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1

How did premodern Buddhists of Southern Asia1 conceptu-
alize politics? Here “politics” is understood as the ongoing effort by leading 
figures to achieve and maintain power and influence in social arenas. More 
specifically, given the monarchical character of such polities, were there mod-
els for the practice of sovereignty,2 including exemplary arguments about, 
and in the service of, ruling power? If so, whence did they derive, and under 
what historical conditions? How were such models and arguments adapted 
across time and location? What does this tell us about the place of Buddhist 
texts, institutions, and material objects in the life of premodern Southern 
Asian polities? This book—Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties across the Indian 
Ocean: The Pali Arena, 1200–1550—draws attention to the varied, historically 
contingent, and sometimes competing arguments and practices related to 
sovereignty circulating and localized within the Pali arena during the first half 
of the second millennium CE, a time of expanding interaction in the Indian 
Ocean just prior to Portuguese colonial presence in Southern Asia.

The following chapters identify and analyze multimedia arguments 
used to warrant royal power in four premodern Southern Asian polities. 
These chapters show that no single model of Buddhist-inflected sovereignty 
dominated the Pali arena during this time. Rather, over several centuries, 
there was an accrual of possible models and pathways for argumentation 
about the relationships that could or should obtain between sovereigns 
and buddha-sāsana. Both choice and chance affected their circulation 

Introduction

 1.	 I use the term “Southern Asia” to refer to the areas conventionally described as South Asia 
and Southeast Asia, for reasons discussed in previous work and further elaborated below. 
Blackburn and Feener, “Sufis and Saṅgha.”

 2.	 There is, of course, a massive body of empirical and conceptual scholarly writing on sover-
eignty and sovereignties. Selected works are discussed below and in subsequent chapters.
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and localization. Authorizing sovereignty in terms of its relationship(s) 
to buddha-sāsana was of course only one aspect of the assertion of royal 
power. Thus, this book writes of Buddhist-inflected sovereignties rather 
than of Buddhist sovereignty or Buddhist kingship, and it identifies areas of 
apparent interaction between arguments made in relation to buddha-sāsana 
and in relation to other sources of extrahuman power and authority. Writ-
ing in this way invites other scholars to help expand our understanding of 
these other authorizing tactics, including multimedia arguments invoking 
and / or addressing gods and spirits. These chapters do not attempt to recon-
struct the reception of arguments for and about sovereignty beyond the 
elite circles that produced the evidence explored within this study. While, 
in the pages that follow, emphasis falls on textual and material arguments to 
authorize and contest sovereign power, this work presumes copresent and 
ongoing threats of violence and coercion within politics.3

Two emic terms recur frequently in the following pages. “Buddha-
dhamma” here means the teachings of Gotama Buddha (fl. fifth–fourth 
centuries BCE) and their exegesis and exposition through generations of 
scholarly practice. It thus includes, but is not limited to, the early founda-
tional texts of the tipiṭaka.4 “Buddha-sāsana” encompasses buddha-dhamma 
and is understood by buddha-sāsana participants to be in congruence with 
this dhamma. That is, buddha-sāsana here means any buddha’s teaching plus 
the textual, human, material, and social-institutional supports that emerge 
around it in the effort to protect and perpetuate it. The buddha-sāsana on 
which this book focuses begins with Gotama Buddha’s first teacher-student 
encounters and his receipt of patronage after attaining liberation. It contin-
ues to this day. Yet it is not permanent or eternal, and the following chapters 
note many instances in which concerns over the deterioration of buddha-
sāsana are invoked in arguments about sovereignty. Buddha-sāsana is a criti-
cal concept for this book; it is regularly central to the arguments discussed 
below. Claims made with reference to buddha-sāsana could enhance power 
and authority. Persons across times and locations might identify themselves 
as participants in buddha-sāsana; geographic locations could likewise be 
identified as part of the space of thought and action comprising buddha-
sāsana. In practice, buddha-sāsana could become identified with language as 
well as with geography, depending on the language used for the transmission 

 3.	 In this regard, see, for instance, Hansen and Stepputat, Sovereign Bodies, esp. 3–5.
 4.	 Literally, the “three baskets / containers”: a collection of foundational authoritative texts 

associated with Gotama Buddha, sometimes referred to by scholars as “canonical” texts.
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of the tipiṭaka, and the languages used in tipiṭaka exegesis and in other com-
positions understood by their authors and receivers to participate in buddha-
sāsana. This study focuses on cases where buddha-sāsana was informed by 
a tipiṭaka transmitted in Pali language and by a first generation of tipiṭaka 
commentaries likewise in Pali. In all of the locations studied below, Pali was, 
however, just one of the languages employed in the service of buddha-sāsana.

Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties

Scholars of Buddhism studying texts and communities oriented by 
foundational authoritative texts in Pali language have long been interested 
in how ideas of kingship related to Buddhist discourses and Buddhist insti-
tutions. One catalyst for this interest was a powerful moment within bud-
dha biography, as articulated in early Pali suttas as well as in texts composed 
in Sanskrit and the literary vernaculars of Southern Asia. For instance, the 
Mahāpadāna Sutta, describing the life of previous Buddha Vipassi as the 
epitome of the characteristics of all buddhas, describes buddha-to-be Vipassi 
being examined by learned men of his father’s court. On the basis of the 
young boy’s auspicious marks, the scholars declared that he would mature 
along one of two life paths, as a buddha or a cakkavattin (imperial, liter-
ally “wheel-turning”) king.5 This textual encapsulation of the idea that bud-
dhas and kings are alternative, but closely related, paths to human greatness, 
paths open only to those who have attained the highest levels of meritorious 
advantage through extended biographies within samsāra (rebirth cycles), 
was generative for later Buddhist writers as well as for scholars of Buddhism. 
Representations of dharmic kingship and “wheel-turning” kings in the first 
generation of authoritative Buddhist discourses found within the tipiṭaka 
stimulated reflection on what was often referred to as “Buddhist kingship.” 
Such arguments often proceeded at a high level of abstraction, perhaps in 
part because many focused on the earliest centuries of Gotama Buddha’s 
sāsana, a period for which little evidence is available.6 Focusing on a slightly 
later period, some scholars explored how and when Buddhist institutions 
came to play a role in sovereign practice. For instance, Heinz Bechert drew 
attention to the flow of ideas that generated an “ideology of state-saṅgha 

 5.	 Rhys Davids and Carpenter, Dīgha Nikāya, 2:1–55. See also the discussion in Reynolds, 
“Sacral Kingship,” esp. chap. 1.

 6.	 On periodization of Buddhist history based on available evidence, see Collins, Nirvana.
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[monastic community] relations in Theravada countries.”7 Bechert empha-
sizes that these Buddhists (oriented towards a Pali-language tipiṭaka) came 
to understand the Indic king Asoka (fl. third century BCE) as a model ruler, 
owing to Asoka’s place in works composed in the middle of the first millen-
nium CE.8 Such texts—the first generation of commentary on the monastic 
Vinaya,9 plus the early Pali vaṃsas,10 which narrated political and buddha-
sāsana activities, composed on the island Laṅkā (now Sri Lanka)—were 
also the first such narratives available to European and Indian scholars of 
Buddhism in Southern Asia. Therefore, the central place accorded to Asoka 
in these first-millennium texts strongly shaped nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century scholarship on Buddhism and sovereignty, as well as modern and 
contemporary political discourse in Southern Asian locations. A genealogy 
of conceptions of Asoka—encompassing Asian and European writings from 
the premodern era into our own time—remains to be written. It is already 
clear, however, that in the middle of the twentieth century, participants in 
the political arenas of Southern Asia, as well as scholars of Buddhism in that 
region, shared a fascination with the figure of Asoka. Scholars sought to 
understand the obviously powerful role of premodern royal symbols and 
stories in the emergent postcolonial national politics of Burma / Myanmar, 
Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Cambodia.11 As Frank Reynolds observed in the 
early 1970s, “The rise of Buddhist oriented independence movements and 
the importance of Buddhism for recent nation building efforts in Southeast 
Asia have brought the social, ethical, and political aspects of the Theravāda 
tradition squarely into the foreground of interest both within the Theravāda 
community itself and also among Western scholars.”12

 7.	 Bechert, “Beginnings,” esp. 2, 7. See also Bechert, Buddhismus, esp. 21–23; Bechert, “Sāsana 
Reform,” 19–34.

 8.	 See also Bechert, “Ursprung,” 35–58. Bardwell L. Smith also underscores the importance 
of early first-millennium texts in shaping the image of Asoka embraced in later times. See 
Smith, “Ideal Social Order,” esp. 83.

 9.	 The Vinaya is a foundational authoritative text on monastic discipline, forming part of 
the tipiṭaka. The first Pali commentary on the Vinaya—Samantapasādikā, composed in 
approximately the fifth century CE—includes a narrative of Buddhist institutional events 
through the Asokan era.

10.	 On vaṃsas, see, for instance, von Hinüber, Handbook, ch. 4; Collins, “Literature,” 649–
688; Walters, “Buddhist History,” 99–164.

11.	 See, for instance. Sarkisyanz, Buddhist Backgrounds; Bechert, Buddhismus; Reynolds, 
“Sacral Kingship,” 57–59; Tambiah, World Conqueror; Smith, Sri Lanka; Smith, Thailand, 
Laos, and Cambodia; Swearer, Southeast Asia; Seneviratne, Work.

12.	 Reynolds, “Sacral Kingship,” 5.
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Such investigations yielded valuable results. However, a focus on look-
ing for evidence of post-Asokan rulers and would-be rulers seeking authority 
and power in ways informed by early first-millennium narratives of Asoka 
has distracted researchers from exploring other aspects of the discourses 
and practices of sovereignty undertaken by participants in the premodern 
Pali arena. This has led to missed opportunities, failures to investigate more 
deeply how models of Buddhist-inflected sovereignty and arguments for 
royal authority with recourse to buddha-sāsana circulated and were adapted 
in specific historical circumstances.

Developing a connected series of case studies from the early second 
millennium CE—examining territories now subsumed within the nation-
states of Sri Lanka, Burma / Myanmar (hereafter Burma), and Thailand—
this book reveals multiple models of sovereignty and arguments used to 
authorize rule that circulated among Southern Asian persons who claimed 
participation in buddha-sāsana. Moreover, expanding on important prelim-
inary observations made by earlier scholars,13 this book shows that persons 
active in the Pali arena who drew on its resources for the work of politics 
were also often influenced by earlier Indic, Tai, Khmer, and indigenous 
understandings of power and authority. In other words—and unsurpris-
ingly—premodern models for rule and arguments about sovereignty cannot 
be mapped according to modern categories of individuated and bounded 
“religions” such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and so on. Writing of “Buddhist-
inflected sovereignties” rather than of “Buddhist sovereignties” or “Bud-
dhist kingship” is intended both to underscore that a modern conception of 
“Buddhism” as an exclusive religious tradition does not suit the premodern 
evidence adduced below, and to remind readers that models and arguments 
that invoked buddha-sāsana in relation to sovereignty could be (and often 
were) combined with models and arguments invoking other authorities, 
including other sources of extrahuman protective power.

Here, and in other recent work,14 I use the term “Southern Asia,” 
expanded beyond Steven Collins’s geographical scope,15 as referring to 
all that is South Asia and Southeast Asia in post–World War II parlance. 
This region—stretching from India, Sri Lanka, and the Himalayas through 

13.	 See, for instance, Coedès, “L’art”; Liyanagamage, Decline; Bechert, “Buddhist Historiogra-
phy”; Swearer, Southeast Asia.

14.	 Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections”; Blackburn, “Indian Ocean Networks”; Blackburn 
and Feener, “Sufis and Saṅghas.”

15.	 Collins, Nirvana, 7.
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mainland Southeast Asia and across the Indonesian archipelago—has long 
been a site of dynamic and overlapping interactions among Buddhists, and 
between Buddhists and Muslims. All geographic-analytical terms are of 
course terms of art, used for particular scholarly purposes.

Pali Arena

No single work could document and analyze the full range of models for 
sovereignty and multimedia arguments made in relation to sovereign power 
that operated within early second-millennium Southern Asia, even just 
among persons who identified in some way with buddha-sāsana. Indeed, 
this book invites further research on these topics. Buddhist-Inflected Sov-
ereignties takes one approach to such investigations, focusing on a specific 
arena of circulation and interaction. Within the vast geography of South-
ern Asia, the following pages focus on the circulation of concepts, objects, 
and arguments that were made possible by the use of Pali language as a tran-
sregional language and by a shared orientation to intellectual culture that 
identified in part with buddha-dhamma articulated in Pali language. As 
the following chapters demonstrate, Pali was only one of many languages 
operating in the locations discussed below, and it did not necessarily hold 
an intellectually hegemonic position. However, ideational resources in Pali-
language compositions—as well as compositions in local literary and other 
transregional languages written in conversation with Pali texts—played a 
significant role in the intellectual history of early second-millennium South-
ern Asia, especially in the area I refer to below as Bay of Bengal–Plus. Writ-
ing of the Pali arena foregrounds a vision of Pali-language textuality and 
intellectual culture as a space of engagement. Participation in this space of 
engagement varies across historical circumstances. As shown through the 
case studies explored below, specifiable historical conditions brought new 
players into the Pali arena during the first centuries of the second millen-
nium CE. Tracing this process—as this book begins to do—indicates that 
changing processes of integration within the Indian Ocean ecosystem cata-
lyzed new engagements in the Pali arena.

Dynamic trade relationships, changing pilgrim itineraries, and political 
alliances or oppositions were among the key factors shaping who partici-
pated in the Pali arena at any one time and what circulated within that arena. 
The work of Sanjay Subrahmanyam has helped to inspire the transregional 
perspective undertaken here. In a fruitful contribution to comparative 
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studies of early modernity, Subrahmanyam invited attention to the circula-
tion of what he called (drawing on the work of Ernst Kantorowicz) “politi-
cal theology,” also referring to “powerful myths and ideological constructs 
relating to state formation.”16 Examining the circulation of concepts linked 
to political authority was for Subrahmanyam one aspect of exploring what 
he referred to as “connected histories” that exceeded conventional boundar-
ies of South Asia, the Middle East, and so on. Subrahmanyam aimed to redi-
rect early modern history towards more global dimensions, delinking the 
study of modernity’s emergence from a European trajectory-based model, 
and including attention to ideational as well as to material flows. This also 
involved for Subrahmanyam a more capacious periodization of the early 
modern, stretching back even to the middle 1300s.

This book does not analyze the early second-millennium Pali arena 
for evidence of any transition to “early modernity.” That sort of sequenc-
ing, whether envisioned in terms of singular or plural modernities, is not 
relevant to the treatment of sovereign arguments and statecraft developed 
here. However, another aspect of Subrahmanyam’s scholarship undergirds 
this study, namely his interest in relations between what Subrahmanyam 
refers to as the “local and specific” and the “supralocal,” attentive to “units 
of interaction.”17 Subrahmanyam’s approach invites scholars of the Indian 
Ocean to investigate the nature of interaction and integration that charac-
terized different sectors of the ocean in particular periods, attending to the 
movement of ideas and practices. The ecosystem of the Indian Ocean altered 
substantially over the course of the twelfth century, affecting the intensity of 
connection in the unit of interaction this work refers to as Bay of Bengal–
Plus, a subunit of the larger Indian Ocean environment. Here, Bay of Ben-
gal–Plus refers to the Bay of Bengal area plus the Coromandel Coast, Laṅkā, 
and the maritime spaces along Burmese, Mon, and Tai territories, plus their 
riverine connections.18 Like “Southern Asia,” “Bay of Bengal–Plus” is a term 

16.	 Subrahmanyam, “Connected Histories.”
17.	 Ibid., 738, 745–746, 759. On regional interaction, see also Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “River.”
18.	 Note Frasch’s stimulating discussion of the Bay of Bengal (300–1300) as a “Buddhist Medi-

terranean,” and his emphasis there on connections among Burma, Sri Lanka, and India. Fra-
sch, “Buddhist Network.” While we are not always in agreement, Frasch’s explorations are 
foundational and important to several fields. See, in some contrast, Blackburn, “Buddhist 
Connections.” In more recent work, Frasch underscores centuries of connectivity between 
Burma and Sri Lanka. Frasch, “Kontakte.” Goh emphasizes a different geography when dis-
cussing a premodern Buddhist ecumene, referring to Myanmar / Burma, Sri Lanka, and Thai-
land. Goh, Wheel-Turner, esp. 37–38.
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of analytical convenience, here used partly in order to connect scholarly 
readerships in Buddhist studies and Indian Ocean studies. Subrahmanyam 
says of the Bay of Bengal in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that it 
became “a far more tightly knit unit of interaction.”19 Focusing on models 
for sovereignty and arguments for royal authority, Buddhist-Inflected Sov-
ereignties reveals that in the earlier period, between 1200 and 1500, a simi-
lar intensification of connection characterized Bay of Bengal–Plus. Bay of 
Bengal–Plus was distinguished and defined in part by the circulation of 
concepts, arguments, and objects identified with Pali language and with 
buddha-sāsana. The case studies explored in subsequent chapters trace the 
dynamic interplay between these circulations and local conditions in sev-
eral political formations within Bay of Bengal–Plus. This time and space of 
intensified interaction invites examination from intellectual historians as 
well as those concerned with institutional and literary histories.

As this book was in preparation, colleagues sometimes inquired whether 
this was an account of the “Pali cosmopolis,” perhaps following the lead of 
Ronit Ricci’s work on Arabic20 in extending Sheldon Pollock’s model of 
the Sanskrit cosmopolis21 into Pali-language materials. The term is used by 
Tilman Frasch in a recent contribution.22 However, key features of the San-
skrit cosmopolis as conceptualized by Pollock23 are fundamentally at odds 
with evidence from the Pali arena.24 For Pollock, the Sanskrit cosmopolis is 
identified with a particular literary sphere, the work of poetics—kāvya and 
praśasti genres—and separated from soteriological concerns.25 The Pali arena 
encompasses many more forms of textuality; much of what is articulated in 
Pali relates to individual and / or collective liberation within buddha-sāsana. 
Theories of Pali as a language tie it closely to ontology and soteriology 
understood according to buddha-dhamma. While Pali is often internally 
theorized as noncontingent—the language of repeatedly true dhamma—it 

19.	 Subrahmanyam, “Connected Histories,” 745.
20.	 Ricci, Islam Translated.
21.	 Pollock, Language.
22.	 Frasch, “Pāli Cosmopolis.”
23.	 Pollock’s arguments have been received with both appreciation and reservation. See, for 

instance, the analyses provided in Bronner, Cox, and McCrea, South Asian Texts. See also 
Thompson, Engendering.

24.	 These arguments were first presented at the Chao Center for Asian Studies, Rice University, 
in 2018, and I am grateful for fruitful conversations with colleagues there. Blackburn, “Pāli 
Cosmopolis.”

25.	 Pollock, Language, e.g., 89, 429–431.
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is explicitly manifested within a spatial and historical genealogy of nested 
historical figures who sustain a series of buddha-sāsanas: buddhas of the 
past, Gotama Buddha, teachers on the Indian subcontinent, and heirs to 
these formative Indic expressions of buddha-dhamma outside the Indian 
subcontinent.26 According to Pollock’s view, the power of Sanskrit lies in 
its status as a universal and eternal language, providing fame for kings, by 
making them participants in a universal—not local—drama.27 In contrast, 
as the following chapters show in detail, Pali conveys power and authority 
by participating in historical argumentation explicitly connected to local 
places. In terms of the relationships accruing among languages, substantial 
differences again occur between the Pali arena and the Sanskrit cosmopolis. 
Pollock argued for a Sanskrit millennium followed by a vernacular millen-
nium, with vernacular literary languages understood to take their form by 
imitating Sanskrit features. However, from its inception, Pali language is 
copresent with other literary vernaculars as well as with Sanskrit. In sum, 
Pollock’s model does not adapt readily to Pali textuality, a matter which 
Alastair Gornall and Justin Henry have also begun to explore.28 The term 
“Pali arena” is intended to underscore the fact that changes in the linguistic, 
ideational, and material connections linking locales through Pali language 
are imbricated with a host of other dynamic factors operating at a range of 
scales from the very local to the transregional. These shape participation in 
the Pali arena at any point in time. The multicentric and multicausal char-
acter of the Pali arena makes untenable Andrew Huxley’s reductive vision 
of intellectual and institutional development. Huxley writes that “conver-
tion to Theravāda Buddhism between the eleventh and the fifteenth centu-
ries entailed the adoption of the Pāli Cultural Package, in which I include a 
script, language, literature, and the Saṅgha, as an organized institution.”29 
Huxley’s simplification was not unreasonable given the state of secondary-
source scholarship at the time of his work. However, several decades later, 

26.	 Collins, Nirvana, 52–53.
27.	 On the local work of Sanskrit within inscriptions, see, for instance, Bledsoe, Written in 

Stone.
28.	 Gornall and Henry, “Beautifully Moral.”
29.	 Huxley, “Buddhist Law,” 41. Note the effort in Collins’s later work to develop a more capa-

cious and historically flexible “modular history, drawing in part on the work of Michel Fou-
cault.” While Collins used the concept of the Pali Cultural Package in Nirvana, subsequent 
work began to develop a more nuanced alternative. See Schober and Collins, “Theravāda 
Buddhist Civilizations,” esp. 3–4, and Collins, “Periodizing,” esp. 17–18. I have discussed this 
aspect of Collins’s work at greater length in Blackburn, “Pāli Up-River.”
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scholars are in a position to see more clearly the complexity and internal 
diversity of intellectual culture, statecraft, and material culture within the 
Bay of Bengal–Plus, and to recognize decentralized and nonhomogenous 
practices of transmission characteristic of the Pali arena. As used in this 
work, the term “Pali arena” is compatible with efforts by Steven Collins, and 
by Juliane Schober and Collins, to foreground a “civilizational” approach to 
the study of Buddhism. Looking back at the origins of the Theravāda Civili-
zation Project,30 Schober and Collins recounted that “we wanted to describe 
what diverse practices in different times and places might have in common, 
while asserting from the start, the fact that there are continuities and differ-
ences, inflected by local histories, diverse practices and vernacular languages 
that together give rise to specific Theravāda social formations.”31

Indian Ocean (and connected riverine) circulatory processes helped 
shape the expanding participation in the Pali arena that occurred during 
the early second millennium CE. This made distinctive argumentative pos-
sibilities and forms of statecraft available to particular sovereigns, would-be 
sovereigns, and leading scholars at specific points in time. In other words, 
circulatory processes shaped and constrained sovereignty. However, within 
these constraints, people also made choices at times, alert to their predeces-
sors and contemporaries. The book uses linked cases to reveal the circulation, 
localization, imitation, and strategic citation of arguments about sovereignty 
and sovereign practices undertaken by participants in the Pali arena.

Regarding Theravāda Buddhism

This book is in conversation with several generations of scholars in 
Buddhist studies who have written on what is often referred to as “the 
expansion of Theravāda Buddhism to Southeast Asia.” For many years, 
scholars wrote and taught about a Buddhist tradition they referred to as 
Theravāda Buddhism, consolidated in the middle of the fifth century CE on 
the island of Laṅkā through a process of affirming and elaborating funda-
mental teachings of Gotama Buddha contained in a Pali-language tipiṭaka, 
and then reconsolidated in the twelfth century CE during the reign of Mahā 
Parākramabāhu I (r. 1153–1186). Following statements made in inscriptions, 

30.	 On which, see also McDaniel, “Editor’s Introduction.”
31.	 Schober and Collins, “Theravāda Buddhist Civilizations,” 4; Collins, Wisdom, xlvii, 161; 

Hallisey, “Afterword,” 179–181.



Introduction : 11

plus narratives about buddha-sāsana composed subsequently on the main-
land in Tai, Mon, and Burmese territories between the thirteenth and six-
teenth centuries, authors argued that during that period, Lankan influence 
brought the tradition of Theravāda Buddhism to the mainland for the first 
time or caused an efflorescence of what had previously been only modestly 
evident.32 This scholarly perspective is still quite well-established outside 
of highly specialist circles. More recently Prapod Assavavirulhakarn has 
argued that this view is incorrect. In his view, first-millennium Pali-language 
inscriptions from Southeast Asia are indications of Theravāda Buddhism’s 
early presence in the region and signs that a complex interplay between 
Indic, Lankan, and mainland Southeast Asian influences should be assumed 
when attempting to understand both first- and second-millennium Bud-
dhist histories.33 He provides an important contribution, yet narrated with-
out a deeper investigation of exempla.

Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties agrees with Prapod that one should 
presume complex and multidirectional processes involved in the constitu-
tion of Buddhist communities and institutions at locations in Mon, Tai, 
and Burmese territories. Donald Swearer’s acknowledgement that ideas 
from Laṅkā interacted with a variety of norms and practices on the main-
land is likewise welcomed.34 However, this study differs from Prapod and 
predecessors in terms of approach to the data and in relation to conceptual 
framing. This work argues in favor of two new methodological moves. First, 
we should set aside the concept of “Theravāda Buddhism” as a central fram-
ing term when studying early second-millennium Southern Asia. Second, 
it is necessary to develop research at a more microhistorical level—working 
across textual and nontextual forms of evidence—in order to see specific 
instances of argumentation, transfer, localization, and innovation and to 
understand how the circulation of concepts, arguments, and objects shaped 
histories related to buddha-sāsana on both the island of Laṅkā and the 
Southern Asian mainland. The case studies developed in this book exem-
plify how this alternative approach might proceed.

This work accepts arguments35 that followers of Gotama Buddha did not 
conceive of Theravāda Buddhism as a subtradition of Buddhism—comparable 

32.	 See, for instance, Hazra, History; Gombrich, Theravāda; Swearer, Southeast Asia.
33.	 Prapod, Ascendancy.
34.	 Swearer, Southeast Asia.
35.	 Gethin, “Buddhaghosa”; Perreira, “Whence Theravāda”; Skilling, “Introduction”; Bretfeld, 

“Resonant Paradigms.”
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in scale to Mahāyāna Buddhism but linguistically, devotionally, and philosophi-
cally distinct from it—nor did they conceive of themselves as Theravādins 
until the middle of the twentieth century. While many scholars continue to 
use the term “Theravāda Buddhism” in teaching and research, in large part 
because since the middle of the twentieth century it has become a “com-
monsense” category,36 historical research requires us to use the term—as well 
as other modern / contemporary identity markers—with circumspection. 
Refusing the anachronistic concept of Theravāda Buddhism in premodern 
studies makes space to investigate more closely the terms in which persons 
of those times and places understood their “collectives of belonging,”37 and 
to identify the varied uses to which Pali textuality was put by participants 
in the Pali arena. Theravāda Buddhism is a late phenomenon, conceptually 
and institutionally.38 One could say that the following chapters describe part 
of what one might call a “pre-history of Theravāda Buddhism,”39 by tracing 
sovereign models, and arguments related to sovereignty, as they were under-
taken by certain participants in the early second millennium Pali arena.

Intellectual History

Scholars have barely begun to study the intellectual history of Southern 
Asian collectives that were oriented towards a tipiṭaka transmitted in Pali 
language. Most work in Buddhist studies drawing on Pali-language materi-
als from historical Southern Asian locations has focused on more literary 
and doctrinal investigations, and the emphasis remains tipped towards 
the study of “scriptural” (tipiṭaka) texts and first-generation commentaries 
(aṭṭhakathā) in the form they achieved in the first half of the first millennium 
CE. There are more recent and welcome contributions to our understand-
ing of the later period, including studies by Stephen Berkwitz,40 Alastair 
Gornall,41 Petra Kieffer-Pülz,42 Christian Lammerts,43 Aleix Ruiz-Falqués,44 

36.	 Skilling, “Introduction.”
37.	 Blackburn, “Lineage”; Blackburn, Locations.
38.	 On this point see also Berkwitz, “Expansion.”
39.	 Blackburn, “Making.”
40.	 For instance, Berkwitz, Vernacular; Berkwitz, Relic Shrine.
41.	 Gornall, Rewriting.
42.	 For instance, Kieffer-Pülz, Sīmālaṅkārasaṅgaha.
43.	 Lammerts, Buddhist Law.
44.	 Ruiz-Falqués, “Firefly.”
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and Trent Walker.45 One hopes that this growing interest in the later period 
will continue. With the exception of Gornall’s study, these have not been 
presented by their authors explicitly as contributions to intellectual history.

Steven Collins’s argument for a “Pali imaginaire,” and his effort to situ-
ate it within a longue durée social-structural history of agrarian societies,46 
offered serious engagement with the ideational content of premodern Pali 
texts and the literary features of such texts, as seen in relation to socioeco-
nomic contexts. However, for his analytical purposes, Collins explicitly 
chose a capacious temporal perspective and emphasized the stability of ide-
ologies and social-structural relationships, even while recognizing that other 
scholars might choose to proceed with more historical specificity. Collins 
helped to facilitate a turn towards intellectual history by scholars of Pali tex-
tuality, but developed his analysis of the relationship between texts, ideas, 
and social structures at a high scale of abstraction. While indebted to Col-
lins’s powerful work, this book seeks to move towards a more microlevel 
analysis of the interaction of concepts, arguments, and objects as well as of 
the conditions for their circulation. Moreover, the following chapters high-
light more strongly the fact that persons participating in the Pali arena were 
always also using other languages.

Work by anthropologist S. J. Tambiah is another inspiration for Bud-
dhist-Inflected Sovereignties. Tambiah attributed historical variation and 
complexity to thought and practice about kingship within Tai polities (cf. 
Thai of the contemporary nation-state) and elsewhere in Southern Asia. As 
Tambiah put it in World Conqueror and World Renouncer, “Insofar as the 
Theravada literature, especially the chronicles and legends, have provided 
the model of kingship for the kings of Theravada politics, a model both gen-
erating and legitimating political action, such a model becomes a part of his-
tory and must be seriously taken into account.”47 While the line quoted here 
uses the singular in relation to “model,” in fact, Tambiah’s analyses were 
more complex. Tambiah investigated what he called “the ideological concep-
tions and historical features that have gone into comprising Thai kingship 
and Thai polity.”48 For instance, discussing thirteenth- and fourteenth-cen-
tury Sukhothai (on which, see chapter 2), Tambiah noted choices by Sukho-
thai writers to link discursively their emergent polity to Lankan models, even 

45.	 Walker, “Unfolding Buddhism.”
46.	 Collins, Nirvana.
47.	 Tambiah, World Conqueror, 54.
48.	 Ibid., 76.
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as sovereign practice in the northern Tai polity was also strongly marked 
by impacts from Pagan in northern Burma and Khmer territories farther 
east.49 In other words, Tambiah here suggested that sovereign claim mak-
ing manifested a selective and strategic character. Moreover, his investiga-
tion of royal-monastic interaction in Laṅkā (which he understood as one 
important source for Tai approaches to sovereignty) was sophisticated, 
especially for the period in which he wrote, raising fundamental questions 
about monastic communities as brokers in economy and polity (on which, 
see chapter 1).50 Tambiah’s scholarship valuably invites attention to how the 
circulation of Pali-language texts made possible particular expressions of 
sovereignty and statecraft in Southern Asia, and to how individuals made 
choices when seeking to authorize royal power.51 The analysis developed 
below also takes inspiration from Donald Swearer and Sommai Premchit 
in their analysis of Pali and Tai narratives composed in what is now north-
ern Thailand. Their work, especially the study of Cāmadevīvaṃsa52 and 
Tamnān Wat Pā Däng,53 suggests ways of looking closely at buddha-sāsana 
narratives composed in multilingual spaces of institutional expansion and 
competition. Sommai and Swearer’s work indicates that narratives about 
buddha biography, monastic (saṅgha) community, and buddha-relics could 
be mobilized in arguments for and about sovereignty.

Seeking to recognize, document, and analyze plural—and sometimes 
competing—multimedia arguments used to authorize sovereignty, and prac-
tices of statecraft, this book is in conversation with Quentin Skinner as well 
as with historians of South Asia writing in the wake of R. J. Collingwood. 
Skinner, a scholar of premodern Anglo-European political theory, distin-
guishes between “writing histories of concepts or ‘unit ideas’ ” and writing 
“histories of their uses in argument.”54 The former approach abstracts data 
from context in the service of a metahistorical concept; the latter examines 

49.	 Ibid., 77, 80–88.
50.	 Ibid., 163–178, and note especially the questions posed at 173–174.
51.	 For Tambiah, what he refers to as the “ideological armature” is characterized by high levels of 

internal complexity (which he refers to as “tension” and “paradox”) and historical accumula-
tion (ideas of kingship are not restricted only to those articulated before the third century 
BCE). The armature is taken up in variable ways according to circumstance and the recog-
nition of potential use. Ibid., 516. Note also the valuably ambitious formulation of Smith, 
“Foreword,” vi.

52.	 Swearer and Sommai, Legend.
53.	 Swearer and Sommai, “Tamnān Mūlasāsanā Wat Pā Daeng.”
54.	 Skinner, Visions, 86.
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data in context to understand debate and innovation. For instance, Skinner 
writes,

The approach I have been criticizing involves abstracting particular argu-
ments from the context of their occurrence in order to relocate them as 
“contributions” to allegedly perennial debates. But this approach prevents 
us from asking what any given writer may have been doing in presenting 
their particular “contribution,” and thereby cuts us off from one of the 
dimensions of meaning we need to investigate if the writer in question is to 
be understood. This is why, in spite of the long continuities that have 
undoubtedly marked our inherited patterns of thought, I remain skeptical 
about the value of writing histories of concepts or “unit ideas.” The only 
histories of ideas to be written are histories of their uses in argument.55

Studies of “Buddhist kingship” in the Pali world have typically fol-
lowed the abstractive approach, indicating that X, Y, Z activity related to 
sovereignty is further evidence of the unit idea (Buddhist kingship) that 
can be traced back to the first-millennium vaṃsa treatments of Asoka, or 
perhaps to earlier suttas (discourses) attributed to Gotama Buddha. Yet this 
approach tells us too little about the discourses and practices of sovereignty 
in any time and place, since we are left neither understanding the contexts in 
which arguments related to Asoka occurred, nor recognizing other avenues 
of argumentation that were in play. The work of Ronald Inden, Jonathan 
Walters, and Daud Ali (rooted in the work of R. J. Collingwood that also 
informs Skinner’s method) has valuably informed Buddhist-Inflected Sover-
eignties. The collaborative studies of Inden, Walters, and Ali emphasize the 
dialogical, political, and polemical dimension of texts, and draw attention 
to how texts that purport to transcend such responsive and transactional 
contexts are in fact engaged in situational argumentation, characterized by 
nested and competing debates. For instance, they write,

We wish to emphasize that once texts are seen as participating in the mak-
ing and remaking of a living, changing scale of texts, we become aware of 
their political and polemical dimension. Every text, no matter what claims 
its authors or users may make about its transcendence, is articulative with 
respect to specific actors and situations. It is not merely a “source” that 

55.	 Ibid., 86.
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passively records events, but an intervention on the part of an agent in the 
world. . . . The very composition (and reiteration) of a text, the placement 
of it in relation to other texts, is itself an assertion of relative power.56

. . . Whatever they may be, we want to give up the notion of a text as 
passive and reflective. Having done so, we can begin to detect in many 
South Asian texts the signs both of hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 
practices (“resistance”). We can talk about agents, instruments, and 
patients deploying complex strategies of persuasion, parody, and criticism 
directed at themselves as well as others.57

As explained more fully in the conclusion, this study expands the tex-
tual foci of Skinner, Inden, Ali, and Walters to examine arguments made 
through multiple media, including material forms and the built environ-
ment as well as those expressed in text (including inscriptional texts). Argu-
ments made through treatise, literature, and regulatory texts could operate 
in concert with, or in tension to, those arguments expressed by inscriptions, 
and by interventions in the built environment. Buddhist-Inflected Sover-
eignties seeks to contribute simultaneously to several fields of study: to the 
intellectual history of Southern Asia, to literary and historical scholarship 
on Buddhism, and to historical studies of the Indian Ocean. The book aims 
to break down boundaries of intelligibility that have often made it hard for 
historians outside Buddhist studies to engage with historical evidence pro-
duced by persons who identified with buddha-sāsana. This entails making 
more evident to historians outside Buddhist studies how texts and material 
forms related to buddha-sāsana made arguments—the historical contin-
gency of such argumentation—and how to read such materials in relation 
to wider histories of Southern Asian intellectual life and political forma-
tions. At the same time, addressing scholars of Buddhism, these chapters 
aim to model new strategies for reading together compositions produced 
within the Pali arena, epigraphy, interventions in the built environment, 
and evidence for the trade-related circulation of concepts, objects, and argu-
ments. This approach—interdisciplinary, multilingual, intertextual, and 
multimedia—makes it easier to recognize how texts that tend to voice deri-
vation and continuity in the service of buddha-sāsana were in fact respon-
sive to, and acting on, new and specifiable circumstances.

56.	 Inden, Walters, and Ali, Querying, 13.
57.	 Ibid., 14.
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Politics

As others have observed,58 we do not find discrete genre(s) for the artic-
ulation of political theory within premodern Pali. There is no equivalent to 
Machiavelli’s The Prince or Kautalya’s Arthaśāstra. And this is perhaps one 
reason why scholars have again and again returned to a few sources, obviously 
focused on kingship, that took form in the first millennium CE: a handful 
of Pali suttas about kings from the tipiṭaka, life stories of Gotama Buddha 
portraying him as a sovereign’s son, and narratives of Asoka expressed in 
Vinaya and early vaṃsas. Taking a different approach, this book shows that 
there are many genres in which arguments occurred about who deserves to 
be sovereign and about the proper and / or strategically efficacious conduct 
of rulers. Models for the authorization of sovereignty circulated in a variety 
of textual forms. Readers must train their eyes somewhat to see such argu-
ments, since these texts do other work also—work that might be described 
according to some post-eighteenth-century Euro-American conceptual 
frameworks as “religious.”59 This may falsely lead us to expect that these 
texts are not about “politics.” Much has been written about the genesis of 
the conceptual category of “religion” and the impact of this category within 
complex social and intellectual fields from at least the nineteenth century to 
the present day. What is most important to note here is that the category of 
“religion” developed within social and intellectual Euro-American contexts. 
Authors within these contexts increasingly conceived of the religious and 
the political as separable spheres, sometimes insisting on separation. Dis-
cussing the rise of the discursive practice of referring to “world religions,” 
Tomoko Masuzawa’s conceptual framing is helpful here:

The principal objective [of Masuzawa’s book] is a genealogy of a particular 
discursive practice, namely, “world religions” as a category and as a concep-
tual framework initially developed in the European academy, which 
quickly became an effective means of differentiating, variegating, consoli-
dating, and totalizing a large portion of the social, cultural, and political 
practices observable among the inhabitants of regions elsewhere in the 
world. This pluralist discourse is made all the more powerful, I believe, by 
a corollary presumption that any broadly value-orienting, ethically 

58.	 Bechert, “Buddhist Historiography”; Smith, “Foreword”; Tambiah, World Conqueror.
59.	 See, for instance, Morris, Anthropological Studies; Masuzawa, Invention.



18 : Introduction

inflected viewpoint must derive from a religious heritage. One of the most 
consequential effects of this discourse is that it spriritualizes what are 
material practices and turns them into expressions of something timeless 
and suprahistorical, which is to say, it depoliticizes them.60

Writing of the study of religion more broadly, Talal Asad remarks on the 
depoliticizing implication of identifying “religion” as an autonomous sphere:

Yet the insistence that religion has an autonomous essence—not to be 
confused with the essence of science, or of politics, or of common sense—
invites us to define religion (like any essence) as a transhistorical and 
transcultural phenomenon. It may be a happy accident that this effort of 
defining religion converges with the liberal demand in our time that it be 
kept quite separate from politics, law, and science—spaces in which vari-
eties of power and reason articulate our distinctively modern life. This 
definition is at once part of a strategy (for secular liberals) of the confine-
ment, and (for liberal Christians) of the defense of religion. Yet this sepa-
ration of religion from power is a modern Western norm, the product of a 
unique post-Reformation history.61

As Saba Mahmood has argued, what now constitutes “religion” is 
profoundly reshaped by the regulatory powers of modern nation states: “I 
would also like to point out that political secularism is not merely the prin-
ciple of state neutrality or the separation of church and state. It also entails 
the reordering and remaking of religious life and interconfessional relations 
in accord with specific norms, themselves foreign to the life of the religions 
and people it organizes.”62

Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties refuses the anachronistic separation of 
“religion” from “politics” and follows the lead of the evidence considered 
below. These sources show that concepts, arguments, and objects associated 
with buddha-sāsana, as well as with other sources of protective power, were 
central to the work of politics, including arguments about sovereignty in gen-
eral, as well as for or against specific rulers. Moreover, when one dissents ana-
lytically from the modern distinction between “religion” and “politics,”63 and 

60.	 Masuzawa, Invention, 20.
61.	 Asad, Genealogies, 28.
62.	 Mahmood, Religious Difference, 20–21.
63.	 See also Tambiah, World Conqueror, 123–124.
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from the secular delineation of “religion” as a matter for the private sphere, 
valuable clues to the intellectual history of the Pali arena come into view. For 
instance, sovereign power was articulated and contested through works asso-
ciated with monasticism, ritual, and devotion,64 though scholars have failed 
to recognize this owing to the perceived split between “religion” and “poli-
tics.” Some of these works were clearly first composed to convey arguments 
for, and about, sovereignty. In many other cases, texts originally composed 
for other purposes that happened to include narratives pertaining to the acts 
of rulers were repurposed in the course of historical and geographic circu-
lations. In the process of repurposing—discussed at many instances in the 
following chapters—they often became more relevant to the articulation of 
sovereign authority. The research discussed below indicates that there are 
similarities between the circulation of ideas about politics in the Pali world 
and in Cōḷa domains explored by Whitney Cox. Cox writes, “Politics . . . was 
conducted in a sophisticated, palpably self-conscious manner without refer-
ence to this classical [Kauṭalyan] or postclassical theory. It is instead from a 
wide skein of other discourses, many of them narrative rather than systematic 
. . . that the language of Cōḷa politics was knitted together.”65 As noted above 
with respect to intellectual history, and as discussed at greater length in the 
conclusion, the case studies that follow emphasize the place of material as well 
as textual forms in the work of politics as it was undertaken by participants 
in the Pali arena. Material forms—including those understood to participate 
in buddha-sāsana—often defined, projected, and authorized political power.

At the metalevel, drawing on substantial case studies, this book makes 
three points about models for sovereignty and arguments to authorize rule that 
were engaged and developed by participants in the early second-millennium 
Pali arena. First, argumentation about sovereignty, and for or against specific 
rulers, invoked a variety of models and drew on deeply historical figures as 
well as on near-contemporaries for inspiration. Second, models for sovereignty, 
and arguments to authorize or contest sovereignty, were made in a variety 

64.	 See the discussion of public / private spheres in Mahmood, Religious Difference, 9, 13–15.
	 A related problem affects the study of sovereignty and Islam. In a study of sovereign prac-

tices of saintly kingship in Mughal and Safavid lands, Azfar Moin writes, “Why then, one 
may ask, has modern scholarship had difficulty seeing the coherency and durability of this 
pattern of sacred kingship in Islam? The answer in simplest terms is that Sufism and Muslim 
kingship have been studied mostly in a bifurcated fashion, the former in religious studies 
and the latter in political history.” Moin, Millennial Sovereign, 5.

65.	 Cox, Politics, Kingship, and Poetry, 18.
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of textual and material forms, many of which have been disregarded previ-
ously by scholars. Finally, sovereign arguments and statecraft deployed by 
participants in the Pali arena were shaped by Indian Ocean circulatory pro-
cesses. These circulations contributed to the contested, and rapidly chang-
ing, character of Buddhist-inflected sovereignties in the Pali arena during 
the f irst half of the second millennium CE. The interconnected case 
studies—from Lankan, Tai / Mon, and Burmese / Mon territories—reveal 
the intellectual vibrancy and the experimentation (sometimes strategic, 
sometimes a matter of chance) that characterized Buddhist-inflected sov-
ereignties constituted and contested by major players within the elite ranks 
of the Pali arena. The “major players” this book considers were sovereigns, 
would-be rulers, and scholars (both lay and monastic) residing near centers 
of power.

Case Studies

Proceeding along roughly chronological lines, this book examines argu-
ments about sovereignty, and for and against specific sovereigns, as these 
developed within the Pali arena in relation to the circulation of models and 
exemplary arguments. During the first centuries of the early second millen-
nium, participation in the Pali arena expanded to include individuals from 
a wider range of royal centers on the island of Laṅkā, as well as from main-
land locations using Tai, Mon, and Burmese languages. Case studies have 
been selected to create a roughly chronological arc corresponding also to the 
intensification of trade in the Bay of Bengal–Plus and to the expansion of 
the Pali arena’s textual culture. Taken together, the case studies demonstrate 
how Pali arena participants interacted with a range of additional languages, 
including Mon, Khmer, Tai, Burmese, Sanskrit, and Sinhala.66 Buddhist-
Inflected Sovereignties has privileged cases closest to the author’s area of 
expertise in Pali and Sinhala languages. Therefore, cases are chosen partly 
with reference to where substantial relevant material could be accessed in 

66.	 As chapter 1 indicates, Tamil-using literati both on the island of Laṅkā and in peninsular India 
were in communication and collaboration with those writing in Sinhala, Pali, and Sanskrit. How-
ever, for the period considered here, there is not yet sufficient scholarship available to address 
properly this aspect of the Pali arena’s intellectual and textual culture. Further work in this direc-
tion is urgently desirable, and suggestive directions are indicated by works such as Hallisey, 
“Devotion”; Monius, Imagining; Liyanagamage, Society; and Henry, “Distant Shores.”
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Pali, along with a manageably sized archive of materials in local literary lan-
guages studied in translation (if needed) and through collaborative work. 
Therefore, Pagan and Ayutthaya are not focal cases here, though referred to 
throughout. Ideally, this work would inspire further studies of intellectual 
history and Buddhist-inflected sovereignty at Pagan and Ayutthaya.

Sites on Laṅkā are the focus of chapter 1. Texts and inscriptions (in Pali 
and Sinhala languages) from the early centuries of the second millennium 
CE make it possible to reconstruct fields of multicentric and contested sover-
eignty that developed around the emergent royal kingdom of Dam̌badeṇiya, 
located in the island’s southwestern region, near contemporary Kurune-
gala. Dam̌badeṇiya was the first of the island’s southern or southwestern 
polities to control (albeit under continual threat and pressure) a substan-
tial portion of the island. Focusing on the reign of King Parākramabāhu II  
(r. 1236–1269), chapter 1 reads together inscriptions, other texts, and mate-
rial interventions in the built environment along with evidence of trade and 
political economy. This reveals how authors participated in dynamic and 
contested understandings of sovereignty, and how rulers and strongmen 
used concepts, objects, and arguments associated with buddha-sāsana to 
secure their own advantage. Often this involved the invocation of precedent 
and claims to inheritance, focused on the earlier kingdoms of Patna (on 
the Indian subcontinent) and Anurādhapura (in Laṅkā). Changing condi-
tions in the Indian Ocean ecosystem created specific areas of potential, and 
of vulnerability, for sovereigns and those aspiring to rule. Chronologically, 
Dam̌badeṇiya just slightly predates the first of the mainland cases discussed 
below, and its intellectual culture contributed to circulations within the Pali 
arena. Moreover, this chapter helps readers to conceptualize certain charac-
teristics of Buddhist-inflected sovereignties on Laṅkā at royal capitals that 
postdated Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva. Chapter 1 draws attention to 
the dynamically decentralized character of royal and buddha-sāsana proj-
ects on Laṅkā, reminding readers not to presume stability in the island’s 
sovereign discourses and practices. Moreover, this chapter highlights simi-
larities between the experiences of fledgling polities like Dam̌badeṇiya on 
Laṅkā and those in locations using Mon, Tai, and Burmese languages. Like 
the mainland kingdoms examined in subsequent chapters, island polities 
during the early second millennium were ambitious but fragile, attempt-
ing expansion yet frequently thwarted. Both expansion and vulnerability 
were linked partly to changes in the Indian Ocean trading ecosystem, which 
affected which geographic locations and people participated within the Pali 
arena.
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Chapter 2 examines arguments for and about sovereignty at Sukhothai 
and Chiang Mai through close readings of inscriptional texts (in Pali, Tai, 
and Khmer languages) produced in these locations between the late thir-
teenth century and the later fourteenth century, with a particular focus on 
the era of King Mahā Dhammarāja I and King Kuena. Reading these inscrip-
tions in conjunction with the limited noninscriptional textual production 
of these places as well as with material evidence from the built environment, 
this chapter indicates how shifts in the Indian Ocean ecosystem affected 
pathways for communication among participants in the Pali arena, includ-
ing along riverine routes. By looking closely at Sukhothai inscriptions and 
material evidence as well as at evidence from other locations connected to 
the polity, it is possible to explore how sovereign arguments and models for 
sovereignty circulating in the Pali arena were localized at Sukhothai, in ways 
to some extent prefigured by earlier Mon, Burmese, Khmer, and indigenous 
approaches to power and authority. This included the impact of Khmer sov-
ereign practice on how Sukhothai rulers emplotted buddha-sāsana-related 
objects within the physical landscape. Invocations of precedent occurred 
in both textual and material arguments. Moreover, by examining connec-
tions between Sukhothai and the emergent polity of Chiang Mai, chapter 2 
reveals interaction between these two Tai kingdoms as they began to partici-
pate in the Pali arena. Evidence from the period between the 1290s and the 
1370s suggests that the articulation of sovereignty at Sukhothai changed over 
approximately three generations, as rulers and scholars drew increasingly on 
models and arguments carried by texts that had been composed in Pali lan-
guage on the island of Laṅkā as well as on materials in Pali and Sanskrit with 
an earlier history of circulation in mainland territories. Intellectual practice 
at Sukhothai in the 1360s and 1370s helped to shape the approach to sov-
ereignty undertaken by the fourteenth-century Chiang Mai ruler Kuena. 
As at Sukhothai, however, Buddhist-inflected sovereignty at Chiang Mai 
emerged through a complex process of multiple circulations and historical 
layering, involving Tai, Mon, and Burmese contributions.

Chapter 3 takes as its focus two linked polities: later fifteenth-century 
Haṃsavatī (now Bago), in deltaic Burma, and Chiang Mai. Strongly con-
trasting with the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century case studies addressed 
in chapter 2, this chapter reveals how the rise of the port cities Haṃsavatī 
and Ayutthaya (in what is now Thailand, at the Chao Phraya River delta) as 
key nodal points in the circulatory system of Bay of Bengal–Plus quickened 
and intensified the movement of persons and texts, and thus the intellectual 
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and textual resources on which sovereigns and scholars at Haṃsavatī and 
Chiang Mai could draw in sovereign arguments and statecraft practices. 
During the fifteenth century, at Haṃsavatī and Chiang Mai, a more expan-
sive set of intellectual resources became available to sovereigns, would-be 
sovereigns, and scholars participating in the Pali arena. The greater available 
range of regulatory and narrative texts related to sovereignty also shaped 
how rulers attempted to authorize sovereignty through material forms 
linked to buddha-sāsana. This chapter shows that while the polities of late 
fifteenth-century Haṃsavatī and Chiang Mai were rivals and competitors, 
they together bore witness to a new era in the history of Buddhist-inflected 
sovereignties within the Pali arena. For instance, in both Haṃsavatī and 
Chiang Mai sovereigns made use of sovereign arguments and statecraft 
strategies originating at Poḷonnaruva on Laṅkā. However, Haṃsavatī and 
Chiang Mai rulers pursued these aims in sharply different ways. While King 
Tilokarāja—based inland at the upper reaches of the Ping and Chao Phraya 
River system—appropriated a monastic ordination community established 
in the 1420s for his own strategic purposes, King Rāmādhipati used direct 
Indian Ocean access to monopolize saṅgha authority via a new monastic 
ordination line brought in from Koṭṭē on Laṅkā. In the royal courts of 
both Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī, arguments for royal authority occurred 
through the built environment as well as through textual discourse. In both 
cases, arguments developed through logics of invocation and precedent con-
necting back to both Indic and Lankan models.

The conclusion briefly summarizes key arguments from chapters 1, 
2, and 3 and some of their implications for scholars of Buddhism, Indian 
Ocean histories, and sovereignty in premodern Southern Asia. It includes 
an explicit discussion of the method used within the case study analyses, 
especially with reference to how material and textual evidence is treated and 
read together. Within the concluding discussion, Derridean understandings 
of citation are applied to the multimedia intellectual history of Buddhist-
inflected arguments for and about sovereignty. Reflecting explicitly on the 
methodological choices made in these chapters, the conclusion suggests 
avenues for further work by others. Certainly, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereign-
ties is not the last word on sovereign models and arguments in the second-
millennium Pali arena. It hopes to stimulate further research and debate.
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Literary and inscriptional materials from the early centu-
ries of the second millennium CE make it possible to reconstruct fields of 
multicentric and contested sovereignty that developed around the emer-
gent polity of, located in the island’s southwestern region, near contempo-
rary Kurenagala. Focusing on the reign of King Parākramabāhu II  
(r. 1236–1269), the pages that follow read literary and inscriptional texts in 
relation to other evidence of trade and political administration as well as in 
relation to arguments made through the built environment. This reveals 
how scholars participated in dynamic and contested understandings of sov-
ereignty, and how both lay and monastic persons drew on the intellectual 
resources of the Pali arena for such arguments.

The polity that developed at Dam̌badeṇiya in the early thirteenth cen-
tury is the first of the island’s southern and southwestern political formations 
for which it is possible to substantially reconstruct an intellectual and insti-
tutional history. This is due in significant part to the robust corpus of texts 
composed by Dam̌badeṇiya-era authors and discussed at much greater length 
below. Archaeological evidence shows that the island’s south and southwest 
were sites of early and ongoing habitation, along with the entire western and 
northern coastal belt.1 Moreover, both vaṃsa and inscriptional evidence from 
the first millennium CE as well as from the early second millennium indicate 
that locations in the south and southwest were sufficiently developed to par-
take in patron-client relationships and alliance building with the polities based 
at Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva, while sometimes military operations were 

Argumentative Sovereignty  
at Dam̌badeṇiya

1

 1.	 For instance, see Carswell, Deraniyagala, and Graham, Mantai; Bandaranayake, Sri Lanka; 
Bopearachchi, “Sites portuaires”; Bopearachchi, Falk, and Wickremesinghe, “Earliest”; 
Bopearachchi, “Seafaring”; and Prickett-Fernando, “Durable Goods.”
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staged from bases in the south.2 In addition, as discussed further below, there is 
evidence of late first-millennium sponsorship of construction projects at ritual 
sites in the south and southwest undertaken by rulers based at Poḷonnaruva.

The royal house of Dam̌badeṇiya was established in the island’s southwest 
for both military and commercial reasons. Vijayabāhu III (r. 1232–12363) appears 
to have garnered initial support for his rule in the southwest, perhaps with an 
early base in the area around what is now Ratnapura not far from the Peak of 
Peaks (discussed further below).4 Attempting to gain control of territory from 
smaller-scale island rulers, he also fought the foreign armies (mostly Kerala 
mercenaries) associated with the Kaliṅga (now Odissa) ruler, Kaliṅga Māghā. 
Eventually he achieved control of the southwestern region of Māyā Raṭa (some-
times referred to in sources of this period as Māyā Rājya), establishing the capi-
tal at Dam̌badeṇiya.5 Yet the struggle with Māghā continued into the reign of 
his son, who became Parākramabāhu II, and ended only in approximately 1255. 
At the same time, father and son contended with the forces of Candrabhānu, 
described in period sources as a jāvaka, and now generally accepted to have 
ruled from the Malay Peninsula, at what is now Nakhon Si Thammarat.6

In this fraught period of military activity, the Lankan southwest, or 
Māyā Raṭa, had military advantages making it an attractive base for the 

 2.	 Mahāvaṃsa’s (hereafter cited as Mhv.) accounts of first-millennium history on the island 
indicate the presence of small kingdoms in Ruhuṇa, sometimes encompassed by sovereignty 
from Anurādhapura. Moreover, administrative centralization of Parākramabāhu I from 
Poḷonnaruva encompassed the south and southwestern regions. In addition to Mhv. itself, 
see, for instance, Liyanagamage, Decline, 88–89; and Taylor, “Devolution,” 269, 276.

 3.	 Here I follow Liyanagamage, Decline, 94–97, rather than Sannasgala, Sāhitya, for the 
good reasons discussed by Liyanagamage. These regnal dates refer to the period in which 
Vijyabāhu III had achieved recognition as the ruler of Māyā Raṭa.

