probably to purify Buddhist practice and not so much to win new converts.

5th century, Thaton and Pegu were mentioned in the Buddhist commentarial literature for the first time. Evidence that they were now firmly established on the map as Buddhist centers of learning.

Mon civilization in Thailand however did not survive the onslaught of the Khmer in the 11th century who worshipped Hindu gods. Although the Mon kingdom in Myanmar was conquered by Pagan in 1044, the Burmans were eager to accept Mon culture and religion; the Hindu Khmers, at best, tolerated them.

Pyu
Pyu also inhabited Lower Myanmar. Capital at Sri Ksetra (near modern day Prome). Follower of Theravadan faith. 

Chinese travelers’ reports in the mid-3rd century AD refer to the kingdom of Lin-Yang, where Buddha was venerated by the several thousand monks who lived there. As Lin-Yang was to the west of Kamboja and could not be reached by sea, it has been inferred that the Chinese travelers were referring to the ancient kingdom of Prome.

Earliest highly developed urban settlement of the Pyu was Beikthano, near Prome. However Beikthano importance dwindled towards 6th century AD, when Sri Ksetra became the center of Pyu civilization.

A major monastery built in the 4th century unearthed in Beikthano. Constructed in brick, with a stupa and shrine located nearby. Identical to Buddhist monasteries of Nagarjunakonda (great Buddhist center of southern India).

Significance? For such a major edifice as the monastery at Beikthano to have been constructed, Buddhism must have been well established at least among the ruling classes. But how long did it take for Buddhism to become that influential?

Information of state of Buddhism in Mon and Pyu societies during first 4 centuries AD is very limited. But by 5th century, with development of religious activity in the region, information became more substantial.

Pyu culture of 5th – 11th centuries is well documented because of archaeological finds at Muanggan, a small village close ot the ancient ruins of Hmawza:

· 2 perfectly preserved inscribed gold plates were found. Inscriptions reveal 3 texts: verses spoken by Assaji to Sariputta (Ye Dhamma hetuppabhava, Tesam hetum tathagato aha, Yesam ca yo nirodho, evam vadi mahasamano), a list of categories of the Abhidhamma and the formula of worship of Triple Gem (iti pi so bhagava). 

· At the same site, a book with 20 leaves of gold protected with golden covers was discovered. Contained texts such as the paticca-samuppada, vipassana-nana (stages of insight knowledge) and various other excerpts from Abhidhamma and the other Tipitakas.

Note: scripts in all these docu werer Andra-Kannada, language of Andra Pradesh, and can be dated from the 3rd to the 6th century AD.

· Number of sculptures and reliefs were found, depicting either Buddha or scenes from his life (birth, preaching at deer park, receiving offering from Tapasu and Bhallika and taming of Nalagiri). Sculpture is similar in style to that of Amaravati (center of Buddhist learning in S India).

Significance of Pyu finding
Script used by Pyu indicative of links with Buddhist kingdoms in S India rather than SL. Can be surmised that bhikkhus of Deccan and other regions of S India were teachers of both the Mon and the Pyu in religious matters as well as in the arts and science.

Inscriptions show how highly developed scholarship of the Pali Buddhist texts must have been in Lower Myanmar even then. Learning went beyond basics into the world of Abhidhamma.

