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This dissertation presents a significant revision of religious, social, and intellectual developments in the
Polonnaruva period of Sri Lankan history (eleventh to early thirteenth centuries). While this period has
long been acknowledged as a significant turning point in the history of Theravada Buddhism, our
understanding has been over-reliant on retrospective narrative accounts written in Pali and Sinhala. By
turning instead to inscriptional evidence from within the period itself (written primarily in Sinhala,
Tamil, and Sanskrit, and only exceptionally in Pali), a more granular and expansive understanding of the
Polonnaruva period becomes available to us. Crucially, I argue that the histories of Buddhism, gender,
and politics were fundamentally entwined in this period, and that we therefore cannot write one in
isolation from the others. Royal women, absent from or downplayed within later narrative accounts,
were fully participant in shaping the course of Buddhism; selective engagement with particular Buddhist
institutions provided opportunities for the articulation of rival visions of ideal kingship; and those
visions both relied on and were constitutive of notions of idealised masculinity. Attending to the
specificities of these interrelations both allows us new insights into, and suggests new methodological

approaches for, Theravada history.
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Language Conventions

I transcribe with a modified version of ISO 15919, “Transliteration of Devanagari and related Indic scripts
into Latin characters.” ISO 15919 resembles the IAST transliteration scheme common in Sanskrit-
oriented Buddhist studies, but with the wider variety of diacritics necessary to transcribe Sinhala and
Tamil sources. Out of personal preference, I use 4/a rather than /& for the sixth vowel. Following
Sinhala-script manuscript practice, I only mark long € or 6 if my source text does so (i.e., Sinhala bésat
but Sanskrit bodhisattva). For the few Thai and Khmer quotations, I follow Walker (2018, xiii-xix).

Scholars of Pali-oriented Buddhism tend to favour the use of Pali words to signify general
concepts under discussion (i.e., Pali kamma instead of Sanskrit karma). In such general discussions, 1
prefer instead Sanskrit, on the grounds that (1) Sinhala sources of my period use these terms more
frequently than they do Pali, (2) this is a more common practice among wider Buddhist Studies, whether
working with texts in Gandhari or Japanese, and (3) the terms themselves are often more recognisable to
non-specialists (e.g., karma, dharma). When necessary for clarity in translations, I try to provide in
brackets both the original word as it appears in the source text (to reflect the specifics of word choice),
and the Sanskrit equivalent for wider salience.

In translations I have also attempted to preserve, as much as possible, the original structure of
verses (for poetry) or clauses (for prose). These structural choices often convey (or withhold) key
information, which more “free” translations into English cannot capture. However, this poses an
additional challenge in translating Sinhala and Tamil prose, as both of these languages rely much more
heavily on analytic grammar than do Sanskrit and Pali, and both are (unlike English) left-branching. As
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Wilden (2018, 63-71) discusses with reference to classical Tamil, this results in certain ambiguities over
syntactical attribution when these clauses mention individuals other than the subject, to whom earlier
clauses might plausibly apply. To give a simplified example, the subject (S) of a Sinhala sentence may be
introduced after two sequential clauses, the first providing an adjective (C,) and the second describing
the subject’s relationship to another person (C,). The syntactical relationship between these clauses may
be interpreted, in the absence of any further contextual clues, as either

“S, who is both described by C, and is related to the person introduced in C,.”

OR

“S, who is related to the person introduced in C,, who is in turn described by C,.”
This ambiguity is only increased in lengthier sections of prose, particularly donative inscriptions, which
typically refer to many individuals related in some way to the donor. I suspect that in many cases this
attributive ambiguity is intentional; qualities in earlier clauses may be intended to describe both the
subject and those whose names they invoke. To preserve this sense of ambiguity, my translations
therefore often reverse the sequence of clauses (“S, who is related to the person introduced in C,, who is
described in C,”).

The dissertation is written in New Zealand English. In accordance with national conventions,’

the few terms in te reo M3aori are not italicised.

All translations are my own, unless otherwise noted.

! Nga korero a ipurangi o Aotearoa/NZ History Guide to Style, Ministry for Culture and Heritage, s.v. “Maori language,”
last updated 21 May 2022, nzhistory.govt.nz/hands/a-guide-to-style#Maori.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Just south of Polonnaruva—Sri Lanka’s royal capital in the first centuries of the second millennium—
stands a curious structure known today as the Potgul Viharaya (Figure 1.1). The original function of this
building is uncertain. The elevated platform it sits on, surrounded by four miniature stiapas, identify it as
aBuddhist site, but in an architectural style and site layout unusual for the place and period. The modern
name—literally “Library Monastery”—is based on the site’s association with a nearby statue of an
unidentified man holding what appears to be a palm leaf manuscript; meanwhile, faint traces of paint on
the inside walls suggest, perhaps, that it was once used as an image-house. The only clue to the site’s
history is a short donative inscription (IC V1:23) carved into its mandapa (ritual entranceway). This tells
us that the original structure was built by Parakramabahu I (r. 1153-1186), the period’s most illustrious
king; that it was later rebuilt by Lilavati, a widow of Parakramabahu who became a monarch in her own
right after his death; and finally that the mandapa itself was constructed by Candavati, another of

Parakramabahu’s former consorts (mahisis).



—

\

1

Figure 1.1: the contemporary remains of the Potgul Viharaya, facing west
This structure, and its accompanying inscription, is little more than a footnote in most histories
of medieval Sri Lanka.” The Archaeological Survey’s annual report for the year of the structure’s

(re)discovery, for example, concludes only that “In twenty-six lines of clear-cut letters of the twelfth

* In the midst of Medieval Studies’ “global turn” (Flechner 2020; Heng 2013), valid questions have been raised about
the applicability of “medieval” periodisation beyond Europe, and the ensuing risk of implying structural
homogeneity across the globe. See the nuanced discussion, with reference to South Polynesia, in M. Williams (M.
Williams 2021, particularly 18-19). In Sri Lankan history, there is a happy coincidence between the temporal range
usually considered “medieval” (500-1500cE) and the understudied period between Buddhaghosa’s commentaries
(c. fourth or fifth century) and the advent of European colonisation (from c. 1505). This should not be taken,
however, as an intending any form of structural homogeneity across the period. I see medieval studies as providing
a useful toolkit upon which we can (selectively and judiciously) draw to help make sense of sources neither
exclusively archaeological nor primarily archival: European medievalists have long been comfortable working
amongst the material and the literary in ways which are often productively applied outside of Europe. More
generally, I position this work as a study of “medieval” Sri Lanka to signal my willingness to participate in more
global and comparative conversations.



century is a record in Pali of its original construction by Parakramabahu I, and its rebuilding and
improvement by his two queens” (Bell 1906, 16). It says much about the priorities of these colonial
archaeologists that only Parakramab3hu, and neither of his “two queens,” is named here. The most
significant use to which this inscription has been put is as evidence that non-regnal consorts (mahisi) like
Candavati had independent means of patronising such construction projects (Siriweera 1970, 54).
Candavati herself, patron of the mandapa and inscription, is not mentioned by name in any other
premodern source; indeed, the editors of the Epigraphia Zeylanica, in which this inscription was first
published, suggest that she should instead be identified by the name “Rapavati” (EZ 11, 240).

What none of these scholars seem to dwell on is the fact that Candavati’s inscription is written
entirely in Pali (rather than in the other languages used more frequently in medieval Lankan inscriptions:
Sinhala, Tamil, or Sanskrit). Pali had been the liturgical and scholastic language of the Mahavihara
monastery in Anuradhapura (the former royal capital) since the early centuries of the first millennium;
it would later become ubiquitous throughout the Theravada kingdoms of Southern Asia.’ In such a

context, it might be reasonable to assume that there was nothing particularly distinctive about

*I am mindful of the arguments made over the past decade that “Theravada” was a term with relatively limited
emic salience prior to the modern period: see the essays in Skilling et al. (2012), particularly Gethin (2012) and
Perreira (2012); and more recently Bretfeld (2022). I certainly do not mean to intend that my twelfth-century
subjects considered themselves to be “Theravada Buddhists” in the same manner as would a modern Buddhist.
However, 1 deploy this term throughout the dissertation to signal that (1) the events of twelfth-century
Polonnaruva played an important role in setting the direction for what would become “Theravada Buddhism” in
the modern sense, and (2) that these events might therefore be of interest to scholars working on a (temporally and
geographically) broader set of phenomena conventionally grouped under the heading “Theravada Studies.” In
other words, I follow Collins’ (2017) use of the term as indicating “something, or some things, which can be seen, or

”

argued, to be genealogically related to what we now call ‘Theravada’ (18). I return to this discussion in the General

Conclusions.



Candavati’s choice of Pali as an inscriptional language. In reality, however, this is the earliest known
example of a royal inscription composed entirely in Pali.

Prior to the Polonnaruva period, Pali seems to have largely been the preserve of monks:
particularly those ordained in the Mahavihara nikaya (ordination lineage). The Mahavihara’s fortunes
were rarely in the ascendant. Archaeological evidence, the travel writings of Chinese pilgrims, and even
historical narratives (vamsas) sympathetic to the Mahavihara together suggest that both royal and
popular support went instead to its more illustrious rivals: the Abhayagiri and Jetavana nikayas. While
these latter institutions likely adhered to canonical texts written in Pali (including a Pali-language vinaya,
or monastic disciplinary code), both seemed to have been receptive to Sanskrit texts, and possibly even
to texts and practices explicitly associated with the Mahayana (Cousins 2012). At one point, the
Mahavihara-penned Mahavamsa laments, its very buildings were deconstructed in order to provide raw
materials for expansions of the Abhayagiri compound (MV 37:10-12). While this may have been an
dramatic embellishment, the first-millennium inscriptional corpus certainly suggests far more frequent
royal engagement with the Abhayagiri, in particular, than with the Mahavihara. Of course, this is not to
suggest that first millennium kings were entirely uninterested in the latter institution and its Pali-
language literature. I discuss the evidence for this in more detail in Chapter Two. For the most part,
however, the notion that kings across the Indian Ocean would one day carve inscriptions in Pali, or heap
praise upon the memory of the Mahavihara, must have seemed a very distant possibility.

In light of this, inscriptions like that of Candavati take on a new significance. We cannot simply

dismiss the choice of the Pali language, or, more generally, expressions of support for the Mahavihara,



as an uninteresting expression of an underlying and unchanging affinity between Sri Lankan kingship
and “Theravada Buddhism.” Such references represent instead a radical reconfiguration of royal
attitudes towards Buddhist languages and Buddhist institutions; a reconfiguration which was, itself, an
important factor in the emergence of the form of Buddhism we can today call “Theravada.” Some of these
moments of reconfiguration are found in the inscriptions of those men who dominate modern
historiography; most notably, perhaps, including the Galvihara inscription of Parakramabahu I (IC VI:13),
discussed further in Chapter Four. However, far more of these critical inscriptions, in which royal
attitudes towards Buddhist monastic institutions and languages seem to shift, are the product of slightly
more peripheral figures. Candavati’s inscription may be the earliest to be composed wholly in Pali, but
she was following in the footsteps of another royal consort: the Great Lady Sundara, the wife of
Vikramabahu I (r. 1111-1132) and mother of Gajabahu II (1132-1153).* As I discuss in Chapter Three,
Sundara’s inscriptions contain the earliest Pali verses known in Sri Lankan inscriptions, as well as the
evidence for patronage of a particular monastery which would ultimately play a pivotal role in
Parakramabahu’s later restructuring of the sarigha. But Sundara, like Candavat, is largely absent from
extant studies of Polonnaruva and the reform period. It is, I suspect, not merely an unfortunate oversight
that Candavati’s inscription, or the inscriptions of other noblewomen from Polonnaruva, have been so
long overlooked. Rather, it is symptomatic of a broader problem in our historiography of the

Polonnaruva period, and therefore of our histories of how the Theravada came to be as it is today.

“ Dates generally follow those given in the UCHC, unless otherwise noted.
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Our understanding of Polonnaruva’s religious transformation has, so far, been overwhelmingly
based on a single source: the thirteenth-century “extension” to the Mahdvamsa composed in the
Darhbadeniya-based court of Parakramabahu II (r. c. 1236-1269).° “The Chronicle” (as it is often
designated, always capitalised)® focuses its attentions on the careers of two exemplary kings: Vijayabahu
I(r. c. 1070-1110), who rose up against his Siva-worshipping Cola overlords, established an independent
kingdom based at Polonnaruva, and then re-vitalised the monastic orders which had suffered under Cola
tyranny; and Parakramabahu I, who reunited the island after a period of fragmentation, and then
reunited the three nikayas under Mahavihara-oriented leadership. The Mahavamsa’s androcentric focus
is echoed in two Sinhala-language texts also frequently consulted for information about Polonnaruva:
the thirteen-century Pajavaliya (on which see Blackburn 2024, 54-61) and the fourteenth-century Nikaya-

sangrahaya (Bretfeld 2022). While a number of sources originating from within the Polonnaruva period

® This text is sometimes called Cilavamsa to distinguish it from the fifth-century “original.” As the text clearly
positions itself as an extension to that original, and continues to name itself “mahavamso” at the end of each chapter,
I retain this naming convention. Given their self-representation as seemless “continuations,” dating the Mahavamsa
sections is difficult. S. Wickramasinghe (1958) argues (11-19) that Chapters 33-57 were written by a different author
than were Chapters 57-79 (which cover the Polonnaruva period up to the death of Parakramabzhu I); she suggests
that the former section, because it seems to express a “personal resentment” towards the Colas (18), was written
during the period of C6la occupation, while the latter was likely a product of Dhammakitti II in the court of
Parakramabahu II.

¢ This “Chronicle” naming convention is significant. A chronicle is, in the medieval European tradition, a document
which lists a combination of local and more general events without distinguishing between them in “significance.”
These documents were also, often, updated periodically; such chronicles are therefore often treated as first-hand
primary evidence of a given historical moment. This is in contrast to other genres of writing about sequences of
events (“histories”), which do make an obvious effort to highlight events deemed “significant.” Casting the
Mahavamsa as a “chronicle” is therefore an attempt to assign it a certain degree of verity. However, as White (1987)
shows, European “chronicles” are indeed constituted of significant interpretive choices (16-22); the same is clearly
true of the Mahavamsa, which (as Scheible 2016 shows for its fifth-century core) explicitly aims to present events “of
the past” for present purposes (namely to evoke “the serene joy and emotion of the pious”).
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itself have long been available to historians, including a vast inscriptional corpus, these have primarily
been consulted only as supplementary to the retrospective textual narratives.’

The dangers of such a myopic focus on these later texts are compounded when we consider the
thirteenth-century context of the Pijavaliya and Mahavamsa extension. Both were produced in, and so
were responsive to the more immediate concerns of, the court of Parakramabahu II (Blackburn 2024,
chap. 1). These concerns resulted in a very particular narrative of the Polonnaruva period: a narrative of
heroic and pious kings who fought back Tamil and Sanskritic heresies® to “restore” the Pali-oriented
Buddhism of the Mahavihara to its “proper” dominance over the island. Like other vamsa texts, in other
words, the Mahdvamsa extension was

composed not as neutral accounts of the sasana’s unfolding, but in the explicit or implicit

service of a particular monastic group, generally in the context of a competitive local and/or

regional monastic conversation (or debate) about the purity and authenticity of various
lineages and their practices (Blackburn 2015a, 316).

7 S. Wickramasinghe’s (1954) introduction to Polonnaruva’s inscriptions, in her comprehensive overview of sources
for the period’s history, provides an illustrative example. Her explanation for the historical value of these
inscriptions rests on her claim that “the Ceylon inscriptions... very often corroborate statements in the [Mahavamsa]
and occasionally supplement the knowledge we have from the latter source. It is only very seldom that these
inscriptions contradict the [Mahavamsa] account of the period” (174-5). Similar sentiments are repeatedly
throughout various epigraphical publications (Epigraphia Zeylanica and Inscriptions of Ceylon); “standard” histories
such as the University of Ceylon History of Ceylon and de Silva’s (1981) History of Sri Lanka largely just “paraphrase” (in
the words of Walters 2000, 163) the Mahavamsa’s account, with some inscriptional details interjected throughout.
Inscriptions, in other words, have served only to flesh out the positivist details of Polonnaruva’s story, while the
general contours of the Mahavamsa’s narrative remain ossified at its core.

® My mention here of Tamil is in reference to the popular but problematic assumption that—while at least some of
those engaged in the Sanskrit world were overtly Buddhist—Tamil as a language and the Tamil country as a
geographical region were devoted almost exclusively to the worship of Siva. In reality, Tamil-speaking Southern
India has always been religiously diverse, and Tamil-language Buddhism (on both sides of the Palk Straight)
flourished before, during, and after the period under discussion (Monius 2001; Schalk and Véluppillai 2002).
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To be clear, I am not suggesting that the historical events related in the Mahdvamsa were invented
wholesale: Vijayabahu 1 redlly did expel his Cola overlords to declare his independent kingship;
Parakramabahu I really did unite the island and then initiate monastic reforms which would forever
influence Buddhism across the Indian Ocean region; later monarchs like Nis$anka Malla and Lilavati really
did struggle to maintain control while the kingdom splintered and ultimately fell apart around them.
However, even if we accept the veracity of these historical events we must acknowledge the interpretive
choices which the Mahavamsa’s author made in narrativizing them. Here I am following Hayden White’s
insights that no “historical writing” is truly objective, but is—necessarily—a subjective emplotment of
past events in ways sensible to the author’s own social and intellectual context.’ The extent to which we
have accepted the narrativization of Polonnaruva contained within the Mahavamsa, Pdjavaliya, and
Nikaya-sangrahaya as historical fact has skewed our understanding of the period, and therefore, crucially,
of the circumstances under which the Mahavihara’s version of Buddhism eventually became dominant
across the Indian Ocean.

This dissertation therefore constitutes a radical revision of Polonnaruva’s history, eschewing
entirely these later accounts in favour of only those sources which we know to have originated from
within the period: primarily, and most reliably, the inscriptional record (discussed further below). On
the basis of these sources, I am able to make a range of arguments intervening in broader scholarly

debates. At the broadest level, I demonstrate that the intellectual and institutional histories of

° See, most influentially, White’s (1973) Metahistory; for White productively applied to Sri Lankan vamsa texts, see
Berkwitz (2004) and Scheible (2016).



“Buddhism,” “politics,” and “gender” were fundamentally entangled in the Polonnaruva period, and that
we therefore cannot adequately study any one without also attending closely to the others. The following
sections lay out more specific arguments: about the intellectual dynamism of Buddhist kingship; about
the overlooked significance of noblewomen in Polonnaruva’s political culture; and about the

methodological and evidentiary foundations on which we can build more detailed intellectual histories.

Buddhist Kingship

Central to this dissertation are the shifting ideas about what it meant to be a “good king.” We have
assumed for far too long that the answer to this remained more or less static and self-contained over
time: that the ideals of “Buddhist kingship” were both (1) narrowly confined to only those phenomena
we today consider “Buddhist” (primarily in contrast to “Hindu kingship”); and (2) more or less
contiguous from the earliest “canonical texts” down to the violent imposition of colonial governance and
Christian proselytization."” In other words, any “Buddhist king” from Asoka to Ayutthaya worked from
within the same strictly limited political imaginaire: an ahistorical construct we refer to as “Buddhist

kingship.”

1% As Mancall (2010) starkly put it, “Political theory in the Buddhist world is primarily a response to the encounter
and confrontation with the modern and the Western... Traditional society throughout the Buddhist world never
ceased changing, but this did not require the reconceptualization of society and the polity as profoundly, and as
theoretically, as has the impact of the West” (n.p.).



This neat construct is tested, however, by the sheer abundance of evidence of historical Buddhist
kings acting in ways apparently contrary to our idealised “Buddhist kingship.”' These monarchs’
“failure” to live up to the standards we have set them, based on our readings of canonical Pali literature,
has caused conceptual issues for modern historians and religio-nationalist narratives alike—issues to
which they have largely responded by questioning whether these individuals were “really” Buddhist
kings at all. Rather, they must have been waylaid by the “influences” of some external force: theist
practices; Mahayana heresies; local or populist superstitions. Polonnaruva’s monarchs are certainly not
unfamiliar with such critiques. In particular, as discussed in Chapter Four, Vikramabahu I and his son
Gajabahu II are both routinely characterised by modern historians as a Saiva (Siva-worshipping), rather
than Buddhist, kings. There is certainly some truth to the notion that Polonnaruva’s kings looked to
wider models of kingship: as I argue throughout this dissertation, they seem to have found the ideals and
practices of kingship circulating in Sanskritic and Tamil worlds at least as influential as they did those
laid out in “canonical” Pali texts. Given this, we might validly wonder whether these monarchs truly are
best considered “Buddhist kings,” and whether this dissertation is really a study of “Buddhist kingship”
after all.

A valid scholarly response to ahistorical notions of “Buddhist kingship” is to discard the concept

altogether, in favour of more nuanced terminology not so baggage-laden. Thus Blackburn (2024), for

"' We might take this as one instance in the long list of “apparent contradiction[s] between the highest ideals and
goals of Theravada Buddhism and the actual lived tradition in Southeast Asia [which] has long perplexed Western
scholars” (Swearer 2010, 1).
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example, argues that that later polities across Southern Asia are best regarded not as “Buddhist
kingdoms,” but as “Buddhist-inflected sovereignties.”'* This move shifts our focus firmly onto the
transcultural connections underlying these polities’ ideals of kingship, and so displaces the narrow
insistence on representations of kings in the Pali canon which has so distracted past generations of
scholarship. Such an approach is, clearly, extremely productive, and offers us new and more nuanced
ways of conceptualising kingship’s contingent relationship(s) to Buddhism. However, I remain convinced
that there is some heuristic value to be found in the concept of “Buddhist kingship,” if it can be reconciled
with the more capacious and cosmopolitan practices of kingship found in premodern Southern Asia.

I am motivated in this defence of “Buddhist kingship” by what I see as an emic invocation from
within Polonnaruva itself. As many scholars have noted, the concept of “Buddhism” in use today—as a
“religion,” as an “identity,” as an “-ism”—is a decidedly modern construction without a one-to-one
equivalent in the premodern period.” The closest emic term from medieval Sri Lanka is Buddha-sasana:
literally “the teachings of the Buddha.” This term is often used to refer to something like the institutions
which preserve and promote those teachings, but never (unlike modern “Buddhism-as-religion”) to
individuals, much less non-monastic individuals. Some individuals are, however, referred to with

adjective bauddha: an abstractive meaning something like “of the Buddha.” We see this most frequently

2T am grateful to Anne Blackburn for generously sharing with me earlier copies of the manuscript. Ruminating on
her argument over this longer period of time has proved invaluable in shaping my own thoughts in this section.

" The modern origins of “religion” is a well-worn path to tread. Key landmarks include J. Smith’s (1998) critical
definition of key terms; Asad’s (1993) genealogical critique; Masuzawa (2005) on the colonial origins of “comparative
religions”; and McCutcheon (2001) against “religious studies” itself as a distinct discipline.
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in Sanskrit philosophical literature, in which proponents of a distinctly bauddha ontology distinguish
themselves from their Mimamsika and Nyaya rivals." It also occurs, however, in a relatively small
number of royal inscriptions, including one from Polonnaruva: the Galpota inscription of Ni§§anka Malla
(IC VI:24)."” As discussed in Chapter Five, here Ni§$arka Malla juxtaposes himself—an explicitly Buddhist
king—against his abauddha rivals in the Cola and Pandya polities, suggesting that such a distinction was
meaningful in medieval Sri Lanka."

Ni$$anka Malla may have been the only Polonnaruvan monarch to explicitly refer to his rivals as
un-Buddhist (abauddha), but he was far from alone in expressing a particular affinity for the Buddha-
$asana. The majority of royal figures discussed throughout this dissertation describe themselves as
engaged in acts of worship (piija) oriented towards the Buddha or his relics (dhdtus), or express an
understanding that as monarchs they are in some way obligated to protect, preserve, or make prosper
the Sasana. We are told that Vijayabahu declared himself king in order “to protect the Buddha-sasana”

(buddhar casana raksitta, TISL 42, 8); that Parakramabahu desired to personally serve the Buddha-sasana

" These rivals are often grouped, by modern scholars and practitioners alike, under a general heading of
“Hinduism.” On the complex history of the various sects, movements, and philosophical traditions which later
became “Hinduism” see Nicholson (2010; cf. Fisher 2017). In brief: rather than a singular theistic institution, we see
more frequently instead sects oriented towards individual deities as the supreme godhead (Saivas for Siva;
Vaisnavas for Visnu; less frequently in this period Sauryas for the sun god Siirya), alongside other
philosophical/soteriological movements like the functionally atheistic Mimamsa, which clashed philosophically
with, and competed for patronage amongst, one another at least as often as they did their Buddhist and Jain rivals.
> Beyond Sri Lanka, we see this term most frequently in Pala inscriptions, which routinely contain the epithet “Best
of Buddhists” (paramabauddha).

' By “meaningful” here 1 intend only that that the terms bauddha and abauddha could be uttered with the
expectation that the distinction was intelligible to at least some audiences; not that those audiences would
necessarily have themselves agreed with Ni§§arika Malla’s implicit arguments about who “ought” to sit on Sri
Lanka’s throne.
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(budusasunata ma vahal vuva, IC 1V:13, 8) and “further the world and the $asana” (losasun dti karavami, 1C
VI:15, 13); and that Lilavati’s reign “brought peace to the world and the sasana” (lokasasana semehi taba, IC
VI1:90, 10-11). Such references, I demonstrate in the following chapters, are not incidental to how these
individuals understood themselves as monarchs. Rather, their various engagements with the Buddha-
s$asana represented a crucial arena for the performance of kingship;" publicly engaging with this arena,
through demonstrations of support for the sasana, seems to have therefore been an extremely high
priority. What interests us, of course, is not merely the fact that Polonnaruva’s monarchs professed
obligations towards Buddhism. Rather, we are concerned with the considerably varied actions which
they describe themselves as carrying out in fulfilment of these obligations, and how these actions in turn
shaped the development of Theravada Buddhism throughout the Polonnaruva period. What form or
forms of “Buddhism” are considered worthy of such support? What forms of relationship with the sarngha
are enabled or even necessitated by such obligations: respect for their institutional autonomy; or
interference intended to rectify internal disciplinary lapses? Such questions starkly divided
Polonnaruva’s monarchs.

References to bauddha-rajas and obligations to the Buddha-sasana allow us to take “Buddhist
kingship” as a valid subject of analysis. We should not extrapolate out from such references, however, a
starkly dichotomous account of “Buddhists” on the one hand and “Saivas” on the other. Such an account

poorly fits the evidence from Polonnaruva, which suggests a more inclusive and fluid set of soteriological

7 By “the performance of kingship” here I intend to evoke contemporary theories of social performativity,
particularly Butler’s (1999) “performativity of gender.”
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practices.”® While certain professionals—Buddhist monks, Saiva priests, Brahmins, royal purohitas—were
certainly oriented towards very particular “religious” institutions, this seems to have only rarely
resulted in an outright rejection of alternatives. The royal anointment (abhiseka) procedure described in
the Vamsatthappakasini (a c. tenth century commentary on the Mahdvamsa), for example, has the royal
purohita (hereditary priest) symbolically represent the collective interests of Brahmins, while Buddhist
monks are nowhere to be seen in the ritual (VAP 1:305-6)."” Buddha-centric poetry, such as the Muvadev
Da Vata, freely used Saiva iconography to construct aesthetically pleasing metaphors.? Saiva bhakti
(devotional practices) may also have played a part in the emergence of what Hallisey (1988) calls
mamayana (“the Vehicle of ‘Mine’”): the identification of the Buddha as “our Buddha” (apé budu, a term
which recurs frequently in the inscriptions discussed throughout this dissertation).” And, most tellingly,
the very same Galpota inscription in which Ni§§anka Malla claimed to be a “Buddhist king” prominently

features a figure of Laksmi (see Figure 1.2), the consort of Visnu and embodiment of prosperity (sr7).” To

'8 Against such a dichotomous approach as applied to Polonnaruva’s art and architecture, see particularly Meegama
(2010).

' This passage would later be copied, verbatim, by Parakramabahu’s mahasvamin Sariputra in the introduction to
his Saratthadipani (a tikd on Buddhaghosa’s Samantapasadika). See further Gunasena (1974, 171-74) and Walters (2000,
130).

2 See, e.g, the Muvadev Da Vata’s favourable comparison of its titular king’s palace to Siva/Hara’s own mountain-
top dwelling: “Entering inside the great palace, Hara doubted: ‘Is this Kailasa, so large and white?!’ In its
luminescernce, the half-moon decorating his tresses appeared full” (MDV 12, pala hela kelesa hoyi lirtigeta rudu pahakus
hara | dala lakala kala sisi rasni lada pabasara). This verse indicates not only that the Muvadev Da Vata’s author was
familiar with Siva’s iconography, but that the poem’s audiences were similarly expected to understand the
references.

! For Hallisey’s nuanced take on this Saiva “influence” see his 178-86. Note particularly the discussion of anti-Saiva
rhetoric in the latter pages.

* The image is carved on the southernmost vertical face of the Galpota, above a short colophon relating the details
of the inscription’s construction. The apparently documentary nature of this colophon has led to it being
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be “Buddhist” in Polonnaruva, in other words, did not necessarily mean to be “not non-Buddhist,” or vice

versda.

Figure 1.2: southern face of the Galpota, facing the image of Laksmi

All of the above suggests the necessity of a more capacious understanding of the “Buddhist” in
our Buddhist kingship. Polonnaruva’s kings were not, I argue in the following pages, “deviating” from a
predetermined ideal laid out in the Pali canon; rather, they were actively constituting “Buddhist kingship”
through their selective engagement with models available to them in a wide variety of canons and
contexts. That engagement was made most visible in acts of royal patronage of Buddhist institutions,
which provided both an opportunity to perform certain practices of kingship and—vitally, for our
purposes—to record that ephemeral performance in the inscriptional form still available to us today.

Tracing the history of those engagements—and the manifold ways in which these visions conflicted with

interpreted as a postscript in modern critical editions, in which it is usually printed after the main text of the
inscription. However, the location of the Galpota within the Sacred Quadrangle necessitates that viewers approach
it from the south: the colophon and Laksmi are, in fact, the first part of the inscription with which one engages.
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one another—provides us with a more capacious understanding of what it could mean to be a “Buddhist
king” at this historically vital moment.

It is important to note that my focus on “kingship” should not be taken as a return to the “great
man” model of history, in which we focus primarily on individual kings and their actions. As Ali (2004)
argues, “kingship” as both a concept and a practice transcends the figure of the individual king (5). Nor
do I take the view that discourses of idealised kingship were cynically manipulated in order to
“legitimise” either individual kings or the entire institution of autocratic rule. The “legitimation”
approach has been much critiqued in recent years.” Rather, I align this work with a more recent wave of
scholarship which interrogates the varied and highly contextual intellectual histories of “kingship” in
second millennium Sri Lanka (particularly Berkwitz 2016; 2019a; 2019b; 2023), across Southern Asia
(Blackburn 2024; Cox 2016; Moin 2012; Thompson 2016), and throughout the wider Buddhist world
(Balkwill 2015; Bryson 2019; McBride 2021; and the essays in Balkwill and Benn 2022). These works
together orient us towards more nuanced histories of political thought in Asia: not a brittle edifice of
“Buddhist values,” cast in unyielding iron from supposedly authoritative texts; but an intricate mesh of

steel links, each forged in context and interwoven with those before, after, and adjacent.

3 See most influentially Pollock (2006, 514-23); for Sri Lanka specifically see Blackburn (2001, 90). As Gellner (2017)
observes, however, while Pollock “is certainly right that simply invoking ‘legitimation,” and not asking probing
questions about timing, chronology, dissent, contest, etc., is lazy and in itself not much of an explanation” (225),
the alternative conception of “power” which Pollock offers bears remarkable resemblance to what Max Weber
described, long ago, under the banner of die Legitimitdt (see further McCrea 2013, 123).
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Engendering Buddhist History

My pointed references to “kingship” (rather than the gender-neutral terms “monarchy” or
“sovereignty”) * above orient us towards what is perhaps the most significant finding of this dissertation:
the desperate need to reconsider the contested relationship(s) between gender and power in
Polonnaruva, and the implications for our understanding of Buddhist history more generally. Most
immediately, this reconsideration involves the recovery of historical actors beyond the normatively
masculine: actors whose acts are often obscured by our over-reliance on later texts written by certain
elite men (particularly monastic literati) who devote much of their efforts to valorising the deeds of other
elite men (masculine kings). Such recovery is a necessary corrective to the androcentric approach taken
in these monastic writings and uncritically reproduced in modern historiography. As Andaya (2006, 52-
55) points out, such recovery is made particularly challenging in premodern Southern Asia the relative
lack of alternative voices available to us.”” However, this situation is far from unique to our region, and
we can benefit here from the pioneering work done by feminist scholars of the more global medieval.

Nolan’s (2009) description of the difficulties of “reading women's lives, especially powerful women's

** The English language is unusual, but by no means unique, in its sharp etymological and semantic distinction
between “king” (always signifying a man in power) and “queen” (from a proto-Germanic root meaning “wife” or
“woman,” and referring to either a woman in power or the wife of a powerful man). See further Earenfight (2007)
and Woodacre (2021, 6-7).

» Looking to earlier Buddhist literature, of course, we are blessed with what may be the single largest corpus of
poems in women'’s voices from premodern South Asia, in the form of the Therigathd. See particularly the recent re-
translation with an introduction by Hallisey (2015). In Sri Lanka, the Dipavamsa lists the names of multiple female
monastics, several of whom are specifically praised as scholars and literati (see Gunawardana 1988, particularly 13).
There is also a long-standing theory that the Dipavamsa may itself have been composed by female monastics
(Scheible 2016, 143-44). These texts are, sadly, relative outliers.

17



lives, through the words of suspicious male monastics, [which] requires careful sorting through the
biases and motivations of the author" (13) sounds all too familiar to those of us working on premodern
Southern Asia, despite the geographical and cultural distance from her Capetian France. Nolan’s
response—which I enthusiastically emulate throughout this work—is to focus instead on material
culture, which she argues often allowed powerful women more direct expression of their own agency.

A pattern is evident amidst this inscriptional evidence. The actions of powerful women—
specifically, royal consorts—seems to have become more visible in the inscriptional record during
periods of decentralised political control. During the reigns of Vijayabahu I and Parakramabahu I, two of
the longest-reigning and (as far as we can tell) politically centralised monarchs, royal consorts are
referred to only rarely in others’ inscriptions, and we have access to none of their own inscriptions. It is
only in periods of relative instability that we see clear references to these women’s status in their
husband’s inscriptions, have evidence of these women patronising Buddhist institutions, and ultimately
see two of these women—Kalyanavati and Lilavati—sit on the throne themselves. That two of Sri Lanka’s
five pre-colonial female monarchs ruled in such close proximity suggests that something rather unusual
took place in the political landscape of Polonnaruva, necessitating a structural explanation.

I cautiously advance such an explanation in the following chapters. In Chapter Three, I argue—
building particularly on Day (1996) and Loos (2005)—that the status of royal consorts, particularly their
connections to powerful mainland dynasties, gained greater discursive significance during the power
struggles which marked the period between the reigns of Vijayabahu and Parakramabahu. While these

women may have been thrust into the spotlight to shore up their husbands’ claims to power, their
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prominence seems to have also afforded them more autonomy in their own deeds, allowing women like
Sundara to patronise Mahavihara-affiliated monasteries. During the political instability following
Parakramab3dhu’s death, 1 argue in chapters Five and Six, anxieties about dynastic security led to
monarchs like Ni§§anka Malla explicitly including royal consorts in the line of succession. He seems to
have intended that these women would safeguard the throne for future (male) heirs, but this may well
have provided the precedent for Lilavati and Kalyanavati to eventually be crowned. I argue, in other
words, that political instability seems to have provided opportunities for the autonomy and even authority
of royal women, not available to them under the rule of powerful men.

Why have these opportunities, and the women who took them up, gone overlooked for so long?
I have suggested above that one cause of this historiographic exclusion is the relative paucity of non-
male voices from medieval Southern Asia. This paucity is, in turn, partly the result of a historical attitude:
what Gomez (2022) describes as “a ubiquitous sentiment in the Sanskrit tradition: that women cannot or
should not speak Sanskrit” (6). However, it is not only (some) premodern Sanskritists who are adverse to
female voices; in a more recent publication, Gomez (2023) writes that

Scholars, confronted with Sundari and Kamala’s authorial production, have expressed

remarkable anxiety over its attribution. Did they or did they not write it? Does it express a

female voice or is it an artificial female voice? ...Anecdotally, this [suspicion of Sundari and

Kamala’s authorship] is the most widely held view, and the first question scholars ask upon

hearing about the commentaries of Ghanasyama and his co-wives Sundari and Kamala (20).
I can corroborate Gomez's anecdotal evidence: in every public presentation I have given on the

inscriptions of Lilavati and Kalyanavati, Polonnaruva’s two regnant monarchs, I have received at least

one question about these women’s direct involvement in the crafting of their epigraphic self-
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presentation. This is, in some ways, a fair question: monarchs were, as Ali (2004) puts it, “manifestly
complex agents” (5), and a whole host of other officials, literati, and artisans would have been involved
in the production of Lilavati and Kalyanavati’s inscriptions.” However, it is telling that I have never been
asked this question of the period’s male monarchs, who are generally referred to as having “written X
inscription” with no further need for qualification. Similarly, although thankfully in a less contemporary
example, Thompson (2016) has critiqued Coedés for his treatment of Indradevi’s Phimeanakas inscription
(c. twelfth century), the only Sanskrit prasasti in the Cambodian corpus composed by a woman. While
Coedes accepts that Indradevi did indeed write the prasasti herself, his only comment on the unique
nature of this instance of Sanskrit textual production is that it is “remarkably correct, while nonetheless
written in a language much more simple than the productions of the prince-authors of [other
inscriptions]” (quoted and discussed in Thompson, 122-3, 184). In other words, modern scholars seem to
have accepted the medieval assumption that literary production was the realm of men (even “manifestly
complex” men). Before accepting that a premodern text genuinely does reflect a non-masculine voice,
we require more definitive evidence of personal involvement, and we then consider it “remarkable” that

such voices can express themselves “correctly” in such fundamentally masculine languages as Sanskrit.

* Those familiar with the historiography of Polonnaruva will recall at this point the presence of powerful men in
the courts of Lilavati and Kalyanavati, generally understood to have been the real power behind the throne with
the women themselves as mere “puppet queens.” As I discuss in Chapter Six, this perspective is based primarily on,
again, the descriptions of these courts in literary texts which sought to maintain kingship’s inherent masculinity.
Evidence from Lilavati’s reign in particular suggests that she maintained certain policies across multiple reigns (and
therefore across the influence of multiple “puppet-masters”). I argue that the simplest explanation is the most
likely: that Lilavati herself exercised agency as a monarch.
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Our uncritical acceptance of essentialised gender binaries, in other words, has blinded us to key
evidence of historical actors on the “wrong side” of those binaries (let alone those who transcended such
binaries altogether). This uncritical acceptance of masculinist ideologies risks not only inaccurate
depictions of historical pasts; it naturalises binary essentialism, and so can inadvertently justify
patriarchal oppression as a “universal norm.”” To counter this bias, I therefore draw heavily—if
cautiously, bearing in mind its overwhelmingly Western and modern origins—on contemporary gender
theory, which I argue provides us with the most powerful tools available to simultaneously (1) accurately
identify the influence of historical women on the history of Buddhism, and (2) track the discursive
construction of “womanhood” itself, and its supposed limitations. As I demonstrate in the following
chapters, attending to inscriptional discourses about “femininity,” and the actions of women recorded in
those inscriptions, allows us to identify parallel developments throughout the period. To do so is not to
dismiss “social reality” in favour of an abstract history of ideas; rather, it is to acknowledge that the

discursive and the social are necessarily entwined and mutually constitutive.”®

7 To take a particularly pointed example, Wentworth (2011) tells us that a constant premise of premodern India
was that “Womanhood is a nature that responds to the bewitching radiance of power, instinctively yielding its
promise of a nourishing fertility to a display of might experienced as natural, total, and right. Across its vast sweep
of regions, eras, and cultures, India has always maintained a tightly welded bond between the sexual and the
political” (2). Wentworth’s insistence on this naturally bewitched and yielding womanhood is made particularly
grating by the fact that his own preceding examples contain no mention of women whatsoever: his quotation from
Valmiki’s Ramdyana emphasises Rama’s masculine beauty; and his quotation from Kampan’s later Tamil adaption
refers to men who want to become women in order to be with Rama. That either of these verses illustrates
“womanhood’s nature” and its relationship to men in power is entirely Wentworth’s projection.

*® I acknowledge here that the two goals I have outlined—the recovery of women’s agency, and the deconstruction
of gendered assumptions—are often perceived, I think incorrectly, to be at odds with one another. This is a common
critique, by both feminist scholars and activists, of Butler’s Gender Trouble, a work which has found an audience far
broader than that which Butler themselves originally intended (Patel 2020; Loos 2020; Butler 2020). This critique is
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It is worth expanding on my note of caution. A growing number of scholars have cautioned us
against assuming that not only the specific genders of “man” and “woman,” but the very ontological
category of “gender” itself, are to be found in every historical context. Very often, these scholars argue,
the mapping of “gender” and genders onto those contexts was a vital part of the colonial mission of
categorisation and control (Lugones 2020; Oyéwumi 1997). As I have argued elsewhere (Shirley 2022),
such an understanding of “gender’s” historical contingency necessitates that we embark on our study of
gender from first principles: approaching our historical context on its own terms, and beginning from what
we find there rather than from what we expect to be gendered.” It is worth noting that none of Sri
Lanka’s medieval languages had a single conceptual term for which we can simply substitute “gender.”
Even in modern Sinhala, theorists are divided over the most conceptually accurate translation; Chamila
Somirathna, for example, suggests samajalimgikatvaya (lit. “being socially marked”) over the more

common stripurusabhavaya (“being female [or] male”).*® The nuances at stake here, even in a modern

largely based on a misreading of Butler’s argument as intending that gender is merely performative (thus rendering
needless, or at least misdirected, “feminist” activism). However, to acknowledge that “gender is performative” is
by no means to suggest that “gender is insignificant,” or to disagree that androcentric biases in extant
historiography are in dire need of feminist correction. Butler reflects on this misreading of Gender Trouble, and
attempts to clarify matters, in their later monograph Bodies That Matter.

* Errington (1990) provides us with an exemplary model on these lines. Writing specifically about Southeast Asia,
she suggests that we begin by examining a given society’s ideas about the body; proceed to how the society expects
a person to properly use that body; and finally consider the degrees of access to or exclusion from power that the
bodily usage allows. This necessarily results, she emphasises, in an intersectional understanding of “gender,”
constructed from the emic concerns of the society being studied rather than the etic interests of the student.

% Somirathna makes these arguments in a yet-unpublished article, entitled Vedikava mata rafigapdma saha sbd lokaya
tula rafigapdma: Edirivira Saraccandragé manamé saha Judit Batlargé samajalimgikatva rangakriyakari nyaya (Performance
on the Stage and Performance in the Real World: Edirivira Saraccandra’s Manamé and Judith Butler’s Theory of
Gender Performativity). I am grateful to her for kindly sharing an early draft of this important work.
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context fully engaged with contemporary gender theories, are indicative of the conceptual gulf between
modern readers and medieval pasts. Nonetheless, I have argued in a yet-unpublished paper (Shirley in
preparation a) that the social ontologies of medieval Sri Lanka do present us with a clear analogue for
modern conceptions of “gender.” Textual sources from the period maintained a strict ontological
distinction between “men” (Skt. purusa, P. purisa) and “women” (stri, itthi), understood to arise from
essentialised dharmas (the purisindriya and itthindriya respectively) and exhibiting binarised physiologies
(linga, nimitta) and psychologies (akappa, kutta): all of which, I suggest, is at least analogous enough to
modern gender ontologies to benefit from the application of modern gender theory.

In particular, I draw on Butler’s (1999) argument for the “performativity” of gender: the notion
that genders are the contingent result of “the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts
within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of
a natural sort of being” (43-44). Such a focus on performativity lends itself well to a study of gender’s
connection with kingship, particularly in a premodern Asian context; we might well recall here Geertz’s
(1980) notion of the “theatre state,” in which such stylised repetition played a central role. He tells us,
for example, that

The state cult was not a cult of the state. It was an argument, made over and over again in the

insistent vocabulary of ritual, that worldly status has a cosmic base, that hierarchy is the

governing principle of the universe, and that the arrangements of human life are but
approximations, more close or less, to those of the divine (102, emphasis added).”*

*' T do not cite Geertz here as an endorsement of his abstracted “model of the negara as a distinct variety of political
order... which can then be used generally to extend our understanding of the development history of Indic
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As Andaya (2008) has more recently argued, in such argumentative performances of power “women were
indispensable, usually in supporting roles but at times as directors and lead actors” (24). We might here
productively turn to Loos’s (2005) argument that the political culture of later Siam “encompassed the
accumulation of women as a necessary expression of masculine power, not solely a mode of creating
political alliances” (888, emphasis added); or, looking further afield, Ebrey’s (2002) argument that
realpolitik alone cannot explain the sheer numbers of women accumulated in Northern Song palaces. The
discursive history, and performative construction of, gender and gender difference underlies the social
strictures applied to specific genders; attending to this discursive history therefore sharpens, rather than
distracts from, our sense of the social. Rather than only laying out the historical actions of “women”—
actions subsequently shadowed by inherently patriarchal “men”—this dissertation therefore attends
closely to shifting understandings of what, exactly, it meant to be a “man” or a “woman” in this period;
how men and women were expected to perform their masculinity or femininity with respect,
particularly, to Buddha-sasana; and, crucially, how the subversion of these expectations by some

individuals fundamentally altered both the construction of gender and the nature of Buddhism itself.

The (Trans)language of Politics

The dominant account of language’s relation to power in Southern Asia remains that of Pollock’s (2006)

first-millennium “Sanskrit cosmopolis,” giving way (around the time of our present study) to a

Indonesia” (9); I find such abstractions suspiciously essentialised. Rather, I read in Geertz a useful call for us to take
seriously the performative nature of power: not just in nineteenth century Bali, but in general.
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“vernacular turn.”*” This vernacular turn represented, he argues, a self-conscious re-fashioning of
vernacular languages on an explicitly Sanskritised model, in order that they could then carry out the
functions (both literary and political) previously only possible in Sanskrit. Pollock’s model has provoked
considerable critical discussion, and so made a lasting and welcome theoretical contribution to our field.
His treatment of Sri Lanka—building on the ever-insightful Hallisey (2003)—is nuanced, as he notes
several points on which Lankan literary culture seems to challenge his model: critically, including the
relative infrequency of Sanskrit-language royal inscriptions from the first millennium (Pollock 2006, 386~
87).” Unfortunately, his explanation for this divergence is misled by the common, but false, assumption
of Pali’s eternal relevance to Sri Lankan royal culture.’* An alternative model for understanding the
linguistic choices made in royal inscriptions of the Polonnaruva period is clearly necessary.

Here I find it useful to turn to Pocock’s concept of a “political language,” as a shorthand for the
linguistic context in which a given utterance is made, and the range of intelligible meanings which could

therefore have been intended by it.”” Individual words never have fixed meanings; rather, they have

*To be more precise, Pollock’s focus is on literature’s relation to power, with literature defined at points as high
poetry (kavya) but elsewhere (particularly in his Chapter Three) also encompassing inscriptional culture.

% Other points of divergence include the extremely early use of Sinhala-language Brahmi inscriptions, and the early
evidence of poetic Sinhala in the Sigiri inscriptions.

** Pollock incorrectly asserts that inscriptions prior to the “vernacular turn” were “written in prosaic Pali” (387),
and that the later rise of “Sanskrit-style praise poetry” (which I take as a reference to works like the Pdrakuriiba
Sirita) utilises an eJu (“pure”) Sinhala lexicon (i.e. free of Sanskrit loanwords) because “Sanskrit had long been
mediated through Pali” (ibid.). Of course, this would not explain the lack of Paliloanwords in eJu poetry! As Berkwitz
(2016) has argued, these later poetic works seem to have been a continuation of, and response to, the inscriptional
eulogies of the Polonnaruva period—which, as we will see, are replete with Sanskrit loanwords.

