
..ional Evidence bearing on the Nature
itdigious Endowment in Ancient Ceylon

PART T.

The Earliest Phase.

bodies have always depended for their existence on the
:. charity and the benevolence of their patrons, ,1I1d the history of
• Buddhism in Ceylon is no «xcopt ion to the rule. '(he Mahavcrnsa

. 'd8 bow king Vattagamani (4.>J7 B.c.) allotted lands to the Kupikkala
'iblraoftheraMahatissa, 'recording it upon a Ketaka-lcnf.' I But the large

'iumber of stone inscriptions,' that contain similar records of grants to the
" date much earlier. These inscriptions broadly fa!1 irJto three classcs-e-
averock and illar ins~riJltion&)--'lTIcl form by far the largest body 01' CYi-

ce,except th~_chr~iiTc~~s,.!(~.t:..!h('study of rcligi()\l~S!]~19~_n.!S!ltin Ancient
~I!: . Tflo~h ' as a rule royafd;,natioTls were j'ccordecl on copper plates,
~f be on silver and gClld pla tcs. 4 yet' such records arc comparatively rare.

t.&.mg·J{irti Nissanka Malla (IIo7-Ilg6 A.D.) claims to 11;:\,(; introduced into
;1he ~landthe copper plate grants.s Tile Palkumbara Sannasa of Sri Mat Siri
~~gabo Sri Bhuvanaika" and the Oruvala Sannasa? are examples of 511('h

~pperplate"grani.s, while a gold plate grant, belonging to the reign of 1\ ing
~~'asab.ba......•..(I27-I7I A.D.) has been recently discovered at Vallipuram ;" which

. we.v.e.r S. Paranavitana, believes was not a d OC III 11ou t meant for pu hlic
> fonwation.9
"'. ,.

~!.. : ." is difficult to can fine within precise gcogruphic boundaries the dis-
. ',b1i'ti9tt of these stone inscriptions. But it may be gcnerally said that they

.jed~,.abound in the present dry zone of Ceylon within the North Central,
.ora·Western, Southern and Uva Provinces,-the inscriptions being f()\'llld

. ~ •. :n~mbers close to the ancient capitals (If Anur adhapura, Polonnaruwa,
and Kurunegala ; while in the Hill Country and in the Janna Peninsula

very rarely.

1933 JIl<:1l1i"" i(!C suc.h inscrip-
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TIVU ccncral features are common to most of these stone inscript'
Firstly, the inscriptions prior to the r zth century, A.D. are undated from
calculable era such as the Saka era, or the Nirvana of the Buddha.v' B
majority of them, especially of the loth and r i th centuries, bear the name
King. II or are dated from the regnal years of t he ruling monarch.« Ins
of the painstaking work of eminent .scholars in recent times, the chronol
arrangement of these inscriptions for purposes of historical study is difli.
and the arrangement in most cases is arbitrary.u But, one fact remains d
none of the inscriptions so far discovered date before the 3rd century,
Two reasons are primarily responsible for this chronological Iimitation.
majority of these inscriptions being records of grants to the Sangha, s
records can only occur after the introduction of Buddhism to Ceylon,
in the 3rd century, B.C. Further, the art of writ ing itself came to Ce

If with the introduction of Buddhism to Ceylon, '4 and hence in an age
K writing itself was unknown, the keeping of records would not be a po-sibi

-Secondly, as the largest number of these inscriptions are records of
gious endowments.vs their text generally follows a few stereo-typed patto
Hence there is a general possibility of these records following a con venti
classicism, and thus making the veracity of the details they record do
in their portrayal of contemporary conditions.

Hitherto, these inscriptions have been studied mainly for the light
throw on the philological development of the Sinhalese language. or on,
history of its ancient script, or for the examination of the political historj
the nature of the political institutions of ancient Ceylon.'? A deeper hisf
significance attaches however to these long and elaborate catalogues of gJ
uiz., the evidence they show of the varying character of the form of pro
holding that was in vogue at the dates when these records were made. F

OF RELIGIOCS E)J'DOW}IEl\'T IN ANCIENT CEYLON

:\iIect the profound changes which took place in the constitution of
a in ancient Ceylon, transforming it from a self-denying sect of

as we first meet it in its history in Ceylon, to be one of the largest
nterests in the country with large social and political obligations
thereto and a developmen t parallel with that which took place in the

,.!Christian church of Europe prior to the rath century, 1\ .n.18 However
':;and voluminous be the evidence available to us in the early chronicles
land's history as the Dipavarilsa and the :\Jall3.VmllSa, and t heir allied

"1Je,19 yet for this purpose they are of Iitr Ie value; hence these stone
k>ns have to be made the main basis 1'01' such a study.'

