
Was There A Gonisa-vihara in Ancient
Co/Ion?

IFwe take Geiger's translation of the Citlavamsa as our authority, a monas-
tery named Gonisa-vihara played an important part in the early up-
bringing of Dhatusena, the warrior king of the fifth century, who re-

established Sinhalese sovereignty after a period of Tamil rule, constructed
the great irrigation reservoir named Kaliivava and came to a tragic end at
the hands of his son Kassapa I. The Ciiiavomsa, after recounting Dhatuscna's
parentage, informs us that, as a small boy, he had adopted the life of a
siiniancra under the tutelage of his uncle, an unnamed theta who resided in
the Dighasanda-avasa of the Mahavihara. Two incidents which portended
the great destiny that awaited Dhatusena, and the measures adopted by
his uncle, the theta, to protect the small boy, and to fit him for his future
career, are narrated in a passage, vv. 17-21 of chapter 38 of the Cuiavamsa,
which has been translated by Geiger as given below:

'Now once as the latter (i.e. Dhiifllsct/a) was reciting (sacred texts)
at the foot of a tree a cloud began to rain. A snake seeing this, encircled
him in her folds and covered the book and the boy with her hood. The
uncle saw that. Another time another penitent in his wrath threw dung
at his head but failed therewith to disturb his spirit. The uncle beheld
that too and thinking: " that is in very truth a most excellent being, with-
out doubt he will become king, he must be protected", he went along
with him into a vihara, and instructed him in the Gonisa-vihfira with the
object, "he must be made a master in state-craft" '.

According to Geiger's own admission, this translation cannot be taken
as adequately conveying the sense of the original Pali, the least unsatis-
factory feature to the student of history being the degradation of the Naga
(a divine being) who protected Dhatuscna into a common snake, and the
change of his sex. Geiger's own note on his performance is as follows:
" The passage is somewhat dubious. In the fIrSt place, I believe that the
words iidiiya tam I'ihiirnrh 1Ip~,?ato mean : he fetched him out of the Digha-
sanda-parivcna. As that lay in Anuradhapura, the youthful Dhiituscna
was here not safe enough from possible machinations of the king. His
uncle took him to the Gonisa monastery C,?ol1isiidi-Ilihiira means the monas-
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tery whose name begins with ,l?ollisa) . We do not know where this monas-
tery was, as it is not otherwise mentioned-possibly in the south of the
capital. For the rest 1 follow the conjectural nitimii of M. Geiger which
makes the sense far more pregnant. As his uncle regards Dhatuscna as
the future king, his task is to acquaint him with niti, i.e. state-craft."

Before we come to deal with Geiger's rendering of gOllisadi-I'ihara,
we might dispose of his interpretation of adiiya tmh llihararh IIpii.Rato. This
phrase occurs after the recounting of the portentous happenings, and the
reflection of the thera that the boy should be protected, but before the men-
tion of the there's resolve that the boy should be trained in a place other than
the Dighasanda-parivelJa. The two incidents witnessed by the them are
said to have occurred while the boy Dhatuscna was studying, seated under
a tree, and the statement in the chroncile that the uncle' took him, (i.e. the
boy) with him and came to the vihiira ' refers to his coming to the Digha-
sanda-parivcna from under the tree. It was after returning to the residence
from the arbour that the thought occurred to the thera that the boy should
be instructed at a place more suitable for the formation of his character
than a monastic residence in Anuradhapura was for that purpose. Accord-
ing to the sequence of events in the narrative of the Ciiiavamsa, it was
after the thcra had been warned in a dream that the Tamil king ruling at
Anur idhapura was designing to capture Dhatusena that the thcra took
him away from the Dighasanda-pariveDa. And this account is given in
the third verse following the phrase adaya tam vihiiram. I{pagato. The word
ii,,?afo, 'came,' cannot also be interpreted as 'fetched out' as Geiger has
done. The vihiiro' in this phrase, thus, cannot refer to the monastic rcsi-
deuce meant bY,R01lisiidi-lliliara.

The half verse occurring in Geiger's text of the Ciilavanisa as ,ROllisiidi
vihiire 'yam kattabho nitima iti has been translated by Wijesinha as saying' I
must render this youth accomplished at the Gonisada Monastery'.
Tumour, the first translator of the chronicle, has completely misunderstood
the passage and translated it by , Beloved, do not omit, night or day, to
improve thyself in what thou shouldst acquire '. The text followed by
Wijesinha appears to have had gOllisiida ill place of gonisarli, and he has
taken this to be the proper name of a place, as Sumangala and Batuvan-
tudave, who translated the chronicle into Sinhalese, have also done with
regard to gOllisadi.

