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3
A Pa–li cosmopolis? Sri Lanka and 
the Therava–da Buddhist ecumene, 
c. 500–​1500

Tilman Frasch

If nothing else, Pollock’s concept of a Sanskrit cosmopolis has provided a use-
ful prism through which to observe and analyse the interactions between 
states, societies and cultures, which complements other analytical tools such 
as ‘transculturalism’, ‘ecumene’ or even ‘empire’.1 While Pollock offered a wel-
come framework, his approach has been and still is open to criticism, notably 
for the way he has tried to separate the aesthetics of the Sanskrit language from 
its potential to become politically powerful, as well as his indifference to the 
Brahmans as the ones who control it.2 Ultimately, if reduced to its very core, the 
concept of the Sanskrit cosmopolis appears to be an updated and modified ver-
sion of the old theory of an ‘Indianization’ (or ‘Hinduization’) of Southeast Asia 
with all its open or hidden forms of Indian cultural dominance.

This hierarchy –​ or rather its deconstruction –​ forms the starting point for the 
reflections presented here. Instead of being subsumed by and subjected to a Sanskrit 
cosmopolis, Sri Lankans might prefer to locate themselves within (and possibly at 
the heart of) an alternative cultural system, which can be termed a Theravāda or 
Pāli cosmopolis.3 In fact, many Sri Lankans, from the ancient chroniclers to mod-
ern scholars, have done exactly that. Noticing that the Theravāda canon and, more 
importantly, the Pāli language, both originated on the island before moving across 
the Bay of Bengal to make Theravāda the mass religion of mainland Southeast Asia, 
they perceived and portrayed the island as the fountain and centre of a transnational 
cultural system. This notion was informed by the belief in Lanka being the ‘chosen 
land of Buddhism’ (dhammadīpa), which was based on the claim that the Pāli canon, 
compiled on the island, preserved the Buddha’s teachings (dhamma) better than 
any other Buddhist tradition. Over the centuries, interaction within this Theravāda 
cosmopolis loosened and intensified over time and eventually provided a backbone 
for the pan-​Asian cooperations of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries4 –​ in fact 
until the present day, when the Buddhist nationalists of the Sinhale Urumaya and 
the 696 movement in Myanmar announced their plan to work together.5

  

 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



      67A PA LI   COSMOPOLIS?

67

Focusing on the period before c. 1500 ce, this chapter will reinvestigate Sri 
Lanka’s position in the Pāli-​Theravāda cosmopolis from its inception on the island 
around the first centuries ce, when possibly both the Pāli language and a stand-
ardized, exclusive Theravāda canon took shape. This chapter will identify the fac-
tors that may have contributed to this process, the ways in which the Theravāda 
‘school’ was transmitted to areas outside Lanka, and how Lanka acquired and 
retained a central position within this cosmopolis. It will be argued that Lanka’s 
pre-​eminence was not a given, as by the early thirteenth century, the religious 
and intellectual centre began to shift towards Bagan in Myanmar. But the sudden 
decline of Bagan after the Mongol conquest at the end of the thirteenth century 
prevented the completion of Theravāda’s ‘great translocation’ to Southeast Asia.6 
The forming Theravāda communities at Sukhodaya or Chiang Mai turned to Sri 
Lanka and not to Myanmar for valid ordinations lineages, scriptures and other 
material sources such as relics or images. As a result, Sri Lanka’s position as the 
bedrock of Theravāda, which had been effectively challenged since the end of the 
first millennium ce, was reconfirmed and revalidated.