* This language of utterances and intentions is more often associated with the work of Pocock’s colleague Quentin
Skinner (see, for a useful overview, the collection of essays in 2002); both in turn draw on the philosophy of John
Austin (1962). In brief, Austin argued that all “utterances,” even those which appear to be merely descriptive (such
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subjective and ever-varying frames of reference, specific ways in which they can be used to communicate
specific and intelligible meanings (see particularly Pocock 1971, 14-15). This frame of reference
constitutes the language-system of a given utterance, which both (1) demarcates the conceptual world
by determining the range of conceivable and intelligible utterances, and (2) lends a certain authority to
utterances which are so meaningful: utterances which we might call, following Blackburn’s (2007; 2024)
invocation of Derrida, “citational.” Importantly, such systems are to be understood as neither closed nor
static. Rather, any given utterance can seek to shift the underlying paradigm—the range of intelligible
meanings—by conforming to (other elements of) the existing paradigm closely enough to borrow its
authority.

A concrete example may help to illuminate this rather abstract discussion. Let us assume that an
individual makes the claim “I am a good Buddhist king.” To understand what it means to be “a good
Buddhist king,” we must first consider how both that individual and others in their immediate
intellectual context elsewhere describe goodness, Buddhist-ness, and kingliness. These descriptions may
be indirect: the statement “As a good Buddhist king, I routinely read sitras” is, implicitly, an argument
that “reading sitras” is a behaviour expected of such kings; the statement “Behold that good Buddhist
king, respectfully asking monks to recite siitras in his presence” is, meanwhile, a counterargument that

kings ought instead act otherwise. Any of these statements in isolation may be taken as merely

as, famously, “the ice is thin over there”), actually contain some degree of illocutionary force (“I warn you, in the
hope that you will move to safety: the ice is thin over there!”). Skinner argued that the primary task of the
intellectual historian was to identify the intended illocutionary force behind past utterances, which “will always
reflect a wish to impose a particular moral vision on the workings of the social world” (Skinner 2002, 1:180).
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expressing a general admiration for a particular monarch; read together, however, a conceptual tension
begins to emerge: ought a “good Buddhist king” read, or listen to the monastic recitation of, sitras?
What this means for us, methodologically, is that we cannot simply assume that even a concept
as apparently self-evident as Buddha-$asana maintained a stable referent throughout Buddhist history.
We must carefully attend to the circumstances under which such terms were uttered; to other
contemporary uses of the same term to which the utterer might be responding; and to their
circumstances of utterance, and so on, before we can begin to suggest what might have been intended
by such an utterance. Such an approach is particularly relevant to a study of Polonnaruva precisely
because of the more literal “languages” in use at the time. Rather than the Sanskrit term buddhasasana,
one might choose instead to utter the Pali cognate buddhasasana—indicating, perhaps, a proclivity
towards the Mahavihara’s Pali-oriented Buddhism over its more cosmopolitan rivals. Alternatively, the
elu (“pure”) Sinhala cognate budusasun was also available, which might speak to yet a different set of
concerns. The choice between these three alternatives was not merely determined by which language
one happened to be operating in (itself, of course, a choice); all three, and various combinations thereof,
were available as loanwords when writing or speaking Sinhala. Yet further choices were available in
Tamil-language inscriptions: when ought one use Grantha script (in which the Tamil-language cognate
buddha-sasanam can be rendered fully) instead of the more phonologically limited Tamil script (in which
buddhasasana must appear puttar-cacanam)? Paying close attention to which of these variants are
deployed in any given text therefore provides us with useful clues about the author’s wider linguistic

context: they may be writing in Sinhala, but are they thinking Sanskritically or in Pali?
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This approach should not be taken as a dismissal of Pali’s significance in the history of Theravada
Buddhism. Rather, it is an argument against presupposing that significance, for two crucial reasons. First,
attending only to Pali impoverishes our understanding of the motivations of monarchs who, ultimately,
set up the conditions under which Pali flourished. Second, and relatedly, it blinds us to the significance
of moments in which technical language expressed in Pali does appear in royal discourses. If we suppose
Pali to have always been the prestige language of Buddhist kings in Sri Lanka, it is easy to dismiss such
moments as everyday and insignificant. Instead, I demonstrate throughout this dissertation that such
engagements with Pali shed new light on the circumstances under which Pali-language texts and ritual
practices came to dominate Buddhism in Sri Lankan and, eventually, across the Indian Ocean. Tracing
the trajectories of certain words and phrases across the period’s inscriptions, noting both continuities
and points of disjuncture, offers us a more nuanced sense of who was emulating or critiquing whom, or
reading what, or listening to whose preachings. I show that these trajectories are not always, as scholars
like Pollock have assumed, direct routes from the Pali canon into political discourse. Rather, they wend
more circuitous routes: through Tamil and Sanskrit, through literary manuals and poetry, and—
sometimes—only subsequently into the rarefied realm of Pali scholastic writing.

To be more explicit about the methodological aims of this dissertation: we cannot write histories
of medieval Sri Lanka without engaging, to the best of our abilities, with all four of medieval Sri Lanka’s

languages.’® While Sinhala and Pali have long been a strong focus of epigraphists and textualists alike,

* I emphasise here “to the best of our abilities” because I make no pretence of particular proficiency in Tamil. I am
able to work with Polonnaruva’s Tamil-language inscriptions only because they are so heavily influenced by
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sources in these languages have only relatively rarely been read as participant in a wider Sanskritic
world. Tamil epigraphy, meanwhile, has been effectively siloed into a discrete field of study. It is
indicative, I think, that the recent effort by the Department of Archaeology to republish Sri Lankan
inscriptions in a single series, the Inscriptions of Ceylon (discussed further below), contains only Sinhala-
and Pali-language inscriptions, while Tamil-language inscriptions are collected in a distinct volume
(Tamil Inscriptions of Sri Lanka) published by the Department of Hindu Cultural Affairs. While many
scholars, particularly those based in Sri Lanka, have certainly been capable of working in all four of these
languages effectively, it is only relatively rarely that we have seen serious efforts to engage with primary
sources in their original languages; to critically re-translate key texts and inscriptions in those languages;
and to attempt to track between these languages the history of ideas and practices.

A number of recent doctoral dissertations have effectively demonstrated the benefits that can
come of such an approach applied to medieval Sri Lanka. Justin Henry (2017) productively brings Tamil-
language historical narratives (puranas) into conversation with Sinhala literature in his study of the
“later medieval period” (fourteenth and fifteenth centuries). McKinley (2018) draws on a wealth of
sources—textual, inscriptional, and ethnographic—in both Sinhala and Tamil in his excavation of the

layered histories of the Sri Pada (Adam’s Peak). His temporal scope spans the mountain’s earliest

Sanskrit; Wickramasinghe suggests (in EZ 11, 246) that they could nearly be considered Manipravala (on which see
Akepiyapornchai 2020), if they used more frequently “those bombastic expressions replete with Sanskrit tatsamas”
which he considers characteristic of the language. For earlier Tamil inscriptions in Sri Lanka, and for wider Tamil
literary production, I follow closely the published work of more skilled scholars. Nonetheless, even with these
limitations, the following pages demonstrate the many fruits available to us when we read inscriptions in these
languages together, in conversation, rather than anachronistically divide them on linguistic grounds.
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geological formation through to the present day, but with a particular emphasis (in Chs. 3-5) on Buddhist,
Saiva, and Muslim narratives of the Peak beginning towards the end of the Polonnaruva period. Most
recently, Friedrich (2020) has provided us with a granular study of the social and political
transformations which took place between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, during which time (he
argues convincingly) Tamil-speaking sodalities played a central role. My dissertation follows, I hope, in
the model set by these scholars: by extending their methodological multilinguality temporally backwards
into the Polonnaruva period “proper;” and also by narrowing its focus even more tightly onto the
inscriptional record.

Finally, it is worth noting that the politics of language are not peripheral to the questions of
gender’s construction, contestation, and reconstruction discussed above. Rather, they are central to
them. Medieval thinkers routinely presented kingship as an inherently “masculine” position of power
(Hansen 1992; Talbot 1995); this necessitates that power’s expression was, itself, performed and described
in an adequately masculine fashion. This expression often, necessarily, involved the project of masculine
power through and onto a discursively feminised subject: a heteropatriarchal form of masculinity. As
Sutherland Goldman (2000) has pointed out, it is not insignificant that the (grammatically and
semantically feminine) Vedic Goddess Vac, “speech,” dwells in the minds and mouths of erudite men
(63-7). The construction of speech as a feminine possession of men, she argues, encodes “anxieties that
underlie issues of sexual power and possession” (76). By the medieval period Vac was invoked less
frequently than was Sarasvati, whose remit was broader (including arts, particularly music), but who still

nonetheless spent her time in men’s minds and mouths (particularly the mouth[s] of her four-headed
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husband Brahma). The opening of the Siyabaslakara, for example, follows Dandin’s Kavyadarsa by asking
that “the all-white swan Sarasaviya, who emerges from the lotus-forest mouth of the Four-Headed One,
adorn the blossoming Matidav Pond, the mind of poets” (SBL 1:1).”” The Polonnaruva-period Muvadev Da
Vata, meanwhile, offers us the delightfully innuendo-laden claim that “While sitting in the womb of a
blossoming lotus, which is the mouth of that Elephant among Men [Muvadev himself], Sarasaviya does
not feel the wind of Mahabarhba’s cow-tail fan” (MDV 2:40).*® So firmly is Sarasvati in the mouth of
Muvadeyv, in other words, that her own husband cannot access her. If we wish to discuss Sanskrit, for
example, as an aestheticized “language of power,” without explicitly reflecting on these

heteropatriarchal assumptions, we can only reproduce and naturalise them.”

The Inscriptional Corpus

As I have indicated above, inscriptions are far from underutilised in Sri Lankan history. They are
primarily read, however, at face value: as sources to be mined for detailed positivist data about the
locations of viharas or the titles of royal officials.” This kind of data can, as studies from mainland South

Asia have increasingly shown, prove extremely effective in challenging the narrow biases of textual

7 sadava muva tarhbara venenada sivumuva | sarasaviyahasa savsudu kivisit pul metidevuvil. Hallisey,

Meegaskumbura and Gornall (2023) provide a far richer translation (152-154); what I provide here is intended only
to illustrate my wider point about the gender of language, and I encourage readers interested further in this verse
or work to turn instead to Hallisey, Meegaskumbura, and Gornall.

% vasatenaravarana muva pul tathburu gibehi | mahabarhba no lada viduna sarasaviya val viduna.

% See the critiques of Pollock for overlooking both “the recurrent sexualised paradigm of cosmopolitan-vernacular
relations” (Thompson 2016, 176) and the “absolute gendering of the Sanskrit voice as male” (Gomez 2023, 171).

“ For a representative (and valuable) example of this positivist approach, see Perera’s meticulous two-volume
Institutions of Ancient Ceylon from Inscriptions (2001; 2005).
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sources. I am of course indebted here to Schopen’s (1991) landmark argument that textual sources
provide us with only very particular views of what “Buddhism” ought to look like; views often challenged
or subverted by consideration of material sources on their own terms. This seems to particularly be the
case when we consider questions of gender; in an argument closely related to the present study, Schopen
has more specifically suggested that

If, because of an almost exclusive reliance on textual sources, our picture of the actual Indian

Buddhist monk is more than a little skewed, the picture of the Indian Buddhist nun—for the

same reason—has been almost obliterated (1988, 163).

Attending to inscriptional data has allowed us to increase our understanding of, for examples, the
participation of Buddhist nuns in earlier donative practices (Milligan 2019; Schopen 1988, 163-65); and
the ongoing involvement of royal women in temple patronage throughout the medieval period (Talbot
1991)—both highly suggestive trends for our own consideration of Polonnaruva.

But this is not the only way to read inscriptions. We might turn here to LaCapra’s (1980) useful
distinction between the “documentary” elements of a given text, which situate it “in terms of factual or
literal dimensions involving reference to empirical reality and conveying information about it,” from
those which are “work-like,” which seek to intervene in that empirical reality (250). LaCapra stresses that
all texts—even those which may appear prima facie to be merely documentary—contain elements of both
the documentary and the work-like, if to varying degrees; this means that “a documentary

historiography that tries to exclude interpretation or to see it only in the guise of bias, subjectivity, or

anachronism” (272) is therefore necessarily missing half of the point of a given text. For all that
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inscriptions can, therefore, provide us with positivist data, they are simultaneously rich textual sources,
which tightly control the manner in which that data is presented.

This kind of approach has been increasingly applied to premodern Asia. Within South Asian
Studies, Inden et al. (2000) have charged us with moving from a “philological to a dialogical” mode of
reading, to consider texts (particularly inscriptional texts) not

as dead monuments, as mere sources of factual information or the expression of a creative and

exotic genius that can only appreciate in itself for itself, or as the accidental

expression/sedimentation of some larger structure or context... [but] as living arguments both
in their historic uses and by virtue of our re-enactment of their arguments in our own present

(14; see further Ali 2000, particularly 166).""

In studies which particularly inspired my own, Talbot (1995) and Thompson (2016) have shown the
benefits of close attention to gendered inscriptional personae in, respectively, southern India and
Cambodia. Within Buddhist Studies, too, a growing number of scholars have moved towards more three-
dimensional readings of inscriptions, appreciative not just of what they say but also of what they do. Most
recently, Stephanie Balkwill’s project on “Buddhist Epigraphy and Women’s History” has explored the
possibility that “Buddhist” inscriptions—by which we mean inscriptions which evince a particular
dedication to Buddhist ideals or practice, particularly in contexts in which such forms of dedication are

not dominant—may have been a particularly useful means of subverting the gendered conventions which

dominate other forms of media across the Buddhist world.” And more generally, we might also look to

! From South Asian Studies, I have also found Collett (2018), Mucciarelli (2021), and Olivelle (2012) to be particularly
useful methodological exemplars.
*2 A forthcoming special volume will, we hope, elucidate further what we have dubbed—tongue firmly in cheek—
the “Malibu School of Philology.”
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exemplars from Classical and Medieval Studies, which have long taken more methodologically
interesting approaches to inscriptions.”

I therefore emulate in this dissertation a growing body of scholars (Berkwitz 2016; Blackburn
2024; Friedrich 2020; Gunawardana 1979; Walters 2000) who take seriously the rhetorical elements of
Lankan inscriptions, from differing periods, as engaged with and themselves constituent of Lankan
history. In doing so for Polonnaruva-period inscriptions, a rather alternative version of events begins to
emerge: one which does not consist solely of the actions of masculine kings, which does not presume the
eventual and rightful ascendency of Pali-oriented Buddhism, and which does not take for granted the
ahistorical consistency of institutions and concepts such as “kingship” itself. Instead, we see more clearly
how the dynamic agencies of noblewomen, monks, ministers, and—yes, still—monarchs together allowed
for the contingent emergence of new kinds of Buddhist kingship in medieval Sri Lanka.

Given the focus the dissertation brings to bear on these inscriptions, this section provides an
outline of state of the corpus. The key point which must be emphasised is the fragmentary nature of the
inscriptional record, which imposes severe caveats onto all the conclusions I draw throughout this
dissertation. We are faced not only with the typical restrictions of incomplete and ongoing
archaeological surveys, which still routinely uncover previously undocumented inscriptions (see, e.g.,
Manuel et al. 2021); the repurposing of some inscriptions in the works of later monarchs and then colonial

administrators, disguising their original locations and context (Blackburn 2011); and, of course, weather

“ An exhaustive list is impossible; T will only note that T have found the essays collected in Petrovic et al. (2018)
particularly helpful.
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damage which leaves sections of text entirely unreadable. Additionally, Sri Lankan inscriptions are
particularly plagued by incomplete publications even of those inscriptions which are known, and by the
extremely limited access offered to researchers (particularly, but not exclusively, foreign researchers) to
unpublished estampages and records.” The majority of those inscriptions which have been edited and
published appeared in volumes of the Epigraphia Zeylanica (EZ); others, however, appeared elsewhere, and
until recently no attempt had been made to take stock of all published Lankan inscriptions (let alone
index them with adequate metadata).

Nearly two decades ago, the Department of Archaeology set out to correct this, by commissioning
a series of volumes—the Inscriptions of Ceylon (IC)—which would bring together all previously published
inscriptions, plus additional materials made available to the editors from the Department’s archives, in
chronologically arranged volumes. Unfortunately, there are have been several setbacks in this project.
Most crucially, IC vols. Ill and IV, which together should have covered the first half of the first millennium
CE, have yet to be published. Thankfully, IC VI, which covers the Polonnaruva period, was published in
2007, and 1 rely on it heavily throughout this dissertation. However, this volume seems to entirely
exclude inscriptions published in Tamil, without any explanation or indeed acknowledgement of their

absence. I therefore supplement this volume with Pathmanathan’s Tamil Inscriptions of Ceylon (TISL),

* COVID-19 related disruptions to my fieldwork plans prevented me from attempting to access these archives
myself. Here [ follow anecdotal remarks made in confidence by colleagues, corroborated by published remarks like
those of Ven. Dehigaspe Pannasara (2016), who writes of inscriptions relevant to his research “in the possession of
the Archaeological Department, still unpublished. But, unfortunately, students of research are precluded from
making any use of them, owing to the attitude of the officials” (55).
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published not by the Department of Archaeology but by the Department of Hindu Affairs. In both IC VI
and TISL, only limited and inconsistent reference is made to earlier editions of the inscriptions published
therein, making it difficult to cross-reference between different publications.

In an attempt to reconcile these various publications, and to provide the more detailed metadata
necessary for a detailed study of the inscriptional corpus, I have constructed a digital relational database
in SQLite (a streamlined variant of “Structured Query Language”). The full database will, eventually, be
made freely available to other researchers; I include a condensed output, listing the various editions of
each inscription, as Appendix A. Relational databases allow researchers to identify broad trends across
inter-connected sets of data (inscriptions, location, historical actors...) at a scale far greater than close
reading alone can allow. While SQL databases also allow for quantitative analysis, these methods are best
reserved for robust, “big data” corpora; because of the extremely fragmentary nature of the Lankan
inscriptional corpus, I limit my use of this database to the identification of broad trends only, further
substantiated by close reading of the inscriptional texts themselves.

One initial insight which arises from the corpus as a whole is the distribution of languages across
Polonnaruva’s inscriptions. As discussed above, studies of the Polonnaruva period, particularly when
focused on Buddhism, have tended to draw primarily on Sinhala- and Pali-language sources. We have
already noted above that Pali seems to have been used, in this period, exclusively in the inscriptions of
royal women, never men. On the other hand, it is certainly true, as shown in Table 1.1, that Sinhala was
the dominant inscriptional language in the period, being used in 114 out of the 141 inscriptions I

consulted (80.9%). But to focus exclusively on Sinhala-language production in our period would overlook
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the 26 inscriptions (or 18.4% of the total corpus) which deployed Tamil; and while no inscriptions from
Polonnaruva were created solely in Sanskrit, 16 (11.3%) did use at least some Sanskrit (typically in opening
or closing summative verses).

Table 1.1: inscriptions by language, c. 1070-1215

Language No. of inscriptions % of corpus
Sinhala 98 69.5%
Sinhala/Sanskrit 15 10.6%
Sinhala/Pali 1 0.7%

Pali 1 0.7%

Tamil 25 17.7%
Tamil/Sanskrit 1 0.7%
TOTAL 141 99.9%

And while Tamil and Sanskrit may have been relative minorities overall, in certain reigns they came to
the fore (see Table 1.2). As we might expect, those inscriptions created towards the beginning of the
Polonnaruva period, when Cola rule was more temporally proximate, were more likely to be written in
Tamil. Most significantly, as discussed further in Chapter Four, only five of Parakramabahu’s 11 extant
inscriptions are composed purely in Sinhala.” The “language” of politics for this king, at least, was nearly

as much Sanskrit (and, to a lesser extent, Tamil) as it was Sinhala.

* This number deviates from that in Table 1.2 because one inscription, IC VI:11, is attributed equally to Gajabahu II
and Parakramabahu together. See further the discussion in Chapter Four. This is difficult to represent in tabular
form, so I attribute this inscription below solely to Gajabahu II.
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Table 1.2: inscriptional languages by inscriber, c. 1070-1215

Inscriber

Kirti Ni$§$anka Malla
Parakramabahu I
Ayirattu AfifiGivar
Gajabahu II
Vijayabahu I

Lilavati

Sala Kasda and family
Codaganga

Sundara

Sahasa Malla
Vélaikkaras

Ayittan

Bhama (or Bhiima)
Candavati
Cundhamalli
Cetaraya

Dehattara

Gajabahu, an official
Jayabahu I
Kalyanavati

Kita, lord of Nungamalagala
Kilivai Aprimanaraman
Kalinga Magha

Lag Vijayasingu Kit

Sinhala
55

4

Sin./Skt. Sin./Pali Pali
9

5 1

38

Tamil Tamil/Skt.

Total
64
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Lokissara II 1 1

Makkalinga Kanavadi 1 1
Manabharana II 1 1
Parakrama 1 1
Vijayanavan 1 1
Vikramabahu I 1 1
Manl(...] Cidamani 1 1
Atittamakatévan 1 1
[unknown] 11 1

TOTAL 98 15 1 1 25 1 141

This database also allowed for the mapping of inscriptional findsites, to give a clearer sense of
their distribution across the island. Not all of these findsites are easily geolocated; even when the
inscription has not been moved from its original location, references in archaeological reports are often
frustratingly vague, and refer to places whose names have long since changed, or even to individuals
who owned particular plots of land, now long dead. I have been able, nonetheless, to geolocate (with

varying degrees of accuracy) 121 of my 141 inscriptions. These are plotted in Figure 1.3.
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Figure 1.3: geolocated findsites of individual inscriptions, c. 1070-1215
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The distribution of findsites is strongly clustered around Polonnaruva itself, with several smaller clusters
further afield. Several factors again limit any conclusions we might draw from this distribution. Once
again, we face the issue of an incomplete inscriptional record: we do not know what data we might be
missing for any number of reasons. When it comes to geographical distribution, this risk is particularly
heighted. Inscriptions located within areas already known to have historical significance (i.e.
Polonnaruva and Anuradhapura), which have therefore received focused archaeological attention, are
simply more likely to have been found than those inscriptions dispersed throughout the wider island.
We must therefore read the distribution pattern shown above with some caution.

Nonetheless, it seems to speak to a pattern of royal engagement echoed in the text of both the
inscriptions themselves and throughout the wider corpus of literary and scholastic texts produced in
Polonnaruva. These patterns become even more apparent when we represent the findsites as diffused

heatmaps, as in Figure 1.4.
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Kantalé

Pol(’uva

Anuradhapura

Panduvasnuvara

Figure 1.4: heatmap of inscriptional findsites, c. 1070-1215
It becomes clear in this visualisation the extent to which Polonnaruva was the inscriptional point of focus
for the monarchs who ruled there. But, as discussed further in Chapter Two, while Polonnaruva may have

been the new seat of power, the former royal capital of Anuradhapura remained an important touchstone
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for historical connections. We should therefore be unsurprised to see that it boasts the second-largest
cluster of inscriptional findsites from the Polonnaruva period; the monarchs ruling from slightly further
south clearly maintained a strong interest in the old capital. Two other locations, given less attention in
the extant historiography than the royal capitals, also seem significant: Kantalé (T. Kantalay) and
Panduvasnuvara. The inscriptions found at Kantalé are largely due to its hosting a community of
Brahmans, and—as discussed in Chapter Three—to the apparent interest of Gajabahu II in this
community. Panduvasnuvara, meanwhile, seems to have served as the regional capital of Dakkhinade$a,
which—as also discussed in Chapter Three—was, like Ruhunu to the south, ruled independently during
the turbulent “interregnal period” before the rise of Parakramabahu I. Unlike Ruhunu, however,
Dakkhinade$a’s seat of power seemed to remain relevant even after Parakramabahu’s unification of the
three kingdoms, with later monarchs (most notably Ni$§anka Malla) continuing to leave inscriptions
there. While the dispersal of inscriptional findsites suggests more intensive engagement with
Polonnaruva and its immediate surroundings, in other words, we still have evidence of sustained royal
interest in more localised seats of power.

Creating even this modest database of Polonnaruva-period inscriptions required considerable
labour, and we are many years off a comprehensive digital corpus of all Sri Lankan inscriptions. This
work has very recently been begun by a Sri Lanka-based team, who are also including full searchable
transcriptions (based on IC volumes), at inscriptions.lk. Once completed, this will be a revolutionary
contribution to the field; as of the time of writing, this database only contains inscriptions up to IC II.

Even without full use of this searchable database—and, moreover, even given the fragmentary nature of
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the inscriptional record and the absence of IC Ill and VI—we can identify some broad developments in
the history of Sinhala-language inscriptional culture, which provide important context for the discussion
in Chapter Two.

The earliest such inscriptions (contained in IC I) are the cave inscriptions of the first two
centuries BCE. These are written in Brahmi script and in a Middle Indo-Aryan dialect (often called Prakrit);
all are variations on the same standardised formulation, naming the “owner” of the cave who then
donates it to the sarigha (monastic community) for use as a dwelling. A representative sample, all taken
from the Vessagiri caves, was published in the first volume of the Epigraphia Zeylanica:

damarakita terasa agataanagatacatudisasagasa anikatasonapitaha bariya upasika tisaya lene.

For Damarakita tera [and] for the sarigha of the four directions, present and future, [this is] the
cave of the upasika Tisa, wife of the father of Anikatasona (EZ I:2a)

parumaka palika puta upasaka harumasa lene catudisasagasa.

This is the cave of the upasaka Harumasa, son of the parumaka Palika, for the sarigha of the four
directions (EZ I:2b).

parumaka palikadasa bariya parumaka $irikita jhita upasika citaya lene sagasa catudisa.

This is the cave of the upasika Citaya, daughter of the parumaka Sirikata [and] wife of the
parumaka Palikadasa, for the sangha of the four directions (EZ I:2c).

Even this early, we see what would become hallmarks of the later Sinhala inscriptional style. Except for
the first example, all open with genealogical claims (typically, here, to parumakas, local officials or
subkings); the donative act which the inscription both enacts and records constitutes the second half of
the record. As discussed in Chapter Two, the inscriptions of the later Anuradhapura period clearly seem

to be elaborations on this basic formula. The opening of the inscription consists of a (much lengthier)
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biography of the donor, concluding with their name. Documentation of the inscription’s supposed core
function (a donation or royal proclamation) then follows, frequently preceded by a detailed description
of the specific events leading up to the donative act.

What does seem to have changed in the millennia between the early Brahmi inscriptions and the
beginning of the Polonnaruva period is the extent to which women are represented in the inscriptional
record. Two out of the three examples above record donations by women; specifically, by lay devotees
(upasika). This is reflective of a broader trend in these early inscriptions, and also perhaps in early South
Asian Buddhism more generally, in which women (both lay and monastic) were often heavily represented
in corpora of donative inscriptions (Milligan 2019; Schopen 1988, 163-65). As discussed further in Chapter
Two, however, by the later Anuradhapura period male donors nearly entirely dominate the inscriptional
record. In the absence of IC vols. 11l and IV, and therefore of a comprehensive inscriptional record of the
earlier first millennium, it is impossible to draw any conclusions about the circumstances under which
this shift took place. Nonetheless, the contrast between the early Brahmi inscriptions and those of the
early second millennium is an evocative starting point for the following discussion of the interrelation

between Buddhism, politics, and gender in Sri Lanka.

Outline of the Dissertation

The above arguments are laid out in the following chapters, which proceed in a generally chronologically
order.

Chapter Two focuses on the overthrow of C6la governance by Vijayabahu I, and his establishment
of an independent kingdom at Polonnaruva. Later narrative accounts, from the Mahavamsa onwards,
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portray Vijayabahu's rise as a rejection of Tamil-speaking and Siva-worshipping Céla rule in order to
“return” to Sinhala- and Pali-oriented Buddhist kingship. I argue, however, that Vijayabahu’s reign is
best understood as an intentional localisation of Céla institutions of rule. In particular, I suggest that
Vijayabahu's inscriptional practices seem to have been deliberate emulations of earlier inscriptions
(particularly those of Mahinda IV) informed by literary manuals like the Siyabaslakara (itself modelled on
Dandin’s Sanksrit Kavyalarnkara). The “Sinhala Buddhist kingship” inaugurated by Vijayabahu, in other
words, represents a moment of intentional constitution, informed by wider Tamil and Sanskritic models,
rather than a simple “return” to a pre-Cola status quo.

Chapter Three covers the period between Vijayabahu I and Parakramabahu I, characterised by
political division and fraught intradynastic conflict. A central problematic of this period is the apparent
lack, for long periods of time, of any claims to total kingship over the island. While earlier historians have
attempted to explain this by recourse to unmet ideals of kingship, I suggest instead that it is best
understood as an intentional power-balancing arrangement entered into by the island’s political leaders,
as they cautiously jockeyed for position. In this unstable balance of power, greater emphasis was placed
on the dynastic pedigrees of consorts and wives brought to the island from powerful mainland kingdoms,
from which Lanka’s kings could borrow prestige, and on whom they could potentially call on for military
support. Once on the island, however, it seems that many of these women were not content to merely be
accessories to their husbands’ claims to power. Their inscriptions speak to the considerable economic,

political, and religious influence they wielded throughout the interregnal period.
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Among these women was the Great Lady Sundara: consort of Vikramabahu I and mother of
Gajabahu II. Her inscriptions, I argue, represent the first evidence of sustained royal patronage of a
particular Mahavihara-affiliated monastery, the Dirhbulagala Vihara. This monastery would later
provide the leaders for Parakramabahu’s “purification” of the sarigha, the central focus of Chapter Four:
a position of prominence likely made possible thanks to Sundara’s patronage. Her influence, I argue,
extended into the court of her son Gajabahu II, who has too often been dismissed by modern historians—
on extremely spurious evidence—as a Saiva rather than a Buddhist monarch. I show instead that his
inscriptions, including his joint inscription with Parakramabahu I, seem to be concerned with several of
what would come to be central features of the post-reform sargha: specifically, the cult of the Buddha’s
Tooth Relic and the royal descent from Mahasammata laid out in the Mahavihara’s Vamsatthappakasini.
The influence of Gajabahu and his mother Sundara on the eventual form of the post-reform sarngha, 1
suggest, therefore merits reconsideration. This then necessitates some reconsideration of the nature of
Parakramab3hu’s intervention into the sarigha itself. I suggest that millenarian concerns, in what seems
to be a Buddhaghosan chronology, provided a central motivation here. Finally, I demonstrate a sustained
influence of Sanskrit and Tamil political culture on Parakramabahu’s self-representation as a monarch,
which seems to have been systematically downplayed in modern scholarship.

Chapters Five and Six deal with figures often overlooked in the extant historiography, due to

their coming to prominence in the tumultuous period after Parakramabahu’s death. These figures,

however, both left behind significant material evidence which allows us to further probe the
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development of “Buddhist kingship” in the later Polonnaruva period, and so merit more sustained
attention than they have been afforded in the extant historiography.

Chapter Five turns to Ni$$anka Malla (r. c. 1187-1196), the most prolific inscriptionist of any Sri
Lankan monarch. In his vast inscriptional corpus, I identify a recurring focus on his immediate family—
including consorts, a daughter, and possibly also his mother—as vital extensions of his kingly persona.
The shifting configuration of this family over the course of his reign suggests an attempt to consolidate
his vision of kingship—exclusively and emphatically high-caste and Buddhist—in support of future
dynastic claims: primarily those of his son, Virabahu I, but also those of his female family members. This
results in the most explicit theorisation of the possibility of female regnancy (albeit in a wording which
more suggests regency) in premodern Sri Lanka—a possibility which would prove necessary after
Virabahu's unexpectedly early death.

Finally, Chapter Six turns to the inscriptions of three royal women: Lilavati, a former consort of
Parakramabahu who would later rule herself in three separate periods (1197-1200, 1209-1210, and 1210-
1211); Kalyanavati, a widow of Ni§§arnkka Malla who ruled 1202-1208; and Candavati, another former
consort of Parakramabahu I, with those inscription we opened this Introduction. Their inscriptions
together, I argue, provide a powerful challenge to established gender politics. Lilavati in particular is
noteworthy both for the central role she clearly played in the period’s power struggles (evidenced by her
repeated depositions and reinstatements), and for her consistent policy across these reigns of
patronising new forms of Buddhist literature in both Pali and Sinhala. Contrasting her portrayal in these

patronised literary works with her inscriptional self-representation allows us, I argue, to critically reflect
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on assumptions of kingship’s inherent masculinity—assumptions which Lilavati’s regnancy necessarily
challenged. I conclude by returning to the inscription of Candavati, which I argue represents an attempt
on her behalf to leverage Lilavati’s unsettling of the gendered social order to her own advantage.
Together, the inscriptions of these women illuminate the extent to which even the most apparently self-

evident features of medieval Lankan political culture were in fact contingent, and therefore contestable.

Q=
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Chapter Two:  Reconstituting Buddhist Kingship at Polonnaruva

Between the 990s and c. 1070cE, the island of Sri Lanka was a division (T. mantalam) of the vast Cola
Empire: *° ultimately ruled from Kankaikonta Célapuram (in what is now Tamil Nadu) but administered
by local governors in Polonnaruva,” a city on the banks of the great Mahavili river, some eighty
kilometres southeast of Lanka’s historic capital Anuradhapura. Standard chronologies of premodern Sri
Lanka, however, begin the “Polonnaruva period” (Sin. Polonnaruve yugaya) in a year curiously bisecting
the period of Cola rule: in c. 1055, on the death of a local ruler in Lanka’s southeastern region of Ruhunu

(P.Rohana) named Mahinda.* Over the following fifteen years, Mahinda’s son—known later by the regnal

* [ argue elsewhere (Shirley under review b) against uncautious applications of terms like “empire” and “emperor”
(as distinct from mere “kingdoms” and “kings”). Often we apply these terms on structural (i.e. etic) comparative
grounds, but then assume they may have held some form of emic weight; this is behind, I have suggested, our over-
eagerness to identify various monarchs as cakravartins (understood merely to be a European emperor with some
differing regalia). In this case, however, I think the term “empire” is an accurate description of the Cdla polity. It
clearly differentiated a core region—the “Céla country” (colanatu)—from various peripheral subordinates, usually
called mandalas. These subordinate regions were, as discussed below, ruled by king-like governors (rather than by
largely independent tributaries), and so the polity as a whole seems to have been emically understood to be of a
higher order than “mere” kingdoms.

7 A popular tradition is that the name “Polonnaruva” is an invention of English colonial scholars. However, the
name Polonnaruva is attested in inscriptions as early as Vijayabahu’s own reign (see e.g. IC VI:5, 7-8). In Pali sources,
most prominently the Mahavamsa, it is usually rendered as Pulatthinagara (“the City of Pulasthya,” named for the
Puranic rsi). Tamil inscriptions refer to the city as Pulanari (see e.g. TISL 15, 10-11), which Pathmanathan (2019)
takes as a Tamil rendering of the Sinhala name (187). However, Tamil pulakar is a common epithet for Pulasthya
(from Skt. pulaha); this is similar enough to the title pula-kar (lit. “he who teaches”) that we might wonder whether
Polonnaruva is a Sinhala rendering of the earlier Tamil name.

“ See, e.g., the periodisation in Sannasgala (1994, 92-93), which distinguishes between “the beginnings of
Polonnaruva” (polonnaruvé arambhaya, 761-1058cE) and “the Polonnaruva kingdom” proper (polonnaru rajadhaniya)
beginning in 1058. Cf. the common alternative of dating the period proper as beginning in the 990s with Céla
conquest (Sastri 1959; B. L. Smith 1978).
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name Vijayabahu [—waged a long war against the island’s Cola overlords, finally concluding with his
capture of both Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva in 1070. Vijayabahu himself seems to have considered
this the beginning of his reign proper, counting his own regnal years from the day of his consecration
(abhiseka) in Anuradhapura.” But the Mahavamsa extension compiled in the Darhbadeniya court of
Parakramabahu II counts Vijayabahu's regnal years—and, therefore, his reign as rightful king of the
island—as beginning in 1055, the year of his father’s death; modern scholars have simply followed the
Darhbadeniyan lead. Why has this retrospective dating so definitively informed our temporal definition
of the “Polonnaruvan period”? What assumptions—about royal succession, about continuity of
Anuradhapuran institutions of kingship, and about the distinction between “Buddhist” and “Saiva”
rule—informed, and continue to inform, such periodisation?

Vijayabahu's reign has come to signify, in both premodern narratives and modern scholarhips, a
pivotal moment of “return:” a return from the half-century of Saivite Cola “interruption” back to the
“traditional” Buddhism which had defined the earlier Anuradhapura kingdom. Of course, the period of
Cola rule left its legacy. But this legacy, in such accounts, was always secondary to the triumphant return
of Sinhala Buddhist kingship, which magnanimously tolerated—but never partook in—ongoing theist
practice, Tamil and Sanskrit languages and literatures, and perhaps even some vestiges of the Cola
administrative apparatus. Stark dichotomies between Cola and Sinhala rulers are evident in the earliest

Anglophone histories of the Polonnaruva period;” their most emphatic expression appears, however, in

% See the dates in IC VI:2, discussed further below.
*® See e.g. Knighton (1845, 130-32); Tennent (1859, 404-5); and Codrington (1926, chap. 4).
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K. A. N. Sastri’s (1955) evocatively titled “Vijayabahu I: The Liberator of Lanka.” Here Sastri provides a
rich narrative of Vijayabahu’s life, informed by archaeological data but replete with extensive quotations
from Geiger’s translation of the Mahdvamsa. Sastri opens this piece by declaring Vijayabahu “one of the
greatest kings of Ceylon,” and then goes on to tell us
At his accession Cola rule was well established in the island, and its indigenous rulers were
hiding themselves in the mountains of Rohana (Sin. Ruhunu). The Buddhist faith and the
foundations sustaining it suffered much damage at the hands of the Saiva conquerors... Halfway
through Vijayabahu's reign the picture begins to change. Internal dissessions among the
Sinhalese chieftains are composed or abolished by the dissidents being destroyed or
subjugated; the occasion afforded by political trouble in South India is availed of to roll off the
Tamil Cola hegemony over the island which is now united under one king. Buddhism once
more comes into its own... (45).
Sastri paints a particularly vivid picture of Vijayabahu's triumph over his Tamil-speaking and Siva-
worshipping former overlords, and of the resulting benefits for the Buddha-sasana. Sastri’s narrative is
far from an outlier in the historiography of Polonnaruva; more recent scholarly publications continue to
emphasise the decline of Buddhism under Cdla rule and its restoration under Vijayabahu.” Yet more

emphatic variations of this narrative occur in the realm of public discourse: from museum displays to

urban plans.” Such media are often held as peripheral to the scholarly pursuit of historical accuracy. But

*! See, e.g., Sastri’s later contribution to the UCHC, which concludes by calling Vijayabahu “the author of Sinhalese
freedom, and one of the chief architects of Sinhalese nationality” (1959, 437); see further Frasch (2017, 70-71);
Walters (2000, 143).

*? The 2019-2030 Polonnaruva Urban Development Plan lays a heavy emphasis on the history of the city, primarily
for its potential interest to tourists. It provides a short, but suggestive, summary of how that history ought to be
portrayed: “In 1017cE, once they had defeated Mahinda V, the royal capital (rajadhaniya) was moved to Polonnaruva,
called “Jananathapuram,” by the Co6la people. According to the Cilavamsa, while remaining an independent
kingdom (nidahas rajyayak) from the beginning of the Polonnaruva period until the time of King Vijayabahu, the
country (rata) was made kingless (argjika) by the cultural destruction of the Cdla... The country was [subsequently]
freed from foreign invaders by King Vijayabahu” (kri. va. 1017 di soli janaya visin pasvana mihifidu raju parajayata
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due to their sheer visibility to audiences beyond the academic—both in Sri Lanka and around the world—
they cannot be so easily discounted. They present an image of Polonnaruva’s origins as borne out of stark
opposition: between Tamil-speaking and Siva-worshipping “foreign invaders” and Buddhist, Sinhala-
speaking “indigenous kings.”

This narrative is not the wholesale invention of modern historians. Rather, as I suggest above, it
follows the interpretation of the two texts composed under the patronage of Parakramabahu II: the
Pajavaliya and the Mahavamsa extension. Both texts, I argue, are primarily interested in establishing a
continuity of Sinhala Buddhist kingship which effectively bypasses the 90-odd years of Cola rule. They
seek to create, in other words, a single unbroken vamsa (lineage) of appropriately “Buddhist” kings
stretching backwards from their own patron, Parakramabahu II, to the mythical Sinhala founder-king
Vijaya. The period of occupation by Siva-worshipping Céla rulers would complicate such a narrative,
necessitating a creative response. Neither text so much as mentions, during the period of C6la rule, the
names of the Cola monarchs or even their local governors (see MV ch. 56; PV 782). Instead, both focus
exclusively on the Sinhala-speaking rulers of Ruhunu, presented as monarchs-in-exile of Sri Lanka as a

whole, and concluding with Mahinda and his son Vijayabahu 1. It is on the basis of this narrative that

patkala atara rdjadhaniya jananathapuram namin polonnaruvata gena yana ladi. cilavamsayata anuva polonnaru yugaya
arambhayeé sita vijayabahu rajugeé kalaya tek nidahas rajyayak lesa pdvatuna atara solin samskrtiya vinasa karamin rata
ardjika bavata patkarana ladi... vijayabahu raju visin videsa akramanayangen rata nidahas kara ganna ladi; 52). The English
version of this document adds that the C6las destroyed the culture “as demons,” a phrase which does not seem to
appear in the Sinhala. This is, needless to say, a rather dramatically polarised vision of Polonnaruva’s history, one
which the Urban Development Plan sought to manifest in tourist-oriented “heritage management.” Of the powerful
potential for such heritage projects to reify nationalist discourses, see N. Wickramasinghe (2012) and Harris (2018).
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Vijayabahu's “succession” from his father in 1055 is taken as the starting-point of his reign, and therefore
of the Polonnaruva period proper, despite his own preference for dating his regnal years beginning in
1070.

This chapter challenges this narrative, and the neat periodisation of Sri Lankan history marked
by the Cola “interruption,” and Vijayabahu’s subsequent “resumption,” of Buddhist rule. Of course, such
a challenge is not entirely novel. Gunawardana (1979; 2008) and Pathmanathan (1982) have long been

” o«

critical of the supposed distinction between “Anuradhapura,” “Cola,” and “Polonnuruva” periods, and
argue for a steadier continuity of ideas and institutions across all three. Archaeological evidence, too,
suggests that the shift of power from Anuradhapura to Polonnaruva was hardly marked by a sharp
distinction in demographic, agricultural, or hydraulic patterns (Gilliland et al. 2013). This is reflected in

the urban landscape of Polonnaruva itself, in which Buddhist viharas and ritual precincts were

comfortably constructed alongside earlier, Cola-period temples to Siva, Visnu, and Ganesa (Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1: map of Polonnaruva, including major structures still extant
The construction of the city itself serves, I think, as a useful metaphor for Vijayabahu’s (re)construction
of Lankan kingship: vigorous efforts dedicated to new Buddhist edifices, but not at the expense or to the
exclusion of the Cdla period institutions which remained (physically and metaphorically) central.
The first two sections of this chapter argue that Vijayabahu's apparent “continuity” of
Anuradhapuran kingship was carefully constructed: first by the king himself and his court; and then
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subsequently (to an even greater extent) by retrospective narratives like Mahdvamsa and Pajavaliya. 1
establish, in the first section, a heuristic distinction between “Anuradhapuran” and “Céla” models of
Lankan rule; in the second section, I demonstrate the intentional ways in which Vijayabahu engaged with
both of these models to constitute a new form of Buddhist kingship at Polonnaruva. The third section
draws on inscriptional evidence of Vijayabahu’s engagements at the sripada, a significant Buddha-Relic,
as a performance of this new model of Buddhist kingship. Here I argue that he attempted to articulate—
and make concrete through material interventions at the site—a strictly hierarchical socio-political
order in a Buddhist mileu. Finally, through a close reading of the (near-contemporary, but likely
posthumous) Velaikkarar inscription at the centre of Polonnaruva’s “sacred quadrangle,” I reconsider
the revival of Buddhist ordination lineages under Vijayabahu. This “revival,” I suggest, represented a
greater departure from the traditional “three nikaya” system than our later Mahavihara-oriented
narratives let on; a useful synecdoche, perhaps, of Vijayabahu’s novel re-orientation of Lankan kingship.
Together these arguments destabilise our received wisdom about Buddhism in Polonnaruva, and prime

us to better understand the emergence of the Pali-oriented Buddhism we now call the Theravada.

Late Anuradhapuran and Colan Models of Kingship

This section outlines some of the key events leading up to Vijayabahu's reign, and the discourses of
kingship employed by those participant in those events. As will become apparent in the following section,
this does not constitute mere “background information.” Rather, the rival visions of kingship articulated
in this period, particularly in relation to the island’s three rival nikayas, seem to have served as citational
exemplars for Vijayabahu and his courtiers in their crafting of his own Buddhist kingship. These first
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millennium visions were every part as diverse, nuanced, and transculturally engaged as those of the
second millennium discussed in the remainder of the dissertation. For heuristic purposes, however—and
perhaps at the risk of oversimplification—we might divide them very loosely into two temporally distinct
categories: respectively “late Anuradhapura” and “Cola.” By discussing these two periods as distinct
models of royal discourse, I do not intend to imply a fundamental disconnect between the two. Rather, I
wish to highlight characteristics of both models which, as the following sections demonstrate, were
available to Vijayabahu for “citational” purposes.”

Until the last decade of the first millennium, inscriptional visions of kingship in Sri Lanka were
almost exclusively articulated in Sinhala script and language, and seem to have generally been oriented
towards protection of the Buddha-sdsana as a fundamental duty of kingship. This does not mean,
however, that Sri Lanka’s kings were entirely insular in this period, and unconcerned with developments
in wider South Asia. Rather, they were fully immersed in a wider political culture which encompassed
much of what we now call South India, and deeply connected to wider polities across the Indian Ocean
region and beyond (see particularly the essays in Bandaranayake 1990). The effect that these connections
had on ideals of kingship, however, has been relatively understudied, with the notable exception of
Walters (2000). Walters provides a nuanced reading of the relationship between Lanka’s kings and sasana,
in both literary and inscriptional sources, across an impressive temporal period, and I follow his account

closely in my understanding of late Anuradhapuran visions of kingship. From his analysis, supplemented

> My reference to “citations” here follows Blackburn’s invocation of Derrida (see Blackburn 2007, 194; laid out more
fully in 2024, “Conclusions.”)
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by the subsequent publication of a more complete inscriptional corpus,” we can identify three key
developments of late Anuradhapuran inscriptional discourses which would have a clear impact on later
Polonnaruva-based visions of kingship.

The first of these is the elaboration, from the reign of Udaya II (r. 887-898) onwards, of “worklike”
royal biographies preceding the more “documentary” contents of inscriptions. This is usually, and I think
accurately, attributed to an emulation of the Sanskrit inscriptional preamble called prasasti, part of the
broader phenomenon of vernacular literarization described by Pollock (2006).* The term prasasti is
therefore sometimes heuristically used as a catch-all for any grandiose inscriptional preamble. But this
is inaccurate: the prasastiis a highly typified genre, almost always in verse, which typically “...would begin
with an auspicious sign or invocation such as svasti followed by one or more margala (invocatory) verses,
and then an account of the ruling king’s lineage, full of lavish praises of his own and his ancestors’
physical power and beauty, moral qualities and reputation, just rule, conquests, learning and artistic
skills, and so on” (Salomon 1998, 112). As Cox (2016) demonstrates, this is entirely distinct from the Tamil

meykkirtti, which foregoes the genealogical emphasis of a prasasti and instead highlights military

** 1 refer here to Inscriptions of Ceylon volume 5, which is vast enough to have been printed in three parts. The
numbering of inscriptions between these parts is not continuous, and so I cite from it with part numbers marked
in small roman numerals (e.g. IC V ii:17, the seventeenth inscription in part two of volume five).

