Lecture 19: Buddhist activities in 15th century lower Burma


In the 15th century, SL and Mon kings in lower Burma enjoyed good relations. Parakramabahu VI (1412-68), a staunch patron of Buddhism, was then ruling from Kotte (near Columbo). He comissioned entire Tipitaka with commentaries to be written, and rewarded scribes with grants of villages. King also set up several prominent Buddhist monastic educational institutions called Sunetradevi Prirvena, in the name of his mother. King himself looked after welfare of these institutions. 


Probably because of King’s active patronage and flourishing religious activities in SL, Buddhist monks from foreign countries visited SL to study under its scholars. According to Jinakalamali (Siam work in Pali), 6 Ramannadesa Mon monks went to SL. During this period, because of constant conflict amongst rival kingdoms, Nibbisipura (Chiang Mai), Pegu and Ava (northern Burma), Buddhism suffered. 

Dhammaceti (1472 – 92)

Most significant contribution – as recorded in Jinakalamali, Sasanavamsa and the Kalyani Sima Inscription, Dhammaceti played a significant role in reestablishing pure Theravada Sasana in Lower Burma.


Early history – Mon monk who married Queen and earned the throne. One of his first concerns when he ascended throne was controversy, confusion and differences over Buddhist practices: Buddhism was, in his view, deteriorating. Sangha was divided into 8 sects: 6 at Marataba and 2 at Dala. Sihala Sangha was divided over interpretation of monastic rules. Monasteries and monks were conducting ecclesiastical (disciplinary) acts separately.


Incident which precipitated Dhammaceti’s determination to reform and to unify Sangha – unresolved controversy over consecration of a Sima and valid form of higher ordination. Sangha gave king different views on what would be correct procedure. King eventually concluded that there was no valid consecration of Simas in Burma, which meant that all other  ecclesiastical acts were not valid, including no valid higher ordination. He was convinced that Buddhism could be restored in Burma only with restoration of a valid form of higher ordination. And he looked to SL for the solution, particularly a Sima in Kalyani (Kelaniy today).


He sent 22 monks and 33 novices in 2 ships to SL. This was the first time in the history of Burma that monks were going to SL for ordination under formal royal patronage.  King Bhuvanekabahu VI was ruling at Kotte. Along with expedition were gifts meant as offering to the tooth relic, leading SL monks, and the Bodhi tree.


One ship reached SL on 23 Feb 1476. The other was swept to the south and did not arrive on SL shore until 3 Mar 1476. SL king received both delegation most cordially and conducted them to the Palace. It took 4 days to confer upasampada ordination on all the monks (17 –20 July 1476). 


After the ceremony, the monks left for Burma. The 2nd ship was shipwrecked and landed in South India. But it managed to arrive in Burma eventually. Dhammaceti received the monks with great pomp and ceremony. A Sima was established at Pegu and was eventually known as the Kalyani Sima, after the original in SL.


Over a 3 year period (1476 – 79), upasampada was conducted and 15 666 monks had higher ordination. Among them were 800 leading monks, 14265 young monks of both gamavasi and arannavasi tradition and 601 newly ordained samanera.


Dhammaceti was satisfied. Because of the religious exchange between Sl and Lower Burma then, and royal patronage, Sihala Sangha became very popular in the land.


Interesting to note how forcefully the king reformed Order through royal decrees. Declared that all bhikkhus who were, for example, practising medicine or other arts and crafts or who even slightly infringed on the Vinaya wld be expelled. Since king as a layman did not have the power to defrock a monk who had not broken one of the Parajikas, he circumvented that by threatening to punish relatives, friends and supporters of the misbehaved monk.