There is, however, a second aspect to be considered here, which has a more 
immediate consequence for the concept of Theravādin cosmopolitanism. It refers 
to the transmission and preservation of textual traditions. As has been argued 
here, Theravāda Buddhism owed its existence to a set of scriptures –​ the Buddha’s 
teachings, mnemonic and other learning aids, grammars and commentaries –​ all 
written in a specific language, Pāli. The transmission and preservation of these 
texts had been entrusted to the order of monks (Sangha). As Buddhism spread 
across the Indian subcontinent and beyond, this task of preserving the precise 
wording and meaning of the Buddha’s teachings (which were transmitted orally 
anyway) became increasingly difficult, and inevitably schools of interpretation 
began to form, one of which emerged in Sri Lanka. But even there, in a relatively 
small Buddhist community (if compared to India), the preservation of the true 
texts became problematic, not only because of factionalism within the Sangha, 
but more so because of the frequent disruptions and destruction caused by for-
eign invaders (notably from South India). Spreading the dhamma beyond the 
island, as described below, not only created the Pāli cosmopolis explored here, 
but also a common textual archive that supported and complemented the indi-
vidual traditions of each of its parts. On several occasions down to the eighteenth 
century, canonical and collateral scriptures were reimported to the island from 
Buddhist communities in India and Southeast Asia. In this respect, the Pāli cos-
mopolis can be compared to an extended memory board, which provided back-​
ups in case of a loss of data.7

The making of the Pā li cosmopolis

A persistent bias that has dominated both the self-​perception of the Theravādins 
(and the view of many scholars of Theravāda Buddhism) is that their lineage and 
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textual tradition can be referred back to Gautama Buddha himself, and that they 
succeeded to preserve his teachings with so much accuracy to make it the most 
reliable of all Buddhist canonical collections.8 A collateral of this view is the belief 
that Pāli –​ now seen as a language rather than as a set of texts –​ was similar or at 
least closely related to the language in which the Buddha had preached.

However, since the publication of works by scholars such as Steven 
Collins, this traditionalist view of Theravāda and Pāli can hardly be repeated 
any longer. Collins has convincingly argued that the Theravāda ‘school’ has not 
existed from the time of the Buddha but formed in a certain political and intel-
lectual environment in third–​fifth-​century Sri Lanka. Part of this formative pro-
cess was the canonization of their collection of scriptures.9 The context Collins 
refers to was the competition between two major monasteries at Anurādhapura, 
the Mahāvihāra and the Abhayagirivihāra, and the standing they enjoyed under 
various kings.10 For Collins, the conflict came to a head in the mid-​fifth century 
under king Mahānāma, through whose support the pendulum seemed to swing in 
favour of the Abhayagirivihāra, but whose reign was also marked by the arrival of 
Buddhaghosa and the revival of the Mahāvihāra.

Collins is certainly correct in placing the formation of the Mahāvihāra-​
Theravāda tradition in the context of the sectarian struggle between the 
Mahāvihāra and the Abhayagirivihāra. However, his reference to king Mahānāma 
is unconvincing as the conflict had entered its most intensive phase already a cen-
tury earlier, under King Mahāsena, who attempted to close down and destroy the 
Mahāvihāra altogether by preventing potential supporters to make donations to 
it.11 He also violated the monastery’s boundary (sīmā) by removing building mate-
rials and establishing a new monastery, the Jetavanavihāra, inside the boundaries 
of the Mahāvihāra.12 The monastery survived because (as its chronicler claimed) 
some of the Mahāvihārins had hidden in an underground chamber for nine years. 
The price of survival was the loss of religious and ritual pre-​eminence, as the 
Tooth Relic and its procession were controlled by the kings and became associ-
ated with the Abhayagirivihāra.13 It was only another fifty years later that the 
Mahāvihāra regained some of its former glory when it provided a home and study 
for Buddhaghosa. Yet even this regaining of scholarly importance did not seem to 
increase its attractiveness, as the Chinese visitor Fa Hsien (Fa Xian) noted in the 
late sixth century. He counted 5,000 monks dwelling at the Abhayagiri monastery 
and only 3,000 at the Mahāvihāra.14

Still, the survival of the Mahāvihāra cannot gloss over the fact that the crisis 
of the monastery during the reign of King Mahāsena had been existential, bring-
ing the royal embargo, the destruction of its buildings and finally the infringe-
ment of its sīmā. The chronicler of the Mahāvihāra is suspiciously curt about the 
reasons for the king’s assault, merely hinting at a dispute concerning the monastic 
code of conduct (Vinaya).15 Given the seriousness and size of the royal response, 
this justification sounds rather thin, the more so since Vinaya rules regulate indi-
vidual behaviour but can hardly be applied to a whole chapter (gaṇa), unless all of 
its monks are found guilty of one of the four grave offences (pārājika) –​ stealing, 
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lying, intercourse with women and doing magic. As a group, a chapter would have 
to cause the split of the order (saṅghabheda) to warrant excommunication.