> For Pollock’s discussion of this process in Lanka, see his pp. 386-7. As noted in the Introduction, however, this
discussion is misled by his assumption that earlier inscription had been written in “prosaic Pali” (387), which then
gave way to Sanskritised Sinhala. Prior to Udaya II, all royal inscriptions were in fact written in Sinhala (or, in the
earliest Brahmi inscriptions, what we might call a proto-Sinhala Middle Indic dialect). While Udaya II and his heirs
did begin to integrate into their inscriptional eulogies imagery which seems to be inspired by a Sanskrit imaginaire,
it is also worth noting that their language remains distinctly Sinhala (replete with the vowel “4” and prenasal
consonants like “-tid-"), with Sanskrit tatsamas (loanwords) only entering the inscriptional repertoire very late.
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conquests, as exemplary of the donor’s “possession of a range of royal virtues, chiefly [their] association
with the goddesses of prosperity and victory” (53). This is distinct again from the (emically unnamed)
Sinhala royal inscriptional style under discussion here, which—among other points of difference—is
never in verse, a hallmark of both prasasti and meykkirtti.

The second development which concerns us is the increasing prevalence of royal promulgations
about proper monastic conduct, documented and enacted by inscriptions found within monastic
complexes. These promulgations are typically referred to in this period as sirit (cf. Skt. carita, “[a code of]
conduct”).”® This term—a clear tadbhava (semantic borrowing) from Sanskrit—may, perhaps, suggest a
“mainland” influence behind such royal interventions into monastic conduct, a suspicion reinforced by
one of our earliest examples of this intervention, found in the Anuradhapura Jetavana complex, being
written in the Sanskrit language with Nagari script (see EZ 1:1).” These sirit inscriptions are a direct
precursor to Parakramabahu’s katikavata inscription at the Galvihara, a central focus of this dissertation
(discussed in Chapter Four).*® The emergence of this inscriptional genre, I suggest, offered new
opportunities for monarchs and monks to work out the parameters of royal obligations to—and authority

to intervene in—the affairs of the sarigha, nominally in service of the sasana’s longevity. Careful attention

> The term katika does appear at least once, in an inscription (IC V ii:40) of a king Sena (it is unclear which). T use
the term sirit rather than carita for these inscriptions to avoid confusion with the Sanskrit-language biographical
genre of the same name.

*” The section of the inscriptions which would reveal the name of the sponsor is, sadly, irrevocably displaced, and
we cannot even be sure that it is truly a “royal” intervention after all (Gunawardana 1979, 250-55).

*8 On katikavatas in Sri Lanka, see Ratnapala (1971), Schonthal (2021), and Schonthal’s forthcoming monograph. On
this genre’s influence across the Indian Ocean, see Blackburn (2024).
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to how these royal inscriptions position their disciplinary interventions therefore offers considerable
insights into the self-fashioning of their patrons as “Buddhist kings.”

Walters sees, in these late Anuradhapuran inscriptions, an increasing re-orientation of royal
favour towards the Mahavihara nikaya at the expense of their rivals. In his view, the c. 840 defeat of Sena
I (r. 833-853) at at the hands of Pandya invaders signalled the inefficacy of Abhayagiri patronage; his son
Sena II (853-887) turned instead towards the Mahavihara, as “a change of royal policy, a tentative effort
to displace the authority of the Abhayagiri and Jetavana monasteries onto the Mahavihara” (135, italics
added). By the reign of Kasyapa V (r. 924-935), Walters’ language is more emphatic: here, he tells us, these
royal interventions represented attempts to “position the Abhayagiri within a polity that recognised the
Mahavihara as supreme” (136). The strongest support for this supremacy comes, however, from the
interpretive lens provided by later, Mahavihara-oriented retroactive accounts.® While Walters is,
elsewhere in the article, extremely nuanced in his treatment of such accounts as “dialogical,” he seems
to be more willing to accept the Mahavamsa extension as evidence for ninth-century developments. A
closer inspection of the inscriptional evidence, shorn of this interpretive framework, makes the

ascendency of the Mahavihara less certain.

** This includes the notion that Sena IT “celebrated his shower bath (abhiseka) into kingship in association with [the
Mahavihara]” (Walters 2000, 134). Walters is explicit that this is only reported retroactively by a “Mahaviharan
historian.” But Sundberg (2016) cites Walters as evidence that “it is clear beyond all doubt that Sena II had taken
unprecedentedly Theravadin rites of coronation with the grounds of the Mahavihara itself” (361; see also his n19).
This is a useful demonstration of how rapidly even cautious hypotheses can ossify into supposed fact.
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Walters’ central evidence for this re-orientation towards the Mahavihara is that the majority of
sirit inscriptions are located within monasteries affiliated with the Abhayagiri or Jetavana nikayas. For
Walters, these attempts at regulation seem to have necessarily represented an unwelcome intrusion on
monastic life; that Mahavihara-affiliated institutions only received donative inscriptions, with no
attempts at disciplinary regulation, conversely indicated royal respect for their independence. Writing
about the sirit inscriptions of Mahinda IV (r. 956-992), for example, he suggests that

Mahinda IV spent a lot of money at the rival monasteries [of the Abhayagiri and Jetavana] and

even praised them in flowery language in his inscriptions, but it is clear that this honouring

was also repositioning them, bringing them under Mahaviharan rule... Mahinda IV thus
regulated and insulted only the rivals; his Mahaviharan inscriptions are less ornate, but with no

strings attached (139).

Walters’ evidence that sirit regulations constituted “Mahaviharan” rule is largely based on the references
in these inscriptions to pirit (P. paritta) recitation,” and to both study and ritual use of abhidharma texts,”

both of which he seems to present as specifically non- or even anti-Mahayana practices (see respectively

129 and 134). Since the Abhayagiri and Jetavana are generally accepted to have been more open to

% Walters argues that the Vamsatthappakasini enjoined pirit specifically as an alternative to dharani. There certainly
is, as he points out, archaeological evidence of dharani incantations in the Abhayagiri and Jetavana compounds (on
which see further Schopen 1982). Further, both pirit and dharani seem to fulfil overlapping apotropaic functions
(Skilling 1992). However, it seems a stretch to read into the Vamsatthappakasini’s advocacy of pirit an explicitly
sectarian motivation, given that it does not so much as mention, let alone denigrate, dharani.

' Abhidharma texts—with their ontologies of actually-existing dharmas—were increasingly critiqued by
Madhyamaka philosophers (Westerhoff 2018, 99-101, 107-15), who took seriously the siinyata teachings espoused
in Mahayana prajfidparamita literature (denying the inherent existence, svabhava, of such fundamental dharmas).
Although abhidharmikas, particularly those in Lanka, seem to have been far less willing to acknowledge, let alone
directly critique, their Mahayana rivals, we might still take the ongoing production of abhidharma texts as, at
minimum, a rejection of the Siinyata doctrine which characterises so much Mahayana thought.
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Mahayana texts, Walters reasonably understands these to have been exclusively Mahavihara practices
imposed on their unwilling rivals.

However, we might question this stark dichotomy. While later, Mahavihara-oriented texts
denigrate the Abhayagiri in particular as heretical (see particularly Walters 1997, 117-18), it is unclear
how sharply the intellectual and ritual cultures of the three nikayas diverged throughout the first
millennium. There is good reason to believe that all three nikayas shared a core canon in Pali (Cousins
2012, 83-85); at minimum the three nikayas must have had a common Vinaya, even if their interpretations
thereof later diverged.®” What I am suggesting here is that when we see royal injunctions to Abhayagiri
and Jetavana monastics to dutifully recite pirit and study abhidharma, repeated for over two centuries,
and accompanied with various other disciplinary injunctions which seem unlikely to have been
controversial, we should not rush to assume that these inscriptions were working against these monks’
interests and inclinations. The simplest explanation appears to me to simply be that these were, in fact,
practices already accepted with these nikdayas (alongside, perhaps, more explicitly Mahayana practices).

If the concentration of sirit inscriptions within Abhayagiri and Jetavana compounds is not so
clearly explained by a royal imposition of Mahaviharan practices on their unfortunate rivals, what else
might underlie this pattern? I wish to suggest that we take the self-declared motivations of these
monarchs a little more seriously: they intervened in the internal disciplinary affairs of the Abhayagiri

and the Jetavana, but paid relatively little attention to the discipline of Mahaviharan monks, because

%2 On this interpretive divergence, as deployed rhetorically in the later twelfth century, see Kieffer-Piilz (2005).
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they saw this as the best way to ensure the flourishing of the asana. An inscription of Kasyapa V (IC V
i:104, c. 929-39) located in the Abhayagiri complex provides a useful illustration of these dynamics in
action.” The inscription contains much which might attract our attention; most pertinent, however, is
the description, in the inscriptional preamble, of Kasyapa’s having honouring both the Buddha-gem
(buduruvan, Skt. buddharatna) and dharma-gem (dhamruvan, Skt. dharmaratna) through, respectively, relic-
festivals and the preaching and ritual inscription on golden plates of abhidharma texts. This would prime
Buddhist audiences to anticipate an equivalent “honouring” of the third gem, the sarigharatna, to follow.
What follows, of course, is the promulgation of sirit rules for the Abhayagiri monks. I therefore read this
inscription as framing Kasyapa V’s sirit rules as part of a broader set of his public venerations of
Buddhism’s triple gem: relic-worship for the Buddha; abhidharma preaching for the dharma; and ensuring
the high disciplinary standard of Abhayagiri monks for the sangha. This is suggestive, I think, of a
particular concern with the internal purity of this particular monastic order—a concern which did not
necessarily extend to their rivals in the Mahavihara.

A similar concern seems to be evident in the inscriptions of Mahinda IV, Kasyapa’s youngest son.

His inscriptions routinely praise him for his patronage of all three nikayas;* and he—along with an

% This inscription is particularly noteworthy because large sections seem to have been cited, in close translation,
in the later Mahavamsa extension (see MV 52:44-60). The Mahavamsa follows this up, however, with a longer list of
pious donations made to the “Thera school” of the Mahavihara (MV 52:61-65). Walters cites both inscription and
Mahavamsa testimony simultaneously in his analysis of the former, suggesting the extent to which he has read it
through the retrospective sectarian lens of the latter (137).

* See, e.g., his inscription IC V ii:62 located at Rambdva, which lists his pious donations at a monastery of the
Tisaramd nakdhi (another name for the Mahavihara nikdya); at the Devna (Jetavana) mahavehera; and at the
Abhayagiri vehera. The inscription itself is concerned with lands partially appropriated for maintenance at a
Mahavihara shrine, and states that Mahaviharan monks should be called upon to resolve any disputes (meyat van
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enigmatic figure named the Lady Vidura—certainly did patronise the Mahavihara-aligned Vessagiri
monastery.” Most salient to our purposes, however, is Mahinda’s sirit inscription at the Jetavana, which
famously concludes with the declaration that “none but a bodhisattva should attain sovereignty of Sri
Lanka.” This passage is frequently cited as evidence that Sri Lankan kings in this period were all
understood to be bodhisattvas (see, e.g., Gunawardana 1979, 172-73; Pathmanathan 1982, 130-31; Tambiah
1976, 96-97; cf. the thoughtful critique of Berkwitz 2019a, paras. 28-35). Little attention has been paid,
however, to the rhetorical effect of the full section as a conclusion to, and rationale for the maintenance of,
the preceding sirit regulations:
...siri lakdivhi no bohosat hu no rajvanhayi sdhdkulakot saviniya muniraj hu niyat viyarana lad
tuma paysivur raknu vas mahasat hu pilivdya rajsiri pimini sdnibisev viidna davas mahasatig
hat meheyat uvasar vas sevel baridna apa parapuren basna budbiti kit usab visin niratur suhur
dtiyavanu rakiya yutu.
By those who have received the eternal prophecy (viyarana, cf. Skt. vyakarana) of the
Omniscient King of Sages, pinnacle of the Sakya family, that “None but a bodhisattva shall attain
sovereignty in Siri Lakdiv”; who are accustomed to wearing white vestments® to serve and

attend on the mahdsangha on the day of their receiving consecration (abhiseka), in the moment
of attaining royal splendour bestowed by the mahasat” to protect His Bowl and Robe (relics);

viyavulak dta mahaveherd mahaboge sarigun saha denu kot isa). This is presumably the inscription Walters refers to
when he claims that Mahinda IV forced Abhayagiri monks “to submit to the adjudication of royal officers or even
the Mahaviharamonks” (139, italics added for emphasis); he cites four inscriptions here, but this is the only one which
seems to explicitly mention such adjudication.

% See inscriptions IC V ii:69 and 70 for Mahinda IV and the Lady Vidura respectively. On the Lady Vidura’s
inscription, see Shirley (under review a). The Vessagiri monastery patronised here is almost certainly not the
original founded by Devanampiyatissas for Ven. Mahinda and the first monks (Nicholas 1959, 98-99). 1t is, however,
clearly identified as such in this inscription, in close proximity to its invocation of its Mahavihara affiliation (see 11.
8-16). There is clearly an element of history-making at work in this inscription.

% Following EZ’s reading of seve] as Skt. sveta-vesta; likely a scarf or turban twisted (vestana) around the head or body.
¢ Both EZ and IC take this as standing for Skt. mahdsarigha, but we see elsewhere in this same section (the more
usual) mahasarig. 1 suspect, based on the proximity to the bodhisattva reference, that this may instead intend Skt.
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who are born of our lineage; who are devoted to the Buddha; [and] who are best of the ksatriyas,
should the above-stated be protected (IC V ii:68).

Here the ongoing enforcement of disciplinary purity within the Abhayagiri is positioned as central to the
duties of kings—explicitly, good Buddhist kings, dedicated to serving the sasana at the moment of their
consecration. This is connected, certainly to the prophecy of bodhisattvaship which has received so much
scholarly attention. But this bodhisattvaship does not seem, to me, to constitute the telos of this paragraph.
Rather, here Mahinda IV is telling his successor that their kingship is bestowed upon them by, and for
the benefit of, the Buddha-sasana; as good kings (who happen to be bodhisattvas) they should therefore
dedicate themselves towards such service, exemplified in royal attempts to ensure the ongoing
disciplinary purity of the Abhayagiri monks.

Throughout these last centuries of the first millennium, in other words, we see simultaneously
an elaboration of Sinhala-language royal inscriptions and increasing evidence of royal intervention into
monastic affairs (particularly disciplinary affairs). These two developments were not, necessarily,
causally linked. Together, however, they provided Anuradhapura’s last independent monarchs with
opportunities for new forms of royal self-fashioning, in which depictions of idealised kingship seemed to
become increasingly intertwined with concerns for monastic disciplinary purity.

The third key feature of these inscriptions is their treatment of any individuals who were not

normatively masculine. Out of the 367 inscriptions collected in Inscriptions of Ceylon volume V, only two

mahdsattva, “great being,” a common epithet of bodhisattvas (including the Buddha himself). In this reading it would
be the Buddha himself who bestows royal splendour during the abhiseka anointment ceremony.
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or three women are recorded as exercising any economic or political agency of their own: a Lady Kita in
879cE (IC V i:27); another woman of the same name is mentioned in several inscriptions from the 920-30s
(IC V ii:12; 13; and 32);* and a Lady Vidura, with some unclear connection to Mahinda IV (IC V ii:70).%
Beyond these brief glimpses, “women” (understood broadly) seem to only be invoked in royal
inscriptions in two ways, both found in the inscriptions’ stylised introductions. These introductions
routinely mention the mothers of kings, sometimes stressing their high status (often in the formulation
“born equal [to the king’s father],” samadd); clearly matrilineal status was important to kingly self-
representation. The only consort ever mentioned, however, was island of Lanka itself,
anthropomorphised in the stock phrase
...kdtusabanata agamehesun v lakdivpolonavayona parapuren himi...

...lord/husband (himi, Skt. svamin), by descent, of the young woman, the earth of the island of
Lanka, who is the primary consort (agamehesu, Skt. agramahisi) to the best of the Ksatriya...”’

% Ranawella suggests in IC that these women may have been one and the same, on the basis that the only women
of this name mentioned in the Mahavamsa are both active in the tenth century (see IC V i, 70).

® Vidura’s inscription, marking a donation to the monks at Vessagiri, is carved on the obverse of an inscription by
Mahinda IV (IC V ii:69). There is clearly some form of connection between the two, and their donations, but neither
inscription makes the nature of their relationship clear.

We also have a mention, in an unfortunately severely damaged inscription, of a pirivena constructed by both a
(grammatically masculine) vat-himiyan and (grammatically feminine) vat-hdmbuvan together (IC V iii:110); these
titles are only applied to either royalty or monks. No further information is available, due to the extent of the wear
on the inscription.

7 This particular phrasing is taken from IC V ii:66, but variations occur throughout nearly all royal inscriptions of
the later Anuradhapura period. The inscribing of this line seems to have become so commonplace, perhaps even
mechanical, that some rather interesting scribal errors sometimes occur: most notably, in an inscription of Mahinda
IV, the crucial “husband of the earth of Lanka” phrase is omitted, and we are told that he himself was “primary
consort to the best of the Ksatriya” (kdtusabanata agamehesun vii salamevan maharaja)!
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Together, these two references suggest that (human) royal consorts were entirely peripheral to the
inscriptional performance of kingship in the later Anuradhapura period; it was only if a consort’s son
attained the throne himself that she became “worthy” of epigraphic mention. Royal daughters, perhaps
unsurprisingly, are even more absent from the inscriptional record. This is worth mentioning here both
for how this attitude was continued by Vijayabahu himself, as described below, but also for the dramatic
contrast in attitudes towards royal consorts (and even, fleetingly, daughters) we will see evident in
Chapters Three, Five, and Six.

All three of these features—elaborations of inscriptional prose, royal intervention into monastic
affairs, and the exclusion of women—would prove influential on Vijayabahu I and the subsequent
monarchs of Polonnaruva. Before Vijayabahu's rise, however, another kingly paradigm became
dominant in Sri Lanka. Around the turn of the millennium, the island was increasingly incorporated into
the Cola imperial apparatus, and the dominant discourse of kingship on the island reflected Cola
inscriptional practices (including the primary use of Tamil rather than Sinhala). This process of
incorporation seems to have begun with the military defeat of Mahinda V (r. from 982),”" the son of
Mahinda 1V, at the hands of Rajaraja I Cdla (r. 985-1014); the island was fully brought under Céla control
by Rajaraja’s successor Rajendra (r. 1012-1044). As Ali (2000, 199) suggests, the conquest of Lanka seems
to held great significance for Rajendra, whose standardised meykkirtti thenceforth listed his victory over

Mahinda V, and the capture of the royal palladia, in its opening verses. Several inscriptions bearing

7' Standardly scholarly dating places the “end” of Mahinda’s reign in c. 1029 (see, e.g., Walters 2000, 141)
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Rajendra’s meykkirtti have been found within Lanka, including at least one at a Buddhist vihdara at
Periyakulam (TISL 20; see also TISL 13b, original findsite unknown). The conquest of Lanka clearly had a
large impact on the inscriptional self-representation of its new Céla overlords. So too did it influence the
language of power within Lanka itself.

The personal meykkirtti of Cola sovereigns were far from the only expressions of this new royal
discourse in Lanka. We have extant a large corpus of Tamil-language inscriptions from this period
produced by junior members of the royal family or its cadet branches, who, as Indrapala (1978) notes,
were positioned as something like “royal governors” of the island (as in other non-core regions of the
Cola empire). These governors were invested with kingly stylings, effectively replacing earlier
independent monarchs with new “kings” subordinate to the Cola overlord. The inscriptions of these
governors, even at their most eulogistic, are entirely stylistically distinct from the formal meykkirtti of
the Cola emperors. The imperial meykkirtti were composed in an “austere, self-conciously ‘classical’
diction” (Cox 2016, 54), and could therefore be inscribed entirely in Tamil script. Gubernatorial
inscriptions in Lanka, however, often heavily rely on Sanskrit loanwords, and therefore required the use

of Grantha script (which can express both Tamil and Sanskrit phonemes), often alongside the Tamil.”

2 For an illustrative example see the two inscriptions found on a single pillar at Tirukkéti$évaram (TISL 13a and b).
TISL 13a records a donation by a Lord Cankaran, utaiydn of Cirukulattir, to the temple’s resident god. Sanskrit
loanwords are present throughout, particularly in descriptions of ritual acts (e.g. the temple is called Rami$vara
instead of Iraméccuram; lanterns are to be lit on the krsnapaksa or dark fortnight...) and even in the names of the
Cola emperors themselves. The surviving section of TISL 13b contains only the meykkirtti of R3jendra I, and seems
to be inscribed purely in Tamil characters other than the opening svasti $ri. The first word of Rajendra’s meykkirtti,
“tiru,” is itself a Tamil tadbhava of $ri; this auspicious term is therefore evoked twice-over, both in the C6la imperial
style and the Sanskritic form used more locally. On the significance of the tiru opening to Rajendra’s meykkirtti, as
imitated by his grandchild Virarajendra, see Cox (2016, 73).
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Central to Indrapala’s analysis is an inscription found near Trincomalee, created by local officials but
dated to, in my translation, “the tenth year of ké $ri Cankkavarmarana (Skt. Sanghavarman) utaiyar, Cola
Illankeésvaratévar (Skt. Lanke$§varadeva)” (TISL 19).” This title “Céla Ilankésvaratévar,” borrowed from
the title “Lankesvara” long used by Anuradhapura’s monarchs, is suggestive of the extent to which
Sanghavarman seems to have positioned himself as their rightful successor—rearticulated in the Tamil
language, and firmly yoked to the C6la imperial apparatus.

These inscriptions are far from outliers. In the period between Rajendra Cola’s defeat of Mahinda
V in the first years of the second millennium, and the rise of Vijayabahu I in c. 1070, Tamil inscriptions
proliferated throughout Lanka: marking private donations to religious institutions (predominantly, but
not exclusively, Saiva temples); adjudicating on matters of taxation and administration; or marking the
growing power of merchant-mercenary corporations like the Velaikkara, who would remain influential
throughout the Polonnaruva period and beyond (on which see particularly Friedrich 2020). However, we
should not over-emphasise the Cola conquest as a moment of total disjuncture, or as a totally
unprecedented shift in royal discourses.

The Tamil language had long been present in Lanka,” and Lankan kings in the late Anuradhapura

period seem to have been keenly aware of the inscriptional moves made by their cross-straights rivals.

7 svasti $ri ko $r1 cankavarmarana utaiyar cola ilankésvara tévarki yantu pattavatu... Both ké and utaiyar are
standard epithets for powerful men with no direct equivalents in English; T therefore leave them untranslated (as I
do elsewhere for Sinhala vahansé).

7 The first inscription in TISL is written in Brahmi characters, tentatively dated to the fourth or fifth centuries CE,
and seems to acknowledge the authority of a Jaina nun (kuratti) named Vémi.
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In the inscription of Kadyapa V (IC V i:104) discussed above, for example, he refers to himself by the
rather distinctive title maharajyutar, likely influenced by the Tamil honorific suffix -ar. Nor did this period
signal anything like a repression of Sinhala-language inscriptional practices. On the contrary, local
governors seemed at pains to co-position themselves both within the wider Cola imperial apparatus and
more locally recognisable power structures. One representative example—marking a donation to the
Tirukkétis$varam temple in Mannar, sometime during the reign of Rajaraja I—opens:
...colamantalattu ksatiriyacikamanivalanattu vélarnattuc cirukfirranallir kilavan talikumaran
ilamana mummuticolamantalattu matottamana rajarajapurattu etuppittu rajaraja isvarattu
maha tévarkku cantratittaval nirka...
Talikumaran, the kilavan [of] Cirukdrranallur in Vélarnatu in the valanatu called “Ksatriya-
$ikamana” in the C6la-mandala, having established [this temple] in Rajarajapura, called
Matdttam, in the Mummuti-Cola-mandala called Tlam, establishes [the following grant] for the
duration of the sun and moon for the mahadeva of the Rajaraja-I$vara temple... (TISL 12, A1-20).
We see here a careful mapping of the administrative language of the wider Cola empire—a mandala
divided neatly into sub-mandalas and then again into valanatus—onto more localised, and likely pre-
existing, placenames, each diligently marked off with the adjectival suffix -ana, translated here “called.”
Talikumaran’s doubly-toponymic self-positioning would have been sensible to audiences from both
anywhere throughout the Céla polity and within the local area (as long as those audiences could read
Tamil, of course). His grant to a local temple, forever immortalised in lithic form, represents an
engagement with Lanka far from a mere “occupation” or military “pillage” (as MV ch. 55 would have it):

this was a serious attempt to subsume kingship of Lanka into an imperial apparatus, attentive to the

specifics of Lankan power relations but re-contextualised as part of the broader Cola empire.
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Between these sets of inscriptions, we are faced with two rather different paradigms of kingly
self-expression: two different “political languages,” in Pocockian terms. These languages map, broadly
speaking, onto distinct real-world languages: Sinhala for the late Anuradhapuran kings; Tamil for the
Cdla royal governors and officials. It would be easy to assume that Vijayabahu I, upon claiming the throne
in c. 1070, might have simply rejected the latter, and instead “reverted” to the earlier Anuradhapura
discourse of kingship. After all, all four extant inscriptions of this monarch are written in Sinhala, not
Tamil, and—as I demonstrate below—are clearly strongly influenced by the discourse of monarchs like
Kasyapa V and Mahinda IV. This is certainly the interpretation favoured by the Mahavamsa, which takes
pains to present Vijayabahu as a direct successor of Anuradhapura’s kings. However, a closer reading of
these inscriptions, and of other evidence from within his reign, complicates this narrative, and suggests

amore deliberate engagement on the new king’s behalf with both models of sovereignty available to him.
(Re)constructing Kingship

Vijayabahu's final decisive victories over the Cdlas came in c. 1070, with his conquest of both
Anuradhapura—which had been the royal capital for over a millennium, prior to R3jendra’s conquest of
the island—and Polonnaruva, the Céla’s own administrative capital. The capture of both of these cities
entailed, both symbolically and pragmatically, Vijayabahu’s total control over the island as its new king,
independent from Cdla overlordship. The question which must have then faced him was—in light of the
two very different models of kingship described above—exactly what kind of king he intended to be.
The later narrative accounts paint Vijayabahu as a Sinhala Buddhist liberator, throwing off the
yoke of Tamil-speaking, Siva-worshipping oppression. On the basis of this account, a rejection of Cola

71



discourses of kingship and a “reversion” to the model of the later Anuradhapuran kings seems only
natural. A cursory inspection of Vijayabahu's extant inscriptional corpus would also seem to support this.
All of the four extant inscriptions attributed to him personally (in other words, leaving aside the famous
Vélaikkara inscription, discussed further below) are written in Sinhala language and script; almost every
clause in their respective preambles has a parallel in the inscriptions of Mahinda IV. One possible
explanation for this apparent continuity between the inscriptions of Mahinda IV and those of Vijayabahu
is that Anuradhapuran practices of kingship were somehow “preserved” throughout the period of Céla
occupation. This seems to be the explanation favoured by our later retrospective texts, which exclude
any mention of Cola governors from their descriptions of this period, and instead focus on a succession
of “independent” monarchs ruling in exile from Ruhunu, the island’s southernmost province (see
respectively MV ch. 56; PV, 782). The Mahavamsa additionally describes an elaborate genealogy for
Vijayabahu which establishes him as a descendant of Mahinda V and, farther back, the founders of the
Uttaromila fraternity of the Abhayagiri (MV 59:4-42, discussed further below).” Modern scholars seem
to have generally accepted this tradition that Ruhunu—which Knighton (1845) poetically calls “that

division which yielded shelter to the traitor, refuge to the rebel, and armies to the pretender” (120)—

7 Geiger notes the jarring dissonance of this chapter from that which precedes it, but such is his dedication to the
idea that the Mahavamsa is a “chroniclar” record that he attributes this to it being “taken from a new source,
possibly from what T have called the ‘Chronicle of Rohana™ (1929, 1:192, n3). No such Rohanavamsa has ever been
found, or even mentioned in premodern sources; this is entirely a fiction of modern historiography seeking to
preserve the value it has assigned to the Mahdvamsa as a “historical source.” Paranavitana invokes this genealogy
in his discussion of Vijayabahu's copper-plate inscription (IC VI:1), which refers to Vijayabahu'’s father Moggallana
by the regnal name Abhasalamevan. As Paranavitana notes, “the Chronicle” tells us that Moggallana never
exercised total control of Lanka, and Paranavitana therefore takes pains to justify the righteousness of Moggallana’s
claim to the regnal name (see EZ V, 4-5).
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retained much of its independence throughout this period, even while the Colas occupied the Rajarata
to the north.”

It is certainly possible that Cola control was more localised in the north than R3jendra’s
triumphant meykkirtti may have us believe. But we might well doubt the implication that the institutions
of (Sinhala, Buddhist) Anuradhapuran kingship were perfectly preserved in this rebellious southern
province, waiting only for Vijayabahu’s ascension to be born anew. I argue instead that Vijayabahu, upon
his coronation in Anuradhapura, did not simply have a pre-existing sense of how the business of kingship
“ought” to be carried out. Rather, he would have been faced with the challenge of (re)constructing what
it meant to be a Lankan monarch from the ground up, in a manner intelligible both to internal
audiences—the local rulers on whose support he rely to administer his realm—and external rivals,
including of course the Cola monarchs themselves. To these rivals Vijayabahu would need to
demonstrate not only his independence from his former overlords, but also his equal standing as a
monarch, and therefore his equal ability to participate in the transregional arena of kingship. To achieve
this careful balance between internal and external audiences, I suggest that Vijayabahu drew deliberately
on both models of kingship available to him: the Anuradhapuran and the Colan alike.

To understand the intentionality with which Vijayabahu engaged and synthesised these dual
discourses of kingship, we need first to abandon the notion of a (Sinhala, Buddhist, non-Tamil, non-Saiva)

continuity stretching back to the “pre-Cola” kingship of Anuradhapura, unconsciously preserved and

76 See, e.g., Knighton (1845, 130); Ranawella (1966, 149); Sastri (1959).
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transmitted down the generations by equally Sinhala, Buddhist, non-Tamil, and non-Saiva individuals.
Such a conservative view of discourses—as pre-packaged along “cultural” lines, determinative of
conceptual scope, and relatively insulated from the impositions of the social worlds around them—are
poorly equipped to explain moments of creativity and innovation in intellectual history. We might turn
here to Narayan’s (1998) important critique of what she termed “cultural essentialism:”
Essentialist pictures of culture represent “cultures” as if they were natural givens, entities that
existed neatly distinct and separate in the world, entirely independent of our projects of
distinguishing between them. This picture tends to erase the reality that the “boundaries”
between “cultures” are human constructs, underdetermined by existing variations in
worldviews and ways of life; representations that are embedded in and deployed for a variety of
political ends. Essentialist representations of culture eclipse the reality that the labels or
designations that are currently used to demarcate or individuate particular “cultures”
themselves have a historical provenance, and that what they individuate or pick out as “one
culture” often changes over time (92).
Narayan’s primary concern was the risk that such essentialism poses issues (conceptual as well as
pragmatic) for feminists beyond the West; but she also shows (in the cited piece and elsewhere) how
easily historians could be misled by essentialised notions of cultural divide. Instead, she urges us to
attend to both the arbitrary boundaries between supposedly distinct cultural groups, and to the “values,
interests, ways of life, and moral and political commitments [which] are internally plural and divergent”
within those same supposedly homogenous groups (88). This approach, I suspect, can helpfully inform
our reading of Vijayabahu’s reign.
If nothing else, we must remember that by the time Vijayabahu claimed Anuradhapura’s throne

in c. 1070, the island had been under C6la occupation for over six decades. While, as discussed above, we

have extensive inscriptions in Tamil from the C6la period, we have identified none in Sinhala from the
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entire period between Mahinda IV and Vijayabahu I.” While we know too little about the practicalities
of Lankan royal inscriptions—who in the royal court composed them? Were they inscribed by local
craftspeople, copied from manuscript templates? Or did royal scribes travel to oversee this process or
perhaps even take the chisel themselves?—this long absence of a living Sinhala inscriptional culture
should alert us to the possible loss of the skills involved. Parallels to inscriptions of Mahinda IV, therefore,
cannot be taken lightly as simply a continuity of practice: those involved in the production of
Vijayabahu's inscriptions must have intentionally studied the work of their forebears, in a deliberate and
concentrated effort to emulate his inscriptional style.

The strongest clue to the studious intentionality of Vijayabahu’s Anuradhapuran citations comes
from his earliest extant inscription, a copper-plate grant dated to his 27 regnal year (c. 1097).” Shortly
into the “work-like” portion of the grant, describing the circumstances under which Vijayabahu issued
the proclamation, we are told that he

...kirulu mini rasin pala sesat kis tavaramin vida...

...illuminated his white parasol’s interior with light refracted from the jewels of his crown... (IC
VI: 1, A6).

77 See the discussion of epigraphic sources in Ranawella (1966, 34-35). The only inscription possibly from this period
is the Kapararama Sanskrit inscription (IC V ii:74), which records a private donation made in the thirteenth regnal
year of a monarch named Sri Sanighabodhi, likely Mahinda V.

78 1C notes that this inscription may well be a (slightly) later forgery, created by the family to whom the grant is
dedicated “for as long as the sun and moon.” It seems unlikely to me that, even if this were the case, the opening
eulogy was entirely invented by those later forgers. Noteably absent from the entire inscription is any mention of
Vijayabahu's overtures to the Ramafifia sanigha, which seems to have become a defining feature of his reign in the
later Mahdvamsa and Pajavaliya. This leads me to believe that, even if the grant itself is a forgery, it must at least be
based on an actual inscriptional eulogy from Vijayabahu’s realm, and since it is dated to his twenty-seventh year,
the simplest explanation is that this date too was copied from whatever the forgers took as their source.
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This imagery is far from unusual in itself: sparkling gems and royal parasols are ubiquitous in South Asian
poetics. The wording, however (including the unusual kirulu, from Skt. kirita, instead of otunu for “crown,”
and the kis for kus), is specific. I have been unable to find any earlier inscriptional use of these terms,
much less the entire phrase together.” However, a nearly parallel phrase (accounting for metrical word
distribution) does appear in the Siyabaslakara, a poetic manual dated perhaps to the tenth century
(Hallisey, Meegaskumbura, and Gornall 2023), in a verse describing its own royal author:*

kivi guna ména mandos nidos miti siri nives | kala tétin ekatma tama amaragiri kasub utuma ||

At the invitation of the noble Amaragiri Kasyapa, a receptacle for the jewels of poetic qualities,

an abode for the splendour of faultless ministry, whose self is one [with, presumably, that of the

author],®

sirimat sen viyat mini rasni kirulu me sat | pdhéyu vas sésat kis nirifidu kalé salamevan ||

this treatise® was made by the auspicious Salamevan, Lord of Men, [who possessed] armies of

scholars, [and] whose lineage (vas, Skt. vamsa) was illuminated by their white parasols’
interiors with light refracted from the jewels in their crowns (SBL, 406-7).

7 The term kirulu does not appear in any inscriptions of the late Anuradhapura period (collected in IC vol. V). $S§
gives only later witnesses for the term: in the thirteenth century Kavsiluma and fourteenth century
Saddharmalarikaraya.

% These verses, the identity of this king Salamevan, and his relationship to the earliest extant commentator
Ruvanmi, have been the subject of intense scholarly debate. See most recently Dimitrov (2016, sec. 2.2); cf. Gornall
(2017) and Hallisey, Meegaskumbura, and Gornall (2023, 144-45). 1 am grateful to Alastair Gornall for discussing this
work with me, and for generously providing me with some useful resources.

* The meaning of this last phrase is opaque, and I have chosen to leave it untranslated. Jayatilaka’s edition of
Ruvanmi’s “old commentary” unhelpfully glosses this phrase “tamd ekatma: tamd ha ekatma [hevat tamagé
sahodaravia].” On the basis of this second clause, many scholars have interpreted this as meaning that Amaragiri
Kasyapa was the king’s brother (sahodaru). Dimitrov (2016) suggests, however, that the line in square brackets was
Jayatilaka’s editorial imposition.

% Several of my modern editions read gat (“book,” Skt. grantha) rather than sat (Skt. $astra). Jayatilaka’s edition of
the “old commentary” clearly reads me sat and glosses it me sastraya.
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The parallel wording here is, I think, a clue that the wordsmiths and craftspeople involved in the
production of Vijayabahu’s inscriptions were actively engaging with Siyabaslakara. Rather than take this
as evidence of synchronicity—to revive Godakumbura’s (1955, 330) argument that Siyabaslakara might
actually be a twelfth-century product after all—I suspect that what we are seeing here is Siyabaslakara
being used for exactly its intended purpose: to instruct later readers how best to write well in Sinhala
(albeit in inscriptions rather than poetry). For Vijayabahu and his court scribes, such a guide was likely
a valuable resource, to be consulted alongside the inscriptions of earlier kings with whom he sought to
identify himself. As we will see in later chapters, this was far from the last engagement with
Siyabaslakara by Polonnaruva’s rulers.

That Vijayabahu'’s inscriptions seem to be modelled on those of Mahinda 1V, in other words,
might well be the result of intentional craft rather than unconscious continuity. His revival of
Anuradhapuran discourses of kingship—expressed primarily in Sinhala, exemplified in certain acts of
pious protection of the Buddha-$asana—should not be taken as an inevitable and unconscious result of a
“Sinhala Buddhist” way of doing things. Rather, it represents a deliberate attempt on Vijayabahu's behalf
to emulate Anuradhapura’s kings, to fashion himself as their heir. Simultaneously, I argue, Vijayabahu
seems to have positioned himself as a successor to the Cola overlords, drawing on Cola practices of
kingship with as much deliberation as he did the Anuradhapuran. His objective here was to make the
rightfulness of his kingship intelligible to a broader transregional community of monarchs stretching

across the Indian Ocean region, with whom he sought to communicate as a peer and equal.
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The most obvious example of Vijayabahu’s continuity with his erstwhile overlords is the city of
Polonnaruva itself. He received his royal consecration (abhiseka) at Anuradhapura, which indicates an
acknowledgement of that city’s long association with Lankan kingship. There is also good evidence that
Anuradhapura continued to remain significant throughout his reign. The same copper-plate inscription
discussed above (IC VI:1) records a proclamation made from atop the lion-throne in Anuradhapura,
surrounded by a full royal court (rajagana) consisting of his brothers, designated heirs (the dpa and
mahapa, here called maya) and sub-king (a6-7).” Despite the clear symbolic importance of Anuradhapura,
however, Vijayabahu chose to keep his residence at, and carry on the daily business of government from,
Polonnaruva. The later kings of Anuradhapura had certainly spent time in Polonnaruva, and a large
number of inscriptions from this period are still extant there. But it was the Colas who made it their
dedicated administrative centre. This new location may have provided added security against uprisings
from the south, thanks to the natural protection offered in that direction by the Mahavili river (de Silva
1981, 26). While ports further north, at Mantai and Kayts, remained important centres of trade
throughout the Polonnaruva period (Siriweera 1970, 228-30), the Mahavili may also have offered easier
access to developing ports on the eastern coast. Whatever their reasons for basing themselves at
Polonnaruva, the day-to-day bureaucratic institutions of rule were located in the city for the six-plus
decades of Cola administration. For these reasons, and despite Anuradhapura’s prestige, it may have

simply been more prudent for Vijayabahu to carry on ruling from the same site as his predecessors had

% The entirely male composition of this group provides a useful contrast to that involved in the issuing of Nissarnka
Malla’s copper-plate grant (IC V1:58), discussed in Chapter Five.
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done for so many years. This rule seems to have included ongoing patronage of the various theistic
shrines in which dwelt the C6la’s personal deity, Siva, and various other non-Buddhist deities like Visnu,
Ganes$a, and Kali still present in Polonnaruva today. Meegama (2010) suggests that the ongoing patronage
of these shrines was a conscious attempt to emulate Cola patterns of rule: such practices were clearly not
as antithetical to “Buddhist kingship” as our more rigid modern boundaries might have us believe.* This
division of labour across the two capitals may well have had symbolic weight: Vijayabahu issued copper-
plate grants from Anuradhapura, recalling the memory of powerful independent monarchs like Mahinda
IV; but he also ruled from Polonnaruva, simultaneously replacing the C6la governors.

Another important source of evidence here is Vijayabahu's royal coinage. Coinage has
increasingly been recognised as a powerful tool through which medieval monarchs “conveyed potent,
officially sanctioned messages to mass audiences in every stratum of society in ways that no other
medium was capable of” (Solway 2015, 13; see further Erickson 2019, particularly 10). Close attention to
numismatic choices can therefore reveal much about a ruler’s self-fashioning in a hyper-compacted
format. Numismatic evidence from Polonnaruva (in Figure 2.2) provides us with a powerful indicator that
Cdla-Lankan influences were not unidirectional. Lankan coinage prior to the Cdla period was typically
stamped only with the legend Sri Lamka Vibhu, and a distinctive humanoid figure (Codrington 1924, 54).

Upon Rajaraja Cola’s annexation of Lanka, he seems to have incorporated this “standing man”

* While Meegama’s argument is extremely plausible for the Polonnaruva period as a whole, her evidence for this is
primarily drawn from the retroactive Mahavamsa, and from some later inscriptions of Gajabahu II discussed in the
following chapter. This evidence cannot speak for the specific motivations of Vijayabahu, in other words.
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iconography into his own coinage, alongside the monarch’s name in Nagari script (Biddulph 1968, 25;
Medis 1992, 61-62). Vijayabahu’s coinage, and that of all Polonnaruvan kings following him, imitated this
Cdla style by including both the “standing man” and the monarch’s name in Nagari (Codrington 1924,
63-64). Once again, we see a dual evocation: the long-standing visual symbolism of Anuradhapura’s kings,

coupled with the Cdla practice of announcing the name of the reigning monarch.

185

Figure 2.2: early "Sri Lamka Vibhu" coins (L), coins of Rajaraja, and coins of Vijayabahu
The continued use of Nagari script is particularly significant, suggesting that these coins may have been
intended to communicate Vijayabahu'’s kingship not only internally. Rather, as Hall (1999) suggested for
the original uptake of Nagari script in Cola coinage, the intent was likely “interaction with external
networks of communication, which were perceived as being important to local needs” (549). These coins,
and their regionally-recognisable script, are therefore a useful indication of how broad the intended
audience of Vijayabahu’s kingly self-representation was.
We should not assume, however, that the internal/external audience distinction can be neatly
mapped upon linguistic lines: that domestic audiences were addressed in Sinhala, while more regional

languages such as Tamil and scripts like Nagari were directed towards foreign rulers. We have good

® Mlustrations are simplified representations based on sources cited in this paragraph.
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evidence, after all, that Tamil remained in use as a courtly and administrative language, alongside Sinhala,
long into the Polonnaruva period. Tamil-language inscriptions, attributed to kings and courtiers alike,
are extant through to the time of Lilavati.*® No Tamil-language inscriptions of Vijayabahu I himself
survive, but we might take the Vélaikkarar pillar-inscription (TISL 42)—despite almost certainly having
been created after Vijayabahu’s own death—as evidence of the ongoing relationship between the titular
merchant-mercenary guild and the institutions of kingship in the post-Cdla era.” In this inscription, the
Vélaikkarar describe themselves as being invited by the royal preceptor (rdjaguru), accompanied by the

royal ministers (rajamatyardtun kita), to take charge of the protection of the Buddha’s Tooth Relic. As

% Later Tamil-language inscriptions are attributed to an official of Jayabahu I (TISL 43); to Gajabahu II (TISL 28b; 29;
30; 52); to an official of Manabharana (TISL 51b); to Parakramabahu I (TISL 53); and to an official of Lilavati (TISL
54).

¥ Dating this inscription is more complicated than it might appear. The “auspicious astral conjunctions”
(tirunaksatran) clearly refer to an annual astrological cycle; epigraphists are undecided whether Vijayabahu'’s
“observation” (celuttu-tal) of these began count from his first birthday or from the date of his birth (in other words,
whether he had completed or was still in his seventy-third year at the point this inscription references). The stakes
of this debate over the naksatras are, of course, only a single year. More concerning to me, and yet undiscussed in
the extant literature, is the question of Vijayabahu's regnal years. All editions of the inscription agree that he
reigned for aimpattay yantu (EZ 11:42 reads the presumably cognate aifipattayyandu in Roman script, with no Tamil
transcription provided; Pathmanathan refers to an edition by Paranavitana in EI, but the citation appears to be
incorrect). Both Wickramasinghe and Pathmanathan translate this as “fifty-five years,” presumably taking yantu as
a variant on aintu (“five”) with -yy- infixed for sandhi. But this would require both a geminated sandhi infix (-yy-
instead of just -y-) and a consonant shift from dental ntu to retroflex ntu. Although I am far less proficient a Tamilist
or epigraphist than either Wickramasinghe or Pathmanathan, it seems to me that a far more natural reading would
be to take ydntu as “year,” and to therefore translate aimpattay yantu as “fifty years.” Presumably both scholars
preferred the earlier reading because it aligns with the Mahavamsa’s account of Vijayabahu having ruled for “fifty-
five years” (MV 60:91). But this is contradicted by Piijavaliya, which tells us that Vijayabahu ruled for only fifty years
(mahalu vijayabahu nam raja... sipanas havuruddak rdjyaya keleya, PV 782)! If we take aimpattay yantu as “fifty years,”
two interpretations are possible. One is that the Mahavamsa got the length of Vijayabahu’s reign wrong, and it was
actually only fifty years (as recorded both here and in the Pgjavaliya). But, alternatively, if we do not wish to deviate
from the Mahavamsa (and therefore throw off our entire dating scheme for this period’s monarchs...), this
inscription could simply have been created during Vijayabahu's lifespan, in his fifty-first regnal year (which
happens to be either his seventy-third or seventy-fourth birth year), and not actually record his death at all.
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Friedrich (2020) suggests, in his insightful reading of this inscription, this act “works to connect an
existing regime of merchant patronage with the prerogatives of Buddhist kingship” (42)—specifically,
with the protection and maintenance of a Buddha-relic, a physical manifestation of the Buddha’s $asana,
an act apparently sanctioned both by the sarigha and the royal court.”® That a transregional merchant
guild operating primarily in Tamil retained so much influence within Lanka, and that such a symbolically
rich act would be made concrete with a Tamil-language inscription, says much about the language’s
ongoing significance in the post-Céla period.

Finally, we have good evidence for Cola influence on royal titles themselves: particularly the title
cakravartin. Vijayabahu I is called a cakravartin (as T. cakravarttikal) in the same (posthumous) Vélaikkara
inscription TISL 42, but not in any of his own extant inscriptions (IC VI:1 and 2). This might, therefore,
be a retrospective assignment of cakravartin status. But his son, Jayabahu, is also called cakravartin in
several inscriptions of the “interregnal” period discussed in the following chapter, again all in Tamil (see,
e.g., TISL 51a and b). It is only with an inscription of Gajabahu II that we see a cakravartin claim appear in
Sinhala (as anasakviti in IC VI:9). The title therefore likely entered Sri Lankan courts through Tamil first,
and only later appears to have been taken up in Sinhala-language political discourse. If we accept, as I
have suggested above, that both Sinhala and Tamil continued to be used as courtly languages from
Vijayabahu's reign onwards, then it seems very possible, if not likely, that the title cakravartin was indeed

used in Vijayabahu’s own court (in Tamil), but was simply not recorded in any of his own Sinhala-

% Friedrich goes so far as to suggest that “If we are to trust the political logic that fueled contestations for the tooth
relic, the vé]aikkarars were thus the legitimate kings of Sri Lanka” (85-6).
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language inscriptions. Pathmanathan (1982) identified this pattern over four decades ago, and suggested
that the likely inspiration was “was due to influences from contemporary neighbouring kingdoms and
sources outside the Buddhist tradition” (124), particularly the Célas.*” In an article currently under
review, I note near-simultaneous claims to cakravartinship in Angkor (in c. 1058), the Cdla empire (c.
1070), Lanka (sometime from c. 1070, the date of Vijayabahu’s consecration in Anuradhapura), and Pagan
(from c. 1084, the consecration of Kyanzittha). Building on the excellent studies of Thompson (2016) for
Angkor and Cox (2016) for the Cdlas, I argue that this near-simultaneity is the product of a transregional
practice of kingship. We might assign to Lanka’s cakravartin claims, which seem to have rapidly followed
those of their former Cola overlords, a certain strategic value. What better way to signal one’s
independence from a rival than to claim an equivalent “rank”? “The C6la monarch may well be a
cakiravartikal,” we can imagine the logic proceeding, “but so too are we Polonnaruvan monarchs
cakravartins—they can have their cakra on Jambudvipa, and we shall have ours on Lankadvipa.”