 4.	 Liyanagamage, Decline, 86.
 5.	 Ibid., 8, 82–97; cf. Geiger, Cūlavaṃsa, 81 (hereafter cited as Cv.).
 6.	 Candrabhānu’s first invasion occurred in 1247 and was perhaps partly linked to his attempt 

to gain the portable tooth and bowl relics of Gotama Buddha that were palladia of rule on 
the island. After what may have been a partial retreat to the island’s north, but perhaps a 
temporary withdrawal from the island, he was decisively defeated only after a second war 
lasting the period of 1258 to 1262. Victory was likely possible thanks only to military support 
from the peninsular Indian Paṇḍyas, to whom Parākramabāhu II had paid tribute in 1258. 
Liyanagamage, Decline, 129–147. On Candrabhānu seen from inscriptions as well as from 
Chinese records, see Sumio, “Long,” 45–79, esp. 54–59. Sukhothai Inscription One, dated 
1292, supports the view that Nakhon Si Thammarat had a Buddhist orientation at this time. 
The monastic specialist who reaches the court of Rāma Gaṃhèn at Suhkothai arrives from 
Śrī Dharmarāja (an alternate spelling of Si Thammarat). On this, see chapter 2.
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kingdom established by Vijayabāhu III. The mountainous area around 
present-day Kurunegala, including the royal seat at Dam̌badeṇiya, provided 
natural protection to military threats from the north and east. In addition, 
Dam̌badeṇiya offered easier access to the island’s southern and southwest-
ern seaports that became even more central to Indian Ocean trading regimes 
in the first half of the second millennium. This occurred thanks to acceler-
ated and higher-volume trade within the Indian Ocean region and the grow-
ing importance of the island at the intersection of Arabian, north African, 
Indian, and Chinese trading projects.7

Within this expanding Indian Ocean commercial ecosystem, Laṅkā 
offered valuable commodities, including spices, gems, pearls, and areca nuts. 
The island’s southern and western ports provided the most effective access 
to most of these items; these locations also better suited the new Indian 
Ocean trading routes than did earlier ports in the north at Mantai and east 
at Trincomalee (which had been important to Poḷonnaruva).8 To adopt the 
formulation of Michael Roberts, we see a combination of “push” and “pull” 
factors that made the island’s southwest a natural location for the emergence 
of new political formations from the thirteenth century onwards. Military 
threats initiated from northern ports constituted a “push factor” away from 
the erstwhile political centers at Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva, perhaps 
in combustive combination with economic and administrative overreach 
during the era of King Parākramabāhu I (r. 1153–1186).9 Yet the “pull fac-
tor” of new developments in the Indian Ocean trade ecosystem triggered 
cascading changes in the island’s south and southwest, further encouraging 
population growth and the rise of strongmen, traders, religieux, and literati 
in these regions, which had possessed earlier important centers of habita-
tion.10 These conditions provided fertile ground for regional adaptations in 

 7.	 See, for instance, Kulke, “Rivalry,” 17–36, esp. 20; Ray, “Trade,” 159, 220–224. According 
to Karashima, the twelfth century was the high point of Tamil-language trade guild inscrip-
tions extant in Sri Lanka. Karashima, “Medieval,” 20–60. See also Velupillai, Inscriptions, 
1:46, 1:48, 2:13, 2:19–21; Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections.”

 8.	 It is important to note the continuing importance of northwestern ports to the pearl trade 
and for certain trading segments, especially between Laṅkā and southern India. These 
ports were controlled by polities located in the north and northwest, such as that of the 
Āryacakravartis. On the changing Indian Ocean ecosystem of this period, see Blackburn, 
“Buddhist Connections,” and the bibliography included there.

 9.	 Liyanagamage, Decline, 71–74.
10.	 Bopearachchi, Falk, and Wickremesinghe, “Earliest”; Roberts, “Ruin,” esp. 107–109; Siri-

weera, History, esp. 74. While the south and southwest grew in importance during this 
period, we should not overstate the contrast.
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statecraft for as well as for innovative literary production by scholars under 
new patronage regimes.

As a fledgling political formation developing at the nexus of commercial 
and military operations, Dam̌badeṇiya has much in common with the Tai pol-
ities discussed in the following chapter. However, one critical difference must 
be underscored. As chapter 2 shows in considerable detail, the emergence of the 
Tai polities Sukhothai and Chiang Mai occurred at roughly the same time that 
elites at these locations, literate in forms of Tai language, began to participate in 
the Pali arena. The emergent sovereignties at Sukhothai and Chiang Mai took 
place along with fledgling experiments in the adaptation and localization of 
Pali textuality at those locales that occurred along with the inauguration of Tai-
language textuality. In contrast, at thirteenth-century Dam̌badeṇiya, monastic 
and nonmonastic intellectuals drew on a deep history of textual engagement 
with buddha-sāsana-related texts in Pali. This included works composed 
elsewhere on the island since at least the middle of the first millennium CE. 
Moreover, for centuries, island-based writers had been working in Sinhala and 
Sanskrit developing buddha-sāsana-related themes as well as working within 
the technical sciences (śāstras), such as grammar, poetics, astrology, and medi-
cine. Although Dam̌badeṇiya was a young and often struggling political for-
mation, the literati associated with Dam̌badeṇiya and its competitors worked 
from a set of erudite textual traditions developed on the island over many cen-
turies in forms of Sinhala, Pali, and Sanskrit. This contrasts strongly with the 
context of linguistic transitions and translations discussed in chapter 2, involv-
ing the emergence and consolidation of Tai and Pali textual communities in 
places earlier characterized by Mon and Khmer languages.

List of Rulers Referenced Below
Vijayabāhu I (r. 1058–1114)
Parākramabāhu I (r. 1153–1186)
Kittinissaṅkamalla (r. 1187–1196)
Vijayabāhu III (r. 1232–1236)
Parākramabāhu II (r. 1236–1269)
Vijayabāhu IV (r. 1270–1272)

Imitation and Inheritance in Statecraft  
at Dam̌badeṇiya

Vijayabahu III (r. 1232–1236) and his son King Parākramabāhu II  
(r. 1236–1269) sought to create an expansive polity from a base in the island’s 



map 1. Lankan locations in Indian Ocean context.
Map courtesy of Bill Nelson.



Map 2. The three raṭas.
Map courtesy of Bill Nelson.
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southwest (Māyā Raṭa). While aspiring to be recognized as the power domi-
nating most of the island’s territory, the inaugural rulers of Dam̌badeṇiya 
took pains to link their realm, and its sovereign arguments, to earlier articu-
lations of sovereignty on the island. In a manner comparable to Tai engage-
ments with prior Mon and Khmer ways of authorizing rule (see chapter 2), 
Dam̌badeṇiya kings drew on models and arguments that had been used in 
the earlier island polities of Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva. In the case of 
Dam̌badeṇiya, evidence shows explicit links made to these earlier kingdoms 
and the continued strategy of linking authoritative rule to buddha-sāsana.

The massive projects undertaken to restore palaces, monastic dwellings, 
and ritual sites in the former city of Poḷonnaruva (discussed further below) 
indicated the intent of Dam̌badeṇiya’s rulers to position themselves as suc-
cessors to Poḷonnaruva. Even the regnal name adopted at Dam̌badeṇiya—
Siri Saṅga Bō Parākramabāhu—indicates the aspiration to recapture 
greatness. “Siri Saṅga Bō” was a regnal name in use from the Anurādhapura 
period (the first capital on the island for which we have extant textual evi-
dence), while “Parākramabāhu” evoked memory of the first king to bear that 
name at Poḷonnaruva. Alterations to the built environment also made argu-
ments for inheritance. For instance, Parākramabāhu II used the restoration 
of Hatthavanagalla Vihāra—a temple and monastic residence in the south-
west near contemporary Gampaha—to inter the cremated remains of his 
father Vijayabāhu III.11 Like the choice of regnal name, this move was one of 
a series of material and discursive citations that linked the new royal house 
of Dam̌badeṇiya to the island’s earliest recorded sovereigns. The Anurādha
pura king, Siri Saṅga Bo, who reigned very briefly in the third century CE, 
is said to have fled in disguise under physical threat from a political rival. 
Mahāvaṃsa’s account of this is relatively brief,12 but later sources elabo-
rated on that narrative. For instance, Hatthavanagallavihāravaṃsa, a Pali-
language text location composed in the middle of the thirteenth century 
during the reign of Parakramabāhu II at the request of the island’s highest-
ranking monk Anomadassi,13 narrates this vividly. The displaced Siri Saṅga 

11.	 Godakumbura, Hatthavanagallaviharavaṃsa, 32 (hereafter cited as Hatthv.); Buddhapu-
tra, Pūjāvaliya, 794 (hereafter cited as Pjv.); Cv., 85:73–77.

12.	 Mhv., 36:91–96.
13.	 It was composed sometime between renovations at Hatthavanagalla Vihāra that followed 

the first victory over Chandrabhānu (1247) and the composition of Pūjāvaliya near the end 
of Parākramabāhu II’s reign. The first reference to this work appears in Pjv. 1, 32–33. See also 
von Hinüber, Handbook, 96.
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Bō is portrayed as seeking to perfect dharmic virtues, including the virtues 
of generosity and compassion. He demonstrates these virtues by severing his 
own head—on which a bounty had been set—for the financial benefit of 
a poor villager. This was a powerful narrative in part because it evoked the 
physical and emotional self-sacrifices of Gotama Buddha during his lifetimes 
prior to enlightenment, acts portrayed in jātaka (birth-story) compositions. 
At least from the time of Hatthavanagallavihāravaṃsa’s composition, Hat-
thavanagalla Vihāra was understood to be where Siri Saṅga Bō’s self-sacrifice 
had occurred. Installing Vijayabāhu III’s cremated remains there—perhaps 
an impetus for composition of Hatthavanagallavihāravaṃsa itself—there-
fore forged an association between the royal house of Dam̌badeṇiya and 
Anurādhapura. Pūjāvaliya, composed not long thereafter, near the end of 
Parākramabāhu II’s reign, expanded this genealogy, identifying the line of 
Siri Saṅga Bō with the clan that traveled from the court of Indian King Asoka 
to Laṅkā in the third century BCE, accompanying the Bodhi Tree relic to 
the island of Laṅkā.14 By developing a connection between Dam̌badeṇiya 
sovereigns and the Asokan-era establishment of buddha-sāsana on Laṅkā,15 
Pūjāvaliya enhanced the authority of Dam̌badeṇiya kings.

Parākramabāhu II himself drew on sovereign models from Anurādha
pura. His expansion of the Śrī Pāda (Illustrious and Auspicious Footprint) 
pilgrimage site is an illuminating case in point. Parākramabāhu II’s work at 
that site drew on sovereign arguments articulated in the sixth-century Pali 
Mahāvaṃsa; precedents from Anurādhapura informed his choices. While 
Mahāvaṃsa has been the subject of much scholarly discussion, including 
arguments about its implications for state-saṅgha (monastic community) 
relations in the postcolonial period, its premodern status as a work artic-
ulating arguments for and about sovereignty, and models for sovereign 
practice, has not been adequately recognized. According to the text itself, 
Māhāvaṃsa was composed to inspire readers’ and listeners’ confidence in 
buddha-sāsana, not as a model or regulatory text for statecraft. However, 
it was a record of the acts of rulers and would-be rulers in the realms of 

14.	 This was one of the clans possessing highest status on the island during the first half of the 
second millennium, ascribed retrospectively to Siri Saṅga Bō. Pjv., 785. See also Suraweera, 
Rājāvaliya, 50, 189. On these clans in the tweflth through thirteenth centuries, see also Gor-
nall, Rewriting, 20. For the role of clan lineage claims in the immediately subsequent period, 
see the excellent work of Friedrich, “Merchants.”

15.	 This view of buddha-sāsana’s establishment on the island was expressed by the Pali vaṃsas 
composed at Anurādhapura in the middle of the first millennium CE.



Fig. 1.1 This enclosed stūpa at Hatthavanagalla Vihāra shows multiple renovations to 
an original first-millennium structure.
Image courtesy of Donald Stadtner.
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military struggle, marital alliance, and institutional patronage of buddha-
sāsana. The first installment of Mahāvaṃsa—composed in the middle of 
the first millennium CE—carried within it narratives of royal conduct in the 
island’s first recorded polity at Anurādhapura. These narratives conveyed 
arguments about how sovereigns could and should interact with buddha-
sāsana. Since Mahāvaṃsa was itself a polemical text, privileging certain sov-
ereigns and monastics above others, it exemplified arguments for and about 
power. For subsequent generations, the work effectively served as a compen-
dium informing the authorization of rule, and choices in statecraft. The fact 
that Mahāvaṃsa was a serial work, regularly updated during the first half of 
the second millennium and engaged across generations of rulers, scholars, 
and officials, enhanced its influence.

One of the major themes of Mahāvaṃsa’s chapters on Anurādhapura 
was the centrality of buddha-relics to sovereign power and statecraft. A 
monarch’s right to rule, including the celebration of coronations and major 
military victories, was demonstrated by claims made within the built envi-
ronment through the highly public, large-scale, royal patronage of buddha-
relic sites. This was strongly expressed, for instance, in the Duṭṭhagāmaṇi 
narrative from the first installment of Mahāvaṃsa. Six chapters were 
devoted to the king’s offerings made to relic installations after military 
victory.16 Subsequent installments of Mahāvaṃsa, second-millennium 
narratives about buddha-relics composed in Pāli and Sinhala, as well as 
inscriptions all show that this foundational understanding of how to autho-
rize royal authority by making ritual offerings to buddha-relics and enhanc-
ing the sites of relic installation remained central even when the political 
center shifted from Anurādhapura to Poḷonnaruva.17 It continued to inform 
statecraft at Poḷonnaruva’s successor polities such as Dam̌badeṇiya, site of 
Parākramabāhu II’s capital.

As already noted, the court of Dam̌badeṇiya did not dissolve its connec-
tions to the earlier cities of Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva. However, long 
distances, limited infrastructure, fragile alliances, and military uncertainties 
all ensured that for the southwestern court of Dam̌badeṇiya there could 
be no consistent ritual merit-making18 access to the famous buddha-relic 

16.	 Mhv., 26–31.
17.	 See, for instance, Cv., 60, 74. For an overview discussion of buddha-relics in statecraft, see 

Blackburn, “Buddha-Relics.” On the potency of buddha-relics, see Trainor, Relics.
18.	 According to buddha-dhamma, ritual merit making was undertaken to gain protection in 

this life and those to come.
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sites at the former capital of Anurādhapura, such as the relic monuments 
at Thūpārama and Ruvanvälisäya. However, any ruler intent on portraying 
himself as fit to rule beyond a realm of modest size, and as the latest in a 
series of the island’s most powerful rulers, needed to engage with the first-
millennium models of sovereignty according to which high-profile material 
engagement with buddha-relics enunciated royal power. It was thus natural 
for rulers based at Dam̌badeṇiya to focus attention on relic sites associated 
with Gotama Buddha located closer to the city, in addition to protecting 
and displaying the buddha tooth relic and alms bowl relic that were portable 
royal palladia. There were two locations of particular interest in the south-
western region. Both Dīpavaṃsa, a fourth-century Pali work, and the first 
installment of Mahāvaṃsa (composed a little more than a century later) 
narrated a visit by Gotama Buddha to Kälaniya (P: Kalyāni, contemporary 
Kelaniya), now just beyond the edge of metropolitan Colombo.19 Already 
inhabited at the turn of the first millennium CE, and connected to oceanic 
trade,20 the site became important to island rulers somewhat later. By the 
tenth century, inscriptions set up by the kings of Anurādhapura refer to 
a buddha’s bathing-robe relic at the Kälaniya site. The Mahāvaṃsa com-
mentary of the same era, Vaṃsaṭṭhappakāsinī, reports Gotama Buddha’s 
visit to this location.21 In addition to Kälaniya, the auspicious footprint 
on Samantakūṭa (Peak of Peaks) was recognized as a relic since at least the 
time of the first installment of Mahāvaṃsa. According to this source, the 
Śrī Pāda was created during Gotama Buddha’s rest atop the summit.22 It lay 
immediately to the south of Dam̌badeṇiya, near the gem pits of Ratnapura 
and the cinnamon gardens of Sabaragamuva, en route to other spice-grow-
ing areas and the increasingly important southern ports such as Väligama. 
Parākramabāhu II’s engagement with the Śrī Pāda was informed by first-
millennium models for sovereignty linked to buddha-relics as well as by the 
practice of the kings of Poḷonnaruva. Parākramabāhu II’s patronage of the 
Śrī Pāda was an explicitly imitative act that helped to create a sense of con-
tinuity across the disparate—biologically unrelated—royal houses that had 
played a role in the island’s history.

19.	 Oldenberg, Dīpavaṃsa, 2:40–45; Mhv., 1:63–70.
20.	 Bopearachchi, “Sites portuaires,” 10–13.
21.	 Malalasekere, Vaṃsatthappakāsinī, 113; Paranavitana, Epigraphia Zeylanica (hereafter cited 

as EZ), 6:1; Walters, Kelaniya, 32, 35–36.
22.	 Mhv., 1:77.
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Emergence of the ṡrī Pāda in Sovereign Practice

Located on a mountain within what is now Sabaragamuva province, 
in the island’s southwestern region, the Ṡrī Pāda was (and is) understood 
by many to be the impression of Gotama Buddha’s foot, created during 
one of his visits to the island after his enlightenment at Bodh Gāya on 
the Indian subcontinent. The footprint is thus considered a “relic of 
use” (P: pāribhōjika dhātu), since the mountaintop served as a resting 
place for Gotama Buddha. Although Buddhist pilgrims now dominate 
the site, owing largely to the rise of Buddhist hegemony in the island’s 
public spaces during the latter half of the twentieth century,23 the site 
was historically popular with other pilgrims as well. At least as early as 
the ninth century, Muslim geographers, navigators, and authors of mer-
chant tales referred to the island of Laṅkā, or Serendib; it was for them 
a well-known location within the Indian Ocean trading systems.24 The 
footprint’s mountain was a key landmark for those traveling by sea and 
was thus of early interest to Muslim geographers. From the ninth century 
onwards, some Islamic narratives identified this as the location at which 
Adam descended from Eden to the human world, leaving his footprint. 
For instance, the Peak was accepted as Adam’s footprint site by the Bagh-
dad-based historian-commentator al-Ṭabarī in the early tenth century, 
and by al-Mas’ūdi just a few decades later.25 By the fourteenth century, 
if not earlier, the island of Laṅkā was also considered by some Muslim 
writers to be the site of Adam’s grave.26 The mountain and its region 
were famous among Muslim voyagers not only for the associations with 
Adam but also for valuable commodities such spices, medicinal herbs,  

23.	 On the colonial and postcolonial history of this pilgrimage site and, especially, the “bud-
dhacization” of the site in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, see de Silva, 
“Reordering.”

24.	 Dewaraja, “Merchants,” 193.
25.	 On Islamic engagement with the Peak, I have benefited from the excellent work of Alex 

McKinley; see his “Mountain.” See Theodor Nöldeke’s German translation of al-Ṭabarī, 
Gesichte. On al-Mas’ūdi, see Tibbetts, Arab Navigation.

26.	 This is reflected in Tibbetts, Arab Navigation. See also Kirabamune, “Muslims,” 105–106; 
Aksland, Sacred Footprint, 133. Ibn Battuta reached the island in 1344, determined to visit the 
footprint site. See Charles-Dominique, Voyageurs, 270–273. On arrival in Laṅkā he encoun-
tered Muslim merchants and pilgrims in the area of Adam’s Peak and elsewhere on the 
island, a Sufi teacher visiting from Shiraz, and Muslim shrines (probably tombs of esteemed 
“saint” travelers) along the route up the mountain to Adam’s Peak.
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and gems.27 There were also Sufi connections to the Peak,28 while the Cave of 
Khidr.  just below the Peak was associated with the protection of travelers.29

While it is hard now to imagine a geography of pilgrimage on the island 
excluding the Śrī Pāda, this location became prominent rather late in the 
island’s history, during the first half of the second millennium CE. Scholars 
have not paid much attention to the late but robust explosion of interest in 
the Ṡrī Pāda by the royal houses of the island and by authors writing in both 
Pāli and Sinhala languages. Yet this evidence repays inquiry, since the grow-
ing importance of the Ṡrī Pāda was symptomatic of wider changes in the 
island’s political economy. There was an intensification of interest in the Peak 
of Peaks at the start of the second millennium. Installments of Mahāvaṃsa 
composed in the first half of the second millennium (published under the 
title Cūlavaṃsa) signal the growing importance of the Śrī Pāda—and its 
mountainous region—to Lankan rulers. Mahāvaṃsa first reports sovereign 
support for the mountain relic in its (likely mid-thirteenth-century) discus-
sion of the eleventh-century reign of Vijayabāhu I (r. 1058–1114).30 This claim 
is supported by the Am̌bagamuva Rock Inscription mentioning improve-
ments to Peak access during the king’s thirty-seventh regnal year.31

The twelfth century appears to have been a critical tipping point  
for Lankan rulers’ interest in the island’s southwest generally, and the Śrī 
Pāda in particular, judging from the inscriptional record of King Kīrti 
Niśśaṅkamalla (r. 1187–1196), who ruled from Poḷonnaruva. Despite being 
based at this Cōḷa- and post-Cōḷa capital across the island from the Śrī Pāda, 
inscriptions from his reign stress the king’s command of the island’s south 
and southwestern regions.32 For instance, the Mäḍilla Gāvuta Pillar Inscrip-
tion from Hambantoṭa in the island’s southern maritime region describes 
the king as touring the three domains,33 to the extent of seeing “inaccessible 

27.	 Kirabamune, “Muslims”; Dewaraja, “Merchants,” 191–192; Liyanagamage, Decline. For 
a valuable study of Islamic inscriptions, see Kalus and Guillot, “Réinterprétation,” esp. 
39–40, on an inscription that has been associated with tenth-century Colombo.

28.	 For instance, Ibn Battuta refers to Lankan reports of a visiting saint, understood by Per-
sian traditions of the time to be Abu Abdullah ibn Khafif from Shiraz. Charles-Dominique, 
Voyageurs, 948.

29.	 See Franke, Begegnung.
30.	 Cv., 60:64–67. In dating, I follow the discussion in Wickremasinghe, Age, 8–34. Regnal 

dates follow Sannasgala, Sāhitya, unless otherwise indicated.
31.	 EZ, 2:35.
32.	 See ibid., 1:9, 2:17, 2:29, and 2:35.
33.	 This appears to imply the three raṭas. See Liyanagamage, Decline.
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places such as Samanoḷa [the Peak].”34 The tone of this inscription suggests 
that Kīrti Niśśaṅkamalla’s control of the southern region was fragile. Yet 
the place of the Peak of Peaks was seen to mark the edge of a desirable 
southwestern frontier. It was, in fact, desirable enough to warrant royal 
visits. Thirteenth- and fourteenth-century literary works affirmed Kīrti 
Niśśaṅkamalla’s visit to the Peak early in his reign.35 Dating to that reign 
itself, the Bhagavā Leṇa Inscription attests to one such visit, attributed to 
the king’s ninth year on the throne, in 1195 or 1196: “He went to Samanoḷa 
on the ninth Navam full-moon day, had multicolored fine textiles hung, 
and prepared the ritual enclosure with garlands of gold and silver, as well 
as with the nine types gems. [He] adorned with royal ornaments including 
the crown venerated the footprint-mark.”36 The Bhagavā Leṇa Cave Inscrip-
tion captioned an engraving of a well-dressed man: “The manner in which 
Niśśaṅka Parākramabāhu, the imperial lord [cakravartti svāmin] stood after 
prostrating himself to the footprint relic.”37 Thus we see, from both inscrip-
tional and literary evidence, a gradual process stretching back to the eleventh 
century, through which patronage of the Śrī Pāda entered claims to sover-
eign authority.

The thirteenth-century court of King Parākramabāhu II ruling from 
Dam̌badeṇiya made particularly robust use of the Śrī Pāda, as we see from 
the Sinhala Pūjavaliya. Composed near the end of this king’s reign,38 the 
text portrays his determination to improve the Śrī Pāda and several other 
southern and southwestern sites after returning from a pilgrimage to the 
Peak of Peaks.39 At the king’s request, a leading official titled Devappatirāja, 
referred to in Pūjāvāliya as his confidant-minister (amātya), undertook to 
act on the king’s behalf in a massive set of renovations and infrastructural 
improvements. An image of Saman, a protective deity, was installed on the 

34.	 Ranawella, Inscriptions of Ceylon (hereafter cited as IC), 6:80 I have modified the translation 
provided in this volume based on the Sinhala text.

35.	 Pjv., 784; Cv., 80:24–25.
36.	 IC, 6:49. I have modified the translation provided in this volume based on the Sinhala text.
37.	 Ibid., 6:62. I have modified the translation provided in this volume based on the Sinhala text.
38.	 It appears that additions were made also after Parākramabāhu II’s death. See Liyanagamage, 

Decline, 12–14, building on Suravīra, “Pūjāvaliya.”
39.	 Pjv., 795–796. Wickremasinghe, Age, 34–35, suggests that the last two chapters of Pūjāvaliya 

may have been composed in full after the king’s reign, but this seems to me unlikely given 
the stability of authorial voice. Rather, I agree with Liyanagamage, Decline, on this point. 
There are no extant inscriptions from this reign that refer to the king’s activities at the Śrī 
Pāda.



38 : Chapter 1

Peak of Peaks. Bridges were built to improve access to the Peak from various 
directions, as were pilgrims’ rest houses. After making elaborate offerings 
to the Śrī Pāda in the name of Parākramabāhu II, Devappatirāja conducted 
renovations and improvements in other southern and southwestern loca-
tions as well. Like those achieved near the footprint-relic, these improve-
ments generated symbolic capital as well as financial gain, and ranged from 
the creation of a new monastic residence at Hatthavanagalla Vihāra (see 
above) to establishing areas for fruit and coconut cultivation on the south 
coast near Bentota.40

Enhancements at the relic site of the Śrī Pāda were acts communicat-
ing royal authority and were shaped by models of sovereign practice such 
as those transmitted in Mahāvaṃsa. Parākramabāhu II’s improvements 
to southern and southwestern sites including the Śrī Pāda followed the 
approximately the 1247 defeat of Candrabhānu’s first military campaign 
and the 1255 defeat of Kaliṅga Māghā.41 The king’s public donative offer-
ings accorded with earlier royal practice, whereby highly public meritorious 
expenditures in the service of buddha-sāsana celebrated military victory, 
enunciating a connection between victory and meritorious participation in 
buddha-sāsana. Concluding the improvements made at the Peak of Peaks, 
according to Pūjāvaliya, Devappatirāja “spent three days in the ritual pre-
cincts, circumambulating the Śrī Pāda, and doing evening pūjā with a lamp 
placed on his own head in the name of the king. Having done circumam-
bulatory lamp pūjā many times, in order to establish the fame and splen-
dor of the king for much time to come, he had an inscription installed and 
informed the king.”42

The expansive performance of pūjā, and its commemoration in writ-
ing, signal the argumentative intent of such royal patronage. Participating 
in the Pali arena, the new polity of Dam̌badeṇiya articulated royal author-
ity in ways developed at prior island polities, transmitted over time, and 
adapted to the southwestern region. Rulers’ efforts to develop ritual sites in 
the island’s south and southwest, and to expand pilgrim access, also demon-
strated the king’s ability to control land, labor, and resources along pilgrim-
age routes. Such activities could play a role in arguments for royal power 

40.	 Pjv., 796–797. These activities are described also in the extension of Mhv. likely composed 
in the early fourteenth century. Cv., 85:118–121.

41.	 This dating follows the flow of events in Pjv.
42.	 Pjv., 796. See also the subsequent account in Cv., 86:28–36. The inscription referred to in 

these passages is not extant.
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and authority, even as spaces became more secure for commercial and mili-
tary movement. However, as subsequent sections show in more detail, the 
delegated power and nested authority that characterized such complex proj-
ects also posed threats to the stability of the crown at Dam̌badeṇiya. There 
was no monopoly on arguments for and about sovereignty.

SaṄgha and Statecraft

The determination of Parākramabāhu II to portray himself as inher-
iting the mandate of earlier island rulers manifested also in his promulga-
tion of a saṅgha katikāvata, a regulatory prescription for all monks within 
his realm. The genre of saṅgha katikāvata appears to have originated with 
Parākramabāhu I ruling from Poḷonnaruva, who issued this document as a 
stone inscription while attempting to reorganize the monastic community 
in the areas under his control. His is the first such document still extant, 
and subsequent saṅgha katikāvatas from the thirteenth and eighteenth 
centuries drew its language into their own later regulations, as attested by 
manuscript copies. For instance, some version of Parākramabāhu I’s saṅgha 
katikāvata was available to the royal house of Dam̌badeṇiya, which incor-
porated parts of it into its own new regulatory text.43

The Dambadeṇi. Katikāvata issued by Parākramabāhu II should be 
understood from at least two perspectives. In the first place, this was a dis-
cursive act, arguing for the authority of Parākramabāhu II by setting this 
ruler of a young and fragile polity within the continuity of the island’s great 
kings, especially Parākramabāhu I. Promulgating a saṅgha katikāvata 
from Dam̌badeṇiya was thus another of the citational acts intended to gen-
erate authority for the new polity and ruler. In addition, the Dambadeṇi 
Katikāvata shows that efforts to control the saṅgha was considered central 
to statecraft.

This should not surprise us. As R. A. L. H. Gunawardana’s careful work 
with Anurādhapura inscriptions showed vividly, and as later inscriptional 
references continued to attest, monastics and their institutions often played 
central roles in the island’s economy. Lankan monasteries and monastic lin-
eages owned land from the Anurādhapura period onwards—the result of 
donative gifts, especially from ruling families—also owning or controlling 
agricultural workers and artisans. It is possible that monastic residences were 

43.	 See Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 37–92, 127–161; Bechert, “Sāsana Reform,” 28.
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involved in cash or credit transactions.44 In addition, there are indications 
that high-ranking monastics tended to be persons of high family status,45 
which suggests they would have had relatives or other close associates in 
powerful institutions such as court and military administration. In such 
contexts, they could support or threaten alliances critical to the security of any 
sovereign.46 In larger realms, such as those achieved by Parākramabāhu II—
at its brief peak period encompassing perhaps two-thirds of the island’s 
territory—alliances with subregional elites were critical to achieving and 
maintaining control beyond the lands closest to the royal city. The incum-
bents of royal monasteries (rājā māhāvihāras) as well as of monastic resi-
dences connected to the shrines of deities understood as protectors (such as 
Upulvan at Devundara and Saman at the Śrī Pāda) occupied strategic posi-
tions in the web of alliances that affected the stability of any realm.47

This helps to clarify why sovereign attempts to centralize control 
over the saṅgha tended to become more elaborate as polities expanded 
geographically, and why ambitious sovereigns typically launched saṅgha 
“purifications” and new administrative frameworks near the time of royal 
consecration, changes in the succession plan, and / or after major military 
victories that extended the scope of the realm.48 Vaṃsa accounts suggest that 
Parākramabāhu I at Poḷonnaruva was the first Lankan ruler to claim control 
over monastic higher ordination, centralizing this important monastic ritual 
at a ritual site controlled by the crown. Whether or not he was the first mon-
arch to do this, it was communicated through Mahāvaṃsa’s description of 
his reign,49 creating a model for subsequent rulers in the Pali world, includ-
ing Parākramabāhu II at Dam̌badeṇiya and kings at Haṃsavatī and Chi-
ang Mai (discussed in subsequent chapters). The Dambadeṇi Katikāvata 
issued by Parākramabāhu II includes sections from Parākramabāhu I’s 

44.	 See Gunawardana, Robe, 78–79; Bopearachchi, “Sites portuaires,” 7; and Ratnapala, 
Katikāvatas, 57–58, 153.

45.	 On jāti-gotra, see, for instance, Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 49.
46.	 Gunawardana, Robe. For later periods, see Obeyesekere, “Between,” 169n71; Blackburn, 

Buddhist Learning, esp. chapter 1.
47.	 On the political and economic weight of the saṅgha in the early second millennium, see also 

Gornall, Rewriting. On the place of deity veneration in statecraft, see Meegama, “Kôvils to 
Devâles.”

48.	 See, for instance, Mhv., 36:111; Cv., 44:47, 44:76–77, 48:71, 51:64–65, 52:10–11, 73:21–22. See 
Bechert, “Reform,” 29, 31, for important early analyses of “purification” activities; see also 
Tambiah, Conqueror, 84.

49.	 Cv., 78:28–30.
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katikāvata near the start of the new regulatory document, referring also 
briefly to a katikāvata (not extant) issued by his father, Vijayabāhu III.50 
The Dambadeṇi Katikāvata does not look towards Parākramabāhu II’s 
sons, but rather backwards towards his father, suggesting that the regula-
tion was issued earlier in the king’s reign. Parākramabāhu II’s awareness of 
the centrality of saṅgha regulation to statecraft was perhaps enhanced by 
having received education during his princely years from the head of the 
saṅgha during his father’s reign, Mahā Svāmi Saṅgharakkhita. As chapter 
3 also indicates through the case of King Rāmādhipati at fifteenth-century 
Haṃsavatī, sustained exposure to saṅgha organization (whether through 
training as temporarily ordained monks or as laymen taught by a monastic 
rājaguru) prepared rulers to deploy monastic administration for their own 
benefit. On the available thirteenth-century evidence, it appears that the 
Dambadeṇi Katikāvata was issued by King Parākramabāhu II in close con-
junction with the saṅgha “purification” described by Pūjāvaliya as occur-
ring after the initial defeats of Kāliṅga Māghā and Chandrabhānu, in the 
middle of the thirteenth century and around the time of the improvements 
made in the south and southwest (discussed above). At this time monks and 
a variety of texts are said to have been brought from the Indian peninsula 
to supplement the standard of scholarship and conduct within the monas-
tic community.51 Presumably in part to strengthen royal control over the 
saṅgha, Parākramabāhu II had Bhuvanekabāhu, the yuvarāja or heir appar-
ent, trained as a specialist in monastic disciplinary rules and regulations of 
conduct (vinayadhara).52 This prepared Bhuvanekabāhu to intervene for 
the court in monastic matters. On the grounds of improper conduct, any 
monks disadvantageous to the throne could be disenfranchised.

As Nandasena Ratnapala noted in his landmark study of the island’s 
katikāvatas, the Dambadeṇi Katikāvata incorporated into its regulation 
the requirement that upasampadā (the second, full ordination creating 
bhikkhus, fully ordained monks) be held only with sovereign approval, fol-
lowing a precedent set in the Poḷonnaruva period. According to the text, 
“Because upasampadā is an important act fundamental to the stability of the 
sāsana, it should not be held in various locations, without royal approval. 
The sāsana-patron [Mahāsvāmi] of that era should be involved, or Vinaya 

50.	 Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 45–47, 135–139.
51.	 Cv., 84:9–12, 26–27.
52.	 Pjv., 791.
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specialists authorized by him should be present.”53 This was a significant 
assertion of control from the ruling center over subregional elites. In addi-
tion, we find in the Dambadeṇi Katikāvata a far more detailed prescription 
of eligibility and approval for the highest monastic offices than was included 
in Parākramabāhu I’s prior monastic regulation. The new framework was 
ambitious and it reveals multiple centers of institutional power within the 
saṅgha.

The highest-ranking post was Mahā Svāmi, a title used also in the 
Poḷonnaruva era. Two Mahā Sthaviras were appointed immediately below, 
one from the Araññavāsi or forest-dwelling sector of the saṅgha, and one 
from the Gāmavāsi or village-dwelling sector.54 The title Mahā Sthavira was 
explicitly restricted to these two officeholders on the grounds that “plural-
ity of leadership certainly leads only to the destruction of the [buddha-]
sāsana.”55 These appointments required royal approval. However, these 
appointments also required saṅgha approval, revealing a check on sover-
eign power.56 Each Māha Sthavira was also connected to a mūḷa, a monastic 
institutional form first mentioned in the later Anuradhāpura period about 
which too little is known but which at that time appears to have overlapped 
with another form of metaidentification, participation in one of the three 
nikāyas linked to the great monastic residences: Mahā Vihāra, Abhayagiri 
Vihāra, and Jetavāna Vihāra.57 By the era of Dam̌badeṇiya era, the eight 
mūḷas, also referred to as ayātaṇas, were key to descriptive and ascriptive 
identity for monks,58 instead of the earlier nikāya identifications. It is clear 
from other texts of this period, such as Pūjāvaliya, that a monk’s mūḷa iden-
tification was often the key determinant of his status.59 The Dambadeṇi 
Katikāvata’s delineation of the office of Ayatän—head of the ayātanas / 

53.	 Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 50, 143, 259. I have modified Ratnapala’s translation based on the 
Sinhala text.

54.	 These designations did not entail more or less traffic with the court or with wider lay com-
munities; “forest-dwellers” were not necessarily secluded. See Blackburn, “Magic.”

55.	 Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 53, 147. I have modified Ratnapala’s translation based on the Sin-
hala text.

56.	 Ibid., 53, 146–147.
57.	 Gunawardana, Robe, chap. 4. See also Ariyapala, Society, 232. On nikāya contrasted with 

mūla, see Bechert, “Nikāya-s,” esp. 18–19.
58.	 Blackburn, “Lineage.”
59.	 For instance, Buddhaputra, the author of Pūjāvaliya, stresses that he is the brother (whether 

in monastic or kin terms is not clear) of the leading monk of the Mahā Nethra Pāsada 
Mūḷa; this mūla connection appears to be more important than either monk’s Gāmavāsi or 
Araññavāsi identification.
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 mūḷas—separate from the offices of Mahā Sthavira further indicates that 
the mūḷas were powerful organizational units of the saṅgha that were not 
subordinated to Gāmavāsi and Araññavāsi institutional frameworks. The 
power of the mūḷas is further shown by the fact that the office of Ayatän 
was restricted to members of one of two clans on the island,60 and that 
appointment to this office required approval of both the saṅgha head and 
the sovereign.61

Landholding piriveṇas (monastic residences, sometimes associated with 
scholarship) linked to mūḷas required specific administrative appointments, 
presumably because of their economic significance.62 A combination of 
saṅgha and royal approval was also required for appointment to the head 
of the Mahā Piriveṇas, the high-ranking monastic residences serving as 
seats of learning, at least some of which were associated with the Mahā Stha-
viras through mūḷa relationships.63 The Dambadeṇi Katikāvata’s detailed 
framework for these higher levels of monastic administration reveals that 
control of a geographically expansive and institutionally complex monastic 
community was understood as central to the house of Dam̌badeṇiya’s 
effort to control the three kingdoms of Māyāraṭṭha, Rājaraṭṭha, and Rohana. 
Parākramabāhu II’s interest in controlling high-level saṅgha appointments 
was an astute attempt to intervene in strategic alliances and economic inter-
ests that could be used for or against the court. However, as the next sections 
show, Parākramabāhu II did not manage to displace fully the authority of his 
own administrative representative, the southern strongman Devappātirāja 
(discussed above), who continued to exercise considerable power, despite 
ostensible subordination to Parākramabāhu II. Moreover, monks formed 
alliances beyond control of the royal center.

Unstable Sovereignty

Laṅkā prior to the Dutch colonial era (like other premodern locations 
in Southern Asia64) was characterized by plural and competing polities in 
an ongoing state of expansion and contraction, with shifting hierarchical 

60.	 I understand these two clans to be the Lambakaṇṇa and the Moriya.
61.	 Ratnapala, Katikāvatas, 53, 147.
62.	 Ibid., 54, 148.
63.	 Ibid., 53, 147.
64.	 See, for instance, Tambiah, Conqueror; Stein, Peasant; Inden, “Hierarchies”; Wolters, His-

tory; Kulke, History.
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relations orchestrated through tributary relationships and nested political 
allegiances. In this dynamic political landscape (itself shaped by changing 
economic and natural environmental factors as well as by military instabil-
ity), the desirability and importance of particular subregions and subre-
gional elite families fluctuated, as did the capacity of an aspiring political 
center to achieve and maintain control over smaller polities or ritual and 
scholarly elites linked to powerful families. Alastair Gornall notes that 
beginning in the twelfth century we see evidence of monastics interacting 
with “an increasingly complex patronage network of petits nobles governing 
smaller political domains.”65 I suggest we understand this in terms of subre-
gional dynamics, recognizing that subregional monastics and what Gornall 
calls “petits nobles” could be drawn into the orbit of an aspiringly expansive 
center or could help to limit that expansion.

For the thirteenth-century Dam̌badeṇiya kingdom, we do not have 
enough data to portray or analyze thoroughly the shifting interactions 
between the royal house of Dam̌badeṇiya and leading subregional elite 
brokers in the three raṭas over which the Dam̌badeṇiya court attempted to 
maintain sovereign control, or with rulers of the vanni who controlled access 
to Poḷonnaruva. We lack the detailed administrative archives and family 
papers that would allow fuller reconstruction of this sociopolitical domain. 
However, close attention to extant literary and inscriptional sources reveals 
important indications of alliances and areas of conflict. These help us envi-
sion the coproductive relationships among rulers, would-be rulers, other 
strongmen, and monk-authors as well as among experimental and conflict-
ing sovereign arguments. For Dam̌badeṇiya, evidence from the Dambadeṇi 
Katikāvata (discussed above) indicates King Parākramabāhu II’s concerted 
attempt to increase the power of his court center by tightening adminis-
trative controls over monastic elites, whose landholding and participation 
within commercial economies made them a potential threat to economic 
projects at the ruling center, and whose social status (by virtue of elite clan 
birth as well as monastic authority) made them valuable potential allies for 
competing interests. It is also clear that Parākramabāhu II depended heav-
ily on Devappaṭirāja for projects undertaken in the south and southwest 
of the island (discussed above). At several critical moments in this process, 
Devappaṭirāja manifested near-sovereign behaviors and supported monas-
tic projects that implicitly questioned or diminished Prakramabāhu II’s 
status as king. Exploring the relationship between Parākramabāhu II and 

65.	 Gornall, Rewriting, 48–53.
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Devappaṭirāja shows how more than one competing sovereign interest 
drew on the resources of the Pali arena, and how the intellectual history of 
this period and context can be linked to the study of sovereignty and politi-
cal economy.

It is not clear when Devappaṭirāja was appointed to the post of Aga Ämati 
(Chief Minister). He is referred to as such in Sinhala and Pali sources from 
the reign of Parākramabāhu II and in the Mahāvaṃsa section likely dated to 
the early fourteenth century. The Devundara Slab Inscription offers impor-
tant clues to the relationship between Parākramabāhu II and Devappaṭirāja. 
Although the inscription is undated, its preoccupation with trade and ritual 
sites suggests it was composed after Chandrabhānu’s first campaign had been 
defeated by Daṁbadeṇiya. The inscription may have been installed after 
Parākramabāhu II’s visit to the shrine of Upulvan and Devundura, celebrating 
the conclusion of hostilities.66 Paṭirāja Deva is briefly mentioned in the closing 
passage in connection with the installation of the inscription itself.67 In any 
case, the inscription reflects the delicate interdependence of sovereign and min-
ister. Devappaṭirāja represents the house of Dam̌badeṇiya, but the inscription 
also underscores Parākramabāhu II’s dependency on his minister in the regu-
lation of commercial transactions at a key maritime location. Devappaṭirāja’s 
stature was signaled by use of “Deva” in this inscription.68 Kiriällē attributes 
to Devappaṭirāja a central role in Parākramabāhu II’s military victories over 
Chandrabhānu (in the first incursion).69 This analysis perhaps draws on Sidat 
Saṅgarā, a Sinhala grammar composed from the southwest sometime after 
1270, closely following the death of Parākramabāhu II. That work praises the 
Chief Minister in strong terms, portraying him in rhetoric befitting a regional 
ruler possessing a substantial army: “May Paṭirājadeva who protects the whole 
of south Laṅkā with the great rampart of his arm, and who is like unto a flag 
at the top of the mansion, namely Radalagam․  [the highest caste group], be tri-
umphant for a long time! As he respectfully requested, I have kindly composed 

66.	 Cūlavaṃsa describes a royal trip to Devundara’s Upulvan shrine after the first defeat of 
Chandrabhānu. Cv., 83:48–50. Whether this is the same visit referred to at Cv. 85:85–89 is 
not clear.

67.	 This section of the footnote is damaged, but this much, at least, is clear. See IC 6, Inscription 
1. See also Pjv., 3–5.

68.	 This anticipated, and perhaps contributed to, the growing importance of Upulvan as a deity 
invoked for protection of sovereign and realm, a theme of considerable importance to Sin-
hala sandeśa kāvya (messenger poems) composed on Laṅkā in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. See Holt, Buddhist Viṣṇu, esp. 257–259.

69.	 Pjv., 3.
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this Sidatsaṅgarā in order to make clear the determination of case, etc., in our 
own [Sinhala] language.”70

Pūjāvaliya describes Parākramabāhu II’s pilgrimage to the Śrī Pāda on 
the Peak of Peaks as occurring at the conclusion of hostilities with Māghā, 
and after Chandrabhānu’s first campaign had been thwarted (after 1255).71 
The pilgrimage affirmed physically his hold on the region lying south of 
Dam̌badeṇiya, while making public merit to a buddha-relic as befit a monarch 
after conquest. As noted above, following this pilgrimage, Parākramabāhu 
II undertook an expansion of the footprint relic site and access to it as well 
as restoration activities at other key locations in the south and southwest. 
Parākramabāhu II delegated oversight of these projects to Devappaṭirāja. 
Pūjāvaliya’s description of this instance of delegation contains a telling 
ambiguity:

Having gone previously with his army of four divisions and venerated 
Samanoḷa, offering to the Śrī Pāda the people of the region who lived in 
the surrounding forest encircling at a distance of ten gavuvas [about 
twenty miles] in every direction, and having offered many gem-ornaments, 
[the king] was reflective at the time of his return [to the royal city]. Think-
ing, “Since I am engaged with the protection of more than one kingdom 
[mā no ek rājya rakṣāvehi yedī], it is a burden to assure the well-being of 
the people, traveling to various places like the moon, and accumulating 
merit. Which minister would be attached to the well-being of the people, 
understanding these ideas of mine?”72

The king’s ambition to control a large realm from Dam̌badeṇiya left 
him dependent on Devappatirāja and that man’s network for achievements 
in the south and southwest. Presumably only a local strongman based 
near the Peak and its riverine connections to the south coast could orches-
trate the materials and labor required for the massive infrastructural 
improvements and large-scale ritual offerings at these locations south 
of Dam̌badeṇiya. Evidence from this period, though fragmented, suggests 

70.	 Gair and Karunatillake, Sidat, 138–139. See also Liyanagamage, Decline, 150. According to 
some interpretations, the author of Sidat Saṅgarā was Vedeha (discussed below), author of 
Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā (hereafter cited as Samantak.). For a review of contending views of 
Sidat Saṅgarā’s authorship, see Gair and Karunatillake, Sidat, xiii–xv; and Konow, “Vede-
hathera,” 5.

71.	 Pjv., 803–804; Cv., 85: 118–121.
72.	 Pjv., 795; italics added.
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that the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were a time in which Lankan 
families with roots in the southwest came to play an important role as bro-
kers for emergent southwestern polities like Dam̌badeṇiya.73 Devappaṭirāja 
was well positioned for this, tracing his family line to a village near Kälaniya, 
and possessing an estate on the mountain close to the Śrī Pāda.

Within literary treatments of the reign of Parākramabāhu II, composed 
during his reign and shortly thereafter, we find unusually detailed portray-
als of the relationship between the king and Devappaṭirāja. Moreover, these 
accounts portray Devappaṭirāja using tropes and scenarios appropriate 
to kings. Such passages suggest that—at least in the eyes of some monas-
tic authors (such as those who composed Pūjāvaliya and chapter 86 of 
Mahāvaṃsa)—the hierarchical relationship between king and minister was 
far from stable. Both Pūjāvaliya and that chapter of Mahāvaṃsa frame King 
Parākramabāhu II’s wish that Devappaṭirāja undertake the king’s southern 
and southwestern renovation projects in terms of Parākramabāhu II’s rec-
ognition of Devappaṭirāja’s aspiration to buddhahood. Pūjāvaliya charac-
terizes Devappaṭirāja as “possessing faithful confidence in the Triple Gem 
[buddha, dhamma, and saṅgha], who had made the wish, ‘May I be a Bud-
dha!’”74 Mahāvaṃsa’s portrayal greatly elaborates Devappaṭirāja’s bodhisatta 
(buddha-aspirant) status, attributing to Parākramabāhu II a description of 
Devappaṭirāja strongly redolent of jātaka (past lives of buddha) motifs:

On that coconut—installed at the order of [Devappaṭirāja] while he was 
making the ritual resolution [adhiṭṭhānam. ] to buddhahood [sugatatta-
nam. ]—three young coconut shoots sprouted from the [fruit’s] three eyes 
when [that resolution] was established.75 He for whom compassion is 
supreme, saw a poor man. Giving him all possessions along with his own 
wife and children, [Devappaṭirāja established [the resolution]: “I will 
become a buddha!”76

This evocative portrayal of Devappaṭirāja within Mahāvaṃsa unsettles 
expected hierarchies. The formal sovereign—Parākramabāhu II—is por-
trayed as celebrating Devappaṭirāja as someone following in the footsteps of 

73.	 See, for instance, Liyanagamage, Decline, and Kulasuriya, “Regional Independence.” On 
Devappaṭirāja in this context, see also Gair and Karunatillake, Sidat, 139.

74.	 Pjv., 795.
75.	 These sprouts affirmed the fruitfulness of his aspiration.
76.	 Cv., 86:5–8.
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Gotama Buddha, even to the extent of performatively invoking Gotama’s 
past life as Prince Vessantara. In the context of well-known jātaka narra-
tives, ascribing to Devappaṭirāja the temporary renunciation of wealth and 
family out of an abundance of compassion attributed to him royal as well as 
bodhisattva qualities.

Monastic Arguments for Place and Power

The Dam̌badeṇiya era of Vijayabāhu III and Parākramabāhu II was 
a fertile period for compositions in diverse f ields across the technical sci-
ences—including grammar, poetics, and medicine—as well as in new forms 
of Sinhala commentary (sannayas) written for earlier authoritative Pali- 
language dhamma texts (such as tipiṭaka and aṭṭhakathā), plus compendia 
of narratives composed in Pali and Sinhala for what appears to be an expand-
ing preaching culture.77 This rich literary history from the Dam̌badeṇiya era 
can be explored from many perspectives. Here, the focus is on how monas-
tic compositions gave historical depth to the increasingly significant Lankan 
south and southwest, and on the role of monk-scholars within the argumen-
tative field of Dam̌badeṇiya’s unstable sovereignty. The contrastive concepts 
of “functional geography” and “imagined geography” are suggestive for 
analysis of this process.78

Here the term “functional geography” refers to the geographic space 
that is constituted—and comes to be recognized as the dominant physical 
geographic reality—through the movements of people and goods in a par-
ticular historical period. It is shaped by trade, military activities, climate, and 
demographic shifts.79 Laṅkā’s early second-millennium functional geogra-
phy encompassed sites that had hitherto been less central to the island’s prac-
tices of pilgrimage and sovereignty. Contemporaneously, new literary works 
were composed that drew these locations into the “imagined geography” of 

77.	 See, for instance, Malalasekera, Pali Literature; Sumanajoti, Daṁbadeni Yugaya; Sannas-
gala, Sāhitya; Godakumbura, Literature; Hallisey, “Works.”

78.	 Blackburn, “Landscapes.”
79.	 The term “functional geography” is an adaptation from Sheldon Pollock’s concept of “func-

tional regions,” which he uses to refer to spheres of power copresent with emerging ver-
nacular literary domains. I use the term “functional geography” more loosely, and without 
entailing any specific connection to cosmopolitan or vernacular language and literature. Pol-
lock, Language, 28.
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the island—the way in which the island’s landscapes were understood and 
celebrated through narratives in prose and poetry. Works composed dur-
ing Parākramabāhu II’s reign, such as Hatthavanagallavihāravaṃsa (dis-
cussed above), and Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā (Exposition of the Peak of Peaks), 
wrote the island’s southern and southwestern locations into the imagined 
geography of Laṅkā. Such works provided a fuller pedigree for these loca-
tions, linking them to the biography of Gotama Buddha and, at times, 
also to famous historical figures from the Anurādhapura era of the island’s 
history. Jonathan Walters noted that sites at Kaläniya became increasingly 
important to the royal cult and to the literary imagination of the island after 
the tenth century, and particularly during the thirteenth-century reign of 
Parākramabāhu II.80 Evidence from Kaläniya indicates similarities to the his-
torical process through which the Śrī Pāda was textualized (discussed further 
below). Writing the island’s southern and western regions into the island’s 
imagined geography was a gradual process that continued through the com-
position of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century sandeśa kāvya, composed in 
relation to the kingdoms of Gampola and Koṭṭē.81 The entextualization of 
regional landscape through poetic forms bears resemblance to some of what 
Yigal Bronner and David Shulman have observed in their explorations of 
“regional Sanskrit” on the southern Indian mainland during roughly the 
same period, the first half of the second millennium CE, where sandeśa 
kāvya (“messenger poems”)—along with other genres—defined and drew 
into prominence southern regions, literarily.82

A striking example of textualizing the island’s southwest, writing it into 
an imagined geography of Laṅkā, is Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā, a Pali-language 
poem composed by the monk Vedeha Thera. It appears to be the first com-
position to take the mountain and the footprint relic as its central focus. 
While Vedeha does not declare any specific context for his composition, the 
author was active during the reign of Parākramabāhu II. Vedeha traveled in 
elite circles, associating with the highest-ranking monastics of his time.83

80.	 Walters, History, chap. 2.
81.	 On the sandeśa kāvya and their attention to locales and local rulers, see Berkwitz, “Sinhala 

Sandēśa,” esp. 95–96, 99–100.
82.	 Bronner and Shulman, “Cloud.”
83.	 In the closing lines of his Pali story collection, Rāsavāhinī, as well as in those for 

Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā, Vedeha lists among his teachers the monk Ānanda Mahāthera, whom 
he refers to as a forest-dwelling monk, that is, among the araññavāsi sector referred to ear-
lier. Vedeha’s teacher, Ānanda, resided with the monk Anomadassi (associated with Hattha-
vanagalla Vihāra; see above). According to the monastic hierarchy laid out in the Dambadeṇi 
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Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā is one sense a buddha biography.84 It is indebted 
to Mahāvaṃsa’s account of Gotama Buddha’s three visits to Laṅkā and 
the prediction attributed to him that the island would flourish as a site of 
Buddhist activity. Most of Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā’s first 500 of its 795 verses, 
for instance, treat the life of Gotama Buddha from the time of his descent 
from Tusita Heaven into his mother’s womb through his defeat of Māra’s 
many threats and temptations that sought to obstruct the commencement 
of Gotama Buddha’s sāsana. Comparing the treatment of Gotama Buddha’s 
island visits in Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā with that in Mahāvaṃsa, however, 
it becomes clear that Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā develops important distinctive 
emphases. Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā contains an extensive elaboration of Bud-
dha’s time on the Peak of Peaks, the context in which his footprint came to 
be imprinted on the mountaintop, and the powerful benefits forthcoming 
for those devotees who interact with the mountain, the footprint-relic, and 
the text Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā. In Mahāvaṃsa, Gotama’s engagement with 
the mountain-god Sumana and the Peak on his third island visit are given 
less attention than Buddha’s visits to Anurādhapura and Mahiyangana. 
Mahāvaṃsa prefigures the future greatness of Anurādhapura, narrating 
Gotama Buddha’s prediction of the city’s future Buddhist luster. Composed 
from Anurādhapura in the first half of the first millennium CE, hearkening 
back to the fifth century BCE, this section of Mahāvaṃsa understandably 
glorified that city, portrayed as Laṅkā’s first Buddhist-oriented kingdom. 
Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā expands the treatment of Buddha’s Lankan visits but 
focuses on Gotama’s visit to the Peak of Peaks. One hundred and eighty-three 
verses describe Buddha’s visit to Samantakūṭa, Buddha’s foot imprint, and 
praise for the potency of both the relic and the text Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā 
itself. The work’s indebtedness to the Sanskrit kāvya tradition85 is striking; it 
presumes a sophisticated literary audience. Although Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā 

Katikāvata, Anomadassi was the highest-ranking monk within Parākramabāhu II’s saṅgha. 
See Hatthv., p. 1, v. 3. Godakumbura proposes that the author of Hatthavanagalla Vihara 
Vaṃsa was one of Anomadassi’s students, which is entirely possible. Hatthv., x. Sannasgala 
attributes the work to Anomadassi himself, also proposing that Anomadassi was one of the 
scholars brought to Laṅkā from abroad by Parakrambāhu II after the wars with Kaliṅga Māghā. 
See Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 186; Cv., 84:9–10. Kiriällē attributes to Vedeha a brahmin lineage. See 
Kiriällē, Saparagamuvē, 38.

84.	 Parts of the following discussion of Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā draw on Blackburn, “Landscapes.”
85.	 The similarities between Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā and the messenger poems in Sanskrit (and 

later Sinhala) has not been remarked earlier to my knowledge. On Vedeha’s style, see Hal-
lisey, “Works.”



Argumentative Sovereignty : 51

neither adopts the first-person voice of the avian messenger found in the clas-
sic Meghadūta, nor uses a message sender’s voice to describe the landscape 
under flight as did later Sinhala sandeśa kāvya, Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā is 
an early Lankan experiment with aspects of the messenger poem genre: its 
descriptions of Gotama Buddha and Lankan sites presumes the poet’s areal 
view, written close to the perspective of Buddha’s stance, flying through the air 
thanks to his iddhi (power) gained through meditation and enlightenment.

Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā can be thought of as a “place-making text” that 
highlights both the past and the future of the Śrī Pāda within the island’s 
broader imagined geography. It is thus comparable to the vaṃsa and tamnān 
texts of northern Tai territories, to which Donald Swearer has devoted 
much attention.86 Functioning partly as a successor text to Dīpavaṃsa and 
Māhāvaṃsa, which wrote the ancient Lankan capital of Anurādhapura into 
buddha biography, Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā emplotted the Śrī Pāda, and the 
wider southwestern region, within a textualized understanding of how the 
island participated in buddha-sāsana. Composing Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā in 
Pali underscored the devotional, textual, and buddha-biographical connec-
tions between this new text and the earlier vaṃsas. Moreover, the work drew 
on the special potency of Pali, then understood by many as the Magadhan 
language of Gotama Buddha87 himself, in claiming for the text the power to 
protect and transform those who listened to or recited its praise of Sumana’s 
mountain and Buddha’s footprint-relic. Vedeha may also have chosen Pali 
with an eye to the text’s circulation beyond Laṅkā.88

Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā affirmed the destiny of the Lankan southwest by 
placing the Peak of Peaks within buddha biography and Gotama Buddha’s 
prediction of that location’s flourishing. It brought many of that period’s 
most sophisticated poetic techniques89 to bear on a geographic space not 

86.	 Swearer and Premchit, Legend; Swearer, Premchit, and Dokbuakaew, Sacred Mountains; 
Swearer and Premchit, “Translation.”

87.	 Collins, “What Is Literature?”
88.	 Pjv., 791; Cv., 84:9–17; Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 186. See also the introduction. Although we 

do not have extant manuscripts of the text from Tai and Burmese language collections, as 
gauged by current manuscript catalogs, Sukhothai’s fourteenth-century royal inscriptions 
attribute to Buddha footprints transformative power in terms closely resembling those 
expressed by Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā, suggesting that its ideas were in circulation across the 
Indian Ocean. For further discussion, see chapter 2.

89.	 Charles Hallisey has also suggested that the choice of Pali by Vedeha allowed for certain explic-
itly Sanskritic literary effects not possible according to then-dominant norms in Sinhala verse. 
Charles Hallisey, personal communication, November 2017. See also Hallisey, “Works.”
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previously celebrated by literary connoisseurs.90 In Vedeha’s hands, Saman
takuṭa clearly became Gotama Buddha’s space. But whose sovereign terri-
tory was adorned by this illustrious and powerful Peak of Peaks, and Gotama 
Buddha’s footprint-relic? Whose eminence was heightened when the auspi-
cious footprint was celebrated textually and through material patronage? 
Since the work was composed closely contemporary with Parākramabāhu 
II’s massive expansion of the footprint relic’s pilgrimage and ritual infra-
structure, by an author close to Dam̌badeṇiya court circles, it is possible to 
understand Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā as a work celebrating Parākramabāhu 
II’s rule. However, another reading is suggested by later verses of Vedeha’s 
work, where the authority and potency of the footprint relic are affirmed.

In the eighth autumn after the sambodhi,
on the full moon day of the month of Vesak,
the Sage made the mark of his foot in the afternoon
while deities and renouncers celebrated.

Like a bee atop its own beeswax,
as if marked by a ruler’s ring of office,
just so was the venerable foot-mark of the Conqueror
on the Peak of Peaks.91

Pali texts had for centuries described Gotama Buddha using sovereign 
terminology and imagery. His setting the wheel of dhamma in motion 
through preaching is compared to a cakkavattin (imperial) ruler’s wheel of 
sovereignty, and buddha-relics had long been associated with sovereignty 
and royal donors.92 Vedeha’s description of the buddha-footprint is unusual, 
however, for the way it assimilates the relic to the domain of administrative 
practice and proprietary claims. This is indicated by the specific comparison 
of the footprint-relic to a “ruler’s ring of office.”93 The poem goes on to relate 

90.	 Place-making texts in this period not only focused on the island’s southwest but continued 
to address locations of longer-standing habitation, such as Anurādhapura. See, for instance, 
Berkwitz, History in the Vernacular.

91.	 Godakumbura, Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā, 73, vv. 781–782.
92.	 See, for instance, Smith, Sri Lanka; Tambiah, Conqueror; Trainor, Relics; Strong, Legend; 

Blackburn, “Buddha-Relics.”
93.	 I am grateful to Zoltán Biedermann for suggesting that these lines of Vedeha’s text might be 

read in relation to sovereignty, based on his work with later Portuguese-era works. See more 
below.
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how the natural world confirmed the footprint’s power, as creepers, trees, 
and mountains subordinated themselves to the footprint mark. For instance,

Trees stood there like dancers,
raising their flowered branch-gestures,
tips bent as if offering homage—
these wonders occurred permanently.

Similarly, as if higher and lower mountains
were venerating the footprint-mark,
they stood encircling it,
with mountain crests bent down—
this too was a continuous marvel there.94

Particularly relevant is the image of geographical subordination: as 
other mountains bow before the footprint relic, the preeminence of the Peak 
of Peaks, marked by “the ruler’s ring of office,” is affirmed. Since Vedeha 
adopted many themes as well as literary techniques from the domain of San-
skrit poetics, it is natural to read his poem with an eye to kāvya’s capacity 
for doubled meanings, or sleśa, “the tight coalescence of two descriptions.”95 
In this vein, the Peak of Peaks with its relic-stamp is at once the space of a 
buddha and a king; the footprint-mark of Gotama Buddha is assimilated 
through Vedeha’s image of the ruler’s ring of office to the sphere of sover-
eignty. The Peak of Peaks, the highest point, is thus identified with the ruler 
to which the surrounding mountaintops pay homage. The footprint-relic 
and its Peak of Peaks are affirmed as superordinate, above lesser political 
domains. Early sixteenth-century Lankan sovereign discourse maintained 
this set of associations, as we see in a report sent for consideration by the 
Portuguese Estado, describing the domain of Vijayabāhu VI (r. 1513–1521) in 
terms adapted to a Christian framework:96

His land was full of precious stones, and the mountains full of elephants, 
and the hills full of cinnamon and the sea full of pearls, and all this was, 

94.	 Godakumbura, Samantak., vv. 786–787.
95.	 Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 4. Note also Bronner’s evocative account (drawing on Daṇḍin) 

of śleṣa as one of the “intertextual compositional strategies” that are also “verbal masks”; 
Extreme Poetry, 230.

96.	 Biedermann, Empires, 59, 97.
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he said, thanks to Adam our father having been there, and his footprint 
being there, and to confirm the truth of this [the king suggested that] I 
looked at all the other mountains [and how] the said [mountain of Adam] 
is the highest of them all, and all the others in all four parts [or all four 
directions of the island] are inclined towards it, and the same [can be seen 
with] the woods and palm trees.97

The Śrī Pāda and the Peak of Peaks figured strongly in Parākramabāhu 
II’s ambitions, as discussed earlier. At the same time, however, the moun-
tain was the site of Devappaṭirāja’s estate and the Paṭirāja Piriveṇa,98 with 
which Vedeha was himself connected. Parākramabāhu II’s southern projects 
depended on Devappaṭirāja, “Lord of the South.”99 The subordination of 
other island locations to the Peak of Peaks, as described by Vedeha, did not 
unequivocally highlight the sovereignty of Parākramabāhu II. It can be read 
as implying Devappaṭirāja’s preeminence.

A determinative interpretation of Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā is not possible 
given the available evidence. However, Pūjāvaliya, composed in the same 
era, brings us explicitly into the arena of contested sovereignty, exemplifying 
the powerful role of monk-scholars in a world where sovereign authority was 
articulated and contested in part through textualized arguments, at a time 
when authors based in southern and southwestern locations experimented 
with new genres in Pali and Sinhala. Pūjāvaliya (Collection of Offerings) was 
written in the latter part of Parākramabāhu II’s reign and completed (apart 
from minor subsequent expansions) in 1266, the thirtieth year of his rule. 
The work is a compendium of narratives adapted from earlier texts, sto-
ries reframed in this work as a history of offerings made to past buddhas. It 
included those made by Gotama Buddha in his preenlightenment lifetimes 
after making the solemn aspiration to buddhahood, and by monks and rul-
ers whose conduct and patronage served as pūjā (offering) to Gotama Bud-
dha himself. This history of offerings runs across a mammoth temporal scale 
up to the time of the work’s composition. The work is vast (808 printed 
pages in the printed edition cited here), and its author, Buddhaputra, notes 
that he did not compile the text working solo.100 Some sections of the work 
appear quite formulaic and could easily have been contributed by others. 

 97.	 Quoted from Biedermann, Empires, 97–98.
 98.	 On Paḷabatgala and the Patirāja Piriveṇa, see also Kiriällē, Darśana, 38.
 99.	 Gair and Karunatilleke, Sidat, 138–139.
100.	 Pjv., 807.
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However, the first two chapters and last two chapters of the work cohere in 
terms of their voice and interpretive framework, and are explicitly identified 
with the author Buddhaputra.101 In Pūjāvaliya, Buddhaputra refers to him-
self as the chief incumbent (ādhipaṭi) of Mayurpāda Piriveṇa.102 Although 
a location by that name existed in Anurādhapura during an earlier period, 
P. B. Sannasgala, following H. C. P. Bell’s archaeological studies, plausibly 
locates Mayurpāda Piriveṇa in the southwest.103

Pūjāvaliya is framed in an unusual manner that highlights the close 
ties between Buddhaputra and Devappaṭirāja. The opening section of 
Pūjāvaliya portrays Devappaṭirāja advising Parākramabāhu II on how he 
should express his commitment to buddha-sāsana. The work describes 
Devappaṭirāja repeatedly suggesting that king receive monastic instruction: 
“May someone offer to our king a sermon (baṇak) that engages with a bod-
hisatta’s virtues!”104 After concluding the massive list of buddha-offerings 
that comprises the body of Pūjāvaliya, Buddhaputra explicitly notes that he 
sent the composition to Devappaṭirāja,105 after which the work was preached 
and celebrated at the court. Although Pūjāvaliya drew Parākramabāhu II’s 
notice and favor in this way, Devappaṭirāja is clearly Buddhaputra’s patron, 
an important example (like Sidat Saṅgarā discussed above) of relation-
ships that developed between regional elite-brokers or subsovereigns and 
leading monastic scholars of the time. Buddhaputra’s approach to fram-
ing Pūjāvaliya implicates the monk-author in a textual project that creates 
unexpected hierarchies (as does the Mahāvaṃsa chapter discussed above). 
In this portrayal, Devappaṭirāja instructs the sovereign, Parākramabāhu II.

Although Buddhaputra and Pūjāvaliya appear to have been wel-
comed by Parākramabāhu II as explained further below, the work boldly 
portrays Devappaṭirāja instructing the king on how best to rule according 
to buddha-dhamma, and Devappaṭirāja as exceeding Parākramabāhu II in 
soteriological ambition. Devappaṭirāja is explicitly described as someone 
seeking buddhahood. In the words of Buddhaputra, “The chief minister 
Devappaṭirāja strove after buddhahood.”106

101.	 Ibid., 12–13, 45, 805.
102.	 Ibid., 807.
103.	 See Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 155, which also suggests a location near Kegalle as the site of the 

composition. Kiriällē suggests that Pūjāvaliya may have been composed at Paḷabatgala, 
closer to the Śrī Pāda. See Kiriällē, Darśana, 76.

104.	 Pjv., 12–13.
105.	 Ibid., 805.
106.	 Compare Cv., 86:4–7.
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On Laṅkā in the 1200s this seems to have been an unusual self-ascriptive 
move in ruling circles. However, Gornall has drawn attention to an increas-
ing emphasis on aspiration to buddhahood in monastic compositions 
composed in the early second millennium CE, suggesting a relationship 
between these ideas, unsettled social conditions, and theories of the decline 
of buddha-sāsana.107 It is possible that Devappaṭirāja and / or Buddhapu-
tra drew on these ideas. Jinālaṅkāra (discussed by Gornall) predates their 
era, while Sārasaṅgaha is almost certainly a Dam̌badeṇiya-period work.108 
Stephen Berkwitz has observed that royal discourse from the Poḷonnaruva 
era onwards made increasing use of comparisons between sovereigns and 
bodhisattvas, as well as between kings and gods, drawing in part on ways 
of describing sovereignty first articulated on the Indian mainland. “I argue 
that comparisons drawn between kings, on the one hand, and gods and bod-
hisattvas, on the other, formed elaborate, poetic techniques to eulogize rul-
ers and enhance their power and authority on the island and beyond.”109 
However, Berkwitz emphasizes that comparison rather than ascription of 
identity was at work in praise of kings.110 Certainly there are no extant royal 
inscriptions composed during just over a century stretching between the 
reigns of Parākramabāhu I and Parākramabāhu II that contain a sovereign’s 
aspirations to buddhahood, although inscriptions regularly compare sover-
eigns to bodhisattvas in terms of their generosity.111

Pūjāvaliya appears to reflect a moment in which the expectations of 
sovereign practice were debated, and in which both Devappaṭirāja and 
Buddhaputra understood the formal adoption of a bodhisattva path to 
buddhahood as appropriate to kingship. Devappaṭirāja—described as a 
buddha-aspirant as we have seen—is portrayed by Buddhaputra as advis-
ing the king that Parākramabāhu II himself should make an explicit vow 
to attain a buddha’s enlightenment. “Lord, a highly meritorious king, who 
has accumulated great merit like this [by the king’s prior acts], a wise one 
like you, should not hesitate from aspiring to buddhahood. Make a vow to 
be a buddha.” The king’s response is described in a manner that is ostensi-
bly descriptive but implicitly evaluative, stressing that Parākramabāhu II’s 

107.	 Gornall, Rewriting, chap. 6.
108.	 Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 186.
109.	 Berkwitz, “Kingship,” 30.
110.	 Ibid., 28.
111.	 This is particularly common in the inscriptions of Kīrti Niśśaṅka malla, in the late twelfth 

century. See IC, 6. Such inscriptional treatments may have informed the narrative in 
Mahāvaṃsa’s chapter 86, dicussed above.
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love for his sons prevents him from making an aspiration to buddhahood. 
The king reflects on the difficult sacrifices made by Gotama Buddha in 
his preenlightenment lifetimes as described in jātakas, such as the Vessan-
tara, and states that he cannot follow this challenging example that would 
require familial and physical sacrifice. “My five dear sons have five realms 
(mahāraṭa) and five retinues. I live in various places. I can’t bear not to expe-
rience that love, for any length of time not seeing them who attained glory. 
How could I make a gift of children [like Vessantara]? Therefore I won’t 
aspire to become a buddha.”112

Given the political developments that preceded Pūjāvaliya’s composi-
tion, including the delegation of certain sovereign functions from ruler to 
son, Buddhaputra’s choice to frame Parākramabāhu II’s obstruction to seek-
ing buddhahood in terms of the king’s love for his sons (pūtra sneha) is an 
ironic treatment, and perhaps a subtle commentary on Parākramabāhu II’s 
capacity for misjudgment. Buddhaputra celebrates monks as sons (pūtra) of 
Buddha, possessing territorial command on behalf of Gotama Buddha and 
expressing authority through preaching. Given the unsettled sovereignty 
of his own era, it is possible to read Pūjāvaliya as a celebration of buddha-
sāsana’s primacy over royal power.113 “Seated on one seat, our114 Buddha 
preached baṇa to beings in the various worldly spheres. And since we have 
been born into the lineage of his sons (ohugē putravaṃsayehi jāta vū), seated 
from our monastic residence itself, we conduct the supreme offering of con-
duct (pratipatti pūjā) to Buddha, preaching to the inhabitants of the island 
of Laṅkā and our king.”115 Here, Buddhaputra’s reference to Gotama Bud-
dha’s reach from a single seat, and to the power of his own preaching radiat-
ing far and wide on the island, stands in implied contrast to the multicentric 
sovereignty characterizing Laṅkā at this time.

Sometime before 1262, and perhaps as early as 1258, thus well before 
the completion of Pūjāvaliya, Parākramabāhu II delegated control over 
many affairs of state—including military action, renovation of past royal 
cities, and merit-making improvement of ritual sites—to his son Prince 
Vijayabāhu, later known as King Vijayabāhu IV (r. 1270–1272). The flow of 
events in Pūjāvaliya suggests that this occurred closer to the second war with 

112.	 Pjv., 12.
113.	 On this point my thinking is influenced by Gornall, Rewriting.
114.	 An honorific plural, as are those following in the quotation. On the affective and devotional 

character of this possessive formulation, see Hallisey, Devotion.
115.	 Pjv., 805.
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Chandrabhānu, after the renovation and expansion of southern sites such as 
the Śrī Pāda and Hatthavanagalla Vihāra discussed above, and thus prob-
ably around 1260. In both Pūjāvaliya and Mahāvaṃsa, Parākramabāhu II’s 
love of his sons is said to underlie his choice to devolve sovereignty, divid-
ing the territory he had painstakingly brought under a single royal umbrella 
through alliances and military action. Epic precedents from Mahābhārata are 
quoted to dignify this context, yet the flow of events described in Pūjāvaliya 
(and the subsequently composed Mahāvaṃsa chapters) suggests a highly 
fraught context of contested power over which Parākramabāhu II—still sov-
ereign in name—had only modest control. Parākramabāhu II is portrayed 
as accepting advice from the saṅgha as to which of his potential heirs (his 
five sons plus his sister’s son) should have pride of place in the delegation 
of power. The terms in which he is advised to appoint Prince Vijayabāhu 
as chief among the heirs stress the prince’s contributions to buddha-sāsana 
and his standing among elite monastics.116

Why did Parākramabāhu II relinquish substantial sovereign control at 
this time? Following a later source,117 the Alutnuvara Dēvālaya Karavīma, 
Amaradasa Liyanagamage understood Parākramabāhu II’s actions as a 
response to a severe illness.118 However, there is no indication of such illness 
in more contemporary sources, and there are indications in both Pūjāvaliya 
and Mahāvaṃsa that relations between son and father were uneasy. 
Pūjāvaliya describes Parākramabāhu II as instructing Prince Vijayabāhu 
to undertake specific projects, especially in the former city of Poḷonnaruva. 
Parākramabāhu II then remained at Dam̌badeṇiya with two sons at his 
side—whether to support him or to control him is not clear, though it 
is framed in terms of the king’s emotional needs119—while Vijayabāhu 
restored infrastructure, made merit, and ran military campaigns with the 
support of brothers active to the north and south of the island.120 After 
the second victory over Chandrabhānu, achieved by 1262, repairs were com-
pleted at Poḷonnaruva.121 Parākramabāhu II was brought to the old city—
approximately seventy-five miles from Dam̌badeṇiya—to receive a second 

116.	 Ibid., 798.
117.	 Perhaps dating to the sixteenth century according to Obeyesekere, “Coming.”
118.	 Liyanagamage, Decline, 151.
119.	 Pjv., 800.
120.	 Cūlavaḿsa. (88:29–32) hints at tensions, describing Parākramabāhu II seeking to accom-

pany Vijayabāhu to diverse locations, “reverently” rebuffed by the son.
121.	 Pjv., 802–803.
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consecration (abhiśeka). This indicated that Vijayabāhu continued to rule 
in Parākramabāhu II’s name.122

However, strikingly, other powerful acts affirming sovereignty under-
taken at Poḷonnaruva occurred in the absence of Parākramabāhu II, under 
Vijayabāhu’s control. After Parākramabāhu II and Vijayabāhu returned to 
Dam̌badeṇiya following the father’s consecration, Vijaybāhu (having sought 
his father’s permission, according to Pūjāvaliya) had Gotama Buddha’s 
tooth and bowl relics—central symbol of sovereignty since the Poḷonnaruva 
period—ritually processed from Dam̌badeṇiya to Poḷonnaruva. A three-
month tooth and bowl relic festival in veneration of these royal palladia 
was then held at the old city under Vijayabāhu in his father’s absence.123 
Vijayabāhu then took further steps expressive of sovereign control. A 
new monastic ritual enclosure (sīmā) was designated for upasampadā 
(the ordination of bhikkhus). Members of the saṅgha and would-be ordi-
nands were brought to Poḷonnaruva from other parts of the realm. This 
allowed Vijayabāhu to ordain monastics under court supervision, reaffirm-
ing Dam̌badeṇiya’s renewed control of the saṅgha after the second defeat 
of Chandrabhānu. The ways in which these monastic rituals expressed 
and concentrated sovereignty is clear in the perspectives attributed by 
Pūjāvaliya to individuals of diverse ranks within the realm. For instance, 
according to Buddhaputra’s narrative, when they heard the news that the 
royally controlled ritual boundary defining the space of upasampadā was in 
use at Dahas Toṭa, “the Mahā Vanni (sub-kings) of the north central (pihiṭa 
[raja]) and southern (ruhuṇa) kingdoms (rajya) feared for themselves, 
bringing not one meritorious offering but thousands.”124 In other words, 
donations to participate in Vijayabāhu’s sponsored bhikkhu ordination were 
portrayed as a gesture of fealty or tribute. Bhikkhus are said to have heard the 
news and declared, “We’re all going to the auspicious offering (maṃgalya 
pūjāwaṭa) of our great king Bosat Vijaya Bā!”125 Vijayabāhu assigned monas-
tic titles to high-ranking monks, another prerogative of the ruler. According 
to Pūjāvaliya, these acts were taken in his father’s name. However, these 

122.	 Ibid., 803.
123.	 Pjv. states that Vijaybāhu sought his father’s permission to move the relics from  

Dam̌badeṇiya, which suggests their separation from Parākramabāhu II. Subsequent events 
occurring at Poḷonnaruva are communicated to Parākramabāhu II across the distance. Pjv., 
803–804.

124.	 Ibid., 804.
125.	 Ibid.



60 : Chapter 1

events indicate that Vijayabāhu was able to control much of military strat-
egy and saṅgha administration, possessing also the mobile royal palladia. All 
this underscores Vijayabāhu’s effective sovereignty at this time. Throughout 
this section of the text, Vijayabāhu is characterized as “Bosat Vijayabā”— 
Bodhisattva Vijayabāhu—suggesting that the son’s explicit aspiration to 
buddhahood contributed to his accumulation of popular and monastic sup-
port, or at least that Buddhaputra understood Vijayabāhu’s power as linked 
to his path towards buddhahood.126 Buddhaputra portrays Parākramabāhu 
II as having failed to undertake the ultimate expression of devotion to 
buddha-sāsana—aspiring to buddhahood—on account of emotional 
attachment to his sons. At least one of these sons is portrayed as exceeding 
the father’s control in part by identifying as a bodhisattva.

Pūjāvaliya’s portrayal of Devappaṭirāja attempting to convince his 
ostensible sovereign to undertake an aspiration to buddhahood is unex-
pected. On the available evidence it is not possible to specify clearly what 
Devappaṭirāja sought to gain during this unsettled period, during which 
effective sovereignty became increasingly dynamic and multicentric and 
subelites were forced to choose between Parākramabāhu II and his son 
Vijayabāhu. It is possible that Devappaṭiraja stood to lose both authority 
and revenue when de facto control of the realm entered Vijayabāhu’s hands 
and those of another son, Tribhuvana Malla. Vijayabāhu assigned to Trib-
huvana Malla control of the island’s lucrative southern coastal region,127 an 
area over which Devappaṭirāja earlier had considerable influence. In any 
case, after receiving Pūjāvaliya from Buddhaputra, Devappaṭirāja appears 
to have brought the work to the king’s attention. Pūjāvaliya was then drawn 
into elaborate occasions for royal merit making and the performance of sov-
ereignty at the court of Parākramabāhu II over a period of two months.

The elder king saw this Pūjāvaliya and was overjoyed by the happiness it 
occasioned, as if receiving a second kingdom. For all of two full-moon 
days, putting aside all other royal duties, listening with a focused mind, 
he was caught up in happiness so great that it foreclosed other preoccupa-
tions, on account of royal offerings that had been made with confidence 
in the limitless virtues of Buddha (and enumerated in the text).128

126.	 The likely early fourteenth-century Mahāvaṁsa section also refers to Vijayabāhu as “Bod-
hisatta,” a title it uses neither for his father, or for immediately subsequent kings.

127.	 Pjv., 800.
128.	 Ibid., 805.
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Festivals were held on account of the work, and many good deeds done in 
celebration of the composition.129 Parākramabāhu II stood to gain consid-
erably from these activities following the completion of Pūjāvaliya. The 
king’s central role in large-scale public acts of homage to buddha-dhamma, 
like offerings to buddha-relics discussed earlier, expressed arguments in favor 
of royal authority. In addition, this particular composition offered unusu-
ally vast opportunities for merit making. Pūjāvaliya explicitly described 
itself as representing the incalculable (asaṅkhya gaṇan) offerings130 made to 
Gotama Buddha’s sāsana up to the time of the work’s composition, and 
such offerings are further described by type throughout the text and in its 
concluding pages.131 Listening to these listed offerings, ritually rejoicing in 
the merit made by these past donors, and developing merit-making rituals 
around Pūjāvaliya allowed Parākramabāhu II to accrue to himself massive 
merit. This, according to the understanding of the time, offered protection 
for Parākramabāhu II and his realm, protection particularly necessary in a 
time of unstable sovereignty and possible ill health.

Buddhaputra, author of Pūjāvaliya, was one agent among many in these 
unsettled times. His composition reveals a moment in which both the insti-
tutional arena of kingship and ways of arguing for and against sovereignty 
on Laṅkā were in flux. Buddhaputra and his patron Devappaṭirāja argued 
that only a buddha-aspirant should hold aloft the royal parasol in Laṅkā. 
Parakramabāhu II did not agree, it appears, and argued for royal authority 
in the other ways discussed above. The stakes were surely high for Buddha-
putra and other leading monks like him during times of unstable politics, 
since the fates of saṅgha institutions and persons were tightly bound to 
the nature and location of sovereignty. In lines occurring near the conclu-
sion of Pūjāvaliya, Buddhaputra notes his political allegiance. His king is 
Parākramabāhu II.132 Whether saṅgha administration was strongly unified 
by one ruler or decentralized among multiple ruling centers had potential 
implications for matters of great importance to the saṅgha. The volume and 
direction of material resources flowing from court(s) to monastic institu-
tions and the levels of military instability affecting specific regions affected 
substantially monastic incumbents of the leading monastic residences and 
centers of scholarship as well as the wider populations over which these 

129.	 Ibid.
130.	 Ibid.
131.	 Ibid., 806–807.
132.	 Ibid., 805.
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monks held some amount of symbolic and economic authority. Moreover, 
given the correlation understood to exist between the merit-power of a ruler 
and the well-being of that sovereign’s realm, there was a substantial ethical 
dimension to debates about what constituted proper ruling engagement 
with buddha-dhamma and buddha-sāsana. The safety and prosperity of 
others was at stake.

Ruler’s Riposte

A small but rich Sinhala-language composition, Kandavuru Sirita (Cus-
toms of the Royal City)133 was composed late in the reign of Parākramabāhu 
II. It is a highly stylized portrayal of sovereignty, uniting several strands of 
sovereign discourse current on the island in the thirteenth century. The 
work appears to be a bid for Parākramabāhu II’s recognition as preeminent 
sovereign during the unsettled conditions of the later 1260s, after his son 
Vijayabāhu had gained considerable control. Kandavuru Sirita details the 
daily activities of Parākramabāhu II. It characterizes him as manifesting 
ideal royal practice according to multiple scales of value, fulfilling expec-
tations of royal conduct as expressed in a brahmanic idiom, according to 
śāstric discourse, and as a follower of buddha-sāsana.134 For instance, the 
king is described as hearing protective mantras from brahmin ritualists and 
making gifts to brahmins. Kandavuru Sirita refers to him as possessed of 
faultless knowledge of the technical sciences, while also portraying him 
as engaged with several ideal arenas for royal practice important to śāstric 
discourse such as military arts and eros. The king’s auspicious dress and 
adornments (varying in accordance with the day of the week) are empha-
sized, as is his attention to auspicious times. Parākramabāhu II recollects 
the qualities of Gotama Buddha morning and night, listens to teachings of 
buddha-dhamma, and makes offering to monks. Kandavuru Sirita insists 
that Parakrambāhu II delights his subjects by neglecting none of the four 
grounds of support (saṅgraha vastu),135 rules in congruence with the ten 

133.	 On this nomenclature for the capital, dating to the Poḷonnaruva era, see Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 
74, 152.

134.	 I cite here from the published version of D. B. Jayatilaka, which refers to a manuscript held 
in the British Library collection. Jayatilaka, Lipi, 67–70. See also Somadasa, Catalogue, 232, 
311, which includes emendations to Jayatilaka’s printed text from the manuscripts.

135.	 Jayatilaka, Lipi, 70. These are generosity, friendly speech, useful conduct, and judiciousness. 
See Pali-English Dictionary, s.v. saṅgaha.
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acts appropriate to kings (dasarāja dharmayen),136 and “enjoys the eminent 
felicity of sovereignty” (rājyaśrīsampat anubhavakoṭa).137

Asserting the power and authority of Parākramabāhu II in terms of 
faithful dependence on the teachings of Gotama Buddha, conformity with 
brahmanic ritual for kings, and śāstric knowledge, Kandavuru Sirita por-
trayed Parākramabāhu II and his court as fully congruent with aesthetic 
and ritual expectations of kingship. These were shaped by subcontinental 
and Sanskritic forms of discourse that increasingly characterized Laṅkā in 
the first years of the second millennium CE,138 as well as by ideals of royal 
practice with much deeper histories on the island. A passage near the end 
of Kandavuru Sirita suggests that the work was composed after the con-
secration (abhiśeka) of Parākramabāhu II at Poḷonnaruva. This occurred 
after Parākramabāhu II had delegated authority to Prince Vijayabāhu. Yet 
despite this context of Vijayabāhu’s growing stature, Kandavuru Sirita 
insists that Parākramabāhu II—described “through these royal customs139—
has attained superordinate sovereignty.140 While Sannasgala suggests that 
the composition of Kandavuru Sirita be seen in terms of a collaboration 
between Parākramabāhu II and his sons,141 I understand the work as an argu-
ment against diminished sovereignty, perhaps intended to contribute to the 
work of diplomacy and alliance building from the court of Parākramabāhu 
II himself at Dam̌badeṇiya. Certainly, the text voices a strong claim on 
behalf of Parākramabāhu II.

Established in the Triple Gem, the lord Parākramabāhu Maharaja, com-
pletely knowledgeable in the literature of the Kāli Age, having attained 
sovereignty of the royal city completely, along with the prosperity of all 
the subsidiary cities on this śrī laṇkā island, making no errors in śāstric 
practice, daily conducts himself thus.142

136.	 This list has a long history in Pali and other literatures in the Pali world. See, for instance, 
Tambiah, Conqueror.

137.	 Jayatilaka, Lipi, 70.
138.	 See, for instance, Hallisey, “Works”; Berkwitz, “Kingship”; and Gornall, Rewriting.
139.	 That is, through the powerful sirit described within the text itself.
140.	 Jayatilaka, Lipi, 70. This passage appears in one of the two manuscripts held in the British 

Library. See Somadasa, Catalogue, 232, cf. 311.
141.	 Sannasgala, Sāhitya, 152–153.
142.	 Jayatilaka, Lipi, 67. “Mē śrī laṅkā dvipayehi sakala nagarāṅga sampattin sampurṇavū kanda-

vuru nuvara rājyaprāpta.”
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Significantly, the delegation of power to his sons, and the role of Vijayabāhu, 
are nowhere mentioned in this work.

While the extant evidence makes it impossible to determine whether 
Parakrambāhu II was also seeking to obtain support from peninsular India, 
Kandavuru Sirita’s emphasis on the king’s excellence according to brah-
manic and śāstric expectations is well suited to such a diplomatic context. 
Based on the long history of monastic interaction between the island and 
peninsula, we should presume a multilingual context in which persons con-
versant with literary Sinhala and Tamil were copresent in both the island 
and the peninsula. In its move to combine conceptions of sovereignty drawn 
from both Pali and Sanskrit intellectual traditions, Kandavuru Sirita bears 
some resemblance to texts composed in the royal house of Sukhothai a little 
less than a century later. These are discussed in chapter 2.

The royal house of Dam̌badeṇiya owed its emergence in part to the grow-
ing economic and demographic power of the Lankan south and south-
west, which was, in turn, tied to changes in the Indian Ocean ecosystem 
that affected the island as well as other locations considered in the chap-
ters that follow. Evidence associated with the thirteenth-century reign of 
Parākramabāhu II reveals some of the processes involved in developing a 
new political formation under these circumstances. Sovereigns from families 
without kinship ties to the earlier celebrated royal cities of Anurādhapura 
and Poḷonnaruva sought ways of portraying themselves as continuous 
with these earlier rulers. This was done in part through textual and mate-
rial acts of citation, explicitly linking Dam̌badeṇiya to Anurādhapura and 
Poḷonnaruva through the work of narrative as well as through activities 
of construction and restoration in the built environment. Moreover, the 
Dam̌badeṇiya era reveals experimentation in sovereign practice, debate over 
what truly constituted the authority to rule, and how authority could be 
related to virtue in dhammic terms.

Monastic scholars and sovereigns as well as subelites and would-be 
kings participated in projects that attempted to define, attest, and contest 
what it was to be sovereign. Such textual and material arguments drew 
on the substantial textual and intellectual resources of the island’s already 
longstanding literate culture. In this process, sovereign contestation drew 
on the resources of the Pali arena. Arguments for and about sovereignty 
and models for kingship dating to the first millennium CE were adapted to 
the new realities of Dam̌badeṇiya and the southwestern environment. Yet 
Parākramabāhu II certainly did not control fully the sovereign arguments 
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of this era. Evidence from this period signals a complex web of relationships 
through which persons and places could be celebrated and criticized, even 
according to competing hierarchies of value. Recognizing this involves read-
ing textual content in relation to authorship and patronage as well as in rela-
tion to other evidence of political economy, and attending to the dynamic 
patronage of built environments associated with rule. The royal house of 
Dam̌badeṇiya was unstable. It faced subkings and other powerful brokers in 
the island regions over which Parākramabāhu II sought control, contended 
with military foes from beyond the island, and was characterized by intra-
familial struggle. This fraught environment shaped the manner in which 
Dam̌badeṇiya-era literate elites harnessed the resources of the Pali arena to 
argumentative and multicentric sovereign politics.
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Vijayabāhu III and Parākramabāhu II, along with other pow-
erful players, both lay and monastic, drew on long-standing models of 
sovereignty and arguments for sovereign authority articulated in the Lankan 
vaṃsa tradition, while also engaging newer genres and ideas. Like 
Dam̌badeṇiya, the royal house of Sukhothai—whose founding is attributed 
to the twelfth-century rule of Indrāditya—was a young and fragile polity. 
However, as noted briefly in the last chapter, these two kingdoms had very 
different histories of engagement with the Pali arena and with forms of Bud-
dhist institutional life more broadly. Looking closely at Sukhothai inscrip-
tions and art historical evidence, as well as at evidence from other locations 
connected to the polity, shows how new Tai kingdoms began to participate in 
the Pali arena. These polities associated with the Tai developed in locations 
already marked by persons using Mon, Burmese, and Khmer languages as well 
as by indigenous peoples and cultural forms. Related processes are evident at 
Chiang Mai, where growing engagement with the Pali arena was shaped in 
part by prior Mon and indigenous forms and practices. Over time, the politi-
cal formations of Sukhothai and Chiang Mai increasingly drew on texts and 
ideas circulating from Laṅkā, though not to the exclusion of other sources.

Evidence from the period between the 1290s and the 1370s suggests 
that arguments for sovereignty at Sukhothai changed over approximately 
three generations as rulers and scholar-monks drew increasingly on ideas 
and forms of practice articulated through texts composed in Pali language 
on the island of Laṅkā, as well as on materials in Pali and Sanskrit with an 
earlier history of circulation in mainland territories. Extant sources sug-
gest that the arguments for and about sovereignty developing at Sukho-
thai were shaped by a historically complex process. For instance, elements 
associated with Laṅkā and deltaic Burma were localized at Sukhothai in 
an institutional and conceptual terrain already shaped by the sovereign 
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and ritual practice of Tai and Khmer and in relation to ideas carried in 
Mon from several nearby areas, as well as by earlier indigenous practices. 
This historical accumulation of conceptual resources also characterized 
Tai kingdoms farther north, such as Chiang Mai. What eventually took 
shape as the Chiang Mai polity was marked by understandings of buddha-
sāsana and sovereignty expressed in Tai languages (shaped partly through 
interaction with Sukhothai) as well as the earlier traditions of Haripuñjaya 
(now Lamphun). The latter had a deep history of Mon language and cul-
ture, indigenous practices related to power and land, and connection to 
the deltaic regions around Haṃsavatī (now Bago) in what is now Burma.

This chapter and chapter 3 examine material and textual arguments for 
and about sovereignty at Sukhothai, Chiang Mai, and Haṃsavatī through 
close readings of inscriptions, other textual materials produced in these 
locations, and evidence from the built environment. Examining this evi-
dence shows how mainland polities engaged with the Pali arena in dynamic 
and contested approaches to authorizing royal power. Although this period 
has sometimes been described in terms of the expansion of a fairly unified 
Buddhist tradition from Laṅkā to the mainland, the evidence shows some-
thing quite different, which these chapters attempt to convey in considerable 
detail. It is true that Lankan Pali textual forms and sovereign arguments 
expressed in Pali texts—plus some of the island’s material and institutional 
practices related to buddha-sāsana—entered second-millennium Mon, 
Burmese, and Tai contexts. However, rather than arriving as a bounded 
and stable “tradition,” they did so in heterogenous and disaggregated ways. 
As the Pali arena expanded to include new mainland political formations, 
contacts with—and outward transmissions and borrowings from—Laṅkā 
were multiple, decentralized, and unsystematic. Moreover, participants in 
the Pali arena who drew on models of sovereignty and arguments for royal 
authority first articulated in Laṅkā did not approach them tabula rasa. 
Rather, mainland engagements with the Pali arena, including but not 
limited to its Lankan forms, were also always shaped by ways of conceptu-
alizing and expressing sovereignty that had developed earlier through indig-
enous, Khmer, Burmese, and / or Mon textual communities. In this context 
of plural inheritances and multiple pathways for claim making related to 
sovereignty, when explicit invocations of Laṅkā and Lankan inheritance 
were chosen, these choices deserve close examination. As shown in greater 
detail below, the move to articulate explicit connection to Laṅkā—whether 
expressed as borrowing, inheritance, or the imitation of precedent—was 
context-sensitive. The explicit embrace of Lankan elements by participants 
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in the Pali arena was sometimes used as an act of distanciation, pivoting 
away from other political-cum-discursive formations, whether associated 
with Khmer, Mon, or Burmese persons and languages.

Introducing Tai Polities

In the late first millennium CE, Tai migrants began to move from what is 
now southern China and Vietnam into territories comprising the northern 

Map 3. Tai locations in Indian Ocean context.
Map courtesy of Bill Nelson.
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parts of the Chao Phraya River system. These migrations appear to have 
been catalyzed partly by Chinese military activity, and perhaps later also 
by Mongol raids, while riverine commercial possibilities also beckoned. By 
the thirteenth century, the Tai1 had consolidated small-scale polities or city-
states, referred to in Tai languages as müang, at numerous points along the 
river system running north-south.2

Wherever, and whenever, there have been Tai political domains—whether 
these have been what we might loosely refer to at this stage as chiefdoms, 
federations of chiefdoms, principalities, or kingdoms—these have been 
referred to as müang; indeed the term in one form or another seems even 
more consistent than the term tai . . . and wherever we find müang, we 
find a situation of relationship, interdependence, and domination 
between Tai and non-Tai populations. The most important and frequent 
classifications are the “pairs” tai : kha and müang : pa; where provision-
ally: kha = both a generic ethnonym for non-Tai, and a generic social 
status of servant, slave etc.; and pa = forest, the wild, savage.3

In the north, Chiang Mai eventually became a major player among 
these polities, as discussed further below. Somewhat farther to the south of 
Chiang Mai and Haripuñjaya, Sukhothai and Si Sajjanalai became promi-
nent, sometimes competitive with each other, and sometimes in a relation-
ship of hierarchical codependence. Although the rise of Sukhothai was once 
interpreted as an overthrow of Khmer imperial domination,4 more recent 
studies suggest a more complex picture of Khmer influence prior to the rise 
of Sukhothai. Khmer patrons sometimes installed buildings and images, but 
without substantial ongoing Khmer political control.5

Chiang Mai and Sukhothai emerged towards the end of the thirteenth 
century—less than a century after the rise of Dam̌badeṇiya discussed in 
chapter 1. Sukhothai aspired to control a number of the city-states (what 
Chris Baker and Pasuk Pongpaichit call the “Northern Cities”6) along the 

 1.	 On use of the social category of the Tai in this historical context, see, for instance, Turton, 
“Introduction,” 11–13, drawing explicitly on the 1976 work of Jit Phumisak published in Thai.

 2.	 Baker and Phongpaichit, History, 25–34; Sarassawadee, History, esp. chap. 2.
 3.	 Turton, “Introduction,” 6.
 4.	 Prasert and Griwold, Epigraphic, 355, drawing in part on Coedès, Recueil, 7. See also Coedès, 

“L’art,” 280–302; Reynolds and Reynolds, Three Worlds, 8.
 5.	 See also Vickery, “Cambodia”; Baker and Pasuk, History, 20–24.
 6.	 Baker and Pasuk, History, 34.
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Ping River that is part of the Chao Phraya River system, connecting to the 
Gulf of Siam and the wider Indian Ocean. The Sukhothai inscriptions—
detailing battles, treaties, fortifications, and efforts to mobilize ritual pro-
tection of ruler and realm—suggest that Sukhothai’s political and military 
ambitions faced many difficulties. After the period discussed within this 
chapter, in the fifteenth century, Sukhothai was increasingly subordinated 
to Ayutthaya.7 Ayutthaya, located closer to the mouth of the Chao Phraya 
River, gradually became a military and economic force during the fourteenth 
century.8 As this chapter and the next show, the histories of Ayutthaya, 
Sukhothai, and Chiang Mai were strongly intertwined as interdependent, 
often competitive, points on the north-south axis of the Chao Phraya River 
system. The riverways that carried soldiers, labor, and precious trade goods 
also carried ritual and textual specialists, buddha images, and relics. River 
systems facilitated imitation, debate, and competition, among Buddhist 
monks as well as among sovereigns who participated in the Pali arena. The 
Pali arena shaped, and was shaped by, new patterns of circulation in the 
wider Indian Ocean region.

A New Circulatory System in the Indian Ocean

The introduction referred to the work of Sanjay Subrahmanyam as one 
inspiration to investigate changing patterns of integration within the Indian 
Ocean, and it drew attention to a circulatory subsystem particularly relevant 

 7.	 Ibid., 43–44. However, according to the interpretation of Baker and Pasuk, the Northern 
Cities also strongly affected Ayutthaya’s development, in part through systems of intermar-
riage at the highest levels.

 8.	 Although its own historiographic traditions refer to 1341 as the date of the polity’s establish-
ment, the formative history of Ayutthaya is understood to lie in the thirteenth-century rise 
of a polity known as Xian in Chinese sources. Xian was recognized as a significant player in 
Indian Ocean commerce and militarism by at least 1292, year of its first tribute mission to 
China. Ibid., 46–52. See Fukami, “Long.” Ayutthaya’s developing maritime urban center 
required labor and precious natural resources, partly obtained through military raids to the 
north along the river system. Baker and Pasuk, History, 59. Ayutthaya’s influence in what we 
now call the Gulf of Siam and the Indonesian archipelago grew during the 1300s. This was 
followed by expanding control over the upper Malay Peninsula in the middle 1440s. Heng, 
Sino-Malay Trade, esp. 129, 138, 213. In some ways, this connectivity built on prior patterns 
established during periods of maritime ascendancy by Śrī Vijaya and the Cōḷa realm. Black-
burn, “Buddhist Connections.”
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to historians of Buddhist studies and Pali textuality. This subsystem, referred 
to for convenience as “Bay of Bengal–Plus,” encompassed not just the Bay 
of Bengal, but Laṅkā, the Coromandel coast, and the southern coastal and 
peninsular areas of what are now Burma and Thailand.9 The early centuries 
of the second millennium CE were characterized by the more intense inte-
gration of locations in Laṅkā, the eastern coast of the Indian Peninsula, the 
deltaic region of Mon / Burmese territories, parts of the Malay Peninsula, 
and what is now referred to as the Gulf of Siam. This integration was partly 
indebted to the rise of Ayutthaya as a maritime power (prior to Portuguese 
ascendancy) in what later came to be called the Straits of Melaka.

As this chapter demonstrates, as does chapter 3, the increasing rapid-
ity and intensity of connection within this particular sector of the Indian 
Ocean—Bay of Bengal–Plus—shaped the intellectual history of the Pali 
arena, including how royal models and sovereign arguments circulated and 
were localized in the mainland domains addressed by this book: Sukho-
thai, Chiang Mai, and Haṃsavatī. While inscriptions from thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century Sukhothai were produced within less than a century, 
they nonetheless reveal considerable diachronic variation. Likewise, as 
shown in this chapter and the next, inscriptional and other textual evidence 
from Chiang Mai shows rapid changes in the discursive repertoire related to 
sovereignty over slightly more than a century. This dynamism evident in the 
Tai polities accords with changes in Indian Ocean circulations that helped 
reshape intellectual and textual communities along the Chao Phraya River 
system, expanding the political centers and persons who participated in the 
Pali arena. The pages that follow look at how arguments for and against 
sovereigns were made through texts and the built environment at Sukho-
thai and Chiang Mai. Similarities and differences there, and in relation to 
Dam̌badeṇiya and Haṃsavatī, underscore the Pali arena’s heterogeneity.

Evidence

There is little noninscriptional textual evidence extant for the period 
treated in this chapter—running from the late thirteenth to the late 
fourteenth century—that can be read along with inscriptions and the 
analysis of material forms such as buildings, sculpture, and painting. 

 9.	 Blackburn, “Making.”
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Only one nonepigraphic text is attributed to early Sukhothai. This is the 
Traibhumikathā discussed further below. For Chiang Mai, we have no indi-
cations of Tai or Pali compositions from the period discussed in this chapter. 
The near-absence of noninscriptional textual evidence from thirteenth- 
and fourteenth-century Sukhothai and Chiang Mai creates interpretive 
challenges for historians. The approach taken here in this book contrasts 
with the usual approach. Scholars have typically used texts composed 
from Chiang Mai in the fifteenth or sixteenth centuries (such as versions 
of Jinakālamālī, Tamnān Wat Pa Däng, and Tamnān Mūlasāsana—on 
which, see more later in this chapter and in chapter 3) to reconstruct aspects 
of Sukhothai’s fourteenth-century history.10 They have also used even later 
texts (from the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries) in Mon and Tai lan-
guages—recounting connections between the Malay Peninsula, deltaic 
Burma, and Sukhothai—as complements to the earlier epigraphic record.11 
This chapter does not follow suit in order to avoid interpretive anachronism 
as much as possible. Here the focus is on the evidence from thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century Sukhothai and Chiang Mai themselves. As in other 
chapters, this book privileges evidence produced as close as possible to the 
period under investigation in order to identify and analyze the arguments 
and frames of reference that were in play at particular moments in time. 
While this constricts the evidentiary base, it is particularly important for 
work intended as a contribution to intellectual history. By avoiding anach-
ronistic descriptions and interpretations generated through later evidence, 
attending closely to the terms in which claims to social identification were 
made in each body of evidence,12 and remaining alert to changing patterns 
of discursive emphasis, it is possible to develop more subtle and historically 
specific analyses of how people made competitive claims to sovereign power 
within contexts that were marked by the presence of buddha-sāsana, as well 
as of other ways of organizing soteriology and protective potency (such 
as in relation to deities of the landscape, Viṣṇu, Śiva, etc.). The approach 
used here also mitigates against empirically unjustifiable nineteenth- and 

10.	 For instance, Griswold, Towards, 15–16; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, esp. 310–344; 
Sirisena, Sri Lanka; Hazra, History.

11.	 Griswold and Prasert, Epigraphic, esp. 310–344. See the substantial discussion of manu-
scripts and likely provenance of narratives about Nakhon Si Thammarat in Wyatt, Crystal 
Sands. Patrick McCormick’s analysis indicates the late origin of texts sometimes used to dis-
cuss early second-millennium Martaban; see “Mon Rājāvaṃsa.”

12.	 Cooper and Brubaker, “Identity.”
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twentieth-century nationalist claims to the historical continuity of political 
formations. To be sure, inscriptional evidence from Sukhothai is challeng-
ing to work with. For instance, royal inscriptions produced there were much 
less explicit about the institutional contexts in which they were produced 
than was the case for the Kalyāṇī Inscriptions of Haṃsavatī discussed in the 
next chapter, or some of the inscriptions associated with Poḷonnaruva and 
Dam̌badeṇiya referred to in chapter 1. However, reading Sukhothai inscrip-
tions in relation to evidence from art history, archaeology, and historical lin-
guistics suggests ways of writing early Sukhothai into the intellectual history 
of the early second-millennium Pali arena. Doing so, we see more starkly 
than ever before the differences between thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
Sukhothai and Chiang Mai and their contemporary kingdoms on the island 
of Laṅkā as well as the differences between fourteenth-century Sukhothai and 
Chiang Mai themselves.

Prefiguring Pali Textuality in Tai Territories

While changes in Indian Ocean circulations shaped how persons in 
the new Tai kingdoms participated in the Pali arena, it is important to con-
sider how prior histories of language use and approaches to sovereignty in 
the areas eventually populated by the Tai may have prefigured and shaped 
Tai approaches to the Pali arena.13 Evidence from Sukhothai and Chiang 
Mai suggests that in each location, Tai readiness to engage with concepts, 
arguments, and objects carried by Pali-using intellectual communities was 
likely indebted to the strong reputation of buddha-sāsana on the island of 
Laṅkā but also to an earlier history of Pali textual culture associated with 
Mon language groups who had patronized buddha-sāsana. While it is very 
difficult to reconstruct such scenarios given the scarce extant data, such 
layered histories likely shaped how Tai territories came to participate in the 
Pali arena.

Mon inscriptions and archaeological remains from areas connected 
to Sukhothai and Chiang Mai indicate the presence of Buddhist monas-
tic institutions and awareness of buddha-dhamma in Pali-language forms 
already by the second half of the first millennium CE.14 In other words, 
archaeological and art historical evidence of monastic activity, plus 

13.	 See also Bretfeld, “Response,” 235–239, esp. 237.
14.	 The data used in map 4 was was prepared by Hunter Watson, author of “Inscriptions.”



Map 4: Khmer Bayon-era finds in Tai locations.
Map courtesy of Damien Evans.
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inscriptions, show that the geographical areas immediately adjacent to 
Sukhothai and Chiang Mai had an earlier history of some engagement 
with the buddha-dhamma in Pali (though perhaps substantially medi-
ated through Mon language), and with Buddhist monastic organization.15 
Although there are no extant nonepigraphic texts in Mon or Pali from the 
pre-Tai era, it is clear from Mon inscriptions that Pali was understood to be 
a ritual language offering protective potency, and that some tipiṭaka texts 
were known.16 Since linguistic analysis of Sukhothai inscriptions indicates 
that Mon language was known at Sukhothai,17 it is possible that ideas from 
Mon-using regions—such as deltaic Burma, Pagan (now Bagan) under 
King Kyanzittha (later 11th–12th centuries), and Haripuñjaya—entered 
Sukhothai.18 Thus, it is not unreasonable to suggest that first-millennium 
and early second-millennium Mon engagement with Pali textuality helped 
prepare the ground for subsequent deeper engagement with Pali language 
and textual materials by the Tai.

One might say that earlier Mon usage exercised “stricture” on subse-
quent Tai engagements with Pali language and textuality.19 In relation to 
Tai participation in the Pali arena, Mon language users’ engagement with 
a fairly modest corpus of Pali texts may have helped prepare the ground for 
literati at the emergent Tai polities of Sukhothai and Chiang Mai to wel-
come and localize new forms of Pali textuality—and ideas carried within 
it—that arrived from Laṅkā and deltaic Burma with increasingly frequency 
from the fourteenth century onwards.20 The late thirteenth-century and 

15.	 See, for instance, Skilling, “Advent”; Skilling, “Traces”; Woodward, Art and Architecture; 
Phasook, “Dvāravati”; Revire, “Glimpses”; Gallon, “Monuments.”

16.	 In addition to Revire, “Buddhas,” see Skilling, “Epigraphic.”
17.	 Bauer, “Sukhothai Inscription II”; Bauer, “Epithets.”
18.	 Hiram Woodward’s art historical analysis suggesting Mon and Burmese impacts on early 

Sukhothai artistic production, including buddha imagery, offers additional support for this 
hypothesis. Perhaps texts traveled from Pagan to Sukhothai in oral and or written form along 
with artisanal methods and stylistic forms. While certainly not without ambiguity, such art 
historical evidence is suggestive for intellectual historians, offering clues to regional circula-
tory processes that prefigured material and discursive production at Sukhothai. Woodward, 
Art and Architecture, 168–171, 185.

19.	 Here I borrow from art history, where Hiram Woodward uses the term “stricture” to refer to 
a process through which continuous local development narrowed the pathways for engage-
ment with external elements. Ibid.,135.

20.	 Evidence of prior Khmer political ambitions in the territories later claimed by Sukhothai (as 
well as in the Chao Phraya River basin) and the presence of Khmer buildings in the earliest 
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fourteenth-century Sukhothai inscriptions—and the single extant treatise 
likely contemporary to them—reveal a gradual and unsystematic process 
through which literate elites at Sukhothai localized technical language, nar-
ratives, accounts of model kings, and sovereign arguments that originated 
elsewhere and were carried via Pali into Tai territories. In this process, per-
sons at Sukhothai drew also on Sanskrit textual culture. Discussed further 
below, these included ideas about buddha-dhamma expressed in Sanskrit as 
well as in theist discourse and technical sciences.

List of Rulers Referenced Below
Rāma Gaṃhèn (r.? –1292?)
Mangrai (r. 1261–1311)
Phayu (r. 1336–1355)
Dhammarāja I (1347?–?)
Kuena (r. 1355–1386)

A Glimpse of Sukhothai Sovereignty in the Late 
Thirteenth Century

Comparing extant royal inscriptions at Sukhothai across just less 
than a century reveals substantial differences in the inscriptional persona 
of kingship and the ways in which elements related to buddha-dhamma 
and buddha-sāsana, narratives transmitted in Pali, and technical discourse 
from the Sanskrit domain were incorporated within royal discourse. These 
changes suggest a fairly rapid process through which concepts and modes of 
expression connected to both Pali and Sanskrit textual culture became more 
familiar at Sukhothai and were absorbed into an emergent literate milieu 
marked by an early form of Tai language, plus Mon and Khmer.

stratum of Sukhothai’s architectural history suggest Khmer influences on elite expression at 
Sukhothai. This is further indicated by the central role of Khmer language itself in Sukhothai 
inscriptions from the fourteenth century. However, since Khmer interest in expressions of 
buddha-sāsana oriented towards the Pali tipiṭaka increased substantially in Khmer territories 
only from the middle of the thirteenth century, roughly contemporaneous with diminished 
Khmer impact in Tai territories (and prior to Ayutthaya’s engagement with Angkor), it is less 
likely that Cambodian engagements with Pali shaped Sukhothai’s deepening participation in 
the Pali world. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic; Gosling, Chronology; Woodward, Art and 
Architecture, esp. 135–164, 180–182, 201–206; Thompson, Emergence, esp. “Introduction.”
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The first extant royal inscription is Sukhothai Inscription One,21 also 
known as the Rāma Gaṃhèn [Ramkamhaeng] Inscription. Inscription One 
was the subject of considerable controversy in the 1980s and 1990s, as schol-
ars debated the possibility that the inscription was not composed in the late 
thirteenth century, as scholars had initially supposed on the basis of a 1292 date 
internal to the inscription, but in the later fourteenth or fifteenth century, or 
perhaps even in the nineteenth century. A rich body of scholarship developed 
in response to this controversy, to which art historians, linguists, archae-
ologists, and epigraphers contributed.22 I accept Inscription One as an early 
Sukhothai inscription, likely dated to the late thirteenth or early fourteenth 
century, as Hans Penth has argued,23 and in any case preceding the inscriptions 
(discussed at length below) from the reign of Mahā Dhammarāja I, grandson 
of Rāma Gaṃhèn (r.? –1292?). As explained further below, the terms in which 
Inscription One describes phenomena related to buddha-sāsana and buddha-
dhamma—especially when contrasted with the approach taken by the later 
inscriptions of the Mahā Dhammarāja I era—suggest that Inscription One 
represents an early stage in Sukhothai’s engagement with the Pali arena and, 
indeed, with Buddhist discursive and ritual conventions more broadly. This 
attribution is supported by evidence from historical linguistics,24 archaeology, 

21.	 In my work on Inscription One, I have referred to the translations in Coedès, Recueil; and 
Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic. Quotations for Inscription One are from Coedès, with 
my English translation from the French. Citations note both the Coedès and the Griswold 
and Prasert editions for readers’ convenience. I am deeply grateful to Lawrence Chua for 
reading a number of key lines in Coedès’s Thai transcription of Inscription One, to compare 
with the French translation. On that basis I have brought my English translation of Coedès’s 
French translation closer to the Tai text to highlight certain technical terms. Thanks are due 
to Hiram Woodward also for discussing translation technicalities related to this inscription.