1. For the use of the word viluira with the meaning of a "monastic residence' in
part.icular, and not 'JIlOnafltery' in general, see Khuddflsi/.;khri, Y. HH), and the old
Sinhalese glOBS thereon. Also consult the tenn vihiira.uoni8(idikri used h~· Buddhaghosn
in tho S(llJ/anlopr;.wlrlikii (P.T.S. Eclition p. 10!)!)), discussed bpi ow.
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Geiger's reading gO/lisiidi is supported by several manuscripts and, as
will become clear also from the evidence to be discussed in the sequel, is
acceptable. He agrees with his predecessors, Wijesinha, Suman gala and
Batuvantudavc, in seeing a proper name in this, but differs from them in
taking the element gOllisa as the proper name, and treating iidi as introduced
for the purpose of satisfying the metrical requiremcn rs, as for instance
in expressions like Kadalviidi-niviita (CIl., 48.50) for Kadali-nivdta and
Vij"ayiidibiihll for V!jayabiihll. This device, which does not say much
for the literary skill of an author, has been rarely resorted to in
the Ciilavamsa ; as a rule, iid; is introduced between the two elements
compounded in a proper name, and not between two words in a compound
comprising a proper name and a common name. According to the manner
in which Geiger has broken up Gonisddi-vihiira, it would correspond to
a phrase like A/luriidhiidipllra for A nu riidhaplIra , a type of usage not met
with ill literary works. Geiger himself has pointed out that a monastery
named Gonj~a has not been met with anywhere but in this doubtful passage.
Geiger's interpretation of this phrase, therefore, raises doubts in one's mind,
as to its acceptability. Aggamahapal)9ita A. P. Buddhadatta Maharhcra,
the accomplished Pali scholar who has pointed out and corrected many a slip
in the distinguishcd philologist's translation of thc Ceylon chronicles, has
nothing to say on the passage that wc arc discussing.

The word <~onisiidi, with or without the suffix ka, occurs ill several
places in the Pali literature, not as a proper name, but in fact as the name
appropriate to a particular type of monastic establishment. In the Khl/dda-
sikkhii (v. 144), gOllisiidi is enumerated among the four types of laippiva-
bhu/lli or kappiya-ktl{i, i.e. buildings in which it is permissible for monks
not only to live, but also to cook food. Here, the Khl/dda-siHhii follows
the injunction attributed to the Buddha Himself in the Mahavagga, V. 33,
4: AIIIUiiniil/li hhikkhalle catasso kappiya-hhiil/liyo, l/ssiivanfikiilil, ,~ol/isiidi-
karh, gahapafi1h, sanunutim ti. Rhys Davids and Olden berg have rendered
the word by 'ox-stall' in their translation of the Vinavapiialia, and this
meaning has been given to the word in the Dictionary of the Pali Text
Society. Miss 1. B. Horner, in her translation of the Vinaya Pitaka, renders
,~ol1isiidika by 'that connected with what is fortuitous.'? Miss Horner
has consulted Buddhaghosa's Satl/alltapiisiidikii on the meaning of the word,
but her interpretation, which hardly conveys a clear idea as to the character
of a gotlisiidikii, is due to her not properly grasping what the commentator
says. Buddhaghosa's comments on the word are: g(misiidikii dl//lid"a
iira/l/agollisiidika lJihiiragonisiidikii ti. Tiisil ),attha 1/' e{la iira/l/o na seniisaniini

:? The Rook of Discipline (Rac"f'(1 Books of t hr- Buddhists) Vol. 'l V. p. :1:?R& 1".11. +.
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parikkhittiini honti, avam. iiriimagonisiidikii ndma, yattha scniisaniiui sah/Jiini vii
eleacdini vii parikkhittiini, iiriilllo aparikkhitto, aymn vihiiragonislldikii niiina iti
ubhayatrii'pi drdmassa aparikkhittabhiiuo yeua pal/lii'(!,mh,3 "Gonisiidikii is
twofold, an drdma (monastery) which is a gonisiidikii and a vlhiira
(monastic residence) which is a gonisiidikii. Of these two, where neither
the iiriillla (monastery as a whole) nor the individual residences (uihiira)
are enclosed, this is an iiriiJl/agollisiidikii; where the residences, all or
some (of them), are enclosed, but the monastery (iiriillla) as a whole is
not enclosed, this is a vihiira-gollisiidikii. Thus, in both cases, it is the fact
of the monastery being not enclosed that is the criterion." According
to this explanation of Buddhaghosa, a gonisiidikii is a monastery which
as a whole is not enclosed with a fence or wall; the individual residential
buildings within it mayor may not be enclosed. This interpretation
is in accord with the definition of a L~ollisiidikii in the Klulddasikkhii, v.
147: yebhuyyelliiparikkhitto iiriimo saka/o'pi vii vuccate gOllisiidi ti. "A
monastery which is for the most part or totally not enclosed (with fence,
ete.) is called a gonisiidi." Here, it would be noted, the word occurs just
as it does in the Colavomsa, without the suffix lea, the use of which,
thus, is seen to be optional, and does not affect the meaning of the word.
The Siklwva/atlda-fJinisa (Sir D. R. Jayatilaka's edition, p. 52) defines
gonisiidi in similar terms.