Alternatively, we might explain the rapid proliferation of these claims as simply an effort at “Keeping Up

% pathmanathan is, unfortunately, led astray by Sastri, who claims that it was Rajaraja I Cla who “may be said, now,
to become ‘emperor,” ‘cakravartigal’ as he is occasionally called by his subjects, though in his official records he is

(2%

still described only as ‘udaiyar’™ (quoted in Pathmanathan 1982, 124-25, my emphasis added). It is unclear to me
what records we have available to us of what Rajaraja’s subjects called him, beyond the (inscriptional and literary)
products of his court. This seems, in other words, to be an example of the modern conflation between etic
identifications of premodern monarchs as “imperial” and the emic designation “cakravartin.” Modern scholars may
consider Rajaraja to be “imperial” in form, but in the absence of any evidence that he referred to himself as a
cakravartin we should not impose that title on him. To do so is to the miss the significance of moments in which the

title is actually claimed.
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with the Cakravartins.”” After all, once a critical mass of monarchs in the Indian Ocean region had begun
to claim cakravartin status, who would want to be the last to do so?

These four points—the choice of royal capital, numismatic design, the ongoing use of Tamil as a
courtly and administrative language, and the adoption of Cola regnal stylings—challenge narratives of
“continuity” at Polonnaruva. Together with the evidence presented above for intentional engagement
with sources like the Siyabaslakara, they suggest a careful deliberation in Vijayabahu's royal self-
representation. Vijayabahu'’s identity as a “Buddhist king” cannot be reduced to unconscious mimesis of
his Anuradhapuran predecessors, but was instead the synthetic product of the multiple discursive
paradigms available to him. It seems intended to be doubly intelligible: both to the internal audiences
who constituted his officials, subordinates, and tributaries; and to external audiences across the Indian
Ocean, who could recognise him as an independent and sovereign peer, on equal standing to his former
overlords.

This has not been to suggest that discourses of kingship at Polonnaruva can be simply reduced
down to a mixture of pre-existing components borrowed, respectively, from discrete “Sinhala Buddhist”
and “Cola” precursors. This framing has had a heuristic value in pushing back against the notion that
Polonnaruvan kingship represented an outright rejection of Cola influences. To hold too firmly to this
Anuradhapura/Cola dichotomy going forward, however, would blind us to the discursive innovations

made possible within this referent framework. The purpose of the preceding two sections has been to

* Daniel Bass is entirely to applaud, or bemoan, for this excellent reference.
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illustrate the broad range of referents on which Vijayabahu and his Polonnaruvan successors could draw
in their own self-fashioning as Buddhist kings—broader, perhaps, than modern disciplinary boundaries
(“Buddhist Studies,” distinct from classical Indology; “Sri Lankan history,” distinct from wider South
Asian history...) might normally look towards. In the following sections we can begin to trace out what
Vijayabahu and his successors made of these referents: the novel visions of kingship articulated at
Polonnaruva, which repeatedly refigured the proper relationship between king and sasana in a densely

interconnected world.
Kingship at the SriPada

On a hill near Ambagamuwa, just south of the mountain variously called Samantakiita or Samanalakanda
(“the Peak of [the god] Saman™), Civanolipatamalai (“the Peak of Siva’s Lustrous Foot[print]”), or Adam’s
Peak, stands a long inscription (IC VI:2) dated to Vijayabahu’s 38" regnal year (c. 1108).” This inscription
records the king’s donation of the local area to the sacred footprint (sri pada) atop the Peak, believed by
Buddhists to be a use-relic (paribhogika-dhatu) of the Buddha himself. There is good reason to think that

this inscription was once part of a matching series, established in villages surrounding the Peak,”

°! As the varied names suggest, the sacred footprint atop this mountain has been variously claimed to belong to the
Buddha, Siva, the Prophet Muhammed, and to the primordial man Adam. On the long history of such claims, see
McKinley (2018). Following McKinley’s lead (xvi), I refer to the mountain as “the Peak” throughout this section
avoid suggesting endorsement of any particular sectarian claims.

°2 This inscription lists its own findsite, Amubagamuwa, as just one among many such villages donated to the upkeep
and maintenance of the $ri pada’s temple and environs. It seems likely, therefore, that matching inscriptions once
stood in other villages surrounding the sacred mountain. A heavily effaced inscription found at Gilimalaya (IC VI:3)
seems to share some, but not all, of its text with the Ambagamuwa inscription. Gilimalaya is mentioned in the later
Mahavamsa account as another village donated for the maintenance of rest-houses along the pilgrimage route (MV
60:64-67). This may suggest that a second set of inscriptions was created to mark such rest-house donations, based
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marking a large swathe of donations to the $ri pada which allowed for substantial ritual and edificial
engagement on Vijayabahu's behalf. As Blackburn (2010) has shown, engagement with Buddha-relics like
the $ri pada often served as a core technology of statecraft for Buddhist rulers across the Indian Ocean
region, particularly in moments of political transition or instability (320). Through their evocation of
protective and benedictive powers—and, simultaneously (if perhaps more cynically), demonstrating the
economic power and pious largess of the royal donor—such engagements provided unparalleled
opportunities for the public articulation of idealised visions of society, led by idealised monarchs.

In this section I suggest that we can productively read the Ambagamuva inscription as
articulating a hierarchical vision of society on a cosmological scale, in which Vijayabahu himself serves
as a vital pivot between the sovereign Buddha and the earthly kingdom. Here I draw heavily on Inden’s
(1981) notion of a “hierarchy of kingship:” an understanding of authority cascading down from a supreme
deity (usually Visnu or Siva) to a paramount king, through subordinate kings, and then down through
other varnas (social classes). We might take issue with Inden’s model—supposedly drawn from a reading
of “normative texts,” but which he seeks to map onto a real-world succession of historical “paramount

kings”—from the perspective of realpolitik.” But as Gornall (2020) has argued, monastic authors from the

on the same template as that used in villages like Ambagamuva donated directly to the $ri pada. If so, even more
deliberation must have been put into the wording of this “mass-produced” inscriptional text than usual, meriting
our close attention to its contents.

* Inden focuses firmly on the internal establishment and maintenance of hierarchy according to dharma, but is less
clear on how exactly an “exceptionally successful” monarch might “even become paramount overlord of all India”
(103). Surely the only way that this success could actually be accomplished would be through violent disruption of
existing hierarchies, but while Inden hints at the importance of (taxation?) revenue and (subsequent?) military
readiness (102), he stops short of actually discussing the business of warfare. Texts like Kautilya's Arthasastra,
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later Polonnaruva period seem to have been concerned with rhetorically establishing just such a
hierarchy within Lanka:
Monastic elites presented themselves, rather than the king and his court, under the Buddha at
the apex of Lanka’s long chain of lordship, and believed that the superior rights enjoyed by the
Buddha should extend first to them before the king (13).
Gornall’s analysis succinctly lays out the political and economic stakes which could lie in such re-
articulations of social hierarchies under the auspices of a new king-of-kings: the Buddha himself. Long
before Gornall’s monastic authors attempted such a re-articulation in their own favour, however, I
suspect that Vijayabahu may have done the same.
The inscription at Ambagamuwa can be divided into four unequal parts. The first section (Il. a1-
21) is a series of adjectival and verbal clauses all describing Vijayabahu himself (named in 1. a21), who
then constitutes the main agent of the following text. This section, like the copper-plate inscription
discussed above, closely follows the exemplar of Mahinda IV, borrowing large chunks of text from the
earlier monarch’s inscriptions. Several lines, however, appear to be unprecedented in Anuradhapuran

(or, for that matter, C6la) inscriptions; their stock metaphors and use of clear Sanskrit loanwords speak

to an ongoing engagement with wider regional literary trends by Vijayabdhu and his courtiers.*

meanwhile, suggest that the risk of violent conquest was a primary concern of monarchs, suggesting a far less stable
political landscape than the idealised hierarchies described in Inden’s textual sources.

** These lines respectively describe Vijayabahu as he “..who anointed the heads of various kings with the rays of
light reflected from his own toenails...” (IC VI:2, a9-10: ...tumd sarand niyarasin nan raja mundund bises vii...) and who
“had narratives of his glory (Skt. yasas-prabandha) spread across the entire world, by filling the ocean—which is the
heart of all paupers spread across various lands (desas)—with the flood of alms, [consisting of] unlimited and varied
gems and treasures from the wishing-tree of his own body” (IC VI:2, a14-16: ...tuma tunu kapturu min nomin nan ruvin
dun danvaturen nan desen patale mulu dilindu sit sayurd puramin mulu levihu patale yasa pabanda dti...).
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Following this opening, a short second section (a22-23) sets the temporal frame: in the thirty-seventh
year after his defeat of the “Tamils” (demela) and coronation as monarch. A lengthy third section (a23-
b50) describes the actions carried out in this year at, and with respect to, the $ri pada atop the Peak,
including the donation of villages. Finally, the (partially erased) final section lists the local officials by
whom Vijayabahu's will was carried out. Three elements of this inscription are central to my reading of
it as a social hierarchisation: one taken from the first section, describing Vijayabahu himself; and the
latter two from section three, describing his actions at the $ri pada.

The first crucial point is a list of auspicious beings and objects, against whom the monarch’s
virtuous qualities are favourably compared. Such lists were not uncommon in late Anuradhapuran
inscriptional culture. The Jetavana inscriptions of Mahinda IV, for example, describe its kingly patron as

...somiyen nisayur vd gdmburen sayur vd tahavuren mer vd denen dinisur vd gunatavur vé dasa

rad dhammat neves vi tunu ruvan ruvanat mandos vd munisasnat ek vahal timba vd hdma4 sirit

siri se vd diyat pihita vi...

...being the moon in munificence (Skt. saumya); the ocean in depth; Meru in firmness; the Lord

of Wealth (Kubera) in wealth; a container for gunas (lit. “qualities,” typically virtuous qualities);

a dwelling for the ten rgjadharmas; a casket for the gem of the Triple Gem; a single supporting

pillar for the Sage’s $asana; like Sri for every prosperity ($ri); [and] a support for the world... (IC

V ii:67, 5-7).

These references are more or less what we might expect from a solidly “Buddhist” monarch. While
Kuvera was a pan-sectarian figure, he was firmly enshrined in the Buddhist cosmos as one of the four
directional guardian deities, and based on archaeological evidence was a popular cultic figure in

Anuradhapura (Paranavitana 1950; Mudiyanse 1970, 47-49). The comparison to the goddess Sri might

strike us as unusual (the editors of EZ comment as much), but we should note that this is the only figure
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in Mahinda IV’s list who is described with the particle of analogy, s¢; Mahinda IV is only like Sri, whereas

he is fully identified as the other entities on the list.”
Vijayabahu's list, however, exhibits a wider pantheon of kingly virtues. He is described as having
...sahatedin hiru palakevin mehesurd daladdpin uvindu rajaviritin surindu pabanda denen
dinisuran sat setin kirisuru panésarin suraguru somigunen nisayuru riisarin kandap
kulunusirin bosat dunu...
..surpassed the sun in bold tejas, Mehesura (Mahe$vara, i.e. Siva) in expressed anger, Uvindu
(Upendra, Visnu) in great pride,” Surendra (Indra) in kingly conduct (raja-vrtta),” the Lord of
Wealth (Kubera) in continuous giving, Kitisuru in satseta,” Suraguru (Brhaspati) in essential
wisdom, the moon in munificent quality, Kandap (Skt. Kandarpa) in bodily excellence, [and] the
bodhisattva in the splendour of compassion... (IC VI:2, 10-13).

This is a considerably more cosmopolitan cosmos than that of Mahinda IV. This is a nearly doxographic

list of South Asian deities: from Siva and Visnu, major gods adopted as personal deities by powerful rulers

across the Indian Ocean region; to less highly-ranked deities like Kandarpa.” This should not be a

% On the significance of this particle, and a valuable caution against over-reading analogies in which it appears, see
Berkwitz (2019a, para. 17).

% $SS s.v. dala-dip. Among Visnu’s thousand names (as listed in the Visnusahasranama) are Darpahan (“destroyer of
pride”) and Darpada (“Producer of Pride”).

7 This term appears in Kautilya’s Arthasastra (1.9.4), but is not discussed in any detail. It recurs frequently
throughout the Ramayana, but never in explicit relation to Indra.

% The potential significance of this line outweighs any confidence we have in its meaning. Both Wickramasinghe
and Ranawella render satseta as “[bestowing] happiness to living beings” (IC VI, 9; EZ 11, 215); I would instead
interpret it as “the good (sat) peace (ksanti),” which must refer to nirvana. Wickramasinghe renders Kitisuru (I think
correctly) as Kirti$vara (“Lord of Fame”). While there are several temples with variants on that name throughout
South Asia, I do not know a single deity commonly referred to by the title. Ranawella suggests Avalokitesvara,
which—while I think less plausible on philological grounds—would certainly provide more punch to my reading of
“overcomes in [proximity to] nirvana.” On Avalokite$vara in Sri Lanka see Holt (1991).

% Kandarpa is an alternate name for Kama, the god of desire and love; see Amarakosa 1:1.53-56. This section of the
Amarako$a, notably, also includes Mara—the Buddhist embodiment of death and rebirth in samsara—as another
alternative name for Kandarpa; an apparently unlikely reference point for a Buddhist monarch like Vijayabahu!
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surprise. South Asian religions have long been recognised as kathenotheistic: even the most devout
Vaisnava does not necessarily deny the existence or even the potency of Siva, even if she understands
the latter to be subordinate to the former; Saurya monarchs would happily list the virtues of other gods
they understand to be mere servants of their own solar deity. Yet Buddhism (and, for that matter,
Jainism) are often sectioned out as natural “outsiders” to this ecumenical dynamic.'® The inclusion of
these deities as salient references for Vijayabahu’s laudable qualities therefore serves as a powerful
counterpoint to the tired trope of fundamental antagonism between Buddhists and theists.

However, this section of the inscription goes beyond mere cosmological inclusivity.
Kathenotheism is fundamentally hierarchical: multiple deities exist and are potentially potent sources
of protection or benediction, but not all are equal. This dynamic is very evident in Vijayabahu'’s list of
superlative virtues. Siva, Visnu, and the other deities are set alongside a bodhisattva, a “mere” Buddha-
in-training. The Buddha himself, meanwhile, remains apart and therefore above; he alone is
incomparable. This is an example, in other words, of what Holt (1991) might call assimilation into a
Buddhist soteriology (see particularly his Ch. 1). Vijayabahu, meanwhile, is described as not just being the
auspicious individuals listed, as in the inscriptions of Mahinda IV, but as surpassing them: he is positioned

somewhere between the Buddha, at the apex of the hierarchy, and the ranks of “lesser” deities like Siva

Some Jaina texts mention a female deity, Kandarp3, as being “fair in body.” I have unfortunately only found this in
translation, and have not yet been able to source a Sanskrit original.

1% This distinction has little support for much of premodern South Asian intellectual history. Even the emic term
astika—which came to mean something like “those who affirm [the existence of a God and the validity of the
Vedas]"—was considered, in some early doxographies, to include Buddhism and Jainism (Nicholson 2010, 155).
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and Visnu. A clear cosmological hierarchy is set in place by this description, one in which theist deities
are certainly participant, but subordinate to the earthly monarch and then, yet higher, to the Buddha
himself.

The Buddha’s apex authority is reaffirmed by the ritual acts Vijayabahu is described as having
carried out atop the Peak in his thirty-seventh regnal year. Here the inscription departs from the
expected syntax; instead of the typical run-on sentence with its string of gerunds, we are faced instead
with discrete, short sentences punctuated by final verb forms. This shift in tone encourages us, perhaps,
to read slower; it lends a sense of deliberation to the royal actions thus described.

...me kdpd buduvii kakusandakonagamanakassapegotama yd sivubudun saranatathburuda

mundunen isild samanolakulehi pihiti padalasda pihiti visiturusatruvanin sidunu nanbaranin

puda karayi. no ek pata virili viyan dada kodi natigayi. sivuddgandin alevukota tuma
minivutunen padalasda sada vidasiti...

...he made a piija with various adornments, made of the seven gems of variegated colour

(visituru, Skt. vacitra), at the Footprint Relic at Samanolakula, which bore the Sacred Relics™ of

the lotus-feet of the four Buddhas—Kakusanda, Konagamana, Kassapa, and Gotama—who were

awakened in this kalpa. He raised aloft various silk canopies, flags, and banners. Having
anointed it with four perfumes, he enhanced the Footprint Relic with his own bejewelled
crown... (IC VI:2, a24-29).
Vijayabahu's ritual offering up of his own crown to the $ri pada positions the Relic as his overlord.
McKinley (2018) suggests that later monarchs and monks increasingly treated the Peak itself as a

monarch (82-3); here, however, it is specifically the Relic, the ongoing manifestation of the Buddha

himself—and, before him, the other three Buddhas of our current era—who are thus exalted. This

1% By “sacred” here I intend the honorific suffix mundun.

91



regalisation of the $ri pada is not limited to the offering-up of the crown. Reading these acts as
simultaneously a piija and a coronation ceremony allows us to tease out deeper meanings behind the
offerings. The “seven jewels” (satruvan, Skt. saptaratna) evoke both the physical gemstones which could
be mined from the area surrounding the Peak, and which have long been associated with it (McKinley
2018, 8); but also, perhaps, the seven “jewels” which serve as the palladia of a cakravartin monarch in

102

Buddhist scriptures.'®” Mentions of “silk canopies, banners, and flags” might similarly evoke the parasol
(Skt. chatra), an iconic symbol of royal authority throughout Southern Asia. These ritual acts together, I
am suggesting, served to subordinate Vijayabahu—the exemplary, but merely human, king—to the
higher kingship of the Buddha himself, as manifested in his Footprint Relic, establishing a thoroughly
Buddhist “hierarchy of kingship” (in Inden’s terms).

This hierarchy, however, did not only extend upwards. Here we might attend to the edificial
works Vijayabahu's inscription describes as having been carried out at the Peak itself, supported by the
donation of villages like Ambagamuwa. This donation was, we are told, made in order

...padalasda pihiti samanolakulehi kamnavampudasitiyam véta dalvanu vata ha, mehi da

vandanata sivu desen vadi mahasarigun vahanseta vatana pidupasayata ha, sesu da vandanata

rdsvana agata dubbagatayanata dena dan vatata ha, rajaratamanga age pasgavuyehi apa ndmin

gavuyekd danhalak bavin karava danopakarana dtikota dan denukota ha, padalasda pihiti
maluyen patdmaluvak karava sesu adhamajatin ihida vandanukota ha, peramaluyehi mahavuru

12 The exact composition of the seven vary slightly between textual traditions. In Pali lists these are the wheel-
treasure (cakkaratana), elephant-treasure (hatthiratana), horse-treasure (assaratana), jewel-treasure (maniratana),
woman-treasure (itthiratana), householder- or treasurer-treasure (gahapatiratana), and leader- or minister-treasure
(parinayakaratana). As 1 argue elsewhere (Shirley under review b), throughout much of the first millennium the
Buddha (but not earthly monarchs) was referred to as a (saddharma)cakravartin in many Pali-language Lankan texts,
although none attribute to him the seven jewels we might expect of a more “earthly” cakravartin monarch.
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bandava deminigd dedorotuvak karava kesimundu dtikota raksayodaviydyuttan ihida
vandanukota ha...

...to bestow (from Skt. varsana) renovations, pija, images [and] lamp-lighting at Samanolakula
which bears the Footprint Relic; and for the food-offerings made to the honourable mahasangha
which arrives from the four quarters to worship the Relic here; and to bestow alms, given to

the remaining pilgrims (lit. “those who travel with difficulty”) who have come and gathered to

worship the Relic; and, having had alms-halls established in Our name at each gavu (a unit of

distance) in the final five gavu along the Rajarata way, having furnished them with the means
for alms, to give [those] alms; and, having had made a lower terrace (maluva) below the terrace
which bears the Footprint Relic, to have the Sage’s Relic worshipped by the low-born

(adhamajatin); and, having raised a great wall around the upper terrace, having had built two

gates at the two paths, having furnished them with keys and locks, to have the Sage’s Relic

worshipped by those engaged in protection... (IC VI:2, b28-37).
A clear stratification of worship is being created here (both literally and discursively). The sequence here
is, I think, significant: the king himself provides the most elaborate offerings; then monks who have
travelled to do worship; and then the “remaining” (sesu) pilgrims. These individuals, presumably, all have
some degree of access to the Relic itself in its temple complex.

Vijayabahu then creates, however, a lower level to this temple complex; a secondary terrace
intended for the worship of those of lower castes (jati). This is a decidedly dharmasastric term, which
earlier commentators on the Ambagamuwa have noted is “unusual” in a Lankan context (Walpola Rahula
thero 1956, 237). While the invocation of this group in the inscription is framed positively—Vijayabahu
builds them this dedicated terrace to provide them an opportunity to worship—it is hard to read this as
anything but a decisive segregation (not least when we consider the immediately subsequent references

to walls, gates, and locks protecting the upper terrace). Finally—perhaps to strengthen the security

provided to the upper terrace by the aforementioned physical protections—Vijayabahu invokes the
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worship of “those engaged in protection” (raksayoddviydyuttan),'” presumably dedicated guards. It seems
likely (but far from certain) that such guards were foreign mercenaries, the services of whom had long
been considered prestigious on the island (Indrapala 1990). As discussed below, the other significant relic
of the Polonnaruva period—the Tooth Relic—was entrusted to the care of the Vélaikkara
merchant/mercenary guild not long after Vijayabahu's death.

Together, these discursive references and physical interventions at the Peak seem to lay out a
clear social hierarchy. The Buddha himself sits at the apex, his physical Relic crowned by the earthly
monarch Vijayabahu. That monarch, in turn, surpasses a doxographic pantheon of other deities in his
laudatory qualities; he also makes the most prestigious offerings to that same Relic, placing him at the
forefront of the Buddha’s worshipper-subjects on the island. Those subjects are then ranked in turn:
monks and (high-caste) pilgrims below the king, but still given a degree of direct access to the Buddha’s
Footprint Relic; low-caste worshippers kept at a (literal) distance on their own dedicated terrace; and
finally those who the king has tasked with protection of the Relic, its ritual complex, and therefore the

integrity of the tiered social order constructed within.

' Here my translation differs significantly from that of EZ (which IC copies verbatim). EZ suggests for
raksayoddviydyuttan “those worthy of [Vijayabahu’s] protection.” Pace SSS, however, the meanings of yoddviy all
seem to relate to utility (one synonym given by SSS is Skt. nirukta). Given the context of the clause, in which every
other action appears to involved securing the upper terrace, it makes more sense to me to read this as those (yuttan)
whom Vijayabahu employed (yoddviyd) for the purpose of further protection (raksa).
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Reviving Which Sasana?

Vijayabahu's reign is perhaps most remembered for his intervention in the development of what we now
call Theravada Buddhism across the Indian Ocean region. Nearly all later historical narratives relate how
Vijayabahu was faced, at the advent of his reign, with what would become a semi-recurring problem
throughout Lankan history: there were simply too few monks available on the island to meet the quorum
required for further ordinations (MV 60:4-7; PV, 782; NS, 76). Later narratives insist that this was a result
of Cola oppressions: the Pdjavaliya, for example, tells us that the sasana was “destroyed by the Tamils”
(PV, 782; ...demalun visin nata $asanayehi...). The true reasons were likely more nuanced and multifactored
(see Blackburn 2015b, 241). Nonetheless, Vijayabahu's response—sending gifts to a king Anuruddha
(possibly Anawrahta, r. c. 1044-77¢) in Ramafina,'* and procuring in return a quorum of fully-ordained
monks—would provide a precedent of cross-Oceanic connectivity which would continue to be evoked
throughout the second millennium.

These overtures to Ramafifa are not mentioned in any of the inscriptions attributed to
Vijayabahu or his ministers from within his own lifespan. They are, however, mentioned in the

Vélakkarar pillar inscription (TISL 42, discussed briefly above), likely erected shortly after his death. In

1% Almost certainly in what is now lower Myanmar. On the identity, and names, of this locale, see Aung-Thwin
(2005, chap. 3); cf. Blackburn (2015b, 242). Aung-Thwin suggests, I think incorrectly, that the Sinhala placename
“Aramana” should not be taken as synonymous with the Pali placename “Ramanfia” (49). “Aramana” is a highly
plausible adaption of the Tamil “Arumana,” in turn a highly plausible adaption of the Pali “Ramanfia.” See also the
closely parallel wording of the Sinhala Pijavaliya pace Aramana (PV, 782) and the Pali Mahavamsa pace Ramaifia (MV
58:8-10).
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this inscription, after a short Sanskrit prologue, these events are given pride of place within Vijayabahu'’s
prenominal inscriptional eulogy:

svasti $rih || lankayam jinadantadhatubhavanam yaddevasenadhipo karsit |
105

$rivijayadibahunrparades$at pulasteh pure || velaikkarasamahitan'® tadapi tat

paryantadevalayan | velaikkarabalani'® pantu nitaram akalpasandher bhuvi || namo buddhaya

Svasti! Sri! Which abode for the Conqueror’s Tooth Relic was built by General Deva in the city of
Pulasti in Lanka on the order of Sri Vijayadibahu, the Lord of Men; may the Velaikkara forces
continually protect that [abode], and its surrounding devalayas assembled by the Velaikkaras,
until the end of the kalpa [and the end of] the world. Homage to the Buddha.

17 stiryavamcattu tksvaku vin vali vanta anéka catru vijayam panni

$rilankadvipattu
anuradhapuram pukku buddharcasanam raksikka vénti sangha niyokattal tirumuti ctti
arumanattil ninrum cankattarai alaippittu minru nikayattu sanghastiddhi pannuvittu minru
tulabharam minru nikayattukku kututtu tasarajatarmmattal aimpattay yantu ilarikai
muluvatum oru kutai nilarrit tiruvirajyan ceytaruli elupattu miivantu tiru naksatran celuttina

ko $ri sanghabodhi vanmarana cakravarttikal $ri vijayabaht dévar...

Born in the lineage of Iksvaku, in the solar vamsa, on the island of Sri Lanka; who accomplished
victories over many enemies; who entered Anuradhapura; who had his head crowned, by order
(niyokam, Skt. niyoga) of the sarngha, for the purpose of protecting the Buddha-sasana; who
invited members of the sanigha from Arumanam; who effected a sangha purification within the
three nikayas; who gave three tulabhdras to the three nikayas; who cast the shadow of his
singular parasol (of sovereignty) across the entirely of Ilankai (Lanka) for fifty years, through
the ten rajadharmas; who delighted in the performance of auspicious kingship (tiru-v-irajyan
ceyta); who observed auspicious astral conjunctions of seventy-three years: the cakravartin Sri
Vijayabahu dévar, [known] as ké Sri Sanghabodhi vanmarana... (TISL 42, 6-16).

1% TISL reads -samdgatan, and seems to take it as modifying velaikkdrabalani to together read “the assembled
Velaikkara forces.” But this first compound in -an must be in plural accusative, and while this could be the case of
velaikkarabalani, it is clearly the subject of the sentence and must be plural nominative. In my own inspection of the
inscription, it seems as though this line is particularly badly damaged, and I could not make out the reading clearly.
I therefore revert to EZ’s reading (11, 252) of velaikkarasamahitan on purely semantic grounds.

1% Sic. It is unclear to me why the preceding line has velaikkara and this has velaikkara.

97 TISL: dpipattu
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That this eulogy was inscribed so soon after Vijayabahu’s death, and in a prose style which—other than
being in Tamil rather than Sinhala—is clearly reminiscent of his other inscriptions discussed above, gives
strong credence to the notion that these events actually did happen as described, and presumably played
akey role in Vijayabahu’s own inscriptional style (even if we have no extant witnesses of that later style,
in Sinhala or in Tamil, attributed to Vijayabahu himself).

However, an incongruity lurks within this account. In this inscription, and in the retrospective
narratives of Buddhism in the Polonnaruva period, we see explicit references to three distinct nikayas:
almost certainly intended to mean the Mahavihara, Abhayagiri, and the Jetavana. The institutional
distinction between these three seems to have animated much of the religious politics of the first
millennium, and the central mythos of Parakramabahu I (discussed in Chapter Four below) was his
unprecedented unification of these long-divided institutions.'” But we are told in the Vélaikkarar
inscription (not to mention the retrospective narratives) that the $asana so declined under Céla rule that
there were fewer than five monks left on the island altogether; presumably, this would have entailed the
extinction of all three ordination lineages. For Vijayabahu to have both purified and then later made a
tulabhara donation to “the three nikdaya,” therefore, he presumably would have had to first arrange for the

revival of these distinct ordination lineages.

1% See particularly the wording in Parakramab3dhu’s Galvihara inscription: “...having made one naka of the three
nakas, which had fallen into disunity despite the great efforts of past kings...” (IC VI:13, 1. 13, ...purvardjayan visin
mahotsahayenudu samariga no kotd gatahunu tun naka samariga kirimen ek naka kotd...).
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In this section I push back against this notion, and argue for a revised understanding of the
monastic institution(s) between their revival by Vijayabahu I and unification by Parakramabahu I.
Drawing particularly on evidence from the Vélaikkara inscription itself, and building on arguments first
made by R. A. L. H. Gunawardana, I suggest instead that it is more likely that only a single nikaya was truly
“revived” in Sri Lanka by the Ramaffian monks. The three distinct nikayas of the Anuradhapura period
remained rhetorically significant, and continued to be evoked by monarchs; it is also certainly possible
that some later generations of monks became increasingly attached to, and identified themselves with,
the legacy of one particular nikaya among the three. Ultimately, however, I am unconvinced that the
“three nikaya” existed in more than name alone in the period between Vijayabahu and Parakramabahu.

My primary reservation is pragmatic. While, as discussed above, all three first-millennium
nikayas, likely shared a common set of core texts, probably including a Pali-language Vinaya, their
interpretations of this Vinaya differed significantly enough that they could no longer co-ordain or co-
habitate. This is, after all, the defining feature of a distinct nikaya. It is certainly possible, as Gunawardana
has argued, that the monks from Ramafina were themselves connected with a Lankan nikaya
(Gunawardana 1979, 274). After all, we know that we know monks from Lanka travelled widely, and even
established (or had established in their name) what we might call “satellite monasteries” throughout the

wider Indian Ocean region (Sundberg 2004; Tournier 2018, particularly 42)."” But are we to believe that

% Note, however, the long presence of non-Lankan, Pali-oriented Buddhism in peninsular Southeast Asia
(Assavavirulhakarn 2010).
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Vijayabahu located, among this monastic diaspora, three quora (of at least five senior monks apiece) for
three separate ordination lineages, complete with their own respective Vinaya hermeneutics?

It is more likely, I argue, that Vijayabahu's Ramafifian monks were themselves co-freres,
ordained in a shared monastic lineage and following a single interpretation of the Vinaya; in other words,
they were members of a single nikaya. Any new monks which they then ordained within Lanka must
therefore logically have also been members of that same singular nikaya. If so, how can we account for
the mention, in the Vélaikkarar inscription, of Vijayabahu purifying and then patronising the three
nikayas, let alone the “unification” apparently necessary by the period of Parakramabahu I, some six
decades later? There are two possible, and complimentary, explanations for this.

Here I wish to suggest that the notion of “three nikayas” held—and perhaps continues to hold—
some significance regardless of the actual state, and number, of its constituent institutions. We might
note here Nicholson’s (2010) argument that the existence of “six philosophical schools” (saddarsana) was
a settled fact among South Asian doxographers long before they came to agree which six counted (see
particularly his Ch. 8). One such doxographic effort (by the Jaina Haribhadra), Nicholson tells us,

...helps clarify just how the enumeration of the six schools functions. Haribhadra is not simply

adding up all of the schools that he can find and then presenting this number as the total.

Rather, the number six is an established total for the number of possible schools. Haribhadra’s

job is to look at all of the possible candidates and to see how they can be most reasonably

categorised to number six (155-156).

The six schools are not alone in this regard: premodern South Asian texts are littered with such

numbered lists, which may subtly vary in constitution from source to source. A similar dynamic, I am

suggesting, may well have motivated the description of Vijayabahu’s pious deeds in the Vélaikkarar
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inscription: virtuous past kings patronised all three nikayas, and so regardless of the actual administrative
and institutional divisions within the sangha during Vijayabahu's reign, he too must be described as
supporting three distinct nikayas.

We should also not rule out a more practical institutional division, one which may have
ultimately led to a stronger sense of nikaya affiliation by the time of Parakramabahu. Once ordained by
the Ramafinan monks, members of the revived Lankan sarigha would have needed dwellings,
administrative structures, pirivenas for further training, and financial supports from donative villages
associated with their monasteries. All of these would have most readily been found in the institutional
and physical remnants of Anuradhapura period monasticism. It is very possible that, even under Cola
rule, these institutions remained occupied and in use by religious specialists, whom Vijayabahu later
deemed insufficiently ordained and replaced with his Ramafifian lineage."® These “revived” monks
would have taken the (literal) place of their Mahavihara, Abhayagiri, and Jetavana forebears, even
without necessarily sharing their distinct ordination lineage and vinaya interpretations. If so, we can

certainly imagine how within a few generations these monks may have become attached to their

"1 am mindful here of a possible parallel with the (much later) example of the ganinnanses, individuals who
discharged many of the ritual and institutional duties expected of monastics but without having been formally
ordained. Ganinnanses are generally regarded as being characteristic of the Kandyan period (Blackburn 2001, 37-
38), and we have no documentation which suggests that similar figures kept the vihdra fires burning prior to the
restoration of full ordinations under Vijayabahu I. However, we ought to be mindful of the clear conceptual
possibility that one could fulfil the duties of a monk, and perhaps even maintain some degree of institutional
identity with earlier inhabitants of one’s monastery, without having necessarily undergone ordination.
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respective Anuradhapuran legacies, perhaps even identifying themselves as their true heirs in the
Polonnaruvan period.

Crucially, however, we have good reason to think that the legacy affiliations identified with by
Polonnaruva’s monks were not limited to the traditional three nikayas. Here we might profitably return
to Gunawardana’s (1979) controversial, yet compelling, argument that the three nikayas were,
throughout the latter first millennium, functionally replaced by eight ayatanas or miilas, which he
translates loosely as “fraternities” (282). On an economic and administrative level, he argues,

Eight monastic establishments, some of which were founded as early as about the seventh

century, grew during this period into large fraternities which replaced the three nikayas in the

organisation of the sangha... at least five of these eight fraternities grew from minor “colleges”
within the nikdayas into organisations wielding considerable authority and responsibility. It
appears that they soon loosened the bonds of the nikaya, assisted perhaps by the unrest and

disorganisation resulting from constant warfare during the period of Céla rule (311-12).

As a good Marxist, Gunawardana was quick to identify economic and institutional cause for the functional
replacement of the nikaya system by the fraternities. We might wonder, however, about a more
proximate cause; if the rise of the miilas was accelerated by the rupture in distinct nikaya lineages during
the Cdla period. A newly ordained Lankan monk then sent to reside in a particular pirivena, for example,
might come to identify himself with the nikaya to which that pirivena once belonged; or, equally, he might
associate himself with the more specific mala itself, divorced from or only loosely related to its
overarching nikaya.

The Veélakkara inscription provides us with a powerful case study in such nikaya/mila

associations as they played out in the Polonnaruva period. The inscription documents the Vélaikkaras

being charged, by an Abhayagiri monk, with the protection of
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...pulanariyana vijayarajapurattu etuppitta miilastanamakiya abhayagirimahaviharattu
agrayatanamana uttorulmilaiyil maivulakukkum cikamaniyakiya daladapatradhatu svami
tevarkalukku nityavasabhavanamana prathamabhisékattukku mankalagruhamana attantu
torum tirunayanamoksam panni aficananirukkum kannalan ceyyum mangala mahasilamaya
buddha dévarkku gandhakutiyana daladaypperumpalli...

...the Dalada Perumpalli—a gandhakuti''' for the vast stone-wrought Lord Buddha, where
annually the auspicious eyes are opened,'" kohl is applied by painters, and good fortune is
created; the ceremonial hall (Skt. mangala-grha) for the principal anointing (Skt. prathama-
abhiseka); [and] the eternal residence for the Tooth and Bowl Relic svami devas,'” crest-gems of
the three worlds—in the Uttorulmiila, which is the principal fraternity (Skt. agra-dyatana) of the
Abhayagiri-mahavihara,"* a malasthanam created in the royal city of Vijaya [known] as
Pulanari... (TISL 42, 17-24).

The Uttaromila (“Uttorulmila” above) was once a subordinate institution of the Abhayagirivihara nikdaya
(Friedrich 2020, 37; Gornall 2020, 31; Gunawardana 1979, 289; Pathmanathan 2019, 462-63, 466).'" This
nikaya affiliation, however, seems to have become increasingly nominal by the Polonnaruva period. The

wording of this particular inscription is indicative: here the Tooth Relic and its temple are said to belong

" Literally a “perfume hall,” this refers to a monastic cell in which the Buddha himself dwells (Schopen 1990).
Schopen has pointed out that while gandhakitis are extremely common in mainland monasteries, only two
(including this one) are known of in Sri Lanka; both are in monasteries associated with the Abhayagiri (Schopen
2015, 22-23).

2 On this ceremony in a modern context, with the Sinhala name nétrapinkama, see Gombrich (1966).

' Here the Relics themselves are given noble titles; developing further, perhaps, the theme of the Buddha’s
overlordship explored in the preceding section.

" This is likely a generic descriptor of a “great monastery” (a maha-vihara) belonging to the Abhayagiri. The
Jetavana’s central vihara was frequently referred to as a mahdvihara in Anuradhapura-period inscriptions (see e.g.
IC V ii:65, in which it is called the denarajmahevera).

> Much of this institution’s early history comes from textual sources. Its founding is only described in the
retrospective Mahavamsa account, in which it is entangled with Vijayabahu’s own genealogy (see MV 57:22). We see
similar connections between the Uttaromiila and the Tooth Relic (and therefore, by implication, the Abhayagiri) in
later texts like the c. fourteenth century Daladasirita, by which time the Tooth Relic was very definitely associated
with kingly authority (discussed in Gornall 2020, 184-85). This long history—straddling the Polonnaruva period—
suggests an ongoing significance for the Uttaromiila as an institution, for which reason Gunawardana (1979) calls
it “one of the most important and influential of the eight fraternities” (284).
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to the Uttaromdila first and foremost, now called the “principal” (Skt. agra) dyatana of the overarching
nikaya. The left-branching Tamil syntax makes it ambiguous, perhaps intentionally so, whether the
mulasthanam created in Polonnaruva belongs to the whole nikaya or only to its “principal” maila.
Miulasthana is a multivalent term in both Sanskrit and Tamil: it shares the central meaning, in both
languages, of the “foundation” of a physical building; it can, however, also mean in Tamil a palace, or the
inner core of a temple (TL, s.v. milattanam). 1 suspect that what is intended here is the entire complex
known today as the “Sacred Quadrangle,” in which stands both the Tooth Relic temple attributed to
Vijayabahu and this inscription. If so, this suggests that a large ritual complex in the centre of
Vijayabahu's new capital was possessed not by one of the three nikdyas, but instead by a specific
fraternity; one nominally located within a particular nikaya, and acknowledging that connection, but
functionally independent, in control of vitally important Relics, and—significantly—capable of
contracting a powerful merchant/mercenary guild, the Velaikkaras, to protect those Relics within the
very heart of the royal city.

What I am suggesting is that Vijayabahu’s overtures to Ramafifia did not result in the restoration
of three distinct and rival nikdayas, each direct heirs to the ordination lineages, jurisprudential
hermeneutics, and administrative sub-divisions of their Anuradhapuran predecessors. Inscriptional
references, eager to stress continuity with Anuradhapura, would like us to think that this was the case;
so too would later literary accounts, to anticipate the great unification of Parakramabahu I (discussed in
Chapter Four). But such a tripartite revival is logistically unlikely; more likely instead is that the revival

resulted in a single ordination lineage, sharing a single vinaya interpretation, which was divided
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administratively into discrete fraternities (variously called malas or dyatanas). These fraternities may
have paid lip service to their historical predecessors, and to their nikaya affiliations. But, ultimately, we
have little evidence that anything like the centralised control of the late Anuradhapura period, with its
three great central monasteries heading dispersed networks of subordinates, was at work in Polonnaruva
(prior to Parakramabahu’s centralising restructures). Some of these fraternities thrived under royal
patronage; most prominently, the Uttaromiila, with its oversight of the Tooth Relic, seems to have been
a (literally) central institution within Polonnaruva. But in the fractured period following the deaths of
Vijayabahu I and his short-lived heir Jayabahu I, such direct patronage from powerful monarchs would
not be as easy to come by; other strategies would become necessary for monastic prosperity, and other

forms of Buddhist practice and selfhood were able to emerge.

Conclusions to Chapter Two

Vijayabahu's kingship, I have argued, was not an unconscious continuation of earlier trends of “Buddhist
kingship” carried over from Anuradhapura. Rather, it was an intentionally constituted amalgam of varied
models: memories of Anuradhapuran kings, yes, as available to him in inscriptional form; but also
manuals of poetry like the Siyabaslakara; the wider world of Sanskritic kingship; and, crucially, the
institutional and administrative apparatus left to him from the half-century of Cdla rule. This latter
inheritance in particular meant that Tamil remained, alongside Sinhala, as a vital language of politics: a
trend we will see continued in the following chapter.

Despite these connections to the Cola model of kingship, and engagement in a wider world of
kingly language, Vijayabahu seems to have been at pains to present himself as a decidedly Buddhist
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monarch. Like his Anuradhapuran predecessors, he seems to have attempted to realise this vision of
Buddhist kingship through significant engagement with the $asana; what differed, however, was the
specific form of his engagements. His extensive donations to the sri pada established a hierarchical social
order on a cosmological scale, incorporating and subordinating “rival” deities under the Buddha’s
ultimate overlordship. This hierarchy also extended downwards, excluding “low-caste” (adhama) people
from direct access to the $ri pada itself, an exclusion enforced by gates, locks, and guards. He also sought
to protect and preserve the sasana through a revival of Anuradhapura’s ordination lineages. It is
questionable, however, how literally we can take the claim that these lineages (in the plural) were truly
revived as distinct institutions on the Anuradhapuran model. Based both on the singular origins of the
revived lineages—monks imported from Ramanfia—and on the evidence for increasingly powerful, and
perhaps independent, “fraternities,” a more likely explanation is that monks in a single revived nikaya
were then subsequently assigned to pre-existing institution, which maintained only a nominal affiliation
to their former nikayas.

Significantly, we have seen thus far only a tentative interest in what we might call the gendered
dimensions of sovereignty. In a continuation of Anuradhapuran inscriptional practices, the only
“women” present in Vijayabahu'’s inscriptional corpus are his mother Devugon (Skt. Deva), mentioned in
passing in IC VI:2, and of course the island of Lanka itself, anthropomorphised as his principle consort.
Any human consorts of Vijayabahu—including, presumably, the mother of his son Vikramabahu I1—let
alone any daughters, are entirely peripheral to his inscriptional persona. This is a stark contrast to the

description of Vijayabahu'’s reign in the later Mahavamsa account, which provides many details about his
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supposed dynastic matchmaking. He is described as having made a string of significant dynastic
marriages: to a daughter of a former monarch of Ruhunu (in MV 59:23-26), who was also apparently a
descent of Rama in Ayodhya (MV 56:13-15); to a Kalinga princess Tilokasundari, who would become the
mother of Vikramabahu I (MV 59:29-30); and between his sister Mitta and an unnamed Pandya prince,
who would together give birth to Vikramabahu’s eventual rivals Manabharana I, Kirtisrimegha, and
Srivallabha (MV 59:41-43). As Nicholas (1960b) points out, these dynasties were all powerful rivals of the
Cola Empire, and therefore may have represented key strategic interests of Vijayabahu I (429). However,
if these marital ties were significant to Vijayabahu I, there is no evidence of this in materials from his own
reign. Similarly, while Vijayabahu's inscriptional corpus only touches lightly on examples of his idealised
masculinity (the physical perfection of his body), this too is a far cry from later praise of his martial
prowess (MV 57:43) and bodily marks (MV 57:49)."

This does not mean, of course, that either marriage alliances or performative masculinity were
not important to Vijayabahu in other ways, in contexts and media no longer available to us. Rather, the
point I am making here is that, for Vijayabahu, there seems to have been no need to emphasise his
idealised masculinity or the status of his wives; no need, perhaps, to prove or even defend such

masculinity and the prowess granted by heterosexual relations, which may well have simply been taken

11° Note, however, that these marks were not limited to Vijayabahu himself, nor were they necessarily signs of
masculinity. His mother, Lokita, was is said to have been distinguished by some form of auspicious marks (MV
57:41); one of his daughters, Ratanavali, was likewise marked with a sign that she would give birth to a son marked
with his own signs of power (MV 59:35): this son would become Parakramabahu I, central hero of this section of the
Mahavamsa, and namesake of its patron Parakramabahu II of Dathbadeniya.
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for granted. By the Dathbadeniya period, however, something seems to have shifted in how an ideal king
like Vijayabahu ought to be described; specifically describing his masculinity and the status—and
dynastic connections—of his wives had attained a higher significance. In the following chapter, we turn
to what I suggest was a first step in that shift: the turbulent period after the deaths of Vijayabahu and his
son, in which political circumstances began to bring royal women far more into the spotlight of

inscriptional discourse.
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Chapter Three: Opportunities Amidst Anarchy

The period between the death of Vijayabahu I (in c. 1110cE) and the rise of Parakramabahu I (1153cE) was
marked by a dramatic fragmentation of political control. Vijayabahu’s brother and heir, Jayabahu, seems
to have effectively ruled for only a very short period (c. one year) before being overthrown and exiled by
Vijayabahu's son Vikramabahu 1.""” Vikramabahu’s own control, however, was limited to the region
around Polonnaruva itself—the northern part of the island known as the Rajarata, or “King Country”—
while the rest of the kingdom was divided between various cousins, the sons of yet another of
Vijayabahu's siblings. The following four decades were filled with internecine conflicts and intradynastic
marriages alike, as the various branches of Vijayabahu'’s family jostled against one another for position.

Existing scholarship has looked poorly on this period of Polonnaruva’s history. Chapters in the
University of Ceylon’s still-authoritative History of Ceylon refer to it “a state of anarchy” (Nicholas 1960a,
440) which “prevented any architectural undertaking of note for over four decades” (Paranavitana 1960b,
592). If there was any silver lining, it was that

The loss of a considerable portion of the temporalities of the sarigha in and around the capital

had the desirable effect of making those of its members who had adopted the spiritual life in

earnest resort to secluded places where they spent their lives in spiritual exercise and study
(ibid., 566)."°

" We are told in the Mahdvamsa that Jayabahu died sometime after this exile (MV 62:1), but the exact date is unclear.
"8 Paranavitana refers here to forest-dwelling (aramyavdsin) monasticism, particularly at the Dirhbulagala
monastery, a matter discussed further below.
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Political turmoil, it seems, detrimentally impacted the sasana in matters from the economic to the lithic.
De Silva’s (1981) History of Sri Lanka similarly characterises the period as “a relapse into civil war and
turmoil,” but adds that, thankfully, “before anarchy had become all but reversible, a return to order and
authority took place under Parakramabahu I” (60). This juxtaposition of anarchy against authority, in
which the former state serves only to hinder cultural and intellectual flourishing, is hardly unique to the
historiography of Sri Lanka. Rather, such attitudes are common in teleological accounts of political
“development,” which tend to view periods like that betwixt Vijayabahu and Parakramabahu as “dark
ages,” unfortunate detours on the otherwise steady march towards centralisation, institutionalisation,
and, eventually, constitutionalism (see Forrest 2020, particularly 46).

Modern arguments for the necessity of kingship are not without emic precedent. Canonical
Buddhist texts often describe the perils of a kingless world. And as discussed in the Introduction,
inscriptions and texts from our period also frequently praise powerful kings for their ability to protect
and promote the Buddha-$asana against decline. But, as Alastair Gornall (2020) has recently argued for
Pali-language literary production in a slightly later period, we should not so readily assume that political
instability is necessarily an impediment to the flourishing of Buddhist institutions, cultural production,
or intellectual innovations. Rather, he argues, the efflorescence of literary works upon which he focuses

...was not a by-product of political stability or of the munificent patronage of a single emperor,

as has often been thought. Rather, it was rooted in chaos, the destruction of the old social order

and the birth of a more fragmented political environment (213).