Accusing the Mahāvihārins of the first two parajikas is obviously unsubstan-
tiated. Having intercourse with women could have been closer to the point as 
fully ordained nuns still existed at the time and moreover had residences inside 
the Mahāvihāra compound.16 Their very existence or their cohabitation with male 
monks inside the Mahāvihāra may have become an issue then, as illustrated by 
the Buddha’s famous (although possibly later added) remark, which held nuns 
responsible for a quicker decline of the sāsanā. In the preparations for the end 
of the first millennium of the Buddhist Era in 456 ce and the decline this event 
would herald, such misogyny would have made sense.17 But this is no more than 
a speculation.

This also holds for the last of the pārājikas, the pretension of possessing 
supernatural power, which can potentially include occultism and the possession 
of secret texts or teachings. At first glance, accusing the Mahāvihārins of own-
ing non-​standard texts would seem far-​fetched, not least because they themselves 
insisted on having preserved and transmitted the scriptures better than any of the 
other Buddhist ‘schools’ existing at the time. But crucially, if the version of the 
scriptures kept at the Mahāvihāra had become ‘canonized’ in the sense of becom-
ing an exclusive, closed set of texts,18 they had also been recorded in a language 
only the few monks of the Mahāvihāra were conversant in. Although the origins 
of Pāli are still a contentious matter, it seems certain that the language was widely 
used in the Mahāvihāra and received its final recognition as a canonical language 
through Buddhaghosa, who used Pāli for his works throughout.19

The imminent destruction and eventual survival of their monastery must 
have welded the Mahāvihārins together and reinforced their belief in their own 
righteousness and exclusiveness. Their obstinacy in keeping separate from the 
other fraternities, which also meant carrying on as a minority, their ‘scripturalist’ 
insistence on a defined set of texts that was not to be altered, and their resorting 
to an artificial language incomprehensible to outsiders bear all the hallmarks of 
a fundamentalist movement.20 In addition to this, the Mahāvihārins displayed a 
certain missionary zeal through attempts to disseminate the ‘canonized’ version 
of the scriptures in order to find allies for moral and perhaps material support.21 
Extracts from the Pāli canon written on gold foils and encased in the stūpas of Sri 
Ksetra (Myanmar) have been dated to the fifth–​sixth century ce,22 and roughly 
contemporary to these are the earliest short Pāli inscriptions coming from the 
Dvarāvatī kingdom in what is now Thailand.23 Given the proximity of and close 
interaction with South India, Pāli texts will also have been spread in South India, 
mainly in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu.24 It must be added, however, that 
this dissemination was neither a given nor a straightforward triumphal march 
as the Mahāvihārins remained a numerically small group while at the same time 
their opponents, the monks from the Abhayagirivihāra and other Mahāyānists,25 
apparently spread their texts in Southeast Asia with similar success. Around 1000 
ce, Theravāda and Mahāyāna Buddhists lived side-​by-​side in various Southeast 
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Asian regions.26 The eventual rise of the Theravāda tradition there was less due 
to the missionary efforts of Mahāvihāra monks than to a coincidence, which pro-
vided the ongoing translocation of Buddhism from South to Southeast Asia with 
a fresh momentum.