The word gOt/isiidi as the first clement of a compound occurs in the
pada-bhiijatliya or explanatory section of the Vinaya-pitaka.s The Sutra-
vibhanga, III, 46, in enumerating the different types of villages, says:
gonisiidi-niviHho pi giil1lo. Buddhaghosa's explanation of this compound is:
gonisiidinivittho ndma vithisannivcsadivasena anivisitvii yathii giillo tattha tattha
dve tisso nisidanti euam tattha {altha dill' ti'IJighar(/Ili katllii niviulvo>. "Gonisiidi-
niviuh« is a village which, not being planned by laying out the streets,
ctc., is established by erecting here and there two or three houses, in the
same manner as cows lie down by twos or threes here and there."6 It is
this explanation of gonisiidi that Miss Horner has applied to gOllisiidikii
occurring in the enumeration of the four kappiya-bhiitniyo. In this instance,
however, gOllisiidi qualifies nivitih«, the latter word referring to the manner
of the laying out of a village. The same meaning cannot, therefore, be
applied to the word when it is used as a substantive denoting a particular

3. Samantopdsiidilai, P.T.S. Edition, p. l!IOll.
4. l'inayapi!aka, op. cit. III. p. 46.
Ii. Somantapdsiidikxi, (P.T.S. Edition) pp. ~08-0.
6. The planning of the Universit v of Ceylon at Porndcniya ("In 1)(' chnracteriscd

as (jonis6di.ni1.>1·lIhrt
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type of monastic establishment. In both cases, it seems that we have
secondary developments in the meaning of the word gOllisadi or gonisadika,
of which the etymology would indicate' a place where cattle lie down'.
The word was probably applied originally to the unenclosed part of a village
set apart for cattle to roam about or lie down, i.c. the village pasture. The
extension of the use of the word to an unenclosed monastery, where the
cattle were free to roam about, or lie down, is but natural. The straggling
appearance of houses in a village that had grown haphazardly suggested
a parallel with the appearance of cows lying down in a pasture, and resulted
in the extension of the use of the word in the compound gonisadi-nil'ittha.
The word gOllisadika, with its original meaning of 'pasture', appears to
have been the origin of the word gOllaki, occurring in some Old Sinhalese
inscriptions of about the third or fourth century, denoting a certain type
of land appertaining to tanks in ancient Ceylon, most probably the open
land above a tank bed wherein cattle were allowed to graze and lie down.?

Whatever the significance of the word <~oflisadi or gOllisiidika may be
where it is applied with reference to a village, the Pali commentaries leave
no room for doubt cbout the meaning of the word where it refers to a
monastic edifice or establishment. And it is with that meaning, i.c,
, unenclosed', that the word must have been used by the author of the
Cidavamsa. We have now to consider how that meaning is appropriate
to the context in which ,~ollisadi-uihara occurs in the chronicle.

According to Geiger's translation of the relevant passage in the O"'i!a-
vamsa, it was with the object of making Dhatuscna ' a master in statecraft'
that the thera, his uncle, resolved to move him out of the Dighasanda-
parivena to anotherl'ihara, which, according to Geiger, was named Gonisa.
But this idea of making the boy Dhatuscna ' a master in statecraft' has
been read into the text by introducing thereto the word nitinui which is
not found in any of the manuscripts of the Ciiiavamsa. The text edited
in Sinhalese characters by Sumangala and Batuvantudavc has dhiti11l(i8 in
place of II itim a. Being not a critical edition, according to Western standards
of scholarship, it is not stated by the editors whether the reading dhitima
is supported by the manuscripts utiliscd by them, or whether it is an emen-
dation of a corrupt reading. Even if dhitillla is an emendation, it is pre-
ferable to Geiger's emendation into II It iin a, for most of the manuscripts
contain the reading vitimii, and l'i is 1110re likely to result from a scribal

7. The word qonalc! is met with in tho Vessagiri Rock-Inscript.ion of Siriniiga II (Ep.
Zey. III, p. 222) whore the published text needs cmcndat.ion and in an unpublished slab-
inscription of Kanit.t.hn Ti8811discovered at the Ruva.nvali S'lya.