Political fragmentation and the breakdown of the status quo, in Gornall’s view, seems to inspire or create

opportunities for innovation. In this chapter, I advance such an argument for Polonnaruva’s political
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culture in the fraught period between Vijayabahu and Parakramabahu. This period should not be treated,
as it has overwhelmingly been to date, as a “dark age,” an unfortunate deviation from the otherwise
glorious trajectory of Lankan and Theravada history. Rather, we ought to recognise this period, and the
fraught politics therein, as providing opportunities for figures other than powerful, authoritative kings
to move beyond the status quo.

In making this argument, I draw particularly on the insights of Tony Day. In an important (1996)
article on the historiography of Southeast Asia, he argues against what he sees as a tendency to
overemphasise structural institutionalism and political stability as the norm."” In place of this norm, he
urges us to take seriously “...the incoherence expressed in the turbulent relations between families as
normative rather than as a departure from the putative norm of a rational, absolutist state which must
‘deal’” with disorder” (398). It is these turbulent relations, he believes, which truly bound together
historical agents before the rise of the modern State, and the more impersonal (or supposedly
impersonal) politics it demands. Heeding Day’s call, I therefore take seriously in this chapter the hostile
politics between the period’s divided kings, and the ways in which they intentionally sought to balance

(or imbalance) those politics. In particular, I advance the argument that the fraught politics of the

" 1In the cited article, Day explicitly avoids any “attempt to argue for the existence of historical ‘structures’ or the
persistence of ‘essentially’ Southeast Asian cultural themes relating to families and states over time” (385).
However, in a later revision of the article as chapter in his (2002) monograph, he does argue for “a characteristically
Southeast Asian mode through which relations of power have assumed statelike form” (38-39). However, I am not
convincing that the many treasures of Day’s argument need necessarily be hoarded within the borders of the
modern regional division. As Andaya (2006) acknowledges, Sri Lanka does seem to tick many of the boxes she
identifies as lending a conceptual coherency to “Southeast Asia” as a region (33).
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interregnal period resulting in an increasingly significant role—both symbolic and pragmatic—for
Polonnaruva’s royal consorts, as living embodiments of ties between powerful dynasties both on and off
the island. Here I also build on Loos’s (2005) argument that the political culture of (much later) Siam was
dependent on the extent to which “women's bodies mediated political loyalty and integrated powerful
groups throughout the kingdom by linking them to the monarch in the capital” (889). A similar dynamic,
I suggest, was at work in Polonnaruva,; this in turn had a previously under-acknowledged impact on the
development of Theravada Buddhism, and set the stage for Parakramabahu’s eventual reform of the
sangha.

In the first two sections of this chapter, I complicate simplistic accounts of the period which
overemphasise the “institutions” of kingship. In place of such institutionalism, I argue instead for a more
interpersonal and consensus-based politics, in which political figures constantly negotiated with one
another, and with their own overlords and subordinates, for authority. I then go on to suggest that this
decentralisation of political power created opportunities for some individuals who may not have been
otherwise able to assert themselves so publicly. As royal men struggled to assert the superiority of their
lineage, and to establish alliances with powerful continental dynasties, their consorts became
increasingly significant embodiments of such matrilateral ties, and so became increasingly influential.
This was only a period of political “weakness,” in other words, from the perspective of certain men who
perhaps aspired to a particular form of (centralised, hierarchical, patriarchal) power; from other
perspectives, this was a period of political innovatation and experimentation. I expand on this in the

third section, focusing in on an inscription by an otherwise unremembered daughter of the C6la monarch
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Kuldttunka named Cundhamalli. Simultaneously, the lack of centralised patronage networks for the
monastic lineage(s) newly re-established under Vijayabahu I, as discussed in the previous chapter,
allowed for alternative configurations of royal-monastic relations. In the final part of the chapter I focus
particular on the two fragmentary inscriptions of the Great Lady Sundara (Sundaramahadevi), which I
argue suggest an interest in Pali-oriented monastic communities unusual among royal patrons. This
patronage, I suggest, represented a watershed moment in the rise of the Theravada—a moment which
has gone underappreciated due to (1) our assumption that Theravada Buddhism had always been closely
entangled with Lankan royalty and (2) the ease with which both later monastics and modern historians

have dismissed the agency of women from histories of Buddhism.

One, Three, or Four Kings?

As 1 suggested in the previous chapter, colonial historians and their heirs have been determined to lay
out an orderly succession of Sri Lanka’s premodern kings. In the case of Vijayabahu’s claim to the throne,
they were aided in this task by thirteenth century historical accounts which similarly sought to trace
lineages (sometimes contradictory lineages) between Anuradhapura and Polonnaruva (and so, implicitly,
on further to their own context, the court at Darhbadeniya). Post-Vijayabahu, the same quest for
continuity was continued, resulting in neat tables of successive paramount kings in orderly succession:

from Vijayabahu to his brother Jayabahu; then to Vijayabahu’s son Vikramabahu; then to his son
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Gajabahu II; and finally down to Parakramabahu.'” This neat succession, too, is not entirely a colonial
invention. The thirteenth century Pajavaliya tells us that Jayabahu ruled after his brother Vijayabahu,
and Vijayabahu’s son Vikramabahu ruled after him in turn (PV 782)." Curiously, this narrative seems to
skip over Gajabahu II entirely, and moves straight onward to Kirti$rimegha’s son Parakramabahu 1. The
fourteenth century Nikaya-sangrahaya similarly describes a singular “procession” (dvdma) of three kings—
Jayabahu, Vikramabahu, and Gajabahu—following Vijayabahu (NS 76)."*

But the Mahavamsa’s authors seem to have had a rather different narrative in mind, one which
stresses a more fragmentary nature for the period. The chapter covering the period following
Vijayabahu's death is titled “Deeds of the Four Kings” (P. caturdjacariyaniddeso).'” This refers to the
fraught internecine conflict between four branches of Vijayabahu's family—his siblings and their
descendants on one side; his son Vikramabahu on the other—mapped across Lanka’s three constituent

sub-kingdoms: Rajarata, Rohana, and Dakkhinades$a (see Fig. 2.1, based on the c. 13" century Kadaimpot).***

120 A particularly clear illustration of this approach is provided by Tennent (1859), who numbers each monarch in
turn: Vikramabahu and Gajabahu II are listed as kings number 117 and 118 respectively, with the note “a disputed
succession,” and with Manabharana and then “Sirivallabha or Kitsiri Maivan” listed as subkings of Rohana (323).
Geiger (1929) provides a more nuanced account in his opening essay and appendices, but still provides the name of
the “paramount king” (in his estimation) as a headnote on each page of his influential translation of the Mahavamsa.
! mahalu vijayabahu nam raja... sipanas havurrudak r3jyaya keléya. ohu mal jayabahu raja tudus havurrudak
rajyaya keléya. ohu ayamen mahalu vijayabahu pit vikramabahu ata visi havurrudak rajyaya keléya. pasu va
kitsirimevan rajahu pit parakramabahu nam mahalu maharaja...

122 jkbiti € mahalu vijayabahu rajahu patan jayabahuya vikramabahuya gajabahuya yana mé tun rajun dviamebhi...
Very similar wording appears in the much later Rgjavaliya (RV, 58), which clearly draws on Nikdya-sarigrahaya for a
source.

12 Geiger records no variant readings of this chapter title among his manuscripts.

' These kingdoms (usually ratthas/ratas, sometimes desas) and the notion of a “trifold kingdom” (Sin. tunrdjya) are
attested in relatively early sources (Nicholas 1959, 16-17). It is unclear, however, whether these sub-kingdoms had
fixed boundaries, or were more of a general reference to the tunrdjya. On the one hand, this was of course a period
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This conflict, as described in the Mahdavamsa, is briefly mapped out in Appendix B. The point here seems
to be that during this period there was not one single paramount king in Polonnaruva facing
unwarranted opposition from remote upstarts, but that all four were “kings” on equal footing. This point
seems to have been entirely missed by the Mahdvamsa’s modern translator and editor, Wilhelm Geiger,
who instead inserted the name of whichever monarch happened to be ruling in Polonnaruva at the top
of each page of his translation. Geiger’s editorial choice suggests that the Polonnaruvan monarchs were
in some way more central—perhaps even higher-ranked—than were their peers in Rohana and
Dakkhinade$a. As we will see below, this view does not seem to have been held by those living and ruling

in medieval Lanka, including perhaps the Polonnaruvan monarchs themselves.

long before the territorialisation of political control (on which see generally Elden 2013; for colonial imposition see
Winichakul 1994). However, firm boundaries seem to be attested at least as early as the thirteenth century, based
on the evidence of the Kadaimpot (“boundary book”) tradition (see Abhayavardhana 1999).
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Figure 3.1: map of the “Three Kingdoms,” with indicative borders (c. 13" century)
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The political fragmentation of this period was not, in the world of the Mahavamsa, a morally
neutral state of affairs. In times of such disunity, the text explicitly tells us, virtuous kingship is
impossible, and the kingdoms slip into chaos (see particularly MV 61:48-62); some form of narrative
resolution is necessary.'” The purpose of this description, in the narrative logic of the Mahavamsa, seems
very clearly to be setting up the stakes for Parakramabahu’s eventual heroic reconciliation of both family
and kingdom. Parakramabahu’s youthful adventures result in him being said to have “three fathers” (MV
64:33); he is the rightful heir to all three kingdoms and all three branches of his own family, by descent
and by consanguineous marriage and, eventually, by conquest. The disunity of this period is therefore
vital to the Mahavamsa’s narrative of eventual glorious unification.

We are faced, in other words, with two conflicting schemes of kingship. In one account—that of
the Pajavaliya, and apparently favoured by modern translators—One single king ruled in Polonnaruva.
According to the Mahavamsa, however, we have Four rather antagonist kings spread between Three
neatly delineated kingdoms: Vikramabahu I in Rajarata, Manabharana I in Dakkhinadesa, and
Kirti§rimegha and Srivallabha dividing Rohana between them. I wish to suggest, however, that both of
these schemes are suspiciously orderly. Both assume a certain institutionalisation of kingship: either an
acknowledgement of the inherent overlordship of whoever ruled Rajarata; or a gentlemanly agreement
to divide territory amongst one another along predetermined lines. Either scenario would be rather an

outlier in the more global twelfth century, in which—with few exceptions—politics were decidedly less

12 Here I draw on White’s (1973) understanding of history as narrative; see discussion in the Introduction.
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institutionalised, and relied instead on more contingent (and often contested) claims to authority and
overlordship.

One Tamil-language inscription (TISL 52) from c. 1153 provides a useful illustration of how the
lines between conlflicting claims to authority rather more blurred on the ground. This particular
inscription serves to mark a transfer of property rights between the inscription’s patron—an official,

“=

alvar of

likely of Manabharana II, named Mintan Korran—and a religious entity named the
Veykavéram.””® The inscription was found c. 13km north of Trincomalee on Sri Lanka’s eastern coast,
and we might reasonably assume that the property in question was located in this area. In its careful
negotiation of royal jurisdictions, it offers us an unusually vivid insight into how a relatively low-ranked
official inserts himself into the inscriptional record:
svasti $ri apaiya calaméka panmarana cakkaravarttikal $rijayabahu tévarkku yantu 43 avatu
tiruppallic civikaiyaril kankani mintan korrantén. gajabahu tévar enakku jivitamaka itta it tel
vecarum kiratu naratu vecarum itil nar pal ellai perumal gajabahu tévar veykaverattalvarkku
pumitanam ittarulinar.
Svasti! In the 43™ year of Sri Abhaya Salamegha panmarana cakkaravarttikal Lord Sri Jayabahu, I

am Mintan Korran, supervisor of the palace palanquin-bearers.'”” The perumal Gajabahu
assigned the [lands with their] boundaries [which were previously] assigned to me as

126 An glvar/alvar is literally a distinguished religious leader, but in practice usually refers to the Srivaisnava “saints”
whose hymns became canonised as sacred text. It can also refer, more generally, to Buddhist and Jaina holy figures:
see TL s.v. Pathmanathan (2019) states that in the present inscription alvar “must” refer to the Buddha (573). But
he provides no rationale for this statement, and it is unclear to me why the Buddha—rather than Ganesa, who is
also mentioned, or even a Vaisnava holy figure, given the role Visnu would increasingly play in Sri Lankan
pantheons (J. C. Holt 2004, 14)—must be intended.

'?” The suffix -én attached to a noun (let alone a personal name) is unusual. Here T am tentatively taking it as the
first person verbal suffix, implicitly irukkiren (“I am...”). Alternatively, Jonas Buchholz has suggested in personal
correspondence that this might instead be an apposition to the later enakku (read enakku), “to me,” and thus serve
to connect what I have rendered as two distinct sentences: “In the 43™ year... Gajabahu gave the lands previously

assigned to me, Mintan Korran...”
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=

maintenance-land [by that same] Lord Gajabahu, [named] “Tel Vecar” and “Kiratu Naratu
Vecar,” as a land-grant to the Veykavéram alvar.

nirupatitan kurippukku manaparana tevar gajabahu tévar ceytatu ceyal enru aruli tirumukam

varakkattic cilalekam ceytu kututtatu itukku. oru vikkanafi ceyvarkal narakil. puttaranfiai

vallavaraiyan ctlaravu.

The inscription was established [to record] the message sent by Lord Manaparana, which stated

“[This is a] deed done [by] Lord Gajabahu,” with respect to the king’s intentions. One who

impedes this [will be reborn] in hell. [This] is an oath to the Buddha [and] to the Lord Vallavar

(TISL 52).
We see here an inscription (silalekha) made to record a message (tirumukham) from Manabharana I1, which
in turn assents to a previous intention (kurippu) of Gajabahu II. The image this suggests of Mintan Korran
is something akin to a modern civil servant caught between conflicting jurisdictions, diligently
documenting (literally in triplicate!) his best attempt to satisfy all parties. In what may be an attempt to
reflect the courtly practices of these different overlord, the names of both Jayabahu and Gajabahu are in
Grantha script (allowing them to be rendered in their Sanskritic forms), while Manabharana is written,
like the rest of the inscription, as Tamil-script Manaparana. Even the closing warning to those who might
in future challenge the alvar’s use of the land-grant is made in the name of both the Buddha and Vallavar,
the distinctly Tamil epithet for Ganesa: all bets are firmly hedged.

Mintan Korran’s inscription is a useful indication that, on the level of land administration, things
were perhaps not quite so clear-cut as later retrospective narratives might wish to portray. It is all well
and good to speak of Gajabahu “ruling Rajarata” and Manabharana “ruling Rohana,” but when it comes

to transferring land-grants between worthy subjects, a more local official felt the need to document both

parties’ assent. Bearing in mind that the land was being transferred away from said local official, by the
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very same king (Gajabahu) who he explicitly tells us first granted it to him, we might further wonder if
Manabharana was brought into the matter by Mintan Korran himself in an attempt to appeal Gajabahu’s
decision. If so, clearly the appeal was unsuccessful, and Mintan Korran'’s inscription would document his
own acceptance that no further avenues of redress were available to him; both monarchs were clearly
set against his holding on to the lands.

We might also note that the 43™ year of Jayabahu I is, very approximately, 1153; the same year in
which Gajabahu IT would eventually die, and Parakramabahu I would eventually defeat Manabharana to
unite all of Lanka. If we detect any concerns about stability in Mintan Korran’s inscription, his situation
could only have become more complex as the year progressed. This system of dating, in the regnal years
of Jayabahu, further suggests that Mintan Korran was not caught between only two kings. Despite
invoking the authority of both Manabharana Il and Gajabahu 11, Jayabahu is clearly still positioned as the
paramount monarch, complete with regnal name (“Abhaya Salamegha”) and cakravartin title, while the
actual rulers of Rajarata and Rohana are referred to only by the simple “Lord” (T. tevar, Skt. deva).
However, Jayabahu did not rule for 43 years. If the sequence of events in the Mahdvamsa can be at all
trusted, he was deposed by Vikramabahu shortly after taking the throne, and in fact would have died
long before Gajabahu succeeded his father Vikramabahu in Rajarata.

This convention of continuing to use Jayabahu'’s regnal years long past his effective deposition,
and even death, seems to have been a widespread practice in the period. We see it evident in both Tamil-

and Sinhala-language inscriptions (see Table 3.1).
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Table 3.1: inscriptional references to Jayabahu's regnal years, c. 1110-1153

Inscription Patron Language Regnal Year
TISL 51a Cundhamalli, consort of Manabharana II Tamil 8
TISL 51b “Five dignitaries” of Manabharana II Tamil 8
TISL 49 Kanavati, an official of an unknown ruler Tamil 18
IC VI:6 Vikramabahu 1'** Sinhala 23
TISL 30 (unnamed) Tamil 24
IC VI:8 Sundara, consort of Vikramabahu I and mother of Sinhala 27
Gajabahu II
TISL 29 (unnamed)' Tamil 35
IC VI:12 Manabharana II Sinhala 35
TISL 50 Gajabahu II Tamil 38
TISL 47 Umpila Ayittan, an official of Gajabahu II Tamil 40"
TISL 52 Mintan Korran, an official of an unknown ruler Tamil 43

The long shadow Jayabahu cast over the inscriptions of the earlier Polonnaruva period clearly
necessitates some consideration. The most detailed examination of this peculiar dating practice is
provided by Kiribamune (1976), as part of her wider study of the abhiseka (“consecration,” literally
“sprinkling”) ritual. This ritual was clearly an important marker of sovereignty—in Sri Lanka as across
broader Sanskritic and Buddhist Asia—but its nature, procedure, and significance are still poorly

understood.” This is no doubt due to the fact that abhisekas writ large were so varied across a wide range

1% Jayabahu is not mentioned by name, and so the regnal years mentioned in this inscription have reasonably been

interpreted by some as Vikramabahu’s own. See, however, Kiribamune (1976, 16).

12 TISL 29 is sometimes attributed to Vikramabahu, but the donor (or, indeed, whether or not they were a king) is
not named; the only evidence seems to be that Vikramabahu was the ruler of Rajarata in the relevant year.

% Again, Jayabahu is not mentioned by name, but see Kiribamune (1976, 16).

1 See here particularly the forthcoming dissertation of Yuanyuan Duan. Duan’s study of abhiseka rituals in the Dali
kingdom promises to considerably reconfigure our understanding of knowledge vectors betwixt medieval South,
East, and Southeast Asia; I refer to “Sanskritic and Buddhist” as a result of reflection on Duan’s early findings.
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of cultural and soteriological contexts. The best-understood abhisekas are those which were deployed in
esoteric rituals, in which the act of anointing was understood to mark a spiritual (and sometimes somatic)
transformation of the initiate (see, e.g., many of the essays in Acri 2016). Some of these abhisekas were
used to transform mere “kings” into superior “cakravartins” (see, for a Japanese example, Abe 1999, 331-
32); this has led some modern scholars to believe that all such royal abhisekas necessarily demarcated
cakravartin status (against which see Shirley under review b).

The royal abhiseka procedure was clearly considered to be significant in early second millennium
Sri Lanka. However, I suspect that this significance—at least with regard to the Polonnaruva period—may
have been overemphasised by modern scholars, misled yet again by an overreliance on the thirteenth-
century Mahavamsa installment. According to the Mahavamsa, one of the primary complaints that
Vikramabahu’s cousins had against him was that he ruled Rajarata without having received an abhiseka
(MV 60:31). Even some of the most cautious scholars of Polonnaruva-period history seem to have taken
this retrospectively attributed motivation as fact, rather than as Darhbadeniya-period concerns and
priorities mapped backwards onto Polonnaruva.'” This being the case, it would be easy to draw a parallel
between Vikramabahu'’s supposed, and supposedly problematic, lack of an abhiseka ceremony, and the

continued use of (the presumably abhisikta) Jayabahu'’s regnal years for dating.

2 Kiribamune herself suggests that a “rockbase of accepted opinion” (whose?) “precluded [some monarchs] from
the royal consecration” (by what means?) (1976, 13). See also Pathmanathan (2019, 312). Ranawella (1966) notes
that this was only “a passage put into the thoughts of senior Manabharana [i.e. Manabharana I] and his brothers”
by the Mahavamsa’s later composer, but nonetheless takes it as evidence of a more general expectation that kings
should undertake this ritual (370). Gunasena (1974) suggests, in rather similar wording, that this was “a passage put
into the thoughts of Manabharana and his brothers” (177).
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But this neat parallel raises an important question: why would Vikramabahu not undergo an
abhiseka, if it was indeed so important a marker of kingly status? Kiribamune systematically works
through the possible explanations of this “bewildering” failure of Vikramab3hu, and all other kings of
the period before Parakramabahu I, to become fully anointed kings (1976, 20-28). Control of the entire
island cannot be the deciding factor: the Mahavamsa tells us that Parakramabahu himself received his
first abhiseka while ruling only Dakkhinade$a and Rajarata (MV 71:19-32), and then took a second abhiseka
once he had also secured Rohana (MV 72:311-29).” Kiribamune therefore assumes control of Rajarata
alone determined which kings were eligible for an abhiseka (so Manabharana II, for example, would never
have considered the ritual for himself, ruling only Rohana). As for Vikramabahu and his son Gajabahu,
she suggests that the only possible explanation for their supposed lack of an abhiseka is that neither were
adequately “Buddhist” (25-28). I discuss this claim, and the tenuous nature of the evidence for it, further
in the following chapter. These two criteria—control of Rajarata and adequate Buddhist-ness—together
apparently prevented all monarchs between Jayabahu I and Parakramabahu I from receiving an abhiseka,
thereby leaving Jayabahu in the position of paramount king even after his own death, and necessitating
that all subsequent kings (even Jayabahu’s usurper Vikramabahu!) number their own reigns according
to Jayabahu's regnal years.

I find these links to be rather poorly chained together. While it seems clear that Jayabahu’s status

as “paramount king,” and therefore as benchmark for dating by regnal years, was respected even after

1% Geiger (1929) suggests that this second abhiseka was necessitated because Parakramabahu had had to flee Rajarata
for a brief time between the two, negating the effect of his first abhiseka (347, f1).

122



his effective deposition and eventual death, I do not think we can attribute this to something so abstract
as a lack of abhiseka. In fact, I am sceptical in general of the association between abhiseka and paramount
kingship in twelfth-century Lanka, which seems to rest far too firmly on the evidence of the Mahavamsa
alone, and which does not seem to be supported by either of the two extant accounts we have of an
abhiseka procedure from the precolonial period.

The first of these accounts is found first in the (c. tenth century) Vamsatthappakasini, repeated
nearly verbatim in the Saratthadipani of Parakramabahu’s mahdsami Sariputra (discussed in the following
chapter). This procedure has been discussed in some detail by Walters (2000, 130) and Gunasena (1974,
chap. 4), the latter of which also provides a full translation in the appendix. In brief: a ksatriya is made
into a mahardjan by being anointed with water from the Ganges. The only requirements laid on the
ksatriya are that he is of good family and over sixteen (and, implicitly, that he is normatively male). There
are some economic and logistical requirements which might have been intended to frustrate less
powerful candidates for the ceremony, including the aforementioned Ganges water, and the
participation of a ksatriya maiden, explicitly representing the interests of the ksatriyas; the chief priest,
representing the brahmanas; and the treasurer, representing householders. The most significant
restriction imposed by this procedure is the requirement that clay be fetched from seven auspicious
locations in or near Anuradhapura, all associated with early Buddhism; presumably this would indeed
have prohibited any kings who did not rule Rajarata from carrying out this specific procedure.

The second account is found in a Sanskrit Silpa-$astra (artisans’ treatise) called the Vaijayanta-

tantraya. Despite the strong relationship between such artisanal manuals and kingship recognised by
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modern scholars (Inden 1981; Mills 2021), this text has only received attention in some short articles by
its modern editor (Mudiyanse 1976; 1978), and has otherwise been overlooked. I suspect that this is
largely because the work positions itself in a Saiva mileu: the titular sage lives on Kailasa and is urged to
discourse by Siva’s son Skanda (VT 1:1); a later chapter opens “having worshipped the feet of Sri Sambhu”
(VT 3:1). Further, dating this text is extremely difficult, as is the case for nearly all Silpa-Sastras (Mills
2021). For these reasons, we must therefore take any evidence from this source with more than a grain
of caution. However, two points are noteworthy.

First, it tells us that the abhiseka procedure is “identical” (abheda) to the coronation ceremony
(VT 15:1)." This aligns with Gunasena’s (1974) argument that from the eighth century onwards these
two ceremonies were increasingly conflated—a development he suggests can be attributed to South
Indian influences (156-158). It then lists a series of crowns, appropriate for decreasingly significant kings
from cakravartin (VT 15:2) to mere narendras (15:7); presumably each of these monarchs also receives an
abhiseka alongside each crown, no matter their status. If this were true of the Polonnaruva period, it
would complicate the notion that “lesser” kings outside Rajarata (such as Manabharana II) received no
abhiseka at all. Second, the Vaijayanta-tantraya describes multiple coronations for a single king,
increasingly grandiose in subsequent years of his (sic.) reign (VT 15:8-10). This contradicts Gunasena’s
(1974) assumption that the abhiseka—in contrast to the rajastiya—is “a ceremony performed once and for

all in order to bestow royal power on a king” (147).

13 athatah vaksate skanda maulibhisitalaksanam | abhisekakriyabhedam kramena vidhivat $rnuh.

124



Of course, we cannot assume that the Vaijayanta-tantraya is any more reflective of Polonnaruva-
period understandings of the abhiseka than we can the Mahavamsa. But the abhiseka it describes, alongside
that of the Vamsatthappakasini (repeated later in the Saratthadipani) alerts us to how much more
procedural variety could be involved in such rituals. There was clearly more than one way to understand
(and perform) the abhiseka in premodern Sri Lanka, and these alternative ways included (in at least some
periods of history) sequential abhisekas and abhisekas for lesser kings, alongside those for mahdrdjans and
cakravartins. This necessitates a reframing in how we conceptualise abhisekas, and their relationship to
“paramount kingship,” in the Polonnaruva period; we cannot be sure that this ritual was a one-off event
which marked a single exalted rank above all others. Instead, we may need to return to the broad
definition with which this tangential section began: an abhiseka is a ritual which marks a transition in
status. That newly anointed status might be paramount kingship, with all attached regnal-year-dating
privileges. But we must always keep open the door for other possibilities; other abhisekas, through which
other monarchs claimed other kinds of authority. This would go some way to explaining Parakamabahu’s
two abhisekas as described in the later Mahavamsa: rather than an odd doubling-up of a ceremony we
assume to be a once-off occasion, this might simply be the Mahavamsa noting two abhisekas—out of an
unspecified total number—which happened to be of particular relevance to its own narrative arc. In the
slightly later Dathbadeniya period, we also see references to multiple consecrations for Parakramabahu
11 (Blackburn 2024, 59). This further supports the notion that multiple kings may have received multiple
abhisekas to mark multiple transitions to a “higher” level of sovereignty, rather than this being a

ceremony reserved only for a single “highest” king.
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All of this is to say that we cannot assume that Jayabahu's regnal years extended beyond his
effective reign simply because other kings were “ineligible” or “unable” to perform their own abhisekas.
Instead, we must wonder what made these other kings unwilling to claim paramount kingship for
themselves, and to use their own regnal years in their inscriptions, long after Jayabahu'’s deposition and
even death, especially when they were actively hostile to Jayabahu (as was Vikramabahu, according to
the Mahavamsa’s account). I wish to suggest that Jayabahu’s nominal paramount kingship—even when
both the Mahavamsa account and the lack of inscriptional evidence speak to a lack of any concrete
power—served a useful role in maintaining the balance of power between the divided kingdoms of the

interregnal period, even after his pragmatic deposition and his eventual death.

Jayabahu’s Kingship as a Power-Balancing Mechanism

The balance of power is a fundamental axiom of the “Neorealist” school of modern international politics.
In this account, “wherever two, and only two, requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and that
it be populated by units wishing to survive” (Waltz 1979, 121) political actors will necessarily operate
competitively; they will also, however, put aside common differences in order to keep one of their
number from rising above and overpowering the rest, preserving the anarchic and therefore egalitarian
status quo (Waltz 1979, 164-65). Waltz himself does not consider this state of pure anarchy—a balance of
power between all members of given political system—desirable, likening the necessary tensions and
conflicts to Hobbes’s state of nature (Waltz 1979, 103). A preferable alternative, he argues, is the relative
stability of a “Great Power” system, in which two hegemonic entities (for him, the USA and USSR) keep
one another in check while enforcing peace downwards on their various subordinates.
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The Neorealist account is, of course, hopelessly reductive. But, as Constructivist theorists have
argued persuasively, one can accept that some political actors believe themselves to be in a balance-of-
power situation, and so act according to Neorealist expectations, without advocating the inevitability or
universality of such beliefs and actions. As Wendt (1992) succinctly put it, “anarchy is what states make
of it.” We might wonder if such beliefs, or similar, preoccupied Vikramabahu I and his cousins once he
had ousted his uncle Jayabahu, and if continuing to acknowledge Jayabahu’s paramountcy therefore
provided some mutual benefit. Vikramabahu may have taken control of Rajarata, but his cousins—who
together controlled the majority of the island—were unlikely to acknowledge him as overlord, and could
together prevent his military expansion. Simultaneously, if any one of the three brothers—Manabharana,
Kirti$rimegha, and Srivallabha—had declared their own paramountcy, or made a play for Rajarata, their
siblings might have taken this as a threat to their own autonomy, and allied against the disruptor in
favour of the status quo. Lanka would have been, in other words, in what Neorealists would recognise as
structural “state of anarchy,” with nothing to keep the four cousins from violently jostling one another
for the upper hand, and from cutting down any one of their number who stood poised to gain too much.
Maintaining the fiction of Jayabahu’s ongoing overlordship, on the other hand, may have made an uneasy
truce easier. So long as all four of Vikramabahu, Manabharana, Srivallabha, and Kirti§rimegha all
acknowledged a shared higher power, under whom they nominally served as regional sub-kings, they
could trust that none of the others was positioning himself for supremacy.

This is, of course, firmly in the realm of speculation. But it does suggest some context for the

increasing tensions which marked the end of the interregnal period. Most significantly, of course, it
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recasts the character of Parakramabahu I, and the nature of opposition towards him. As narrated in the
Mahavamsa, Parakramabahu is so obviously a rightful and heroic king that those who oppose him
(particularly Manabharana II) must do so only out of some moral corruption on their behalf.” If we
suspect, however, that a balance of power was being intentionally maintained by the period’s rulers, then
Parakramabahu’s ambitions must have seemed a dangerous threat to the status quo, to which the only
reasonable response was alliance and opposition.

The “balance of power” account also allows us to reconsider some of the inscriptions of Gajabahu
11, the son of Vikramabahu I, and wonder if he, too, had begun to disrupt the status quo. Only two of
Gajabahu’s own inscriptions are extant (IC VI:9; IC VI:10), along with three created by officials recording
his orders (TISL 28a, 28b, and 50), and the “treaty” inscription created by Gajabahu and Parakramabahu
together (IC VI:11). Only one, frustratingly, is dated, although it seems likely that the “treaty” inscription
(created, by definition, towards the end of Gajabahu’s reign and life) was the last created. Nonetheless,
and leaving aside this “treaty” inscription, the five inscriptions together track an interesting shift of self-
representation.

The shorter inscriptions (IC VI:10, TISL 28a and b), despite being composed in different languages,
seem to establish a clear inscriptional style for Gajabahu II. The first of these, found carved on a stone

pillar near Anuradhapura, reads:

13 Note, for examples, the influence of “evil-minded people” upon Manabharana 11 (MV 71:9-10); Manabharana’s
pained internal monologues and regrets for not having remained content with Rohana (MV 72:216-9; 72:225-30);
his cowardly abandonment of his own children (MV 72:278-83); and his deathbed regrets (MV 72:304-307).
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svasti $r1 stiryyavamsabhijata srimat gajabahu devayan pasvadasak pavatna se
ruvanmalimahasé vahanseta pidii gajabahu avunehi pin rajadaruvo taman kala se anumo vé.
meyata yam antaraya no kota rakitva siddih.

Svasti! Sri! May the merit in the “Gajabahu-avuna”—donated to the Ruvaméli mahdcaitya,
established for five thousand [years], by the auspicious Lord Gajabahu born from the solar
lineage—be rejoiced at by [other] kings as though they had made it themselves. One who
protects this, without doing harm [will have] success! (IC VI:10).
A double-edged benediction lurks in this inscription. The merit may well be “as though [other kings] had
made it themselves,” a friendly overture, perhaps, to Gajabahu’s co-rulers across the island.”® We might
particularly attend here to the wording translated here as “rejoiced at,” anumo vd (from P. anumodand).
This term is most typically deployed (in Sri Lankan Buddhism) in the context of a ritual transference of
merit, in which
...the recipient of the transfer becomes a participant of the original deed by associating himself
[sic] with the deed done. Thus, this identification of himself with both the deed and the doer

can sometimes result in the beneficiary getting even greater merit than the original doer
(Malalasekera 1967, 85)."*

% The specific term used here—rajadaruvo—literally means “royal children,” perhaps even “royal sons,” and it is
tempting to read this with succession in mind: Gajabahu securing merit for his own heirs. However, this particular
compound is frequently used in inscriptions of the period (particularly those of Ni§§anka Malla) to refer to royalty
collectively, without any clear sense of age restriction. I therefore take this reference more generally, to refer to all
those born into royalty, hence most likely “[other] kings.”

%" Merit-transfer has long been an important practice in the Theravada world, but modern scholars have remained
somewhat preoccupied by its “surprising” (in the words of Bechert 1992, 99) presence therein. Malalasekera
presents merit-transfer as generally conforming to canonical Theravada doctrines. Gombrich (1971), however,
argues that Malalasekera’s understanding of merit represents a novel development from sometime in the period
immediately prior to the closing of the Pali canon, and is not necessarily representative of early Buddhism (see
particularly 218). Holt (1982) has suggested that this shift may have involved a “karmatological” replacement for
Brahmanical rituals to ensure postmortem wellbeing (18). Bechert (1992) himself argues that merit transfer is
specifically denounced in the Kathavatthu, and so may be the result of “Mahayanistic” influences on Sri Lankan
Buddhist practices (102); cf. Schopen (1985).
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We should note the significance of merit-making opportunities, particularly those generated through

access to an auspicious site like the Ruvanmali. Blackburn (2010) has argued that, across the Indian Ocean

world,

A ruler’s power resulted from, and depended upon, merit-making that accrued from acts of
Buddhist devotion to traces of a Buddha, to the dhamma, and to the sanigha. Royal ritual traffic
with Buddha relics was part of the public performances of rule—it affirmed a right to kingship
even as it enhanced this right by adding to the ruler’s stock of merit. In addition, according to
an implicit hierarchy of potency, the relics most closely associated with a Buddha offered the
richest storehouse of magical power that could be deployed to protect the royal person, his
family, and his realm (328).

Gajabahu’s transference of that merit to “other kings” is therefore munificent indeed. But implicit in this

is the reminder that only Gajabahu, who controlled Rajarata, had the opportunity to actually make such

munificent transferences of merit, let alone to generate merit for his own right.

Nonetheless, in the inscription above Gajabahu still only affords himself the title “Lord” (devaya).

We see this same title—in the Sanskritised form devar, rendered in Grantha script, rather than the Tamil

tévar—in the short Tamil-language inscriptions at Kantalay:

svasti $r1 lankésvaran gajabahu'* devar arulic ceyya lankai vijayacénaviruttar kilivai
apimanaraman kantalay pitiy natanta kilakku ellaikku nattina (read “nattina”) kal.

Svasti! Sri! On the order of Lord Gajabahu, the Lord of Laika; by Kilivai Apimanaraman,
preeminent in the victorious army of Lanka; to [demarcate] the eastern boundary trampled by
the elephant cow" [in] Kantalay, [this] stone is established (TISL 28a).

1% pathmanathan’s Tamil-script transcription gives us kajapahu; on the basis of his comments (TISL, 322) T assume

this was an oversight, and the inscription actually reads gajabahu in Grantha script.

% This refers to a ceremony of demarcating the boundary of a gift-land by perambulating around it with an

elephant cow: see TL s.v. piticultal.
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svasti $ri lankésvaran gajabahu devar kantalay brahmadeyam piti natanta ptimi itaiyarkallil
trkal tikku nattina ellaik kal.

Svasti! Sri! [On the order of] Lord Gajabahu, the Lord of Lanka; [to demarcate] the boundary in

the direction of the villages at Itaiyarkal;* [on] the ground trampled by the elephant cow [in]

the Kantalay Brahmadeya, [this] stone is established, (TISL 28b).
The repeated use of “lord” (devaya, devar) across all three of these inscriptions, rather than a loftier title,
is reflective of broader patterns in the period, which tend to reserve more elevated language for the
nominal overlord Jayabahu.'* There is no hint in this inscription, in other words, of Gajabahu positioning
himself in a hegemonic position, despite controlling the symbolically important Rajarata.

The same cannot be said for the more substantial inscription IC VI:9. Here Gajabahu seems to
model the earlier inscriptions of his grandfather Vijayabahu I (see Chapter One), in a move towards a
more open declaration of his own paramount lordship. The inscription, frustratingly undated, is
primarily concerned with a grant to a subordinate named Mihindu, mediated through two other officials.
What most concerns us is that it opens with an elaborate genealogy for Gajabahu, complete with regnal

titles unprecedented in Sinhala-language inscriptions:

okavas rajaparapuren bata kit osabanata agamehesun vii lakdivpoloyona parapuren himi raja
pamunuvd siti anasakviti gajabahu rajapa vahanse...

0 For a discussion of the meaning of trka] tikku see Pathmanathan (2019, 327); while our English renderings differ,
I follow his general interpretation that this stone is placed between the boundaries of village A and B, so that from
the perspective of village A the boundary marker itself is located “in the direction of” village B.

1 See, e.g., TISL 51b, created by dignitaries of Virabahu tévar (a throne name of Manabharana 11) but dated in the
year of the cakkaravartikal Jayabahu tévar. Cf. Manabharana’s IC VI:12, which refers to Jayabahu only by the title
tevar.
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Born from the royal lineage of Oka (Skt. Iksvaku); lord by descent of the earth-maiden [which is]

the island of Lanka, the primary consort to the best of the Ksatriya; who has attained kingship:

the ana-sakviti Gahabahu rajapa vahanse... (IC VI:9).

This is a far cry from the modest title of “Lord” (deva, tevar) with which Gajabahu is addressed elsewhere.
Instead, he refers to himself with both the title rajapa—an epithet used previously in inscriptions of
Vijayabahu and Jayabahu, as well as by the later Anuradhapura-period kings—and the rather more novel
title anasakviti (Skt. ajfia-cakravartin). This is the earliest instance extant use of this title by a Lankan
monarch in their own inscription,'*” and seems to be the earliest use of the prefix ana (Skt. ajfia, T. anai,
P. and), meaning something like “by command.” T discuss the implications of this unusual appellation
further in the following chapter.

This is not the only inscription which suggests that, at some point in his career, Gajabahu may
have been affecting a higher status than a mere sub-king of Jayabahu. A Tamil-language inscription (TISL
50) found near Polonnaruva records a donation made, presumably on Gajabahu’s behalf, by a “Great
Lord” (makdtevan) Atitta. Crucially, although the full opening is defaced and illegible, the inscription
seems to be dated in the regnal years of both Jayabahu and Gajabahu, here both also only called tévar
(“Lord”). The status of the two seems to have been equalised here; Gajabahu is not quite ascribed the
loftier sakviti status as in his Sinhala inscription IC VI:9 discussed above, but nor (at least in the section

of the inscription which is still legible) is Jayabahu. These two inscriptions, IC VI:9 and TISL 50, together

may suggest a move on Gajabahu’s behalf from out of the shadow of Jayabahu. This is a valuable reminder

2 The Velaikkarar inscription calls Vijayabdhu I a cakravartin, but this is almost certainly posthumous (TISL 42);
officials of Manabharana I1 similarly attribute the title to Jayabahu (TISL 51b).
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that the status quo was hardly an immutable force, in this period or any other, and individual agency and
ambition could always push back at what might seem rigid boundaries.

These inscriptions together provide some sense of the period’s intradynastic politics, and of the
tense balance of power between rival kings and their subordinates. The mutual recognition of Jayabahu'’s
nominal paramount status, long after his practical deposition and eventual death, may have gone some
way to maintaining equilibrium; but this alone could not stop ambitious individuals, like Gajabahu, from
moving towards more exalted inscriptional styles; nor would it stop Parakramabahu from eventually
seizing hegemony in reality. Before this point, however, I wish to suggest that the relative instability and
tensions of the interregnal period opened doors for others to more boldly assert themselves than they

had previously been able: the royal consorts.

Consortial Politics

In the previous chapter, we noted the almost total absence of royal consorts from the inscriptional
record, from the late Anuradhapuran period through to the reign of Vijayabahu I. Only a very few extant
inscriptions are attributed to, or even mention by name, these royal consorts, other than the donor’s
own mother. In the interregnal period presently under discussion, this seems to have changed: we see,
to an unprecedented degree, inscriptions of royal consorts themselves, describing their own social status
and (in some cases) patronage of religious institutions. This shift may appear gradual: only three of the
inscriptions from this period are attributed to royal consorts, specifically to women named Cundhamalli
and Sundar3; out of the 140 inscriptions discussed in this dissertation (see Appendix A), only 11 (7.8%)
are attributed to female donors or dated in a female monarch’s regnal year. We must bear in mind,
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however, that inscriptions by, or recording the activities of, women constitute only five of the 367
inscriptions included in Inscriptions of Ceylon vol. V, covering the late Anuradhapura period (1.3%). More
qualitative changes in the status of royal consorts also become apparent as the Polonnaruva period
continues: in the years following the death of Parakramabahu I, royal consorts (and even daughters!) are
mentioned prominently in the inscriptions of their husbands (particularly the inscriptions of Ni§§anka
Malla, discussed in Chapter Five); some, eventually, claim the throne for themselves (as discussed in
Chapter Six). The inscriptions of Cundhamalli and Sundara, therefore, merit our attention if only as an
early indication of this growing significance of the royal consort in later Polonnaruvan political culture.

In this section I advance a tentative explanation for why royal consorts seem to have become
increasingly visible in the interregnal period: that the delicate balance of power in this period of Sri
Lankan history led to an increased significance of marital ties with powerful mainland dynasties, and
therefore to the increasing and increasingly visible influence of the royal consorts who embodied those
ties. The political value of such interdynastic connections, particularly in times of relative political
instability, are well-documented across the medieval world: in Europe (d’Avray 2005; Molho 1994;
Woodacre 2016, 180); China (McMahon 2013, 922); and in the Islamic world (Barton 2011; Ruggles 2004;
Woodacre 2021, 20). The purpose of these marital ties, in the eyes of the male participants, was to further
their mutual positions by solidifying inter-dynastic alliances—or at least by securing what appeared to be
a powerful alliance in the eyes of one’s rivals—and by tying together divided branches of a family tree
through intra-dynastic alliances. Put more bluntly, it seems that in many parts of the medieval world

“bonds forged by sexual relationships were critical to successful diplomacy” (Andaya 2008, 25).
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As discussed in the preceding chapter, however, the dynastic connections which might be made
through marriage alliances seem to have been of little significance to the inscriptional self-
representation of Lanka’s monarchs prior to the period under discussion. The dynastic origins of royal
consorts are rarely, if ever, mentioned in kingly inscriptions, or in the inscriptions of the consorts
themselves (in the few instances in which they were able to leave behind inscriptional traces). In other
words, if there was a common practice of marrying outside of Lanka prior to the Polonnaruva period, it
seems to have been considered irrelevant to inscriptional self-representation, and to the language of
politics engraved therein. This seems to have changed, however, during the interregnal period, and in
the fractured period post-Parakramabahu I. We can easily imagine how, in such a politically fragmented
context with recent memories of external conquest, such inter-dynastic connections may well have
appeared valuable to Lankan monarchs desperately attempting to balance their own power against that
of their neighbours, and that of their overseas rivals. Alliances with powerful dynasties across the Palk
Straight would have both mitigated the risk of external invasion and served as a useful deterrent against
potential hostilities from within.'*®

However, seeking out high-status wives, who would then embody a strategic interdynastic
connection, was a risky strategy for men whose own grip on power was tenuous. As Walthall (2008) notes,

even in contexts (like medieval Sri Lanka) in which royal consorts were less respected by their husbands

'* Lankan kings were certainly not averse to seeking military aid from abroad. Merchant/mercenary guilds like the
Vélaikkarar and Aififidrruvar were deployed frequently throughout the Polonnaruva period, and eventually
became fully integrated into Sri Lankan political culture (Friedrich 2020, chap. 1). We also have references from the
later Polonnaruva period to military alliances within the Pandya kingdom (S. Wickramasinghe 1960, 251).
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for their own personal qualities, respect was often still due “for their powerful relatives, who might take
offence were they slighted” (12); for some royal consorts, these familial connections could be leveraged
for influence both within and beyond the palace. Examples from the wider medieval world, deployed
cautiously, can provide some useful illustrations of this dynamic. Perhaps the most dramatic example of
a dynastic match “gone wrong,” from the perspective of the men involved, is the fourteenth century
marriage of Isabella, a daughter of Philip IV of France and Jean I of Navarre, to Edward II of England.
Isabella’s marriage was intended, by her father and husband, to cement ties between their two realms;
ultimately, however, she overthrew (and allegedly murdered) her husband in 1327 in favour of her son
Edward 111, through whom she ruled as regent (before he overthrew her in turn). Two factors were vital
to the success of her revolution: her connections with nobility in her natal land of France, with whom
she formed alliances of her own; and her increased economic independence (through land ownership)
from the late 1310s onwards (Evans 2023, 28-32; Menache 2012, 501-2). Other examples of independently
powerful consorts were less fatal for their husbands. We might think here of the tenth century Bulgarian
Tsaritsa Maria/Irene Lekapene, a daughter of the Byzantine Emperor who has traditionally been
regarded as an “agent of Constantinople” in her husband’s court (although cf. the rigorous
counterargument of Brzozowska and Leskza 2017, 2; 89-92). In the Ottoman world, Peirce (1993) has also
suggested that “the Christian wives of sultans, because of the greater diplomatic and military force
behind them, enjoyed greater independence and status at the Ottoman court than did women from the
Anatolian principalities, about whom we know almost nothing after their marriages” (42, emphasis

added). To be clear, I am not making a reductive argument that “independently powerful consorts would
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always cause trouble for their hapless husbands.” However, these examples are suggestive of the kind of
autonomy which royal consorts could wield in the medieval world, even if married off to further the
political ambitions of their fathers and husbands, when they had a powerful dynasty behind them and
some degree of economic foundation underfoot.

The limited evidence available to us precludes firm conclusions about the change in inscriptional
representation of consorts from the interregnal period onwards. I suspect, however, that a similar
dynamic lies behind this shift as described above: that the trifurcated monarchs of Rajarata,
Dakkhinade$a, and Ruhunu increasingly sought out consorts with ties to powerful overseas dynasties to
help support their rule; and that by virtue of those same ties, some of these consorts were able to exert
their autonomy to a degree perhaps unprecedented in Lankan history.

The sole extant inscription of Cundhamalli, dated in the eighth year of Jayabahu (c. 1118cE),
certainly seems to support this reading. The inscription is carved on a stone pillar: presumably once part
of the Saiva temple mentioned in the inscription, but now re-appropriated in the early modern
construction of a temple near what is now Nikaweratiya (NW Province). Presumably, the Saiva temple
was once located in this vicinity, and therefore in Dakkhinadesa. The inscription reads:

144

$r1 jayabaku'* teévarkku yantu ettavatu pantiyanar virap perumal nampirattiyar koldttunka cola

tévar tirumakalar cundhamalliyalvar makalana vikkiramacalamekapurattu vikkiramacalameéka

144 Here 1 follow Pathmanathan’s transliteration (TISL, 554); earlier in his introduction, however, he includes
“Jayabahu devar” in his list of terms written in Grantha script, which, unlike Tamil script, includes the characters
“b,” “h,” and “d” (ibid., 552). Paranavitana transliterates (and translates) the name as the rather improbable
“Jayavagu dévar” (EZ 111, 311). The facsimile of the inscription provided in EZ is too unclear for me to make out the

characters myself.
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i$varamutaiyarkku cantiratittavar ninreriya itta tirunantavilakkonrukkuyitta kacu pattu mun
can nilattil taranilai vilakku onru.