;'~~s not seem possible to establish a priori a direct or unique relation-
t time between the abundance or lack of wealth in the community, and

~rance among the clergy. WIlCre a priesthood is strong in its adherence
"i:'monastic vows of poverty, its resistance to indulgence in new forms of
'I. is likely to be great, and consequently a longer or sborter period of
"likely to ejap~~ before they profane the altars of self-denying piety.
" other hand in-a priesthood where signs of decadence have begun to

.~emselves, that time-lag is likely to be much shorter, and new wealth
~. ·,.f".·;"w.formsof wealth \\'olll~l find their way immedi<etc!y' into the precincts
Q!·IP~-ve.iled worldiness. \VlJich of these fac.tors. is the stronger at any

. r time can be deterJ11llled only from historical consideratIOns, and
-- - sought in other contempurar):..e\·idence relatinr< to the economic life

'~f..~. period, But so far as ;··..ncient Ceylon is concerned such evidence isJit~elymeagre.

-:>~ked at from t h i-, ~mgle, t l:o cvidcnco of the inscriptior:s {iCIlinto three
:~ ..~

",. first class (If inscriptions r(cordtt1:e gift of Gl\'CS and monastic
d t d fro',",' ments to the S,:iJ.gha, and these broadly occur between the 3

rd
century,B' 1 r . nd onwards.l are a e ,Cf.";;.•••~ h .. . '. , .

10. 'The inscriptions of Parakr arna a JU 'Sak '. '-Miiller 'Ancie'ili I -,,~ t e rst century, A.D. Jlul!el' found these IllscnptIons lD IlIJIlllrccl:;I· . f 'i stances from the a a era , d to;..-d' . _ ".
Nirvana of Buddha aru III a ew n "un reds over the Island He was greatly dlsappolJ1ted WIth them
lions of Ceylon, p. 6. . 1 bi d or titles e.c . Abha Salarnevan. ..r eIng re igious grants to tempks ' he found ' no historical information'Given usually 111 t 10 11'11.as ., 'b' . [','du 1 . .' ._

II. "11 P it Ion the tenth day of the wamng moon ;)f" a. .20 The majonty of these C<1\'CS g1lted to the S;.Ii.gIla, were naJll.[<iJpEg Hal. rospen y. .' _ V I III No _ . . . _
'1 ,-1: 'elfti: "ear of His Majesty Siri Sangabo '-E.Z., o. : .•... J.. .es-for excavated (';l\CS are rare in Ceylon= __ ' who::e insides were111 t 1( \\ J ., • ,.' 1 ' ,.. . . u l coincidence of n a h. ~. .

13· Having to depend on "palaecgraphic C'-.I( encc <II . S w Ite-w3She(1 and evell I'histercli, and a ll'!UCi or brick wall= (theMuller, iua., p. 24.

'. C. C. Mendis, Eariy History of Ceylon, p. Iii. . . 1 , '-1
14 .' '., Li a few mstances to Hi nd u dc\a .
15· Mostly to the Buddhist Sangha anc Ill .. r.. (E)' S No. 876): or to i1lahbJ6dlu-. - A fair number of endowments to lIldlvldua,.~ I·· • Z V I HI

shnne~... .. 'I 1. Z V I If NO.5 or a lying-in-home, L. "" o.inst.it.u tions, c.g., a hospit.al, ... -',. 0., . ,

too O<:".'LH. "P I V'isad cuasa lcne agatu anagat a C SUIl1I1l,ll'\' C] St. ~l' c.. V"I 1. PI' 57-
G

o. Ex-. . ... tion reads C/yuma at v... ". q " .
10. A cave lIlSCllP «.«: ',' ,. 1 - '. 'yen to the Sangha of the four hscov('retl <1.[,,' ones at La nkarama In Anuradhapura,

sagasa." (The cave <'If the ('h~f Visar cva IS gl . "eal" en. MOggalJana IS supposed to IWH' livcd ' :\1,,11,r, Ale. p 27'- the Tantnmalal
present and absent). ., 'b H \IV Codrington" ,:1l~ the Gal Vlhare at 1'olonnalll\\ ~l'A . t L d T ,.ure and Revenue !n Ceylon y . '. 'I ,~ . P'd .