22.	 Key arguments relevant to this debate are collected in Chamberlain, Controversy.
23.	 Hans Penth, “Difficulties,” in Chamberlain, Controversy, 523–552.
24.	 Michael Vickery argued that Inscription One contains Tai tone marks not consistent with 

the thirteenth century, bearing more resemblance to modern Thai language. Yet Anthony 
Diller and James Chamberlain persuasively attribute the character of tone marks in Inscrip-
tion One to language forms used by Tai populations to the northeast of Sukhothai, in the 
regions from which Sukhothai’s Tai population originated. In other words, Inscription 
One’s distinctive tone marking correlates to an early stage in Sukhothai-area Tai language 
and script development, rather than evincing the inscription’s late date. In response, Vickery 
himself modulated his earlier position. See Vickery, “Piltdown Skull,” esp. 13; Vickery, “Pilt-
down Skull: Installment 2,” in Chamberlain, Controversy; Diller, “Consonant Mergers,” 
esp. 173; Chamberlain, “P / PH Distinction,” esp. 473; Diller, “Consonant Mergers.” See also 
Bradley, “Oldest Known.”
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and art history.25 Inscription One indicates an early and experimental phase 
of Sukhothai’s city-state formation and its approaches to politics.26

Inscription One is the earliest textual evidence available from which to 
write Sukhothai into an intellectual history of the Pali arena and to explore 
how elements related to buddha-dhamma and buddha-sāsana figured in 
arguments for royal authority at Sukhothai. While only this inscription 
from the period remains, it is not unlikely that others were composed con-
temporary with Inscription One. Without that evidence, it is impossible to 
determine whether ideas expressed in Inscription One appeared in other 
royal inscriptions, or what divergent voices there may have been.27 Inscrip-
tion One moves between first-person and third-person accounts of the 
genealogy and ruling practice of the leader referred to within the inscription 
as Rāma Gaṃhèn, “Rāma the Bold.” Inscription One extols the prosper-
ity of the Sukhothai realm as well as the accessibility and justice of its ruler. 
Although Inscription One refers to Rāma Gaṃhèn as a king, the inscription 
does not make use of elaborate royalist terminology of the kind available by 
this era in Khmer, Mon, Pali, and Sanskrit materials from nearby locations. 
Perhaps, as Georges Coèdes once proposed regarding the contrast between 
Sukhothai and Khmer visual styles,28 Inscription One intentionally eschews 
Khmer (and thus also Sanskrit) discursive elements (including those related 
to kingship) in order to underscore the distance between the emerging Suk-
hothai polity and the regional power of the Khmer.29

25.	 Piriya, “Towards”; Gosling, “Religious Architecture”; see also Gosling, Chronology. More-
over, work by Hiram Woodward has valuably clarified historical phases in the production of 
images and ritual construction at Sukhothai in a manner that accords with other arguments 
for a formative era at Sukhothai, including the period of Inscription One’s production, con-
trasted with the later material production of the Mahā Dhammarāja I era. Material remains 
prior to and contemporary with Inscription One are marked more sharply by Mon, Khmer, 
and Tai elements, whereas those from the middle to late fourteenth century reveal a greater 
impact of Lankan and Burmese style. Woodward, “Ram Khamhaeng’s Inscription.”

26.	 According to Terwiel, it also indicates an early (though not the earliest) phase in develop-
ing Tai script to handle features of Tai languages distinct from Khmer. See Terwiel, Inscription, 
36–39. On buddha-sāsana prior to Rāma Gaṃhèn, see Prapod, Ascendancy, 170–173.

27.	 I am grateful to Donald Stadtner for his reflections on this point (personal communication 
April 24, 2020).

28.	 Coedès, “L’art,” 292–299.
29.	 I focus on the first three faces of the inscription that appear to be the earliest composition, 

likely inscribed in the lifetime of Rāma Gaṃhèn himself, leaving aside lines often referred to 
by scholars as one or more “epilogues” voiced retrospectively and incised in a different hand. 
See Penth, “Difficulties,” and Terwiel, Inscription.
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Inscription One does not connect Rāma Gaṃhèn or the inhabitants of 
Sukhothai to buddha-sāsana and saṅgha until roughly halfway through the 
inscription. The ruler’s genealogy and inheritance of the kingdom are first 
addressed, followed by details regarding Rāma Gaṃhèn’s justice and acces-
sibility to subjects as well as to would-be tributees and allies. The prosperity 
of Sukhothai is affirmed by references to groves of precious fruits for cul-
tivation, indicating the control and development of agricultural land and 
suggesting participation in regional trade.30 After declaring that justice and 
prosperity characterize Sukhothai under Rāma Gaṃhèn, Inscription One 
devotes considerable attention to the ways in which ruler and inhabitants 
engage buddha-dhamma and buddha-sāsana as well as to how the latter is 
manifested through monastics and images of buddha. There is no explicit 
connection drawn between these engagements and the prosperity or pro-
tection of Sukhothai, however. Instead, Inscription One emphasizes Braḥ 
Khabuṅ (referred to in the inscription as phi debada [P: devatā])—that is, 
a protective spirit (phi) / celestial being (debada)—as the key to Sukkho-
thai’s security. Here Inscription One appears to draw on cosmological con-
ceptions of place-linked protective supernatural power that predated both 
Khmer and Tai sovereign practice:31 “If a leader [khun], whoever he may be, 
ruler of this Sukhothai city-state, properly venerates with the correct offer-
ings [T: phalī; P: balī], then the müang is stable. But if he does not . . . , then 
the phi of this mountain neither protects nor respects the müang and the 
müang will decline.”32

30.	 Among the cultivars mentioned are betel and areca nut, valuable trade commodities at this 
time. See also Terwiel, Inscription, 45.

31.	 See, for instance, Mus, “Cultes,” esp. 377–393. This work has been translated as Mus, India. 
I am grateful to Ashley Thompson for emphasizing Khmer usage of “phi debada” (per-
sonal communication, September 8, 2020). On Tai practices related to sovereignty, see, for 
instance, O’Connor, “Sukhothai.”

32.	 Coedès, Recueil, 47. “Si un prince, quel qu’il soit, souverain de ce Mo’aṅ Sukhodai, lui rend 
dignement le culte et lui présente les offrandes rituelles, alors ce pays est stable et prospère; 
mais si’l ne lui rend pas le culte prescript et ne lui présente pas les offrandes rituelles, alors le 
genie de cette colline ne protège ni ne respecte plus ce pays qui tombe en decadence.” I have 
modified this translation somewhat in the English based on Lawrence Chua’s generous read-
ing of the Tai text. I am also grateful to Hiram Woodward for a discussion of this translation 
and his suggestions, including regarding the inscription’s use of the word “phalī,” which 
appears to be a loan word from Pali bāli (offerings). Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 262, 
276. This section is not present in their earlier publication of the inscription: Griswold and 
Prasert, “Epigraphic 9.”
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Although elements of buddha-sāsana are not explicitly linked to the pro-
tection of ruler or realm, this inscription makes clear that material forms and 
modes of behavior related to buddha-sāsana enhance the prestige and author-
ity of Rāma Gaṃhèn and his city-state. Inhabitants of Sukhothai are described 
in terms of their dedication to observing precepts, giving alms, and practicing 
generosity; these virtues are described using Buddhist technical terms such as 
dāna (generous giving). Sukhothai persons of rank, from the ruler to lesser 
nobles both male and female, are described as devoted to buddha-sāsana and 
observant of ethical precepts during the rainy season (referred to as pharnsa; 
P: vassa), a season associated in much premodern Southern Asian practice 
with intensified devotional and ritual practice. Kaṭhina, the ceremony mark-
ing the end of the rains retreat with elaborate gifts of robes to monks, is a focal 
element in Inscription One, which portrays kaṭhina as a demonstration of 
abundant wealth given to the saṅgha and collective ritual and festive obser-
vances. Kaṭhina festivities are described as a sign of Sukhothai’s prosperity 
and virtue: “This Sukhothai city-state has four gates: an immense crowed 
converges there to enter and see the king light candles and fireworks, and this 
Sukhothai city-state is so full of people that it is about to burst.”33

Discussing other lunar holidays associated with monastic ritual and inten-
sified public preaching, the inscription again links buddha-sāsana institutions 
to royal power. Rāma Gaṃhèn is said to release to some number of monks34 a 
raised platform at the city center; they take the ruler’s place, preaching to the 
population. Meanwhile, the king rides out of the city center to the west, pay-
ing homage to the highest-ranking monk of Sukhothai.35 This description is 
semantically overloaded, conveying the ruler’s respect for dhamma and saṅgha 
as well as the sovereign confidence required to cede the royal center temporar-
ily every fortnight. Elements in buddha-sāsana are among the landmarks and 
landscape features used to identify the city center as well as the visual character 

33.	 Coedès, Recueil, 46. “Ce Mo’aṅ Sukhodai possède quatre portes: une foule immese s’y 
presse pour entrer et voir le roi allumer des cierges et jouer avec le feu, et ce Mo’aṅ Sukhodai 
est plein de people à en éclater.” Cf. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 273; Griswold and 
Prasert, “Epigraphic 9,” 199, 210 (2.20–23).

34.	 The inscription uses the word “fung” (throng), but this does not suit the physical context 
of the platform if it was located in the royal palace. Prasert and Griswold address this by sug-
gesting in their translation that “[one of] the monks” uses the platform, Epigraphic, 276. I 
am grateful to Hiram Woodward for correspondence on this point. This passage does not 
appear in Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 9.”

35.	 Coedès, Recueil, 47. Cf. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 276–277. This passage does not 
appear in Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 9.”
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of Sukhothai in the four cardinal directions: “In the center of this Sukhothai 
city-state there are vihāras [phihan; ritual enclosures]; there are gold statues of 
buddha, there is a statue of buddha measuring eighteen cubits, there are large 
statues of buddha and those of large and medium size; there are monks [pu 
gru], [damaged text, perhaps: nissayamutta, theras, and mahātheras].”36

However, as this quotation indicates, the value of these elements from 
buddha-sāsana lies not in their specific identity—the buddha image called 
such-and-such, the vihāra named thus, the monk so-and-so—but rather as 
generic forms. Similarly generalized references to aspects of buddha-sāsana 
are included in discussions of the geographies to the east, north and south 
of the city center, such as “There are vihāras and monks.”37 The powerful 
exception to this generalized mode of describing features associated with 
buddha-sāsana is Inscription One’s description of the area to the west of 
Sukhothai city. This section of the inscription makes a tight discursive 
connection between Rāma Gaṃhèn’s patronage and a specific monk who 
functions—along with his monastery—as the key landmark in the city’s 
western quadrant. “To the west of this Sukhothai city there is the arañ-
ñaka [a monastic residence associated with “forest-dwelling”].38 King Rāma 
Gaṃhèn founded it and donated it to the saṅgharāja, the scholar who 
studied the tipiṭaka completely, who is the more learned than all the other 
monks of the müang, and who arrived from Nakhon Si Thammarat.”39

36.	 Coedès, Recueil, 46. “Au milieu de ce Mo’aṅ Sukhodai il y a des sanctuaires, il y a des statues 
en or du Buddha, il y a une statue du Buddha qui mesure dix-huite coudées, il y a des statues 
des Buddha qui sont grandes et il y en a de moyennes, il y a de grands sanctuaires et il y en a 
de moyens; il y a des moines, des theras et des mahātheras.” I have modified Coedès’s transla-
tion in consultation with Lawrence Chua’s reading of the Tai. Cf. Prasert and Griswold, 
Epigraphic, 273; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 9,” 199, 211 (2.23–27).

37.	 Coedès, Recueil, 46. “Il y des sanctuaires et des moines.” Cf. Prasert and Griswold, Epi-
graphic, 275. See Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 9,” 198, 213 (2.33).

38.	 This may or may not refer to a specific monastic community or ordination line.
39.	 Coedès, Recueil, 46. “A l’ouest de ce Mo’aṅ Sukhotdai, il y le monastère des Araññikas. Le 

roi Rāma Gaṃhèn l’a fondé et l’a offert au patriarche, au sage qui a étudié complètement les 
Trois Corbeilles [tipiṭaka], qui est plus doctes que tous les autres moines du pays et qui est 
venu de Nagara Śrī Dharmarāja [Nakhon Si Thammarat].” I have modified Coedès’s transla-
tion in light of Lawrence Chua’s reading of the Tai. Cf. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 
275; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 9,” 197–198, 212 (2.27–31). In the absence of con-
temporaneous evidence, it is not clear how the title “saṅgharāja” was used in Sukhothai at 
this period. It is likely that the term refers to the highest-ranking monk of the Sukhothai  
saṅgha, comparable to the post of Mahā Svāmi discussed with reference to Dam̌badeṇiya 
in chapter 1.
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However, the inscription offers no further biographical details for this 
monk. Inscription One clearly links buddha-sāsana institutions and prac-
tices to royal authority; they are drawn into arguments for Rāma Gaṃhèn’s 
rule over a prosperous and virtuous society. However, in contrast to the sub-
sequent Mahā Dhammarāja I–era inscriptions discussed below, and con-
temporaneous inscriptions from other locations on Laṅkā and in Burmese 
territories, the arguments in favor of ruling authority in Inscription One are 
not strongly marked by narrative content, technical terminology for ritual 
and soteriological aspiration, or descriptions of royal virtue drawn from Pali 
or Sanskrit texts. Moreover, Inscription One makes no use of precedent or 
genealogical claim making of the kind widely used by Pali arena participants 
at this time. Rāma Gaṃhèn is not compared to ideal rulers described by Pali 
texts, nor is his realm connected to the biography of Gotama Buddha or 
other buddhas. The king is not compared to royal models attested by the 
Pali vaṃsas, such as Asoka or Parākramabāhu I, or described in terms of 
cakkavattin discourse. Royal virtue and power are not expressed through 
jātaka-based comparisons to Gotama Buddha, or to that buddha’s predic-
tions of Sukhothai’s flourishing.

Do these textual qualities of Inscription One, contrasting strongly with 
the approaches to sovereign discourse found in royal inscriptions composed 
by Lankan and Burmese / Mon participants in the Pali arena, by this time 
reflect a relative disinterest in Pali intellectual culture at early Sukhothai? 
Perhaps in this period the court focused more on expressions of authority 
rooted in Tai and / or Khmer familial and ritual norms and practices than 
on Sukhothai rulers’ engagements with buddha-dhamma and buddha-
sāsana.40 Perhaps Pali textuality was still relatively undeveloped in Sukho-
thai institutions in the Rāma Gaṃhèn era, or had not yet been adapted 
to this formative era of Tai language and script. Extant evidence does not 
resolve these questions.

40.	 I am grateful to Ashley Thompson for correspondence on the question of how Khmer 
textuality and practice may have affected Inscription One. Since Inscription One does not 
adopt discursive practices widely used in the Mon / Burmese / Sinhala world at this time, did 
Khmer epigraphic norms exert an influence? Given the substantial Khmer textual presence 
evident even at mid- to late fourteenth-century Sukhothai (and discussed below), it would 
not be surprising if Inscription One had been shaped by Khmer textuality. This question 
deserves further consideration by scholars with substantial expertise in Khmer epigraphy. 
On the basis of French translations of the Khmer epigraphic corpus, I am unable to decide.
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Sukhothai Sovereignty in the Fourteenth 
Century

There are six extant inscriptions from the court of Mahā Dhammarāja 
I (1347?–?).41 They can with relatively high confidence be dated to the late 
1350s–1360s. This inscriptional oeuvre shows dramatic contrasts to the argu-
mentative style and content of Inscription One. While these later inscrip-
tions incorporate vastly more in the way of narrative and technical language 
from Pali textual culture, they also show the impact of Sanskrit śāstras and 
Khmer approaches to sovereign authority. These inscriptions can be treated 
historically in many ways. The interpretation offered here focuses on these 
epigraphic texts as indicating knowledge flows and changing conventions 
for the articulation of sovereignty in Tai territories. The inscriptions are 
read in concert with evidence from the built environment. At fourteenth-
century Sukhothai, as in the other locations this book investigates, royal 
inscriptions were often linked to other installations such as relic enshrine-
ment and the construction of images and buildings. Such media were often 
linked in arguments for sovereign authority, arguments for which we can 
begin to reconstruct the political environment.

Extant inscriptions from the second half of the fourteenth century show 
that military instability plagued Sukhothai, and that Mahā Dhammarāja 
I drew on buddha-sāsana to claim authority, forge alliances, and miti-
gate threats. He became king in 1347 or 1349 in a fraught military context. 

41.	 There is some debate about converting the first of the dates referred to in Inscription 4: 1269 
Śaka, a year of the boar, said to be the year in which Mahā Dhammarāja seized Sukhothai 
and ascended the throne. See Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 490n15, where two possible 
years, 1347 and 1349, are indicated. Here I exclude the Pali Inscription 6, of monastic author-
ship, which is discussed in the subsequent section.

	  In this section I have used the translations by Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, informed 
also by that of Coedès, Recueil. In several cases noted below I have modified these translations 
in consultation with Hutangkul Trongchai. Thanks to the great kindness of Winai Pongsrip-
ian, an eminent epigrapher of Thailand, I was welcomed at the Sirindhorn Anthropology 
Centre in January 2017 to discuss inscriptions of the Sukhothai era with Dr. Winai and Dr. 
Hutangkul. I would like to note here my immense debt to Dr. Hutangkul, a leading epigra-
pher, who took time from his busy schedule to discuss with me in English the fruits of recent 
editorial work on the inscriptions of Mahā Dhammarāja I; see Hutangkul, Moradok. The 
new edition is translated less freely than Griswold and Prasert, retaining more technical terms 
from Pali and Khmer. These terms shed light on the intellectual culture of the era. I would 
like to note my appreciation of the evocative work of Griswold, Holy Land, which first drew 
my attention to Sukhothai seen in a transregional Buddhist context.
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Although it appears that he had been appointed heir apparent by his father, 
Lödaiya (son of Rāma Gaṃhèn),42 the throne was initially taken by 
another individual outside the family at Lödaiya’s death, after which Mahā 
Dhammarāja I marched on Sukhothai from the nearby city of Si Sajjana-
lai, taking the throne by force.43 Since extant dated inscriptions including 
Inscription Three were installed at least a decade after his accession to the 
throne, the attempt to consolidate regional power from müang Sukhothai 
was likely slow and strenuous. Inscription Three (composed in Tai lan-
guage) addresses the fragility of rule explicitly, describing how (the surely 
idealized) peace and expansiveness of Rāma Gaṃhèn’s rule subsequently 
gave way to divided sovereignty. Although this section of the inscrip-
tion is badly damaged, there are two references to the realm “being torn 
. . . into many fragments and pieces” and a list of rulers who are described as  
“acting independently” of Sukhothai prior to Mahā Dhammarāja I’s 
control.44 Inscription Three was installed in the context of buddha-relic 
enshrinement at Nagara Jum, a city to the south of Sukhothai strategically 
located at a junction of the Ping River. The enshrinement is dated Śakarāja 
1279 (1357),45 and the inscription commemorating it is an extended argu-
ment for sovereign power and virtue, including also guidance to the rulers 
of neighboring polities, seen as vassals from the king’s perspective. Inscrip-
tion Three asserts that Mahā Dhammarāja I “forced those lords and rulers” 
who had separated from Sukhothai’s authority, and that by date of the 
inscription’s installation “his rule extends south beyond Nagara Jum on the 
River Ping, “in accordance with the Dasabiddhararājadharma46 (principles of 
righteous kingship) [all the way to?] Gandi Braḥ Pāṅ downstream at the foot 
of this River Biṅ, halfway between Nagara Jum and Nakhòn Sawán.”47

42.	 This view appears to stem from reading together Inscription Five, which reports that he had 
ruled for twenty-two years at Si Sajjanalai and Sukhothai by Śakarāja 1283, and Inscription 
Three, dating his accession to the throne, along with Traibhūmikathā. Prasert and Griswold, 
Epigraphic, 510.

43.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 460–462. This section of the work was first published as 
Griswold and Prasert “Epigraphy of Mahādharmarāja I.”

44.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 460; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 91 (2.17), 92 
(2.23), 106–107.

45.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 436–438; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 82–85.
46.	 These are also ascribed to the king in Inscription Five. See Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 

508; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1” 148, 154 (1.15). On these principles, see also Wood-
ward, “Bangkok Kingship.”

47.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 461–463; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 
106–108.
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In other words, the enshrinement of buddha-relics linked to the instal-
lation of Inscription Three at Nagara Jum was one of the ways in which 
Mahā Dhammarāja I sought to be recognized as apex ruler over the polities 
located to the south of Sukhothai. Significantly, the inscription ends with 
explicit instructions to vassal rulers about their own ruling conduct, and an 
assertion that inscriptions similar to Inscription Three, and buddha-relics 
linked to yet other inscriptions, had been installed at other locations strate-
gic in terms of Sukhothai’s alliances.48 Installing buddha-relics at trade and 
military frontiers was a potent act, signaling authority and bringing protec-
tive buddha-power to strategic locations. Inscription Three reveals a keen 
interest in using buddha-relics for the protection of the king’s subjects and 
his realm. The relics said to be enshrined at Nagara Jum are described as 
bringing meritorious results equal to those obtained by making offerings to 
a living buddha and are celebrated for their origin outside Sukhothai. The 
primary relic’s source is said to be Laṅkādvīpa. “This precious relic is not a 
common one, but it is a real relic brought from far-away Laṅkādvīpa. Some 
seeds from the śrīmahābodhi tree under which our Lord Buddha was sit-
ting when he defeated the army of King Mārādhirāja and attained the omni-
science of Buddhahood have also been brought here and planted behind 
this reliquary monument. If anyone pūjās [does offerings to] this precious 
relic and śrīmahābodhi tree, he will get the same result [phala ānisaṇs] as if 
he had done pūjā to our living Lord. What I mentioned does not come from 
myself; it is Buddha who told us.”49 Whether or not such an emissary was 

48.	 Sukhothai’s royal center, the buddha footprint relic near Sukhothai (see below) Möaṅ Fhān 
(northeast of Sukhothai), Möaṅ Sralvaṅ (probably to the southeast, en route to what is 
now Phitsanulok), Śrī Sajjanālaya (Si Sajjanalai, sometimes the residence of Sukhothai’s heir 
apparent), Pāṅ Bāṅ (about fifty kilometers southwest of Sukhothai en route to Khampaeng 
Phet), and Pāk Braḥ Pāṅ (near Nakhòn Sawán, south of Sukhothai at the strategic junction 
of the Ping and Nan Rivers). Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 461n113, 464–465; Griswold 
and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 107, 110–111. 

	  On Pāk Braḥ Pāṅ, Prasert and Griswold further remark that it “was a place of vital impor-
tance to Mahādharmarāja, for it could command the riverine communication between the 
western and eastern halves of its kingdom”; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 468. Gris-
wold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 114. Regarding Möaṅ  Sralvaṅ, see Epigraphic, 280. Face 
One of the undated Inscription Two refers to Mahā Dhammarāja I making improvements at 
footprint relic site—likely near Nakhòn Sawan, where the inscription was found—in what 
appears to be meritmaking in the context of a strategic alliance. Prasert and Griswold, Epi-
graphic, 466–472; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 112–118.

49.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 449; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 87, 95–96, 
(1.8–15). I have considerably altered their translation after consultation with Hutangkul. See 
note 41 above.
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actually sent to Laṅkā from Sukhothai (see more below), it is clear that some 
at the Sukhothai court understood the island as a point of reference that 
could be used discursively and materially to enhance the authority of their 
own political formation.

Face I of Inscription Eleven (composed in Tai language), tentatively dated 
by Griswold and Prasert to the era of 1357–1361 on orthographic grounds,50 
also links relic-related construction to diplomatic alliances. Inscription 
Eleven was found on a hill outside what is now Nakhòn Sawan (referred 
to in the inscription as Pāk Braḥ Pāṅ), south of Sukhothai at the strategic 
junction of the Ping and Nan Rivers. According to the inscription, the king 
cleared the area near a footprint-relic and had a covering made for it, as well 
as erecting other ritual and monastic buildings in the city center. He dedi-
cated the merit of these to a ruler named Brañā Braḥ Rāma, seen as an ally, 
invoking the future amity of their family lines.51

The king’s ability to provide his subjects access to buddha-relics was 
a public argument for the sovereign’s fitness to rule, an implied claim that 
the sovereign’s accumulation of merit enabled his access to these relics.52 
Inscription Eight—composed in Tai language not long after Śakarāja 1281 
(1359)53—further clarifies the relationship between buddha-relics and mili-
tary protection. Much of this inscription appears to have been composed 
when a buddha-footprint was established on Sumanakūṭa mountain.54 
The footprint and its installation is detailed in the inscription, noting 
that the king calculated the auspicious time for installation.55 This under-
scores the ritual potency of the footprint-relic. “This mountain is called 
Sumanakūṭaparvata. . . . It is so named because someone was ordered to go 
and take a copy of the of the footprint of our Lord Buddha which is stamped 
by the foot on top of Mount Sumanakūṭaparvata in distant Laṅkādvīpa, and 
brought back to establish on top of this mountain so that everyone might 
get a sight of this footprint of our Lord which has the hundred and eight 

50.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 467; Griswold, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 113.
51.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 471–472; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 116–118 

(1.1–19).
52.	 See also the discussion in Chiu, Buddha, 117, 121–122.
53.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 561, 563.
54.	 According to a local tradition cited by Prasert and Griswold, this location is a mountain 

southwest of Sukhothai. Ibid., 542. However, the find-spot of the inscription is not known, 
nor whether it was moved from its original location.

55.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 563; Griswold and Prasert, “Mahādharmarāja I, Part II,” 
115–116, 121 (3.2–5).
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symbols shining in bright colors and that all devatā [and men?—inscription 
is damaged] might pūjā it, honor it and do homage to it.”56

Here the ruler of Sukhothai claimed to be copying the footprint relic at 
Sumanakūṭa in Laṅkā. The last section of Inscription Eight, which may have 
been added some years later,57 describes the king’s military campaign and 
residence in Nān (to the northeast), returning to Sukhothai after seven years. 
On arrival in Sukhothai with his army and a retinue comprised of persons 
from other city-states, “He then came up to worship the footprint which 
he himself had formerly placed on top of this Mount Sumanakūṭa.”58 This 
was a public demonstration of repaired alliances and royal military victory. 
Attesting this at the footprint-relic site itself suggests that the relic was seen 
as influencing royal success.59

The installation of buddha-relics and inscriptions on behalf of Mahā 
Dhammarāja I highlights how articulating sovereign authority drew on 
prior Khmer sovereign practice and indigenous ideas of potency, as well as 
on material and conceptual resources from more than one source within 
the Pali arena. Mahā Dhammarāja I’s inscriptions just examined show the 
centrality of Laṅkā as a location highly valued for its place within buddha-
sāsana as well as the island’s access to buddha-power through relics. Whether 
or not the buddha-relics and models described by Inscriptions Three and 
Eight were in fact sourced from the island,60 it is clear from the art histori-
cal and architectural analysis of material from this time that the island con-
tributed to Sukhothai’s material culture, whether through direct contacts 
or mediated by other locations. In turn, these analyses from material culture 

56.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 560; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2” 113, 118 
(1.1–10).

57.	 Neither Griswold and Prasert, nor Coedès, discusses any paleographic indications that 
parts of Face Three and all of Face Four—which discuss a military campaign to Nān—were 
engraved later. However, the conclusion of Face Four refers to “this additional inscription.”

58.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 565; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2” 117, 123 
(4.15–4.9).

59.	 It is possible that Mahā Dhammarāja had made a ritual vow to renew patronage at the relic 
after victory. I am grateful to discussion at the 2018 IABS Conference panel on Buddha 
footprints for suggesting that a buddha-footprint might have been a privileged location 
for adiṭṭhāna. Note also that Traibhūmikathā’s Pali-language exordium praises buddha-as- 
footprint. See Reynolds and Reynolds, Three Worlds, 43.

60.	 Lorillard suggests that inscriptional claims to copying the Śrī Pāda functioned rhetorically 
and need not indicate actual connections between the two locations. Lorillard, “Origines,” 
28n25, 29, 53.
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and the built environment suggest the pathways along which ideas about 
Lankan relics would have traveled.61 The benefits of offering pūjā to Sukho-
thai’s footprint-relic, as described in Inscription Three, are similar to those 
promised devotees of the Śrī Pāda in Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā, composed on 
Laṅkā in the thirteenth century (see chapter 1). This suggests that reports of 
the Lankan footprint relic and its power circulated across the Indian Ocean, 
even if Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā itself was not carried to the mainland.62

While the Mahā Dhammarāja I inscriptions extol connections to 
Laṅkā, the footprints did not follow known figurative designs of buddha-
footprints from Laṅkā prior to the fourteenth century.63 Hiram Woodward 
has observed that the footprint designs associated with Mahā Dhammarājā 
I’s installations show Lankan stylistic influence but portray the auspicious 
marks in “the Burmese configuration,”64 which suggests models from del-
taic Burma and / or Pagan. Since Sukhothai’s fourteenth-century buddha-
footprints show Lankan as well as Burmese influence, Mahā Dhammarāja 
I’s rhetorical emphasis on Laṅkā in inscriptional discourse—and silence 
with respect to Burmese territories—is striking. This indicates the privileged 
authority attributed to Laṅkā in royal pronouncements.

While Mahā Dhammarājā I’s inscriptions connect his sovereign power 
to potent objects associated with Lankan and Indic locations, it appears that 
his approach to footprint installation owed much to prior Khmer techniques 

61.	 See, for instance, Wales, “Origins,” esp. 113; Griswold, Towards, esp. 21; Gosling, Sukhothai, 
esp. 53.

62.	 According to extant manuscripts that have been cataloged in European languages as well as 
in the Thai-English catalogs prepared by the Fragile Palm Leaves Project, there is no clear 
trace of Samantakuṭavaṇṇanā circulating as a text by that name in Tai territories during the 
Mahā Dhammarāja I era.

63.	 There is no extant evidence of how the Śrī Pāda footprint on Laṅkā was visually formatted 
in the thirteenth through fourteenth centuries. Since Vedeha characterized the footprint as 
marked by auspicious marks characteristic of a buddha, the unmarked stone depression on 
the mountain must have been further decorated. Drawing on British colonial–era sources, 
Prasert and Griswold suggested a metal cover may have sheathed the Śrī Pāda centuries ear-
lier; Epigraphic, 465n153. The earliest written discussion of such a cover appears to be that 
of John D’Oyly, writing from early eighteenth-century Kandy, who described a jeweled 
golden cover placed over the footprint at times of veneration. D’Oyly, Diary, 96. I am grate-
ful to Donald Stadtner for ongoing discussions of footprint covers (personal communica-
tion). On taxonomies of Buddha footprint marks, and their textual expression, see Skilling, 
“Symbols.”

64.	 Woodward, review of Di Crocco, Footprints, 302, 304, 305. See also Woodward, “Image and 
Text,” esp. 116; Lorillard, “Origines,” 24.
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of attesting to sovereignty through the built environment, and perhaps also 
to pre-Khmer understandings of potent landscape. The continued use of 
Khmer language and titles in Sukhothai inscriptions from this period attests 
to the ongoing prestige of Khmer cultural forms even after Khmer sover-
eigns no longer exercised control in the area. Mahā Dhammarāja I’s choice 
to install buddha footprints at locations of economic and military impor-
tance may have been shaped also by the rather recent history of Khmer activ-
ity in the region.65

The work of art historians Jean Boissellier66 and Hiram Woodward 
shows the presence of Jayavarman VII–era (that is, late twelfth- and early 
thirteenth-century) construction at Sukhothai, just three to four decades 
prior to the emergence of Sukhothai as an independent polity. In an impres-
sive and detailed study of Jayavarman VII’s “organization of space,” Hedwige 
Multzer O’Naughten observes the presence of Jayavarman VII’s temples in 
the cities of Lopburi and Sukhothai.67 Examining closely the evidence of Jaya-
varman VII–era sculpture in Tai territories, Multzer O’Naughten notes that 
this sculpture is found in association with “temples built by Jayavarman VII 
or sites reocccupied by him.” At these sites an “iconographic program” is evi-
dent, “gathering three major figures of Mahāyāna Buddhism, that is, the nāga-
Buddha, the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara and the Goddess Prajñāpāramitā 
who form the sovereign’s favorite triad.”68 The choice of buddha imagery may 
have been intended to suit the preexisting Mon Buddhist ritual programs in 
these locations, perhaps to facilitate Jayavarman VII’s alliances in pursuit of 
trade routes. “Contrary to Khmer territories where Brahmanic images were 
still present in the repertoire, all the statues discovered in Thailand from 
this period are Buddhist,” with the exception of royal portrait images.69 The 
Avalokiteśvara (also known as Lokeśvara) images feature the skin pores of the 
bodhisattva emanating further buddhas in meditation posture, thus magnify-
ing the buddha-potency and cosmological import of the object.70

In other words, the art historical and epigraphic evidence show that this 
way of communicating royal authority was well known in areas that came 

65.	 Data for map 5 was prepared by Pipad Krajaejun, author of the forthcoming Historical 
Metanarrative.

66.	 Boissellier, “Récentes recherches.”
67.	 Multzer O’Naughten, “Organisation,” 398; see also Woodward, Art and Architecture, 180.
68.	 Multzer O’Naughten, “Organisation,” 404–406.
69.	 Ibid., 413.
70.	 Ibid., 404; Woodward, Art and Architecture, 106; Baptiste and Zéphir, L’art Khmer, 283–285.



Map 5: Distribution of Mon language inscriptions.
Map courtesy of Hunter Watson.
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to be occupied by the Tai. A representation associated with the ruler’s pri-
mary ritual / protective cult at once evoked the imperial ruler, perhaps the 
ruler’s lineage, and the protective capacity of the ruler’s deity or buddha. 
Following Ashley Thompson, one might suggest that Mahā Dhammarāja I 
acted according to a logic of Khmer sovereignty dating back at least to the 
eleventh-century Sdok Kak Thom Inscription, and perhaps to the ninth-
century reign of Jayavarman II. “If an object . . . allows us to isolate a general 
structure which has too often been lost in the forest of details: the particu-
lar historical narrative of Sdok Kak Thom describes a dual or double sover-
eignty. The inscription refers to two sovereigns, two categories of sovereign, 
who together hold the secret of sovereignty. On the one hand, the mortal 
and thus temporary human king, who fits into a genealogical succession 
of kings. And on the other, this cultural phenomenon, artistically / ritually 
materialized in an institution that is uninterrupted.”71 “The kingship lives 
on after the king’s death because the ‘king’ exceeds his physical body, because 
the ‘king’ is such only in association with that which transcends his indi-
vidual body.”72

Although extant evidence is too modest to prove the point, it is reason-
able to expect that this Khmer expressive logic of invoking power, author-
ity, and protection through royally sponsored and strategically placed ritual 
objects would have continued to shape the way Sukhothai sovereigns made 
arguments for sovereign power within the built environment, informing 
the installation of buddha-footprints, for instance. The installation of 
footprint relics on hills and mountains could also readily cohabit with the 
cult of phi, protective powers located within landscape features such as 
mountains and likely a ritual focus in the region well before the emergence 
of Khmer or Tai political formations.73 Thus, it appears that at Sukho-
thai during the reign of Mahā Dhammarāja I, prior modalities for mak-
ing sovereignty arguments through the built environment were adapted to 
powerful buddha-relics, in turn authorized by Lankan narratives.74 In this 
context, the authority of Laṅkā was stressed in royal epigraphic discourse, 

71.	 See Thompson, Engendering, 47.
72.	 Thompson, Engendering, 49; see also 55–56, 186.
73.	 See the discussion above relating to Inscription One and phi.
74.	 A.B. Griswold has noted that copies of the tower marking a central relic monument at Suk-

hothai were made in “the principal cities of his realm to establish a spiritual link between 
them and the capital, assuring their rulers of his benevolence and protection, and him of 
their loyalty”; Towards, 33.
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rather than in Khmer precedent. Perhaps Mahā Dhammarāja I’s innovative 
work with buddha-relics was a demonstration of the capacity to institute 
kingship for / in his time.75

It is striking, especially in contrast to another set of inscriptions from 
the same era (see below), that neither Inscription Three nor Inscription 
Eight attributes relic miracles to Mahā Dhammarāja I’s relic enshrine-
ment. As early as the middle of the first millennium CE, the attestation 
of the authority to install relics, and the authenticity of these relics, was 
addressed in Mahāvaṃsa, which described previous Lankan sovereigns 
such as Duṭṭhagāmini with attention to the appearance of miracles validat-
ing the king’s creation and enhancement of relic sites. It is not clear whether 
the author of the Mahā Dhammarāja I inscriptions knew this trope. Given 
the absence of another central trope used to demonstrate sovereign power 
within Mahāvaṃsa—royal “purification” of the saṅgha (see chapter 1 and 
chapter 3)—it is possible that the author of these royal inscriptions knew 
tipiṭaka and commentarial literature in Pali, and perhaps some version of 
Mahābodhivaṃsa, but not Mahāvaṃsa. The latter is not mentioned in the 
list of texts consulted in composing Traibhumikatha, a compendium attrib-
uted to Mahā Dhammarāja I (see below), though a Bodhivaṃsa is.76 Nor is 
there mention of Dāthavaṃsa, a late twelfth-century Pali work apparently 
intended for circulation beyond Laṅkā that explored buddha’s tooth-relic as 
royal spectacle.77

Arguing for sovereign authority through buddha-relics was not the 
only discursive emphasis within inscriptions from this reign. Inscription 
Three indicates that the court of Mahā Dhammarāja I had access to tech-
nical discussions of cosmology, astrology, and mathematics circulating 
within Pali and Sanskrit intellectual culture. These were drawn into Mahā 
Dhammarāja I’s inscriptional persona in striking ways78 and linked to ideas 
of buddha-sāsana’s decline known at Sukhothai. Nothing, from the per-
spective of buddha-dhamma, is permanent, including the transformative-
salvific teachings and institutions of a buddha. According to the dominant 
interpretation expressed by the middle of the first millennium in the Pali 

75.	 Thompson, Engendering, 53.
76.	 See Thai National Team, Traibhumikatha, 475.
77.	 Gornall, Rewriting, esp. 175–181, 186n18.
78.	 This and the subsequent two paragraphs draw substantially on an article published ear-

lier: Blackburn, “Buddhist Technologies.” The astrological / mathematical aspect of these 
inscriptions was noted earlier in a stimulating essay by Andaya, “Statecraft,” 10.
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aṭṭhakathā commentaries, a buddha-sāsana lasts only five thousand years 
before its disappearance. After a long period devoid of buddhas, another 
buddha’s dispensation emerges. At fourteenth-century Sukhothai this the-
ory of decline was understood in a form close to that of Manorāṭṭhapuranī, 
a fifth-century Pali commentary on the Aṅguttara Nikāya composed from 
Laṅkā.79

Tilman Frasch has suggested that large-scale fifteenth-century projects 
related to buddha-sāsana may have been inspired at least in part by awareness 
that Gotama Buddha’s dispensation was near its two-thousand-year mark.80 
This is not unlikely, and we find explicit expression of millennial concerns 
even a century earlier in these Sukhothai inscriptions of Mahādhammarāja 
I. He ruled about a century before the two thousandth year of Gotama Bud-
dha’s sāsana. Several of Mahādhammarāja I’s inscriptions convey urgency, 
noting that Gotama Buddha’s dispensation was well into its decline, and 
that devotees should not fail to take advantage of human births. Birth as 
human beings provided rare access to buddha-relics and the teachings of 
buddha-dhamma, and allowed for merit making that could facilitate rebirth 
as humans in the era of the next buddha, Metteyya. While there were still 
three thousand years of Gotama Buddha’s dispensation ahead, the deteriora-
tion of buddha-sāsana was a gradual process according to which important 
components of Buddhist textual, monastic, and ritual power were lost in 
one-thousand-year increments. On this view, the two-thousand-year mark 
anticipated by the Mahā Dhammarāja I inscriptions was a worrying thresh-
old. After two thousand years there were said to be no monastics left with 
a complete grasp of practice and disciplinary precepts to guide and inspire 
others. Subsequently, after three thousand years, Buddhist learning and the 
authoritative texts of the tradition would disappear, though relics and some 
outward signs of monastic practice would endure.81 Mahā Dhammarāja I is 
reported to have said,

[1.31–34] If anyone asks, “How soon will Lord’s [Buddha’s] religion disap-
pear?” let this answer be given him: “Three thousand and ninety-nine 
years after this relic is enshrined, the Lord’s religion will come to an end. 
[1.34–36] In the year of the boar, ninety-nine years from the year this relic 

79.	 This work is listed in Traibhūmikathā’s lists of text sources. See Thai National Team, Traib-
humikatha, 7, 473.

80.	 Frasch, “Ecumene.” See also the insightful discussion of Coedès, “Traibhūmikathā.”
81.	 See Nattier, Once Upon, 57.
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is enshrined, the tipiṭaka will disappear. There will be no one who really 
knows them, though there will still be some who know a bit of them. . . . 
[Additional losses are specified for each of the next one thousand years: 
texts vanish and monastic practice deteriorates.] . . . [1.46–56] Last of all, 
in the year when the Lord Buddha’s religion will disappear altogether, the 
year of the Rat, on the full moon day of the sixth month, a rāy sann day [a 
particular planetary conjunction] in the Tai reckoning, when the moon is 
in the asterism of Baisākha: on that day all the Lord’s relics on this earth, 
as well as in the Devaloka and the Nagaloka, will fly through the sky, 
assemble together in the island of Laṅkā, enter the Ratanamālikamāhastūpa 
[a relic monument], and then fly to the śrīmahābodhi tree where the Lord 
Buddha attained the omniscience of Buddhahood long ago. Then a huge 
fire will consume all the relics completely, and the flames will leap up to 
the Brahmaloka: the Buddha’s religion will disappear on that day as 
declared. From that time on there will be no one at all among mankind 
who is acquainted with the various meritorious actions: people will con-
stantly commit sins and be reborn in hell.

[1.56–60] From now on, all good people should make haste to perform 
meritorious action (in accordance with the Buddha’s religion) while it still 
survives. The present generation has the immense advantage of being 
born at a time when the Buddha’s religion still exists. So everyone 
should hasten to pay homage to stūpas, cetiyas,82 and śrīmahābodhi trees, 
which is the same as (doing homage to) our Lord in person.83

One of the responsibilities of a ruler operating according to the theory 
of buddha-sāsana decline and aeonic cosmology was to make the best—for 
one’s self and on behalf of those within the realm—of the current cosmo-
logical moment. Making available to one’s subjects a merit-field comparable 
to Gotama Buddha himself was a large gesture, signaling the power to pro-
vide buddha-traces as well as indicating the ruler’s general benevolence. The 
long passage in Inscription Three emphasizing the king’s mathematical abil-
ity among a list of royal attributes underscores the power and responsibility 
attributed to a sovereign in the struggle to make the best of buddha-sāsana 

82.	 These are forms of Buddha-relic monuments.
83.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 452–456; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 88–90, 

98–102, modified in part through Coedès, Recueil, 87. Griswold and Prasert note that their 
own translations are informed by Coedès’s work.



Emergent Tai Polities : 95

decline, and it indicates how the Sanskrit technical sciences were tied to 
understandings of buddha-sāsana decline expressed by Pali texts.

[1.63–69] If anyone asks, further, “How can I know the method of calcu-
lation of year, month, day and night truly? How can anyone consider the 
calculation truly?” Let’s answer them as follows: “The person who calcu-
lated, reckoned and investigated is Brañā Śrī Sūryavaṁśa Mahādharma
rājādhirāja himself.”84 [And if they ask] “And what other qualities is Brañā 
Mahādharmarāja known to possess?” let this answer be given: “Brañā 
Dharmarāja observes the five [Buddhist nonmonastic] precepts at all 
times. [1.69–78] He pays homage . . . [illegible section] in the royal palace, 
never missing a single day or a single night . . . [illegible section]. On full-
moon days he goes to worship the relics which he himself . . . [has 
enshrined (?)—illegible section]. He listens to the preaching of the 
dharma, gives alms . . . [illegible section] [On full-moon days (?)] he 
always [observes (?)] the eight precepts. Moreover, . . . [illegible section] 
the tipiṭaka, he instructs all the monks. . . . He knows . . . [illegible sec-
tion] the heavens, more than a thousand names . . . [illegible section]. [He 
can predict (?)] from the stars if there will be . . . [illegible section], if there 
will be a tempest or a fire . . . [illegible section]. . . . [2.1–2] Whatever ter-
ritories there are, he knows them completely; he knows the śāstras . . . 
[illegible section] medicines, he knows how to play skā and caturaṅga 
[games of strategy].”85

Here Mahā Dhammarāja I is portrayed as a ruler skilled in computation 
and the reading of signs, using astronomy and mathematics to calculate the 
millennial transitions of buddha-sāsana as well as the smaller-scale calendri-
cal observances and auspiciously timed interventions according to which 
court and kingdom functioned. As several scholars of the Indian subconti-
nental world have helped us see, including Ronald Inden and Sheldon Pol-
lock,86 expertise in the technical sciences was central to the functioning of 
premodern royal courts on the Indian subcontinent, and in other locations 
shaped by knowledge of Indic śāstra. The ability to gather in one’s realm 

84.	 The preceding lines have been considerably revised in consultation with Hutangkul.
85.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 457–459; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 90–91, 

103–104. See also Coedès, Recueil, 87.
86.	 Inden, “Purāṇas”; and Pollock, Language.
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and court scholarly luminaries demonstrated a sovereign’s wealth, sophis-
tication, and command of transregional networks. The technical sciences 
were also interrelated arenas of knowledge drawn into practical statecraft.87 
These included forms of astrological and astronomical knowledge. Military 
undertakings as well as many other matters of state (including those related 
to kinship, such as marriage) occurred according to the astronomical-
astrological diagnosis of the most auspicious, or dangerous, temporal con-
junctions.88 Inscription Four (composed sometime after 136189 in Khmer)90 
refers to the king as learned in “the vedas, the śastras, and the āgamas,91 
dharma [and?] nyāya [logic] and its applications: for example, jyoti-śāstra: 
the years, months, solar and lunar eclipses.”92 Extant evidence is insuf-
ficient to trace the chain of transmission through which Sanskrit knowl-
edge systems reached Sukhothai. Certainly, astronomy and astrology as well 
as other protective śāstras were known at Pagan by the eleventh century, 

87.	 See, for instance, Ali, Courtly Culture.
88.	 Prasert and Griswold have proposed that astronomical concern may have been tied to reflec-

tions on military losses in the previous reign. Epigraphic, 485.
89.	 See note 43 above.
90.	 Inscription Five (composed in Tai language) refers to the same monastic events as Inscrip-

tion Four (the arrival of an eminent visiting monks and the king’s temporary ordination). 
However, Inscription Five’s discussion of the king’s śāstric learning and calendar reform is 
much more attenuated. Prasert and Griswold suggest that Inscription Five is a partial copy 
of what would have been a more complete Tai-language version of Inscription Four kept 
in the royal palace: Epigraphic, 479. This is possible. On the other hand, Inscription Five 
may have been the originally composed Tai inscription intended to companion the Khmer 
Inscription Four. If this were so, it would offer some clues as to the distinctive role of Tai 
and Khmer languages in court communication during this era, suggesting that Khmer was 
still the preferred language for more erudite expression. On transregional Khmer usage, see 
“Introduction,” in Thompson, Emergence, 10–11.

91.	 In personal communication (June 13, 2022), Lawrence McCrea notes a divide (at least in 
śāstric Sanskrit) between pre- and post-tenth–century use of the term “āgama.” Accord-
ing to McCrea, in early usages, Brāhmanical, Buddhist, and Jaina texts widely use the term 
to refer to scripture in general. Around the turn of the tenth century, Śaiva and Vaiṣṇava 
intellectuals arguing in defense of the quasi- or extra-Vedic scriptures of their traditions start 
using the term “āgama” specifically to refer to these extra-Vedic scriptures. Thereafter, when 
Veda and Āgama are used contrastively, Āgama typically refers only to these extra-Vedic 
texts. I appreciate also an exchange with Bruno Shirley on this matter.

92.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 492; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.1,” 133, 138 (2.2–
4). Here I have amended their translation in consultation with Hutangkul. I have removed 
the capitalization from Griswold and Prasert’s translation.

93.	 Epigraphia Birmanica (hereafter cited as EB), vol. 3, pt. 1, 1–68.
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as Inscription Nine from the Kyanzittha era indicates, for instance,93 and 
in the Khmer inscriptional corpus.94 However, neither Khmer nor Mon 
inscriptions dated to this period or earlier portray sovereignty with such 
a strong emphasis on astronomical knowledge and computational skill, 
and this theme is likewise absent from Sinhala inscriptions on Laṅkā that 
might have influenced Sukhothai through reportage. Although all these 
inscriptional oeuvres beyond Sukhothai were composed by textual commu-
nities well aware of śāstric computation as well as theories of cosmological 
cycling and buddha-sāsana decline, astronomy and computation were not 
stressed so explicitly in arguments for sovereign authority. Perhaps Mahā 
Dhammarāja I and / or some of his teachers and interlocutors had a particu-
lar interest in these topics.95

Śastric knowledge also gave Mahā Dhammarāja I a way to tighten 
control over monastics within the kingdom. Inscription Three attends 
closely to the king’s ability to calculate correctly the lunar calendar in 
order to accommodate excesses created in its relation to the solar calen-
dar.96 As Kitsiri Malalgoda observed with reference to a Lankan context, 
“Since the lunar month was shorter than the solar month, it was necessary, 
from time to time, to have an intercalary month (adhikamāsa) to bring the 
lunar year into harmony with the solar year. The exact point of intercala-
tion depended on the mode of reckoning the months.”97 This was a mat-
ter of importance to monastic ritual observances, including the fortnightly 
recitation of the monastic code (paṭimokkha), the start of the monastic 
rains retreat (vassa), and the scheduling of the subsequent robe donation 

94.	 For instance, see Coedès, Inscriptions, 1:37–46, 73–142, 147–156.
95.	 If he was indeed author of Traibhūmikathā, then an alertness to processes of devolu-

tion and decline was already evident during his years as heir apparent. On this theme, 
see also Andaya, “Statecraft,” 5–6. Traibhumikatha’s attention to constellations accords 
with the attention given to calendars in Mahā Dhammarāja I’s inscriptions, as does its 
discussion of aeonic cycles of destruction and renewal. According to Traibhūmikathā, its 
author studied with six monks in the Sukhothai–Si Sajjanalai area, and corresponded with 
another scholar monk at Haripuñjaya to the northeast, a location that had for centuries 
engaged with buddha-dhamma and buddha-sāsana in Mon language (see more below). 
In addition, two nonmonastic scholars are listed, whose names suggest Indic / Brahmanic 
background and thus perhaps training in areas relating to śāstra. See Thai National Team, 
Traibhumikatha, 475.

96.	 See Coedès on the matter of the intercalary month in this inscription, Receuil, 98–99.
97.	 Malalgoda, Buddhism, 132. On adhikamāsa controversies in the nineteenth century, see also 

Blackburn, Locations, 11–14.
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ritual (kaṭhina) at the end of the rains retreat. Inscription Four (composed 
in Khmer) describes the king’s command of intercalary reckoning specifi-
cally in relation to large-scale public monastic patronage that is explained 
at length by the inscription. “And [Mahā Dhammarāja I’s] intelligence is 
wide. When the fourth month is at the end he can calculate the surplus day 
following the last year. He can calculate perfectly so he may know years, 
months, and days that have lack and surplus; days, weeks, months follow-
ing constellations.”98 Immediately after the king’s calendrical understand-
ing is detailed, Mahā Dhammarāja I is described as inviting a “Mahā Sāmi 
Saṅgharaja99 to come from Nagara Bann [Martaban, now Mottama],100 
who observes the precepts, who has studied the tipiṭaka completely, and 
who has resided in Laṅkādvīpa, where there are those with mastery of the 
precepts like the former kṣīnāsravas [arahants].”101 The visiting monk with 
his entourage are ensconced in monastic residences prepared specifically for 
them, to spend the rains retreat under the king’s patronage.102 “Then he 
invited the Mahāsāmi Saṅgharāja to go into retreat during the three months 
of the rainy season.”103 Inscription Seven, undated (composed in Tai lan-
guage) describes the space:

 98.	 Here I have substantially amended the translation by Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 
492, in consultation with Hutangkul. See also Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 132, 
138.

 99.	 Here I amend the translation in Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 491–492, through the 
translation by Coedès, Recueil, 99, which contains more technical language. See also 
Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 133, 139. It is not clear what the title “mahāsāmi 
saṅgharāja” entails in this context. It could refer to the highest-ranking monk in a realm, or 
perhaps to the highest-ranking monk within a particular monastic community. The visitor 
may have held that title in Martaban or elsewhere, or he may have received that title in Suk-
hothai. Certainly, as discussed in chapter 1, “mahāsāmi” was the highest-ranking title in the 
Dam̌badeṇiya saṅgha during the thirteenth century.

100.	 There are few material remains from Martaban from the period of the twelfth through four-
teenth centuries, making it more difficult to surmise the institutional and intellectual con-
text from which the Martaban mahāsāmi arrived.

101.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 493; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 133, 139. 
This visiting monk is referred to also in the Tai Inscription Five apparently composed at 
roughly the same time as Inscription Four. In the former he is described as someone “who 
has sīlācara [virtuous conduct] and knows the tipiṭaka very very clearly.” Prasert and Gris-
wold, Epigraphic, 510; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 150, 156. I have modified this 
translation in consultation with Hutangkul.

102.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 494; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 151, 158.
103.	 Here I follow Coedès, Recueil, 100.
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In the area of the Mango Grove, he had built a kuṭi [small monastic 
dwellings] and a vihāra depicting the Lord entering nirvāṇa . . . at 
Kusināranagara, depicting the assembly of kṣīnāśravas [arahants] seated 
in attendance, depicting also Braḥ Ārya Kassapa [one of Gotama Bud-
dha’s monastic disciples] as well, placing on his head the soles of the Lord’s 
feet, which pierced through the golden coffin [for Kassapa’s benefit, 
before Buddha’s cremation], and depicting also the four Malla princes 
coming to do homage. He also founded a statue . . . and a place for 
uposatha ceremonies with sīmā [consecrating a space for fortnightly 
monastic rituals].104

These monastic buildings were part of the Mango Grove complex two 
kilometers west of the city walls, midway between the araññika monastic 
site earlier supported by Rāma Gaṃhèn (where the monastic visitor from 
Nakhon Si Thammarat had resided), and the central Wat Mahāthāt, near 
where Mahā Dhammarāja I’s royal palace was located. Inscription Five 
explicitly connects the new buildings to the Mango Grove said to have been 
planted by his grandfather, Rāma Gaṃhèn.105

Because there was already at least one monastic community in residence 
at Sukhothai dating to the era of Rāma Gaṃhèn, the arrival of the high-
ranking monk from Martaban altered the monastic ecology of the realm.106 

104.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 529, incorporating notes 3–9. See also Griswold and 
Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 170, 175. I have modified their inscription in part through reference 
to Coedès, Recueil, 120. See also Gosling, Chronology, 28. Inscription Seven also emphasizes 
Mahā Dhammarāja I’s computational abilities. Although badly damaged, the latter part 
of the inscription warns of grave forthcoming decline, though not in specifically dharmic 
terms. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 530; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphic 11.2,” 176.

105.	 Coedès, Recueil, 107; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 508; Griswold and Prasert, “Epi-
graphic 11.2,” 153–154. As noted earlier, Mahā Dhammarāja I’s inscriptions portrayed him as 
restoring the glory and power that Sukhothai was said to have enjoyed during his grandfa-
ther’s reign. It is not surprising that continuities were also claimed through interventions in 
the built environment. In relation to the intergenerational claims, see also Andaya, “State-
craft,” 6.

106.	 Manuscripts (Pali in Khom and Mon scripts) of Lokadīpikasāra, a cosmological text, 
have been examined in two valuable Thai theses. Kriangsak, “Lokkappathipoksan,” refers 
to manuscripts containing colophons attributing Lokadīpikasāra to the authorship of a 
monk named Medhaṅkara, referred to in all cases as a “saṅgharāja” and in some cases as 
the teacher of Lithai / Mahā Dhammarāja I. Not all the manuscripts are dated, but those 
dated are from the eighteenth / nineteenth century. Another colophon is presented within 
Prasoet, “Lokkappathipoksan.” I am grateful to Peter Skilling and Hiram Woodward for 
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Mahā Dhammarāja I’s knowledge of the adhikamāsa is stressed just prior to 
the inscription’s account of the mahāsāmi’s arrival for the start of the rains 
retreat under royal patronage. Therefore, it is likely that this newcomer was 
intended to take leadership of the Sukhothai saṅgha, following a new sched-
ule of monastic practice reorganized according to the king’s calendrical deci-
sions, though these institutional changes are not explicitly referred to in the 
inscription itself. In later periods in Southern Asia, the calculation of the 
adhikamāsa served as grounds for the separation of monastic communities 
under diverging flows of patronage.107 Other grounds included charges of 
violating monastic disciplinary precepts, including eating and dress prac-
tices, as well modes of ritual chant. As chapter 3 shows in more detail via 
cases from Haṃsavatī and Chiang Mai, and as mentioned in chapter 1, rul-
ers might alter the monastic hierarchy of seniority and administration for 
economic benefits and / or strategic alliances. The inscriptions of Mahā 
Dhammarāja I do not use the language of saṅgha “purification” or make 
explicit the transfer of power between one monastic leadership and another. 
However, bringing new monastic talent to Sukhothai and establishing 
new ritual arenas within the royal monastery for use by the newcomer and 
king—described in Inscription Seven (see above)—show that royal control 
of the saṅgha was a technology of statecraft by at least the middle 1300s.