Sril' In the eighth year of the Lord Jayabahu, the consort (nampirattiyar)'* [of] the Pandya king

Vira(pperumal)'*’ [and] auspicious daughter of Lord Kuldtturika Cdla, Cundhamalli alvar,"*®

[gave] to the deity of the I§vata-temple of Vikkirama Calameéka (Skt. Vikrama Salamegha) in

Vikkiramacalaméka-pura, [also] called Makala (Sin. Magala, Skt. Mahagalla), a lamp of alloyed

metal [and] ten kacus [of gold] for a perpetual lamp that will permanently burn for as long as

the sun and moon [endure] (TISL 51a).
This inscription provides evidence, at minimum, that Cundhamalli had a degree of economic autonomy:
she was able to make a donation to a religious institution in her own name, and to record that donation
in inscriptional form. This is itself noteworthy: Cundhamalli’s inscription is the only extant evidence of
a donation by a royal woman to a Saiva temple in Sri Lanka during this period.’* But, as with all donative
inscriptions from this period, this inscription served more than merely documentary purposes. In my
reading, it locates Cundhamalli at the centre of a dense network of interdynastic ties.

We have already noted that, like other inscriptions of this interregnal period, Cundhamalli dates

her inscription in the regnal years of Jayabahu. She is clearly aware of the political climate on the island,

and follows the standard inscriptional practice established by Lanka’s trifurcated kings. Immediately

1t is possible that this $rf modifies Jayabahu’s name, particularly given that both are in Grantha characters. I

suggest in my translation that it is an auspicious invocation, as is typical of other inscriptions from the period.

16 As discussed by Pathmanathan, this is the grammatically feminine form of nampiran, literally “our lord,” a
common honorific for kings (TISL, 549).

"7 This perumal is often taken as part of Manabharana’s proper name. I suspect instead that is instead a title, but
include here to provide the most fulsome reading.

8 1 take this as a variant of the title alvar, which can mean generically “lord” but typically has religious overtones:
see the discussion of this title, as used in inscription TISL 52, above.

" TISL 52, discussed above, indicates the support of both Gajabahu and Manabharana 1I for a (possibly Saiva)
religious institution. We have many inscriptions marking private donations to Saiva temples, by both individuals
and by mercantile organisations: see TISL pts. Il and IV.
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after this acknowledgement of Jayabahu’s nominal sovereignty, Cundhamalli then introduces herself by
way of relation to, in turn, her husband and her father. She refers to her husband as a Pandyan virap
perumdl: literally “heroic king,” but usually understood to be a variant on Virabahu, a throne name of
Manabharana I, whose own father was Pandyan. According to the Mahdavamsa account, Manabharana I
ruled Dakkhinadesa—where Vikkiramacalaméka-pura was likely located—during this time. Notably, this
would make Cundhamalli a co-consort to Parakramabahu’s mother Ratnavali, although she is never
mentioned in the Mahdvamsa’s description of her husband’s courts. Cundhamalli’s father is then
identified as a Cola lord (tévar) named Kulottunka (whose name, alone, is rendered in Tamil rather than
Grantha script). In 1118, this could only refer to the C6la Emperor Kulottunga (r. 1070-1120), who adopted
this then-novel name in 1074 to signal his singular status among the imperial family (Cox 2016). It is
worth noting that Cundhamalli therefore invokes here both the C5la and the Pandya, two of the three
great Tamil dynasties. The third of these dynasties is the Céra, who ruled over what is now Kerala. We
might note that the title perumal, here assigned to Manabharana 1, is typically associated with the Céra,
to the point that the dynasty ruling Kerala in the twelfth century are often today called the “Chera
Perumals.” As Pathmanathan points out, perumal was used in other Tamil-language Lankan inscriptions
of the period (TISL, 549). But we should not ignore the rhetorical significance of hinting at all three
dynasties in just two clauses of the inscription.

On one level, then, we can take this as evidence of a marital alliance between the Céla and
Dakkinadesan polities. A marriage between Manabharana and a daughter of Kulottunga would have

secured a mutually beneficial dynastic alliance for the two men: providing a link to the powerful
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mainland empire for Manabharana, in exchange for a foothold into at least one branch of the ruling
family for Kulottunka, less than a generation after his own uncle Viraracéntira (Skt. Virarajendra) was
defeated by Vijayabahu I and lost control of Lanka. Cundhamalli’s inscription, I suggest, frames the
alliance in a different way. Let us bear in mind that the genealogical preamble typical of medieval Lankan
inscriptions (as in other genres of inscription, such as the Sanskrit prasasti) serves to eulogise the most
recent descendent: praise of their ancestors is, ultimately, praise of their own pedigree. The invocation
of Cundhamalli’s husband and father in the lead-up to her own name serves a similar function. She is the
genealogical ego (a term borrowed from Collett 2018, 346), valorised through connection to both Lankan
and South Indian dynasties.

This is, of course, a single inscription, from which we ought not draw over-generalisations.
However, it seems to me to be a rather striking coincidence that the first inscription to record a religious
donation by a royal woman in over 100 years'® is also an inscription which valorises a royal consort as a
daughter of the powerful emperor Kulottunga. I suspect that these matters are connected: that it was
because of Cundhamalli’s illustrious dynastic connections that she was able to exercise what seems to be
an unusual degree of economic independence, making a donation in her own name and marked with her
own inscriptional eulogy to a Saiva temple in her husband’s realm. As Chapters Five and Six will
document, the emphasis placed here on Cundhamalli’s dynastic origins were not unechoed in the

following century. Rather, they seem to represent a first step towards a growing emphasis on the

1% Since the inscription of the Lady Vidura (IC V ii:70), dated by context in the reign of Mahinda IV (r. 956-72).
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dynastic origins of royal consorts in the inscriptional record. We should not be surprised, I am suggesting,
that some of these interdynastic consorts—brought into a politically fragmented Lanka as living
embodiments of powerful overseas polities—began to assert their influential status in unprecedented
ways.

Whatever the social causes, thinking about consorts as autonomous agents has implications for
our understanding of Polonnaruvan history, including the history of religious institutions. We have
noted that the inscription of Cundhamalli discussed in this section marked, and was opportuned by, a
donation to a Saiva temple. But she was not the only royal consort of the interregnal period to take an
interest in, and patronise, particular religious institutions. In the following section we return to the
question of the rise of the Theravada, and the conditions which set the stage for Parakramabahu’s 1165

sangha restructuring.

The Great Lady Sundara as a patron of the Mahavihara

In the preceding chapter, I suggested that we have little concrete evidence for distinct nikayas (the
Abhayagiri, the Jetavana, and the Mahavihara) following Vijayabahu's c. 1086 revival of higher ordination
(upasampada). Instead, 1 suspect that a single ordination lineage, dispersed among various monasteries,
took on institutional names associated with pre-existing distinctions (the three nikayas, the eight
ayatanas) while likely maintaining a (more or less) single disciplinary and ritual code: a shared, Pali-
language Vinaya, and therefore the abilities to cohabitate, to perform group uposatha, and to co-ordain
new monks. This does not mean that the distinctions between individual groups of monks were not
significant, or that the pre-existing names which each of these groups adopted was arbitrary. In the 80
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years between Vijayabahu'’s revival and Parakramabahu’s 1165 restricting of the sarigha, many of these
groups must have developed a strong sense of internal cohesion, and even identified with the respective
legacies of their Anuradhapura-period namesakes.

We see a prominent example of such a self-identification in Parakramabahu’s katikavata
inscription (IC VI:13, discussed in detail in the following chapter), which refers to the inmates of the
Dirhbulagala (P. Udumbaragiri) monastery, some sixteen kilometres south of Polonnaruva, as
“mahaviharadhivasibhiksu,” monks “dwelling in” the Mahavihara.”' We have good reason to think that
these Dithbulagala monks took their Mahaviharan credentials seriously. As discussed further in the
following chapter, Parakramabahu’s inscription tells us that he invited their chief incumbent
Mahakasyapa (P. Mahakassapa, Sin. Mahakisup) to preside over his purification and unification of the
sangha (IC VI:13, 9-10); he would later be praised by Sariputra, Parakramabahu’s first grandmaster (P.
mahasami), in his sub-commentaries on Buddhaghosa’s works. These events, as discussed in the
Introduction, were pivotal to the establishment of the Mahavihara’s legacy as authoritative within Lanka
and, eventually, across Southeast Asia. In other words, even if (as I have argued) we have little evidence
for strong continuity between the Mahavihara nikaya of the Anuradhapura period and the revived sarigha

of Polonnaruva, by the time of Parakramabahu’s reforms these monks do seem to have identified

511 give “dwelling in,” the literal meaning, for concision; in Pali and BHS this can also have the sense of “consenting
to” or “agreeing with” (see PED and Cone s.v. adhivasa). We might therefore take this in the sense of “monks who
agree with the Mahavihara,” or more metaphorically “monks who dwell in [the legacy of] the Mahavihara.”
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themselves with the former legacy, in ways which would shape the later history of Buddhism across the
region.

What is less clear to us is why these Dirhbulagala monks, with their Mahaviharan leanings, were
approached by Parakramabahu in the first place. Existing explanations of this choice have suggested that
the Dirhbulagala monks distinguished themselves through particularly rigorous practice. Specifically,
they are frequently called “forest-dwelling” (Skt. aranyavasin, P. arafifiavdsin) monks, in reference to the
common Buddhist trope pitting such valorised asceticism against the cushier lifestyle of city-dwelling
(gramavasin, gamavasin) rivals (Gornall 2020, 23; Gunawardana 1979, 46; 350; Lagamuva 2021, 38;
Paranavitana 1960b, 566; de Silva 1981, 74; Yabuuchi 2004, 6). Many Buddhist monks, past and present,
did indeed adhere to such strict practices, and ascetic practice may well have provided the social context
for significant innovations in wider doctrine and practice (most notably, the emergence of the early
Mahayana: Boucher 2008, chaps. 3-4; Harrison 1995, 65-66; Nattier 2003, particularly 93-96)."** In other
cases, however, claims to aranyavdsin status seem less reflective of social reality than they are a
rhetorically invoked ideal. Blackburn (2001) argues, for example, that eighteenth century leaders of the
Siyam-nikaya were frequently described as “forest-dwellers” to ward off potential criticisms of excessive

scholasticism (94-95). Presumably the Dithbulagala monks are assumed, by modern scholars, to have

152 See, for a more emphatic argument that such “forest monks” lay behind all moments of innovation in Buddhist
history, Ray (1999). Interestingly, Ray suggests the inverse of those cited above; he believes, pace Rahula, that
“forest-dwelling” monasticism was thoroughly quashed in Sri Lanka during the early centuries BCE, and only
mentions Lanka peripherally thereafter (see his 41-42 and 433-434). Against Ray, see particularly the section of
Nattier cited above.
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observed such ascetic practices because of the relatively remote location of their monastery, and the
praise lavished on them for their “discipline” (sila) in both Polonnaruva-period inscriptions and
retroactive narratives. However, we have no evidence from the period itself that the Dithbulagala monks
considered themselves to be aranyavasins; the term does not appear in any of the inscriptions which
mention them by name (IC VI:7; 8; 13). By the later Darhbadeniya period, it seems as though the
aranyavasin/gramavasin split had become institutionalised within the sarigha’s internal structure (Bechert
1970, 765; Gornall 2020, 44-45); even in texts composed in this period, however, I have not found
references to the Dithbulagala as being a particularly ascetic or forest-dwelling monastery. If they were
“forest-dwellers,” in other words, it was only on the most literal level: that they did not dwell in urban
areas (gramas). They may well have also engaged in ascetic practices. But we cannot take this alone as an
explanation for why they might have been so singled out by Parakramabahu I, given that none of our
sources seem to even mention it.

What I am suggesting is that we are missing a chapter in the story of the Theravada’s eventual
ascendency. If we accept that the appointment of a Dithbulagala monk to oversee Parakramabahu’s
purification and unification led, more or less directly, to the widespread acceptance of Buddhaghosan
thought and monastic identification with the legacy of the Mahavihara—in other words, to the
ascendency of the Theravada in Sri Lanka and across Southeast Asia—we need to better understand the
circumstances under which this particular monastery came to prominence.

While our knowledge of the monastery’s longer history is murky, it does not seem to have been

the focus of much royal intervention prior to the period under discussion. Cave inscriptions on the
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mountain tell us that monastics have dwelt there, not necessarily continuously, since as early as the
second century before the Christian Era (Nicholas 1959, 40). Among these pre-Christian Era inscriptions
we do see some evidence of royal interest in the site: we have mentions of an aya (likely Skt. aryya,
“prince”; IC 1:272); we also see donations by two parumakas (Skt. pramukha; 1C 1:273; 279), an honorific
used by high-ranking individuals sometimes associated with royal courts."’ More immediately prior to
the Polonnaruva period, however, the history of this site becomes hazier. A tenth century inscription (IC
V i:109) found somewhere near Panduvasnuvara (in what is now Kurunagala district) refers to villages in
“Dirhbula,” but there is no mention of either the mountain (gala, literally “stone”) or the monastery. We
do have references in the Mahavamsa—both the fifth century original and the medieval extension—to a
Dhiimarakkhaga mountain which seems, on geographic grounds, to be another name for Dirhbulagala.
The only reference to a monastery at this site, however, appears in the medieval extension, which tells
us that King Mahanama established some buildings there and donated them to the Theravada (MV
37:213). However, this is a Dathbadeniya-period Mahdvamsa entry, influenced by the post-Parakramabahu
prominence of the Mahavihara and associated sites, and so we should not take these references at face
value.”™ In short, there appears to be little evidence for royal interest in this particular monastery at

Dirhbulagala prior to the Polonnaruva period. How, then, did this monastery come to be so prominent by

133 For discussions of these titles, see IC 1, Ixv-viii and Ixxii-iv respectively.
> However, we might still note, in keeping with the theme of this section, that Mahanama allegedly carried out
these efforts at the request of his own consort!
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the later twelfth century that its leader would be placed in charge of Parakramabahu’s purification and
unification of the sarigha?

In this section I will argue that the pivotal factor here is one entirely overlooked in the
Mahavamsa: the patronage of the Great Lady Sundara, consort of Vikramabahu I and mother of Gajabahu
II. Her absence from our existing histories of the Theravada is almost certainly a direct result of her
absence from the literary sources on which we too often rely. She is mentioned only once in the
Mahavamsa: as a relative of Vijayabahu’s consort, Tilokasundari, from Simhaptra, who he had married to
his son Vikramabahu (MV 59:49)."*° As if to illustrate how insignificant a role she plays in this narrative,
in almost all extant manuscripts her name has become corrupted to “Sunari.” She does not appear to be
mentioned at all in either the Nikaya-sangrahaya or the Pijavaliya. She has, in effect, been written out of
the story. But her two extant inscriptions suggest a particular orientation towards the Pali language and
towards the monastery at Dithbulagala, to a degree exception in the extant inscriptional record. Neither
of these two inscriptions can be dated, but as one mentions only her husband Vikramabahu, and the
other adds a mention of her son Gajabahu, we might cautiously estimate an active period spanning the
two men’s reigns: evidence for the continuing influence of queen mothers in their children’s courts.

The first of the two inscriptions is, sadly, fragmentary. The surviving section represents, by

Paranavitana’s estimation, only one sixth of the original; but the original slab was destroyed, and the

surviving section incorporated into the structure of a mandapa by some later patron (likely

1% The Mahdvamsa also refers to her very indirectly in a later chapter, when it tells us that Vikramabahu’s other son
Mahinda was of lower status than Gajabahu because of his mother’s clan (matugottena; MV 62:59).
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Parakramabahu himself: see discussion in EZ 1V:9). The original location of the inscription is entirely
unknown. All that we have left to us is an invocatory Pali verse, eulogising a monk in rather martial
terms,"® and the beginnings of the preamble:

svasti §ri anandanamavidito jayatiddhipatto lamkatalussitadhajo pavaro yati so | yo
tambaratthayati-*therabhito colesu sasana A-AMkasi dhiro ||

Svasti! Sri! May the excellent sage known as Ananda—possessor of supernatural powers, a flag
raised in the land of Lanka—be victorious; he who, resolute (dhira), became a thera... [illegible]
...the ascetics of Tambarattha; who did... [illegible] ...the sasana among the Cdla.

sirivat apirivat lo ikut gunamulin uturat dambadvahi an kitkula pamili kala okavas
rajaparapuren bata lokasasanaikasarana vd dasarajadharmma no kopa mulu lakdiva eksat kard
rajakala sirisarigabo vijayabahu devayan urehi da vikramabahu devayanta agamehesun vii
rivikulakot sundaramahadevin...

By the Great Lady Sundara,” best of the solar family, the primary consort to the Lord
Vikramabahu; who was born of the Lord Sirisafigabo Vijayabahu, who was born in the royal
lineage of Oka (Skt. Tksvaku)—who excelled in a collection of auspicious, endless virtues
unequalled in the world, and who subjugated the other ksatriya families of Dambadvahi (Skt.
Jambudvipa)—who was like a sole refuge for the world and the $asana, and who ruled having
united all of Lanka without transgressing the ten rgjadharmmas... (IC V1:7).

Paranavitana, and the epigraphists who followed him, considered the contents and form of this
inscription to be “nothing worthy of particular attention” (EZ 1V, 68). Ranawella copies both the

introduction and translation verbatim from Paranavitana (IC VI, 18-19). What seems to have been

1% Military metaphors—the references to Ananda as a banner, his “resolute” mind, and wish for his victory—are not
unprecedented. A common epithet for the Buddha is, after all, “the conqueror” (jina); his disciple Sariputra is often
called the “general of the dharma” (P. dhammasenapati); for examples of both in a text composed just before the
Polonnaruva period see, e.g., the opening verses of the Andgatavamsa.

7 This inscription lists four actors in relation to one another: Tksvaku, Vijayabahu I, Vikramabahu I, and finally
Sundara. For English-language readability, I list these actors in reverse order from that which they appear in the
Sinhala; individual clauses describing each actor are listed in the original sequence.
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overlooked is the significance of the Pali verse which opens the inscription: not the identity of the monk
Ananda, which due to the fragmentary nature of the inscription is likely impossible to reconstruct;"® but
to the very decision to compose this verse in Pali. As discussed in the Introduction, although the
incomplete nature of the inscriptional record makes certainty impossible, this may well be the earliest
extant inscription in Sri Lanka to contain original Pali verse.
This seems, in other words, to be a moment “worthy of particular attention” indeed. Yet, to my
knowledge, the only scholar to comment explicitly on this is Gornall (2020):
Never before had Pali been used as a language of inscriptional encomium, and nor had a
member of the royal family treated the monastic community as a political overlord by placing a
praise poem to a monk before the traditional eulogy to the monarch (28)."°
How could we have overlooked such a landmark moment for so long? Building on Skilling’s work,
Assavavirulhakarn (1990) has argued against the common assumption that “any kind of Buddhism, if it

is Theravada, must have come from Sri Lanka” (239). We might make the same argument in reverse: it is

common to assume that any kind of Buddhism in Sri Lanka must have been Theravada, and therefore

%8 There has been an attempt to identify this monk as the Ananda who wrote the Updsakajanalarikdra and was praised
as the teacher of Vedeha and Buddhappiya (Paranavitana 1960b, 565). But based on intertextual references this
Updsakajanalankara Ananda must have been active in the early thirteenth century at the earliest (Blackburn 2022,
247-48). A more plausible explanation is simply that there were multiple monks named Ananda across the
centuries.

1% In keeping with his focus on the relative status of kings and monks (as representatives of the Buddha), Gornall
further suggests that Sundara “treated the monastic community as a political overlord by placing a praise poem to
a monk before the traditional eulogy to the monarch” (28). I am not fully convinced of this point. Plenty of
inscriptions from the period open with homages to the Buddha, and sometimes also to the dharma and sarngha,
without seeming (to me) to imply political overlordship of the latter. That this Pali verse is more specific (focusing
on a single monk) may therefore suggest less an overturn of political hierarchy than a shift in the scale and
emphasis of veneration. I remain very open, however, to Gornall’s broader arguments about royal-monastic
relationship negotiations in the period.
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have been communicated primarily in Pali. This assumption has resulted in poor translation practices:
terms relating to Buddhism in Sinhala-language texts, even when clearly derived from Sanskrit, are too-
often “corrected” in translations to their Pali equivalents. Thus a monk with the rather Sanskritic title
“Buddhamittra acaryayan” is listed as “Acariya Buddhamittra” (compare the text of IC V ii:41 with the list
atIC V ii, xli); while the Sinhala daham is consistently “translated” into Pali dhamma (IC V i:115;IC V iii:56).
Unwarranted Pali-cisations like these together exaggerate the dominance of Pali in the language order
of late first millennium Lanka, and obfuscate the relatively rare cases in which Pali does seem to be on
the epigrapher’s mind.

Sundara’s inscription is one such case, the significance of which seems to have been entirely
overlooked until now. Pali was, very clearly, on her mind, to (as best we can tell from the incomplete
inscriptional record) an unprecedented extent. Unfortunately, the fragmentary nature of the inscription
makes it impossible to determine exactly what her intervention was. It may well have marked some form
of support given to the monk Ananda, praised in the opening verse, or to an institution with which he
had been involved. Alternatively, he may have been involved in the recorded transaction only
peripherally, but because of some close personal relationship with Sundara (as a relative, for example, or
as a tutor) was worthy of homage at the opening of the inscription.

To underline the extent to which this inscription breaks with “Lankan” precedent, it is worth
dwelling a little more on the transregional character ascribed to Ananda in Sundara’s verse. He said to
have some form of involvement (the exact nature of which cannot be made out due to damage to the

inscription) with ascetics (presumably Buddhist monks) both among the Cola and in Tambarattha (literally
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“the Copper Country”). The location of this Tambarattha is contested. Buddhaghosa refers to Sri Lanka
as Tambapanna, and we might plausibly take Tambarattha as a variant thereof. Other scholars have
located this Tambarattha in either Southeast Asia'® or, most convincingly, Southern India (Tournier
2018, 24-27, and particularly n102). Without a definitive identification, few conclusions can be drawn
from this reference. More is known about Buddhism in the Cola Empire, thankfully; Cola monks seem to
have been active participants in Pali literature and scholarship throughout this period and beyond.**
Given Ananda’s connection to this community (whatever that connection may have been), we might well
speculate whether Sundara’s choice to praise him in Pali was in some way inspired by his own interest in
or engagement with that language. All we can say with confidence is that Sundara was more open to
inscribing in Pali verse than were other royal figures, possibly to an unprecedented degree. This alone is
worth noting as a development in Lankan inscriptional culture. Read alongside her later inscription,
however, it takes on a new significance.

Sundara’s second extant inscription is found within a cave at Dirhbulagala itself. This inscription
has, thankfully, survived intact, and reads in full:

okavas rajakulen nipan sudona parapuren a hirugot kulen abhinna vi risirin siri dint lada
votunu mindé upan vikumba nirindahata agamehesun vi gajabahu devayan vandu sundara

1 paranavitana has argued that this is a reference to Nakhon Si Dhammarat (Nagara Sri Dharmarastra) in what is
now southern Thailand (EZ VI, 69-71 Paranavitana 1960b, 565). On Paranavitana’s attempts to draw connections
between Polonnaruva and Southeast Asia in his later career, particularly with reference to the Kalinga monarchs,
see de Silva (1981, 78).

1! For an general overview from Buddhaghosa onwards, with particular attention to the Pallava period (third to
ninth century CE), see Schalk and Véluppillai (2002, 387-95). We know that this Pali scholarly tradition was still
alive and well in a slightly later period, thanks to the writings of the monk C6la Mahakasyapa, which must postdate
the works of Parakramabahu’s monastic grandmaster Sariputra (Kieffer-Piilz 2005; Gornall 2014, 519-25). Blackburn
(2022) has further argued that the Upasakajandlarikara is primarily addressed to a subcontinental audience (250-1).
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mahadevin vahanse pansiyak mahasatiganata avasa vii apa munirajahu siruru da pihiti
dumbulagala sandamahalenin hirimahalena de aturehi mariga' dunu evu dama eli yana
minisunge duka bala gal hasva mariga pavat kota leni pilima dagab mahabo pihituva
kalirigulena ydy nam taba jayabahu vat himiyan vahanse satvisivana havuruda posoni pura
pohoyi demaldpéhisirikusalan karava pabat pudanukota lov pavatna tak kalata dun bavata
sundara mahadevimu.

Unbroken [in lineage] from the solar clan in the lineage of Sudona (Skt. Suddhodana, the father
of the Buddha), born from the royal family of Iksvaku;'® who overcame Sri in bodily splendour;
primary consort to the Lord of Men Vikramabahu, born from the crowned;'* who gave birth to
Gajabahu: the Great Lady Sundara vahanse, who having seen the suffering of people who clung
to the eroded chains on the path between the Great Lunar Cave and the Great Solar Cave at
Dirhbulagala, which is home to 500 of the mahdsangha and where are established the bodily
relics of Our King of Sages;'® having had arranged the stones [of the path]; having improved the
path; having had placed in the cave'* [Buddha-]images, reliquaries, and Mahabodhi [trees];
having given it the name “Kalinga Cave”; having had made/done the auspicious wholesome act

1167

(siri-kusala, Skt. $ri-kusala) of “demald-péhd,”" on the full-moon uposatha day in [the month of]

1621 read this as locative marigd, following EZ 11, 198.

183 Given Sinhala’s left-branching structure, we might take this clause as modifying Vikramabahu. However, the
intervening clause, “who overcome Sri in bodily splendour,” would more typically be made about an idealised woman
than it would a masculine king. I am therefore inclined to tentatively take this as a claim that Sundara herself was
descended from the Buddha’s own father, and through him Iksvaku.

1] tentatively take votunu méndd upan as modifying Vikramab3dhu, as male monarchs frequently emphasise that
both their fathers and mother were so crowned (i.e. that their mother was a high-ranking consort). Alternatively,
however, this could modify Sundara here, an evocative possibility given the emphasis placed in Cundhamalli’s
inscription above on her own royal parentage.

' That Sundara calls the Buddha Our King of Sages is, perhaps, significant. In Hallisey’s (1988) study of devotion in
medieval Sinhala literature, he argued for the significance of this use of the plural possessive, as distinct from the
patterns found in earlier Pali literature (78-79). The personal relationship with the Buddha evoked by such
llanguage, in Hallisey’s view, was a crucial step in the development of personal devotion. Hallisey’s earliest source
is the Amavatura, the first Sinhala-language prose work, written sometime in the twelfth century. The “Our Buddha”
formulation (and variants, such as Sundara’s “Our King of Sages”) firmly entered the inscriptional repertoire by the
end of the twelfth century: Parakramabahu’s Galviharaya inscription opens by dating itself relative to the
parinirvana of “Our Buddha” (IC VI:13, line 1). But Sundara’s use of the term here may be earliest extant.

1% The term lena here is in the definitive singular, so “the” rather than “a” cave. Rather than either the Great Solar
or Lunar Caves mentioned in the preceding clause, I take this as referring to a third cave, which is henceforth called
the Kalinga Cave.

' Wickramasinghe tentatively suggests that this is the name of a monastery (EZ 11, 189). Ranawella takes it instead
as the name of a village, gifted to provide cooked rice in perpetuity (IC VI, 21). Although he does not explain his
rationale in the context of this translation, it presumably builds on his discussion of the term deme] in an earlier
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Poson in the twenty-seventh year of Jayabahu; having offered it for [the provision of] cooked

rice; to [witness] the fact of its being given for the duration of the world’s existence, I am the

Great Lady Sundara (IC VI:8).
This inscription, and the renovations and additions to the complex it describes, represents the earliest
evidence of royal interest in Dirhbulagala since the BCE Brahmi cave inscriptions. By Sundarad’s own
account, the site seemed to be a bustling centre of both resident monks and (likely lay) visitors, traversing
a difficult path between two auspicious caves. Both communities would have benefitted, however, from
the significant additions Sundara had gifted to (one of) the cave(s), and from the perpetual grant she
established through the “demald-pdhd.” Notably, she appears to have furnished the “Kalinga Cave” with
three of the four features of the “sacred precinct” which had come to characterise Lankan vihara design
by this period (Bandaranayake 1974, 70): an imagehouse (patimaghara), reliquary (usually stipa, here
called dagab), and Bodhi tree (bodhighara). The fourth characteristic, an uposathaghara, presumably
already existed somewhere nearby, if there were already monks in residence. With these three additional
features, Sundara was therefore converting the “Kalinga Cave” into a fully-equipped ritual precinct.

It is very possible, of course, that other such sacred precincts already existed within the general
area of the Dithbulagala. The site known today as the Namal Pokuna (“Ironwood Pond”) contains all four

components of the sacred precinct, laid out in what Bandaranayake (1974, 68 and 73-74) would classify

as “Type 11” of the pabbatavihara style of monastic layout (see Figure 3.2).

volume (IC V ii, 175). Literally it might mean something like “Tamil 0il” or “Tamil pigment.” Bandara Herath has
suggested, in personal communication, that this may mean instead “a two-story building” (from de-mahal
prasadaya), similar to the demalamahdsdya north of the Polonnaruva archaeological site.
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Figure 3.2: layout of the Namal Pokuna (left) and Bandaranayake's "type II" pabbata vihara layout
Bandaranayake tells us that this style was typical of suburban and provincial monasteries in the late
Anuradhapura through Polonnaruva periods, and so we cannot date this section of the Dirhbulagala
complex relative to Sundara’s cave; it may have preceded her intervention. As Sundara’s cave has been
extensively remodelled in subsequent centuries (most recently in the 1950s), no such detailed floorplan
is available for her own sacred precinct. In other words, Sundara’s additions to the Kalinga Cave, and her
repairs to the path taken by pilgrims between other caves on the mountain, cannot be held solely
responsible for the flourishing of the Dithbulagala monastery in the early twelfth century, and thence to
its leader’s eventual appointment by Parakramabahu I. But her inscription here is certainly indicative of
aroyal interest in the site which seems unusual for the period, and which comes at a vital moment in the
lead up to the 1165 purification and unification of the sangha.

Paranavitana (1960b) describes this intervention as entirely the result of the “forest-dwelling”

monks’ conduct, which
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...was such as to induce Sundaramahadevi, the Kalinga princess who was the consort of the

impious Vikramabahu, to make benefactions for the upkeep of the monastery, and to undertake

essential building works at the place (566).
Here, once again, we see minimal agency ascribed to historical women; instead Sundara is merely
“induced” to act in a certain way. But taken together with her earlier inscription praising Ananda, I do
not think we can so readily dismiss her own agenda. We have here two inscriptions created (presumably,
bearing in mind the tentative dating) during the reigns of two different men, her husband and then her
son. The first of these inscriptions speaks to a certain interest in the Pali language which seems
unprecedented within Lanka; the second records extensive works at a monastery which, at least by the
time of its later involvement in Parakramabahu’s purification and unification, seems to have identified
itself with the legacy of the Mahavihara. Sundara held, in other words, a sustained interest in Pali-
language and Mahavihara-aligned Buddhism over a period of some years. As the Dithbulagala inscription
suggests, that interest led to Sundara mobilising substantial material support for her favoured
institutions. Even in the conservative case—in which the Dirhbulagala inscription records Sundara’s only
material contribution to monastic institutions—this would still represent a significant intervention in
the trajectory of Buddhist history, given the prominence to which this particular institution would later
rise. At minimum, Sundara was an “early adopter” of Mahavihara- and Pali-oriented Buddhism in the
royal court. But the possibility remains that similar support was offered to the monk Ananda eulogised
in her earlier extant inscription; we must also account for the possibility that she made other donations,

marked by other inscriptions, which are no longer extant (given that at least one of those “extant” seems

to have been broken down and reused in later construction projects). These two inscriptions, therefore,
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suggest—if tentatively—a far more prominent role in the rise of the Mahavihara for Sundara, and perhaps

also for other royal consorts, than our later literary accounts would admit.

Conclusions to Chapter Three

This chapter has suggested that the period between Vijayabahu I and Parakramabahu I represented more
than an uninteresting interlude in the otherwise glorious progress of Theravada history. Rather, I have
argued that the political turbulence of this period was also conducive to political creativity; that in their
attempts to balance power between three (or four) rival polities, Sri Lanka’s monarchs deliberately
constructed new models of kingly authority. The most obvious of these was, of course, the ongoing
acknowledgement of Jayabahu's “overlordship,” in the continued use of his regnal years to date
inscriptions, even long after his death. At a more local level, officials like Mintan Korran carefully
documented their efforts to negotiate overlapping jurisdictions. This may have been a period of
“anarchy,” but anarchy was very much what kings made of it.

This reading of the period has implications for its representation in our standard chronologies
of Sri Lankan history. As Walters (2000) has shown, colonial-modern historians have been preoccupied
with constructing orderly lists of paramount monarchs stretching from Vijaya to Victoria. Sri Lankan
texts—from the Mahdvamsa to the much later Rajavaliya—seem to have shared this preoccupation, to the
great delight of the early colonial scholars who “discovered” them. In the preceding chapter, I
demonstrated some historiographic problems with this approach when it came to the period of Cola
overlordship: modern historians seen to have rather uncritically accepted the Mahavamsa’s account of a
continued succession of “rightful kings” in Ruhunu even while the majority of the island was clearly
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integrated into the Cola imperial apparatus. We might make a similar critique for treatments of this
period: our standard lists of paramount monarchs only include those who were ruling in Polonnaruva
itself (Jayabahu, Vikramabahu, and Gajabahu 11), effectively displacing the monarchs of Dakkhinadesa
and Ruhunu as peripheral. This is not just a simplification of a more complex political reality; it is a
distortion of the clear and deliberate efforts the monarchs of these three kingdoms made to maintain the
balance of power between them.

Crucially, I have argued that the fragmentation of political power which characterised this period
provided opportunities, particularly for royal consorts, to operate with a degree of autonomy which may
not have been possible during more “stable” periods of centralised royal authority. At least one of these
consorts, Sundara, seems to have taken advantage of this autonomy to patronise—and create inscriptions
recording her patronage of—Buddhist monks and monasteries. These inscriptions suggest a particular
inclination towards both the Pali language and towards an monastic site, Dithbulagala, which would
become vital in Parakramabahu’s eventual purification and reform. It is with this context in mind that
we can now proceed to the reforms of Parakramabahu themselves. He did not approach these reforms, I
suggest, with an unprecedented proclivity towards the Mahavihara, and towards Pali-language scholar-
monks. Rather, he may well have inherited this—like the kingship of Polonnaruva itself—from his uncle

Gajabahu, and his greataunt Sundara.

156



Chapter Four:  Unification and Restructuring

The reign of Parakramabahu I is often, I think rightly, portrayed as a watershed moment in the history
of what is now known as Theravada Buddhism. He initiated a unification of the island’s monastic lineages
(nikayas) into a single institution, headed by a single grandmaster (mahasvamin);'® accompanied by a
purification (P. parisuddha) of that institution through removal of “sinful” (papa) monastics. Later
accounts, compiled by monks who already associated themselves with the legacy of the Mahavihara,
would increasingly interpret this “unification” as “subordination” to what they understood to be the
most authentic nikdya, and the purification as an expulsion of those monks who still clung to the heretical
(vaipulya) doctrines supposedly disseminated amongst the Abhayagiri and Jetavana nikdayas. There is
certainly some truth to the idea of the reforms favouring the Mahavihara. As discussed in the preceding
chapter, Parakramabahu appointed to the leadership of the purification committee a monk named
Mahakasyapa, the head incumbent of the Mahavihara-affiliated Dirhbulagala monastery. The katikavata

inscription documenting this purification (discussed further below) itself quotes in Pali from

Buddhaghosa’s Samantapasasika commentary (IC VI:13, 1. 47-8, quoting from SP VI1:1232).'” Finally, and

'8 The administrative structure of the unified sangha would grow increasingly complex over the following
centuries. See Gornall (2020, 44-45) for the Darhbadeniya-period administrative structure, and Ilangasingha (1992)
for the later medieval period generally.

19 “Renunciants! You should renounce having purified; you should ordain having purified; you should give the
foundations having purified. For even a single gentleman, having taken renunciation and ordination, establishes
the entirety of the sasana” (pabbdjenta sodhetva pabbajetha sodhetva upasampadadetha sodhetva nissayam detha ekopi hi

kulaputto pabbajjafica upasampadarica labhitva sakalampi sasanam patitthapeti).
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perhaps most significantly, the first grandmaster of the unified monastic institution, Sariputra,
composed a large number of subcommentaries on, and compendia derived from, Buddhaghosa’s earlier
works (Crosby 2006b; Pecenko 1997). These works reconciled the island’s previously disparate
interpretive traditions,"”’ and in so doing played a large role in setting the future course of Theravada
thought and practice.

Even if, as [ argue below, the purification and unification of the sangha did not mark a “formal”
victory for the Mahavihara-nikaya, in pragmatic terms it does indeed seem to have ultimately resulted in
the Mahavihara’s legacy winning out against the memories of its former rivals. The fact that the
subsequent generation of monastics—including the authors of the thirteenth century Mahavamsa and
Pajavaliya, but particularly the fourteenth century Nikaya-sarigrahaya—so strongly identified themselves
with the Mahavihara, and denigrated the Abhayagiri and Jetavana nikayas, is a direct result of the choices
made in Parakramabahu’s reign. Yet we should not let ourselves be unduly led by the triumphant vision
these later pro-Mahavihara partisans paint of what happened in the twelfth century. A closer reading of
the katikavata itself, contextualised in Parakramabahu’s broader inscriptional output, challenges later
narratives of straightforward Mahaviharan supremacy.

This katikavata inscription (IC VI:13), carved on a monumental scale onto living rock at the site

now called the Galvihara, is the central focus of this chapter. The inscription, like the earlier sirit

17 Not to everyone’s satisfaction. The Cola monk Mahakasyapa famously accused Sariputra as being waylaid in some
places by the interpretations of “schismatics like the Abhayagiri” (bhinnaladdhikanam abhayagirikadinam) (Gornall
2014, 521-23; Kieffer-Piilz 2005, 200-223; Monius 2001, 125).
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inscriptions discussed in Chapter Two, contains both a set of disciplinary injunctions (the katikavata
proper) and a record, in typical inscriptional style, of the circumstances under which those injunctions
were promulgated.””! Unlike those earlier inscriptions, however, this is not directed to a single monastic
community, but rather to the entire sangha across the island. For this reason Ratnapala (1971) calls this
the first “sasana-katikavata,” in contrast to the earlier “vihara-katikavata” (7-8), and—as he demonstrates
in his excellent study—the later katikavatas of monarchs from Parakramabahu Il onwards are indeed very
indebted to this exemplar of Parakramabahu I. However, we ought not to teleologically read this
inscription as an first entry in a later tradition; instead, it is worthwhile attending to it as in connection
with the wider inscriptional corpus as available to Parakramabahu I himself at the time of its creation.
When we do so, several new insights become available to us.

First, we can connect the framing of this inscription with those of Gajabahu II, Parakramabahu’s
supposedly “non-Buddhist rival” (pace later narrative accounts). In the first section of this chapter, we
pick up from the end of the last, and consider the possibility that the courts of Vikramabahu and
Gajabahu, far from being a heretical interlude in the Buddhist history of Lanka, actually played a vital
role in the eventual rise of (what we would come to call) the Theravada. I point to several points of
continuity between Parakramabahu’s inscriptions and those of Gajabahu, which suggest that the latter
may have influenced the former in ways which have previously escaped our notice. The following two

sections then turn to the katikavata inscription itself. I first argue against the common assumption (again,

! The two sections are neatly divided by a stylised image of a fish, reproduced at the end of each chapter.
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furthered by later accounts) that Parakramabahu was motived in promulgating this katikavata by the
exemplar of ASoka. I suggest instead that references to ASoka made in the katikavata inscription are in
fact unprecedented within the Lankan inscriptional and textual corpus, and so must be treated as
intentional innovations rather than timeless motivations. In the following section, I argue instead for
millenarian concerns, on an explicitly Buddhaghosan timeframe, as a central motivation behind
Parakramab3dhu’s sanigha intervention. In the final two sections I push back against what I see as
problematic misreadings of Parakramabahu’s katikdvata: first, the notion that this somehow instituted a

“Pali-oriented” kingship; and second, that it involved a suppression of the Mahayana in Sri Lanka.

Buddhism between Gajabahu II and Parakramabahu I

In the preceding chapter, I suggested that the Great Lady Sundara played an underacknowledged role in
the eventual ascendency of the Theravada: deploying the earliest extant Pali verse in Lankan inscriptions
and patronising the monastery at Dirhbulagala, which would go on to play a vital role in Parakramabahu’s
purification and unification. Her orientation towards Buddhism, let alone towards “Theravada”
Buddhism, might seem dissonant against her immediate social context: in the courts of her husband,
Vikramabahu I, and her son, Gajabahu II. These two monarchs, as mentioned in passing throughout the
preceding chapter, are generally dismissed in the modern historiography as being “non-Buddhist” or
even “Saiva” kings (Kiribamune 1976; Pathmanathan 1987, 58-60; Paranavitana 1960b, 566). In this view,
the transition from Gajabahu II to Parakramabahu I is therefore characterised (in an echo of the
Vijayabahu narrative) as a triumph of Buddhism (specifically, of Theravada Buddhism) over Saivism,
further underlining Parakramabahu’s singularity.
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In this section, I push back against the characterisation of Gajabahu II—and, to a lesser extent,
his father Vikramabahu I—as “inadequately Buddhist,” and therefore against the supposedly stark
division between the reigns of these kings and that of Gajabahu’s nephew and political rival
Parakramabahu I. Instead, I argue for a degree of continuity between Gajabahu II and Parakramabahu,
which would have particular influence on the nature of Parakramabahu’s 1165 intervention into the
sangha. I first critically review the evidence for Gajabahu’s supposedly “Hindu” leanings, which I show to
be extremely tenuous. I then discuss several points of continuity between his own inscriptional style and
that of Parakramabahu, focusing particularly on their joint “treaty” inscription (IC VI:11).

The first body of evidence for Gajabahu’s supposed non-Buddhism comes from retrospective
narratives. Most frequently cited is the Mahavamsa’s condemnation of Gajabahu for having brought
“princes of sinful view” (rgjakumare papaditthino) from abroad (MV 70:53-55), generally understood to
mean Saivas from South India (Kiribamune 1976, 26; Gunawardana 1990, 64). This occurs, however, in the
midst of the narrative valorising Parakramabahu’s great victory over Gajabahu, and even those historians
who otherwise hew closely to the Mahdvamsa’s account treat this reference as an “excuse” and “pretext
to justify [Parakramabahu’s] aggression into [Gajabahu’s] territory” (Liyanagamage 1963, 97). After this
point, as Henry (2017, 125) notes, Gajabahu’s memory seems to have been completed excised from
Sinhala-language texts (beginning with the Pajavaliya, near-contemporary with the Mahavamsa). Some
later Tamil-language accounts, primarily the Sritaksinakailacapuranam (“History of the Auspicious
Southern Kailasa”) and the Konécar Kalvettu (“Inscription of Konécar [Temple]”), have been interpreted

as identifying Gajabahu II as a Hindu (see the respective discussions in Gunawardana 1990, 64;
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Pathmanathan 1987, 58-60). However, Henry dates these works to the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries respectively, long past our period (Henry 2017, 95; 115). At least in the case of the
Sritaksinakailacapuranam, it is not clear that it is even Gajabahu II intended here: the context makes it
more likely that this is a legend of the second century monarch Gajabahu I, who by this point was well-
enmeshed in the Tamil historiographic tradition (Obeyesekere 1978). While the Konecar Kalvettu seems to
more clearly focus on Gajabahu Il (Henry 2017, 120; 123), its (seventeeth century) concern is so explicitly
on providing a string of patron monarchs for its titular temple’s credentials we ought to take it extremely
cautiously as evidence for the religious orientation of a twelfth century king.

Putting aside later retrospective narratives, much of the argument for Vikramabahu and
Gajabahu’s status as Saivas rests on the fact that both monarchs seemed to tolerate, or perhaps even
patronise, “Saiva temples.” As Meegama (2011) has argued, and I discuss in the Introduction, such starkly
dichotomous accounts of sectarian patronage are an ill fit for the reality of Polonnaruva, and more
typically reflect colonial and post-colonial attitudes towards religious difference. At most, we might
follow Henry (2017) in categorising Gajabahu’s donations as “religiously eclectic” (122), patronising
Buddhist, Vaisnava, and Saiva institutions alike—but this was hardly unusual for Polonnaruva-period
monarchs. Beyond this conceptual rejection of the “Saiva patronage” argument, however, we can also
turn a critical eye to more specific claims.

A frequent argument focuses on Gajabahu’s “retirement” to Kantalay after his surrender to
Parakramabahu, an act reported in the Mahavamsa (MV 71:1). Inscriptional evidence is often cited in

support of a connection between Gajabahu and Kantalay, particularly the two short boundary
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inscriptions (TISL 28a and b) discussed in the preceding chapter. These inscriptions do suggest some
interest in Kantalay, but this may have only been on the level of dispatching officials to settle boundary
disputes. Nothing in these inscriptions can be taken as evidence that he later dwelled there himself. An
additional inscription found within Kantalay’s Siva Temple (TISL 29) does not name its donor. But, based
on the date (c. 1145, well within Gajabahu’s regnal years) and the honorific plural verb used to mark the
donation (ittar), it has been tentatively assigned to Gajabahu (see discussion in TISL, 329). This might
speak to a more direct interest in the town, but it still cannot allow us to conclude, as does Kiribamune,
that Gajabahu chose to retire here because the town itself was then “clearly a Hindu centre” (Kiribamune
1976, 27). Even if we did take this together as strong evidence that Gajabahu eventually settled down in
Kantalay, this seems to be to be rather shaky grounds on which to base an exclusive religious identity,
particularly in the face of the evidence of Gajabahu’s frequent patronage of Buddhist institutions
alongside Saiva.

Kiribamune’s arguments regarding the religious identity of Vikramabahu I, Gajabahu’s father,
are even more insistent—despite the fact that, “for some unknown reason the [Mahdvamsa] is reluctant
to make this admission” (Kiribamune 1978, 122). She presents two pieces of evidence in support of this
claim. First, she notes that the Saiva temple patronised by Cundhamalli (discussed in the preceding
chapter) was named for a Vikirama Calameka (Skt. Vikrama Salamegha), who she identifies as
Vikramabahu I. Pathmanathan, however, has argued that the placename predates even Vijayabahu I, and
so this was likely a throne name used by a Cdla governor (Pathmanathan 1993). We might further note

that Vijayabahu’s throne name was Siri Safighabo, not Aba Salamevan (Skt. Abhaya Salameghavarna).
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Second, Kiribamune argues that Vikramabdhu’s sole extant inscription (IC VI:6) compares him
(indirectly) to both Siva and Visnu, but not to any specific “Buddhist” parallels (Kiribamune 1976, 25).
However, as we have seen in the inscriptions of Vijayabahu I discussed in the previous chapter, such
parallels were commonplace even among kings now heralded as adequately “Buddhist.” We have little
evidence, in other words, for the supposedly “Saiva” affiliations of either father or son.

Once we put aside this tenuous evidence for Gajabahu’s covert Saiva affiliations, we can return
to his reign with unblinkered eyes, and see more clearly the religious connections—rather than
discontinuities—between him and his nephew, rival, and ultimate successor, Parakramabahu. These
connections are, perhaps unsurprisingly, most evident in the two monarchs’ joint “treaty” inscription at
the Sangamu Vihara (IC VI:11).