The ‘great translocation’ and the Therava–da cosmopolis 
in the eleventh–​thirteenth centuries

By the time the Mahāvihārins struggled to maintain what they regarded as the true 
words of the Buddha, Buddhism entered a slow but steady decline in its Indian 
homeland; a process that would eventually see it disappear almost completely 
from its place of origin. This process –​ the outcome of which was by no means 
predetermined –​ was complex, drawn out, and affected various regions of India to 
a differing degree. Its major component was the revival of Hinduism through indi-
vidual devotion to a Hindu god (bhakti). The bhakti movement started around 
the seventh century in South India, from where it expanded across the subcon-
tinent.27 As the people and more so the ruling families of India opted for this new 
form of Hinduism, support for Buddhist monasteries and monks waned, leading 
to their gradual disappearance. By 1200 ce, Buddhist communities and institu-
tions in India either existed as pockets within a predominantly Hinduist envir-
onment or had been pushed into peripheral regions of India such as Ladakh or 
East Bengal. The latter region suffered further from the Islamic conquerors who 
invaded the Ganges valley and established the sultanates of Delhi.

Around 1000 ce, the future of Buddhism in Sri Lanka came into danger as 
well, as the South Indian Cōḻas under the kings Rājarāja and Rājendra set out to not 
only conquer the island and its capital Anurādhapura, but also made it a province 
of the Cōḻa Empire for most of the eleventh century. Despite being separated from 
the mainland, the Anurādhapura kingdom had always been part of the political 
structure of South India and had experienced invasions from the mainland on sev-
eral occasions. The latest Cōḻa conquest was a particular disaster, as it first resulted 
in the plunder and destruction of the capital and then the integration of the island 
into the Cōḻa empire, with Poḷonnaruva becoming the capital of the new prov-
ince.28 More importantly, the destruction and plundering of the capital terminated 
the hitherto uninterrupted lineage of the Mahāvihāra. Never again mentioned 
in the chronicles, it continued to exist only as a notion, while relics (and especially 
the Tooth Relic) took the monastery’s place as a central religious site.29 The rel-
ics were salvaged by monks, who had managed to escape to Rohana, the island’s 
southern region.30 It also was in Rohana that a resistance movement formed under 
Vijaya Bāhu I, which eventually succeeded to restore the former Sinhala kingdom 
in the north and push the Cōḻas back to India. But before this, by the mid-​eleventh 
century, Theravāda Buddhism seemed set to become extinguished on the island.

At that moment, the Burmese ruler Anawrahta (Aniruddha) unintention-
ally saved the Theravāda tradition by making it the ‘state religion’ of the nascent 
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Bagan kingdom. The reason for this royal measure is anything but clear as the 
available evidence comes from Burmese chronicles and records written long after 
the actual event.31 According to them, the king carried out the reform in two steps, 
the first being his conquest of the city of Thaton in Lower Burma, from where he 
abducted the royal family and the leading members of the Sangha headed by Shin 
Arahan. With the help of that monk, the king then purged the Sangha at Bagan of 
monks who disobeyed the Vinaya, notably the Aris.32 The royal purification of the 
Sangha cemented the leading role of the Theravāda tradition over all competing 
Buddhist (and other religious) groups and set Bagan on the path to become its 
foremost intellectual and ceremonial centre.

This new status became manifest soon after, when the Sinhalese king Vijaya 
Bāhu I (r. 1070–​1112), the liberator of the island, required the help of monks 
from Bagan to restore the Sangha of Lanka.33 This event initiated a series of 
encounters between the Buddhists of Lanka and Burma, which comprised royal 
missions and individual pilgrimages and included the exchange of canonical texts 
and relics as well as holding joint recitations (saṅgīti) and ordination ceremo-
nies.34 The encounters at Bagan intensified after 1200, when the Buddhist institu-
tions and sites of India were overrun by the troops of the sultan of Delhi and Sri 
Lanka entered another phase of civil war and outside invasions.35 Poḷonnaruva, 
which had replaced Anurādhapura as capital, had to be evacuated twice and was 
ultimately abandoned in favour of Gampola in the 1270s.36 Amid this overall 
political instability, however, Buddhism continued to flourish on the island, as 
attested by both a substantial number of religious treatises,37 although frequent 
religious convocations resulting in royal edicts to regulate the behaviour of monks 
also illustrate a degree of decay affecting the Sangha.38