Enunciating sovereignty in this manner—collaborating with a ritual 
expert arrived from afar, and narrating this relationship within discourse 
authorizing rule—could have taken inspiration from more than one polity 
connected to Sukhothai. This trope is evident in early Lankan Pali vaṃsas 

initial references, and I am much indebted to Trent Walker for summarizing some key points 
from Kriangsak’s introduction and transcribing colophon passages for me. Lawrence Chua 
kindly transcribed and translated the thesis titles. It is possible that the late manuscripts 
referred to in these theses have drawn together two separate narrative strands, the discus-
sion of Medhaṅkara of Martaban contained in the nineteenth-century Sāsanavaṃsa and 
earlier Burmese sāsana history texts, and the Mahā Dhammarāja I inscriptions (discussed in 
this chapter) that refer to the arrival of a mahāsāmi from Martaban to Sukhothai. In this 
regard, Trent Walker (personal communication, August 11, 2020) has investigated the two 
manuscripts of Lokadīpikasāra contained within the Digital Library of Northern Thai 
Manuscripts. One, dated 1836, contains a colophonic reference to the author as teacher to 
the Sukhothai king, similar to the colophons discussed in Kriangsak’s thesis. However, the 
manuscript from Wat Lai Hin Luang (Lampang Province), dated 1581, refers to the author’s 
Martaban connection without reference to Mahā Dhammarāja I. Therefore, it is possible 
that Mahā Dhammarāja I came to be associated with the author of Lokadīpikasāra well after 
the era of fourteenth-century Sukhothai.

107.	 See Blackburn, Locations, chap. 1.
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and narratives of Asoka that circulated through Sanskrit (known in Mon and 
Burmese arenas) as well as in the eleventh-century Khmer Sdok Kak Thom 
inscription. The emphasis accorded to this moment in the inscriptions of 
Mahā Dhammarāja I stands in contrast to the nearly passing mention of 
the high-ranking monk from Nakhon Si Thammarat who arrived during 
his grandfather’s reign, suggesting a shift in the nature of sovereign argu-
ments at Sukhothai. Bonds between Mahā Dhammarāja I and the Mahā 
Sāmi Saṅgharāja were affirmed also by valuable royal donations made at the 
conclusion of the rains retreat and the king’s temporary ordination108 as a 
saman. era (novice monk) in the presence of the Mahā Sāmi Saṅgharāja and a 
large golden image of Gotama Buddha enshrined within the royal palace.109

When he was being ordained and undertaking to observe the precepts, 
Braḥ Pāda Kamrateṅ Añ Sūryavaṃsa Rāma Mahādharmarājādhirāja, 
standing up with his hands raised in homage to the golden statue, to the 
tipiṭaka kept in the royal palace, and to the Mahāsāmi Saṅgharāja, made 
this resolve [adhisthāna]: “As the fruit of the merit by being thus ordained 
in the sāsana of our lord, I seek to obtain neither the felicities of a cakra-
vartin ruler [cakrabarttisampatti], nor of an Indra [indrasampatti] nor of 
a Brahma [brahmasampatti]. I seek only to become a buddha so as to lead 
all creatures across the three conditions of existence.”110

Some scholars have earlier suggested that Mahā Dhammarāja I’s 
monastic ordination, described by Inscriptions Four and Six, be under-
stood as his “abdication” from the throne.111 This does not suit the other 
evidence of royal investment in new monastic leadership, which would be 
out of place while exiting power. Rather, the inscriptions suggest Mahā 
Dhammarāja I’s vulnerable sovereignty, weak enough to warrant the maxi-
mal merit-making gesture possible for a reigning king: temporary monastic 

108.	 The ordination appears to have lasted a fortnight, though the inscription is partially dam-
aged at that point of the narrative. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 497; Griswold and 
Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 134, 142–143.

109.	 These events are also recounted in Inscription Five. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 512–
513; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 151–152, 159.

110.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 496–497; Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphy 11.2,” 134, 143. 
I have modified their translation of the vow somewhat by consulting Coedès, Recueil, 95, 
101. The three conditions of existence are suffering (dukkha), absence of stable identity for 
persons and things (anattā), and impermanence (anicca).

111.	 Blackburn, “Writing,” 37.
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ordination and the aspiration to become an enlightened buddha.112 The 
late 1350s and early 1360s saw the king’s deployment of relic enshrine-
ment and inscription installation at strategic locations in all directions, an 
extended sojourn away from Sukhothai city center in the apparent attempt 
to secure northeastern territory through a combination of military action 
and renewed alliances, and the introduction of new monastic leadership 
from outside the realm under the king’s direct control. It is in this context 
that Inscription Four figures the ruler as buddha-to-be, the first such argu-
ment for royal authority linked to the bodhisattva path found among our 
extant evidence from Sukhothai. Mahā Dhammarāja I’s ritual aspiration 
to buddhahood was further emphasized by Inscription Six, composed in 
Pali. Perhaps Inscription Six was composed by the Mahā Sāmi Saṅgharāja, 
who had arrived from Martaban. It is the only Pali inscription extant from 
the Mahā Dhammarāja I era, and one of the earliest Pali compositions 
extant from Tai territories. Inscription Six affirms the substantial changes 
in Sukhothai royal discourse since the era of Rāma Gamhèn. By the time 
of Inscription Six, sovereign motifs known to other participants in the Pali 
arena were adopted at Sukhothai.

Mahā Dhammarāja I’s embrace of the path to buddhahood may be 
indebted to ideas in circulation from Pagan and / or Laṅkā. At Pagan, the 
inscriptions of Kyanzittha (r. 1084–1112 / 1113)—whose inscriptional oeu-
vre may have influenced Sukhothai via a Mon language connection—used 
dhammarāja (dhamma-king) and cakkavattin (“wheel-turning” emperor) 
imagery in his lengthy Mon inscriptions, such as the Shwezigon Inscription, 
the Myakan Inscription, and the Tharaba Gate Inscription.113 However, 
he is also referred to as destined for buddhahood, and as a bodhisattva,114 
and his son expressed the aspiration to buddhahood in the early twelfth-
century Myazedi Inscription.115 Certainly, Mahā Dhammarāja I’s aspiration 
to buddhahood evokes the intellectual debates that took place on Laṅkā 
a century earlier (see chapter 1) in which some, such as Buddhaputra and 
Devappatirāja, argued strongly in favor of sovereign vows to buddhahood, 
seeing anything less than buddha-aspiration as the sovereign’s inadequate 
homage to buddha-dhamma, and perhaps a failure to generate adequate 

112.	 For a comparable case, see the next chapter regarding Tilokarāja of Chiang Mai.
113.	 EB, vol. 1, pt. 2, 112–129, 141–142; EB, vol. 3, pt. 1, 52–53.
114.	 I am grateful for consultations with Pat Pranke on this point regarding interpretation of the 

Shwezigon, Myankan, and Alanpagan inscriptons. Ibid., vol. 1 pt. 2, 121, 126, 142, 146.
115.	 Ibid., vol. 1, pt. 1, 26.
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protective merit for the realm. Other inscriptions from Sukhothai roughly 
contemporary with those of Mahā Dhammarāja I, discussed in the next sec-
tion, confirm that by the middle of the fourteenth century, the evocation 
of Laṅkā and the path to buddhahood were understood at Sukhothai as an 
important discursive nexus in the presentation of powerful and authorita-
tive elite selfhood.

Although portions of the inscription are badly damaged, undamaged 
sections commemorate Mahā Dhammarāja I’s ordination. The inscription 
is an extended argument for Mahā Dhammarāja I’s virtue and authority. 
This develops through the intensive use of jātaka references, all of which 
portray the king in comparison to past royal lives of Gotama Buddha-to-be, 
thus underscoring Mahā Dhammarāja I’s sovereignty as well as his path 
towards buddhahood:

Like Vessantara in generosity [dāna], like [inscription illegible] . . . in wis-
dom, and like King Sīlava in virtue [sīla], who should be praised by the 
discerning, who is skilled in grammar and so on [dakkho byākaran. ādike] 
knowledgeable of the character of the tipiṭaka [tipiṭakasabhāvaññū], the 
king named Lideyya, a mine of virtues, conducting himself for the benefit 
of the sāsana and the benefit of the whole world / cosmos, though estab-
lished in kingship turned away from kingship.

Departing like Janaka, though restrained by [vassal] kings, ministers, 
city residents, beauties resembling those of the divine arena, his friends, 
and his relatives, constantly alert to the regular conduct of persons who 
were bodhisattas, the king released the burden of kingship and covered 
himself with a yellow robe while they wept. At that very instant, then the 
earth quaked, as if it was not possible to support the weight of that one’s 
virtues. And then there was another miracle, multiply manifest. This 
indeed is the dharmic requirement in relation to the acts of bodhisattas.116

Contested Sovereignty and the Pali Arena

For fourteenth-century Sukhothai, another set of inscriptions com-
posed by a rival to Mahā Dhammarāja I, offers valuable evidence of how per-
sons at Sukhothai had come to participate in the Pali arena, drawing themes 

116.	 See Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 515, for the Pali text. See also Griswold and Prasert, 
“Epigraphy 11.2,” 161. The translation to English is my own.
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from Pali textuality into the contested terrain of sovereignty. These inscrip-
tions describe a senior monk (mahāthera) named Śrīśrādhārajacūlāmuṇi 
Śrirattanalaṇkādīpa Mahā Sāmi (henceforth, Śrī Śrādha). According to 
Inscription Two (composed in Tai), Śrī Śrādha’s family line was one of two 
linked to the founding of Sukhothai. One of his ancestors was Pha Möaṅ— 
ruler of Müang Rat, a location yet to be identified definitively117—whom 
Inscription Two portrays as fighting to secure emergent Sukhothai and 
then facilitating the accession of Sukhothai’s first ruler, Indrāditya, father of 
Rāma Gaṃhèn. Inscription Two’s lengthy discussion of Śrī Śrādha’s lineage, 
with an emphasis on his family’s past receipt of Khmer titles, its subsequent 
role in the establishment of Sukhothai, and Śrī Śrādha’s own military 
skill, creates a striking alternative to the portrayal of the line of Indrāditya 
found in Inscription One and those associated with Mahā Dhammarāja I.118 
Among the extant Sukhothai inscriptions from the first three royal genera-
tions, Inscriptions Two and Eleven relating to Śrī Śrādha are the only ones 
extolling the authority of a family lineage other than that of Indrāditya.

Scholarly analysis of the epigraphy associated with Śrī Śrādha is 
strongly contested. There is agreement that it must at least postdate 1341, 
when the Lankan royal palladium Tooth Relic was installed at the island 
capital of Gampola, since Inscription Two refers to the Tooth Relic there, 
using the Tamil spelling Kambalai.119 While the kinship terms used within 
Inscription Two are ambiguous enough to make their generational refer-
ences to Śrī Śrādha uncertain,120 there is a clear reference to King Löthai—
the father of Mahā Dhammarāja I—witnessing Śrī Śrādha win an elephant 
duel (before entering the saṅgha), at the age of twenty-six.121 This suggests 
that Śrī Śrādha was a generation younger than King Löthai, and a con-
temporary of Mahā Dhammarāja I.122 Inscription Two is firmly focused 

117.	 Griswold proposes that Rat was located northeast of Mae Sòt, on the route to Sukhothai via 
Si Sajjanalai; Towards, 3.

118.	 See Vickery, “Guide,” 21; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 378–383; Coedès, Recueil, 62–64.
119.	 On the possible implications of this Tamil spelling in relation to Tamil trade networks linking 

peninsular India, Sukhothai, and Gampola in Laṅkā, see Friedrich, “Politics.” While Gosling 
emphasizes the impact of Gampola style on stucco designs at Wat Mahathat in Sukhothai (see 
above), the Gampola influence need not have reached Sukhothai through Śrī Śrādha.

120.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 383. See also Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 91, 
108.

121.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 385–387; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 95–97, 
115–117.
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on Śrī Śrādha. His path to buddhahood and the witnesses to his author-
ity drive the narrative, while the non-Lankan sites discussed are presented 
in terms of his capacity to transform them, not in terms of his participa-
tion in another individual’s Tai or Khmer sovereign arena.123 According to 
Inscription Two, Śrī Śrādha undertook many merit-making activities and 
activities to support buddha-sāsana at Sukhothai and Si Sajjanalai, before 
departing to Laṅkā and remaining there ten years. It is possible, as I have 
previously suggested, that Śrī Śrādha left for Laṅkā at least in part owing 
to unsettled political conditions after the death of King Löthai, perhaps 
linked to a rivalry with the eventual Mahā Dhammarāja I.124 Subsequently, 
he returned to Sukhothai, where Inscription Two was composed, offering 
a lengthy argument for Śrī Śrādha’s power and virtue. On this basis, I argue 
that Inscription Two likely dates no earlier than the late 1350s, which would 
also accord with the difference between Śrī Śrādha’s outgoing and return 
itineraries, described on Face Two of Inscription Eleven.125 This route of 
return itinerary accords with the growing maritime power of Ayutthaya. 
If both Inscription Two and Inscription Eleven were composed after 
Mahā Dhammarāja I’s death, this would help to clarify how such ambi-
tious sovereign-like portrayals were allowed to enter the epigraphic space of 

122.	 Here I differ from Woodward. Woodward dated Inscription Two to the 1340s because it does 
not mention a ruler subsequent to King Löthai, yet the narrative arc of Inscription Two does 
not require mention of the next ruler, Mahā Dhammarāja I. Woodward, “Wat Si Chum.”

123.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 359. Their argument depended in part on interpreting Śrī 
Śrādha’s restoration of a “mahādhātu” (great relic) as a reference to the relic monument at 
Wat Mahāthat in Sukhothai itself. However, this reading is much debated. (For a summary, 
see Vickery, “Guide.”) Following Hutangkul, I understand the “mahādhātu” to refer an 
unspecified great relic, likely located elsewhere in Tai territories. See more below.

124.	 Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections,” 245.
125.	 The return journey proceeded through Tennaserim and Ayutthaya. Face Two of Inscrip-

tion Eleven, though badly damaged, offers a much-shortened account of Śrī Śrādha’s activi-
ties memorialized by Inscription Two, and also counts the relic-monument established at 
Ratanakūtānagara (perhaps another name for Nakhòn Sawan near the find-spot) as among 
the running total of Śrī Śrādha’s meritorious donations. This narrative form suggest that 
it postdates Inscription Two. Face Two of Inscription Eleven was incised on the other 
side of the inscription (Face One of Inscription Eleven) discussed above, in which Mahā 
Dhammarāja I linked improvement of a buddha-footprint relic and the construction of 
other Buddhist buildings to present and future family alliances at a location important to 
Sukhothai’s commercial and military security. Orthographic evidence does not clarify the 
relative dating of these two faces. Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 406.
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Sukhothai. Of course, if they were installed during the king’s lifetime, they 
are further indicators of the fragility of Mahā Dhammarāja I’s rule. Inscrip-
tion Two may have been composed in relation to the construction at Wat Si 
Chum (see more below).126

Inscription Two portrays Śrī Śrādha in sovereign terms, furthering the 
thematic overlap of his life story with the biography of Gotama Buddha. 
Śrī Śrādha is described as leaving home and embracing the monastic path at 
the age that Gotama Buddha-to-be renounced the palace. Śrī Śrādha departs 
home after the death of his son teaches him a painful lesson in imperma-
nence: the buddha-to-be is suddenly shocked by signs of aging, sickness, and 
death, hence leaving his family in the quest for understanding. “[Śrī Śrādha] 
saw that this world of rebirths is impermanent, impersonal, without stabil-
ity.”127 “He . . . [decided to?] renounce his varṇa and leave his home.”128 “In 
his eagerness to become a buddha . . . [Śrī Śrādha] left the world of riches 
to become an ascetic.” As A. B. Griswold and Prasert Ṇa Nagara rightly 
noted, here Śrī Śrādha’s renunciation is described in a manner that evokes 
the “great departure” of Gotama Buddha-to-be.129 Prior to this departure, 
Inscription Two reports that he offered his wife and daughters “as a gift,” 
creating a narrative invocation of Gotama Buddha’s past life as Vessantara, 
when he offered his wife and children in the quest for virtue.130

Although Śrī Śrādha embraced the monastic life, Inscription Two 
portrays him engaged in merit-making activities that are more royal than 
monk-like, while the details of his monastic lineage and training (in both 
Tai and Lankan territories) are completely absent. Along with Śrī Śrādha’s 
aspiration to buddhahood, Inscription Two emphasizes installations, con-
struction, and renovation undertaken for buddha-sāsana. Planting bodhi 
tree seedlings is intended to transform Sukhothai and nearby polities into 

126.	 My dating accords with Pattaratorn Chirapravati’s art historical analysis of imagery con-
tained within the reliefs at Wat Si Chum. Pattaratorn attributes these to the third or fourth 
quarter of the fourteenth century. Pattaratorn, “Illustrating,” 36.

127.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 387; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 98, 117 (1.85). 
The terms here are key concepts of buddha-dharma.

128.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 388n100; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 98, 118 
(1.89).

129.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 388n 104; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,”118.
130.	 This was noted earlier by Coedès, Recueil, 67; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 388n 103; 

Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 98–99, 118 (2.1–5). Compare the invocation of Ves-
santara when describing Devappatirāja in Mahāvaṃsa (chapter 86), discussed in chapter 1.
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cities of dharma (dharrmapūra).131 In other locations, installations are mul-
tiple, including relics, images, and buildings for monastic use, along with 
grants of land and service workers, such as those “to wash the feet of the 
mahātheras, the anutheras, and all the monks on the days of the new moon, 
the full moon, the uposatha, and the pavāraṇa.”132 This section of Inscrip-
tion Two suggests that Śrī Śrādha was at this point operating in his home 
territory of Rat since he has the authority not only to construct substan-
tial buildings but also to make grants of land and labor.133 The fact that the 
inscription here refers to Śrī Śrādha with his full royal honorifics, including 
his family’s Khmer title, further suggests his family’s control of the land on 
which this act occurred. At this point in the inscription, the relic monu-
ment is described as “built in the middle of Lord Kris’ city.”

To stucco [the relic monument], as [shells] to make lime were extremely 
hard to find in the midst of the forest, they could not make lime. Then 
Braḥ Mahāthera Srisrādharājacūlamūṇī pen Cau pronounced this wish: 
“If it is true that I shall attain omniscience and become a buddha, then 
may I find lime. . . .” Having made the wish, at the very moment when he 
turned around he found a very extraordinary shell for lime. They used it 
to stucco the cetiya (relic monument), the new construction as well as the 
old. . . . The Venerable Lord Relic performed a great many miracles and 
prodigies, surrounded by innumerable large relics.134

Within the inscription, the relic miracle attests to Śrī Śrādha’s faith, 
merit, and authority, likely modeled on royal relic miracles that occurred at 

131.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 388; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 99, 118 (2.6–9). 
But “cities of dharma” follows the text in Coedès, Receuil, 56.

132.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 389–390; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 99, 119–
120 (2.13–14). Cf. royal grants described in chapter 1. Mahātheras have been at least twenty 
years in robes after upasampadā; anuthera refers to a monk who has achieved at least ten 
years after upasampadā but remains less senior in the saṅgha.

133.	 Seen from this perspective, a much-debated section of Inscription Two comes into new 
focus. Scholars have asserted that Śrī Śrādha undertook a renovation either of Wat Mahāthat 
in Sukhothai or of the Mahāthūpa at Anurādhapura. Yet the passage is in fact very general, 
and could suit the location of any damaged relic-monument. In previous work I interpreted 
Braḥ Mahādhātu as the Mahāthūpa in Anurādhapura, but here I follow the translation sug-
gested by Hutangkul, personal communication, January 2017.

134.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 392; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 100–101, 122 
(2.24–29).
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the Anurādhapura Mahāthūpa, narrated in the first section of Pali Mahā
vaṃsa. Śrī Śrādha’s portrayal is clearly indebted to Lankan compositions, 
whether through oral or written transmission.135 After additional improve-
ments were made by Śrī Śrādha, Inscription Two attests that the result was 
“as beautiful as—in Majjhimadesa, in the city of Pātaliputta, near the bank 
of the river Anomānadī—the relic / relic-monument of the Lord Buddha 
named Śridhāñakataka. [It is?] Lord Krīs . . . who established it. That Lord 
Krīs is that Braḥ Mahāthera Srisrādharājacūlamūṇī pen Cau himself, is the 
incarnation of Rāma and Nārāya.”136 Śridhāñakataka is a relic monument 
at Amaravati, in what is now Andhra Pradesh on the Indian subcontinent. 
It is possible that Śrī Śrādha had visited this site during his time away from 
the northern Tai territories, though it is not mentioned in his itinerary.137 He 
may also have become aware of Śridhāñakataka while at Gampola in Laṅkā, 
since Dhammakitti, the leading monk of the Gampola era, celebrated his 
restoration activities at Śridhāñakataka in a major temple inscription.138

Contextualizing the renovations of the relic monument “in Lord Kris’ 
city” in relation to Śrī Śrādha’s earlier travels, Inscription Two reports that 
Śrī Śrādha “sent back servants [from Sīhaḷa, that is, Laṅkā] and he borrowed 
a piece of two relics from Sīhaḷa to implant inside that place.”139 The authen-
ticity of the relics installed at the relic-monument renovated by Śrī Śrādha in 
what I take to be Müang Rat is thus provided a pedigree. Inscription Two 
contextualizes these relics in relation to Śrī Śrādha’s travels in Laṅkā, and 
the ways in which his merit and virtue were affirmed while on the island. His 
restoration of the relic-monument and buddha-images at Mahiyaṅgana—a 
location that the Pali vaṃsas describe as earlier visited by Gotama Buddha—
is described elaborately in a way that closely echoes his restoration work at 
the Tai relic monument at Rat discussed above. In response to this meritorious 
labor at Mahiyaṅgana, the relics there perform relic miracles for Śrī Śrādha. Since 
the performance of relic miracles for construction and renovation is associated 

135.	 This inscription strikingly contrasts to the relic-installation inscriptions of Mahā 
Dhammarāja I discussed earlier which lack these vamsic elements. Mahāvaṃsa was certainly 
in circulation on Laṅkā during Śrī Śrādha’s lengthy stay there, including its then most recent 
installment of the text, likely dating to the early fourteenth-century (see chapter 1).

136.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 101, 393–394 (2.35–38). I have substantially modified their 
translation in consultation with Hutangkul, and also with reference to Coedès, Recueil, 70. 
For Thai transcription, follow Coedès.

137.	 Pattaratorn, “Illustrating,” 20.
138.	 Friedrich, “Politics,” 157. See EZ, 4:103, 106.
139.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 395; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 102, 125–126 

(2.40–42). I have substantially modified their translation in consultation with Hutangkul.
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with sovereignty in the vaṃsas, this once again invests his inscriptional persona 
with a sovereign dimension.140 The “natives of Sīhaḷa” prostrated themselves 
before Śrī Śrādha. “Some of them said, ‘This Cau Rājakumāra [Honarable 
King’s Son] Mahāsāmi is really a future buddha, isn’t he?’”141 Referring to Śrī 
Śrādha in royal terms finds further echoes in the simile through which further 
relic miracles at Mahiyaṅgana are described in the inscription:

At dawn the next day the two great relics, shining like stars, first rose 
slowly into the sky . . . . the relics entered the golden urn [within the relic 
monument?] for one night. . . . At dawn they came out for a moment so 
that all the people could see, applaud, and worship them. Then they 
returned, shining as brightly as a wheel [cakra] which rolls through the 
sky, and reentered the golden relic-monument where they were before.142

As Prasert and Griswold rightly noted, here the relics are said to have 
taken the form of the cakkavattin ruler’s wheel, sign of righteous rule.143 
Then at Kāmbalai (Gampola), Śrī Śrādha is described as participating in an 
elaborate Tooth Relic festival that included Lankan monks associated with 
the araññavāsis (see chapter 1) as well as with the royal army and ministe-
rial advisors.144 Once again relic miracles affirmed Śrī Śrādha’s offerings.145 
Additional pilgrimage stops by Śrī Śrādha on the island of Laṅkā conclude 
Inscription Two. This section is badly damaged, but there appears to be a 
reference to the Śrī Pāda on the Peak of Peaks, and to Anurādhapura, two 
celebrated pilgrimage sites on the island at this time.146 Inscription Two 

140.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 397–402; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 102–105, 
126–132 (2.43–75).

141.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 402; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 104, 132 (2.73).
142.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 402–403; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 105, 

132–133 (2.75–79).
143.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 402n383; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 105, 133 

(2.78).
144.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 403; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 105, 133 (2.82–

87). In reading “rājasena,” I follow consultation with Hutangkul.
145.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 404; Griswold and Prasert, “King Lödaiya,” 106, 134 

(1.91–96).
146.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 404. Since the locations at Mahiyaṅgana, Samantakūṭa, and 

Anurādhapura were discussed in Pali-language works, including Mahāvaṃsa, they would 
have been well known to educated monastics on the island. Śrī Śrādha could have learned these 
narratives and used them even if he did not journey to those locations. Gampola was not yet so 
well textualized in Pali. 
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appears to have been installed at Wat Si Chum,147 a massive site that evokes 
the path to buddhahood through its architecture and associated images. It 
was located east of Mahā Dhammarāja I’s royal monastery at the Mango 
Grove. Although Inscription Two does not describe Wat Si Chum, if Śrī 

figure 2.1. A view of Wat Si Chum at Sukhothai, part of a construction program 
associated with Śrī Śrādhā.
Image courtesy of Lawrence Chua.

147.	 This is the view accepted by the contributors to the recent volume on Wat Si Chum, Skilling 
et al., Past Lives. Note the particularly thoughtful chapter by Pichard, “Mondop.”



Emergent Tai Polities : 111

Śrādha was its patron—as has been suggested in relation to the inscrip-
tion’s find-site148—it would have been natural to locate at that location an 
inscribed statement of his genealogy and sovereign qualities.

Like Mahā Dhammarāja I’s affirmation that his relics derived from and 
imitated those on Laṅkā, Śrī Śrādha’s used associations with Laṅkā to war-
rant authority. Both sets of inscriptions suggest that narratives of buddha-
sāsana on Laṅkā, as well as proposals that sovereigns should act not only as 
patrons of buddha-sāsana but also as buddhas-in-the-making, were becom-
ing increasingly well-known at Sukhothai. Further, the later inscriptions of 
Mahā Dhammarāja I and the Śrī Śrādha inscriptions also reveal the strong 
impact of the jātaka corpus on sovereign discourse at Sukhothai by the later 
fourteenth century. Such intertextual references could be handled expres-
sively in Tai language by this time. Jātaka narratives likely reached Sukho-
thai from more than one location, as these were widely known elsewhere at 
the time. More specifically, the inscriptions of Śrī Śrādha are the first clear 
extant indicators that royal-relic narratives contained in the Lankan Pali 
Mahāvaṃsa had reached Sukhothai, whether or not that work itself was 
present. All these texts invoking sovereign themes and arguments at later 
fourteenth-century Sukhothai contrast sharply with Sukhothai Inscription 
One, composed in the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. Thus, the 
extant corpus of inscriptions from Sukhothai suggests the roughly middle 
decades of the fourteenth century as a critical period for the localization of 
Pali and Sanskrit textuality in northern Tai lands, at what appears to have 
been a crossroads of knowledge flows associated with Laṅkā as well as with 
Mon, Burmese, and Khmer textual communities. Increasing references to 
Laṅkā in Sukhothai inscriptions from the middle to late fourteenth century 
accord precisely with the strengthening of oceanic-riverine connections 
linking Laṅkā (as well as deltaic Burma) with Sukhothai and Chiang Mai via 
the growing power of the Ayutthaya polity, located where the Chao Phraya 
River meets the Indian Ocean.149

Consolidating Chiang Mai Sovereignty

Early inscriptional evidence associated with the Tai polity at Chiang 
Mai allows at least a partial reconstruction of how arguments for and about 

148.	 See Skilling et al., Past Lives.
149.	 Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections,” 244–246.
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sovereignty developed as the royal line of Mangrai tried to establish control 
over city-states to the north and northwest of Sukhothai. It appears that 
connections to Sukhothai facilitated Mangrai’s successors’ participation in 
the Pali arena. In turn, this helped to shape the articulation of ruling author-
ity as the Mangrai house established its royal base at Chiang Mai. As at Suk-
hothai, earlier concepts, arguments, and objects shaped how Chiang Mai 
engaged with Pali arena circulations.

Composed within two decades of Śrī Śrādha’s ambitious claims at 
Sukhothai is the first extant lengthy Tai-language inscription from the ter-
ritories gradually claimed by Chiang Mai. This inscription was associated 
with a Chiang Mai sovereign but installed at Wat Pra Yün in Haripuñjaya 
(now Lamphun), located to the southwest of Chiang Mai. The Wat Pra Yün 
Inscription describes how a monk named Sumana received a royal invita-
tion from Chiang Mai’s King Kuena (r. 1355–1386). Based on the inscrip-
tion, it appears that Sumana left Sukhothai in 1369, traveling to Haripuñjaya 
where Kuena welcomed him. The king then supported ambitious building 
projects at the monastic-ritual complex of Wat Pra Yün, where Sumana was 
given a residence. The Wat Pra Yün Inscription offers valuable evidence of 
how—at a time of still-uncertain control over competing polities in this 
northern region—a Chiang Mai sovereign drew into statecraft people and 
objects associated with buddha-sāsana. Moreover, when read carefully, the 
Wat Pra Yün Inscription also revises the conventional understanding of 
when Chiang Mai sovereigns and monastics began to claim authority with 
reference to Laṅkā.

It is diff icult to reconstruct the earlier history of Haripuñjaya with 
certainty. One source is the Pali-language Cāmadevīvaṃsa, likely com-
posed in the f irst or second decade of the f ifteenth century,150 about a 
half century after the Wat Pra Yün Inscription. This text narrates early 
Haripuñjaya royal and buddha-relic histories from the era of the Mon 

150.	 This dating relates to the presumed dating for Bodhiraṃsi’s other work, the Sihiṅganidāna, 
which is mentioned in the colophon to Cāmadevīvaṃsa, thus presumably predating it 
(though manuscripts are late and the colophon need not have been included in Bodhiraṃsi’s 
text). Since Sihiṅganidāna’s narrative of past events ends in the late fourteenth century, this 
further suggests that Sihiṅganidāna was composed not long thereafter. See Coedès, “Note,” 
43. Moreover, at least some manuscripts of Sihiṅganidāna prophecy events occurring in 
the middle of the fifteenth century, suggesting it was composed before the 1440s. See, for 
instance, Notton, P’ra Buddha Sihiṅga, 52. This point was also noted by Coedès, “Docu-
ments,” 13.
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Map 6: Sukhothai and Chiang Mai in regional context.
Map courtesy of Bill Nelson.

and indigenous Lawa inhabitants, before the Tai laid claim to Har-
ipuñjaya. The author of Cāmadevīvaṃsa, a monk named Bodhiraṃsi, 
described it as a work of translation to Pali from “deyyabhāsā,” likely a 
form of Tai language.151 As Swearer and Sommai have noted, it appears 
to draw on a variety of sources, likely including pre-Tai Mon-language 

151.	 This term was also used in the colophon for the sixteenth-century Cakkavāladīpanī com-
posed in Chiang Mai. There the context indicates that “deyyabhāsā” must mean a non-Pali 
language used nearby, which Saddhatissa understands as a form of Tai (Dai) language, not 
unreasonably. See Saddhatissa, “Pāli Literature,” 217. Penth translates the term similarly for 
Cāmadevīvaṃsa. See Penth, “Buddhist Literature,” 52.
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narratives.152 Cāmadevīvaṃsa recounts the establishment of Haripuñ-
jaya as a royal city in the seventh century CE,153 and portrays it as closely 
connected to deltaic Burma since at least the ninth century, when a chol-
era epidemic caused the temporary southern relocation of Haripuñjaya 
residents.154 Based on a version of the Lamphun Chronicle studied by 
Georges Condominas, it is not unlikely that a substantial Lawa political 
formation in the area predated Mon influence.155 Bodhiraṃsi devoted 
substantial attention to the reign of King Ādittarāja, attributed to the 
eleventh century by the sixteenth-century Jinakālamālī.156 In Bodhi
raṃsi’s narrative, Ādittarāja rules Haripuñjaya after the return of the 
city’s inhabitants from deltaic Burma, and his ascendance was proph-
esied by Gotama Buddha himself: “He will be born of the Mon lineage 
and will become a great monarch and conqueror.”157 The climax of the 
narrative is the king’s experience of a great relic miracle in Haripuñjaya, 
aff irming his rule.158

Bodhiraṃsi’s portrayal of a pre-Tai kingdom at Haripuñjaya engaged 
with buddha-sāsana is confirmed by material remains. The Pali-Mon inscrip-
tion from Vat Don at Haripuñjaya, dated by Georges Coedès to the early 
thirteenth century, affirms the presence of substantial buddha-sāsana insti-
tutions and royal-saṅgha patronage.159 King Savvādhisiddhi, the sovereign 
memorialized in the Vat Don Inscription, constructed a monastery called 
Jetavana as well as an uposatha hall for monastic ritual observances, paid to 
have tipiṭaka texts copied, and donated land and labor to support the mon-
astery and its inhabitants. Savvādhisiddhi offered the meritorious benefits of 
the donation to all beings for their well-being and liberation from suffering:

152.	 Swearer and Sommai, Legend, xxi.
153.	 Ibid., 63.
154.	 Ibid., 106–107.
155.	 Condominas, L’espace, esp. 254. Parts of this work have been translated. See Condominas, 

From Lawa.
156.	 Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 77. For comments on this edition, see the prefatory comments 

by S. Manavidura in the English translation (based on other manuscripts) in Jayawickrema, 
Garlands, xxxii–xlvi.

157.	 Swearer and Sommai, Legend, 113.
158.	 Ibid., 132.
159.	 Coedès, “Documents,” 17, 19–23. This dating was based partly on calendrical references 

read in comparison to Pagan inscriptions, partly on the basis of paleographic similarities 
between this inscription and the Mon inscriptions of early twelfth-century Pagan, and also 
on Jinakālamālī’s dating of Savvādhisiddhi in relation to Mangrai. Coedès is cited also in 
Halliday, Blagden, and Wilkin, “Les inscriptions,” 87. See also Sarassawadee, History, 32–35.
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(In Pali:) Lord of the realm, named Sabbādhisiddhi, aged twenty-six 
years, I devoted myself to have made this uposatha hall.160 . . . This Jeta-
vana monastery. At the age of thirty-one, I made there a residence for the 
best of bhikkhus who well observe the precepts. Having had copied 
numerous tipiṭakas [full tipiṭakas or portions of tipiṭaka texts?] gilded (*) 
. . . so that beings would be saved from suffering and enjoy liberation, 
through the potency of the Triple Gem.

(In Mon:) Lord of the realm, named Sabbāsiddhi, when I had attained the 
age of twenty-six, in the year of Maggasira, the tenth day of the moon 
under the diminishing sign of Jettha, a Sunday, (when the moon was in 
conjunction with the) constellation Uttaraphalgunl, at that very moment 
I completed this monastery named Jetavana and this uposatha hall. When 
I had reached the age of thirty-one, then I made this residence. By the 
merit of these donations that I have made to the Triple Gem may all crea-
tures be delivered from suffering and attain liberation!161

The inscription also includes reference to the chief monk of the new 
monastery, who was associated with the royal court, as his title Rājaguru 
(Royal Teacher) indicates. “At that very time, the venerable Rājaguru 
mahāthera was the highest-ranked monk, and had reached the age of eighty. 
The venerable mahāthera, with eighty venerable members of the saṅgha, 
and venerable novice monks numbering one hundred and two, all resided in 
this Jetavana monastery.”162

160.	 Following the subsequent Mon text.
161.	 “Moi, le chef du pays, nommé Sabbādhisiddhi, âgé de vingt-six ans, je me suis appliqué à 

faire ce sanctuaire . . . ce monastère du Jetavana. A trente-et-un ans, j’y fis une habitation le 
meilleur des bhikkhus, observant bien les préceptes ayant fait écrire de nombreux tripitakas, 
dorés (*) . . . que les êtres soient délivrés du malheur et jouissent du bonheur, par le pouvoir 
Trois Joyaux. (En môn) Moi, nommé Sabbādhisiddhi, chef du pays, lorsque j’eus atteint l’âge 
de vingt-six ans, dans l’année Maggasira, le dixième jour de la lune décrois- sante de Jettha, 
un dimanche, (la lune étant en conjonction avec le) riksa Uttaraphalguni, à ce moment-là, 
je fis ce monastère nommé Jetavana et ce sanctuaire (uposcitha). Lorsque j’eus atteint l’âge 
de trente-et-un ans, alors, je fis cette habitation. Par la vertu des dons que j’ai faits aux Trois 
Joyaux, puissent toutes les créatures être délivrées de la souffrance et atteindre le bonheur!” 
Coedès, “Documents,” 191.

162.	 Coedès, “Documents,” 192. “A ce moment-là, le vénérable mahāthera nommé Rājaguru, 
était le supérieur (M: aggather), et avait atteint l’âge de quatre-vingt-deux ans. Le vénérable 
mahāthera, avec les vénérables membres du Sańgha au nombre de 80, et avec les vénérables 
novices au nombre de 102, résidaient tous dans ce monastère du Jetavana.” See also the Vat 
Kukut Inscription associated with the same king. Coedès, “Documents,” 192–194.
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Composed approximately one hundred and fifty years later, the Wat 
Pra Yün Inscription itself also affirms the deeper history of buddha-sāsana-
related construction and patronage at Haripuñjaya in the years preceding 
Tai ascendance. It refers explicitly to a prior installation of one or more 
buddha images at the location.163 Thus, these inscriptions in Mon and Pali 
indicate a substantial monarchical social formation oriented at least in part 
towards buddha-sāsana that predated the patronage of the Tai king Kuena 
at Haripuñjaya in the 1370s.164

Understanding the pre-Tai history of Haripuñjaya is necessary in order 
to grasp the significance of Kuena’s engagement with Sumana at Wat Pra 
Yün, which was located about one kilometer east of the royal center at Hari
puñjaya. According to later sources, such as the Chiang Mai Chronicle, the 
first ruler of what became the Chiang Mai dynasty—Mangrai (r. 1261–1311)—
sought control over Haripuñjaya as part of his formative expansion from an 
early base at Chiang Rai.165 This would have made sense in economic terms. 
Haripuñjaya was a critical strategic resource owing to its location on the 
Chao Phraya River system. Whoever controlled Haripuñjaya could move 
valuable upland goods downriver to the Indian Ocean ports, for export 
at what is now the Gulf of Siam or in deltaic Burma near Martaban. The 
economic value of such trade grew in the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries, owing to the increase in east-west oceanic trade described earlier in this 
book, and the rise of Xian (later Ayutthaya) as an Indian Ocean power at 
the base of the Ping and Chao Phraya River systems.166 Land-based Chinese 
trade and tribute relations were also significant.167

In addition to its economic value, however, Haripuñjaya was a powerful 
affirmation of pre-Tai sovereignty and buddha-sāsana culture in the region, 
given its associations with Mon and Lawa authority. Its very built environ-
ment was, in effect, a challenge to the authority of the emerging royal house 
of Mangrai. As Volker Grabowsky has suggested with reference to Kuena’s 
activity at Wat Pra Yün, drawing on the work of Swearer and Sommai,168 

163.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 618. See also Griswold and Prasert, “Epigraphical 13,” 128, 
136 (1.34–37).

164.	 See also the discussion of archaeological evidence related to pre-Tai Haripuñjaya in 
Sarassawadee, History, 35–38; and Grabowsky, Bevölkerung, 80.

165.	 See, for instance, Wyatt and Aroonrut, Chronicle, 19–20.
166.	 Baker and Pasuk, History, chap. 2.
167.	 Grabowsky, Bevölkerung, 80. See also Grabowsky, “Between the Late 13th to Mid-16th 

Centuries.”
168.	 Swearer and Sommai, “Relationship,” 24–25.
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“The choice of Lamphun (Haripunchai) rather than Chiang Mai, to build 
[at Wat Pra Yün], might reflect the unbroken religious importance of Lam-
phun as the capital of Mon, pre-Thai Buddhism” in the region.169 Earlier, 
his father, King Phayu (r. 1336–1355), had developed the saṅgha at Chiang 
Mai by importing a leading monk from Haripuñjaya.170 This act of bring-
ing Mahā Akkhayachula to Chiang Mai in the first half of the fourteenth 
century revealed that Chiang Mai still relied upon Haripuñjaya for access 
to monks who could knew textual traditions and could provide protective 
and merit-making rituals. At that time there appears to have been no saṅgha 
independent of Haripuñjaya associated with the Chiang Mai royal line.

Just decades later, Kuena chose to manifest his sovereign authority at 
Haripuñjaya itself, rather than drawing the ritual and symbolic power of Har-
ipuñjaya into Chiang Mai. While brief Tai royal inscriptions (dated by Hans 
Penth to the period between 1312 and 1351) at Wat Mahāthāt in Haripuñjaya 
indicate patronage from Chiang Mai,171 Kuena’s subsequent and highly visible 
support to a foreign monk from far outside Haripuñjaya was a more assertive 
move vis-à-vis Haripuñjaya’s non-Tai social structure. Dhida Saraya remarks, 
“The donation to Wat Phra Yun was a significant step for a ruler of Chiangmai 
to donate land in a kingdom once powerful in the lower Mae Ping region. The 
donation ruled out the power of other rulers on Haripunchai soil.”172 His choice 
of Wat Pra Yün as the location for royal benefaction made a strong statement. 
As Chiang Mai rulers sought to expand authority throughout the northern 
region, subordinating Haripuñjaya through military, social institutional, and 
symbolic means was a critical step. One aspect of this process was a recoding of 
sāsana-institutions at Haripuñjaya, bringing Tai royal control and patronage 
to bear on pre-Tai institutions.173 This recoding occurred through arguments 
for authority made through texts and the built environment.

169.	 Grabowsky, “Between the Late 13th to Mid-16th Centuries,” 10–11.
170.	 Sarassawadee, History, 73, drawing on the Chiang Mai Chronicle.
171.	 Penth, “Inscriptions and Images,” 351–369.
172.	 Dhida, “Development,” 163–164.
173.	 This line of analysis is inspired by Swearer and Sommai’s suggestion that Bodhiraṃsi’s 

composition of Cāmadevīvaṃsa may have been composed in relation to the transition of 
authority from Haripuñjaya to Chiang Mai, reflecting Bodhiraṃsi’s support of Haripuñ-
jaya’s sāsana heritage rather than that of the Tai. Swearer and Sommai, Legend, 21–22. Note 
that Chinese sources do not recognize Chiang Mai as the undisputed ritual and political 
center of the region until 1405–1406, which accords with the above analysis of struggle 
between Chiang Mai and Haripuñjaya expressed in the Buddhist sphere. See Liew-Herres, 
Grabowsky, and Aroonrut, Lan Na, 44.
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Sukhothai helped to shape these royal strategies at Haripuñjaya. Suma-
na’s movement north from Sukhothai, and the transfer of Sukhothai Tai-
language inscriptional technologies to Haripuñjaya and Chiang Mai,174 are 
indications of Sukhothai’s impact on Chiang Mai.175 Sukhothai’s impacts 
northward likely included influence on Tai written culture at Haripuñ-
jaya, given some similarities in spelling and style between the fourteenth-
century Sukhothai inscriptions and the Wat Pra Yün Inscription.176 At 
the same time, however, the Wat Pra Yün Inscription also contrasts with 
the fourteenth-century Sukhothai inscriptions of Śrī Śrādha and Mahā 
Dhammarāja I discussed earlier in this chapter. These differences suggest 
that the full Sukhothai repertoire of arguments for royal authority in rela-
tion to buddha-sāsana was not quickly localized at the locations connected 
to Chiang Mai rulers. Unlike the inscriptions of Mahā Dhammarāja I and 
Śrī Śrādha discussed earlier in this chapter, the inscription installed at Wat 
Pra Yün does not claim royal or monastic authority through comparison to 
Lankan practice, nor does it recount how monks and relics associated with 
Laṅkā were stationed at Haripuñjaya and Chiang Mai. Moreover, the Wat 
Pra Yün Inscription’s engagement with Pali textuality is modest and gen-
eral, a substantial difference from the later Mahā Dhammarāja I inscriptions 
associated with the Mahā Sāmi Saṅgharāja, who had reached Sukhothai 
from deltaic Burma and, from Inscription Two, associated with Śrī Śrādha. 
Thus, the Wat Pra Yün Inscription appears to mark an early phase in the 
incorporation of Pali and elements associated with buddha-sāsana into Tai 
expressions of royal power and authority at Chiang Mai and Haripuñjaya. 
In this sense it is comparable to Sukhothai’s Inscription One composed dur-
ing the era of Rāma Gaṃhèn discussed earlier in this chapter.

Technical Pali terms appear with Tai modifications in the Wat Pra Yün 
Inscription, such as monastic titles (e.g. mahāthera), and terms related to 
monastic comportment (e.g. sīlācāra, iriyapathā). In addition, the inscrip-
tion adopts the strategy of arguing for royal authority through accounts 
of buddha-relic installation. These ideas might be indebted to the Pali 
vaṃsas, likely mediated through the intellectual milieu of mid- to late 

174.	 Note the ambitious and interesting study by Veidlinger, Spreading.
175.	 There are also art historical indications that Haripuñjaya may have shaped Sukhothai’s own 

ritual-material culture at an earlier stage. See, for instance, Pichard, “Mondop”; and Piriya, 
“Repoussé Buddha.”

176.	 Coedès, “Documents,” 195; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 606; Griswold and Prasert, 
“Wat Pra Yün,” 124.
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fourteenth-century Sukhothai and carried by Sumana, and perhaps other ear-
lier travelers or companions of Sumana. However, these basic ideas could have 
circulated earlier in Mon textuality at Haripuñjaya, which was influenced by 
deltaic Burma and likely also by Mon-using Pagan. At Wat Pra Yün there is 
no sign of the jātaka-style idealizations of kingship that played such a signifi-
cant role in later fourteenth-century Sukhothai inscriptional discourse. More-
over, the Wat Pra Yün Inscription does not share the literary quality of the 
inscriptions composed to celebrate Mahā Dhammarāja I’s royal consecration 
(abhiṣeka). These differences between inscriptions composed within a few 
decades from one another in fourteenth-century Sukhothai and Haripuñjaya, 
and both drawing associations with buddha-sāsana into royal discourse, are a 
valuable reminder of the gradual and heterogenous processes through which 
writers in Tai territories came to participate in the Pali arena. Individual schol-
ars and writers shaped Tai transitions towards Pali textuality; Tai sovereign 
uses of the Pali arena’s concepts and arguments varied.

It is important to emphasize the absence of reference to Laṅkā in the 
late fourteenth-century Wat Pra Yün Inscription, since influential interpreta-
tions177 (work that has otherwise provided valuable foundations for this book) 
have for years read this inscription intertextually with later Tai- and Pali-
language narratives, offering an anachronistic account for which we have no 
extant contemporaneous supporting evidence. These narratives—most criti-
cally Mūlasāsana (perhaps initially composed in the early decades of the fif-
teenth century)178 and Jinakālamālī (composed in the first two decades of the 
sixteenth century)179—develop an elaborate narrative about Sumana, describ-
ing him as the student of a celebrated Lankan monk who had relocated to 
deltaic Burma. By providing this account of monastic lineage, Mūlasāsana 
and Jinakālamālī portray Sumana as the bhikkhu who first brought Lankan 
monastic lineage to Chiang Mai and other northern Tai polities. Mūlasāsana, 
written from the perspective of the Wat Suon Dòk community of monks, fur-
ther connects Sumana specifically with that community.180 The monks of Wat 
Suon Dòk were, by the middle of the fifteenth century, one of three monastic 

177.	 For instance, Coedès, Recueil; Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic; Sirisena, Sri Lanka; Hazra, 
History.

178.	 Penth, “Literature,” 65–66.
179.	 Ibid., 59.
180.	 I work here from the unpublished English translation of Mūlasāsana prepared by Donald 

K. Swearer and Sommai Premchit. See also the Thai edition by Bamphen, Mūnlasātsanā. 
For Jinakālamālī’s account of Sumana, see Jayawickrema, Garlands, 114–118; and Buddha-
datta, Jinakālamālī, 82–86.
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groups in Chiang Mai, and engaged in a highly competitive relationship with 
the monks of Wat Pa Däng. That relationship is discussed in chapter 3. Here 
it is sufficient to indicate the historical and analytical difficulties posed by 
reading the Wat Pra Yün Inscription in terms of monastic transmission and 
saṅgha groups for which we have evidence only in Tai- and Pali-language texts 
composed decades (in one case, more than a century) later. While the history 
of the saṅgha in Chiang Mai and its neighboring polities has typically been 
written by drawing together such sources of disparate provenance, doing so 
is problematic, imposing the logic of later polemical accounts onto earlier 
source material. Here, and as earlier in this chapter and in chapter 3, I separate 
these nested narratives in order to identify the period-specific terms of argu-
ment about sovereign and monastic authority.

According to the Wat Pra Yün Inscription, the Chiang Mai king Kuena 
(referred to in the inscription as Sòn Sèn Na Dharmikarāja) made an invita-
tion to a mahāthera named Sumana, who was residing at Sukhothai. While 
the later Tai- and Pali-language texts discussed above attribute to Sumana 
possession of a powerful buddha-relic and a renowned monastic lineage, 
these details do not appear in the inscription. There is no explicit indica-
tion in the inscription that he was invited on account of such a relic or 
brought it with him to the north. Moreover, no relic-find is attributed to 
Sumana in the extant inscriptions from Sukhothai or Si Sajjanalai. Signifi-
cantly, however, the Wat Pra Yün Inscription portrays Sumana as skilled in 
the astrological computations required to establish auspicious timings for 
activities such as major construction projects, military action, and so on.181 
Such knowledge alone would have increased Sumana’s value to King Kuena, 
even if he did not possess a buddha-relic. As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
astrological and astronomical science allowed rulers to strategically augment 
the power of their realm. At the second invitation from Kuena, Sumana 
embarked on the journey from Sukhothai with “with worthy and learned 
monks182 who observe the precepts with immense strictness.”183 Perhaps 
Sumana was released from Sukhothai as part of an alliance between Suk-
hothai and Chiang Mai.184 It is also possible that Sumana was simply alert 
to new patronage and saw Kuena as a potential supporter. Monk-travelers 

181.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 619–621; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 129, 137–
138 (2.9–14).

182.	 See the translation by Coedès, cited in Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 614n19.
183.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 614; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 127, 132 (1.13–14).
184.	 Griswold, Towards, 42.
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like Sumana, and others discussed in chapter 3, are comparable to the poet-
scholars of the Indic world, and legal-ritual experts of Islamdom, who 
helped to reshape textual worlds and sovereign practices while engaged in 
highly mobile careers.

The inscription at Wat Pra Yün underscores the value of Sumana’s 
arrival to Kuena’s sovereignty, detailing an elaborate royal procession sent 
to welcome the monk and its vigorous music, “almost shaking the whole 
town of Haripuñjaya.”185 Sumana’s arrival was the occasion for establishing 
new ritual and monastic residence space at Wat Pra Yün.186 Significantly, the 
festivities involved residents from Chiang Mai, the Mangrai dynasty’s for-
mer capital at Chiang Rai, and Haripuñjaya—site of Wat Pra Yün. In other 
words, through the activities undertaken in relation to Sumana at Wat Pra 
Yün—making use of texts and objects—Kuena displayed his power to the 
three most important city-states of this subregion. Some people entered the 
saṅgha at this time, thus initiating a new monastic lineage at Haripuñjaya 
separate from the earlier Mon monastic line.187 According to the inscrip-
tion, Sumana decided—not long after his arrival and the monastic ordi-
nations—to rebuild a ritual area at Wat Pra Yün that had previously held 
a large standing Buddha image, and he sought King Kuena’s support for 
this large venture. The way in which this project is portrayed in the inscrip-
tion, describing (re)construction work that occurred under the authority 
of the Chiang Mai king Kuena and the monk Sumana from Sukhothai, is 
another example of how sovereignty was recoded in Haripuñjaya by Chi-
ang Mai elites by making use of the built environment’s capacity to signify. 
The space of Wat Pra Yün was reconstituted under the authority of Sumana 
and Kuena rather than local Haripuñjaya elites.188 The consecration of each 
new statue at Wat Pra Yün, occurring over a period of two years, provided 
occasions for Kuena to undertake multiple public donations to the saṅgha 
at Haripuñjaya, thus underscoring his power as royal patron. These public 
events are portrayed as redounding to the credit of the Chiang Mai sovereign 

185.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 615–616; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 127–128, 
133–134 (1.20–27).

186.	 Offered were a vihāra (likely a “preaching hall” in this context), kuṭis (individual monastic 
sleeping quarters), and a sthāna-āvāsa (here likely meaning the larger compound or dwelling 
area for monks).

187.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 615–616; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 128, 135–136.
188.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 618–619; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 129, 

136–137.
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and Sumana, again stressing that these persons possessed dhammic author-
ity although they were outsiders to Haripuñjaya. “Through the power and 
the immense merits of the Mahāthera and King Dharmikarāja [Kuena], 
not a single misfortune or accident occurred.”189 The name Dharmikarāja 
given to the king in this inscription reflects the Pali- and Sanskrit-language 
nomenclature in use at Sukhothai as well as by the Mon, to describe a 
ruler as righteous according to buddha-dhamma. Like Sukhothai Inscrip-
tion Two’s description of Śrī Śadhā’s meritorious successes on Laṅkā (and 
perhaps indebted to that inscription as a model, or to the Lankan vaṃsas 
themselves),190 the Wat Pra Yün Inscription uses a relic miracle to affirm the 
propriety and power of Kuena’s acts, “shooting out a blaze of rays of six col-
ors, clear and bright in appearance in the middle of the sky.”191 Wherever it 
originated, the buddha-relic was clearly central to the king’s agenda. Kuena 
ordered the construction of a prāsāda (palace) modeled after Indra’s palace 
in the Tavatiṃsa heaven, likely of a scale fit to the interior of a building, and 
to be used as a container for the buddha-relic. At the end of a three-day royal 
festival celebrating the completion of the buddha-images at Wat Pra Yün, 
“the relic performed a miracle, whirling back and forth in the golden bowl 
[where the king was lustrating it] and emitting brilliant rays of light in dif-
ferent colors.”192

The inscription’s emphasis on Kuena’s devotion to the buddha-relic 
and the relic miracles attesting to the king’s righteous power probably 
owed something to Haripuñjaya’s association with another buddha-relic 
that predated Tai presence in the city. Evidence of this other relic postdates 
Kuena’s activities and must be handled with care. However, as noted above, 
Bodhiraṃsi’s Cāmadevīvaṃsa purports to draw on earlier narratives, and it 
comprises much material not found in the Lankan vaṃsas. Cāmadevīvaṃsa 
is thus suggestive here for reconstructing pre-Tai histories at Haripuñjaya. 
According to Cāmadevīvaṃsa, the (likely) twelfth-century king Ādittarāja’s 
sovereign authority had been affirmed by the discovery of a buddha-relic in 
his polity, and by relic miracles occurring in his presence.

189.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 621; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 1.30, 139 
(2.22–23).

190.	 Griswold and Prasert note linguistic similarities between Sukhothai Inscription Two and the 
Wat Pra Yün Inscription.

191.	 Prasert and Griswold, Epigraphic, 622–623; Griswold and Prasert, “Wat Pra Yün,” 130, 140–
141 (2.25).

192.	 Epigraphic, 622.
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After bathing and putting on full royal regalia, King Ādittarāja, sur-
rounded by his consorts led by the queen and carrying a golden pitcher 
full of perfumed water, approached. . . . Upon his arrival, the king raised 
a golden pitcher above his head and respectfully poured water over the 
place where the relics were to appear. Afterwards the queen and princess 
daughters also lustrated. . . . All the people led by the chief ministers 
approached from the four [cardinal] directions. Having paid homage to 
the place . . . they stood attentively. Then the king presented an offering 
of flowers and fragrant garlands, raised his hands over his head in suppli-
cation and respectfully recalled the Buddha’s virtues. He then invited the 
Conqueror’s relics to appear. . . . Immediately rays of the relic the size of a 
large banana flower radiated from the casket into the sky and the odor of 
perfume permeated the air. . . . The king and all the people were aston-
ished and enraptured. Removing their beautiful clothes and jewelry, they 
worshipped the relics to the rejoicing sounds of conch shells, drums, and 
five kinds of music.193

If, as seems likely, the relic enshrined by Adittarāja at Wat Haripuñjaya 
was known as such in the 1360s and 1370s, Kuena’s expansion of Wat Pra 
Yün and public affirmations of the buddha-relic held there were particularly 
significant. On this reading, Kuena, ruler of Chiang Mai, seeking the sub-
ordination of the rival polity Haripuñjaya, used activities at Wat Pra Yün 
to argue for sovereign authority. These acts demonstrated that he had the 
wealth, merit-power, and prestige required to bring a foreign monk north 
and to ordain regional men as monks under that monk’s leadership. This 
began to change the balance of power in the saṅghas of Haripuñjaya, Chi-
ang Rai, and Chiang Mai. In doing so, Wat Pra Yün—located slightly to the 
east of the Mon-era royal complex of Wat Haripuñjaya—was constituted 
as an alternative power center in institutional and ritual terms, intended to 
displace the power of Wat Haripuñjaya associated with Adittarāja and his 
buddha-relic. The emphasis on relic miracles in the Wat Pra Yün Inscription 
suits this interpretation. If Kuena and Wat Pra Yün were to have any chance 
of overtaking Wat Haripuñjaya and Adittarāja’s relic, it was critical that the 
buddha-relic at Wat Pra Yün affirm its power and authenticity while it was 
in Kuena’s control. According to the Wat Pra Yün Inscription this is pre-
cisely what occurred: “The relic performed a miracle, whirling back and 

193.	 Swearer and Sommai, Legend, 132.
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forth in the golden bowl [where the king was lustrating it] and emitting bril-
liant rays of light in different colors.”194

This chapter, and that which follows, help to chart histories of the Pali arena 
in the early second millennium, as it came to encompass new players and loca-
tions. While the changing ecosystem of Bay of Bengal–Plus accelerated the 
movement of concepts, arguments, and objects—and the potential for their 
integration across geographies—local logics, including prior histories of sov-
ereign arguments through texts and objects, shaped the localization of these 
circulating phenomena. Looking at approaches to the articulation of sover-
eign power offers one illuminating vantage point from which to consider the 
early second-millennium intellectual history in the Bay of Bengal–Plus.