According to the Mahavamsa, Parakramabahu conquered Rajarata but, with the encouragement
of the sangha, magnanimously returned it to Gajabahu (MV 70:336). The latter, who had no sons or
brothers, then had an inscription made at a “Mandaligiri Vihara” guaranteeing that Parakramabahu
would inherit his kingdom after his death, before promptly dying (MV 71:4-5). This serves two functions
in the overall narrative of the Mahavamsa: it sets up Parakramabahu as the “rightful” inheritor of
Rajarata; and it then gives Parakramabahu a cause for war with Manabharana II, by then king of
Parakramabahu’s natal Ruhunu, who attempts to ignore Gajabahu’s wishes and “unrighteously” claim
Rajarata for himself. Modern scholars have assumed the Sangamu inscription to be another copy of

Gajabahu’s Mandaligiri inscription (see EZ VI, 3-4; Liyanagamage 1963, 99; Nicholas 1960a, 454). The
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language of the inscription found at Samgamu, however, suggests a rather more egalitarian footing than

the one-sided account given in the Mahavamsa:
svasti §ri mahasammataparamparayen no pirihi a satyadhana v gajabahu parakramabahu de
surubadu vamha. apa kala sandhanayata jivitanta dakva vigrahayak no karam ha ovunovun
ayamehi palamu vii kenakunge... pasuviivan atpat vanna... ekkenakun... vam... rajya vilupta
vana niyayen... apa dedena keren ekkenekunhata saturu vii rajadaru kenek dt nam de denata
ma saturaha meta viruddhayak kalamo nam tunuruvan ajia ma kuvam ha narakayen mukta no
viivam ha.
Svasti! Sril Descended in unbroken succession from Mahasammata; rich in truth: we are
Gajabahu [and] Parakramabahu, two kinsmen. For the agreement made by us: we [will] not fight
until the end of [our] lives; who[ever] is first of us to die... [at least one clause illegible]; if there
is a king who is an enemy to one of us, it is to us both that they are an enemy. If one were to
contradict this, it would be [as though contradicting] the command (Gjfia) of the Triple Gemy;

and they would not be liberated from hell.

acandrataram avatajjagad aksaralir esa parartthadhanayoranayorananyam... sneha arddratam...
seta...

[In Sanskrit verse:] May these words protect the world for as long as the Moon and Stars; the
union of those whose wealth is others’ success... suffused with affection... (IC VI:11).

At every point, the inscription stresses the equality between the two. There is no hint here of, as the
Mahavamsa would have it, Parakramabahu’s upper hand; instead, the inscriptions repeatedly invokes the
language of “we,” of “us” and of “kin.” Even the fragmentary Sanskrit verse which concludes the
inscription speaks selflessly of others’ success. The missing second clause of the agreement is almost
certainly what would become the focus of the Mahavamsa’s supposed Mandaligiri inscription, but it is
clear that here both monarchs promise to leave their kingdom to the other, should they be the first to
die. As others have pointed out, Parakramabahu’s relative youth does mean that this mutual-inheritance

agreement was, pragmatically, weighted in his favour (EZ 1V, 4-5). But I suggest that we take seriously
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the self-appellation which Gajabahu and Parakramabdhu assign to themselves here: they present
themselves as being “rich in truth” (satyadhana), anxious perhaps to demonstrate the sincerity of their
promise to one another. Let us therefore assume at least some sincerity in this language of “us,” and read
this as a text crafted by uncle and nephew together: a joint vision of what kingship over Lanka could be.

Doing so makes us more receptive to the potential influence of Sundara, Gajabahu’s mother, both
on this inscription and those of Parakramabahu’s later reign. In the previous chapter, I have argued that
Sundara seems to have held an unusual, perhaps unprecedented, interest in supporting monks working
in the Pali language and monasteries which (would eventually) align themselves with the legacy of the
Mahavihara. We have a hint in this inscription, too, of a particular orientation towards that legacy: the
invocation of Mahasammata as the common ancestor of Gajabahu and Parakramabahu.

Mahasammata is, according to the canonical Aggarifia-sutta, the first king, appointed by his peers
in what Collins (1993) saw as a proto-social contract (cf. Huxley 1996). Mahasammata appears in other
Buddhist traditions (Heissig 1980, 69; Simpson 2022), but his shadow is cast longest in the Theravada
world. The fifth-century Mahaviharan Mahavamsa presents an elaborate genealogy for Mahasammata,
tracing his lineage down to lksvaku (P. Okkaka, Sin. Oka), the progenitor of the “solar dynasty” (MV 2:11);
to the Buddha himself (MV 2:22); and eventually to the Lankan king Pandukabhaya (MV chs. 8-9). This
genealogy is elaborated on in the c. tenth-century Vamsatthappakasini, a commentary on the Mahavamsa,
in a series of rhetorical moves intended to establish that “only the Sri Lankan kings were entitled to claim
overlordship among the Okkakas and Ksatriyas of Jambudipa” (Walters 2000, 129). By the mid-second

millennium, claims to descent from Mahasammata and his illustrious heirs had become commonplace
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throughout the Theravada world; as Collins and Huxley (1996) note, “claims by real, historical kings to
be descended from Mahasammata are ubiquitous in Sri Lanka, standard in Burma, and somewhat rarer
in—but by no means absent from—Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos” (631). This ubiquity, however, is
complicated by their conflation of any claim in a Buddhist context to be descended from Mahasammata
himself, or to be descended from Tksvaku, or to be a member of the Buddha’s own Sakya clan (ibid.)."”* A
closer inspection of the Lankan inscriptional corpus reveals a more staggered introduction of such
genealogical claims.

As Walters (2000) notes, Udaya I (r. 887-98) was the first monarch to claim an Iksvakan genealogy
(135). Walters takes this as a reference to the Vamsatthappakdasini’s genealogical arguments, a crucial
moment in “the emergence of the Okkaka imperial imaginary” (ibid.). However, we must remember that
Iksvaku was by this point a decidedly transregional figure, every bit as central in puranic genealogies as
he was in the Mahdvamsa’s. Even the Cdlas, from the reign of Rajendra I (1014-1044) onwards, claimed
Iksvaku as an ancestor in their own Sanskrit prasastis (Ali 2000, 195)."”” We might also note that Udaya’s
inscriptions, even more so than those which followed, seem to hew closely to the prasasti model of

genealogical lists beginning with a semi-mythical ancestor:

172 Ratnapala (1971) appears to also conflate these in his discussion of earlier “vihara-katikavata” inscriptions, which
he claims contain a royal ancestry “often traced back to Mahasammata” (8). He cites as evidence an inscription of
Mahinda IV (IC V ii:73), which in fact mentions only Oka (Skt. Iksvaku), not Mahasammata.

17 Earlier puranas, Ali points out, tended to list the Cdlas (and other southern dynasties like the Pandya, Kerala, and
Calukya) not among Tksvaku’s “solar” descendents, but as members of the (perhaps less prestigous) “lunar” lineage.
R3jendra was therefore articulating, in Ali’s reading, a novel genealogy for his dynasty. This would become
significant in the reign of Kulottuniga, who was a Calukya (and therefore a “lunar”) prince who sought to claim the
now-solar legacy of the Cdla (Cox 2016).
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sirivat apiriyat gunamulin uturat vd muludambadivhi an kitkula pamili kala okavas
radparapuren bat aba salamevan maharad’hat ema kulen sama nalagon biso tuma kusé ipada
dpamahayasiri vinda pilivela se dasa athi pitird rada kala sirisanngbo maharad’hu'* daru mihid
mahayahu daru uda sirisangbo maharad tuma...

Born from the royal lineage of Ok3, resplendent with a cluster of splendid and limitless virtues,
[and] who subjugated the other Ksatriya families in all Dambadiv; [was] the Great King Aba

Salamevan."” From the womb of Nalagon biso, equal in family to him (Aba Salamevan), was born
the Great King Sirisangbo, who, having enjoyed the splendour (siri) of [the titles] dpa and

176

mahaya in sequence, ruled [with his fame or authority]"’° spread in the ten directions; [his] son

[was] the mahaya Mihid; [his] son, the Great King Uda Sirisangbo himself [made the donation

recorded below] (EZ I11:10).
Later Anuradhapuran (and Polonnaruvan) inscriptions do not follow Udaya’s suit in listing grandfathers
and great-grandfathers, but they do closely follow the specific wording used to describe lksvaku as a
distant ancestor. We therefore cannot assume that Udaya’s claim to an lksvakan lineage, or those claims
made after him, were necessarily a reference to the specific lineage articulated in the Mahavamsa, and so
a claim to descent from Mahasammata in particular.

Claims to Sakyan descent are considerably less standardised, but are still present in pre-
Polonnaruvan inscriptions. The earliest of these appears to be in the inscriptions of Kadyapa V (r. 914-
23), who frequently refers to himself as a descent of Tksvaku, a member of the Sakya clan (usually by the

elu Sin. name “S3h3”), and a descendant of Pandukabhaya, the first Lankan king said in the Mahavamsa

to be of this same lineage (see, e.g., IC V i:104). One of Kasyapa’s sons similarly refers to himself as a

174 Paranavitana transcribes this word maharadhu, but the provided estampage clearly reads maharad’hu.

7 There is not a final verb here in the Sinhala; I am adding this in to signal a more distinct break between Aba
Salamevan and his consort Nalagon.
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Fame” would be more typical from wider inscriptional usage, but as there is no obvious space for a missing word
we might think that it is the rule itself which is so out-spread; hence the possibility of “authority.”
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“tilaka-mark” for the Sdhi clan and as a descendant of Pandukabhaya (IC V i:110). These references to
Pandukabhaya provide much stronger support for Walters’ argument that the Mahavamsa’s genealogy
lay behind late Anuradhapuran inscriptional claims to descent from the Buddha’s own clan. Mahinda IV
(r. 956-72) refers to himself as being a “flag of the Sihi clan” (sdhdkulakot) in several inscriptions,
including those found at Mahaviharan (IC V ii:69) and Jetavanan (IC V ii:65) monastic complexes, but this
does not seem to be a consistent feature of his inscriptional self-presentation.'” Claims to descent from
the Buddha’s father Suddhodana (usually as Sin. Sudona) are even rarer: we see this in inscriptions of
Dappula IV (r. 924-35) (IC V ii:18; 37); in an inscription by Mahinda IV (IC V iii:26);"”® and, of course, the
inscription of Sundara discussed in the preceding chapter. Nonetheless, it seems that by the end of the
Anuradhapura period there certainly was a widespread dissemination of the notion that Lanka’s kings
were descended from the Buddha’s own clan, as suggested in the fifth-century Mahavamsa, and these
claims of descent appeared frequently enough in inscriptions.

What appears to have considerably less precedent are explicit claims to descent from
Mahasammata—the genealogical origin which would, pace Collins and Huxley, later become so ubiquitous
throughout the Theravada world. Collins and Huxley themselves suggest that the earliest of these claims

is made by Parakramabahu himself, in his Galvihara inscription (Collins and Huxley 1996, 631). But, as we

7 Compare particularly IC V ii:72, which opens with the very similar kdtakulakot, “flag of the Ksatriya clan.” This
wording is so similar that we might suspect a transcription error, but the estampage provided in EZ I:8 (plate 16)
very clearly reads kdta rather than sihd. The motivation behind this variant claim is unclear to me.

178 Note, however, that Ranawella considers his own transcription, from which I make this identification, to be
“extremely tentative” (IC V iii, 36); he also criticises Paranavitana’s earlier, and more confident, attempt at
translation (in EZ VI, 39-58) as “imaginary and questionable.”
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have seen above, that claim appears even earlier: in the treaty inscription created in union with
Parakramabdhu’s uncle Gajabahu. Those who maintain that this treaty was a record of generous
concessions made by Parakramabahu might, of course, response that the text itself (and therefore this
reference to Mahasammata) was solely, or at least primarily, the product of the victor. Any hint of
affiliation towards the Mahavihara and its textual products might therefore merely foreshadow
Parakramab3hu’s eventual religious restructuring in favour of the Mahavihara, rather than be reflective
of any dynamics within Gajabahu’s court. However, the body of evidence examined over the preceding
chapters may suggest otherwise.

We have established that Gajabahu’s mother, Sundara, patronised Pali-oriented and Mahavihara-
aligned Buddhist monks and monasteries. I have further suggested that this reflected a particular interest
on her behalf in the form of Buddha-sasana represented by the legacy of the Mahavihara. This interest
seems to have been sustained throughout the life of her husband, Vikramabahu I, and into the reign of
her son Gajabahu, despite these monarchs’ supposedly “non-Buddhist” tendencies (for which our
evidence is late and spurious). It therefore seems to be at least plausible to suggest that Sundara’s religious
orientations influenced Gajabahu’s in turn. It would be a further stretch, given the scanty nature of the
evidence, to suggest that Gajabahu in turn influenced his nephew Parakramabahu. We see what may be
evidence of this in their joint treaty inscription, in their claim to be jointly descended from
Mahasammata in particular.

This is, at this stage, an extremely tentative argument. In the following sections, however, we

turn to the inscriptions of Parakramabahu himself: first, and most significantly, his katikavata inscription
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at the site now known as the Galvihara. Throughout these inscriptions, I demonstrate further evidence
of both (1) an interest in the textual tradition of the Mahavihara, particularly the commentaries of

Buddhaghosa and (2) what appear to be further echoes of inscriptional moves first made by Gajabahu.

Wheels for Monarchs, Wheels for Monks

In this section I argue against a common explanation of the motivations behind Parakramabahu’s
purification and unification of the $asana: that it was intended to emulate the earlier “model” of Asoka,
who famously presided over the Third Dharma Council (P. tatiyadhammasanygiti, lit. “third recitation of
the dhamma”). The extent to which this model is said to have influenced Parakramabahu varies
throughout the historiography. Some scholars merely note that Parakramabahu “had before him the
example of the Emperor Asoka” (Ratnapala 1971, 221) or that he “followed the traditional model of
ASoka’s sasana reform” (Bechert 1993, 15). Others, however, go further: Tambiah (1976) tells us that the
ASokan precedent “can be shown to have acted down the ages as a model procedure imitated by the
Buddhist kings of Ceylon and Siam” (168); here the account itself has historical agency, and “acts” on or
through Parakramabahu and his successors. In this section I argue for a more nuanced understanding of
Parakramabahu’s relationship to the ASokan precedent. Rather than simply continuing in a unchanging
“tradition” of kings intervening in $asana affairs, 1 suggest instead that references to Asoka in
Parakramab3ahu’s own account of his 1165 katikavata were a deliberately crafted rhetorical device,
employed among other such devices to provide precedent for his own intervention. The “tradition” of
invoking Asoka as justification for a katikavata did not motivate Parakramabahu, in other words; it was
invented by Parakramabahu.
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Arguments of ASoka’s “influence” on Parakramabahu tend to rest heavily on the evidence of the
Mahavamsa, which indeed emphasises the parallels between the two (see, particularly, MV 78:6). But
Parakramab3hu also makes the parallel explicit in his katikavata inscription:

...budun visin anujfiatabuddhakalpa moggaliputtismahaterun vahal kot4 papabhiksu
nirmmathanaya kotd durllabdhi méddé §asanamala visodha trtiyadharmmasangayana kara v
dharmmasoka maharajahu men anekasatapapabhiksun $astrsasanayen apagata kot4
sadabhijfiadyanekagunaganopetamahaksinasravayan &ti kalhi pava purvvarajayan visin
mahotsahayenudu samanga no kotd gatahunu tunnaka samanga kirimen eknaka koti...

...like (men) the great king Dharmmasoka—who, having enlisted the mahatera Mogalliputtis,
approved by the Buddha as almost Buddha-like;'”* expelled the sinful (papa) bhiksus; suppressed
(mdda) those with incorrect views (durllabdhi); purified the blemishes on the $asana; and had
held the Third Dharma Council—
[so too Parakramabahu,] having exiled many hundreds of sinful bhiksus from the Master’s
sasana; created a single nikaya by unifying what was three nikayas, which were not unified even
through the great efforts of past kings, in times when there were great ones whose asravas were
removed, endowed with groups of virtues such as the Six Knowledges... (IC VI:13, 11-13).
It seems evident here that Parakramabahu is, indeed, very explicitly comparing himself to ASoka before
him: a magnificent king who intervenes in the sanigha in order to ensure its longevity. But what prior

studies overlook is the extent to which this parallel was, itself, an innovation on Parakramabahu’s behalf.

When Deeg (2012) writes that ASoka “had been elevated to a model status such that it became virtually

17 Following Daniel Boucher’s suggestion, I am taking kalpa here in the sense of “a little less than,” “almost like.”
Cf. Ratnapala’s (1971, 304) suggestion of “a second Buddha.” T have found no narrative accounts in which the Buddha
is said to have prophesied the coming of Moggaliputtatissa (let alone affirmed his nearness to Buddha-hood); in the
Mahavamsa (MV 5:95-6) and in Buddhaghosa’s Samantapdasasika this prediction is made by monks present at the
second council (see also VAP 1:210-11). As the Pali cognate anufifiata has a stronger sense of “permitted” or “allowed”
than the Sanskrit anujfiata, I suspect that here we may need to look further beyond Pali sources to understand what
Parakramab3hu had in mind.
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impossible to speak of rulership and not think of Asoka” (363), he was referring to the thoughts of
premodern Buddhists. But we might equally take this as a comment on modern scholars, who tend to
find Asokan references wherever we look for them.

In East Asian contexts, of course, explicit references to Asoka, and to the hagiographic
Asokavadana, are plentiful (Barrett 2001, 14-22; Deeg 2012, 37-371; see further the essays in Balkwill and
Benn 2022). Evidence of ASoka’s legacy in South Asia is less copious. The Satavahanas—arguably the
imperial heirs to ASoka’s Mauryan polity—famously included an image of ASoka, unambiguously labelled
“raya asoko,” among those of their dynastic founders on the great stiipa at Kanaganahalli.'® But this seems
to have been an outlier; as Sinopoli (2001) has demonstrated, both the Satavahanas and their successors
seem to have been generally uninterested in drawing connections or parallels to ASoka. This is true also
of the Guptas, who do not seem to mention A$oka once in the entire corpus of their extant inscriptions.'*'
A$oka is similarly “ignored or reduced to a mere name in the dynastic lists of the puranas” (Thapar 2009,
34), compiled throughout the first half of the first millennium ce. We know, of course, that Chinese
Buddhists like Xuanzang were interested in Asoka’s legacy, and he tells us that local guides were eager
to identify ASoka’s inscriptions as belonging to that king—even if modern scholarship suggests that the

guides were unable to actually decipher the content of the inscriptions (Strong 1983, 6-7). But there is

18 Although he does not dwell on this ASoka image, for an overview of the Satavahanas and their inscriptions see
Ollett (2017, chap. 2).
181 See the Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum 111,
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little evidence that memories of ASoka were of particular relevance to his political heirs in Southern Asia
throughout the first millennium.

The situation may have differed in first millennium Sri Lanka. Asoka is lauded extensively in all
of our first-millennium historical narratives—the Dipavamsa; Mahavamsa; and Buddhaghosa’s
Samantapasadika—which Bechert (1961) has shown sought to represent ASoka as a partisan for the
institutional legacy with which the Mahaviharan monks identified. And although these accounts are
firmly hagiographic, it certainly likely that the “historical ASoka” did indeed have a hand in introducing
Buddhism to the island, and that his overtures to Lankan kings made quite an impression. Deeg (2012),
following Paranavitana, points to the early Sri Lankan regnal name “Devanapiya”—almost certainly a
reference to ASoka’s “Devanam Piya,” “Beloved of the Gods”—as evidence of ASoka’s influence on early
conceptions of kingship (372). This influence seems to have lasted throughout the first millennium. The
c. tenth century Vamsatthappakasini attributes its elaborate abhiseka ordination ritual (discussed above),
later repeated in Sariputra’s twelfth century Saratthadipani, to ASoka, suggesting that he remained an
influential reference point for idealised kingly behaviour throughout these centuries.

But, beyond the adoption of the regnal name Devanapiya, these textual references to ASoka do
not seem to have translated into the realm of kingly practice. ASoka does not appear to be referenced in
any extant inscriptions prior to Parakramabahu’s invocation in the Galvihara katikavata. Lineages are
frequently traced back to other varyingly-historical kings—particularly to Iksvaku—and references are

often made to Buddhism’s long-past arrival on the island’s shores. But ASoka’s name is never once

mentioned in inscriptions as the monarch who sent those first missionaries—events so extensively
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lauded in the vamsa tradition—and nor is his memory invoked as a standard for kingship against which
one might measure up. ASoka may have come to serve as a “paradigm” for Buddhist kingship, as Tambiah
and others have claimed, but there is no evidence of that paradigm in the inscriptions of Lankan kings
prior to Parakramabahu. To say only, then, that ASoka’s reform “...became a model for later reforms”
(Bechert 1966, 1:31) is to miss a crucial point: this later reform intentionally made that of A$oka into its
model. There is, in fact, good reason to think that we have gotten the association between Asoka and
Parakramab3hu entirely backwards: that rather than Parakramabahu being “inspired” by a pre-existing
memory of A$oka, it is the later memories of ASoka which were inspired by Parakramabahu (see, for a
later invocation of both kings together, Blackburn 2024, 149-56).

Here we might turn to the rather unusual title Parakramabahu claims for himself, in an extract
quoted above: an djfid-cakravartin, one who “turns the wheel of command.” As noted in the preceding
chapter, this title (in its elu Sinhala form anasakviti) was earlier used by Parakramabahu’s predecessor
Gajabahu II. But I have found no earlier witnesses, in textual or inscriptional sources, of this particular
combination of terms. It seems likely, then, that Parakramabahu inherited this particular regnal title
from Gajabahu, and ascribed it to himself (in Sanskritised form) in the context of his katikavata. It is easy
to overlook the significance of this title. “Wheels of command” (usually in the Pali cognate anacakka)
have since become so ubiquitous across Southeast Asia that it is impossible to discuss politics without

referring to them: they distinguish the “secular sphere” (Thai r@jandcakra, Lao lasa anacakra) from the
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“religious sphere” (buddhanacakra); '** they demarcate the limits of political power in Burmese
Dhammasattha literature (Lammerts 2010, 483); and, of course, they are in the very name of the modern
Kingdoms (r@jandcakra) of both Thailand and Cambodia. But although these languages all draw on the
Pali anacakka rather than the Sanskrit gjfiacakra, this term appears nowhere in canonical texts. We might
also note that both ajfids and cakras (and their respective cognates) are independently used to refer to

M o«

“kingdoms,” “authority,” or “spheres of influence” in Pali, Sanskrit, and even Tamil materials.'® Why,
then, the need for the term gjfidcakra, a compound which apparently comes to mean more or less exactly
the same thing as its two components? I suspect here that the inscriptions of Gajabahu and
Parakramabahu may help to provide the missing link in the genealogical chain.

I have argued elsewhere (Shirley under review b) that throughout the first millennium, the title
cakravartin (usually in the formulation saddharmacakravartin) seems to have been reserved in Lanka for
the Buddha himself, not for earthly kings."** Gajabahu’s novel self-reference as an gjfiacakravartin (in the

Sinhala cognate anasakviti) may have arisen from some hesitancy to claim the same title for himself, as

well what John Strong (1983) has identified as a more general anxiety about the smaller scale on which

182 See, e.g., Reynolds (1973, 5); cf. sasanacakra (sic.) v. andcakra in Swearer and Premchit (1978).

'8 For Sanskrit djfid, see, e.g., Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava 3.22; for Pali rdjana, see Jatakas 1:433 and I11:351, and
throughout the commentaries of Buddhaghosa (as discussed below); for Tamil anai, see Manimekalai 17.76. For
Sanskrit cakra in the sense of “kingdom” see Arthasastra, passim. It seems that Pali cakka only attains this sense in
later materials, possibly by extension of the cakkavattin metaphor (see Cone s.v. cakka) or through the influence of
Sanskrit usage.

'8 This trend seems to have continued, to a degree, even after the Polonnaruva period. At least one Darhbadeniya-
period inscription (IC VII:1) refers to the Buddha as saddharmacakravartti (A9-10), while only calling its patron
Pardkramabahu 11 a trisimhaladhisvara (A13-14), and Asoka a dambadivata agaraja and nirindu (A14-15). As is typical,
A$oka’s titles are translated “emperor,” a title elsewhere used in this same volume only to translate cakravartin (see,
e.g., the translation of IC VII:4).
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earthly cakravartins operated compared to the superhuman examples found in Sanskrit and Pali
literature (50-56). In response to this anxiety, multiple “hierarchies” of greater and lesser cakravartins
seem to have emerged across Asia. Strong discusses the balacakravartins (“cakravartins by force”) in the
ASokavadana; this same title appears in the eleventh-century inscriptions of Kyanzittha. In the
fourteenth-century Trai Phum Phrd Raang of Lii Tai/Mahadharmaraja I of Sukhodaya, A$oka is called a
ciilacakravartin (“lesser cakravartin”). ' The self-identifications as an anasakvit/ajfiacakravartin by
Gajabahu and Parakramabahu respectively seem, together, to be another example of this same trend.

I suspect that the specific “variation” of cakravartin status claimed by Gajabdhu and
Parakramabadhu has, again, a Buddhaghosan origin. The term djfidcakra does appear in some Sanskrit
contexts, but never in any sense which might plausibly relate to kingship or political power.'* The Pali
cognate andcakka, however, appears throughout Buddhaghosa’s commentaries in two distinct

contexts.'™ The first of these is in reference to the Buddha’s own commands, and has no clear association

'8 Note, however, that despite the text’s clear interest in cakravartinship, Lii Tai himself “disclaims any pretensions
to cakravartin status” in his inscriptions (Andaya 1978, 13). I first noticed this reference in Reynolds and Reynolds’
(1982) translation of the Trai Phum Phra Rdang (188); 1 am grateful to Sirithorn Siriwan and Manasicha
Akepiyapornchai for guiding me through the Thai.

'8 The contexts of these Sanskrit gjfidcakras appear to be exclusively mystical, alchemical, or meditative: see, e.g.,
the Kali-purana 55:29 and 56:33; the Matrkabheda-tantra 11:44; the Todala-tantra 7:16, 7:29, and 9:31; and the
Anandakanda 1.20:60 and 1.20:172.

'87 The Pali and is a distinctive “eastern” Middle Indic form of Sanskrit gjfid (also “command,” but from a verbal root
meaning “to perceive”), while the more expected “western” form would be afifia. The term afifid does exist in Pali,
where it preserves the verbal meaning of “to perceive” in reference to the perfected perception which characterises
enlightenment. It seems likely that this eastern-form afifia is an example of the “frozen phonetics” preserved as
“relics from an earlier [i.e. pre-Pali’] eastern dialect in which the ‘texts’ of early Buddhism were (orally) handed
down” (Oberlies 2001, 3). Oberlies later suggests that some of these “doubled” terms, specifically including the
dand/afifa pair, were incorporated into canonical Pali as “a means of differentiating meaning” (101). In other words,

it seems that Buddhists were discussing afifia (“perfected perception,” in an eastern form from Skt. gjAa) at a very
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with kingship.'® We might well take this as the “command of the Triple Gem” (tunuruvan gjiia) invoked
in the treaty inscription of Gajabahu and Parakramabahu discussed above (IC VI:11). But this alone would
not explain Gajabahu’s use of the title anasakviti in the (presumably earlier) inscription IC VI:9). The
second instance of this term gjfidcakra in Buddhaghosa’s writings, however, seems to be directly
concerned with the relationship between the “authority” of the Buddha and that of temporal kings; it is
from this instance which I suspect Gajabahu, and after him Parakramabahu, drew their inspiration.

The term appears in a line of dialogue which Buddhaghosa attributes, in the introduction to his
various commentaries, to the canonical King Ajatasatru. Ajatasatru is a villanous figure in most Buddhist
literature, and so an unlikely exemplar of idealised kingship.'® He is a patricide, allied with the Buddha’s
cousin/antagonist Devadatta, who only later in life sees the error of his ways and becomes a lay devotee.

Unsurprisingly, he is therefore never assigned cakravartin status in canonical texts."” In Buddhaghosa’s

early stage; the term ana (“order,” in a western form also from Skt. gjfia) was then subsequently added to the
language in order to discuss authority and command. This is of particular interest to us because it allow us to it
allows us to better track when historical individuals, or even linguistic groups, were thinking about such matters
of authority through a Pali lens. In Tamil, for example, the term for “order” is not affiai, which we might expect if
it was taken directly from Sanskrit, but instead anai, which must be borrowed from a “western” Middle Indic form
(Anavaratavinayakkam Pillai 1923, 10). The earliest witness of this term given by TL is Manimékalai, an explicitly
Buddhist epic; we might therefore suspect that this term entered Tamil from Pali.

'8 See, e.g., Buddhaghosa’s commentery on the Alagaddipama-sutta (MN 22). The siitra is concerned with a monk
who believes that he can engage in what the Buddha defines as “obstructions” (antarayikas) to liberation.
Buddhaghosa begins by defining five categories of such obstruction, saving his most extensive critique for
“transgressions intentionally transgressed, which are called the obsctructions of transgressing commands”
(saficicca vitikkanta sattapattikkhandha anavitikkamantardayika nama). The monk’s actions, Buddhaghosa concludes,
“struck a blow at the Conqueror’s wheel of command” (jinassa anacakke pahdaram adasi).

'8 For his postcanonical adventures, particularly in East Asia, see most comprehensively Radich (2011).

1% Jaina works like the Avassayacunni and Avasyakatika are even more explicit, telling us that Ajatasatru (under his
Jain alias Knika) once claimed to be a cakravartin, only to be firmly rebuked by Mahavira (translated and discussed
in Wu 2019, 99-101).
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fifth-century commentaries, however, Ajatasatru is given a partial redemption, and attributed a wheel
of a different kind. In the introductions to his Vinaya and Digha-nikaya commentaries, Buddhaghosa
provides a new account of the First Dharma Council following the Buddha’s death. At this event (he tells
us), King Ajatasatru places himself at the monks’ disposal with the words

mayham anacakkam tumhakam dhammacakkam hotu. anapetha bhante kim karomiti.

“I have the wheel of command (andcakka), you have the wheel of dhamma. Command me
(andpetha), sir! What do 1 do?” (Samantapasadika 1:10; Dighanikaya-atthakathd 1:8-9).

This ana/dhamma-cakka formulation, particularly in the mouth of the unlikely figure of Ajatasatru,
appears to have been entirely Buddhaghosa’s invention.” I read this as an attempt to reiterate the
proper relationship between royal and monastic authority. Buddhaghosa is taking a clear stance on this
matter: the deliberate repetition of and, “command,” in the imperative verb seems intended to rather
unsubtly subordinate the domain of kings to that of monks; even the “wheel of command” is commanded
by the wheel of dharma. We ought to note the significance of the context: the First Dharma Council, an
attempt to reconcile contradictions within the sarigha. There seems to be a clear parallel to the context
of Parakramabahu’s katikavata inscription, in which he presents himself—like Ajatadatru, in
Buddhaghosa’s narrative—as merely providing the opportunity for venerable monks like Mahakasyapa
to correct infelicities within the sarigha. This parallel does not so readily apply to Gajabahu, of course,

who seems to have used the title anasakviti long before Parakramabahu claimed to be an ajfiacakravartin

'T have found no earlier accounts of the life of Ajatadatru, or of the First Dharma Council, which include any
variant of this line. I am grateful to Liyu Hua for checking the Chinese parallels, to which I do not otherwise have

daccess.
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in his katikavata inscription. But, while Buddhaghosa’s andacakka/dhammacakka occurs only infrequently
in later Pali-language literary and scholastic works,'” this seems to be the only “wheel of command”
precedent related in some way to kingship which might have inspired Gajabahu’s choice of epithet.
Later Pali-language accounts of the Third Dharma Council seem to follow their first-millennium
predecessors in not naming Asoka as a cakravartin of any kind. This is true even of those later texts, like
the Jinakalamali and Sasanavamsa, which do include variants on the mayham anacakkam phrase in their
accounts of the First Dharma Council. Sinhala-language texts post-Parakramabahu, however, seem to be
increasingly preoccupied with the “two wheels” model of sovereign-sarigha relations. The Pijavaliya does
not include the mayham anacakkam phrase in its account of the First Dharma Council (PV, 739), or refer
to Asoka by any form of cakravartin title. But it does warn us that it is the decline of the king’s ajfiacakra
which leads to the decline of the dharmacakra (PV, 733);"” and it later exhorts Lanka’s kings to protect
both of these wheels above ruling their own kingdom or securing the inheritance of their family (PV,
746)."”* The fourteenth century Nikaya-sanigrahaya goes further, explicitly calling ASoka an d@jfidcakravartin

(NS, 60)—the same title used in Parakramabahu’s katikavata inscription.

12 Only one narrative text from the first millennium, the tenth-century Mahabodhivamsa, so much as repeats the
“mayham andcakkam” line (Mahabodhivamsa, 89; cf. Mahavamsa, 3.16-18; Vamsatthappakasini, 1:145-6; Thijpavamsa, ch.
3 passim). First millennium sub-commentaries on Buddhaghosa merely provide word-for-word glosses and then
move on to other sections they presumably found more worthy of detailed discussion.

' mé mé karanayen rajungé ma guna mulika va palamu kota agnacakra ya pirihunu kala agnacakraya nisa pavatna
vl dharmacakraya da parihaniyata patan ganiti.

" mé mé karanayen lamkadhipatirajun visin budun kerehi svabhava vii adarabahumanayen $asanapratisthavehi
apramada va 3jfiacakraya ha dharmacakraya raksa kota rajyaya kota kulapraveniya raksa kala yutu.
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What I am suggesting here is that Parakramabahu’s katikavata cannot be explained as mere
repetition of an earlier precedent, stretching back to the memory of Asoka’s patronage of the Third
Dharma Council. Rather, it was an intervention into sangha affairs on a scale not previously witnessed
within Lanka, for which Parakramabahu intentionally crafted precedents: a parallel to the deeds of ASoka
(as recorded in earlier Pali texts), yes; but also an evocation of the “two wheels” of sovereign-sangha
relations articulated by Ajatasatru (also as recorded in certain Pali texts, and drawn on earlier by
Parakramabahu’s uncle Gajabahu II). Later accounts, from the Nikaya-sanigrahaya onwards, would both
take these two distinct points of reference at face value and conflate them, resulting in the modern
notion that Parakramabahu intervened in the sangha “because” that is what ASoka the cakravartin did.

This leaves open the question of motivation. If Parakramabahu did not carry out his purification
and unification of the $asana because of a pre-existing ASokan precedent, why did he do so? In the
following section I suggest one possibility: a millenarian concern with the decline of the $asana, framed

in explicitly Buddhaghosan terms.

Millennial concerns in Parakramabahu’s Galvihara Inscription

As Ratnapala (1971) points out, the island-wide scale of Parakramabahu’s katikavata marks an important
departure from earlier, community-specific interventions into monastic discipline. We might wonder
what prompted—or, more cynically, justified—such an increase in the scale of royal intervention. In this
section, I suggest that Parakramabahu’s intervention speaks to what we might call millenarian concerns
about the inevitable decline, and eventual disappearance, of the Buddhist sasana. I refer to these concerns
as “millenarian” to align them with broader studies of
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movements and sects that embrace ideologies positing the (typically traumatic) end of one era,
promising relief from the sufferings of this world and its present age, and purporting to give
rise to salvation in a new “golden age,” “heaven on earth,” or realized utopian social order (J. R.
Hall 2013, n.p.).
In recent years, such concerns have increasingly become the subject of analysis as “an active and
motivating force in Buddhist history” (Turner 2014, 24). However, given the explicitly Abrahamic origins

of the term “millenarian,”**

it would be prudent to consider how exactly we are applying this term to
historical Buddhism (i.e. prior to sustained contact with Christianity).

We can heuristically divide Buddhist attitudes towards decline into two broad groups, which I
respectively term “pessimistic millenarianism” and “optimistic millenarianism.” The former holds that
the decline of the Buddha-sasana is already too advanced to allow one to make significant soteriological
progress within this life; this may also be compounded with concerns about the moral degradation of the
world which is said to accompany such $asana-decline. The only option available to pessimistic
millenarians (in a Theravada context, at least) is to await the salvific coming of the future Buddha
Maitreya. This attitude seems to have motivated a large range of historical, Maitreya-oriented
movements throughout Theravada Buddhist history (see most comprehensively Collins 1998, chap. 5).

However, this “pessimistic” view does not account for the frequent occurrence, throughout Buddhist

history, of individuals and groups who seem to have believed that sasana decline—while inevitable—can

% From the Latin millenarius, “containing a thousand.” We also frequently see references to millennialism, from
Latin mille-annus, “one thousand years.” Both refer to the thousand-year reign of Christ prophesied in Revelations
20:2-7. As discussed below, the number “one thousand” does not (consistently) have significance within Buddhist
prophecies we might otherwise consider “millenarian.”
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be slowed down, or perhaps even temporarily halted, by their devout efforts; or, at minimum, that these
efforts are worthwhile activities in and of themselves within certain timeframes (Blackburn 2015b;
Frasch 1998; Gornall 2020; Turner 2014). I refer to this attitude as “optimistic millenarianism,” to capture
the fact that it is motivated by dire eschatological concerns, but maintains the possibility of these
concerns being delayed or even averted. The possibility of averting decline, I suggest, lies behind many
key moments of “reform” throughout Buddhist history: including the examples discussed by both
Blackburn and Turner, cited above; and further the katikavata of Parakramabahu I inscribed on the
rockface of the Galvihara.
Concerns with such decline suffuse the Galvihara inscription, from the very opening lines. These
read:
apa budun kalpasatasahasrikadhikacaturasamkhyaparimitakalayak samatis parum pura
marasangramabhiimi vi mahabodhiparyyamkariidha vi durvvara saparivara mara parajaya
kotd sarvvajfiapadaprapta vi pansalis havurrudak divas caturdvipaka mahameghayak seyin
vada sitd anekakalpa koti $atasahasrayehi klesagnin dagdhavemin siti satvayan
dharmmamrtavarsayen nivamin sakalabuddhakrtya nimava kusinaranuvaré abiyes’hi
mallarajayange salavanodyanayehi nirupadhi$esanirvvanadhatuven pirinivi sarasiya stipands
havurrudak giyakald valagamabha maharaju davasé patan ekvadahas desiya stipanis
havuruddak bhinnanikaya vé $asanaya piriyemin siti kalhi mahasammatadi paramparayata
stiryyavamsodbhiita rajadhiraja naikadigabhivyaptaya$omaricin virajamana srisamghabodhi
parakramabahu maharajanan...
Our Buddha,”® having fulfilled the thirty perfections [in] a period lasting 104,000 innumerable

and unlimited kalpas;"”” having ascended the seat [under] the Mahabodhi, which was the field of
battle with Mara; having defeated the irresitable Mara with his entourage; having obtained a

1% Note that the inscription opens, rather than with the auspicious syllable sri, with apa budun. On the significance
of the “Our” formulation, see the discussion in the preceding chapter in the context of Sundara’s apa munindu.

" Here I follow Daniel Boucher’s suggestion, to conform with a more standard Buddhist temporal formulation. We
might normally expect to see Satasahasrikacaturadhika.
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state of omniscience; having—by proceeding like a great raincloud [over the] four continents
for forty-five years, extinguishing the beings aflame with the fires of sin (klesa), in one hundred
thousand kotis of various kalpas, with the ambrosial waters of dharmma—completed the duties
[incumbent upon] every Buddha; had passed away with the sphere of nirvana without
remainder (nirupadhisesa-nirvanadhatu)'®® in the Sala-tree Grove of the Malla Kings, near the city
of Kusinara;

from the day of the Great King Valagam Abha, four hundred and fifty-four years later;

when the sasana was declining (piriyemin), its nikaya having been schismed [for] one thousand,
two hundred, and fifty-four years;

arisen in the solar dynasty, from the lineage beginning with Mahasammat3; the king of kings,

lustrous with rays of fame extended in various direction, the Great King Srisamghabodhi

Parakramabahu... (IC VI:13, 1-6).
Prior scholarship on this dating has, understandably, focused on ability this gives us to specifically date
Parakramabahu’s inscription (1,708 years after the Buddha’s death, or 1165cE). Taking this as a starting
point, and the length of reigns given in texts like the Mahavamsa, we can then calculate the regnal years
for all other monarchs in Sri Lankan history. ™ However, too little attention has been paid to
Parakramabahu’s own calculations. As Blackburn (2017, 76) has shown, in reference to the Sukhothai
monarch Mahadhammar3ja 1, a monarch’s ability to accurately reckon the precise date—specifically in

reference to the decline of the Buddha-sasana—was a significant technique of statecraft across the Indian

Ocean world. We have good reason to believe that Parakramabahu, too, was interested in such

% This is the form characteristic of Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit; in Pali we would normally see anupddisesa-
nibbanadhatu. This is a strong indication that Parakramabahu was influenced here (directly or indirectly) by
Sanskrit, rather than Pali, sources.

' This is, of course, complicated by the fact that our retrospective texts often disagree, if slightly, on the lengths
of reigns.
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chronological accuracy because of concerns about decline. Slightly further down the inscription, he
explains his motivations for having undertaken his purification and unification of the sarigha.
The inscription continues:

...Srisamghabodhi parakramabahu maharajanan sakalalamkatelehi ekarajyabhisekayen
abhisikta vé vijrmbhitapunyarddhi 4ti va rajyasukhanubhava kotd vasanuvan
ajiianadurjiianamilaka apratipattiduspratipattivisavegavihata vd apayanna vana
$asanavacarakulaputrayan ddkd supariSuddhabuddhasasanayehi ma véni ajiiacakravarttiyak hu
me vini kilutak ddkd dakd udasina vuva hot budusasna nassi bohosat hu du apayabhag veti
pasvadahasak pavatna budusanata ma vahal vuva minava yi.

...the Great King Srisamghabodhi Parakramabahu—being anointed with the anointment of sole
sovereignty over all the earth of Lanka, [and] possessing an abundance of manifest merit
(punya)—having seen, while enjoying royal comforts, the gentlemen®® within the sasana who
were hell-bound, having been afflicted by the poisons of “lack of practice” (apratipatti) and “bad
practice” (duspratipatti) caused by lack of knowledge (ajfiana) and bad knowledge (durjfiana; see
further below); [thought] “If an ajfia-cakravartin like myself, seeing a stain like this, became
indifferent with respect to the very pure Buddha-sasana, [then] the Buddha-sasana would be
destroyed [and] many beings would go to hell. It would be good to do great service for the
Buddha-$asana, which was established for five thousand years” (IC VI:13, 7-9).
As in the extract above, the language is decidedly Sanskritic rather than Pali-inflected. Nonetheless, there
are two pieces of evidence here which strongly suggest that Parakramabahu was thinking about sasana-
decline in a uniquely Buddhaghosan manner; in other words, that he was drawing on what we might call
a Theravadan textual tradition.
First, he characterised the $asana as being “established for five thousand years” (pasvadahasak

pavatna). Presumably by this he means that the $asana was intended to last for five thousand years before

its eventual, inevitable, disappearance. This temporal scale seems to be unique to Buddhaghosa’s

% Literally “sons of families,” but implicitly high-ranking families.
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chronology of sasana-decline. As Nattier (1991, chap. 3) outlines, in her detailed study of such
chronologies across Buddhist traditions, the earliest such chronologies (including those given within the
Pali canon) assign an expiration date of just 500 years. Notoriously, this date is given in texts dealing with
the first ordination of female monastics (such as the Gotami-sutta, and the opening of the Vinaya’s
Bhikkunikkhandhaka), in which the Buddha is reported to have said that the inclusion of female
renunciants reduced the lifespan of his $asana from 1,000 to a mere 500 years. However, Buddhists living
later than 500 years after the death of the Buddha, and so in the period in which the $asana ought to have
died out, experienced what Nattier calls “a crisis of historical self-consciousness.” Many therefore seem
to have revised their interpretation so that only the “true” dharma (the saddharma) would expire after
500 years, but some version of the dharma would continue for varied periods thereafter: up to 1,000 years
after the Buddha’s death; or 1,500 years; or even as distant as 10,000 years (in some texts preserved only
in Chinese canons). However, it seems that only Buddhaghosa settled on an $asana expiration date of
5,000 years after the Buddha’s death.

It is possible, of course, that Buddhaghosa did not do so in isolation: that similar chronologies
were given in texts, no longer extant, associated with the Abhayagiri and Jetavana nikayas. However, I
have found only one earlier inscription which similarly refers to a five-thousand-year period. This is the
Neltbava inscription of Gajabahu II (IC VI1:10), which refers to his donation to the Ruvanmaili mahdcaitya,
said to have been established for five thousand years (in the same phrasing, pasvadahasak pavatna). Five
thousand years since the building of this stipa—said in first-century vamsas to have been built by

Dutugamunu in the second century BcE—might appear a different timeframe to that invoked by
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Parakramabahu (five thousand years since the death of the Buddha). But we might note that this stipa
contains Buddha-relics (see, for an elaborate description of their enshrinement, MV ch. 31). Buddhaghosa
tells us that the final, total disappearance of the sdsana at the end of its five thousand year will be marked
by the spontaneous disappearance of all Buddha-relics; both $asana and relics therefore have a
coterminous five thousand year expiry date. We might therefore take Gajabahu’s Neltibava inscription
as referring to the establishment of these relics for five thousand years, in conformity with Buddhaghosa’s
chronology of decline. If so, this common phrasing pasvadahasak pavatna in their inscriptions is yet
another indication of an interest in Mahaviharan texts shared between both Gajabahu 1I and
Parakramabahu 1.

The Galvihara inscription aligns with a Buddhaghosan chronology of decline in more than just
the sheer number of years until the total disappearance of the sasana. Buddhaghosa offers us two distinct
accounts of how the asana will gradually fade and ultimately disappear over the five thousand years. The
shorter of these accounts is found, in identical wording, in his commentaries on the Bhikkunikkhandhaka
(SP VI:1291) and the Gotami-sutta (MP VI1:137). Both of these texts are explicit that true dharma would last
only thousand years (vassasahassameva saddhammo tittheyya) even in the best-case scenario (in which
women were never admitted to the sanigha). Buddhaghosa argues, however, that

vassasahassanti cetam patisambhidapabhedappattakhinasavanam vaseneva vuttam. tato pana

uttarim pi sukkhavipassakakhinasavavasena vassasahassam anagamivasena vassasahassam

sakadagamivasena vassasahassam sotapannavasena vassasahassanti evam paficavassasahassani
pativedhasaddhammo thassati. pariyattidhammopi taniyeva. na hi pariyattiya asati pativedho
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atthi napi pariyattiya sati pativedho na hoti.””" lingam pana pariyattiya antarahitayapi ciram
pavattissatiti.

And this “one thousand years” is said only [with reference to] the power to remove the asavas
(i.e. become enlighted) through mastery of discrimination (patisambhida) and division
(pabheda). But then there is a further thousand years with the power to remove the asavas
through “dry insight” (sukkha-vipassaka); a thousand years with the power of non-return; a
thousand years with the power of once-return; a thousand years with the power of stream-
entry—thus, the saddhamma of comprehension (pativedha), and even the dhamma of learning
(pariyatti-dhamma)** will last for five thousand years. For when there is learning,*” there is
comprehension; it is in the absence of learning that there is not comprehension. But outward
signs (linga) will endure for a long time, even when learning has disappeared (SP V1:1291; MP
VI:137).

This chronology of dharma-decline seems to suggest that even past the first millennium, at least some
forms of spiritual progress are still attainable. Elsewhere in the Manorathapiirani, however, Buddhaghosa
outlines a slightly different narrative of decline. In this account (MP 1:87), the ability to gain all of the
attainments (adhigamas), from Arhatship to stream-entry, will be lost by the end of the first millennium

after the Buddha’s death. During the second millennium proper Buddhist practice (P. patipatti; cf. BHS

' The critical edition records no variant readings, but I take this as a locative absolute (asati... hoti; sati... na hoti).
The first millennium Manorathapirani-tika (consulted online in the Chattha Sangayana corpus) also reads asati and
sati, but seems to clarify the reliance of pativedha (using terminology drawn from Buddhaghosa’s other treatment
of decline, discussed further below) on pariyatti: pariyattimilakam sasananti aha na hi pariyattiya asati pativedho
atthitiadi. pariyattiya hi antarahitaya patipattiantaradhayati patipattiya antarahitaya adhigamo antaradhdyati. kimkarana?
ayafihi pariyatti patipattiyd paccayo hoti patipatti adhigamassa. iti patipattitopi pariyattiyeva pamanam. Sariputra copies
this wording verbatim in his own tika, and then adds tattha pativedho ca patipatti ca hotipi na hotipi.