In the light of all this, Poḷonnaruva fell back behind Bagan, which at the 
same time attracted Buddhist scholars from all over Asia. This can be seen in the 
city’s composite settlement pattern and population as well as the widespread 
use of Pāli as a lingua franca. As mentioned, numerous Mons from Lower Burma 
had been resettled there in the mid-​eleventh century, and thereafter Bagan pro-
vided a safe haven for Bengali artists and Sinhalese monks who fled the turmoil 
of their respective countries. Recent research has also shown that the presence of 
Cambodians at the city increased markedly after around 1230. A Cambodian monk 
even participated in a purification of the Sangha (saṅghavisuddhi) held around 
1248.39 The various foreign communities at Bagan seem to have preferred to stay 
together in clusters sometimes centred on a Buddhist temple or monastery. The 
Mons brought in from Lower Burma were apparently resettled in the Myinkaba 
village south of the citadel of Bagan, where a temple still bears the name of their 
ruler, Manuha. The village may also have catered for the small South Indian com-
munity, as the only Tamil/​Sanskrit inscription of the period was found there,40 
and more recently an inscription mentioning a ‘headman of the kaliññ’, prob-
ably Kalingans, has been retrieved from a mound south of the village.41 Further 
south towards the Dhammayazika stūpa were the monasteries of the Sinhalese, 
of which the Tamani complex was the most important. Its image house –​ a temple 
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curiously shaped like a stūpa –​ houses a statue of the seated Buddha in the medi-
tation gesture (dhyāna mudra), which is very common for images from the island 
but exceptional at Bagan.42 Although the outer enclosure of the Tamani complex 
cannot be established precisely any more, it appears to have been an extensive 
institution, including several monastic dwellings, buildings for the study and a 
tank, providing space for a sizeable number of monks.43 Still further south, now 
in the middle of New Bagan Town, is another small compound where Bodhiramsi 
Thera ‘from Sinhala’ resided with his two disciples.44 This set of monasteries with 
links to Lanka may have stretched as far south as the Setana stūpa, one of the larg-
est stūpas at Bagan with unmistakeably Sinhalese features such as a semi-​global 
dome and a square harmika above it. Sculpted elephants in frontal view bear the 
platform on which the stūpa is erected.45

This cosmopolitan cohabitation and interaction of monks whose mother 
tongues included Burmese, Mon, Sinhala, Bengali (or others of the emerging 
regional languages of India), Cambodian and perhaps even Chinese or Tibetan 
required a lingua franca to communicate in. That this language was in all likeli-
hood Pāli becomes clear from the numerous Pāli inscriptions that record dona-
tions made to or involving foreign monks as well as events important for the Bagan 
Sangha as a whole. Bagan has produced a relatively large number of Pāli inscrip-
tions ranging from brief prayers scribbled on the back of a clay votive tablet to at 
least twelve stone inscriptions of ten or more lines. The use of Pāli began under 
king Anawrahta (Aniruddha), who signed the tables he left at Buddhist sites across 
the country with the declaration that he had made the image with his own hands,46 
while the writing of long inscriptions in Pāli began in the early twelfth century. 
These include Prince Rājakumār’s Myazedi inscription (which is written in Pyu, 
Mon and Burmese as well as Pāli), King Alaungsithu’s poetic Shwegugyi inscrip-
tion, and a fragmentary record possibly attributable to King Saw Lu.47

