Pagan and Burmese Buddhism

Beginning of Pagan

Believed to have been founded in 849-850AD by Burmans who had already established themselves as rice growers in the region around Jyauksai near Mandalay.

Significance of Pagan was not its founding but its conversion to Theravadan Buddhism during the reign of King Anawratha (or Anoratha or Anuruddha in Pali) during the 11th century. 

Early religious beliefs

Religion prevailing in Pagan before and during early reign of Anawratha was some form of Mahayana Buddhism, which had found its way into the region from the Pala kingdom in Bengal – Bronze statues depicting Bodhisatvas.

Ari, monks or priests of Mahayana Buddhist form of worship, are described in later Myanmar chronicles as the most shameless bogus ascetics imaginable. Their Tantric Buddhism included, as an impt, elements, the worship of nagas (dragons), which was probably an ancient indigenous tradition.

Finot, a French scholar, said that the religion prevalent in Pagan then must be Vishnu worship.

Anawratha

Quick summary: very ambitious warrior-king who defeated some of the contemporary chieftains and forged a Burman empire in the 11th century AD. Credited for consolidating and expanding Theravadin Buddhism influence in upper Burma. Also cemented diplomatic relations with SL, which gave rise to mutually beneficial spiritual exchanges that lasted for the next few hundred years.

Shin Arahan


Shin Arahan was a Mon bhikku who brought Theravada Buddhism to Pagan in the 11th century. At that time, Buddhist religion among the Mons in Lower Myanmar was on the decline because of security threat from Hindu Khmer kingdom in Cambodia and internal social problems. Shin Arahan must have feared that bhikkhus would not be able to continue to maintain their religious practice and study of the scriptures under such circumstances. Left and went upcountry where a new, strong people were developing, prosperous and secure from enemies.

(Note: during this period, Buddhism was under serious attack in other places as well. The Colas, a Hindu dyn strongly opposed to Buddhism, arose in southern India, a stronghold of theravada Buddhism. Able to expand their rule to include most of SL between 1017 and 1070. The great Mon city, Dvaravati fell to Shaivaite Hindus, the Khmers. Meanwhile, Muslims armies were trying to destroy what little was left of Buddhism in North India. Prof Luce wrote that “Buddhism was saved only by such valiant fighters as Vijayabahu in SL and Anawratha.”)

Meeting of Shin Arahan and Anawratha – gave King discourse on mindfulness (appamada). King impressed, converted and built monastery for Shin Arahan. Tradition said that King had Ari disrobed and forced some to serve in his army.

Shin Arahan became King’s most trusted counsel and spiritual teacher. Anawratha wanted to consolidate his newfound religion in his kingdom. Wanted scriptures and relics. Sought from Khmer in Angkor, in Tali, capital of the Nanchao, a kingdom in modern Yunnan, and Thaton, where his teacher was from. He was turned down everywhere.

Furious with yet another rejection, set out in 1057 to conquer Thaton and acquire the Tipitaka by force. On the way, subjugated Sri ksetra, the Pyu capital and seized relics enshrined in King Dwattabaung’s bawbaw-gyi pagoda.

Returned in triumph to Pagan and took with him King Makuta of Thaton and his court, Mon artists and scholars, and aboveall, Thaton’s monks and their holy books. Beginning of assimilation of Mon culture into Pagan.

Implications: conquest of Lower Myanmar for Theravadin Buddhism

· Consolidation and expansion – Anuwratha suppressed all other cults and Mahayana Buddhism. Pali became religious language of Upper Burma. State sponsored study of Pali language. Several religious places of worship were built to promote and support Theravadin Buddhism. Buddhist art and lit. flourished.

· Pagan became famous as centre of Theravadin Buddhism.

· Pagan, through Thaton, which had long history of contact with outside world, became exposed to the world.

Anawratha is mentioned in Myanmar, Mon, Khmer, Thai and Sinhalese chronicles as a great champion of Buddhism because he developed Pagan into a major regional power and laid foundation for its glory. He did not however, build many of the temples for which Pagan is now so famous as the great age of temple building started only after his reign.

His interest was not restricted only to Pagan. Built pagodas wherever his campaigns took him.

Anawratha left behind inumerable clay tablets adorned with images of the Buddha, and some Pali and Sanskrit verses. A typical aspiration on these tablets was: “By me, King Anawratha, this mould of Sugata (Buddha) has been made. Through this may I obtain the path to Nibbana when Metteyya is awakened.” He aspired to become a disciple of the Buddha Metteyya, unlike many later Myanmar kings who aspired Buddhahood!