8. Translated into Sinhalese as n uixuuiti,
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error from dhi than from nt, the difierence in appearance between the
syllables IIi and dhi being not very markcd.? With regard to the sense
also, the reading nititnii is hardly appropriate to the context. The incident
refers to a time when Dhatuscna was of tender years, and hardly likely
to profit by a course of instruction in political science. And why was
Gonisa-vihara a suitable place to impart to Dhatuscna skill in statecraft?
According to the narrative in the Cidavamsa, it was to a monastery in the
outlying districts that Dhatuscna was taken from Anuradhapura ; it is
hardly likely that professors of political science were available in such places.

The word dhitima means 'one who is courageous', and this would
be not only in keeping with the sequence of events in the narrative, but
also would make the correct interpretation of the phrase p'ollisadi-llihara
significant. The boy Dhatuscna was being brought up by his uncle as a
siimanera, to make him fit for the religious life, at the Dighasanda-avasa
in the Mahavihara of Anuradhapura. The Mahavihara was an enclosed
monastery, and the Dighasauda-avasa or parivcna, as such monastic edifices
usually were, must have been enclosed by a prakara. The boy thus was

.leading a sheltered life, subjected to a strict discipline, which gave him no
scope for self-assertion. The first incident noticed by the thera, according
to the story, was the protection of the boy during a shower of rain by a
super-human being, i.e. a Naga. This convinced the thera that the boy
was destined to be king of the Island. The next incident noticed by the
theta, that of the boy remaining unruffled when dirt was thrown over his
head by a fellow-pupil, must have indicated to the them that the qualities
being inculcated in Dhatuscna by his life in the monastery were hardly of
the type required of one who had to wrest the sovereignty from enemies.
Meekness of character and not hitting back when hit, are admirable qualities
ill a bhikkhu, but not in a prince who had to fight his way to the throne.
What a boy intended for such a career had to acquire was not humility,
but personal bravery and courage, the ability to fend for himself in a difficult
situation. These qualities could hardly be inculcated in a boy of tender
years in a cloister at the capital city. On the other hand, if the boy was
brought up in a gonisiidi monastery, which was not protected by being
enclosed, and which, being in the country, would be frequented not only
by cattle, as the name indicates, but even by wild beasts, he would
learn to fend for himself and become courageous (dhiti1l1a). Thus, what
the theta was concerned with was the psychological training of the boy's

n. We apologize for being unchivalrous in this preference, 101'the emendation nIthnct
is due to l\1 (i.c. Frau) Geiger.
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character, not to stufF his mind with theories 011 state-craft. The theta's
resolve to move Dhatuscna away from Dighasanda-parivcna 011 these
considerations was confirmed by the warning, received in a dream as
stated in the chronicle, or in a less miraculous manner, that the Tamil
ruler of Anuradhapura was becoming suspicious of the boy, and had planned
to apprehend him. The boy was taken away not too SOOI1, and we find
the theta going past the Kala Oya with him, evidently to a monastery in
an outlying district, which would most probably have been of the gonisadi
type. The interpretaion that we have given of gOllisadi-fJihara and the
preference of the reading dhitil/la to nitimii make the passage in question
appropriate to the context, and we offer the following translation in place
of the extract from Geiger's translation quoted towards the beginning of
this paper:

, One day, (Dhatuscna, seated) at the foot of a tree, was studying by
himself. (Then) a cloud rained; a Naga, seeing (that), protected the book
and the boy, by enclosing him in his folds and also covering (him) with
his hood. The uncle saw that. Another ascetic being angered with him,
scattered dirt on his head, (but Dhfituscna) did not show hatred in mind
towards him. The uncle saw that, too, and (reflecting)" this is indeed
a noble being, he would certainly become king and should, (therfore),
be protected", came (back) to the residence (fJihara) accompanied by (the
boy) and trained him with the thought that he should be made courageous
(by being brought up) in a monastery that is not enclosed '.

There was thus no monastery called Conisa-vihara ill ancient Ceylon;
there must have been scores of gOllisadi monasteries, just as they arc found
today in Ceylon. In fact, the majority of monasteries at the present day
are of the gOl1isadi type. The Malvatte Vihara in Kandy and the Vidya-
lankara Pirivcna near Colombo arc two prominent examples.

S. PARANAVITANA
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