More importantly, there is now a set of three inscriptions (two of them 
discovered quite recently), which sheds further light on the cooperation of the 
monks staying at the Pāli cosmopolis of Bagan. Around 1248, they assembled for 
a joint ceremony which resulted in a ‘purification’ (saṅgham visodhayi). The lead-
ing monk on that occasion was Subhuticanda, who had Cambodian roots.48 One 
of the newly found inscriptions, probably dating from the 1270s, singles out the 
monk Ananda, who had been to Cambodia and northern Malaya before coming 
to Bagan.49 He was very likely the same person who was praised in a Pāli verse 
as the thera ‘who had sprung from the line of Mahinda and constantly strove to 
stay true to it’.50 The donor of the former record was a certain Amaṅga –​ clearly 
not a Burmese name –​ who also gave a bronze bell to the monk Tamalinda, the 
monk from whom the Tamani monastery derived its name.51 This brief selection 
of examples shows that Pāli was used at Bagan whenever non-​Burmese-​speaking 
monks were concerned or involved in donations and religious activities. Turned 
the other way, we may also assume that whenever Pāli was used for an inscription 
(which sometimes was only a short passage), the record was addressed to a monk 
from outside the Burmese heartland.
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What this brief survey of religious activities and exchanges at Bagan also 
illustrates is that the intellectual and ceremonial centre of Theravāda Buddhism 
was gradually shifting towards Southeast Asia, particularly to Bagan. This does 
not mean that the earlier centres in Lanka (which in the twelfth–​thirteenth cen-
turies would have been at Poḷonnaruva and probably in the region of Rohana) 
ceased to function entirely: the leading chronicle, the Cūḷavaṃsa, notes that in 
the thirteenth-​century kings sponsored the copying of the Pāli canon and oversaw 
purifications of the Sangha,52 and the literary production of the period was still 
impressive.53 But Bagan was catching up, notably in the area of Pāli studies and 
literary production. Obviously, many of the works produced at the Bagan period 
were grammatical studies and aids, which helped monks to solidify their know-
ledge of the Pāli language as a prerequisite for further studies and compositions.54 
But at the same time, full sets of the Tipitaka were frequently listed in donative 
inscriptions,55 and some monasteries had substantial holdings. One of the largest 
libraries on record was given in 1223 and consisted of more than 30 volumes of 
grammatical works, chronicles and of course canonical works.56 These compre-
hensive literary activities illustrate that the Buddhists at Bagan were increasingly 
able to reproduce, comment on and interpret the Buddha’s teachings without 
external input. Rather than their reconfirming the accuracy of their versions of 
the canon by obtaining ‘approved’ texts from Lanka, they attracted monks from 
the island and other parts of the Theravāda ecumene to come to Bagan and share 
their knowledge there. The perception of Sinhalese monks being the ultimate 
authority for the correct wording of the canon and therefore dominating the 
activities within the Theravāda cosmopolis, which is still current in the works of 
scholars representing a Sinhala nationalist school of interpretation,57 will have 
to be replaced with a notion of Sri Lankan monks playing a less dominant and 
prominent role.58

However, this shift of the centre from South to Southeast Asia, from 
Poḷonnaruva to Bagan, remained unfinished, as the invasion of the Mongols and 
their occupation of Bagan at the end of the thirteenth century brought the tran-
sition to an abrupt halt. The royal court and many monks fled the city, and when 
the Mongols withdrew, both its political status and its sanctity had gone. In fact, 
some of the larger monastic complexes at Bagan continued to exist and receive 
donations well into the fourteenth century,59 but the city’s outreach and attract-
iveness had decreased in dramatic fashion. When the polities of the Mon and Thai 
rulers of modern-​day Thailand began to establish themselves, they also adhered 
to Theravāda Buddhism but validated their ordination lineages through missions 
sent to Lanka rather than to Bagan.

The reconfiguration of the Pa–li cosmopolis

Although the decline of Bagan as a political capital was not accompanied by a 
similar decline as a religious centre, the city had to compete with other Buddhist 
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places of learning emerging elsewhere on the Southeast Asian mainland. In Upper 
Burma, those new centres developed in the vicinity of Pinya and Ava (which 
became the new capital in 1364) on the one hand, and in the lower Chindwin 
region –​ then known as Aneint and Amyint –​ on the other. This latter region, 
which had been associated with the movement of the forest monks (araññavāsi) 
since the Bagan period,60 served as the single most important centre of traditional 
Buddhist scholarship and education in Burma until the nineteenth century.61 But 
even though Bagan lost its former importance and fell behind these new local 
and regional centres, the city did not disappear completely from the mental map 
of the Theravādins in Southeast Asia, as it was occasionally visited during the 
fourteenth century by Buddhists from elsewhere on the mainland.62 They were 
driven by curiosity and, in the case of King Indrāditya, by the hope of gaining 
skilled craftsmen and their know-how, but apparently not by an interest in acquir-
ing religious scriptures, let alone ordination lineages. For these, the Buddhists of 
the upcoming polities turned to Sri Lanka instead. This contact had had a dou-
ble outcome: while introducing the oldest and purest ordination lineage to their 
respective realms, it re-​established and reconfirmed the position of Sri Lanka as a 
Therāvada mainstay that it had seemed to have lost to Bagan.