17· nc~en. an C.I.. d f tl '1' nu rial systems of Ancient Cey on· '. _,'- I Urugala cave near Slglllya--'lth-Toth centurits, A I)freely to these Inscnphons III his stu yo IC e , ,
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latter occurring about the ot h century, A.D., says Hocart ) built so as to I
protected or enclosed rooms under the sheller of the rocks.>s Thes« Ca
were either owned. jointly by families, «.g., the 21 caves :1t Vessagiriyas,
the caves of Ritig<! la, which the' Son of Mahamata Bamadaia, liiS--e;:riii1-e
Bafiika, his emine;ce Pusaguta, his eminence Mit a and his eminence:
had developed into 1 he great village Arita ; '25 or individually, as such referen
in inscriptions to ownership as-' the cave of Tisaguta. son of the brah
Sumana ": 'the cave of the lay devotee Citra, wife of Parurnaka Pule
daughter of Parumaka Sunahita: , 'the cave of Utiya, son of villager Ti
son of Warakapi the villager'; 'the cave of the merchant Tisa "; 'the caVe
the physician Tisa ' ; 'the cave of village headman Abhaya "; 'the C<lYe
Chief Abhava "; , cave of Kanatisa, t!JP minister of the Great Eing Garni
pita' and' the cave of Arnirada, the treasurer of the village headman Kandi
-all show. But it is not clear what value was attached to the possession
these caves whether they were used as ordinary dwelling houses by the peopl
or not.

Whether these caves were the property of nobles only--in which c
they could not be used as dwelling house527-~or of the common people as
is also doubtful. The leading evidence in understanding this seems to
with the exact significance in the use of the tit le ",Parnmal<<t "-a word t
is freely found in these cave inscriptions. Etymologically the word me
eminent, or chief's Hence its appropriate use should be by 'persons
importance'; though inscriptional evidence is quite dear that it ",'as
used by men of lesser importance as, village hcadmen.sv as well as by worne

The above evidence also leaves litt le doubt that' then' was an owners
in caves quite apart from the land they stood in-v-Ior we sometimes get anum
of ca ves crowded together where it can scarcely be supposed that the bounda
of the land coincided with the partitions of the GlYes.'31 Interesting rho
this question is it need not be pursued further, not onlv because the a vails
evidence is insufficient, but also because the use of these caves for see

loses would ha ve lost its value, as the society advanced, and that certainly
at an early stage in Ceylon's history.
The earlv ascctics-preclll':,ors of Mahinda (?) as well as his folJowen;3L-~
g a life of self-denial, as Vanavasikas, sought habitations for themselves

,.lonely retreats, ' far from the madding crowd,' and the gift of these caves
"~ in quite handy for them. Bnt thC'se Cil\·e endo_wments}£ent pari passu

. another type of religious endowment, which came into existence when
!jddhisrilbecame tTie "tate rchglOn of the cOl1ntry, ioITOWffig1'T!econversion
'lI{ing Devanamplya 11ssa Fiy the apostle Kl:lhin-cla-iri-2'4oB.C.'?"'-By this
tuation, Ihe i3ud a fllsniollierh 00(1 became OtlE of thenoi'ii, trcU1ttional limbs

'iat formed the ancient Xr}'an state, as symbolically suggested in the Purusa
\ta of the Rgveda.» The spate of conversions that followed the conver-

. of the king.> led the king to request Mahinda to accept the site of the
''teasant Mahamegha ' park, neither' too far nor too near the city '33 as
ir new abode, and in emulation of King Bimbisar., of Rajagriha36 he built
.. Maha Vihara there as the first centre of Buddhist life and activity in the
~.ctry, and thus, like his contemporary Asoka of Magadha, Devanarnpiya

~ , dragged Buddhis m from the convent's into t l:c city' Henceforth the
!~t>.jority of Buddhist monks became 'GamanfaSt311iis{(1;al'iisikll< '37 and in
;·flilavish habitations provided for them by the kings and maintained by the
:~.::.~I.treasury, the Sangha came into close contact with the people of the
t5:':,..ntry at large.