More specifically, this chapter developed a close study of three 
moments in which Tai sovereigns articulated authority through ideas and 
materials related to buddha-sāsana and Pali textuality. It is clear that the 
fourteenth century was a critical transition, incorporating Tai persons 
and political formations as actors within the Pali arena. During the four-
teenth century, however, Tai engagements within the Pali arena were het-
erogenous, shaped by their politics, political economies, and the impact 
of earlier histories. As this chapter has made clear (and as will chapter 3), 
the empirical evidence strongly contests any notion that a unified Lankan, 
or Theravāda, tradition of Buddhism took hold on the mainland in the 
second millennium CE. Rather, the evidence shows considerable variation 
across time and across geographical locations. Hence, for instance, Mahā 
Dhammarāja I’s sovereign practice and Śrī Śrādha’s royally inflected aspira-
tions to buddhahood differed substantially from the activities of Kuena 
and Rāma Gaṃhèn; the former were more sharply marked by Lankan nar-
ratives and models. Moreover, this chapter has shown that when rulers and 
would-be rulers of Tai territories experimentally adapted arguments for 
sovereign authority found in Lankan texts and models, the adaptation was 
influenced by prior forms of sovereign discourse and practice in the loca-
tions that came to be inhabited by the Tai. Thus, for instance, the activities 
of Rāma Gaṃhèn and Mahā Dhammarāja I show the continued impact 
of Khmer and indigenous articulations of power, plus likely Mon expres-
sions of buddha-sāsana, on these Tai polities. Kuena’s acts were shaped in 
part by the prior logics of the Mon at Haripuñjaya, while also expressing 

194.	 Ibid.
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Chiang Mai hegemony partly in opposition to the Lawa. This intermin-
gling of strategies used to claim sovereign authority is especially clear when 
texts are examined in relation to arguments made through the materiality 
of the built environment.

Chapter 3—focused on Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī in the fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries—explores the heightened presence of Lankan 
models and arguments at these locations. Innovations evident at Haṃsavatī 
and Chiang Mai show that in the fifteenth century, Tai and Mon / Bur-
mese deltaic territories operated within the Pali arena by drawing even 
more strongly on aspects of Pali textual culture developed on Laṅkā. This 
fifteenth-century intensification of engagement with Pali textuality may be 
understood partly in relation to specific changes in the Indian Ocean eco-
system that occurred in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and that 
affected Bay of Bengal–Plus.
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The rise of the polities Ayutthaya (see also chapter 2) and 
Haṃsavatī—and their control of  key nodal points in the circulatory system 
of Bay of Bengal–Plus—altered the regional movement of concepts, argu-
ments, and objects related to sovereignty. This increased the resources on 
which sovereigns and scholars at Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī could draw to 
argue for sovereign authority and to enact statecraft. The introduction and 
chapters 1 and 2 have highlighted how the Indian Ocean trading ecosystem 
during the first half of the second millennium CE was characterized by con-
nections that, in turn, shaped and reshaped the Pali arena. While unstable 
military conditions were a significant factor, Dam̌badeṇiya’s engagement in 
the western, southwestern, and southern regions of Laṅkā was also a 
response to economic changes enhancing the value of these regions. The 
imagined geography (see chapter 1) articulated by scholars and sovereigns on 
the island signaled how sovereign discourse and practice were adapting to 
changes in political economy. At Sukhothai, the approaches to sovereignty 
brought by the Khmer in the first millennium and early second millennium 
CE were augmented (and sometimes displaced) by models and arguments 
circulating in the Pali arena. Yet, as chapter 2 has indicated, it appears that 
engagement with Pali textuality at Sukhothai and Chiang Mai remained 
rather modest even by the 1360s–1370s. Chiang Mai’s engagement with the 
Pali arena changed over time partly in relation to the growing importance of 
Ayutthaya as an important nodal point within Bay of Bengal–Plus.1

As noted in chapter 2, Ayutthaya came to function as a key entrepôt 
during the fourteenth century and was a powerful player in the Indian 
Ocean ecosystem throughout the fifteenth-century activities described 

Engaging the Pali Arena from 
Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī

3

 1.	 The discussion of Ayutthaya here draws on Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections.”
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below.2 In relation to the arguments pursued here, it is important to note 
that—through a combination of military action and diplomacy—the pol-
ity gained control of much of a vast riverine network stretching north and 
northwest from the mouth of the Chao Phraya River. Ayutthaya’s grow-
ing power along the Chao Phraya River system affected Chiang Mai’s con-
nectivity to the Indian Ocean, even when Chiang Mai was at war with 
Ayutthaya. These changing riverine connections running north-south 
augmented the long-standing overland route between Haṃsavatī and Har-
ipuñjaya described in chapter 2 as well as the inland links between Chiang 
Mai and Ava. Such maritime / riverine connections increased the impact of 
Lankan and Ayutthayan Pali textuality at Chiang Mai. In the course of the 
fifteenth century, Haṃsavatī also became a more significant Indian Ocean 
commercial player, connected to locations including the Coromandel Coast 
of India and Laṅkā. For instance, by the 1470s, owing to Haṃsavatī’s control 
over Pathein at the west of deltaic Burma, Haṃsavatī had ready access to the 
scholarly and courtly centers of southern Laṅkā. It was no longer restricted 
to accessing Pali textuality indirectly through Pagan upriver in Burma, or 
via other maritime and riverine Buddhist intermediaries. Read together, 
evidence from Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī indicates that persons based in 
deltaic Burma as well as in polities developed by the Tai, had become major 
players in the Pali arena by the later fifteenth century, and that sovereignty 
in these locations was altered by increasing engagement with Pali textuality.

List of Rulers Referenced Below
Samphrayafangkaen (r. 1402–1441)
Tilokarāja (r. 1441–1487)
Rāmādhipati (r. 1471–1492)

Saṅgha Politics at Chiang Mai

Just over a century after the reign of King Kuena discussed in chapter 
2, King Tilokarāja (r. 1441–1487) became the ruler of Chiang Mai in what 
appears to have been a fraught succession. The Chiang Mai Chronicle, por-
tions of which may have been composed close to the time of Tilokarāja’s 

 2.	 Heng, Sino-Malay Trade, esp. 129, 138, 213; Hall, History, 235; see also Baker, “Ayutthaya,” 
46–48.
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reign,3 portrays Tilokarāja’s father, King Samphrayafangkaen (r. 1402–1441), 
as appointing his son to the throne but subsequently seeking to depose 
him.4 Other Tai-language sources addressed by Sarassawadee Ongsakul por-
tray the struggle for authority in more detail, recounting how Tilokarāja 
secured the throne after military struggle.5 Drawing particularly on mate-
rial from Chiang Saen to the northwest and Nan to the east, Dhida Saraya 
argues that Tilokarāja substantially expanded the reach of Chiang Mai sov-
ereignty in all directions, and created a stronger administrative apparatus 
over the northern city-states it sought to rule.6 Alliances with Sukhothai at 
times sustained Chiang Mai against Ayutthaya,7 while Chiang Mai’s tribu-
tary relations with China, strong regional trade, and Tilokarāja’s control 
over metal-rich Sipsongpanna helped to fund ambitious military campaigns 
against Ayutthaya.8 Tilokarāja’s political ambitions have long been recog-
nized, but they have not been adequately contextualized with reference to a 
wider transregional history of sovereign theory and practice.9 Here I explore 
how Tilokarāja drew aspects of buddha-sāsana into arguments for sovereign 
authority that were expressed through the built environment. This, in turn, 
was shaped by circulations within the Pali arena.

In order to understand Tilokarāja’s use of concepts, arguments, and 
objects related to buddha-sāsana, some background is required on two 
monastic communities active at Chiang Mai in fifteenth century. Accord-
ing to the Tamnān Mūlasāsana, composed in Tai (its first section likely 
composed around the 1420s),10 after the monk Sumana reached Haripu-
ñjaya in 1370 (discussed in chapter 2), Sumana subsequently relocated to 
Chiang Mai and received substantial royal patronage from Kuena. Sumana 

 3.	 The Chiang Mai Chronicle is available in multiple versions, and the manuscripts are late. On 
dating and manuscripts, see Wyatt and Aroonrut, Chronicle, xxxi–xxxvii.

 4.	 On Tilokarāja’s fraught accession to the throne, see ibid., 78–81.
 5.	 Sarassawadee, History, 78. See also Dhida, Development, 104.
 6.	 Dhida, Development, 104–106. See also Sarassawadee, History, 78–79; Wyatt and Aroonrut, 

Chronicle, 83–95.
 7.	 Baker and Pasuk, History, 65–67.
 8.	 Sun, “Interactions,” esp. 155–158, 163–167. See also Liew-Herres, Grabowsky, and Aroonrut, 

Lan Na, 65–66. On Lan Na tribute missions to China, see the table provided in Grabowsky, 
“14th and 15th Centuries.” On the appropriation of Chinese military technologies within 
Tai territories, see Sun, “Military Technology,” esp. 396–398.

 9.	 Note, however, Dhida Saraya’s account of how Tilokarāja used the Tai cult of the phi as a 
subordinating technique in northern Territories. Dhida, Development, chap. 5.

10.	 Penth, “Buddhist Literature,” 47. It must postdate the mid-1420s emergence of the Pā Däng 
monastic line in Tai territories since it refers to them.
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and the monks connected with him became associated with the royally 
established temple-monastery complex in Chiang Mai known as Wat Suon 
Dòk. Tamnān Mūlasāsana is the earliest extant source offering a detailed 
account of Sumana’s monastic life and ordination history. While the Wat 
Pra Yün Inscription associated him neither with deltaic Burmese, nor with 
Lankan, locations and teachers, such connections are claimed in Tamnān 
Mūlasāsana, which surely took inspiration from the inscription from Wat 
Pra Yün, while embellishing it.11 Tamnān Mūlasāsana was likely formulated 
as a lineage history in order to counter claims to greater monastic purity 
made by Suon Dòk’s early fifteenth-century monastic rivals, the monks of 
Wat Pā Däng. According to Tamnān Mūlasāsana,

In the year 783 of the Śaka Era [1421 CE], twelve monks from Muang Phan 
[Martaban] had asked permission from king Sutta Soma and went to reor-
dain in the monastery of Phra Mahakassapa Thera in Lanka. Having 
heard of Mahakassapa Thera’s virtuous reputation, the king was over-
joyed and wanted him to come to his city. He had a junk prepared and 
dispatched men to invite Phra Mahakassapa Thera. The venerable monk 
did not come. But he sent Anumati, his pupil, to Udumbara, together 
with a novice who was his nephew, and twelve monks who were natives of 
Muang Phan. The monks prepared all the necessities for the journey. 
After bidding farewell to their teacher, they boarded the junk headed for 
Muang Phan as invited by the king. [At Martaban] Phra Anumati per-
formed various sāsana acts, such as erecting sīma stones, ordination, 
uposatha recitation, and pavāran. ā [disciplinary confession], together 
with the twelve monks. Afterward, he performed ordination for numer-
ous pupils. All of them strictly observed the disciplinary rules and per-
cepts. Hence the buddha’s sāsanā flourished in Muang Phan. . . . The 
king and the people, pleased with the name, together offered the special 
name Udumbarapupphamahāswamī [to Phra Maha Anumatimā] on that 
day. And then, the buddha’s sāsanā flourished in the city as said before.

At that time, there were two monks from Sukhothai. One was 
Anomādassī, and the other one was Sumana. Both monks were pupils of 
Mahāpabbata Saṅgharāja of Sukhothai. . . . Upon hearing the news of the 
surpassing virtue of Udumbarapupphamahāswamī in Muang Phan from 
the merchants who had visited the city, the two venerable monks went to 

11.	 I agree with Michel Lorillard that the inscription served as a source for Tamnān Mūlasāsana. 
See Lorillard, “Le royaume,” 165.
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the Mahāswamī’s monastery, disrobed, and were reordained there. 
Mahāswāmi ordained the two monks and also the novice, his nephew, 
who had come with him from Lanka. The two monks, who were broth-
ers, studied the tipiṭaka together with explanations for five years. After-
wards, they bid farewell to Mahāswamī before going back to Sukhothai.

When both monks stayed in Sukhothai for five years, they wished to 
return to the monastery of Udumbaramahāswāmi. Thus, they brought with 
them eight monks, which were Ᾱnanda, Buddhasāgara, Sujāta, Khema, 
Suvaṇṇagīrī, Piyadassī, Vessabhū, and Saddhātissa, to the monastery of 
Udumbaramahāswāmi. They all asked to be reordained. [They were 
ordained by Mahāswāmi with ritual assistance of Anomādassī and Sumana.] 
. . . Hence, all the monks received the new monkhood. They stayed in the 
monastery of Udumbarapubbha for three months. Then, Udumbarapubbha 
spoke to all the monks, “O monks, the buddha’s sāsana that I brought from 
Lanka will not be firmly established in this Mon city, but it will be firmly 
planted in your city [Sukhothai] for five thousand years. Therefore, quickly 
bring the sāsanā to your kingdom.” Having heard his words, all the monks 
prepared to return home and took their leave on that day.12

Here Tamnān Mūlasāsana crafts a biography for Sumana, claiming 
the authenticity of his monastic ordination in relation to Laṅkā, while 
characterizing locations associated with the Tai13 as key to the future of 
buddha-sāsana’s flourishing. The attention given to Sumana’s ordination 
history and training provided an advantageous pedigree against Wat Suon 
Dòk’s emergent monastic rivals, the monks associated with Wat Pā Däng. 
In Tamnān Mūlasāsana the Wat Pā Däng monks are given no detailed lin-
eage history but are simply described as ordained on the island of Laṅkā; 
they eventually overtake the monks of Wat Suon Dòk in terms of both royal 
and wider public patronage.14 In contrast, Jinakālamālī, as well as two ver-
sions of Tamnān Wat Pā Däng likely composed between the 1450s and the 
early sixteenth century,15 provide more elaborate—and strongly favorable—
accounts of Wat Pā Däng bhikkhus.

12.	 Bamphen, Mūnlasātsanā, pp. 144–146, translated by Tossaphon Sripun.
13.	 Perhaps a derogatory gesture towards the first generation of Chiang Mai monks associated 

with pre-Sumana Haripuñjaya (see chapter 2).
14.	 Swearer and Sommai, “Translation,” esp. 141–145.
15.	 I work with two English translations of Tamnān Wat Pā Däng: Swearer and Sommai, “Pā 

Daeng,” see esp. 87 on dating; and Sāimong Mangrāi, Chronicle, see esp. 107–110 on dating. I 
discuss the dating of these works at greater length in Blackburn, “Sīhaḷa Saṅgha.”
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I have discussed these texts at length elsewhere.16 Here emphasis falls 
on how foundational texts celebrating the Pā Däng monastic line partici-
pated in sophisticated technical debates of the early second-millennium 
Pali arena. Versions of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng describe the monks 
whose ordination line established the Wat Pā Däng community as origi-
nally ordained in the Suon Dòk line. Doubts about the validity of their 
upasampadā and monastic rituals emerge in relation to grammar and rit-
ual pronunciation of Pali in ritual acts of the saṅgha (saṅghakamma). Of 
the versions of Tamnān Wat Pā Däng accessible for this work, the earli-
est treatment of the founding of the Pā Däng monastic group appears to 
be that translated by Sao Sāimong Mangrai. Based on evidence internal to 
the text,17 the early section of the work was likely composed not long after 
1448, slightly more than two decades after the events described. This work 
portrays a Chiang Mai monk named Ñāṇagambhira as concerned about 
irregularities in the pronunciation of potent language used in monastic 
rituals. This leads him to travel to Laṅkā, where he meets a monk described 
as “head of all the saṅgha.” According to this text, a Lankan monk, Mahā 
Sudassana Aggarājaguru (Head Royal Tutor) criticizes Sumana (the late 
fourteenth-century monk understood by the text as the founder of the 
Suon Dòk line) for having violated grammatical norms. The Lankan 
Aggarājaguru then affirms specifically that Kaccāyana’s grammar is cor-
rect.18 Based on extant manuscripts of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng, it appears 
that the Pā Däng founders followed the Kaccāyana tradition rather than 
Moggallāna’s innovation. Further research is required to expand the foun-
dational work of François Bizot, in understanding how the history of Pali 
grammatical traditions in Tai territories during the second millennium CE 
sheds light on intellectual and institutional connections during this time.19  

16.	 Blackburn, “Sīhaḷa Saṅgha.” On these compositions, see also Kourilsky, “Writing.”
17.	 This is discussed at greater length in Blackburn, “Sīhaḷa Saṅgha,” 314.
18.	 Sāimong Mangrāi, Chronicle, 110. The use of forty-one sounds follows the grammatical tradi-

tion of Kaccāyana, rooted in the text Kaccāyanavyākaraṇa, likely composed around the sev-
enth century. Alastair Gornall discusses a grammatical controversy waged at Poḷonnaruva on 
Laṅkā in the twelfth century (contemporary with the reign of Parakrambāhu I) in which pro-
ponents of a new grammatical tradition associated with Moggallāna contested the Kaccāyana 
tradition, at odds with followers of Kaccāyana grammar, including the monk Buddhapiya, 
who was based in peninsular India at Nagapattinam, a key port for maritime trade. Gornall, 
Rewriting Buddhism, 65–93, esp. 69–70. On Nagapattinam, see Blackburn, “Buddhist Con-
nections,” 251.

19.	 Bizot, Les traditions. See, in this regard, Gornall, “Sounds.”
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However, evidence from Ayutthaya suggests that Pā Däng monks’ commit-
ment to Kaccāyana grammar, and perhaps their ability to access ordination 
on the island of Laṅkā, owed something to an emergent Lankan-trained 
wing of the Ayutthaya saṅgha present by the second half of the fourteenth 
century.

Ayutthaya-Chiang Mai SaṄgha Connections

An important indication of this is the Pali-language work Saddhamma
saṅgaha, composed at Ayutthaya.20 I date this work to the period between 
1350 and 1390 for reasons internal and external to the text.21 This would 
make composition of Saddhammasaṅgaha roughly contemporary with, or 
just slightly later than, the era of Mahā Dhammarāja I and Kuena discussed 
in chapter 2. The text was composed by a non-Lankan monk referred to 
in the work’s colophon as Dhammakitti,22 returning23 to Tai territories. It 
appears that he had received both upasampadā and the rank of thera (after 
at least ten years following the new ordination).24 This author is said to have 
to have composed the work while residing in the Laṅkārāma monastic resi-
dence that had been constructed by king Paramarāja at Ayutthaya.

20.	 The approach to Saddhamasaṅgaha taken here was first expressed in a lecture at the Uni-
versity of Chicago honoring the late Steven Collins: Blackburn, “Pāli Up-River.” I agree 
with Coedès, Saddhatissa, Penth, and von Hinüber that the work was composed in Ayut-
thaya rather than India. Coèdes, “Note,” 39–46; Saddhatissa, “Pāli Literature,” 213; Penth, 
“Reflections,” 63–264; von Hinüber, Handbook, 2–3. Cf. Malalasekera, Literature, 245; 
Norman, Literature, 179–180.

21.	 Norman, Literature, 180, dates Saddhamma-Saṅgaha to the fourteenth century, follow-
ing Wilhelm Geiger’s claim that in its list of recent compositions the latest datable among 
them is of the thirteenth century. See Geiger, Culture, 70. Since Saddhammasaṅgaha’s 
list of more recent texts makes no mention of famous works by the Gampola-era author 
of Saddhammālaṅkāra and Nikāyasaṅgraha (the latter of which bears some resemblance 
to Saddhammasaṅgaha itself), it is likely that the text predates the productive years of 
Jayabāhu Devarakkhita Dhammakitti, the second saṅgharāja to hold the name Dhamma
kitti, active in the last quarter of the 1300s. See also de Z. Wickremasinghe, “Authors,” 203; 
Sannasgala, Sāhitya; Jayatissa Karmada, “Sāhityaya,” 40.

22.	 See the discussion of a Bangkok manuscript using the additional name Ñāṇakitti in Penth, 
“Reflections,” 269–270.

23.	 “Punāgato sakaṃ desaṃ sampatto yodaya puraṃ”; Nedimāle, “Saddhamma Saṃgaho,” 90.
24.	 “Tattha puññaṃ bahuṃ katvā laddhatherupasampadaṃ”; ibid. The last compound is 

ambiguous. See the discussion in Penth, “Reflections,” 266–267.
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The one who brilliantly illuminated the sky of the Sīhaḷa [Lankan] 
sāsana like the moon,

enlightening the water-born [?]25 inhabitants of Laṅkā through  
knowledge-rays;

Known as Dhammakitti, a mine of merits related to virtuous conduct,
he was as famous on the island of Sīhaḷa as the moon in the sky.
Possessing great wisdom with respect to all aspects of the piṭakas 

[authoritative dhamma texts] and the śāstras [technical sciences] 
such as grammar, he brought confident illumination to Laṅkā.

His student, recognized as Dhammakitti Mahāsāmi, determined to 
come to Laṅkā,

reached delightful Laṅkā.
Having made much merit there and obtained upasampadā as well as 

thera-rank,
he returned to his own land, and reached the city of Yodaya.
This composition called Saddhamma-saṃgaha by the later [read-

ing “ora” not “oru”] Dhammakitti Sāmi was completed while he 
resided in the great residence Laṅkārāma constructed by Paramarāja 
Mahārāja.26

A king taking the name Paramarāja ruled Ayutthaya between 1370 and 
1388;27 the name Laṅkārāma indicates some kind of ordination and / or 
educational connection between monk(s) residing at that location and the 
Lankan saṅgha.28

25.	 Scholars have typically read “jalambuje” instead of the text’s “janambuje.” See the discus-
sion on the former term as used to refer to human birth in Penth, “Reflections,” 270–271. 
It is possible that the author was drawing on Sinhala usage, referring to the inhabitants 
of Laṅkā as “bujanā” (protecting / guarding—perhaps referring to protection of buddha-
sāsana) or “bujunā” (trading—perhaps an indirect caste reference to Lankan vaisṣyas). See 
Sorata, Śabdakoṣaya, s.vv.

26.	 Nedimāle, “Saddhamma Saṃgaho,” 90. Here and below my translation of the Pali differs 
from the version published in Nedimāle. See also the colophon of the Bangkok manuscript 
reproduced in Penth, “Reflections.”

27.	 Penth, “Reflections,” 164.
28.	 Cv., 155–156. Since Saddhammasaṅgaha makes no reference to texts composed by the late 

fourteenth-century Jayabāhu Devarakkhita Dhammakitti, it is likely that the author of 
Saddhammasaṅgaha was the student of an earlier eminent Dhammakitti supported by 
the thirteenth-century ruler Parākramabāhu II (see chapter 2). That thirteenth-century 
Dhammakitti was a foreign monk, probably from peninsular India, associated with the roy-
ally established Palābatgāla monastic compound (see chapter 2).
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Saddhammasaṅgaha sheds light on the intellectual culture and contours 
of debate among Buddhist monastics in Tai territories during the years just 
prior to Tilokarāja’s reign. It reveals a Laṅkā-focused and Pali-centered intel-
lectual understanding of textual authority in one of Ayutthaya’s elite centers 
during the decades just prior to the new ordination lines of Wat Pā Däng (at 
Chiang Mai) and Kalyāṇī (at Haṃsavatī). Saddhammasaṅgaha indicates—as 
does the name of Laṅkārāma, where author Dhammakitti dwelled—that in at 
least one elite monastic center at Ayutthaya, monks had begun to make claims 
to authority with reference to texts and royal patrons associated with the island 
of Laṅkā. However, Saddhammasaṅgaha departs from earlier Lankan Pali nar-
ratives of buddha-sāsana history. The early sections of Saddhammasaṅgaha 
are structured by relating a series of recitations (P: saṅgītī)—sometimes 
referred to in English as “councils”—authorizing the transmission of the 
tipiṭaka. In the text, these recitations run from the era of Gotama Buddha’s 
death, through a third saṅgītī held during the third-century BCE reign of 
the Indic king Asoka. The structure—and much of the wording—used to 
describe the first three saṅgītī in Saddhammasaṅgaha is taken nearly verba-
tim from Samantapasādikā (a first-generation Pali-language commentary on 
the monastic regulations of Vinaya).29 Saddhamasaṅgaha’s treatment of the 
first three recitations also parallels that in Mahāvaṃsa. Significantly, however, 
Saddhamasaṅgaha includes an innovative departure from both Mahāvaṃsa 
and Samantapasādikā. Dhammakitti’s text composed at Ayutthaya adds a 
fourth recitation, said to have been held by Asoka’s son and monk Mahinda, 
after he introduced the sāsana to Anurādhapura from Asoka’s court. “Just as 
Mahākassapa Thera and Yasa Thera and Moggaliputtatissa Thera recited the 
Dhamma and the Vinaya as piṭakas, as nikāyas, as aṅgas, and as dhamma-sec-
tions [khandhas], just so Mahā Mahinda Thera, reciting dhamma and vinaya, 
conducted the fourth saṅgītī, rooting the sāsana on the island of Laṅkā.” 30

Saddhamasaṅgaha then presents seven verses on these events that are 
quoted as “porāṇa,” yet these verses describing a fourth recitation do not 
appear in either Mahāvaṃsa or Samantapasādikā.31 This suggests that 
Dhammakitti sought to authorize his innovative account of Mahinda’s 
activities by claiming past precedent through the reference to “tradition.” 
Narrating it thus in Saddhammasaṅgaha created a seamless connection 

29.	 In Saddhamasaṅgaha, Samantapasādikā is not named as such, but referred to as “porāṇa,” 
a “traditional” source.

30.	 Nedimāle, “Saddhamma-Saṅgaho,” 44.
31.	 The absence of these verses in Samantapasādikā was noted long ago by Nedimāle.
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between saṅghas on the Indian subcontinent and on Laṅkā, explicitly 
affirming the integrity of the textual tradition that reached Laṅkā from the 
subcontinent. In addition, Saddhammasaṅgaha attended carefully to other 
critical moments in the transmission of buddha-dhamma on Laṅkā: writing 
down the tipiṭaka for the first time on the island of Laṅkā in a departure 
from oral transmission, the composition of Buddhaghosa’s first-generation 
commentaries (aṭṭhakathās), and composing the ensuing subcommentaries 
(ṭīkās) at Poḷonnaruva under Parākramabāhu I. In other words, Dhamma
kitti’s text composed at Ayutthaya appears intent to present a stable trans-
mission history for buddha-dhamma in Pali language, stretching from 
Gotama Buddha’s lifetime into the early second millennium CE.

Given this emphasis on the completeness and authenticity of textual 
transmission, it is no surprise that Saddhammasaṅgaha also argues for the 
value of Pali language. Itself composed in Pali, Saddhammasaṅgaha is one 
of the earliest extant attestations from the Mon / Tai / Burmese mainland of 
a programmatic vision for Pali as a language. Pali is praised as a natural foun-
dational language (mūla-bhasā). Steven Collins explains this idea of natural 
foundational language as follows:

Early [Pali] texts . . . recognize a hierarchy of preferred languages or dia-
lects, but do not privilege one absolutely. A greater emphasis on the 
importance of Pali, although not a completely different attitude, is seen in 
the Pali Chronicles and commentaries, redacted in Sri Lanka from the 
early centuries AD and later in Southeast Asia. They called Pali 
Māgadhan, probably to associate it with the charisma of Asoka, whose 
center was in Magadha. They saw it as special, uniquely valuable, and 
assigned a specific status to it, which I call “naturally given.” It was the 
“root language” (mūla bhāsā) of all beings. Normally, one passage says, a 
child learns language from its parents. If its mother speaks Tamil, its 
father Andhaka (Telegu), it will speak Tamil if it hears the mother first, 
Andhaka if it hears the father first. But if a child hear neither—such as 
one growing up alone in a forest far from villages—it will spontaneously, 
through its own nature, speak Pali. . . . Buddha’s word when spoken in 
Pali is the physical one of the sound impinging on the ear; the moment it 
does so “the meaning arises in a hundred, a thousand ways.” But texts in 
other languages have to be studied over and over again.32

32.	 Collins, Nirvana, 49. The Pali text citations appear in Collins. Further with reference to Pali 
language ideology, see Hua, “Interpretative Consistency.”
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In addition to professing an understanding of Pali as natural foundational 
language, Saddhammasaṅgaha explicitly emphasizes the instrumental-
ity of Pali language, able to link and inform a buddha-sāsana that crosses 
the boundaries of polity (desa) and language. Here again this argument 
is framed as the quotation of “porāṇa” (presumably to validate the views 
expressed), though the verses quoted do not appear in Mahāvaṃsa or 
Samantapasādikā.33

The exposition of unclear meeting in the aṭṭhakāthas of the piṭakas 
does not fully fulfill the aims of bhikkhus everywhere.

Whatever is written anywhere in the various gan.thipadas is according 
to Sinhala usage, by its nature difficult to understand.

And even by someone starting with Māgadha language [Pali], whatever 
was written was mixed with other language.

And the existence of many meaningless words there is evident; where 
the exposition is confused they are difficult to comprehend.

From something thus incomplete, how can the inhabitants of diverse 
realms (desa) fully determine the meaning in this context?34

In other words, Pali’s value for lands outside Laṅkā is specifically cel-
ebrated within Saddhammasaṅgaha at the same time that the later Lankan 
Pali scholastic tradition’s authority is affirmed by the pedigree of texts 
presented by Dhammakitti in his composition. It is significant that this 
occurred in the later fourteenth century as territories inhabited by the Tai 
began to participate within the Pali arena more substantially (see chapter 2).35

33.	 Also noted by Nedimāle, “Saddhama-Saṅgaho,” 60.
34.	 Nedimāle, “Saddhama-Saṅgaho,” 61.
35.	 Nedimāle, “Saddhama-Saṅgaho,” 62–64. Abhidhānappadīpikā, a Pali lexicon attributed to 

a Moggallāna, is included. Scholars typically distinguish between Moggallāna the grammar-
ian and Moggallāna author of the lexicon. See Geiger, Literature, 55–56; and Malalasekera, 
Literature, 188. See also Subhuti, Abhidhānappadipikā, v, ix–x. In relation to the gram-
matical insecurities said to have catalyzed the emergence of the Pā Däng monastic ordi-
nation line at Chiang Mai, it is striking that Saddhammasaṅgaha omits the Moggallāna 
grammar tradition from its discussion of “all the expositions prepared by the theras” while 
discussing three grammar works from the Kaccāyana faction. One verse discusses early 
works on Kaccāyana’s grammar, while another discusses the twelfth-century author propo-
nent of the Kaccāyana tradition, Buddhappiya: “The [work] called Rūpasiddhi was com-
piled by the wise thera Buddhappiya, wishing for the saddhamma to endure.” Nedimāle, 
“Saddhamma-Saṃgaho,” 63.
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Connections between the emergent Pā Däng line and Ayutthaya are 
underscored by versions of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng. According to these 
accounts, the monks who eventually founded the Pā Däng line sought 
approval from the Ayutthaya saṅgha before traveling to Laṅkā,36 and the 
validity of their new Lankan ordination was affirmed on return to Ayut-
thaya.37 While the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng does not describe their new 
upasamapadā in any detail, according to Jinakālamālī, they received this 
ordination at Kalyāṇī in Laṅkā (see chapter 1 and below) in 786 CS (1424), 
returning to Tai territories by 1432.38 Significantly, Tamnān Wat Pā Däng 
specifically notes the role of Ayutthaya in authorizing the new ordination 
received at Koṭṭē by the monks who had returned to Tai territories.

Then Lord Ñāṇagambhīra took leave of lord Somd. ec Agga Rājaguru and 
all the Saṅgha, went to offer mettā {beneficent kindness} to the lord of the 
earth,39 ministers, courtiers, and lay devotees, and returned in merchants’ 
ships without mishap until [they] reached Möng Ayodhiyā.

[At Ayodhiyā they] went to mettā the brayā {ruler} and spoke about all 
business to the brayā at the head of the ministers and courtiers [who were] 
exceedingly delighted. The ruler made people build a temporary monas-
tery as dāna {offering} for Ñāṇagambhīra to reside in, and sent the court-
ier named Subhārata and courtier Sobhita to pay reverence and invite 
Mahā Dhammasārada Thera at the head of the Saṅgha to assemble and 
asked Subharāta to describe all the business, and everything he had seen 
and heard. And Lord Ñāṇagambhīra Thera related from beginning to end 
the words spoken by Lord Mahā Sudassana Rajāguru there {on Laṅkā}.

At that time Lord Mahā Dhammasārada, chief among the aged Saṅgha, 
said, “Sadhu, very well,” and begging to be allowed to live until death, cre-
ated Mahā Ñāṇagambhīra the head of all the Saṅgha and made bhikkhus 
who were still young leave the Order and ordain anew in the residence of 
Lord Ñāṇagambhīra as the Sīla {Sīhaḷa? or sīla=virtuous?}40 Sect41 in the 
year Müngsai, Sakkarāja 786. Three hundred monasteries of the Sāsanā 
recognized the residence of Lord Mahā Ñāṇagambhīra completely.

36.	 Swearer and Premchit, “Pā Daeng,” 88; Sāimong Mangrāi, Pādaeng, 106–107.
37.	 See Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 93.
38.	 Ibid., 93–95. They did not conduct saṅghakamma in Chiang Mai itself until 1434.
39.	 A ruler on Laṅkā.
40.	 Queried also by Sāimong Mangrāi, Chronicle, 111.
41.	 In Buddhist contexts related to monasticism, “fraternity” or “ordination collective” is a pref-

erable translation to “sect.”



138 : Chapter 3

Then Mahā Ñāṇagambhīra went to mettā Lord Pathavīsāra {the 
ruler} of Möng Ayodhiyā and ministers, courtiers, and lay devotees in 
order to return to Möng Nabbapurī, Jengmai {Chiang Mai}.42

This textual scenario accords with what we know of Ayutthaya’s 
regional role in the fifteenth century. As noted earlier, Ayutthaya was a rising 
maritime power in the Indian Ocean by the later fourteenth century.43 By 
then and into the period of Tilokarāja’s Chiang Mai, marital alliances bound 
together the royal houses of Sukhothai and Ayutthaya.44 The implications 
of this for what is now northern Thailand were substantial, engendering an 
extended period of communication and mutual influence between Sukho-
thai and Ayutthaya, as well as increasing military threats from Ayutthaya 
against polities to the north, including Chiang Mai.45 Along the routes of 
the Chao Phraya River system, northern locations such as Chiang Mai were 
connected to this Sukhothai-Ayutthaya axis,46 and river travel also facilitated 
access to Indian Ocean locations.47 It is not certain that Wat Pā Däng monks 
traveled to Laṅkā.48 Whether or not the founding monks of the Pā Däng 

42.	 Ibid. Square brackets are Sāimong Mangrāi’s; curly brackets are my additions.
43.	 See Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections.”
44.	 Baker and Pasuk, History, 60–61.
45.	 Ibid., 61–65.
46.	 The Chronicles of Ayutthaya and the Chiang Mai Chronicle portray ongoing connections.
47.	 Wyatt and Aroonrut, Chronicle; Cushman, Chronicles, 12–18.
48.	 The monastic travels described by Tamnān Wat Pā Däng and Jinakālamālī are not referred 

to directly in Tai inscriptions of the period. Second-millennium Lankan sources are con-
sistently silent on foreign monks receiving ordination on the island, noting only those 
from whom Lankan monks themselves received ordination and texts, or instances where 
monks and scholars from abroad were invited to teach by Lankan sovereigns. A Tai inscrip-
tion sometimes referred to as the “Wat Pā Däng Inscription” and composed sometime after 
1451 refers to a mahāthera called Khemamaṅgala, described as having been ordained in the 
community of the monk Dhammagambhīra, who “himself had brought the religion from 
Laṅkā to the Dai [Tai] country.” Dhammagambhīra’s name and dates correlate with the 
account of travel to Laṅkā and the establishment of the Pā Däng ordination line offered by 
the early sixteenth-century Jinakālamālī. The versions of Tamnān Wat Pā Däng discussed 
here refer to the Chiang Mai monastic protagonist as Ñāṇagambhīra. Certain literary fea-
tures of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng that have been construed as indications that the monks’ 
travel to Laṅkā did not occur (Kourilsky, “Writing,” esp. 112–115) may simply attest to the 
manner in which their travels and reordination were subsequently textualized. I am deeply 
grateful to Michel Lorillard for a discussion of this and other northern Tai inscriptins on 
a visit to Chiang Mai, and generous access to his research notes on these inscriptions. See 
Lorillard, “Le royaume”; and Lorillard, “Les inscriptions.” For the text of this inscription, 
see Griswold and Prasert, “Inscription.” See also Winai, Corpus.
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ordination line traveled to Laṅkā, it is clear that their monastic community 
affirmed strong connections to Ayutthaya, and that this was perceived as 
complementary to claiming authoritative inheritance from Laṅkā in monas-
tic practice and textual culture.

The Politics of Consolidation at Chiang Mai

Tamnān Mūlasāsana suggests that the Pā Däng monks did not 
receive substantial support at Chiang Mai initially, a view reinforced by 
Jiṇakālamāl’s discussion of the Pā Däng monks’ activities outside Chiang 
Mai after their return to the north.49 However, both Jinakālamālī and 
Tamnān Mūlasāsana portray king Tilokarāja as an early and consistent 
patron of Pā Däng monks after becoming king. For instance, the king is 
described as giving titles and patronage to specific Pā Däng bhikkhus, and he 
temporarily ordains himself within their community as a merit-making act, 
perhaps in relation to political vulnerabilities.50 Of particular significance 
was Tilokarāja’s decision to create a new royally sponsored ritual enclo-
sure marked by sīmā (ritual boundaries) in Chiang Mai within which to 
conduct upasampadā for the Pā Däng community of monks. This consol-
idated his control over the ordination process and, thus, the monastic hier-
archy in Chiang Mai. These actions resemble Lankan royal acts discussed 
in chapter 1. The circulation of Saddhammasaṅgaha at Ayutthaya suggests 
Chiang Mai’s awareness of Parākramabāhu I’s monastic restructuring as a 
precedent; he is celebrated by that work.51

Tilokarāja’s engagements with the Pā Däng monks likely related to the 
challenging politics of his accession to the throne and the need to consoli-
date alliances. By patronizing the Pā Däng monks who had been disregarded 
in the previous reign, and by placing them within positions of institutional 
authority, Tilokarāja ensured that monastics loyal to him were set in charge 
of the major royally supported monastic institutions of Chiang Mai and in 
other areas over which he sought control. According to Donald Swearer and 
Sommai Premchit,

49.	 Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 94–95.
50.	 Ibid., 136; Swearer and Sommai, “Translation,” 145. On the political circumstances, see 

Blackburn, “Writing Histories.”
51.	 Nedimāle, “Saddhamma-Saṃgaho,” 60–61.
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The controversy during the time of Sām Fang Kaen was probably a bitter 
sectarian fight that focused on vinaya rules. Both the chronicles and the 
existence of double sīmā boundary markers around uposatha halls of this 
period testify to the fact that the new order both reordained monks and also 
reconsecrated sacred monastery precincts. We do not know the exact nature 
of the relationship between the reformist religious group [Pā Däng] and the 
aristocracy that supported Tilokarāja against his father. It may well be that 
the religious controversy merely provided a convenient excuse for those who 
opposed Sām Fang Kaen to seize power. Whatever the particular historic 
circumstances, the new Sīhala Order [Pā Däng] provided a basis within the 
religious sphere . . . for change within the political sphere.52

Unlike Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī discussed below, Tilokarāja did not 
engineer the arrival of a new monastic ordination line for use in statecraft. 
Rather, it appears that Tilokarāja took advantage of the growing monastic 
institutional pluralism and competition at Chiang Mai that had occurred 
during his youth, when the Pā Däng ordination line augmented the earlier 
communities of monks associated with Haripuñjaya (see chapter 2) and 
with Wat Suon Dòk at Chiang Mai (see above). Although it is difficult to 
reconstruct with confidence from extant evidence, the rise of the new Pā 
Däng community seems to have occurred in large part because of the entre-
preneurial activities of the founding generation of Pā Däng bhikkhus. We 
have no evidence that King Samphrayafangkaeng specifically sought their 
ordination; Tamnān Mūlasāsana describes the king rather as a supporter 
of Wat Suon Dòk. Extant versions of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng portray 
monks as taking the initiative to search for a new ordination line. However, 
once this new ordination line and monastic community existed at Chiang 
Mai, claiming that they were the only correctly ordained bhikkhus in Chi-
ang Mai able to protect buddha-sāsana through their rituals and teach-
ing, Pā Däng monks became a resource for statecraft at Chiang Mai. Royal 
benefaction to particular monks could be used to restructure alliances and 
economy.

As noted in previous chapters and discussed also further below with 
reference to Haṃsavatī, leading members of monastic administration could 
play influential roles in court alliances and economy. The early successes of 

52.	 Swearer and Sommai, “Relationship,” 28. On monastic disputes during this period, and 
their possible relationship to shifting habits of literacy and orality, see Veidlinger, Spreading, 
chap. 3.
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Pā Däng monks in Ayutthaya, plus Haripuñjaya and Khelānga / Lampang,53 
likely made this monastic group attractive to Tilokarāja when he sought 
to expand and centralize sovereign authority. According to Tamnān Wat 
Pā Däng, Pā Däng monks did not restrict their activities to the regions 
just noted but also worked in more distant regions over which Tilokarāja 
sought control, such as Khemaraṭṭha / Chiang Tung, and Chiang Saen to 
the northeast;54 royal support of these monks drew attention to Tilokarāja 
in areas outside Chiang Mai. In addition to such strategic possibilities, 
Tilokarāja’s support for the Pā Däng bhikkhus may have been shaped by 
their assertion that they were the only authoritatively ordained bhikkhus in 
areas important to the Chiang Mai court. Any monks ordained improperly, 
or who conducted saṅghakamma in ritually impure locations, did not pos-
sess the merit-making potency that could be used to protect buddha-sāsana 
and its patrons, including the ruler. Pā Däng bhikkhus’ claims to exclusively 
embody efficacious monastic practice and command the power of Pali lan-
guage in ritual may have resonated with a ruler in strong need of merit mak-
ing and ritual protection for both reign and realm. Such arguments by the 
Pā Däng community would have carried added weight in the middle years 
of the fifteenth century on account of the theory of buddhasāsana decline 
(discussed in chapter 2). Tilokarāja ruled at another critical thousand-year 
transition point in this degenerative schema.55 Unfortunately, the recon-
struction of how Tilokarāja understood the place of Pā Däng monks within 
his sovereign practice must remain somewhat conjectural. Although dona-
tive inscriptions were an established practice by his reign,56 there are no 
extant royal inscriptions from his era. We have no sources comparable to the 
“voice” of Parākramabāhu II and Mahā Dhammarāja I discussed in previous 
chapters, or Rāmādhipati described below. It is possible, as noted by Michel 
Lorillard, that such inscriptions were composed but destroyed in the Bur-
mese takeover of Chiang Mai in 1558.57

Nonetheless, the available sources from Chiang Mai and nearby 
polities reveal the unsettled and argumentative character of discourses 

53.	 Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 131–133.
54.	 Sāimong Mangrāi, Chronicle, 112–114; Swearer and Premchit, “Pā Daeng,” 99–109.
55.	 Frasch, “Buddhist Network.”
56.	 See Lorillard, “Le royaume.”
57.	 Lorillard, “Les inscriptions,” 15–16, but note also 16n24 on other factors possibly contribut-

ing to the low proportion of fifteenth-century inscriptions in Chiang Mai itself as opposed 
to other city-states over which Tilokarāja claimed sovereignty.
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of sovereignty at Chiang Mai even during the more expansive and cen-
tralizing years of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Reading 
Jinakālamālī intertextually with versions of the Tamnān Mūlasāsana 
and the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng highlights the diverse purposes towards 
which monastic authors turned the widening textual resources of their 
era. While Jinakālamālī offers a strongly royalist account, in a man-
ner reminiscent of both Mahāvaṃsa and Rāmādhipati’s epigraphy at 
Haṃsavatī (see below), it coexisted with tamnān (composed in forms of 
Tai language) that turn the narrative resources of the vaṃsa genre towards 
competitive monastic ends, to support arguments for the authority of par-
ticular monastic groups rather than sovereign authority. In the Tamnān 
Wat Pā Däng, for instance, it is monks who centrally engage in the work 
of buddha-sāsana “purification” and protection, while sovereigns play 
only a supporting role.

Chiang Mai, Bodh Gayā, and the Authorization  
of Sovereignty

Tilokarāja’s support for Pā Däng monks—attested by texts associated 
with both Pā Däng and their rivals at Suon Dòk—shows that aspects of 
buddha-sāsana associated with Laṅkā were important to his reign. Simul-
taneously, however, Tilokarāja’s articulation of sovereign authority at Chi-
ang Mai relied on connections to the Indic biography of Gotama Buddha. 
These arguments are evident in Tilokarāja’s support for the construction 
and reconstruction of buildings used for buddha-sāsana rituals. Tilokarāja 
organized the construction of new ritual spaces at a monastic complex now 
known as Wat Bodhārāma or Wat Chet Yòt. Doing so was a citational act 
(see conclusion) that created material visual connections between Chiang 
Mai and the site of Gotama Buddha’s enlightenment at Bodh Gayā on 
the Indian subcontinent.58 The initial activities of Tilokarāja in the 1450s 
appear to have anticipated related construction projects undertaken by 
Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī discussed below, while later construction may 
have been informed by Rāmādhipati’s site plans. Both of these projects—
at Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī—reveal how Pali textual culture shaped the 
imagined geographies of these rather young mainland polities as sovereigns 

58.	 See the formative work of Griswold, Holy Land; and Brown, “Bodh Gaya.”
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sought to map their realms within the historically deeper and geographically 
vast buddha-sāsana.59

Reconstructing the rationale for Tilokarāja’s choices must remain ten-
tative, since the earliest textual evidence derives from the early sixteenth-
century Jinakālamālī written by a monk associated with the Pā Däng 
line. This work recounts that King Tilokarāja “listened to an exposition 
of dhamma on the planting of bodhi [trees] in the company of Sīhaḷa 
bhikkhus; wanting to plant a bodhi and considering a site, he saw the 
location of the Mahābodhi Ārāma.”60 In 817 CS (1455), the king planted 
a bodhi tree, that is, a tree associated with Gotama Buddha’s attainment 
of enlightenment, and subsequently commissioned a railing to surround 
the tree. Later Tilokarāja had structures built to mark each of the seven 
weeks associated with Gotama Buddha’s enlightenment at Bodh Gayā.61 
By Tilokarāja’s era, these episodes of Gotama Buddha’s biography had 
been known for a long time through textual and visual materials in Laṅkā 
as well as in mainland territories associated with Tai, Mon, and Burmese 
persons and languages. Thus, the inspiration to build in this manner could 
have come from one or more locations, and more than one language. 
In any case, establishing Wat Bodhārāma at Chiang Mai invoked Bodh 
Gayā and Gotama’s early biography as Buddha. Tilokarāja continued to 
expand the site during his reign, eventually adding an impressive building 
constructed to resemble the Mahābodhi temple at Bodh Gayā.62 Several 
generations later, Jinakālamālī, composed in the early sixteenth-century, 

59.	 See also Chiu, Buddha, 39, 97.
60.	 Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 98. The remainder of this section draws substantially on Black-

burn, “Writing Histories.”
61.	 According to the early sixteenth-century Jinakālamālī, “[Having planted the bodhi], he 

had made a railing  just like that at the mahā bodhi where Buddha conquered Māra and all 
of the seven great sites” (emphasis added). Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 98.

62.	 Penth, Brief History, 216. This is perhaps what Ratanapañña calls a “great vihara” con-
structed in 1477. Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 98. This building is also discussed in versions 
of the Tamnān Wat Jet Yòt, a composition of uncertain date. One version of this tamnān is 
reproduced from Lao to Tai language and published with an English paraphrase in Hutchin-
son, “Seven Spires,” 1. Thanks to the generous assistance of Dr. Virot Inthathon, Depart-
ment of Philosophy and Religion at Chiang Mai University, in 2011, I received a draft verbal 
translation of a mid-twentieth-century Tai manuscript of the Tamnān Wat Cet Yòd from 
Wat Rongsarn in Sanpatong District, Chiang Mai (held in the Social Research Institute). 
This manuscript agrees with Jinakālamālī in attributing to Tilokarāja these constructions at 
Wat Bodhārāma. On Wat Bodhārāma, see also Penth, Brief History, 215–224.
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merged narratives of Laṅkā and Bodh Gayā in its description of Tilokarāja. 
This work describes the bodhi tree installed at Wat Bodhārama as originat-
ing in Laṅkā—as a branch of the Bodh Gayā bodhi tree itself—and first 
established within a space associated with Wat Suon Dòk. Subsequently, 
according to Jinakālamālī, it was relocated by Tilokarāja, who supported 
the Pā Däng ordination line instead.63 This can be understood as an act of 
appropriation, bringing this bodhi tree within Tilokarāja’s royally autho-
rized ritual precincts at Wat Bodhārāma.64

Expansive Sovereignty in Deltaic Burma

As at Chiang Mai, evidence from later fifteenth-century Haṃsavatī 
demonstrates how mainland scholars and sovereigns participating in the Pali 
arena drew on its expanding textual resources to conceptualize and enact 
the work of sovereignty. Inscriptions from HaṃSavatī composed at this time 
have drawn scholarly interest since the late nineteenth century. However, 
despite the richness of their content, they have received too little attention 
as evidence of the intellectual history of the Pali arena despite the founda-
tional work by Patrick Pranke.65 Fortunately, this is now changing. Jason 
Carbine’s edition and translation of the Pali-language Kalyāṇī Inscriptions 
(hereafter KI)66 of King Rāmādhipati (r. 1471–1492) documents how these 

63.	 Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 99.
64.	 “Formerly, bhikkhus went to the island of Sīhaḷa, and from there brought seedling of the 

southern branch [of the bodhi tree]. They planted it in the monastic residence at the foot of 
Deva Mountain. Then king [Tilokarāja], having had it brought from there, planted it in this 
place. Since the mahābodhi was planted in this place, it became known as Mahābodhārāma.” 
My translation. Buddhadatta, Jinakālamālī, 98.

65.	 Pranke, “Treatise.”
66.	 Since the nineteenth century, scholars have referred to these inscriptions as the Kalyāṇi 

Inscriptions for reasons discussed below. Translations of the Pali Kalyāṇī Inscriptions were 
first prepared by Taw Sein Ko during the British colonial period, working from two local 
manuscripts said to be copies of the original stone inscriptions in Mon and Pali. More 
recently, Jason Carbine has prepared a detailed comparison of the Pali manuscripts edited 
and translated by Taw Sein Ko with the inscriptions, a colonial-era version of the stone 
fragments in modern Burmese script, multiple KI manuscripts, and several modern print 
editions. Carbine’s study demonstrates the high level of correspondence between the manu-
script traditions and modern print editions on the one hand, and the extant stone fragments 
on the other, a point of validation not textually confirmed until now. According to Carbine, 
“What is in these sources for the Pali text is basically what is on the Pali stones, with various 
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inscriptions drew on monastic texts composed earlier in Pali and Sinhala.67 
Here, focusing on the expression of sovereignty conveyed by Rāmādhipati’s 
inscriptions installed at Haṃsavatī, I analyze the KI as evidence of a substan-
tial transition in the intellectual history of the Pali arena. Interpreting the KI 
in this manner recognizes the historical specificity of its moment. The royal 
court at Haṃsavatī could participate directly in the maritime transregional 
exchanges of the Pali arena owing to its control of the port city of Kusima 
(now Pathein) in western deltaic Burma. This offered access to Lankan 
textual culture discussed at length below. Moreover, an expanded range of 
royal models and sovereign arguments had by this time become available to 
scholars and rulers who participated in the Pali arena, as noted earlier with 
respect to Ayutthaya and Chiang Mai. These factors shaped the intellec-
tual repertoire available to Rāmādhipati—also known as Dhammazedi and 
Dhammacetī—in the later 1400s. As a former monk (like Parākramabāhu 
II), Rāmādhipati was particularly well prepared to engage with the textual 
and institutional resources of the fifteenth-century Pali arena, to secure sov-
ereign aims.

Rāmādhipati sponsored an ambitious embassy (providing even the 
ships) to the court of Koṭṭē located in Laṅkā’s southwestern region, not 
far from contemporary Colombo. As expressed tt in the KI, Rāmādhipati 
sent lavish gifts and formal letters to the Koṭṭē king and monastic leaders. 
Using well-established trading connections with merchants and port offi-
cials on the Coromandel Coast of the Indian Peninsula,68 he sought to make 

textual variations, quite a few of which have little to no impact on the meaning of the textual 
variants” (Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 11–12). In this chapter I use Taw Sein Ko’s Pali text (retaining 
his transliteration), comparing it with Carbine’s annotations based on the additional sources 
noted. Where I have used an alternate reading of the Pali based on Carbine’s work, this is 
noted in my footnotes. The translations quoted below are my own made from Taw Sein 
Ko’s Pali transcription, and in consultation with Carbine’s work. On a few occasions, Car-
bine and I disagree on matters of translation. Carbine’s translation and notes provide readers 
with access to more technical aspects of the KI than did Taw Sein Ko’s translation, including 
the provenance and genres of text that are intertextually witnessed in the KI. I am deeply 
grateful to Carbine for sharing his prepublication manuscript with me; this has improved 
the translations and analysis offered below.

67.	 Carbine, Kalyāṇī (manuscript file version 6 / 1.22). The relationship between the KI and 
earlier monastic regulatory texts was initially explored by Patrick Pranke. See Pranke, “Trea-
tise,” esp. 15–16.

68.	 Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections,” 250–251; Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 45, 211–212; Car-
bine, Kalyāṇī, 77, 173.
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long-distance merit-making donations to two Buddha-relics—the Tooth 
Relic at Kandy and the Śrī Pada (Auspicious Footprint) on the Peak of Peaks 
above the gem mines of Ratnapura (see chapter 1). Rāmādhipati also secured 
a new ordination line for the Haṃsavatī saṅgha by sending his bhikkhus for  
(re)ordination at the Kalyāṇī sīmā near Koṭṭē. This Haṃsavatī-Koṭṭē con-
nection subsequently affected the Haṃsavatī political environment, as 
discussed further below. It is difficult to reconstruct with confidence the his-
tory of deltaic Burma prior to Rāmādhipati’s reign. Apart from epigraphy, 
sources treating the region and its history are rather late, and even inscrip-
tions are scant.69 Given the debate surrounding the composition date of the 
Yazadhiyaza Ayedawpon,70 a Burmese composition treating the late four-
teenth to early fifteenth-century history of royal politics in this region, as 
well as the uncertain relationship of this work to a Mon-language original, 
I work from the historical cues provided in the KI itself when envisioning 
the KI’s historical context, rather than relying on later historical narratives. 
The KI identifies the extent of Rāmādhipati’s realm—referred to within the 
KI as Rāmaññadesa, Rāmaññaṭṭhāna, and Rāmaññamaṇḍala71—as encom-
passing the Haṃsavatī maṇdala, the Kusima (Pathein) maṇdala, and the 
Muttima (Martaban) maṇdala.72 The KI’s account of buddha-sāsana his-
tory prior to Rāmādhipati discusses in some detail the history of monas-
tic institutions from the Muttima maṇdala, suggesting that Martaban was 
seen as a prestigious precursor to Haṃsavatī.73 The maṇdala language used 
in the KI is revealing, indicating that the geographical extent of the realm 

69.	 The earliest extant inscription of a ruler associated with Haṃsavatī is a donative inscription 
of Binya U (r. 1369–1384) made at Dala. Bauer, “When.”

70.	 McCormick, “Mon Rājavaṃsakathā.”
71.	 “Taw Sein Ko appears to treat Rāmaññaṭṭhāna, Rāmaññadesa, and Rāmaññamaṇṇala as 

synonyms, with a preference for using Rāmaññadesa in his translation”; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 
127n2.