The inclination towards Lanka is most obvious in the cases of the Mon and 
Thai polities of Sukhodaya, Chiang Mai and Lamphun, and to a degree in the 
‘Mon-​land’ of Lower Burma as well. The latter area was a peculiar case as much 
of the overseas traffic to and from Sri Lanka went through its ports, for instance 
Bassein (Kusumiya) or Martaban (Muttama). This may date as far back as the 
fourth–​fifth centuries, when (as argued above) the Pāli canon was transmitted, 
and persisted throughout the Bagan period. Unsurprisingly, this transit left a kind 
of trail in the form of Pāli inscriptions, two of which dating from the Bagan period 
have been found there.63 Opening into the Bay of Bengal but still being accessible 
from the central mainland, these ports subsequently served Buddhist travellers as 
gateways for Lanka, who preferred them over the long and potentially dangerous 
journey around the Malayan peninsula.

But it was the rulers of Sukhodaya who played a crucial role in linking their 
monastic institutions and lineages to the perceived Mahāvihāra tradition of Sri 
Lanka. A series of missions between the 1330s and the 1360s, often with royal 
support, resulted in the transfer of a Sinhalese ordination lineage, the araññavāsi 
tradition, and of course tangible items such as texts and a branch of the Bōdhi 
tree.64 A Pāli eulogy from 1361, written by a mahāthera in praise of the ruler of 
Sukhodaya is usually seen as proof for the presence (if not dominance) of the 
Theravāda tradition, but even before that record, Pāli had been used for record-
ing passages from the scriptures (including the ‘ye dhamma…’ formula).65 The 
contacts between Sukhodaya and Lanka by and large coincided with the rise of 
Ayudhya, whose rulers established their own link with the island.

All these efforts culminated in the 1420s, when a large delegation of monks 
from various Southeast Asian regions travelled to Lanka to receive higher ordin-
ation according to the Sinhalese tradition.66 This convention, reports of which 
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had a sedimentation in several historiographic traditions of Southeast Asia, will 
have to be seen in the light of the imminent end of the second Buddhist millen-
nium in 1456.67 As predicted by the Buddha and explained by Buddhaghosa, 
the first signs of the decline of the sāsanā were becoming visible, but by then 
Theravāda Buddhists had realized that the decline could be prevented through a 
set of measures, which aimed first and foremost at the purification of the Sangha, 
the spread of the scriptures, and the conservation of its sacred places. All through 
the fifteenth century, Buddhist rulers and communities of Southeast Asia copied 
the buildings (notably the Mahābodhi temple) and texts that monks sent to Lanka 
and India had brought back, held recitations and ordination ceremonies, sent 
monks to frontier districts, adopted the Buddhist calendar and wrote histories to 
link their own local branch of Theravāda to the broader stream modelled by the 
Lankan chronicles. Once again, it was a Pāli cosmopolis: it was informed by the 
belief in the decline of the sāsanā and the advent of a future Buddha Metteyya, 
built on a shared, canonized set of scriptures and their interpretations written in 
Pāli, and united in the ceremonies and activities that promised to avert decline 
and preserve the canon in its pristine form. This Pāli cosmopolis of the fifteenth 
century was both a perceived community comprising all Buddhists who shared 
that textual foundation (and probably beyond, given that the scriptures were cop-
ied on several occasions and spread further across Asia)68 as well as a place, when 
it brought Buddhists together at Kōṭṭe, Chiang Mai, Pegu and elsewhere. This also 
makes clear that it became only temporarily manifest, while at other times the 
Buddhists who belonged to it were at war with each other.