.
;~~~~i~ThUSthe gifts of these cave dwellings and the monasteries Were really
f:~el movements. The one was the grant of the ordinary people,:l8 the other
,:I~hekings. The one was attached to the villages, the other to the capital
'~ ..,. It was a healthy and inex pensi ve way of bearing up mutually the cost
":,:«th.~new institution that was regarded as essential to their living' 1he goodr .

~~'At the same time the gift of these rock caves would appear to indicate
~he one hand a rndimcntary economic organisation, and on the other a
~dose adherence hy the priesthood to the rules of the Vinaya. Which

. That SOme knowledge of the Buddha and his teu.ch ings wcre known to thcpcopJe
on prior to the time of Dcvanampiya Tissa seems a re asonn blc contention-vide

.,_ekera, History oj Pali Literalu1'f in Ceylcn, P.l7. In such a casc itineran t Buddhist
~ould certainly ha ve comc to Ceylon by the usual land routes. The Hoyal Mission
ada was what that struck the imagination of the early chroniclers.

Rgveda, loth Mandala.
Mv. Chs. XIV and XV.
Mv. Ch, XV, 6-9.
Mv. Ch. XV, 17.

., Monks who dwelt in monastcr i-s clo-e to the: v illagrs ,HId towns.
~v. Ch , XVI, 12~I], records thr- gifts of oe rock cells at Mihirrtale by King

mplyatissa to Mahinda and his converts, while the inscription on Cave No. <) at
l)ears evidence of the grant of a ca ve to the Sangha by VaHagamini Abh aya.

~~. Vol. I, p. 138.
"... -

23. Hocart believes that the walling of these caveswas begun when t.he v ha d p
into the hands of the monks, for he says that it is a rule of the Vinaya re I'iirajik{t-
a monk should sleep with doors shut lest his person should happen to be exposed du
sleep. CJ.Se., Sec. (~.. Vol. 1, p. 5S.

24. E.Z., Vol. I, p. IS.

25. E.Z., Vol. I, p. 15''''.
26. Parker, Ancient Ceylon, p. 41<).

27. Hocar t, c.j.Sr. Sec. G., Vol. T, p. 58.
28. Sanskri t-c-Pramukha, Pali-c-Pa mulcho or l'iimokkh6, Sinhalcse=-L's n-ok-'
29. See above list and Parker, A.C., p. 440.
30. Rit.igala inscript ions Xos. 2,3 and Xi<. E.Z. Vol. T, No. 10, ment ion ,p.

rnaka Anud iva..'
31. Hocar t, C.ISc. s-e. C., Vol. T, p. 58.
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of these two circumstances was more powerful in determining the chara
of the gifts cannot be determined without further evidence.

The contemporaneous grant of urban monastic dwellings is evidence t
the priesthood was beginning to abandon its con venture retreats to sh
increasingly the urban life of the cities. This does not necessarily imply
deliberate seeking on the part of the priesthood for the luxuries of a worl
life-for Mahinda declines explicitly the first of such gi Its by Devanampi
Tissa.s? It seems more indicative of the desire on the part of kings to Use

, power of the Church' to inculcate greater religious devotion in their sullje
or enhance 'the strength of their own rule.

The immediate result of th is new relationshi P thus established bctw
the Sangha on the one hand and the king and laity on the other was that
the case of the former it led to a numerica I increase in the Order of the S:, il';ha,
who were becoming more and more useful socially, and in the case of the lat
it was not only the growtb of a greater desire for more munificent acts
piety, but also a growing desire for more colourful forms of worship. -' .

The second class of religions endowments, was to reflect these ch.mgi
conditions of the times. '

(To he continued in the next issues . I,
W. :\I A. \\'AR:\" ..\Sl·RIY·

U Cl X\T' " i1~' '130· .vrv .. 1. ,,). J •

40. At Mihirrtalc monastery alone, in Hha tik ha bhavas time (38 ;\.n.-li7 A D.) t
number of monks residing there was assessed at 1,000, while Fa-l lscin (5th century, A.D.
estimated it at 2,000. E.Z, Vol. I, Pt>. 8f-H2.
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