72.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 35, 155–156; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 46, 146–147. Here the term maṇḍala  
refers to a political formation with its own sovereign center, and potentially with its own 
expansionary aims.

73.	 Certainly Martaban had a substantial commercial history already by the fifteenth century. 
See, for instance, Gutman, “Martaban Trade.” Michael Aung-Thwin suggests that Marta-
ban was the earliest political center in deltaic Burma; Aung-Thwin, Fifteenth Century, 200. 
Yet it is difficult to determine the early history of the delta. As discussed in chapter 2 above, 
mainland historical narratives offering a history of Martaban and its relations to other poli-
ties were composed subsequent to the period considered here. On the archaeology of lower 
Burma, and the evidentiary limitations, see also Moore, Landscapes, esp. 148–152.
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claimed by Rāmādhipati in fact comprised other political formations over 
which he claimed control. When the unification of these southern maritime 
polities under Haṃsavatī’s sovereignty was achieved is not certain.74 While 
texts composed after the KI portray the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries as 
a long era of warfare between Haṃsavatī and Ava in the north, and among 
the deltaic polities,75 the era of Rāmādhipati and his predecessor (and 
mother-in-law) queen Shin Saw Bu (r. 1453–1470), appears to have been a 
time of more peaceful coexistence between Haṃsavatī and Ava. Whether 
this can be attributed to marital agreements between the two polities,76 the 
upstream / downstream interdependencies described by Aung-Thwin,77 or 
other factors must remain conjecture. The reduction in military tension 
with Ava in the north likely freed Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī to attempt a 
bolder centralization of power over deltaic Burma. Perhaps alliances with 
China in some way aided Haṃsavatī against Ava.78

Sovereign Arguments at Haṃsavatī

The KI was originally incised in Pali and Mon languages on ten stones, 
standing upright. Three of the stones contained a Pali inscription (with a smat-
tering of Mon place names), and the balance was communicated in Mon.79 
The Mon sections are more badly damaged than the Pali, but surviving sec-
tions suggest that much contained in the Pali inscription was at least roughly 
present in the Mon. Yet the Mon contains more local detail, especially 
related to local monastic and court hierarchies at Haṃsavatī, and monastic  

74.	 Michael Aung-Thwin claims on the basis of the Yazadhiyaza Ayedawpon that they were 
held by King Yazadarit at Haṃsavatī by 1390. Aung-Thwin, Fifteenth Century, 253. See above 
regarding Yazadhiyaza Ayedawpon as a source. Guillon suggests that Haṃsavatī was at the 
height of its power by that king’s death in 1421, though this attribution appears indebted to 
later chronicle sources. Guillon, Mons, 165.

75.	 Fernquest, “Ecology.”
76.	 Guillon, Mons, 169; Aung-Thwin, Mists, 310–311.
77.	 Aung-Thwin, Fifteenth Century, 300–304. On upstream / downstream dynamics, see the 

thoughtful work of Hall, “Upstream and Downstream.”
78.	 Guillon, Mons, 165. Guillon also asserts Rāmādhipati had regular interactions with China 

including a Chinese visit to Pegu and a Pegu embassy to Yunnan, yet the source is not clear; 
ibid., 173.

79.	 See Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, and Carbine, Kalyāṇī, for further details on the Mon-Pali 
relationship. Blagden notes explicitly which sections align across languages and which do not.
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ritual spaces and practices.80 The Pali inscriptions reveal the ways in which 
Rāmādhipati (or whoever composed on his behalf from Haṃsavatī81) drew 
on both first- and second-millennium texts in Pali82 to make claims for 
sovereign authority. The KI is a substantial argumentative project, crafting 
an image of Rāmādhipati as ruler and as patron of buddha-sāsana. In addi-
tion, both the Pali and the Mon inscriptions illuminate how Rāmādhipati 
adapted forms of statecraft pioneered by Parākramabāhu I at Poḷonnaruva, 

80.	 I have worked from C. O. Blagden’s translation of the Mon inscription, in one case substitut-
ing the amended translation of Patrick McCormick. Below, I quote Blagden’s translations, 
using only the portions into which he did not interpolate borrowings from comparable Pali 
passages in the Pali-inscribed stones to fill unreadable lacunae in the Mon language stone 
inscriptions.

81.	 On authorship, see Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 24–25.
82.	 In addition to the analysis below, see Carbine, “Boundary Case,” which analyzes in detail the 

legal-technical aspects of the KI, with attention to Rāmādhipati’s legal categories.

Map 7. Deltaic Burma in Indian Ocean context.
Map courtesy of Bill Nelson.
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putting them to use in Haṃsavatī’s effort to consolidate control over deltaic 
Burma.

Rāmādhipati faced a massive task in attempting to extend sovereign 
control from Haṃsavatī over the entire Burma delta. In the Pali inscrip-
tion of the KI, Rāmādhipati describes himself in relation to the Indic ruler 
Asoka (fl. third century BCE) and the Poḷonnaruva king Parākramabāhu I, 
who reigned on Laṅkā in the late twelfth century CE. In his inscription, 
Rāmādhipati is explicitly linked to these past kings through the theme of 
sovereign “purification” of the saṅgha for the sake of the future of buddha-
sāsana. Characterizing rulers as protectors of buddha-sāsana engaging in 
acts of “purification” dates back to narratives about Asoka composed in Pali 
during the early centuries CE, such as Samantapasādikā and Mahāvaṃsa. 
These early models of sovereignty were expanded through texts composed 
in Sinhala and Pali on Laṅkā between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries 
(discussed in chapter 1). Such later texts described King Parākramabāhu 
I of Poḷonnaruva as expanding saṅgha “purification” to include royally 
policed monastic reordination and royal monopoly over monastic ordina-
tion rituals with implications for land, wealth, and status. Rāmādhipati’s 
interest in Asoka was likely overdetermined, since Asokan narratives were 
carried in Pali, Sanskrit, and local mainland languages by this time. The 
first-millennium Pali vaṃsas portrayed Asoka as the first textual model for 
sovereignty allied with Gotama Buddha’s sāsana. Narratives about Asoka 
also described that king as dispersing monastic emissaries from Patna (in 
what is now Bihar, India) to various locations, one of which is referred to 
in Pali as Suvaṇṇabhūmi.83 As discussed further below, Rāmādhipati iden-
tified Rāmaññadesa with Suvaṇṇabhūmi, and inscriptions installed during 
his reign at the Shwedagon Pagoda in what is now Yangon show his strong 
interest in adapting accounts of Asoka to local ambitions.

Asoka is the first sovereign precedent introduced in the Pali KI, in its 
early lines following homage to Gotama Buddha and a brief introductory 
statement that Rāmādhipati, “King of Rāmaññadesa,” purified the buddha-
sāsana.84 Subsequent to this Asokan section of the narrative, the KI in both 

83.	 On Suvaṇṇabhūmi, see Skilling, “Many Lands.”
84.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 15–16, 150–151; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 28, 129–30. This Asokan section 

of the KI is close in plotline to the early sixth-century Mahāvaṃsa, but does not contain 
substantial text parallels, at least not to the Pali Text Society edition. Geiger, Mahāvaṃsa, 
5:228–282. The somewhat comparable Mon text is available in Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 
113, 215. The preliminary portion of the Mon text is badly damaged but Asokan-era proper 



150 : Chapter 3

Pali and Mon recounts a history of buddha-sāsana in Pagan (to the north, 
along the Irrawaddy River) as well as in the deltaic polities. This retrospec-
tive asserts the inadequacy of buddha-sāsana in these territories. According 
to the KI, monastic subdivisions have proliferated, monastic practice is not 
unified, and technical faults in monastic ritual boundaries invalidate monas-
tic rituals including bhikkhu ordination (upasampadā). Rāmādhipati is por-
trayed as recognizing the dangers to the endurance of buddha-sāsana posed 
by such features of monastic life and practice.

Then the king reflected: “For shame! The leading scholars of the 
aṭṭhakathās [first generation Pali commentaries on the tipiṭaka] declared 
that buddha-sāsana will last five thousand years. Now, however, it is only 
two thousand and forty-seven years85 since the enlightenment of Buddha, 
and now that sāsana is impure, obstructed, and characterized by dangerous 
growths; upasampadā has also become untrustworthy. How could there be 
strength to continue the sāsana to the limit of the allotted five thousand 
years?” He thought further: “Surely, having seen such impurity, obstruc-
tion, and dangerous growth arisen in the sāsana, thus there could be the 
strength to continue the sāsana to the limit of its allotted five thousand 
years, with cleansing and purification in the sāsana through the generation 
of a trustworthy upasampadā. If one were to live with indifference, not 
making an effort, then I would not possess reverence, endowed with ready 
love for, and intense confidence in, the blessed Fully Enlightened One 
[Gotama Buddha]. Indeed, certainly the sāsana is to be purified by me.”86

Rāmādhipati’s reflection on the need for purification of buddha-sāsana 
promptly segues into a short history of buddha-sāsana on Laṅkā, stressing 
two centuries of purity within a single monastic community referred to as the 
Mahāvihāra, followed by centuries of internal monastic division and impure 
practice.87 This leads to the introduction of Rāmādhipati’s second royal prec-
edent for sāsana “purification”: Parākramabāhu I (r. 1153–1186). The intensity 

names do figure. However, judging from Blagden’s reproduction of the Mon epigraphy, the 
full account of Asoka’s sāsana purification offered in the Pali KI does not figure in the Mon 
version. See Carbine, Kalyani, sections 2–4, in both the text and translation, and notes, for 
additional comments relative to the Mahāvaṃsa and Dīpavaṃsa.

85.	 The date is unclear in existing images. Carbine, Kalyani, 53n7.
86.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 38, 158–159; Carbine, Kalyani, 57–58, 157–158.
87.	 This history of buddha-sāsana in Laṅkā is directly or indebted to Mahāvaṃsa, since it takes 

a staunchly pro-Mahāvihāra line.
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with which the KI uses Parākramabāhu I as a precedent that prefigures and 
adds luster to Rāmādhipati’s actions is enhanced by attributing to the former 
Lankan king a detailed series of reflections that mirror the wording earlier 
attributed to Rāmādhipati. The two rulers are nearly constituted as discursive 
twins. The KI portrays Parākramabāhu I as reflecting thus:

If such a one as I, realizing the sāsana’s condition of impurity, obstruc-
tion, and dangerous growth were to live with indifference, not making an 
effort when the sāsana should be made pure, then there would not be an 
abundant ready love for, intense confidence in, and reverence for the 
blessed Fully Enlightened One. Indeed, certainly, relying on the dhamma 
specialist-saṅgha resident in the Mahāvihāra, by whom proper conduct 
was perfected, led by Mahākassapathera of Udumbaragiri—just as Asoka, 
dhammarāja, relied on Moggaliputtatissamahāthera, and gave the central 
foundational position to the great completely pure dhamma-specialist 
bhikkhusaṅgha who affirm “the Fully Enlightened One is a vibhajjavādī 
[“analyst,” following a particular scriptural hermeneutic]” . . . I should 
achieve the purification of the sāsana.88

88.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 39, 207; Carbine, Kalyani, 60, 160. Cf. Blagden, Mon Inscrip-
tions, 117, 219, which is badly damaged but shows traces of the same narrative. The KI’s 
Parākramabāhu I section does not much resemble the account of that king’s buddha-sāsana 
service given in the Mahāvaṃsa extension likely composed in the thirteenth century. How-
ever, in its development of comparison between Parākramabāhu I and Asoka, reference to 
buddha-sāsana’s duration, and language used to describe the king’s reflections, it bears con-
siderable similarity to the Sinhala Gal Vihāra Inscription of the Parākramabāhu I era, con-
taining an account of that king’s buddha-sāsana purification and regulations for monastic 
practice (see EZ, 2:256–283). The Gal Vihāra Inscription is also known through manuscript 
variants as the Mahā Parākramabāhu Katikāvata, on which, see Ratnapala, Katikāvatas. 
Pranke notes the impact of Parakrāmabāhu I narratives on Tai and Mon locations. See 
Pranke, “Treatise,” esp. 21.

	  The KI itself notes that Rāmādhipati’s embassy returned to Bago with “an explana-
tion of the mode of sāsana purification of the sāsana-purifier king Sīrisaṅgabōdhi Parak
kamabāhumārāja (Parākramabāhu I), Vijyabāhumahārāja, and Parakkamabāhumahārāja 
(Parākramabāhu II of Dam̌badeṇiya—see chapter 1).” Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 46–48, 213; 
Carbine, Kalyani, 81, 176. Also sent from Koṭṭē was “an explanation of the katikāvatas on 
the conduct to be undertaken by bhikkhus, enjoined by each [of those three] kings, hav-
ing made a promise to the bhikkhusaṅgha,” which I understand to be manuscripts of 
katikāvatas issued under royal guidance, including that inscribed earlier as the Gal Vihāra 
Inscription. While the katikāvata manuscripts known to us are in Sinhala, perhaps Pali ver-
sions were prepared for the Haṃsavatī audience. It is also possible that the Haṃsavatī court 
contained persons literate in Sinhala, given the trading connections.
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The KI asserts that from the time of Parākramabāhu I “until today in 
the island of Laṅkā persisted a single unified bhikkhu saṅgha (ēkanikāya
bhūtō) in the tradition (pavēṇibhūtō) of the completely pure dhamma- 
specialist bhikkhusaṅgha by whom proper conduct was perfected, residents 
of the Mahāvihāra.”89 The KI then voices Rāmādhipati’s plan, based on the 
Parākramabāhu I model:

Therefore, on the basis of this righteous vow (sammad ēvāyacanēna), hav-
ing invited learned and qualified bhikkhus, sent for the extremely pure 
upasampadā on the island of Laṅkā, and having had it established in this 
realm of Rāmañña, making respectable men of faith with a desire for 
upasampadā take this upasampadā, the sāsana will be cleansed and puri-
fied through the generation of a trustworthy upasampadā and there 
would be the strength to continue the sāsana to the limit of its allotted 
five thousand years.90

While Pali works composed on Laṅkā celebrated both Asoka and 
Parākramabāhu I for their work of saṅgha “purification” and protection of 
buddha-sāsana, these rulers do not constitute identical models. The differ-
ences between them are particularly salient in relation to the political con-
ditions of fifteenth-century Haṃsavatī as well as to the state of the saṅgha 
there, which was composed of multiple monastic communities. Both 
Dīpavaṃsa and Mahāvaṃsa developed an image of Asoka as royal protec-
tor of buddha-sāsana, stressing that he safeguarded the integrity of monas-
tic practice by removing from the saṅgha those bhikkhus said to follow 
incorrect doctrinal positions, and those seeking access to wealth through 
disguise as monks. In these works, however, the Asokan-era saṅgha is por-
trayed as a unitary structure both before and after the king’s “purification.” 
It was not characterized by institutional divisions (expressed in Pali through 
terms such as “pakkha” and “nikāya”). According to Mahāvaṃsa’s narra-
tive account, for instance, the problem for Asoka was that no monastic ritu-
als were conducted by a dysfunctional saṅgha rather than the existence of a 
pluricentric ritual and administrative system. In contrast, both the monastic 
regulatory document authorized by Parākramabāhu I himself in the twelfth 

89.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 40, 207; Carbine, Kalyani, 93, 161.
90.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 40, 207; Carbine, 93, 161. The extant Mon text is very fragmentary 

but shows traces of the same narrative; Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 118–119, 220–221.
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century and the Mahāvaṃsa extension likely composed in the thirteenth 
century emphasize that Parākramabāhu I’s achievement was not only to 
purify buddha-sāsana but also to overcome the Lankan saṅgha’s internal 
institutional divisions through a muscular intervention in monastic institu-
tional life. The Gal Vihāra Inscription of Parākramabāhu I’s reign describes 
him as bringing together three nikāyas to make one nikāya, “a unification 
not achieved by earlier rulers despite great effort.”91 Mahāvaṃsa’s account 
is even more expansive and evocative:

Always from the era of King Vaṭṭagāmaṇī Abhaya92 until today, although 
accord was achieved in the past for the restraint of the three nikāyas, 
proper conduct became internally contested; (monks) excelled at dispute! 
Having made a resolution in past births for purification of the sāsana, 
exerting himself with twice the suffering undertaken to achieve sover-
eignty for the sake of what had to be achieved, the ruler of the earth, pos-
sessed of great wisdom, achieved unity. So that purity would continue five 
thousand years, [Parākramabāhu I] thus made the conqueror’s sāsana 
integrated as milk and water.93

Rāmādhipati’s invocation of Parākramabāhu I as a model sovereign, 
and his application of that model to Haṃsavatī, exemplifies how texts com-
posed in Laṅkā for specific local purposes took on new meaning as they cir-
culated within the wider Pali arena. By the later fourteenth century such 
works offered models for royal statecraft, including ways of arguing for 
and against specific sovereigns. Rāmādhipati’s reign appears to be the first 
explicit application of Parākramabāhu I as a precedent in statecraft outside 
Laṅkā. The structure of the KI itself underscores the parallels. Rāmādhipati 
prefigures his embrace of the Parākramabāhu I precedent with an histori-
cal retrospective that emphasizes centuries of disagreement among monastic 
fractions in Pagan, Ava, and deltaic Burma.94

91.	 EZ, 2:269, 275.
92.	 He ruled at Anurādhapura in the last century BCE, and to his reign the first written trans-

mission of the tipiṭaka is attributed. See Geiger, Mahāvaṃsa, 33:100–102.
93.	 Cv., 73:18–22.
94.	 Strikingly the KI does not attribute to Rāmādhipati the “imperial” status of a cakkavat-

tin (“wheel-turning”) king, though this language is present in Parākramabāhu I’s Gal 
Vihāra Inscription and in manuscript versions of the katikāvata. EZ, 2:33, 36; Ratnapala, 
Katikāvatas, 37, 128. Note further that while the term “cakkavattin” is used neither by 
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While Parākramabāhu I offered a model of sovereignty well suited to the 
king’s political milieu, it was perhaps dangerously late, quite close in time to 
Rāmādhipati’s own era, lacking the additional authority provided through 
deeper historical connections to the early days of Gotama Buddha’s sāsana. 
In the KI, any weakness that might be associated with this more historically 
recent precedent was overcome by Rāmādhipati in several ways. As we have 
seen, he portrayed himself as operating within a nested set of precedents, 
claiming Asoka and then Parākramabāhu I as his exemplars. This created 
a historically substantial genealogy of kingship for Rāmādhipati, stretch-
ing back to the third century BCE. In addition, the KI adopts the Lankan 
Mahāvaṃsa’s emphasis on the longevity and prestige of the Mahāvihāra 
monastic community that originated at Anurādhapura. The history of the 
Mahāvihāra is narrated in such a way as to link Asokan (third century BCE) 
Patna, Anurādhapura, twelfth-century Poḷonnaruva, and fifteenth-century 
Haṃsavatī. The KI potrays Rāmādhipati addressing twenty-two senior 
monks, advising them to ordain on Laṅkā within what is described as a con-
tinuing Mahāvihāran community:

Sirs, from the establishment of the sāsana in Sīhaḷa island until today con-
tinues a bhikkhusaṅgha in the lineage of the saṅgha (Mahāvihāravāsi
saṅghaparam. parabhūtō) who resided at the Mahāvihāra. If, Sirs, you go 
to the island of Sīhaḷa, select a group (gaṇa) pure and entirely without 
reproach from the saṅgha existing in the lineage of the saṅgha who resided 
at the Mahāvihāra, and receive upasampadā in the udakukhēpasimā [rit-
ual boundary designated by throwing water around the assembled com-
munity] prepared on the Kalyāṇī River—the location where the Fully 
Enlightened One’s body was bathed. Making that upasampadā the seed of 
the sāsana, having planted it here in Rāmaññadesa for respectable men 

Rāmādhipati nor in versions of the Tamnān Wat Pā Däng discussed above with refer-
ence to Tilokarāja, it is used repeatedly by Ratanapañña to describe Tilokarāja in the early 
sixteenth-century Jinakālamālī. Strikingly, it is used only with reference to him. Asoka 
does not receive that title, and Parākramabāhu I is omitted from Jinakālamālī’s sāsana 
history. The presence and absence of “cakkavattin” discourse in early second-millennium 
locations deserves substantial separate treatment. Such a study would likely help to eluci-
date distinct patterns of intellectual transmission in Southern Asia. I am grateful to Bruno 
Shirley for ongoing productive discussions of this matter, and for access to his “Research 
Note: Uses of the Title Cakravartin by Lankan Monarchs c. 11th through 12th Centuries” 
(unpublished document). On “cakravartin” in Khmer kingship, see Thompson, Engen-
dering, 44.
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endowed with faith and desiring upasampadā, we would ripen the 
upasampadā sprout. Thus this sāsana being purified will remain to the limit 
of its allotted five thousand years.95

It is far from evident that the saṅgha reorganized by Parākramabāhu I 
produced a single Lankan monastic community in the ordination line of the 
Mahāvihāra. The complex history of Lankan royal and monastic institutions 
between the sixth and twelfth centuries, including periods during which 
royal patronage of the saṅgha appears to have been curtailed, leaves some 
uncertainty as to whether the Mahāvihāran ordination line had continued 
securely from Anurādhapura into Poḷonnaruva.96 In any case, however, the 
idea of the Mahāvihāra retained great salience in the later first millennium 
CE and at intervals throughout the second millennium on Laṅkā, owing to 
the prestige accorded to it by Mahāvaṃsa. That composition influenced 
later buddha-sāsana narratives composed on the island, including through 
the Mahāvaṃsa commentary Vaṃsaṭṭhappakāsinī (composed in the tenth 
century), as well as the serial additions to Mahāvaṃsa discussed in chap-
ter 1.97 Reading Parākramabāhu I’s Gal Vihāra Inscription together with 
chapters 73 and 78 of the Mahāvaṃsa extension98 generates the implica-
tion that the single nikāya produced through Parākramabāhu I’s “purifica-
tion” (reported by the Gal Vihāra Inscription) was the Mahāvihāra, though 
this is nowhere stated explicitly within these sources. This implication was 
available to scholars at the court of Rāmādhipati, making it possible for 
the KI to argue that the newly ordained and organized Haṃsavatī saṅgha 
continued the Mahāvihāra monastic line celebrated by the Lankan vaṃsas. 
This connected Rāmādhipati’s freshly ordained monastics to Asoka via 
Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva.99 Such narratives—elaborated in both 

95.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 40, 207; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 61–62, 161–162. Cf. the fragmentary Mon 
account showing traces of the same narrative, Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 118–119, 221–222.

96.	 See, for instance, the upasampadā conducted by Vijayabāhu I, ruling on Laṅkā from the 
late eleventh to the early twelfth century. Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections,” 239–243.

97.	 A thorough comparative examination of monastic claims made to identification with the 
Mahāvihāra at diverse locations within the second-millennium CE Southern Asia remains to 
be undertaken. On this point, see also Blackburn, “Lineage, Inheritance, and Belonging.”

98.	 These were likely composed in the thirteenth century.
99.	 Victor Lieberman’s stimulating reflections on Buddhist elements in early modern Southeast 

Asian state formation mistakes the rhetorical evocation of the Mahāvihāra for the institu-
tional presence of the Mahāvihāra itself, and does not recognize that what he refers to as 
“orthodoxy” was a contingent polemical position in Mahāvaṃsa and later texts indebted to 
it. I discuss this more in Blackburn, “Local Projects.”
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the Pali and Mon inscriptions—should be understood as a powerful argu-
ment made against prior saṅgha collectives existing in Haṃsavatī and the 
other deltaic maṇḍalas. It was an effort to eclipse other monastic claims to 
authorized lineage. Since, at least according to the KI itself, monastic com-
munities (pakkhā) associated with Sīhaḷa (Laṅkā) had an earlier historic 
presence in Dala (located in the Haṃsavatī maṇḍala) and in Martaban,100 it 
was advantageous for Rāmādhipati to affirm the strong purity and authority 
of the Lankan saṅgha from which he brought the new royally sponsored 
upasampadā. Associating this new upasampadā with the Mahāvihāra, 
declared by the early Pali vaṃsas to be the original saṅgha in Sīhaḷa / Laṅkā, 
created a powerful genealogy. It was complementary to deltaic Burma’s 
prior experience of Lankan monastic connections yet difficult to contest 
since lineage connections were articulated back to Asoka’s own era.

Reading the KI for Rāmādhipati’s ways of articulating sovereign 
authority reveals aspects of Haṃsavatī’s intellectual culture and how his 
court chose to mobilize resources of the Pali arena on behalf of his reign and 
the centralization of power from Haṃsavatī. Patrick Pranke has thought-
fully noted101 that Rāmādhipati’s inscriptions forge a joint genealogy for 
his realm, appealing both to Magadha and Laṅkā as sources of inheri-
tance. Claiming inspiration from, and continuity with, Kings Asoka and 
Parākramabāhu I was a powerful argumentative move against other partici-
pants of the Pali arena, including those located to the north in Burmese ter-
ritories, as well as Tai regional rivals. The nested precedents of Asoka and 
Parākramabāhu I, and the discourse of buddha-sāsana purification adopted 
by Rāmādhipati, naturalized the saṅgha reorganization undertaken by 
Rāmādhipati as part of the continuity of transregional buddha-sāsana his-
tory, portraying deltaic Burma as the latest critical arena for protecting the 
vitality of buddha-sāsana, with Rāmādhipati styled as a dedicated devotee 
of Gotama Buddha. Implicitly this devalued the significance of other king-
doms contemporary to Haṃsavatī, including Ava to the north and Chi-
ang Mai and Ayutthaya farther east.102 Viewed in the context of regional 
politivsl competition, the KI’s effort to narratively link Rāmādhipati’s  

100.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 32–33; 154–155; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 42, 143.
101.	 Patrick Pranke, personal communication, October 2018.
102.	 See Guillon, Mons, 170, on the possibility that the two thousandth year of Gotama Buddha’s 

sāsana was a potent occasion for regional royal competition. This theme is also explored in 
Frasch, “Buddhist Network”; and in Blackburn, “Buddhist Connections.” See also chapter 2.
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deltaic Burma with the Indic homeland of buddha-sāsana is easily intelli-
gible. Asserting the antiquity of connection between the younger eastern 
polity and the Indic space of buddha-sāsana’s orgins was a way to write 
Haṃsavatī—a relatively young kingdom—into the historically and geo-
graphically expansive transregional geography of buddha-sāsana, a style of 
argument followed also by authors at Dam̌badeṇiya, Sukhothai, Haripuñ-
jaya, and Chiang Mai. Moreover, invoking connections to the Indian subcon-
tinent of Gotama Buddha’s time offset any vulnerability created by invoking 
the historically late and non-Indic royal precedent of Parākramabāhu I.

Rāmādhipati’s building and renovation projects offer further evidence 
of this doubled orientation. While Ramadhipati’s use of saṅgha institutions 
in statecraft owed more to the model of Parākramabāhu I than to Asoka, 
his arguments made through the built environment focused strongly on 
forging connections between Haṃsavatī and the Indian subcontinent, as 
discussed by Donald Stadtner.103 Sometime after his accession to the throne, 
Rāmādhipati established an inscription at the Shwedagon relic monument 
(in what is now Yangon). Composed in Mon, Burmese, and Pali,104 this 
inscription tells the famous story of the merchant brothers Tapussa and 
Bhallika, who fed Gotama Buddha after his enlightenment, before receiv-
ing hair relics from him, some of which are said to have been deposited in 
the Shwedagon relic monument.105 These buddha-relics are described as 
disused in the years between Tapussa-Bhallika’s donation and the Asokan 
era, rediscovered at the propitious moment of when King Asoka’s monastic 
emissaries Soṇa and Uttara reached “Mon country” (M: than raḥ rman).106 
Strikingly, the Burmese Shwedagon Inscription—and not the Mon—adopts 
the Pali nomenclature “Magadha” when referring to the location of Gotama 
Buddha’s enlightenment and his meeting with the traveling traders. By 
adopting this Pali vocabulary, the Burmese inscription creates intertextual 
associations between Rāmādhipati’s fifteenth-century Shwedagon Inscrip-
tion and the mid-first-millennium Pali commentarial and vaṃsa texts com-
posed in Laṅkā—and circulating among participants in the Pali arena—that 
described the Indic geography of Gotama Buddha and subsequent king 

103.	 Stadtner, Sacred Sites, 139–143.
104.	 The Pali stones of this inscription are damaged to the point of near illegibility. Pe Maung 

Tin, “Shwe Dagon.”
105.	 See also Stadtner, “Fifteenth-Century,” 44.
106.	 Pe Maung Tin, “Shwe Dagon,” 15, 20. The Asokan era rediscovery of the relic monument 

appears only in the Mon not the Burmese inscription.



Fig. 3.1 Mara’s daughter. From Shwegugyi Temple complex, Ajapala Shrine, Pegu, 
ca. 1479. Glazed terracotta. 18 × 13 × 4 in. (45.7 × 33 × 10.2 cm). National Museum, 
Nay Pyi Taw.
Photo: Sean Dungan, Courtesy of Asia Society, New York.
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Asoka as the land of Magadha, sometimes referring to Pali language as 
“Magadhi.”107 This, in turn, intensifies the sense produced within the 
inscription that Rāmaññadesa has been part of Gotama Buddha’s sāsana 
from earliest days, and that Rāmādhipati is an actor within buddha-sāsana’s 
larger history: “Two merchants, who were brothers, Tapussa and Bhallika 
by name dwelling at Asitañjana town, called Pokkaravati, in the land of 
Rāmañña embarked on a ship together with five hundred merchants and 
crossing the ocean reached the country of Ukkala [Orissa] lying between the 
banks of the streams. . . .108 Desiring further to go from Ukkala country to the 
country of Magadha called the Middle Country they yoked five hundred 
carts and went in the direction of the Middle Country.”109 After making 
gifts of food and water to the recently enlightened Buddha, they reverenced 
the Buddha and received a sermon and relics from him.110

Stadtner remarks of Rāmādhipati that “this pious king sponsored an 
ambitious building campaign that recreated on Mon soil many of the major 
Buddhist sites in India . . . [the king’s] conception was unprecedented in 
the Buddhist world, before or since.”111 Rāmādhipati’s construction proj-
ects included the Kyaik Pun, a four-sided monument dedicated to Gotama 
and the immediately previous Buddhas: Kassapa, Kon. āgamana, and Kaku-
sandha. South of the Kyaik Pun was a massive complex—formerly known as 
Yathe-myo, now as Shwegugyi—celebrating the seven weeks following Got-
ama Buddha’s enlightenment before he began to travel and teach his sāsana. 
This complex at Yathe-myo was dedicated in 1479 and was thus roughly 
contemporary with the KI.112 Like Tilokarāja at Chiang Mai, Rāmādhipati 
expressed sovereign power in part by investing strongly in landscape interven-
tions that invoked the formative weeks of Gotama’s buddhahood. A Mahā 
Bodhi Temple celebrating the first of the seven weeks and Gotama Buddha’s 
enlightenment anchored Yathe-myo,113 “but many additional monuments 

107.	 See Collins, Nirvana, 49.
108.	 Ellipses within quotations are reproduced from Pe Maung Tin’s translation signifying lacu-

nae in the inscription text. For a discussion of the adaptation of these place names from 
Indic locations to Rāmañña, see Stadtner, “Fifteenth-Century,” 74–75.

109.	 Pe Maung Tin, “Shwe Dagon,” 23, 27.
110.	 Ibid., 25, 29.
111.	 Stadtner, Sacred Sites, 139.
112.	 Stadtner, “Fifteenth-Century,” 42. The inscription was first edited in the Archaeological 

Survey of Burma, Report, 22–24.
113.	 Stadtner, “Fifteenth-Century,” 141. The site plan to represent the seven weeks appears to 

have been copied from first-millennium Pali texts rather than from the Indic site at Bodh 
Gayā itself, as was the case at Chiang Mai (see above).
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extended far beyond this to recreate a replica of much of the Buddhist holy 
land.”114 Gotama Buddha’s gift of hair-relics to Tapussa and Bhallika is 
said to have occurred at the end of the seven weeks. Thus, Rāmādhipati’s 
work at Yathe-myo also made a connection to the Shwedagon, where the 
relics of Tapussa and Bhallika were understood to be deposited, as well as 
to the Asokan-era monks Sona and Uttara, to whom the rediscovery of the 
hair-relics was attributed by the Shwedagon Inscription.115

The Pali KI as well as Ramadhipati’s Shwedagon Inscription and 
construction projects such as those just noted comprise multimedia argu-
ments for Rāmaññadesa as an early heir to Gotama Buddha’s sāsana. 
Through these inscriptions, Rāmādhipati implies that Rāmaññadesa 
was one of the historically earliest locations within buddha-sāsana: loca-
tions in deltaic Burma are linked to the era of Gotama Buddha himself 
and to the time of Asoka. This complemented and strengthened the KI’s 
emphasis on Rāmādhipati as inspired by Asoka’s prior royal acts. Comple-
menting the Shwedagon Inscription, the Pali KI states that “[Asoka] sent 
Mahāmahindathēra to establish the sāsana in the island of Tambapaṇṇi and 
Sōṇathēra and Uttarathēra to establish the sāsana in Rāmaññadesa which 
was also called Suvaṇṇabhūmi. At that time, a king called Sīrimāsōka ruled 
over the country of Suvaṇṇabhūmi.” The then-contemporary rulers’ shared 
name (Asoka) intensifies the narrative connection between locations.116 The 
rediscovery of Gotama Buddha’s hair-relics by Sona and Uttara is also dis-
cussed in the Pali and Mon inscriptions at the Shwemadaw relic monument 
in Haṃsavatī (attributed to 1462), recording renovations at the site sup-
ported by Queen Shinsabu and Rāmādhipati (between 1458–1462, before 
his accession to the throne).117 The inscriptions portray the relic monument 
as containing a tooth-relic of Gotama Buddha, discovered by Asoka’s emis-
saries Sona and Uttara at Thaton118 and conveyed to the Shwemadaw.119 The 

114.	 Stadtner, Sacred Sites, 143.
115.	 Ibid., 139–141; Pe Maung Tin, “Shwe Dagon,” 20.
116.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 16–17, 151; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 116, 132.
117.	 According to Jason Carbine (personal communication, June 10, 2022), the Pali inscription 

at the Shwemadaw is badly damaged, but the legible portions appear to accord strongly with 
manuscript versions and later print editions, suggesting that these texts are reliable indica-
tors of the original inscriptions. Higher-resolution images of the inscription remain desir-
able, and could affect the reading.

118.	 An inland site roughly between Haṃsavatī and Martaban.
119.	 Stadtner, Sacred Sites, 147. See also Stadtner, “Lost Legend,” 97–98, 100; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 

sections 32–33.
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Pali-language inscription at the Shwemadaw is the earliest extant equation 
made between Asokan-era Suvaṇṇabhūmi and deltaic Burma. It indicates 
that the impact of the Pali vaṃsa narratives about Asokan emissaries was 
already known in deltaic Burma textual communities prior to the KI, and 
it suggests that the Shwemadaw Inscription narrative may have shaped the 
direction taken by the KI’s sovereign claims.120

These discursive and material claims for connection to Gotama Buddha 
privileged the antiquity of buddha-sāsana in Rāmaññadesa in ways surely 
intended to outdo Ava, Rāmañña’s rival polity farther north. Rāmādhipati’s 
inscriptions wrote deltaic Burma into the history of Gotama Buddha’s 
sāsana using (Burmese and Pali) languages accessible to audiences beyond 
the Mon language users of the delta. Relying on intertextual associations, 
they argued that Rāmādhipati’s realm was part of Gotama Buddha’s 
sāsana, as described by earlier authoritative Pali texts. As Patrick Pranke has 
observed, Rāmādhipati’s challenge to Ava did not go unanswered:

The enthusiasm of Ava’s neighbors [in Rāmañña] for what they believed 
to be the authentic Mahāvihāra tradition, prompted the Ava scholiast, 
Mahāsīlavaṃsa, to write a chronicle for his own kingdom in 1502. Titled 
Mahāsammatavaṃsa but popularly known as Yazawin-kyaw, the “Cele-
brated Chronicle,” it describes in its closing chapter how Myamma [Bur-
mese] Buddhism descends unalloyed and uncorrupted directly from the 
Buddha, and so is older than Sinhalese Buddhism which began over two 
centuries later with the Asokan mission of Mahinda, and which moreover 
suffered decline thereafter.121

SaṄgha and Statecraft at HaṂsavatī

In addition to invocations of Asoka and Parakramabāhu I as royal mod-
els and connections forged between Asokan Magadha and Rāmañña, the 
technical liturgical language used within the Pali KI frames Rāmādhipati’s 

120.	 I am grateful to Jason Carbine for correspondence on this point, sharing his research into 
Shwemadaw inscriptional photographs and manuscripts. The Shwemadaw Pali inscrip-
tion does not use the term “Rāmaññadesa” with reference to Suvaṇṇabhūmi. Rather, 
“Sudhammaraṭṭhaṃ” (Realm of the Good Dhamma) is used, a place name found elsewhere 
in the region also. This is a more generic term than “Rāmaññadesa” (Land of the Mon) and 
related terms used within the KI.

121.	 Pranke, “Treatise,” 23.
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activities as intending to alter the soteriological condition of himself and 
others within the wider transregional buddha-sāsana.122 The Pali-language 
inscriptional text opens with ritual salutations that would also be appropri-
ate in any text intended to create didactic and ritual benefits for followers of 
buddha-sāsana: “Reverence to the Blessed One, the Noble One, the Fully 
Enlightened Buddha! May the expansions [of the arena for] the excellent 
wheel of the Conqueror be successful! May reverence paid to Buddha be 
fruitful!”123 At the KI’s close, after the narratives about past rulers discussed 
above, and the technical-bureaucratic requirements for the saṅgha addressed 
below, Rāmādhipati makes a ritual aspiration, signaled by the phrase 
“manasi nidhāya akāsi,” using the verb nidahati: “Thus Rāmādhipati, 
purifying the buddha-sāsana, kept [this aim] securely in mind: ‘the buddha-
sāsana—being cleansed, purified, bright—through the departure of bhik-
khus not free from even the slightest censure and reproach, and of badly 
behaved bhikkhus, and through a trustworthy upasampadā—may it last 
until the end of the period of five thousand years!’”124 A brief synopsis of 
the buddha-sāsana history and saṅgha purifications detailed in the body 
of the Pali KI is then re-presented along with this formal affirmation of 
Rāmādhipati’s actions as soteriologically beneficial to himself, to others in 
his realm, and more widely among followers of buddha-sāsana.

Therefore, indeed, King Rāmādhipati, Lord of Rāmaññadesa, following 
the ancient path of propitious conduct, purified the sāsana to secure it for 
five thousand years.125 Thus, which kusala [skillful meritorious benefit] 
Rāmādhipati received by sāsana purification, through it there is peaceful 
pure bliss produced, the state of shining bright, free of defilements.126 May 
the excellent kings, imbued with intense faith, rulers of Haṃsavatīpura, 
having seen this, always strive to clean any stain manifesting in the sāsana!

The thēras who had completed their [dharmic] obligations, with all 
fetters removed, starting with Majjhantikathēra, even though delighting 

122.	 A close textual reading of this concluding section of the Pali KI appears in Carbine, “King 
Rāmādhipati.”

123.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 15, 150; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 28, 129.
124.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 88, 242; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 108, 197.
125.	 Here following Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 109n1011, reading “sanātanam. ” rather than “sanādaram. .” 

I take this as a reference to past conduct of Asoka and Parakramabāhu I. Cf. Carbine, 
Kalyāṇī, 197.

126.	 “Free of defilements” suggests that Rāmādhipati is ascribed a future attainment of nibbāna.
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in solitude, set aside the felicity of liberation, in the past exerting them-
selves for the sake of the sāsana’s enhancement. Therefore, following their 
good conduct, seeing any sāsana-stain purify it127 in order for those 
immersed in the whirlpool of the three forms of existence to cross [that 
whirlpool of saṃsāra to nibbāna], to abandon wrongful fields of percep-
tion,128 and to reach the noble and excellent constituent of wisdom, 
enjoyed by fully enlightened buddhas.129

The technical language of merit making and soteriological results used 
within this closing section of the KI frames Rāmādhipati’s saṅgha reorgani-
zation as a merit-making act of massive dimensions: providing for his even-
tual enlightenment, protecting the lifespan of Gotama Buddha’s sāsana for 
the liberation of all beings, and enunciating a charge to future leaders of his 
realm.

In addition to merit making for his own benefit and that of Haṃsavatī, 
Rāmādhipati used saṅgha restructuring as a tool of statecraft. As noted 
in chapter 1, the thirteenth-century Dam̌badeṇiya king Parākramabāhu 
II adopted technologies of statecraft as well as model arguments, used by 
Parākramabāhu I several decades earlier, exerting royal control over monas-
tic upasampadā and monastic administration. By enforcing monastic deor-
dination and reordination, a sovereign could rewire elite alliances, increase 
the amount of corvée labor available to the crown, and reduce tax-exempt 
land status by declaring invalid communities of monastics and their hier-
archies on the grounds of sāsana and ordination impurity. The KI reveals 
that Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī drew heavily on this strategy, enhancing the 
technique by using a foreign ordination line within the royal monopoly, to 
establish a new, royally favored monastic community via an outside source 
that centralized saṅgha membership within a single exclusive ordination 
community under royal control, thus displacing all other monastic commu-
nities within the area under sovereign power.130

Extant inscriptions suggest that Lankan locations and monastic 
institutions were known and valued in Burmese territories prior to the 

127.	 Here I follow the alternate reading provided in Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 111n1–21.
128.	 Note that in Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 119n1050, there is evidence of a possible alternate reading for 

“kasi-āyatane” as “kasibhayatane,” though the inscriptional stone is not completely legible.
129.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 88–89; 242–243, italics added; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 109–111, 197–198.
130.	 See also Guillon, Mons, 175, briefly describing Rāmādhipati’s ordination project as a political 

act.
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fifteenth-century activities of Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī, and that buddha-
relics associated with Laṅkā were sought by Pagan elites.131 However, there 
is no extant evidence suggesting that Pagan rulers specifically sought to 
introduce monastic ordination lines from Laṅkā into their kingdom or to 
conduct major reorganizations of the saṅgha through imported ordination. 
This view contrasts with that expressed by Michael Aung-Thwin.132

Haṃsavatī’s control over the western deltaic port at Pathein and sub-
stantial involvement within fifteenth-century Indian Ocean trade, including 
shipping linking Haṃsavatī to Laṅkā via peninsular India, made it pos-
sible for Rāmādhipati to mobilize this enhanced form of sāsana “purifica-
tion.” Rather than privileging any one existing saṅgha lineage in the three 
maṇḍalas of deltaic Burma as the “pure” royally sponsored saṅgha unit 

131.	 There are references to monks associated in some way with Laṅkā among the inscriptions 
of Pagan (predecessor polity to Ava in the north) beginning in the early thirteenth century. 
These Pagan inscriptions are difficult to interpret owing to the brevity of references to 
Laṅkā, but monks whose names or titles contain reference to reference to Sīhaḷa indicate 
that these individuals were in some way associated with Laṅkā in the eyes of donors who 
memorialized such monks in the inscriptions. Associations with Laṅkā would likely have 
been achieved by the monk’s own travel to the island, his training under another monk who 
originated from Laṅkā, or by training under a non-Lankan monk who had resided on the 
island. See, for instance, in Rhe:hoà: Mranmâ Kyokcâmyâ (hereafter RMK): RMK, 1.41; 
RMK, 3.12; RMK, 2.235–237; RMK, 3.55–57. I am grateful to Alexey Kirichenko for review-
ing these Burmese inscriptions with me. See also Tilman Frasch’s discussion of monastic 
administrative titles in Bagan possibly influenced from Laṅkā: Frasch, Pagan, 304. While 
not a large number of references in total, Laṅkā figures centrally in a way that other foreign 
locations do not. I am grateful also to Christian Lammerts, who shared with me materials on 
Bagan inscriptions and provided early leads on Burma-Laṅkā connections.

132.	 The KI itself offers our earliest available history of buddha-sāsana in Burmese and Mon ter-
ritories, serving as a model for subsequent works. See Pranke, “Treatise,” 13–15. According to 
the KI’s narrative, the celebrated monastics of the Pagan era, Uttarajīva and Chapata, who 
are said to have traveled to Laṅkā in the late twelfth century, did so at their own inspiration 
rather than as the result of royal orders, and Uttarajīva is described as a pilgrim. Moreover, 
Uttarajīva’s existing ordination was specifically recognized as valid by the Lankan monks 
according to the KI; he did not reordain on the island. See Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 17, 29, 
151–152; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 33–5, 136–138. The KI goes on to describe Bagan king Narapa-
tisithu (r. 1173–1210) as later sponsoring upasampadā by a quorum of monks, including 
Chapata, but this was not tied to a royal project of centralization and unification but rather 
more modest aims. “He . . . requested them to perform the upasampadā ordination on the 
many priests who desired to receive it. In consequence of this, the mahāthēras gradually 
expanded and many communities (gaṇa) arose.” Note the emphasis on plural “gaṇa.” Taw 
Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 30, 153; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 36–37, 139.
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within which selected monastics would be included through a process of 
deordination and reordination, Rāmādhipati removed all exiting deltaic 
saṅgha communities as contenders for institutional supremacy. He then 
established the saṅgha afresh, with a new ordination line imported from for-
eign territory. This choice was skillful in the context of Rāmādhipati’s par-
ticular political conditions, as he sought to centralize power over the three 
maṇḍalas (Kusima, Muttima, and Haṃsavatī) from Haṃsavatī itself and to 
secure his hold over the regional elites of Haṃsavatī (including Dagon, later 
Yangon).

A sovereign seeking reorganization of the saṅgha through “purifi-
cation” can do so in a number of ways, as suggested earlier. The existing 
saṅgha might be charged with inadequacy for a number of reasons, includ-
ing doctrinal fault, the failure to follow rules for monastic conduct, the 
absence of regular lunar rituals required for monastic and lay Buddhists, or 
the failure to conduct lunar rituals and monastic ordination rituals within 
technically correct ritual environments. Technically correct ritual environ-
ments required boundaries (sīmā), demarcated in specific ways.133 It is strik-
ing that the KI frames Rāmādhipati’s purification project in relation to 

	  While Michael Aung-Thwin proposed long ago that Burmese kings of Pagan used 
Lankan monks and / or ordination lines within activities described as sāsana “purification” 
that were intended to regain control of monastic institutions and associated landholding in 
order to increase land and labor available to the crown (Aung-Thwin, Pagan, 139–145), his 
central evidence was in fact much later than the Pagan period on which his research ostensi-
bly focused. In Aung-Thwin’s study, the royal strategies indicated by Rāmādhipati’s KI were 
projected back onto Pagan-era royal and monastic activities as an analytical model without 
adequate attention to the divergences between Rāmādhipati’s statecraft and the activities 
of earlier kings. Note that Michael Mendelson had earlier made the trenchant observation 
(in work edited and published through the efforts of John Ferguson), building in part on 
the work of Than Tun, that “some kings disliked seeing an increase in religious lands from 
which no revenue was obtained” and that “the more the king was in control of his land 
and wealth, the more he could prevent laymen from helping the Sangha to political power 
through land and wealth donations.” Mendelson, Sangha and State, 50. Mendelson’s work 
is noted in Aung-Thwin’s article on the role of sāsana reform in royal practice and dynastic 
cycles: Aung-Thwin, “Sāsana Reform,” esp. 671.

133.	 Petra Kieffer-Pülz’s work elucidates a Lankan manual on monastic boundaries, likely com-
posed in the early thirteenth century, that informed Rāmādhipati’s approach to puri-
fication and reorganization of the saṅgha through delineation of sīmā. Kieffer-Pülz, 
Sīmālaṅkārasaṅgaha, esp. xiii, 17–18; see also Kieffer-Pülz, “Translocal Debates”; Carbine, 
initially in “Sāsanasuddhi / Sīmāsammuti,” and then in a significant revision and expansion, 
“Boundary Case.”
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faults in sīmā rather than other types of monastic error. While it is entirely 
possible that some or all of the ritual enclosures within which lunar ritu-
als and monastic ordination rituals were conducted in Rāmaññadesa were 
faulty—especially after years of armed conflict and unstable sovereignty—it 
is also important to recognize that purifying the saṅgha on the grounds of 
sīmā impurity was a rhetorically less aggressive move against existing monks 
than charges of misconduct or doctrinal misapprehension. Monastics might 
be said to use faulty sīmā, through no specific fault of their own, because 
no better ritual environments were available and / or because they did not 
have access to detailed commentaries specifying the rules for sīmā creation 
and maintenance. The KI suggests Rāmādhipati’s effort to interact with 
existing members of the Haṃsavatī saṅgha (though not the saṅghas of the  
other two maṇḍalas—see below) in an ostensibly congenial manner, har-
nessing existing monastic leadership towards the king’s centralizing vision. 
While Rāmādhipati’s reorganization was aggressive and far-reaching, the 
KI takes pains to portray the king’s interaction with the existing saṅgha 
at Haṃsavatī as cooperative, even deferential, without challenging the 
authority of leading monks, even as the entire saṅgha was institutionally 
rewired by the king. Perhaps this strategy owed something to Rāmādhipati’s 
own lengthy tenure as a monk and his respect for his erstwhile monastic 
confrères. It may also have been an astute response to the early years of his 
reign. After a long discussion of faulty ritual boundaries, the KI portrays 
Rāmādhipati as follows:

Then King Rāmādhipati recognized the existence of sīmāvipatti [bound-
ary fault] and parisavipatti [fault of assembly] in the upasampadā and 
other saṅgha acts in Rāmaññadesa, and thought thus:

“The sīmāvipatti and parisavipatti of the upasampadā ordination 
and other saṅgha acts appear to me in the manner indicated. In 
Rāmaññadesa [deltaic Burma] and Haṃsavati [Pegu] city there are 
many who are well versed in the tipiṭaka, learned and able. I am not 
sure whether the sīmāvipatti and parisavipatti of the upasampadā ordi-
nation and other saṅgha acts appears to them in the same manner or 
not.” . . . All the bhikkhus learned in the tipiṭaka were accordingly 
asked to give an authoritative Vinaya-ruling based on the Vinaya with 
regard to sīmā. Then, requested by king Rāmādhipati, all the bhikkhus 
learned in the tipiṭaka investigated the letter and the meaning of the 
authoritative Vinaya [Vinayapāḷiṃ], with its aṭṭhakathās and ṭīkās 
[two authoritative layers of commentary in Pali]. Properly comparing 
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and consulting again and again, seeing the existence of simāvipatti and 
parisavipatti, they announced the Vinaya-ruling to the king as it 
appeared to them.134

Immediately thereafter the KI expresses concern about the longevity of 
buddha-sāsana and rehearses its history in Laṅkā and its protection by 
the Mahāvihāra. This allows Rāmādhipati to argue that his acts of saṅgha 
“purification” follow the models of Asoka and Parākramabāhu I discussed 
above. He then requested twenty-two senior monks to proceed to Laṅkā.

Monks were sent from Haṃsavatī at the king’s behest, returning to lay 
status before receiving upasampadā at the hands of the bhikkhus in Koṭṭē.135 
This replaced their earlier monastic ordination status, creating a new com-
pany of bhikkhus ordained at the island’s Kalyāṅī ritual boundary and ritu-
ally prepared to ordain other monks within this new ordination line. Upon 
returning to Haṃsavatī the following year, the new ordinands participated 
in a royal reorganization of monastic institutions and bureaucracy. Not all 
did so; some were disqualified by the king on the basis of faults in conduct. 
As the KI puts it, “King Rāmādhipati was determined to maintain the 
sāsana in extreme purity.”136 As a former monk the king was well prepared to 
anticipate critique of his saṅgha reorganization on any grounds and appears 
to have been keen to head off such lines of criticism. A fresh sīmā was con-
stituted under royal authority near one of the most important Buddha-relic 
monuments in the region.137 The KI emphasizes the king’s concern to iden-
tify a suitable location for this new sīmā, on which all of Rāmādhipati’s 
hopes for “purification” and saṅgha reorganization depended. The site is 
described explicitly as “easily guarded,” underscoring the significance of the 
ritual boundary (and the rituals it would make possible) to royal author-
ity and to Rāmādhipati’s sovereign aims.138 When the ritual boundary itself 
was consecrated, necessary before upasampadā and other saṅgha acts could 

134.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 38, 158–159; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 56–57, 156–157. This episode 
also appears in the Mon inscription. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 112, 214. See Carbine, 
“Sāsanasuddhi / Sīmāsammuti”; Carbine, “Boundary Case.”

135.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 43, 210; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 71–72, 170. This does not appear in the 
Mon inscription. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 125, 231.

136.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 47, 213; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 84, 178.
137.	 Stadtner, Sacred Sites, 147.
138.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 47, 213; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 84, 177. The Mon inscription is damaged 

where these events would occur, but there remains space for the narrative. Blagden, Mon 
Inscriptions, 133, 241.
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commence by the Laṅkā-ordained bhikkhus, it required armed guards as 
well as royal pomp.139 The presence of guards helped to ensure that the 
newly consecrated sīmā would not be invalidated by the presence of monas-
tic interlopers, whether accidental or those intending sabotage. A Mon sec-
tion of the KI expands this point evocatively:

In order to prevent other monks who (might be) walking on the roads, from 
entering within the limits of the [gāmakhetta {village boundary}] a secure 
watch was ordered to be kept; and in case other monks, afraid to enter 
within [the limits of] the [gāmakhetta] should be remaining in some secret 
place, a strict search was ordered to be made. (This) having been done, the 
men who ran on foot (and) the men who were mounted on horses (would) 
cause (them) to run away (and would) follow after (them) (and then) say to 
the persons who kept watch, “There are no monks within this gāmakhetta, 
(and) there are no other monks who would enter into this gāmakhetta . We 
are keeping a very secure watch.” When the men returned saying this, their 
arrival caused our lords to consecrate the sīmā.140

The new boundary was named Kalyāṇī sīmā, in memory of the new 
ordination line’s first upasampadā at the sīmā of the same name at Koṭṭē. 
However, the bhikkhus who had returned to lay status, and then received 
pabbajā and upasampadā at Koṭṭē, lacked the ten years of seniority required 
for any one of them to serve as upajjhāya (preceptor) in the ordination of 
new bhikkhus. This created another difficulty for Rāmādhipati, who required 
an elder monk within his realm, with a pedigree that would galvanize respect, 
but who was not tied to competing interests that might compromise the 
king’s own authority. We have no independent biographical details for the 
bhikkhu selected for this purpose, referred to as Suvaṇṇasobhana in the KI, 
but the KI gives him an unimpeachable pedigree—ordained by monks asso-
ciated with the Māhāvihāra, in Laṅkā itself, by some senior bhikkhus who 
had subsequently ordained the monastics sent by Rāmādhipati in his royal 
embassy. Suvaṇṇasobhana is also referred to in the KI as a forest dweller 
(araññavāsin), implying ascetic practice and distance from urban and 

139.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 50, 238; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 92, 185.
140.	 Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 138–139, 248–249. Brackets are Blagden’s; braces added for 

additional clarification. On the fragility of boundary separation, see Kieffer-Pülz, “Translo-
cal Debates.” On the many uses and ways of understanding sīmās, see Carbine and Davis, 
Sīmās.
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political concerns.141 The ordination provided by Suvaṇṇasobhana and the 
bhikkhus ordained at Koṭṭē is repeatedly referred to in the KI as the “Sīhaḷa 
form of upasampadā.”142 Rāmādhipati himself is said to have overseen the 
first ordination conducted at the new boundary.143 After 245 men received 
upasampadā in the new ritual enclosure over a period of five days, the first 
monthly lunar observances for monastics and lay devotees were conducted in 
the enclosure, hosted by the king.144 According to the KI, Rāmādhipati then 
orchestrated subsequent ordinations conducted at this location through a 
chain of elites, creating a scribal record of all who entered the royally spon-
sored saṅgha at the new ritual site: “Subsequently the king permanently sta-
tioned court ministers [amacce] and learned persons [paṇḍitajanē] to attend 
upon” the bhikkhus conducting upasampadā, providing food and other neces-
sities, “and many scribes to count those who received upasampadā.”145

Reminiscent of the Dam̌badeṇiya Katikāvata (see chapter 1), and likely 
indebted to the Lankan katikāvata corpus,146 Rāmādhipati issued a royal 
proclamation to all bhikkhus in Rāmaññadesa, putting himself and senior 
bhikkhus of Pegu in charge of determining who could enter the new royally 
sponsored monastic ordination line:

If there are those in your proximity, Sirs, who desire upasampadā, you 
may not perform the upasampadā in your own locations, and without 
informing King Rāmādhipati or senior monks who are the monk-com-
munity scholars at Haṃsavati City [Pegu]. Sirs, should you perform the 
upasampadā in your own locations, disregarding our regulation [katika-
vattam․ ], we shall inflict punishment on the parents of those seeking 
upasampadā, or their relatives, or their lay supporters.147

141.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 51, 239; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 94, 197. On the authority potentially 
gained by claiming forest-dwelling status, see Blackburn, Buddhist Learning; Boucher, Bod-
hisattvas. The Mon inscription is badly damaged in this section but contains enough relevant 
wording to suggest the presence of the Suvaṇṇasobhana narrative. Blagden, Mon Inscrip-
tions, 140–142, 251–252.