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to draw an outline of the Pāli cosmopolis during the 
second millennium of the Buddhist Era and determine the position of Sri Lanka/​
Sri Lankan Theravāda in it. It has been argued that the language that lent its 
name to the cosmopolis appears to have taken its final shape in the Mahāvihāra 
of Anurādhapura in the context of both millennial expectations (the advent of 
the future Buddha Metteyya) and a struggle for spiritual superiority, which in the 
case of the Mahāvihāra followed attempts to abolish the monastery completely. 
At that point, the Mahāvihārins went for a canonized version of the canon writ-
ten in a language mostly incomprehensible to outsiders, to underpin their claim 
of being the true keepers of the dhamma. Missionary efforts to find allies outside 
the island seem to have become part of this project, as the earliest quotes from the 
Pāli canon found in central Burma suggest. At any rate, this dissemination of the 
scriptures abroad laid the foundations for the Pāli cosmopolis.

The further fate of the cosmopolis depended on the one hand on a general 
trend in India after c. 700 ce, which saw a revival of Hindu ritual and devotion at 
the cost of other belief systems, mainly Buddhism and Jainism, and on the other 
hand on political events affecting Sri Lanka and its Sinhalese-​Buddhist polity 
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Anurādhapura. Successive invasions and conquests eventually resulted in the 
destruction of the Mahāvihāra and the interruption of its monastic lineage. That 
the Sangha on the island could only be restored with the help of Burmese monks 
illustrates that the centre of the Pāli cosmopolis was shifting towards Southeast 
Asia –​ Theravāda’s ‘great translocation’ was well underway. This process contin-
ued in the thirteenth century, as Sri Lanka struggled to regain political stability, 
while Bagan emerged as Theravāda’s foremost intellectual and ceremonial cen-
tre. Monks from all over the Buddhist realm flocked to the city, studied texts and 
performed monastic acts (Sanghakamma). Pāli was central for this mixed trans-
national community, providing the foundation for both study and communica-
tion, as the numerous short and long Pāli inscriptions from Bagan demonstrate. 
However, the ‘great translocation’ was never completed due to another political 
incident, this time the Mongols raiding Bagan. The city was abandoned as a pol-
itical capital, and even though some of its larger monastic estates continued to 
exist until the fifteenth century, fostering religious studies and the production 
of texts throughout, it could not preserve its former status as a central place for 
Buddhists.

The Buddhist communities and rulers at the new centres that emerged 
elsewhere on the Southeast Asian mainland from the late thirteenth century 
sought to found and validate their monastic lineages on texts and higher ordina-
tions obtained from Sri Lanka again. These contacts had effects at both ends as 
the demand for Theravāda ‘made in Lanka’ acknowledged the superiority of the 
Sinhalese tradition preserved by the Mahāvihāra –​ no matter whether this lineage 
still existed or not –​ over those traditions that had formed in Southeast Asia. The 
various traditions forming on the mainland were temporarily found together once 
more in connection with the advent of the third millennium of the Buddhist Era in 
1456. Instead of accepting the inevitability of decline, they attempted to preserve 
the purity of both the order and the canon through a set of measures that had 
developed over the past centuries. The first moment the Pāli cosmopolis of the 
fifteenth century reconvened was at Kōṭṭe in the 1420s, and from there it flowed, 
back and forth, through the Southeast Asian mainland. By then, Sri Lanka had 
regained its former status as champion of the Theravāda regardless of the periods 
of turmoil the island and its Sangha had been thrown into during the preceding 
five centuries.

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

   

 

 



      257Notes

257

E. Seland, ‘Trade and Christianity’ posits a link between the expansion of monotheist, especially 
Christian and Jewish, religious groups into the western Indian Ocean and an increase in trade and 
diplomacy; Whitehouse, Siraf, 98–​100, argues that the change derived in large part from a new 
drive by the Sasanian Empire in the sixth century to monopolize eastward trade into the Indian 
Ocean, a thesis that is desperately lacking in either physical or textual evidence.

134	 Walburg, Coins and Tokens, 333–​4.
135	 Darley, ‘Indo-​Byzantine Exchange’, 178, 336, 378.

Chapter 3: A Pāli cosmopolis?
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