142.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 52, 240; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 95, 189.
143.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 53, 240; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 97–98, 190. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 146–147, 

254–255.
144.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 85, 240; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 99, 191.
145.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 85, 240; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 99, 191. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 148, 256.
146.	 See also Pranke, “Treatise”; and Carbine, Kalyāṇī.
147.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 86, 241; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 100–101, 191–192. The Mon inscription 

is too damaged to discern whether this proscription occurs there. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 
147–148, 256. It does contain other proscriptions comparable to the Pali in this section.
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In other words, upasampadā could be achieved only at the newly conse-
crated Kalyāṇī sīmā near Haṃsavatī. After listing diverse forms of monas-
tic misconduct to be avoided, the royal order explicitly instructed monks 
at the many locations in Rāmañña to prepare young men as candidates for 
upasampadā but to defer to the royal center at Haṃsavatī for ordination 
itself: “Report your [preparatory] actions to King Rāmādhipati as well as to 
the leading senior bhikkhus residing at Haṃsavatī. Then King Rāmādhipati 
will furnish these candidates with monastic requisites and have the 
upasampadā conferred on them.”148 Upasampadā was declared an exclusive 
royal right, accompanied by veto power. The adoption of robe-wearing and 
tonsure practices associated with Laṅkā visually signaled monastic partici-
pation in the new monastic regime.149

According to the KI, senior monks within the new ordination line pro-
hibited monks who did not first resume lay status and then ordain afresh 
with them from participating in the royally sponsored line. This practice, 
referred to in the KI as “Sīhaḷa custom” or “the custom of the senior monks 
of the island of Sīhaḷa,” thus concentrated the monastic leadership in a select 
group.150 Through this ordination practice, monks ordained in previously 
existing ordination lines within Mon and Burmese arenas lost monastic 
seniority, since monastic seniority is calculated according to years in a par-
ticular ordination line rather than biologically or cumulatively across ordi-
nations. In conjunction, they and their student-heirs (in cases where land 
grants had been made to multiple generations of monks) lost control over 
Buddhist institutions and property received from lay persons, including past 
sovereigns. New monastic leadership assignments could be made according 
to the saṅgha hierarchy produced by the new ordination line. Grants of 
property, and the tax- and corvée labor–free status of such land, if any, could 
be revoked or reassigned in the context of reordination and saṅgha restruc-
turing.151 Bhikkhus ordained at the Kalyāṇī simā thus gained control of the 
saṅgha of Rāmaññadesa as well as of substantial aspects of its economy 
and elite interdependencies. Wealth was extracted from the saṅgha. “Elders 

148.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 86, 241; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 103–104, 191–192.
149.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 87, 242; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 104, 193.
150.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 52, 240; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 104, 189. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 143–

144, 252–253.
151.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 52, 241; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 105, 194. This important point was made 

long ago by Aung-Thwin, “Sāsana Reform,” 681; see also Aung-Thwin, Pagan, 115–116; Men-
delson, Sangha and State, 50.
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endowed with faith will be able to give up gold, silver and other such trea-
sures, corn, elephants, horses, oxen, buffaloes, male and female slaves. . . . 
If they are unable to do so, may they leave [the saṅgha] at will.”152 The KI 
reports that some left monastic life in the attempt to retain property.153

The Mon inscription, though now badly damaged, was nearly three 
times the length of the Pali, and less concerned to follow the Pali vaṃsa 
conventions in arguing for royal authority and virtue. However, it further 
clarifies how how Rāmādhipati’s buddha-sāsana “purification” supported 
the centralizing goals of his royal court at Haṃsavatī. Erected at the royally 
established ritual enclosure used to provide upasampadā to would-be bhik-
khus from all three of the deltaic maṇḍalas, the Mon inscription asserted 
royal power by providing a detailed administrative record in the most dura-
ble of media: stone. Much of the Mon text is devoted to listing the new sīmā 
for monastic lunar rituals (the uposatha required fortnightly to maintain 
the purity of ordained bhikkhus). In other words, it purported to offer a 
complete list of the new royally authorized arenas for monastic ritual obser-
vance throughout the territories in deltaic Burma over which Rāmādhipati 
claimed sovereignty.

While the creation of a single royally supported ritual enclosure for 
upasampadā at Haṃsavatī was critical to centralizing royal and Haṃsavatī 
authority over the saṅgha of the wider deltaic region, this alone was insuf-
ficient. If bhikkhus ordained within the new ritual enclosure at Haṃsavatī 
returned to existing ritual arenas for lunar observances, the faultiness of 
those older sīmā would compromise their new monastic status. Thus, to 
maintain the new Kalyāṇī ordination line for any extended period required 
ritual arenas suitable for the uposatha in every corner of Rāmādhipati’s 
realm. This process is detailed in the Mon inscription. Like other royal 
interventions in the built environment discussed above, the construction 
of sīmā was a citational practice, invoking a nested set of precedents autho-
rized by Pali textuality. The Kalyāṇī sīmā was consecrated first, used for both 
upasampadā and uposatha rituals. Then additional sīmā were created in 
and around Haṃsavatī city154 and fanned outward from there, eventually 

152.	 Taw Sein Ko, “Kalyāṇī,” 87, 242; Carbine, Kalyāṇī, 105, 194. Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 
151–152, 259–260.

153.	 The Mon inscription’s section on proscribed monastic practices contains far more locally-
specific practice than the Pali, suggesting a stronger adaptation from the Lankan katikāvatas 
than in the Pali KI. See Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 148–149, 257–258.

154.	 Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 158, 264.
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encompassing locations in all three maṇḍalas, including important loca-
tions for commerce within the Haṃsavatī maṇḍala, such as Syriam and 
Rangoon,155 the main cities of the Kusima156 and Muttima157 maṇḍalas, and 
smaller spaces of habitation in all three maṇḍalas.158 This section of the 
Mon inscription is a substantial assertion of power by the king’s court at 
Haṃsavatī. Materially and discursively, it expressed the power of the royal 
center to identify centers of habitation—large and small—throughout the 
realm, and the king’s authority to intervene on the ground. Although we do 
not have supplementary details of census-like practices undertaken by the 
court of Haṃsavatī, the Mon KI contains traces of what must have been—at 
least during moments of greatest political stability—a far-reaching informa-
tion system.

The Mon inscription also helps us to understand another aspect of 
Rāmādhipati’s assertions of sovereignty. The Mon KI emphatically details 
members of Rāmādhipati’s retinue involved in public events at the Kalyāṇī 
site, and it specifies how the king organized upasampadā events at the new 
ritual boundary using the complex agency of court nobles. In both the act 
itself and its textualization, Rāmādhipati’s virtuous support for buddha-
sāsana was glorified. At the same time, however, the king used the ritual 
space of monastic ordination to orchestrate the public subordination of 
his nobles to the throne. Subsequent to the initial consecration of the rit-
ual enclosure and first rituals of upasampadā, perhaps three years later,159 
a new cohort of novice monks (sāman. eras) was sent to the royal capital 
for upasampadā at the Kalyāṇī sīmā: “[The king] entrusted all the sāman.

155.	 Ibid., 162–163, 270–271.
156.	 Ibid., 164–165, 273–274.
157.	 Ibid., 167–168, 276–277.
158.	 Aung-Thwin, “Sāsana Reform,” 219, also notes the strategic commercial importance of 

some locations within the sīmā lists.
159.	 Blagden here relies on a manuscript source to supplement the damaged inscription. Mon 

Inscriptions, 283.
160.	 Revised from Blagden’s “ministers and generals” in consultation with Patrick McCormick, 

personal communication, July 31, 2021. I am grateful to McCormick for his review of Blag-
den’s translation and the Mon text, and offering thoughtful interpretive suggestions by 
email (though I have not adopted all of these).

161.	 Here I believe that “changing status” refers to the saman. eras (novice monks) giving up that 
pabbajjā ordination for lay life, suitable in a context of initiating a new monastic ordination 
line. The inscription goes on to describe that they subsequently became monks, and then 
received the upasampadā, making them bhikkhus.
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eras to the charge of military leaders160 (and) caused (them) all [the sāman.
eras] to change status.161 One hundred sāmanī [= sāman. eras] (he) handed 
over to Smiṅ Bra Sam. dec.162 One hundred sāmaṇī, he handed over to Smiṅ 
Waṅ Cakkawāde and had him make arrangements. One hundred sāmaṇī 
he entrusted with . . . and had [him] make arrangements. One hundred 
and one sāmaṇī entrusted to Smiṅ Waṅ Āy Gām Bin and had him make 
arrangements.”163

On the full moon day designated for the upasampadā, Rāmādhipati 
arrived and offered patronage to members of the saṅgha sponsoring the festi-
val.164 Then the leading nobles charged with groups of sāman. eras processed 
from the royal city, towards the monarch’s ritual boundary, where the king 
awaited. The Mon inscription takes pains to specify the hierarchy, and that 
the novices of each group wore distinctive head coverings.165 After senior 
monks and novices were fed, the ordination rituals began. Upasampadā 
was given according to the same hierarchy of patronage, group by group, 
detailed by the inscription.166 Rāmādhipati’s sovereign control over court 
elites, and the structure of court hierarchy, was thus affirmed first through 
ritual events themselves, and then written into literate-elite public record of 
the inscription.

Evidence of sovereignty from the polities of late fifteenth-century Chiang 
Mai and Haṃsavatī reveals an important time of transition within the Pali 
arena. Rulers and literati connected to the royal court in each location drew 
on an expanding set of textual and intellectual resources in Pali, combining 
several generations of vaṃsa texts and other forms of buddha biography, 
plus works on grammar, monastic ritual, and the regulation of monastic 
practice. At Chiang Mai, the opening years of intensive literary and intel-
lectual production—running from the reign of Tilokarāja into the sixteenth 
century—reveal the sophisticated localization of genres in Pali in Tai terri-
tories and in Tai-language compositions. Buddhist monastics participating 

162.	 This and the next four sentences follow revisions suggested by McCormick. “Smin.” is an 
honorific referring to persons of power, and can be used for diverse ranks / levels of power, 
according to McCormick. I have retained that term here rather than using Blagden’s transla-
tion, “Prince.”

163.	 Blagden, Mon Inscriptions, 177–178, 285.
164.	 Ibid., 178–179, 285–286.
165.	 Ibid., 180–181, 286–287.
166.	 Ibid., 182, 287.
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in the Pali arena thus helped to reshape the conditions of possibility for 
royal claims and arguments. Tai literati began to participate more exten-
sively in the Pali arena thanks to changes in the Indian Ocean ecosystem 
that enhanced communications upriver through Ayutthaya, complement-
ing older land-based connections. Similarly, at Haṃsavatī, scholars working 
across the languages of Mon, Burmese, and Pali drew on very recent textual 
developments on Laṅkā, as well as on older models, in order to express the 
sovereign power of Rāmādhipati in ways unprecedented on the mainland. 
The rather rapid deployment of Lankan models and arguments related 
to sovereignty owed much to Haṃsavatī’s strong position within Indian 
Ocean circulatory systems, allowing sustained direct contact between 
Haṃsavatī and Koṭṭē. At both Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī the concepts, 
arguments, and objects associated with buddha-sāsana that circulated in 
the Pali arena were used to characterize political formations and sovereign 
claims. Thus, Chiang Mai asserted its difference from Haripuñjaya (see 
chapter 2), while Haṃsavatī leveraged Lankan and Indic models in order to 
distinguish the history and future of Rāmañña from Pagan and Ava farther 
north. Like Parākramabāhu II at Dam̌badeṇiya and Mahā Dhammarāja I 
at Sukhothai, textualized arguments for sovereign power worked together 
with interventions in the built environment, such as the construction and 
reconstruction of relic monuments and the designation of monastic ritual 
boundaries. Such material changes were fed by the ideational flows of the 
Pali world.
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Scholars are in the early phases of documenting and analyz-
ing the textual and intellectual history of the second-millennium Pali arena, 
while historians of Southern Asia and the Indian Ocean still struggle to 
bring the evidence from persons and institutions involved with buddha-
sāsana (defined in the introduction) into the study of premodern political 
formations and trade regimes. Previous chapters have attempted forms of 
analysis able to contribute to both of these broad domains of scholarship, 
where possible reading together data often treated by separate disciplines. 
In order to reduce anachronistic analysis, the preceding chapters have 
focused centrally on inscriptional and noninscriptional texts, and on con-
tributions to the built environment, that could be dated and contextualized 
with considerable precision, looking for materials produced close in time to 
the selected focal cases. While this has reduced the evidentiary scope, it has 
made possible a deeper and more historically fine-grained analysis. This 
analysis involved close attention to the discursive character and content of 
inscriptional and noninscriptional texts attempting to identify the nature 
of arguments made in these texts, and the resources (such as texts, concepts, 
and narrative formulae) that informed new arguments. Moreover, this work 
has approached material installations, including new construction and ren-
ovations, as making sovereign arguments, often in discursive interrelation-
ship with texts. It was a priority to explore the likely political stakes of such 
argumentation at the time texts were composed and the built environment 
altered. Since inscriptional texts often (not always!) provide the added ben-
efit of information about where they were installed, when, and in what con-
text, the preceding pages have often centered inscriptional texts in the 
analysis to hone in on specific historical conjunctures. Moreover, some-
times there were no securely datable extant noninscriptional texts to work 
with, thus deepening the need to read inscriptions carefully as clues to 

Conclusion



176 : Conclusion

intellectual culture and argumentation. This work has presumed that 
inscriptions are often rhetorical, rather than straightforwardly document-
ing events.

The emphasis on historically specific and contingent argumentation 
in Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties accords with the intellectual historical 
approaches developed by Quentin Skinner and R. J. Collingwood (dis-
cussed in the introduction). More specifically, the approach taken in this 
book has been shaped by the ways in which Ronald Inden, Jonathan Wal-
ters, and Daud Ali adapted the work of Collingwood to Southern Asian 
contexts (also discussed in the introduction). Expanding these approaches, 
however, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties presumes that the material record, 
including buildings, visual narratives, three-dimensional images, and so on, 
can also be used to convey arguments. Thus, this study has assumed that 
selecting sites for the establishment of inscriptions, the creation and instal-
lation of objects signaling power and protection, and the construction or 
renovation of buildings could participate in arguments about sovereignty 
and for or against specific sovereigns and would-be rulers. Moreover, these 
chapters have looked to material evidence for indications about how con-
cepts and ideational models traveled, and how the discourses of texts and 
objects interrelated. In the preceding pages it became clear that inscrip-
tional and noninscriptional texts, material objects, the locations for the 
installation of such objects, as well as building projects, all communicate 
in claim making, and thus may be fruitfully read in connection with one 
another. Textual and nontextual forms together participated in the cod-
ing and recoding of specific spaces according to scales of value and forms 
of argumentation that we can begin to discern. Sovereigns and would-be 
sovereigns articulated sovereignty, and sought authority, by using these 
multiple media. Therefore, intellectual historians of the Pali arena, and 
historians of Southern Asian political formations, will often benefit from 
heeding extratextual as well as textual sources. I see no a priori reason for 
such historical investigation to start with a text rather than a material form, 
though intellectual historians are often best trained to work with textual 
rather than nontextual evidence.1

The approach to uniting textual and nontextual sources used in Bud-
dhist-Inflected Sovereignties derives in part from the author’s earlier efforts 

 1.	 Note Walters’s early awareness of the significance of nontextual evidence for the reconstruc-
tion of arguments, though I would dissent from his view that the texts are primary in analy-
sis. Walters, “Buddhist History,” 152.
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to develop a way of reading the alteration of landscape as a form of argu-
ment by sovereigns and about sovereignty.2 This approach was developed 
at the intersection of Buddhist studies, cultural geography, and the history 
of art, with a particular interest in how textualized notions of power and 
authority relate to building projects, and how choices are made to create 
powerful installations in locations seen to be auspicious and / or strategic. 
For instance, material installations may participate in claim making at times 
of transition, such as between ruling houses or sovereign reigns, or during 
periods of heightened military threat. Important to my thinking then was 
James Duncan’s suggestion that artificially constructed royal landscapes 
evoked textual precedents and Jaś Elsner’s attention to the power dynam-
ics involved in effacing objects and redirecting political authority through 
material forms.3 Moreover, that earlier work sought to recognize and under-
stand the power of imitation and copying visual forms in two and three 
dimensions. The preceding chapters have expanded such analyses, with contin-
ued debts to the suggestive work of A. B. Griswold and Robert Brown on 
the circulation and copying of relics and images.4 In addition, the work of 
Paul Mus exerts an ongoing influence through his valuable attention to how 
prior interpretive logics may powerfully inform the recognition, and local 
or subregional adaptation, of material forms that circulated transregion-
ally.5 When these chapters have discussed “prefigurement,” for instance, the 
analysis carries traces of Mus.

Attention to the argumentative character of material objects and the 
built environment complements the text-focused analyses of nested argu-
mentation and innovation foregrounded in the scholarly traditions of 
Collingwood and Skinner. One way of drawing textual and material sources 
together into an intellectual history of the Pali arena is through the concept 
of “citation.”6 We can identify citational practices at work across more than 
one communicative medium, looking for the ways in which reiteration dou-
bly functions to evoke past usage(s) and to innovate through resignification. 
The materials discussed in the preceding case studies show that citation may 

 2.	 Blackburn, “Writing Buddhist Histories.”
 3.	 Duncan, City as Text; Elsner, “Iconoclasm.”
 4.	 Griswold, Holy Land; Brown, “Bodh Gaya.”
 5.	 Mus, L’Inde; Mus, Barabudur. Both works are now available in English translation.
 6.	 I am grateful to Ashley Thompson for first proposing the term “citation” to me as I was 

working on the 2007 article, “Writing Buddhist Histories.” Here I indicate one possible way 
of understanding and working with that term.
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occur both within and across media. In other words, it is possible to identify 
intertextual citation, citation across material forms, and citations that move 
among both material and textual forms. In the latter, one or more elements 
from one medium may be cited in another medium.

One might understand such multimedia citational processes in part 
by adapting theoretical positions developed by Jacques Derrida and Judith 
Butler. For instance, Derrida writes, “Every sign . . . in a small or large unit, 
can be cited, put between quotation marks; in so doing it can break with 
every given context, engendering an infinity of new contexts in a manner 
which is absolutely illimitable. This does not imply that the mark is valid out-
side of a context, but on the contrary that there are only contexts without any 
center or absolute anchoring.”7

Putting something “between quotation marks” need not mean that 
literal act in writing. Rather, the phrase conveys a more general process 
whereby an element recurs, signaling that it is at once the same as, and dif-
ferent from, its precedent. This is possible because “to write is to produce a 
mark that will constitute a sort of machine which is productive in turn, and 
which my future disappearance will not, in principle, hinder in its function-
ing, offerings things and itself to be read and to be rewritten.”8

In other words, what is cited has been made possible by the mark (gen-
erative machine) that it reiterates, and in turn that citation will generate 
further reiterations. While Derrida explores this process in relation to writ-
ten texts, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties applies the idea of citation more 
broadly to include a broader array of signaling practices, including direct 
quotation of prior text as well as other processes of adaptive reiteration 
whereby a narrative, argument, image, or other material form is invoked 
within a new context. Such a citation is communicative and performative 
thanks to referential processes. Amy Hollywood’s reading of Derrida is valu-
able here: “Iterability is always marked by similarity as well as difference. 
The force of the mark on my account, is two-fold. It derives from that which 
is the same in the mark and from that which differs; force is therefore subject 
to multiple deployments.”9 This means that power is unstable and may be 

 7.	 Derrida, Limited, 12. This note refers to Derrida’s essay “Signature Event Context,” using 
the translation originally prepared by Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman and earlier pub-
lished in 1977.

 8.	 Ibid., 8.
 9.	 Hollywood, “Performativity.”
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shifted through citational practice. Reiteration can occur in many ways, and 
how this invocation proceeds shapes the signifying outcome. Writing about 
the relationships obtaining between two works of Frans Kafka that contain 
identical text, Derrida writes, “What differs from one work to the other is 
. . . the movements of framing and referentiality.”10

This allusion to framing helps clarify the operations of citational-
ity, suggesting that the power of citing, or reiterating, a textual or material 
form lies partly in its capacity to echo, but also in the way the echo is set up, 
framed in. Changes in referential possibility are made possible through the 
space between iterations. As Judith Butler puts is, “The interval between 
instances of utterance not only makes the repetition and resignification of 
the utterance possible, but shows how words might, through time, become 
disjoined from their power to injure and recontextualize in more affirma-
tive modes.”11 For Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties, the stress falls not on a 
transition from injury to affirmation as discussed by Butler but, rather, on 
the more basic idea that the passage of time creates a space allowing for new 
frames of reference and changes in communicative potential. Further, But-
ler discusses the ways that power and authority may be generated through 
citational practice, and this formulation is helpful to understanding the case 
studies discussed above in previous chapters, where multimedia intertex-
tual arguments for and about sovereignty regularly used citation within the 
work of politics. As Butler puts it,

The judge who authorizes and installs the situation he names invari-
ably cites the law that he applies, and it is the power of this citation that 
gives the performance its binding or conferring power. And though it 
may appear that the binding power of his words is derived from the 
force of his will or from a prior authority, the opposite is more true: it is 
through the citation of the law that the figure of the judge’s “will” is 
produced and that the “priority” of textual authority is established . . . 
that binding power [of the judge’s speech act] is to be found neither in 
the subject of the judge nor in his will, but in the citational legacy by 
which a contemporary “act” emerges in the context of a chain of bind-
ing conventions.12

10.	 Derrida, “Before the Law,” 213.
11.	 Butler, Excitable Speech, 15. See also Hollywood, “Performativity,” 97.
12.	 Butler, Bodies That Matter, 171.
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Butler offers a reading of Derrida’s approach to illocutionary speech 
acts, writing, “In this sense, every ‘act’ is an echo or citational chain, and it is 
its citationality that constitutes its performative force.”13

This conception of performative force constituted through citational 
echo is valuable when thinking about how layered meanings accrue around 
textual or material articulations, and how in any particular instance of tex-
tual or material argumentation, citation of past usage functions communi-
catively. A new event signifies in part through the cited echoes of the earlier 
material and / or textual sources that are taken up, in smaller or larger com-
ponents, and redeployed. The authors of textual and nontextual projects do 
not have encyclopedic knowledge of all of past usage, of course. But they 
have historically contingent access to codes of signifiers, textual and mate-
rial, circulating through their location. These function as available prece-
dents. That is, they can be cited in a new act of communication in such a 
way that the authority of the echo strengthens the force of resignification 
as a new argument unfolds. The preceding chapters have shown in some 
detail how sovereigns, would-be sovereigns, and scholars frequently devel-
oped arguments across multiple media. In doing so, they presumed the 
intelligibility of precedents made in both textual and nontextual forms, and 
benefited from the evocations of past usage that could be signaled through 
these citations.

Without intending an exhaustive summary—since the preceding chap-
ters develop multiple themes that should not be condensed or restricted to 
that theme of “citation”—I provide here some necessarily abbreviated exam-
ples of how citation relates to multimedia argumentation in the preceding 
chapters. One might say that Vedeha, the author of Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā, 
cited prior characterizations of Gotama Buddha’s biography (including 
those transmitted in Mahāvaṃsa) as well as tropes from Sanskrit poet-
ics within a Pali work arguing for the significance and destiny of a newly 
important geographical location. Reconstructing the built environment 
of Hatthavanagalla Vihāra, Mahā Parākramabāhu II cited stories of the 
Anurādhapura king Siri Saṅga Bō in order to develop a favorable lineage for 
his own reign. Mahā Dhammarāja I’s translation of the Śrī Pāda onto Tai 
territories through a multimedia program of inscriptions and construction 
cited narratives of Gotama Buddha’s visit to the Peak of Peaks, vaṃsa state-
ments that relics empower rule, and previous Khmer royal arguments for 

13.	 Ibid., 214n5.
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sovereignty that expressed cosmological power in material form. All of these 
invocations combined to argue for sovereign power and authority. Kuena’s 
expansion of the built environment at Wat Pra Yün at Haripuñjaya cited 
prior Mon narratives describing Gotama Buddha’s prediction that Har-
ipuñjaya sovereigns would protect buddha-sāsana. In doing so, he recoded 
Haripuñjaya within Chiang Mai–based claims to rightful rule. Later at Chi-
ang Mai, Tilokarāja cited tipiṭaka and vaṃsa accounts of Gotama Buddha’s 
biography, and perhaps also Haṃsavatī’s buildings that evoked Gotama 
Buddha’s seven weeks of enlightenment, drawing all of these into royally 
supported construction at Chiang Mai’s Wat Bodhārama. Doing so formed 
part of performative arguments for sovereign authority directed at audiences 
within Chiang Mai’s immediate sphere of influence as well as transregional 
rivals. Claiming Ramaññadesa as Suvaṇṇabhūmi, Rāmādhipati developed 
multimedia arguments citing vaṃsa narratives of Asoka’s emissary monks 
and stories reporting the arrival of buddha-relics to deltaic Burma. These 
communicative acts were directed at audiences there, as well as rivals in Ava 
and beyond. The preceding chapters above expand on all these cases more 
substantially. Here, linking some of Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties’ main 
protagonists to the theme of citation is intended to highlight that both tex-
tual and nontextual material components—components with prior histo-
ries of meaning and use—could be drawn into the articulation of specific 
(time- and place-sensitive) arguments related to sovereignty. The heterog-
enous argumentative use that could be made of signifying components cir-
culating through the Pali arena may be understood in part through the idea 
that mobile signs are at once context-dependent and context-independent. 
Specific citational usage did not exhaust or confine these communicative 
performances, which could be cited elsewhere, and in future times.

Working with evidence in multiple languages and media, and rooted 
in a collaborative scholarly practice (reflected in the acknowledgements 
and notes), Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties seeks to illuminate the circula-
tory processes14 of the Pali arena. The case studies presented above reveal 
dynamic processes occurring at separate locations, affecting one another 
but without homogenization across a transregional environment. New ele-
ments (such as model narratives, arguments, concepts, and objects) arrived 
at specific locales through interactive transregional dynamics. They inter-
acted with other (often deeply historical) processes—related to economy, 

14.	 On circulatory processes and the Pali world, see Blackburn, “Circulations.”
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statecraft, aesthetic preferences, cosmological understandings, and so on—
already underway at those locations. Beginning to grasp such complex  
circulations—involving adaptation and argumentation—requires investiga-
tions on more than one scale, in order to capture more of the causalities in 
play. Thus, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties has sought to develop multisca-
lar analyses. The preceding chapters moved between microhistorical “close-
ups” of specific texts, persons, and objects, and the meso- and macroscale 
processes within which these specificities were embedded and to which they 
contributed.15

Review of Case Studies

While Laṅkā has often been portrayed (as discussed at greater length 
in the introduction) as a rather stable and homogenous source of influence 
on second-millennium mainland Buddhism, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties 
took a different approach. The preceding pages, and particularly chapter 1, 
drew attention to the dynamically decentralized character of royal projects 
on Laṅkā, and highlighted certain similarities between the experiences of 
fledgling polities on Laṅkā, and in locations using Mon, Tai, and Burmese 
languages. As explored above, these were experimental polities shaped simul-
taneously by the dynamism of the Indian Ocean ecosystem and that of 
the Pali arena’s intellectual culture. While the case of Dam̌badeṇiya had 
much in common with the mainland polities discussed in chapters 2 and 3, 
it had a historically deeper history of engagement with Pali textuality than 
those polities. Indeed, foundational authoritative tipiṭaka texts of bud-
dha-dhamma had been transmitted on the island of Laṅkā in writing since 
perhaps the early first millennium CE, and multiple generations of com-
mentaries on them, as well as works related to buddha-dhamma in a wide 
range of genres, had been composed on the island of Laṅkā. Moreover, by 
the era of Dam̌badeṇiya, for several hundred years, island writers working in 
Sinhala and Sanskrit had richly experimented with buddha-sāsana-related 
themes as well as the technical sciences (śāstras) such as grammar, poetics, 
astrology, and medicine.

In contrast, locations inhabited by Tai language users entered the Pali 
arena only in the first centuries of the second millennium CE. As chapter 2 

15.	 While moving from the study of the nineteenth century to the early centuries of that millen-
nium, this study returns to the multiscalar interests first articulated in Blackburn, Locations.
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shows in considerable detail, the emergence of Sukhothai and Chiang Mai as 
royal centers occurred roughly contemporaneously with the entry of these 
locations into the textual and intellectual milieus of the Pali arena. Sover-
eign arguments at Sukhothai and Chiang Mai developed along with fledg-
ling experiments in the use of Pali textuality. However, intellectual culture at 
Haṃsavatī was already shaped by Pali, Mon, and Burmese textual cultures. 
The paucity of inscriptional and noninscriptional texts from deltaic Burma 
prior to the fifteenth century makes it difficult to reconstruct the textual 
culture that preceded Haṃsavatī in that region. Moreover, the Kalyāṇī 
Inscriptions themselves discussed at length in chapter 3 appear to have been 
the first history of buddha-sāsana composed in locations using Mon and 
Burmese languages. Nonetheless, it is clear from the manner in which the 
KI addressed a history of buddha-sāsana in both lower and upper Burma, 
and from the use of Burmese as well as Mon in Rāmādhipati’s Shwedagon 
Inscription, that scholars at Haṃsavatī were aware of textual production in 
upper Burma and at the royal cities of Pagan and, later, Ava. This makes even 
more striking the emphasis on Lankan textual models within the Kalyāṇī 
Inscriptions as discussed in chapter 3.

One aim of chapter 1 was to show how arguments for and about sover-
eignty, as well as technologies of statecraft, developed at Dam̌badeṇiya—in 
distinctive early second-millennium ways—from a deep intellectual inheri-
tance on Laṅkā, in what might be considered one of Laṅkā’s “frontier zones.”16 
The innovative arguments of the thirteenth century were linked to altered 
political economy, as the southern and southwestern regions of the island of 
Laṅkā became even more central to economy, demography, and sovereignty. 
The substantial body of inscriptional evidence from the Dam̌badeṇiya era 
and the centuries immediately preceding it, along with vaṃsas and other 
compositions that can be dated with considerable precision—such as 
Samantakūṭavaṇṇanā, Pūjāvaliya, and Mahāvaṃsa discussed above—
made possible chapter 1’s investigation into contested arguments for and about 
sovereignty involving royals, would-be kings, and scholars. Chapter 1 por-
trayed decentered and fragile expressions of sovereignty at Daṁbadeṇiya as 
expansionary ambitions required structurally volatile alliances. The textual 
and material record reflects this multicentric and unstable environment in 
which monks as well as lay persons participated in the competitive redefini-
tion of sovereign authority, involving multimedia arguments and citations.

16.	 On frontier zones see Friedrich, “Merchants, Ministers, and Monks.”
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While chapter 1 offered a “snapshot” of contested sovereignty at 
Dam̌badeṇiya focused on the thirteenth-century reign of Parākramabāhu 
II, chapter 2 developed a multicentury perspective. Setting a preliminary 
framework from the late first-millennium CE was necessary in order to 
highlight the conditions that helped to prefigure the embrace of Pali textual 
culture—including models for and arguments about sovereignty—at the 
new Tai polities of Sukhothai and Chiang Mai. Moreover, within chapter 2, 
and working across chapters 2 and 3, Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties began 
to develop an intergenerational history of sovereignty in relation to Pali tex-
tual culture in order to identify phases and transitions in how the polities at 
Sukhothai and Chiang Mai drew on concepts, arguments, and objects cir-
culating within the Pali arena. While rulers and scholars at Dam̌badeṇiya 
cited textual and material elements from Anurādhapura and Poḷonnaruva 
to enhance the authority of the new polity, at Sukhothai and Chiang Mai, 
locations on Laṅkā were cited in arguments to enhance the power of new 
mainland rulers and polities but also as a strategic pivot away from earlier 
powerful political forces in the region. Thus, chapter 2 argued that draw-
ing on resources circulating within the Pali arena provided a way for Suk-
hothai sovereigns to distance themselves publicly and performatively from 
some aspects of Khmer sovereign practice and power, while sovereigns at 
Chiang Mai used them to break from traditions associated with the Mon at 
Haripuñjaya. At the same time, logics linked to prior Khmer and Mon eras 
appear to have remained salient. As at Dam̌badeṇiya, reading inscriptional 
evidence together with alterations to the built environment made it easier 
to understand how and when arguments for sovereign power developed. 
However, the scope for reading inscriptional and noninscriptional textual 
evidence together in chapter 2 was much less than in chapter 1, since the 
extant noninscriptional textual materials from fourteenth-century Sukho-
thai and Haripuñjaya / Chiang Mai are extremely modest in contrast to the 
case at Dam̌badeṇiya.

Chapter 3 drew together two roughly contemporary cases, Tilokarāja at 
Chiang Mai and Rāmādhipati at Haṃsavatī, in order to highlight the later 
fifteenth century as a distinctive transitional moment in the history of the 
Mon / Burmese / Tai mainland’s involvement with the Pali arena. There are 
remarkable similarities in how intellectual resources from Laṅkā informed, 
and were cited within, arguments for expressions of sovereignty made through 
the built environment and in statecraft. These contrasted strongly with the 
fourteenth-century Tai cases discussed in chapter 2. In order to contest well-
established but anachronistic interpretations, chapter 3 underscored the his-
torical distinctiveness of the later fifteenth-century contexts and emphasized 
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the difference between the conditions of Kuena in the fourteenth century 
and Tilokarāja in the fifteenth century. In the fifteenth-century reigns of 
Tilokarāja and Rāmādhipati, at both Chiang Mai and Haṃsavatī, the range 
of models for sovereignty and pathways for arguing about sovereign author-
ity had expanded owing to new channels of communication. These chang-
ing lines of communication were in turn linked to alterations in Indian 
Ocean trading practices and to the central role of Haṃsavatī and Ayutthaya 
within the Bay of Bengal–Plus. Chapter 3 showed that persons at Haṃsavatī 
and Chiang Mai embraced the enlarged textual and intellectual resources 
of the Pali arena, invoking sovereign models and arguments that had been 
developed at Poḷonnaruva and Dam̌badeṇiya. This is apparent in the cita-
tional character of the Kalyāṇī Inscriptions. In both polities, monastic insti-
tutions were used to warrant royal power and to rewire elite alliances. At 
Haṃsavatī, Rāmādhipati took these technologies of statecraft to the maxi-
mum, attempting a royal monopoly on the delivery of upasampadā (bhik-
khu ordination) and on the delineation of ritual sites for technical activities 
of the saṅgha. In doing so, Rāmādhipati made explicit arguments for imi-
tation of, and inheritance from, Laṅkā, emphasizing Parākramabāhu I as a 
model sovereign.

The case studies offered in Buddhist-Inflected Sovereignties are only 
one step towards developing fuller intellectual histories of the second-
millennium Pali arena and to bridging the divides between Buddhist stud-
ies, histories of Southern Asia (including art history), and studies of the 
Indian Ocean. One hopes for many more studies, to expand—and correct 
as needed—the analyses offered here. In addition, Buddhist-Inflected Sov-
ereignties calls for expanded collaborations between specialists, in order to 
work across areas of linguistic expertise. This would, among other things, 
likely shed light on how the Pali arena’s second-millennium intellectual his-
tory relates to the multigenerational links between upper Burma and the 
Indian subcontinent, further highlighting land routes as important com-
plements to the maritime and riverine linkages of the Bay of Bengal–Plus 
that are the focus of this book. In addition, while this study has benefited 
strongly from scholarship on Khmer sovereignty, further sustained collab-
orations are desirable in order to grasp more clearly the relationships that 
obtained between transregional Khmer spaces and those of the Pali arena, in 
the period discussed within these pages as well as in the centuries imme-
diately following.17 While collaborative projects are often professionally 

17.	 See, for instance, Thompson, Emergence.
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risky, especially for scholars prior to tenure or without tenure, they are nec-
essary in order to handle the multilingual complexity of these histories and 
the specific challenges of studying textual culture, epigraphy, paleography, 
material remains, and so on across vast geographies. One hopes that funding 
agencies will expand resources for multiyear, multiauthor research.

Synthetic Observations

The preceding pages offer the first sustained comparative investigation 
of models for sovereignty, and multimedia arguments for and about sov-
ereignty, in the early second-millennium Pali arena. Examining Buddhist-
inflected sovereignties at play in four early second-millennium Southern 
Asian locations, this work argues that changes in the circulatory systems of 
the Indian Ocean affected the expansion of—and argumentative pathways 
taken within—the Pali arena. In other words, these chapters have sought to 
undertake the work of intellectual history with alertness to triggering condi-
tions in the Indian Ocean environs, conditions that affected the movement 
of concepts, arguments, and objects. In this way, studying the intellectual 
history of the Pali arena is linked to examining histories of trade, diplomacy 
and competition among polities, and political economy. This book argues 
that changing conditions in the Indian Ocean ecosystem shaped the Pali 
arena and that our understanding of the Pali arena’s history grows when we 
attend more closely to Indian Ocean historical processes. At the same time, 
the case studies developed here invite historians of the Indian Ocean, and 
specific locations within Southern Asia, to examine more closely the rela-
tionships that obtained between intellectual culture oriented towards Pali 
textuality and the work of sovereignty. Intellectual and institutional proj-
ects undertaken by Pali arena participants shaped Southern Asian political 
histories.

While alert to changing conditions that integrated some aspects of sov-
ereign argumentation and practice within Bay of Bengal–Plus, Buddhist-
Inflected Sovereignties strongly indicates that enhanced connectivity and 
increasingly shared conceptual terrain across political formations and cul-
tural centers did not result in homogenization. Oceanic and riverine routes 
of the early second millennium CE facilitated innovation, competition, 
and debate within and between polities, even as local projects were often 
intelligible—and competitive—on the basis of objects, concepts, and argu-
ments circulating across the Pali arena. Sovereign expression often diverged. 
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18.	 Blackburn, Buddhist Learning, esp. 9–13.

This heterogeneity derived in part from the multicentric flows within the Bay 
of Bengal–Plus. That is, each of the chapters shows that the transmission of 
concepts, arguments, objects, texts, and institutional models to any location 
occurred along multiple channels, and that such flows converged differently 
from place to place. Moreover, the differential prior histories at each loca-
tion had profound impacts on whether and how circulating elements were 
put to work, including through the work of citation. In other words, the 
past prefigured reception. Or, to put it another way, the conditions affect-
ing specific adaptations of models of, and arguments for, sovereignty were 
plural and historically complex. For instance, elements associated with Laṅkā 
and deltaic Burma were employed at Sukhothai in an institutional and con-
ceptual terrain already shaped by the sovereign and ritual practice of Tai and 
Khmer, and in relation to ideas earlier carried in Mon from several nearby 
areas. This historical layering characterized Tai kingdoms farther north as 
well, as evidence from the 1360s and 1370s makes clear. What eventually took 
shape as the Chiang Mai polity was marked by understandings of buddha-
sāsana and sovereignty expressed in Tai languages (shaped partly through 
interaction with Sukhothai) as well as the earlier traditions of Haripuñjaya. 
The latter had a deep history of Mon language and culture and of connection 
to the deltaic regions around Haṃsavatī, where Mon and Burmese textual-
ity was well established. At Dam̌badeṇiya, sovereign practice was shaped by 
memories of sovereignty and buddha-sāsana at the interlinked locations of 
Anurādhapura, Poḷonnaruva, and Māyā Rata. Moreover, textual precedents 
in Pali, Sinhala, and Sanskrit both shaped and constrained new forms of 
expression and argumentation.

Despite such historical variegation, as the Pali arena expanded to 
include more locations and participants, and as Pali textuality thus became 
more present even in the newer textual communities18 of the Mon, Bur-
mese, and Tai, certain ways of articulating sovereign power and claiming 
royal authority became widespread. For instance, at all of these locations, 
sovereign power was articulated through claims to continuity and inheri-
tance. Citational practice could be used to perform similarity and difference 
simultaneously. In the process, elements related to buddha-sāsana became 
important to such arguments, which were strongly marked by vaṃsa styles 
that favored the invocation of precedent. Thus, it was common for sover-
eigns and would-be sovereigns in all of these locations to articulate authority 
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by claiming connection to Gotama Buddha and by arguing that their realm 
served to supplement the well-being of Gotama Buddha’s sāsana. Textual 
and material arguments at Dam̌badeṇiya, Sukhothai, Chiang Mai, and 
Haṃsavatī also claimed connection to Magadha and / or locations on the 
island of Laṅkā. It is not surprising that emergent (and typically fragile) pol-
ities sought such means to build depth and authority for their royal houses. 
In addition, models of sovereignty rooted in twelfth-century Poḷonnaruva 
on Laṅkā were deployed throughout the island and mainland territories 
examined here, becoming more evident on the mainland during the course 
of the fifteenth century. Such models involved sophisticated royal engage-
ment with monastic institutions and ritual practice, working within frame-
works of centralization and / or monopoly.

While ideas, narratives, and institutions associated with buddha-
sāsana figured strongly in the work of sovereignty discussed above, it is 
clear that these sovereign arguments through texts and objects cannot 
be understood in any Buddhist-exclusivist fashion. Sources of protective 
power and authority invoked within these political formations extended 
beyond buddha-sāsana, including nonhuman powers inhering in the land-
scape, deities associated with several theist traditions, and techniques to 
magnify auspiciousness drawn from the Sanskritic technical sciences. Sov-
ereignties were inflected by engagement with buddha-sāsana. They were 
not Buddhist kingdoms.
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———. Samantakūṭavaṅṅanā of Vedeha Thera. Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1995.
Goh, Geok Yian. The Wheel-Turner and His House: Kingship in a Buddhist 

Ecumene. DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2015.
Gombrich, Richard F. Theravāda Buddhism: A Social History from Ancient Bena-

res to Modern Colombo. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1988.
Gornall, Alastair. “How Many Sounds Are in Pāli? Schism, Identity and Ritual in 

the Theravāda Saṅgha.” Journal of Indian Philosophy 42, no. 5 (2014): 511–550.
———. Rewriting Buddhism: Pali Literature and Monastic Reform in Sri Lanka, 

1157–1270. London: UCL Press, 2020.
Gornall, Alastair, and Justin Henry. “Beautifully Moral: Cosmopolitan Issues in 

Medieval Pali.” In Biedermann and Strathern, Sri Lanka, 77–93.
Gosling, Betty. A Chronology of Religious Architecture at Sukhothai: Late Thirteenth to 

Early Fifteenth Century. Ann Arbor, MI: Association for Asian Studies, 1996.
———. “Once More Inscription II—An Art Historian’s View.” Journal of the 

Siam Society 69 (1981): 13–42.
———. Sukhothai: Its History, Culture, and Art. Singapore: Asia Book; Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1991.



Bibliography : 197

———. “Sukhothai Religious Architecture and Its Relevance to the Authenticity 
of Inscription One.” In Chamberlain, Controversy, 227–256.

Grabowsky, Volker. Bevölkerung und Staat in Lan Na. Wiesbaden, Germany: Otto 
Harrasowitz, 2004.

———. “The Northern Tai Polity of Lan Na (Babai-Dadian) between the Late 13th 
to Mid–16th Centuries: Internal Dynamics and Relations with Her Neigh-
bors.” Asia Research Institute Working Papers Series 17 (2004): 1–74.

———. “The Northern Tai Polity of Lan Na (Ba-dai Da-dian) in the 14th and 15th 
Centuries: The Ming Factor.” In Southeast Asia in the Fifteenth Century: The 
China Factor, edited by Geoff Wade and Sun Laichen, 197–245. Singapore: 
National University of Singapore Press, 2010.

Griswold, A. B. The Holy Land Transported: Replicas of the Mahābodhi Shrine in 
Siam and Elsewhere. Colombo: M. D. Gunasena, 1965.

———. Towards a History of Sukhodaya Art. Bangkok: Fine Arts Department, 1967.
Griswold, A. B., and Prasert Na Nagara. “Epigraphical and Historical Studies 

No. 13: The Inscription at Wat Pra Yün.” Journal of the Siam Society 62, 
no. 3 (1974): 123–141.

———. “Epigraphic and Historical Studies No. 9.” Journal of the Siam Society 59, 
no. 2 (1969): 179–228.

———. “The Epigraphy of Mahādharmarāja I of Sukhodaya: Epigraphic and His-
torical Studies, No. 11, Part I.” Journal of the Siam Society 61, no. 1 (1973): 
71–178.

———. “The Epigraphy of Mahādharmarāja I of Sukhodhaya: Epigraphic and His-
torical Studies, No. 11, Part II.” Journal of the Siam Society 61, no. 2 (1973): 
91–128.

———. “An Inscription from Keng Tung (1451 A.D.).” Journal of the Siam Society, 
66, no. 1 (1978): 66–88.

———. “King Lödaiya of Sukhodaya and His Contemporaries: Epigraphical and 
Historical Studies No. 10.” Journal of the Siam Society 60, no. 1 (1972): 21–152.

Guillon, Emmanuel. The Mons: A Civilization of Southeast Asia. Edited and trans-
lated by James V. Di Crocco. Bangkok: Siam Society, 1999.

Gunawardana, R. A. L. H. Robe and Plough: Monasticism and Economic Interest in 
Early Medieval Sri Lanka. Tucson, AZ: Association for Asian Studies, 1979.

Gutman, Pamela. “The Martaban Trade: An Examination of the Literature from the 
Seventh Century until the Eighteenth Century.” Asian Perspectives: Journal of 
Archeology for Asia and the Pacific 40, no. 1 (2001): 108–118.

Hall, Kenneth R. A History of Early Southeast Asia: Maritime Trade and Societal 
Development, 100–1500. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2011.

———. “Ports-of-Trade, Maritime Diasporas, and Networks of Trade and Cultural 
Integration in the Bay of Bengal Region of the Indian Ocean: c. 1300–1500.” 
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 53, nos. 1–2 (2010): 
109–145.



198 : Bibliography

———. “Upstream and Downstream Unification in Southeast Asia’s First Islamic 
Polity: The Changing Sense of Community in the Fifteenth Century 
‘Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai’ Court Chronicle.” Journal of the Economic and 
Social History of the Orient 44, no. 2 (2001): 198–229.

Halliday, R., C. O. Blagden, and Jeanne Wilkin, “Les inscriptions Mon du Siam, 
editées et traduites.” Bulletin de l’École française de l’Éxtrême-Orient 30 
(1930): 81–105.

Hallisey, Charles. “Afterword: Reading Collins Today and Tomorrow.” In Collins, 
Wisdom, 163–200.

———. “Devotion in the Medieval Literature of Sri Lanka.” PhD diss., Univer-
sity of Chicago, 1988.

———. “Works and Persons in Sinhala Literary Culture.” In Pollock, Literary Cul-
tures, 689–746.

Hansen, Thomas Blom, and Finn Stepputat, eds. Sovereign Bodies: Citizens, 
Migrants, and States in the Postcolonial World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2005.

Hazra, Kanai Lal. History of Theravāda Buddhism in South-East Asia: With Special 
Reference to India and Ceylon. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1982.

Heng, Derek Thiam Soon. Sino-Malay Trade and Diplomacy from the Tenth 
through the Fourteenth Century. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2009.

Henry, Justin. “Distant Shores of Dhamma: Historical Imagination in Sri Lanka 
from the Late Medieval Period.” PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2017.

Hodgson, Marshall. The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civi-
lization. Vol. 1, The Classical Age of Islam. Chicago, IL: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1975.

Hollywood, Amy. “Performativity, Citationality, Ritualization.” History of Reli-
gions 42, no. 2 (2002): 104–105.

Holt, John Clifford. The Buddhist Viṣṇu: Religious Transformation, Politics, and 
Culture. New York: Columbia, 2004.

Hua, Liyu. “Maintaining Interpretative Consistency: A Study of the Early Bud-
dhist Commentarial Traditions.” PhD diss., Cornell University, 2023.

Hutangkul Trongchai, ed. Moradok khwam songcham haeng mueang Sri 
Satchanala-Sukhothai: Pramuan charuk samai Phraya Lithai. Bangkok: Sir-
indhorn Anthropology Centre, 2558 [2015].

Hutchinson, E. W. “The Seven Spires: A Sanctuary of the Sacred Fig Tree at 
Chiengmai.” Journal of the Siam Society 39, no. 1 (1951): 1–50.

Huxley, A. H. “How Buddhist Is Theravada Buddhist Law? A Survey of Legal Lit-
erature in Pali-land.” Buddhist Forum 1 (1990): 41–85.

Ibbitson-Jessup, Helen. “South-East Asia: The Khmer 802–1566.” In The Great 
Empires of Asia, edited by Jim Masselos, 78–106. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2010.



Bibliography : 199

Inden, Ronald. “Hierarchies of Kings in Early Medieval India.” Contributions to 
Indian Sociology 15, nos. 1–2 (1981): 99–125.

———. “Imperial Purāṇas: Kashmir as the Vaisṅava Center of the Words.” In Inden, 
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the Founding of Buddhism of the Pā Daeng Tradition.” Journal of the Siam 
Society 65, no. 2 (1977): 73–110.

Swearer, Donald K., Sommai Premchit, and Phaithoon Dokbuakaew. Sacred 
Mountains of Northern Thailand and Their Legends. Chiang Mai: Silkworm 
Books, 2004.

Tambiah, S. J. World Conqueror and World Renouncer: A Study of Buddhism and 
Polity in Thailand against a Historical Background. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976.



Bibliography : 207

Taw Sein Ko, trans. and ed. “The Kalyāṇī Inscriptions Erected by King Dham-
maceti at Pegu in 1476.” Indian Antiquary 23 (1894): 100–103, 222–224, 255–
259; 24 (1895): 301–303, 331–332.

Taylor, Keith W. “The Devolution of Kingship in Twelfth Century Ceylon.” In 
Explorations in Early Southeast Asian History: The Origins of Southeast Asian 
Statecraft, edited by Kenneth R. Hall and John K. Whitmore, 257–302. Ann 
Arbor: Michigan Papers on South and Southeast Asia, 1976.

Terwiel, Barend Jan. The Ram Khamhaeng Inscription: The Fake That Did Not 
Come True. Gossenberg, Germany: Ostasian Verlag, 2010.

The Thai National Team, trans. Traibhumikatha: The Story of the Three Planes of 
Existence by King Lithai. Anthology of ASEAN Literatures, vol. 1. Bangkok: 
Amarin Printing Group, 1985.

Thompson, Ashley, ed. The Emergence of Theravada Buddhism in Cambodia: 
Southeast Asian Perspectives. Singapore: National University Press, 2022.

———. Engendering the Buddhist State: Territory, Sovereignty, and Sexual Differ-
ence in the Inventions of Angkor. New York: Routledge, 2016.

Tibbetts, G. R. Arab Navigation in the Indian Ocean before the Coming of the Por-
tuguese. London: Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1971.

Trainor, Kevin. Relics, Ritual, and Representation in Buddhism: Rematerializing 
the Sri Lankan Theravāda Tradition. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997.

Turton, Andrew. “Introduction to Civility and Savagery.” In Civility and Sav-
agery: Social Identity in Tai States, edited by Andrew Turton, 3–32. Rich-
mond, UK: Curzon Press, 2000.

Vaskaduvē Subhuti, ed. Abhidhānappadipikā. Colombo: W. Henry Herbert, 1865.
Vedeha Thera. Rāsavāhinī: A Stream of Sentiments (Being the Previous Birth Stories 

of the Buddha). Transcribed by Sharada Gamdhi. Delhi: Parimal Publica-
tions, 1988.

Veidlinger, Daniel M. Spreading the Dhamma: Writing, Orality, and Textual 
Transmission in Northern Thailand. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 
2006.

Velupillai, A. Ceylon Tamil Inscriptions. 2 vols. Peradeniya: University of Ceylon, 
1971–1972.

Vickery, Michael. “Cambodia and Its Neighbors in the 15th Century.” In South-
east Asia in the Fifteenth Century: The China Factor, edited by Geoff Wade 
and Sun Laichen, 271–303. Singapore: National University of Singapore Press; 
Hong Kong: Hong Kong Press, 2010.

———. “A Guide through Some Recent Sukhothai Historiography.” Journal of the 
Siam Society 66, no. 2 (1978): 182–246.

———. “A Note on the Date of the Traibhūmikathā.” Journal of the Siam Society 
62, no. 2 (1974): 275–284.

———. “Piltdown Skull: Installment 2.” In Chamberlain, Controversy, 333–418.
———. “A Piltdown Skull of Southeast Asian History?” In Chamberlain, Contro-

versy, 3–52.



208 : Bibliography

von Hinüber, Oskar. A Handbook of Pali Literature. New Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1997.

Wales, Quaritch. “The Origins of Sukhodaya Art.” Journal of the Siam Society 44, 
no. 2 (1956): 113–124.

Walker, Trent Thomas. “Unfolding Buddhism: Communal Scripts, Localized 
Translations, and the Work of the Dying in Cambodian Chanted Leporel-
los.” PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2018.

Walters, Jonathan S. “Buddhist History: The Sri Lankan Pali Vaṃsas and Their 
Community.” In Inden, Walters, and Ali, Querying, 99–164.

———. The History of Kelaniya. Colombo: Social Scientists’ Association, 1996.
Watson, Hunter. “Inscriptions, Archaeology, and Culture: The Khorat Plateau 

and Neighboring Regions of Thailand and Cambodia.” PhD diss., National 
University of Singapore, unpublished manuscript, ṇḍ

Wickremasinghe, Sirima. “The Age of Parākramabāhu I.” PhD diss., University of 
London, 1958.

———. “The Sources for the Study of the Reign of Parākramabāhu I.” Ceylon His-
torical Journal 4 (1954–1955): 169–182.

Winai Phongsiphian, ed. Pramūan čhārưk thī phop nai Prathēt Thai læ tāngprathēt 
[A Compilation of Inscriptions Found in Thailand and Neighboring Coun-
tries]. Bangkok: Khana Kammakān Chamra Prawattisāt Thai, Samnak 
Nayok Ratthamontrī, 1991.

Wolters, Oliver. History, Culture, and Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives. Singa-
pore: Institute for Southeast Asian Studies, 1982.

Woodward, Hiram W. The Art and Architecture of Thailand: From Prehistoric 
Times through the Thirteenth Century. Leiden: Brill, 2005.

———. “Bangkok Kingship: The Role of Sukhothai.” Journal of the Siam Society 
103 (2015): 191–193.

———. “Image and Text in Eleventh-Century Burma.” In India and Southeast 
Asia: Cultural Discourses, edited by Anna L. Dallapiccola and Anila Verghese, 
97–121. Mumbai: K. R. Cama Oriental Institute, 2017.

———. “Observations on Wat Si Chum.” Journal of the Siam Society 97 (2008): 
153–160.

———. “Ram Khamhaeng’s Inscription: The Search for Context.” In Chamber-
lain, Controversy, 419–437.

———. “Review of Footprints of the Buddha of This Era in Thailand and the Indian 
Subcontinent, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, by Virginia McKeen Di Crocco.” Jour-
nal of the Siam Society 93 (2005): 300–306.

Wyatt, David K. The Crystal Sands: The Chronicles of Nagara Śrī Dharrmarāja. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Southeast Asia Program, 1975.

Wyatt, David K., and Aroonrut Wchienkeeo, trans. The Chiang Mai Chronicle. 
2nd ed. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 1998.



209

index

adhikamāsa, 97–98, 100
Ādittarāja, 114, 122–123
āgamas, 96, 96n91
Ali, Daud, 15, 176
al-Mas’ ūdi, 35
al-Ṭabarī, 35
alteration of landscape, 177. See also 

landscape
Amaravati 108
Am̌bagamuva Rock Inscription, 36
anachronism, 12, 18, 72, 119, 175, 184
Ānanda Mahāthera, 49–50n83
Anomadassi, 30, 49–50n83, 129–130
araññavāsi, 42–43, 49–50n83, 109, 168
Asad, Talal, 18
Asoka, 4–5, 15, 17, 31, 100–101, 134, 135, 149, 

149–150n84, 151, 152, 153–54n94, 154, 
155–56, 157, 159, 160–161, 162n125, 167, 181

astrology. See śāstras
Aung-Thwin, Michael, 146n73, 147, 164, 

164–65n132, 169n151, 172n158
Ava, 127, 147, 153, 156, 161, 174, 181, 183
Ayatän, 42–43
ayātaṇa, 42
Ayutthaya, 21, 22, 70–71, 105, 111, 116, 

126–127, 128, 131–134, 135, 137–139, 140, 
145, 156, 174, 185. See also Xian

 
Bagan, 75, 164n131, 164n132. See also Pagan
Bamphen Rawin, 119n180, 130n12
Bay of Bengal–Plus, 6, 7–8, 10, 20, 22, 71, 

124, 125, 126, 185, 186–187
Bechert, Heinz, 3–4, 5n13, 17n58, 39n43, 

40n48, 42n57
Berkwitz, Stephen, 12, 49n81, 52n90, 56, 

63n138
Bhagavā Leṇa Inscription, 37

Bhuvanekabāhu, 41
Biedermann, Zoltán, 52n93, 53n96, 54n97
Blagden, C. O., 147n49, 148n80,  

149–150n84; Mon Inscriptions by, 151, 
152, 155, 167–173

Bodh Gāya, 35, 142–144, 159n113
Bodhiraṃsi, 113–114
bodhisattva, and relation to sovereignty, 48, 

56, 60, 89, 102
Boissellier, Jean, 89n66
Braḥ Khabuṅ, 79
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