%2 This term pariyatti is discussed further below. It literally means “accomplishment,” but more specifically study
of Buddhist texts. Buddhaghosa defines it elsewhere as pariyattiti tepitakam buddhavacanam satthakatha pali (MP 1:88).
Notably, in this section he goes on to specifically blame the decline of pariyatti on adharmic behaviour of kings: yava
sa titthati tava pariyatti paripunna nama hoti. gacchante gacchante kale rajayuvarajano adhammika honti. tesu adhammikesu
rajamaccadayo adhammika honti tato ratthajanapadavasinoti. etesam adhammikataya devo na samma vassati tato sassani na
sampajjanti. tesu asampajjantesu paccayadayaka bhikkhusanghassa paccaye datum na sakkonti bhikkhi paccayehi kilamanta
antevasike sangahetum na sakkonti. gacchante gacchante kale pariyatti parihayati..

?% The Pali is a double negative na... asati, “not without.” I have been less literal in my translation for readability.
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pratipatti) will decline and then vanish; then learning (pariyatti); then even the outwards signs (linga)™*

of monastic discipline such as the wearing of robes and observance of chastity. Finally, over the course
of the fifth and final millennium the Buddha’s own relics will cease to be worshipped, and at the end of
the 5,000 year lifespan of the sasana they will spontaneously combust and disappear forever. This latter
chronology, not the version which maintained the possibility of enlightenment throughout the entire
five millennia, became more generally accepted: Nattier (1991) points out that this five-stage progression
was later incorporated into the Anagatavamsa textual tradition (56), a significant source for Collins’ (1998)
own study of decline.

It also seems that this is the narrative of sasana-decline which informs Parakramabahu’s
katikavata. Parakramabahu dates his inscription 1,708 years after the death of the Buddha: firmly in (and
approaching the end of) the second of Buddhaghosa’s 1,000-year periods. This is the period in which
Buddhaghosa tells us that proper practice, patipatti, will slowly decline and eventually disappear forever.
In Buddhaghosa’s account (MP 1:87), the decline of practice is really a decline in monastic discipline (sila):
over the course of the millennium, small lapses eventually lead to more grievous infractions, finally
resulting in the “disappearance of the last monk, either by breaking with discipline or the end of their
life.”* It seems, to me, to be an unlikely coincidence that Parakramabahu tells us his intervention into
the sarnigha was motivated by the sight of monks bound for hell because of the poisons of “lack of practice”

(a-pratipatti) and “bad practice” (dus-pratipatti) among the monks, necessitating disciplinary reform.

“% Nattier says nimitta; all editions which I consulted read linga.
% pacchimakassa pana bhikkhuno silabhedena va jivitakkhayena va antarahita hotiti.
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These two references together—the 5,000 year establishment of the $asana and the apparent
decline in proper practice—seem to place Parakramabahu’s inscription firmly in a Buddhaghosan
understanding of sasana decline. It should therefore be little surprise that to remedy this decline, he
turned to Mahakasyapa—a monk leading the Dithbulagala vihara, a monastery “dwelling in the
Mahavihara” (mahaviharadhivasin) **® —to remedy the twin poisons of a-pratipatti and duspratipatti
supposedly afflicting the sarigha. We might also attend here to the cause (literally “root”) of these poisons
given in the extract above: gjfidna and durjfiana, respectively a “lack of” and “bad” knowledge.”” Given
that Buddhaghosa distinguished between the decline of patipatti (in the second Buddhist millennium)
and the decline of pariyatti (“learning,” in the third millennium), I do not think that this can refer to a
lack of/bad knowledge in general. Rather, I suspect that it refers specifically to knowledge about the
proper conduct or practice expected of Buddhist monks; in other words, to exactly what the katikavata
proper, as formulated with the input of the mahaviharadhivasin Mahakasyapa, seeks to address.

The katikavata consists of series of injuctions, each concluding with the polite imperative yutu,
literally “is it proper” (from Skt. yukta). The first of these injunctions (Il. 18-24) sets out the duties of fully
ordained monks, divided into those engaged in scholarship (granthadhura, lit. “the book task”) or

meditation (vidarsanadhura); the second (1. 25) sets out, in considerably less detail, duties for noviciates

%% See discussion in the preceding chapter.
77 presumably, although this is not explicit, the a-jfiana caused the a-pratipatti and the dur-jfiana caused the dus-
pratipatti.
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(herananu, from P. samanera). Among these duties are the study of nine named works;*” in keeping with
Parakramabahu’s focus on proper practice, we should note that all but two (the Dasadhamma-sutta and
Anumana-sutta) are concerned with monastic discipline; we might further note that only two (the
Sikhavalarida-vinisa and Herana-sikha, both Sinhala-language disciplinary manuals) are not written in Pali.
The following statements are concerned with monastic travel outside of the vihara (three yutu clauses, 11.
26-30); the daily routine of all members of the sarigha (one clause, 1. 30-37);* proper decorum,
particularly in interactions with others (17 distinct clauses, 1l. 37-47); conditions of admittance to the
monastic order (five clauses, 1. 48-49); and finally disciplinary procedure (two clauses, 1l. 50-51). I read
these together as seeking to thoroughly regulate every aspect of monastic practice: with this katikavata
so articulated, none could possibly plead “lack of knowledge” as justification for lack of practice (a-
patipatti).

Together, the above seems to suggest that a Buddhaghosan chronology of decline provided the

context for Parakramabahu’s katikavata. Specifically, because he calculated himself as living within the

?% Fully ordained monks are enjoined to study “the Kudusikha (P. Khuddasikha) and Pamok (P. Patimokkha) from the
Vinaya, and also the three Dasadham-siitras (P. Dasadhamma-sutta) and the Anumdna-siitraya from the Sutata (P.
suttanta, i.e. the Sutta-pitaka)” (1. 19). Those unable to carry out this task are encouraged instead to study “the Mul-
sikha (P. Milasikkha) and the Sekhiya, [and also] recite the Sikhavalarida-vinisa” (1. 22). The latter work is a
commentary on one of the earliest Sinhala-language works: see the discussion in EZ II, 277n9. Novices are to study
only the Sekhiyd, Dasadham, and additionally the Herana-sikha (l. 25). The latter work, like the Sikhavalarida, is an
early Sinhala-language disciplinary manual (Godakumbura 1955, 18-19). I do not include among these nine works
the “Catusampajamfia-kathaya,” which lays out a daily agenda to be followed by meditation-focused monks (1. 24).
*” This clauses opens by addressing “elders, novices, middlers, every dweller in the sanigha” (sthavira nava madhyama
hdma samghaya visin). 1 therefore take this as intentionally more capacious than the earlier sections addressed
specifically to either ordained monks or novices; all of those in the sarigha must follow this particular routine, no
matter their rank or specific tasks.
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second millennium after the Buddha’s death—the period in which Buddhaghosa believed monastic
“practice” (P. patipatti) would decay and eventually disappear—he seems to have been particularly
concerned with questions of monastic conduct. He attempted to rectify this patipatti decline on a scale
not evident in the earlier disciplinary inscriptions of Anuradhapuran kings, which seem to have been
confined to the inhabitants of single monasteries, rather than to the entire monastic order. This
acceptance of a Buddhaghosan chronology, and therefore evidence of engagement with Buddhaghosa’s
works, seems to have been connected with the appointment of the monk Mahakasyapa to lead
Parakramabahu’s katikavata creation. Of course, we cannot be certain of the causality. Was a
mahaviharadhivasin monk appointed to this position because Parakramabahu was already inclined
towards a Buddhaghosan eschatology? Or was it Mahakasyapa himself who framed the katikavata in what
seems to be the millenarian context laid out by his Mahaviharan predecessor? How might we further
connect Sundara’s earlier patronage of Mahakasyapa’s monastery, or the time a young Parakramabahu
spent (pace MV 66:110-158) as an honoured guest in the court and kingdom of Sundara’s son Gajabahu
117°"° The available evidence offers no clear answers to these questions. It does, however, strongly suggest
that these are questions worth asking; that there were more factors involved in Parakramabahu’s

apparently “pro-Mahaviharan” katikavata inscription than later narratives would have us believe.

1 The Mahavamsa explains this time as a devious stratagem on Parakramabahu’s behalf, to ingratiate himself with
his uncle while secretly spying out weaknesses for his future war of conquest. I am, perhaps unsurprisingly, inclined
to treat this entire episode with a degree of scepticism.

192



Against “Pali Kingship”

Parakramabahu’s reign is remembered, understandably enough, for the predominant position in which
it established the Pali language. Malalasekera (1928) attributes Pali’s “Augustan Age” largely to
Parakramabahu’s patronage, and devotes several pages to eulogising the monarch (175-8).*" Those
monks who were placed in charge of his restructured sargha—primarily Mahakasyapa, who led the
reform committee, and Sariputra, the first grandmaster (mahdsami)—and their chosen protégés produced
a vast explosion of new Pali works, from vinaya and abhidharma commentaries and compendia to
grammatical treatises and courtly poetry.”? As I demonstrate below, many of their works explicitly praise
Parakramab3hu as their patron, suggesting perhaps his ongoing interest in supporting Pali-language
monastic scholarship. However, this interest did not seem to have immediately translated into new forms
of Pali-oriented political discourse, of the type which would later become typical across the Theravada
world. We have already noted in the katikavata inscription itself a decided preference for Sanskrit
loanwords over Pali. This is reflective of Parakramabahu’s wider inscriptional corpus, which seems to
have been firmly engaged with Sinhala, Sanskrit, and Tamil political languages. Much of this corpus has
only been transcribed and published relatively recent (in IC VI), and several inscriptions among it have

yet to be translated into English. This section therefore serves double duty: both to lay out the political

I cf. Gornall (2020), who acknowledges that “the reforms of Parakramabahu I were a crucial moment in the
monastic community’s cultural resurgence” (19), but nonetheless argues that the singular influence of kings on Pali
literary history has been significantly overstated.

*12 See, for a general overview of these works, Malalasekera (1928, chaps. 9-10) and Gornall (2020).
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language under Parakramabahu, inclusive of Sanskrit and Tamil while seemingly disinterested in Pali;
and to bring attention to those inscriptions which have only recently come to light.

Before attending to these inscriptions, however, it is worthwhile briefly noting just how
emphatic some of the Pali-language works produced in the years following Parakramabahu’s unification
and purification are in presenting him as their patron. Sariputra’s subcommentary on Buddhaghosa’s
Samantapasadikd, his longest and most comprehensive work, provides a useful example of the
relationship between Pali literary production and Parakramabahu’s patronage. Sariputra concludes the
work with the following colophon:

vinaye patavatthaya sasanassa ca vuddhiya | vannana ya samaraddha vinayatthakathaya sa ||
saratthadipani nama sabbaso parinitthita | timsasahassamattehi ganthehi parimanato ||
ajjhesito narindena soham parakkamabahuna | saddhammatthitikamena sasanujjotakarina ||
teneva karite ramme pasadasatamandite | nanadumaganakinne bhavanabhiratalaye ||
sitalidakasampanne vasam jetavane imam | atthabyafijanasampannam akasim suvinicchayam ||
yam siddham imina pufifiam yam cafifiam pasutam maya | etena pufifiakammena dutiye
attasambhave ||

tavatimse pamodento silacaragune rato | alaggo paficakamesu patvana pathamam phalam ||
antime attabhavamhi metteyyam munipungavam | lokaggapuggalam natham sabbasattahite
ratam ||

disvana tassa dhirassa sutva saddhammadesanam | adhigantva phalam aggam sobheyyam
jinasasanam ||

sada rakkhantu rajano dhammeneva imampajam | nirata pufifiakammesu jotentu jinasasanam ||
ime ca panino sabbe sabbada nirupaddava | niccam kalyanasankappa pappontu amatam
padanti.

This commentary (vannana) for the Vinayatthakatha, which is undertaken to enhance the sasana
and skill in the vinaya

is called the Saratthadipani, comprising in total 30,000 granthas.*”

I, invited by this Lord of Men Parakramabahu—illuminator of the sasana, who longs for the

Y While grantha/gantha often means a discrete textual composition (a “book”), Larry McCrea has suggested in
personal communication that here it might refer—following South Indian usage—to a unit of text-length.
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continuance of the saddhamma—

in the beautiful (vihara) built by him, adorned with a hundred terraces (pasadas), lush with
various excellent trees, a place to delight in meditation,

and which abounds in cool waters; dwelling in this Jetavana, I have made this sound analysis,
complete in both meaning and letter.

Whatever merit is accomplished by this, and any other produced by me: by this meritorious act,
having in my subsequent reincarnation—

in which I will frolic in Tavatimsa, enjoying the virtues (gunas) of discipline (sila) and good
conduct (acara), and detached from the five sensual pleasures—accomplished the first fruit;

and then having in a future reincarnation (seen) Maitreya—Bull among Sages, First Man in the
World, Lord, who delights in the benefit of all beings—

and having heard the preaching of the saddhamma of the Wise One; having attained the highest
fruit: may I cause the sasana of the Conqueror to shine forth!

May kings always protect this world by dhamma indeed, and devoted to acts of merit make
shine the sasana of the Conqueror!***

And may all these beings be at all times free of misfortune and constantly well-intentioned, and
attain the Deathless (Saratthadipani 11, 418).

Sariyutra’s aspiration for future arhatship under the tutelage of Maitreya, the Future Buddha, is not
uncommon in this period. But what most interests us is the extent to which he contextualises the work
in more worldly political and economic circumstances: it is written (he tells us) at the invitation of the
king himself, presumably out of his desire for the longevity of the saddharma; and it was written in a

particularly lavish environment provided by that same king’s largess.

214 Crosby (2006b) records a significant variant reading in the parallel verse in the colophon to Sariputra’s
Anuttanatthadipani (a commentary on the Palimuttakavinayavinicchayasargaha, itself a condensed version of his
Saratthadipani). In this work, this line appears “May kings always protect the dhamma and this world” (sada rakkhantu
rajano dhammafi ¢’ eva imam pajam); suggesting a significantly different relationship between kingship and
saddharma. The two colophons also differ slightly in other lines, and so this variation may be a genuinely intentional
deviation on Sariputra’s part rather than a later scribal error. However, the eva particle singles out dharma as being
particularly significant within the syntax of this line; I therefore lean towards the idea that it is by this dharma that
kings should protect the world.
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This impression is furthered in the Saratthadipani’s introduction. Here Sariputra elaborates
further on his institutional context:

mahakarunikam buddham dhammafi ca vimalam varam | vande ariyasanghafi ca dakkhineyyam
niranganam ||

ularapufifiatejena katva sattuvimaddanam | pattarajjabhisekena sasanujjotanatthina ||

nissdya sihalindena yam parakkamabahuna | katva nikayasamaggim sasanam suvisodhitam ||
kassapam tam mahatheram safighassa parinayakam | dipasmim tambapannimhi
sasanodayakarakam ||

patipattiparadhinam sadarafifianivasinam | pakatam gagane candamandalam viya sasane ||
sanghassa pitaram vande vinaye suvisaradam | yam nissaya vasantoham vuddhippattosmi

sasane.

I would salute the compassionate Buddha, and the excellent unstained dharma, and the noble
sangha, unblemished and worthy of worship!

I would salute him*"® who—with the support of Parakramabahu, Lord of the Sinhala, who having
achieved the destruction of the enemy through the keenness of excellent merit has received
the royal consecration (abhiseka) and aims to illuminate the sdsana—having unified the nikayas
[and] purified the sasana,

[is] Kassapa mahathera, leader of the sarigha; a promoter of the sdsana on the island of
Tambapanni; dependent on good conduct; always a forest-dweller; as renowned among the
sangha as is the disc of the moon in the sky; father of the sarngha; confident in the vinaya.
Through his support I have arisen to dwell among the sasana (Saratthadipant, 1).

This introduction points to the significance of a layering of patronage, which eventually enables the kind
of substantial Pali-language scholarship evident in Sariputra’s magnum opus. Sariputra’s own position is
credited to the patronage of his mentor Mahakasyapa—and Mahakasyapa’s position, in turn, was
accomplished with the support of his own patron, Parakramabahu I. We should not take such eulogistic

praise at face value, of course, as clear evidence for actual flows of patronage. An equally plausible

1 The following verses cannot easily be presented in English in their original order, and so I have presented them
following the yam/tam corelative clauses.
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interpretation of these verses is that they were intended to encourage such patronage on behalf of the
monarch: more a bid for ongoing support than a receipt for support already rendered. However, these
effusive verses are a clear indicator of the extent to which scholastic monks like Sariputra were invested
in the notion of royal support for Pali intellectual work, and so were willing to lay credit for that work at
Parakramabahu’s feet.

The explosion of Pali scholasticism in the immediately post-reform period, seems, in other
words, to be thoroughly enmeshed with and perhaps even indebted to royal patronage. Yet there is little
evidence that this royal interest in Pali literary productivity actually influenced Polonnaruva’s political
culture, and the ways in which kings (from Parakramabahu onwards) represented themselves as kingly.
We have no literary works created directly under Parakramabahu’s patronage, or which position their
authors as members of his court. This means our only written evidence of his vision of kingship comes
from his inscriptions, of which only nine are extant.”° None, tellingly, are written in Pali: all are written
in some combination of Sinhala, Tamil, and Sanskrit. This distribution of languages suggests far more
continuity with the visions of kingship described in earlier chapters than the explosion of Pali literature
might suggest. Parakramabahu’s reign may have ushered in an “Augustan Age” for Pali, as Malalasekera

describes it, but this did not extend beyond the realm of monastic textuality.

¢ Namely IC VI:13 through 16; IC VI:18 through 22; and TISL 53. IC VI:17 marks a private donation which happens
to be dated in a regnal year of Parakramabahu I; IC VI1:23 (which is included in the Parakramabahu chapter of IC)
marks a donation by his widow Candavati, which is discussed in Chapter Six below.
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This continuity with earlier models of kingship is perhaps most evident in the inscription at
Devanagala, created in Parakramabahu’s twelfth regnal year (c. 1165cE). As Ranawella (2007, 42) notes,
the opening of this inscription is nearly identical to those of Vijayabahu (see particularly IC VI:2,
translated and discussed in Chapter Two) and, before him, Mahinda IV—but it also closely follows the
inscriptions of Gajabahu II and Sundara (e.g. IC VI:9 and 7 respectively, discussed in the preceding
chapter. In fact, other than the final line—offering an explanation for the name Parakramabahu (“Whose
Arms Are Mighty”)—every clause seems to be borrowed from earlier inscriptions:

sirivat apirivat levu ikut guna mulin ururat mulu darhbadivahi an kitkula pamili kala okavas
radaparapuren bata kit osabanata agamehesun vii lagdivu poloyohon parapuren himi tuma
sarananiyarisin an rajamundun bises v sahatedin hiru palakevin mehesuru daladédpin uvindu
rajviritin surindu pabanda denen dinisuru satsetin kitisuru p4nasarin suraguru somigunen
nisayura rusarin kadavu kulunusirin bohosat dinu sahavotunu rajabaranakirana vudu rudu
tulatala ara tuma kapturu men nomin nan ruvan dhanavaturen nan desen osala mulu dilindu
sitsayura puramin mululohi patala yasapabanda dti rupurajamatatigakumarhba danalayehi
simhaparakrama &ti parakramabahu vat himiyan vahanse...

Born in the royal lineage of Oka—who excelled in a collection of virtues resplendent,
unequalled, and supreme in the world and who subjugated the other ksatriya families of
Jambudvipa—lord by descent of the earth of the island of Lanka who is the primary consort to
the best of the Ksatriya; who anointed the heads of other kings with the rays of light reflected
from his own toenails; who surpassed the sun in bold tejas, Mehesuru (Mahe$vara, i.e. Siva) in
expressed anger, Uvindu (Upendra, likely Visnu) in pride, Surindu (Indra) in kingly conduct,
the God of Wealth (Kubera) in continuous giving, Kitisuru in satseta,”’ Suraguru (Brhaspati) in
essential wisdom, the moon in munificence, Kadavu™® in bodily excellence, [and] the bodhisattva
in the splendour of compassion; who, having mounted the scale-pan adorned with vestments
which radiate kingly splendour, including the crown, had narratives of his glory spread across
the entire world, by filling the ocean—which is the heart of every pauper spread across various
countries (desas)—with the flood of alms, [consisting of] unlimited and varied gems and

7 See discussion of this term in the translation of IC VI:2 in Chapter Two.
8 In the parallel section of Vijayabahu's IC VI:2, this deity’s name appears to read Kandap (1. 13), presumably Skt.
Kandarpa, another epithet for the deity of desire and death.
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treasures from the wishing-tree of his own body; who has the might (parakrama) of a lion, in

crushing the skulls of elephants, which are enemy kings: Parakramabahu vat himiyan vahansé (IC

VI:15, 1-11).

Other inscriptions, meanwhile, incorporate more extensive uses of Sanskrit verse than we have
seen in earlier periods. These inscriptions have only recently been made available to scholars in
Inscriptions of Ceylon vol. VI; even here the Sanskrit is imperfectly edited, with no translations attempted.
It is worth, therefore, dwelling a little longer on these inscriptions.

One of these inscriptions (IC VI:16) was first identified by Paranavitana, who describes it in his
(1933) epigraphical summary as follows:

On two vertical slabs of the bo-kotuva of Sri Bodhi Vihara at Mddagama in the Hévavissa Koralg,

Vaudavili Hatpattu, Kurunégala District... The opening Sanskrit sloka records that the bodhi-

terrace was constructed by a thera named Ananda who resided at the Sugalavativasa hermitage.

The Sinhalese portion is much weathered. 1t gives the regnal year and 1[6]96 of the Buddhist

era, presumably as the date of accession of the king whose name is obliterated (entry no. 665, p.

212).

As 1969BE is equivalent to 1153ck, the year of Parakramabahu’s coronation in Anuradhapura, this is
almost certainly one of his inscriptions. Unfortunately, Ranawella was unable to locate an estampage of
this inscription, and merely repeats Paranavitana’s record without providing an edition.

We do have, fortunately, fairly good editions available of five of the many pillars which
Parakramabahu erected to mark his irrigation works (IC VI:18 through 22). These pillars were inscribed
with varying configurations of set components. All open with the same stock phrase in Sinhala, praising

Parakramabahu as a builder of such works:

bindd ni gatiga vdvu sirilakd da ket karava siyal diya randava parakumba nirindu kele me.
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With dammed streams, rivers,”’ and reservoirs, having made fields in Siri Laka, [and] having
stored up water, this [reservoir] was made by Parakramabahu, the Lord of Men.

Four of the pillars also conclude with a short description of the work’s name and dimensions, again in
Sinhala prose. Between these two, however, all five pillars all contain a short non-metrical phrase in
Sanskrit:

$riidam lankadhinathena $riparakramabahuna karitam vi§valokartham karyyam

vyaparitatmana.

Sril This [work] was caused to be done by Sri Parakramabahu, the Supreme Lord (adhi-natha) of
Lanka, who engaged himself [in this task], with the benefit of the whole world as its motive.

One of these pillars (IC VI:20) replaces the final Sinhala prose with a full Sanskrit verse. Ranawella offers
us slightly conflicting transcriptions, neither of which conforms perfectly to metre.”® With some
plausible emendations, however, we might read this as:

svasti ekahajatam trayameva loke loke$itamsam $ata yasya rajfiah vapichidasya sahasradhara
t.221

gramaya kim va kathanayamanya
Svasti! There is a triad, born in the world on a single day: greatness in the world in a hundred
parts, the king of which is the reservoir-divider; a thousand waters for the village; and what?

This statement is the other.

Y The term ni is used in later poetic writing to refer to an extensive number of concepts, which include nadiya
(“river”) or even jalaya (“water”). I am therefore taking ni gariga as distributively meaning different kinds of
waterway, here “streams and rivers.”

% His Sinhala-script edition reads svasti ekdhajatam trayameva loke lokesutamsam Sata yasya rdjah vapi cirasya
sahasradhd(ha) gramdya kim ca kathandyamanyat. The Roman-script edition replaces r@jah with rajah

' This is still not metrical (a syllable is missing in pada three), and is barely grammatical. But between Tarinee

Awasthi and myself, this was the most plausible alternative we could find.
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The significance of this verse and its “triad,” even with these emendations, is opaque to me. Certain of
the terms—ekaha, suta—may suggest a Brahmanical undertone. But I suspect that a rather specific
reference is being made here, which I have not yet been able to identify.

A final inscription (IC VI:14) includes not only a Sanskrit verse, but also some rather unusual
Sanskrit epithets (virudas) for both Parakramabahu and one of his senior officials (adhikara).”> Once
again, Ranawella provides us with conflicting transcriptions of the Sanskrit verse, neither of which is
metrically or grammatically plausible.”” With the generous assistance of Tarinee Awasthi, we suggest an
alternative reading for this verse; the full inscription together reads:

$ri mahasamuve & rajaparapuren a dasa at hi patala yasa kit teda pabanda 4ti

arirayave$yabhujariga y4 yana virudayen vajathbana sirisarigabo parakramabahu vat himiyan

vanseta nava vanu vipd pura diyavikd mayarati atvasundhura kota siti pararajabhayankara yi
yi viridu 4ti adhikara vatakdmi dalabim tisd mardnavani svami vidhanayen bohokalak
kalpasthitavi pasva dasak pavatna pinisa kérd vii maranhallehi stuti.

Sri! On the second day of the month Vip in the ninth year of Srisanighabodhi Parakramabahu

vat himiyan vanse—who is descended from the royal lineage which descends from Mahasamuva

(Mahasammata); possessing glory, fame, and lustre (teda, from Skt. tejas) spreading across the

ten limits;" being furnished with epithets (viruda) such as “Consumer of Enemy Kings’

Concubines” (arirdjavesyabhujanga)*—this [inscription] praises the [village] Maranhilla,
founded by the adhikara Vatakdmi Dalabim Tisa Maridnavand svami, who possesses the epithet

*22 This inscription seems to have been created to document works carried out by an official of Parakramabahu’s on
his behalf, but it concludes by stating emphatically that these are indeed the words (vadan) of Parakramabahu
himself.

2 The Sinhala-script edition reads $ri tisyadimarasacivena manaspramodasistyd nibaddhyataparakramabahunamanah
srisanghabodhinrpateradhikaravastukarmmahvayena  parardjabhayarnkarena;  the  roman-script  reads  §ri
tisyadhimarasacivena manaspramoda sistyanibadhyanaparakramabahunamanah
srisanighabodhinrpateradhikaravastukarmmah vayena pararajabhayarikarena.

* Unusually, here using ata (from Skt. anta) rather than the more typical “direction” (Skt. diga). On this sense of ata
see SSSs.v. at, 5. “antaya; kelavara.”

* This does indeed seem to be a regnal name of Parakramabahu I. It is repeated in the later Nikaya-sangrahaya (78),
in which it (along with other royal titles) is rather incongruously said to have been also applied to a vihara!
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“Terror of Other Kings” (pararajabhayarikara), while he was the atvasundhura®® of the Maya

Country, so that it may last for a long time, until the dawn of a kalpa, for five thousand years.””

$ri tisyadimarasacivena manahpramoda$istya nibaddhyataparakramabahunamnah |
$risanghabodhinrpater adhikaravastukarmahvayena pararajabhayarkarena ||

Sril [The above was done] by the minister (saciva) Tisyadimara’*—the Terror of Other Kings,
who is titled in recognition of his public works (vastukarma) as an adhikara—on the orders of
King Srisanghabodhi, named Parakramabahu, who is associated with teachings which delight
the mind.

srisanghaboyindu sanda parakum vadan vana lakisura baranin mihikata rdndum vana nisédi.

These are the words of Parikum, called Lord Srisanghabo, who preserves the earth-maiden
which illuminates the Lord of Lanka (IC VI:14).

These inscriptions together suggest for Parakramabahu an interest in Sanskrit-language inscriptions
which exceeds that of any preceding Lankan monarchs. With the notable exception of the famous
Jetavana inscription (EZ I:1), written entirely in Sanskrit verse and in Nagari script,”’ Sanskrit had been
almost entirely peripheral to Lankan inscriptional culture prior to the reign of Parakramabahu. We ought
also to note that our earliest evidence of Parakramabahu’s interest in Sanskrit comes, once again, from
the “treaty inscription” discussed above; we might therefore suspect that this, too, was an interested

which emerged in some conjunction from his uncle.

*?¢ Ranawella translates this, I think rather fancifully, as “the Office of the Interior Administrator” (IC VI, 42).

*”? The temporal range intended here is unclear. Given that a kalpa is so much longer than “five thousand years,” it
seems to me that this is merely rhetorical repetition and exaggeration for emphasis.

281 take this as a Sanskrit transliteration of the adhikara’s personal name, “Tisa Marana,” rather than reading too
much meaning into the association with Mara (the great adversary of the Buddha).

> As the opening section of the inscription is missing, it has not been definitively dated, but is tentatively assigned
to the early ninth century (EZ 1, 4).
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Finally, we have Parakramabahu’s sole extant inscription in Tamil, located on the northern island
of Nayinativu/Nagadipaya.”® The contents of the inscription provide us with insights into what we might
call Parakramabahu’s foreign trade policy, and—yet more delightfully—the policies he employed to
incentivise the import of horses and elephants, important military assets for which he also tells us he
had a particular fondness (sneha). After a sadly effaced introduction, the remaining text tells us of
Parakramabahu’s wishes:

...nankal Gratturaiyil paratécikal vantu irukka véntum enrum avarkal raksaippata ventum
enrum palaturaikalil paratécikal vantu nanturaiyilé kiita véntum enrum nam anai kutirai mél
snéha muntatalal namakku anai kutirai kotuv antamarakkalam kettatun takil nalattonru
pantarattukkuk kontu miinru kurum utaiyavanukku vitak katavatakavum vaniya marakkalan
kettatuntakil cempakam pantaratukkuk kontu cempakam utaiyavanukku vitak katavatakavum.

231

ivvivastai. candradityar ullatanaiyum kallilum cempilum eluttu vettivittu®' ivvivastai ceytu

kututtu dévar parakramabhujo ripurajavamsa davanalas sakalacimkalacakravartti.

This order (vivastai, cf. Skt. yavastha) [section effaced] ...that foreign merchants (para-tecikal)
come and stay at Uratturai; that they are protected; that foreign merchants from many ports
(turai) come and gather at our own port; that, due to Our affection for elephants and horses,
when a ship which carries elephants and horses for Us is destroyed, one quarter [of the
salvaged goods] is for the Treasury (pantaram, Skt. bhandara), the [remaining] three parts
should be reserved for the owner; that when a [regular] trade-ship is destroyed, half is for the
Treasury, half should be reserved for the owner. Lord Parakramabhuja, forest-fire for the
lineage(s) of enemy kings, cakravartin of all Sinhala, made this order [and] had it carved on
stone and on copper to last as long as the sun and moon (TISL 53).

»%Even at this early stage, there was clearly some degree of affinity between the Tamil language and the northern
part of the island. The most straightforward explanation for this is simply that this was, by Parakramabahu’s time,
already a predominantly Tamil-speaking region, even before the rise of a distinct Tamil kingdom ruled by the
Aryacakravartti dynasty in later centuries (Indrapala 1965; Kulasuriya 1976; Pathmanathan 1978).

231

Jonas Buchholz helpfully suggests that this could read instead vettuvittu.
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We see here again the title cakravartin, here qualified not with reference to a wheel of command but
rather to the entirety of “all Sinhala.”** That this instance appears, again, in a Tamil-language
inscription, further supports Pathamanathan’s (1982) argument that this title entered the Lankan
repertoire via Cola usage, not as a reference to Pali-language canonical texts (see further Shirley under
review b). Even here, however, Parakramabahu seems to be drawing heavily on Sanskrit influences: his
titles are written in Grantha script to accommodate Sanskrit, rather than Tamil, phonetics.

These inscriptions together speak to a radically alternate language of politics in Parakramabahu’s
reign than the existing historiography would have it. If anything, the language of kingship under
Parakramabahu was more linguistically diverse than ever, drawing on Sanskrit to an unprecedented
degree while continuing to produce Sinhala- and Tamil-language inscriptions. Even in the katikavata
inscription, when (as I have argued) Parakramabahu appears to draw on Buddhaghosan chronologies of
decline, he uses Sanskrit rather than Pali loanwords in his Sinhala-language prose. While this may well
have been an “Augustan Age” for Pali literature, that seems to have been very firmly a monastic concern;

Pali was still not, at this point, a language of kingship.

Against “An End to the Mahayana”

I have argued in the preceding chapters that the three Lankan nikdyas may have differed less in their

core canons than later narrative accounts would have it, and that from Vijayabahu’s revivals onwards

#2 What precisely this “Sinhala” referred to in the medieval period is a matter of heated contention (see
Dharmadasa 1996; Gunawardana 1990, particularly 63-65; Roberts 2004, 8). Here I tentatively take it as a synonym
for Lankadvipa, i.e. the island itself.
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these nikayas may even have existed in name only. Despite these connections, however, there seems to
have been one crucial point of difference between the Mahavihara and their cousins in the Abhayagiri
and Jetavana: the openness of the latter two nikayas to texts in languages beyond Pali, including texts
which self-consciously identify themselves as “Mahayana.” ** Although the term “Mahayana” is
practically unknown in pre-colonial Lanka (Bretfeld 2012; Perreira 2012), a large number of modern
scholars have assumed that Paradkramabahu’s reforms were some form of purge of the Mahayana,
allowing a return to the “natural” dominance of the Mahavihara and its brand of Theravada Buddhism.
Gunawardana (1979) has already provided rather substantial evidence that this was not the case, and that
Parakramab3dhu’s intervention into the sanigha was focused exclusively on disciplinary purity and
institutional centralisation. However, some scholars have continued to incorrectly claim that
Parakramabahu’s purification and unification entailed some form of “purge” of the Mahayana from Sri
Lanka (Bechert 1993; Goh 2015, 53; P. Williams 2009, 268n8). It is therefore necessary to return to these
arguments, and to add some new evidence made available to us since Gunawardana’s publication.

The “classic discussion” (pace Collins 1990, 89n39) of the Mahayana’s rise and fall in Sri Lanka is

Paranavitana’s (1928) “Mahayanism in Ceylon.””** According to this account, Mahayana Buddhism (in the

31 refer here specifically to the fragments of the Paficavimsatisahasrika-prajfiaparamita, which was inscribed on
golden plates and buried in the grounds of monastic complexes (Hintiber 1984; Jayasuriya 1988). While the full text
explicitly refers to the Mahayana, the fragments found at the Jetavana do not include these sections. The Chinese
travel writer Faxian tells us that he stayed in Sri Lanka for two years, almost certainly at the Abhayagiri-vihdra, and
departed with copies of a Mahi$asika Vinaya, two siitra collections, and a(n otherwise unknown) Samyuktasafichaya-
pitaka (trans. Legge 1886, 111). Silk (2002a) has further suggested that (at least some of) the “Vitandavadin” positions
critiqued by Buddhaghosa may have been Mahisasika.

% Paranavitana would later publish (in 1959) a shorter summary with an updated chronology. While the 1959
version is more frequently cited, I refer to the original longer-form version here for its comprehensiveness.
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“authoritative form” outlined by Nagarjuna) was first introduced to Sri Lanka in the third century (35).
The Mahayana subsequently “flourish[ed] side by side with the Theravadins” until the eleventh century
(40), at which point Buddhism began to die out altogether under Cdla rule. When Vijayabahu I re-
introduced an ordination lineage (see Chapter One of this dissertation), it was “of course, of the
Theravada school; but a certain section of the clergy seems to have still adhered to the Mahayanist
doctrines” (ibid.). In response, Paranavitana tells us that “Parakramabahu I found it necessary to summon
asynod for the purification of the faith, expelled the heretical elements, and unified the Buddhist Church
in Ceylon” (ibid.).

Paranavitana’s narrative has been comprehensively undermined by the work of R. A. L. H.
Gunawardana (1979). As discussed, and expanded on, in Chapter Two, Gunawardana questioned the
extent to which the Mahavihara/Abhayagiri/Jetavana distinction was even salient in the period leading
up to Parakramabahu’s reforms. And while later narratives may have emphasised both the Abhayagiri
affiliation and (not unrelated) the “heretical views” of those monks who were expelled during the
reforms, Gunawardana further showed that sources from the twelfth century itself paid little attention
to doctrinal disputes (see particularly 348). Instead, Parakramabahu’s reforms were primarily concerned
with administrative centralisation and disciplinary adherence: what modern scholars might categorise
as an orthopraxic, rather than orthodoxic, emphasis. Nonetheless, Gunawardana’s critiques do not seem

to have persuaded—or, perhaps, come to the attention of—some more recent scholars, who continue to
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claim that Parakramabahu’s reforms marked an “end to the Mahayana in Sri Lanka” nearly a century
after Paranavitana’s first publication on the subject. Others, most notably Heinz Bechert, are clearly
aware of, but actively reject Gunawardana’s argument.”” In addition to discussing (above) what our
twelfth-century sources actually do reveal about this reform (namely, its disciplinary and administrative
focus), it is therefore necessary to further clarify what does not seem to have been relevant: namely, the
supposed “suppression of the Mahayana.”

A large part of the issue here is our frankly confused terminology, a problem which is well-
identified in Early Mahayana Studies (see, e.g., Silk 2002b). We very frequently conflate membership in a
monastic institution (such as the Mahavihara, Abhayagiri, or Jetavana nikayas); soteriological orientation
(whether one aspires for arhatship or buddhahood); canonical inclusivity (whether the prajfiagparamita

sttras, for example, count as Buddha-vacana); and, finally, self-identification as part of the Mahayana.”

% Bechert has published a (1993) counter-argument which, unfortunately, seems to rather wildly misinterpreted
Gunawardana’s thesis. Bechert accuses Gunawardana of having “not been able to quote a single piece of testimony
which has at least some degree of probability in proving his case, that the Abhayagiri and Jetavana nikdyas as
such, and not only some knowledge about their teachings, continued to exist after Parakramabahu1” (18, emphasis
added). This is almost exactly the reverse of Gunawardana’s argument, and I struggle to understand how Bechert
has misunderstood him so. Gunawardana’s point is that the distinction between these nikaya ceased to be relevant
even before Parakramabahu’s reforms, one of the many factors which made said reforms possible. It is also not clear
to me whether Bechert believes that the reforms did, in fact, suppress the Mahayana. Within a single page, Bechert
makes the seemingly contradictory statements that “there was no major controversy on doctrinal matters...
[because] the spread of Mahayana in Sri Lanka was a phenomenon of restricted periods,” and that “the Vetullavada
(i.e. the Mahayana) was no longer tolerated after the reform” (17).

¢ Bechert is hardly alone in making such a conflation. Paranavitana (1928) also seems to take the account of the
later traveller Yijing, who claims that “In the Sinhala island, all belong to the Aryasthaviranikaya, and the
Aryamahasarngikanikaya is rejected” (trans. Takakusu 1896, 10), as contradicting Xuanzang’s account (quoted and
discussed below) of Mahayana practices in the Abhayagiri. But the Sthavira-nikaya and Mahasanghika-nikdaya are
monastic ordination lineages (and accompanying Vinayas), not soteriological orientations; there is no contradiction
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It is easy for us to imagine, from our contemporary vantage point, a monk who belongs to the Mahavihara
nikaya, who aims for enlightenment as an arhat, who maintains that the words of the Buddha are
preserved in the Pali Canon alone, and who therefore rejects the label “Mahayana”—in other words, to
imagine a modern Theravada monk, who we might encounter anywhere in Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Laos,
Thailand, Cambodia, or beyond. It is then tempting to think that the reverse must always go together:
monks who are not members of the Mahavihara are therefore necessarily also bodhisattvas aspiring for
full buddhahood, holding radically open canons, and publicly self-identifying as Mahayana. But the
situation is, and was, not necessarily either/or.

Despite the often-cited claims of Nagarjuna, Asanga, and Candrakirti, the bodhisattvayana is
hardly the sole preserve of self-identified Mahayana Buddhists (Samuels 1997). Although few individuals
in premodern Sri Lanka explicitly claimed the title bodhisattva for themselves,”” aspirations for future
Buddhahood were extremely commonplace, even in works by decidedly “Theravada” authors.?® The
mere presence of such aspirations is clearly not a definitive symptom of “the Mahayana influence”—
unless we want to rather dramatically expand our definition of the Mahayana. Instead, the relationship

between bodhisattva aspirations and Mahayana identity is clearly one of degree; as Crosby (2014) suggests,

between Yijing’s observation of how mornks are ordained and Xuanzang’s observation of what those monks believe
or do.

7 Although see further my discussion, in the following chapter, of the notion of “bodhisattva-kingship” in Sri Lanka.
28 A comprehensive table of such aspirations is provided in Gornall (2020, 139n35). Gornall, too, explains “the
spread of the bodhisattva ideal among elites during the reform era as a lingering residue of the esoteric Buddhist
practices cultivated, in particular, when the Abhayagiri was at the height of its powers before the tenth century”
(124).
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the distinction between “Mahayana” and “not” is more that the latter “regards the bodhisattva on the
Buddha path as rare,” while the former “came to formalize the bodhisattva vow to achieve Buddhahood
as a vow that all should undertake” (35). Given the absence of any texts from Sri Lanka either pre- or
post-Parakramabahu which explicitly call for such aspirations to be universally made, this is obviously
an unhelpful metric for gauging the extent of Mahayana presence on the island.
Similarly unhelpful is the degree to which individuals considered the canon “open.” It is certainly
true that we have no evidence of explicitly and self-identified “Mahayana” texts (such as a
prajiidpdramita-sitra) from Sri Lanka after Parakramabahu. We might note here that our youngest hard
evidence for such texts in Sri Lanka—discounting the retrospective narratives’ insistence that Abhayagiri
monks continued to engage in such “heresies” until their supposed suppression—dates to around the
ninth or tenth centuries, well before Parakramabahu’s time. Further, we cannot assume that “non-
Mahayana” monks in Sri Lanka, pre- or post-Parakramabahu, necessarily limited their understanding of
buddhavacana to only those texts which today constitute the “Pali Canon.” As Collins writes, in his careful
study of the very process of creating this Canon,
Did these and only these texts function as “scripture,” with no others having canonical
authority...? No. We know that throughout Theravada history, up to and including the modern
world, many other texts, both written and in oral-ritual form, have been used. The evidence
suggests that both in so-called “popular” practice and in the monastic world, even among
virtuosos, only parts of the Canonical collection have ever been in wide currency, and that
other texts have been known and used, sometimes very much more widely (Collins 1990, 81).
Many of these others texts, like Hallisey’s (1990) “allegedly non-canonical” Tundilovada-sutta, would

hardly appear out of place in the recognised Canon on the basis of their content or their self-

representation as buddhavacana. Others push the boat further out, particularly when it comes to the
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future Buddha Maitreya. We might think here of the Dasabodhisattuppatti-katha, which presents a series
of salvific future Buddhas following Maitreya, and which Paranavitana (1928) attributes to “a time when
the people, familiar with Mahayana doctrines, were hankering after more bodhisattvas than were allowed
to them by the Theravada scriptures” (68); or of the literary tradition associated with the Anagatavamsa,
which increasingly cements itself as buddhavacana.”” None of these texts, despite their interest in
bodhisattvas and future Buddhas, can be said to be “Mahayana.” But they belie the easy assumption that
Sri Lankan Buddhism is, or ever was (pre- or post-Parakramabahu), a Buddhism oriented towards a closed
canon of texts, exclusively written in Pali, with limited soteriological variation.

All of this is to say that we cannot take either bodhisattva aspirations or canonical flexibility as
easy stand-ins for “the Mahayana.” Unfortunately, we have little else to work with. The most explicit
statement of the Mahayana orientation of the Abhayagiri and the Jetavana comes from the writings of
the Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang. He reported of Sri Lanka that, since the arrival of Asoka’s son Mahinda,

...the people [of this country] have followed the pure faith. There are several hundred

monasteries with more than twenty thousand monks who follow the teachings of both the

Mahayana and Sthavira schools. More than two hundred years after the arrival of the buddha-

dharma they divided into two separate sects, each specializing in its own theories. One was the

Mahavihara sect, which refuted the Mahayana teachings and advocated Hinayana tenets. The

other was the Abhayagiri sect, which studied the teachings of both ydanas and propagated the
Tripitaka (trans. Li 1996, 292).

7 On the root Andgatavamsa, see Collins (1998, sec. 5.2.b). On how its commentator Upatissa attempts to establish
the root poem as buddhavacana, see Stuart (2017, xxxiii-xlv). Note that Stuart also suggests that a Mahayana
influence behind Upatissa’s work (xxxvi-xxxviii). In an yet-unpublished paper (Shirley in preparation b), I argue
that the fourteenth century Sinhala Andagatavamsaya presents Upatissa’s commentary in turn as part of the original
text, and therefore also as buddhavacana.
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It is noteworthy that Xuanzang’s Abhayagiri studies both vehicles: the Mahayana and the so-called
Hinayana. This would hardly have been unusual. Although some scholars do hold to the notion that the
Mahayana developed as a discrete entity from the “Mainstream” monastic nikayas (most prominently
Hirakawa 1990), it seems far more likely that early Mahayana-oriented monks cohabitated with those
who followed the more “conservative” path to arhatship (Boucher 2008, 74-77; Harrison 1995, 56; Nattier
2003). Almost all Mahayana texts also acknowledge the validity of the sravakayana leading to arhatship,
even if they ultimately argue for the superiority of the bodhisattvayana to full buddhahood. Monastic
institutions which were “exclusively Mahayana,” in other words, were likely a relatively late
development which occured only in select parts of the world, and we should not necessarily expect this
to be the case in first or even early second millennium Lanka. A more likely scenario, which seems to be
that described by Xuanzang, is that some monastic institutions (those associated with the Mahavihara)
maintained a conservative focus exclusively on the sravakayana described in their closed canon; others
(the Abhayagiri and Jetavana) were open to both paths, to more texts, and to monks who may have self-
identified as “Mahayana.”

The problem is that, beyond Xuanzang’s travel writings, no evidence of this self-identification is
extant. This is hardly surprising, given that no Abhayagiri or Jetavana records have survived until the
present day. We do not need to read intentional surpression into this lacuna: manuscript culture in
tropical Asia is ephemeral, and for a given text to be passed down the centuries it requires careful
preservation and regular re-copying. As the legacy of the Mahavihara became increasingly valorised, in

the centuries following Parakramabahu’s intervention into the sargha, it would have been only natural
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that it was this institution’s records which were prioritised over those of their rivals. Nonetheless, it
leaves us in the unfortunate position of trying to discern whether a particular phenomenon, the
Mahayana, was “surpressed” during Parakramabahu’s reign, without any actual evidence of that term
ever having been used beforehand or afterwards.

By the time of Buddhaghosa, at the latest, the term vaitulya (P. vetulla; see also vaipulya/vepulla,
vaidalya/vedalla) had come to refer to a range of unorthodox views. Several of these views, as described
in Buddhaghosa’s commentary on the Katthavatthu, seem to align with Mahayana positions: he calls them
mahasufifiavadins, for example (KV-AK 17:6); and ascribes to them several docetic beliefs about the
Buddha’s apparent actions in the world (KV-AK 18:1). Other beliefs seem less consistent with any known
fifth century Mahayana position, such as the position on sexual consent which Buddhaghosa attributes
to both the Vaitulyakas and the Andhakas (KV-AK 23:1). Nonetheless, it does seem that vaitulya, and its
related terms, did come to be associated with the Mahayana by some point, both in Sri Lanka and
beyond.”* And as Walters (1997) points out, we also have at least one inscription from the early first
millennium (EZ VI:36) which seems to associate the Abhayagiri with “vayatudala” books. This is relevant
because at least some of our retrospective narrative sources do seem to associate Parakramabahu’s

purification of the sangha with vaitulya beliefs.

% Baba (2021, 31-32) provides a helpful summary of these terms, and changes in their use over times. Looking
beyond Sri Lanka, a commentary on Asanga’s Abhidharmasamuccaya explicitly tells us that vaipulyam vaidalyam
vaitulyamityete mahdyanasya paryayah (Abhidharmasamuccayabhdasya, 97).
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The Mahavamsa contains two separate accounts of Parakramabahu’s intervention, both of which
contain at least some mention of incorrect doctrine on behalf of the Abhayagiri and Jetavana.’* The
earlier account lists three problems facing the Sasana: that it was “long disturbed by admixture with a
hundred false doctrines (dulladdhi, Skt. durlabdhi), divided by the division of the three nikayas, [and]
inundated by various shameless monks whose sole wish is the filling of their bellies” (MV 73:4-5).”* The
remainder of this section, however, seems to focus only on the latter two problems; no further mention
is made of doctrine, false or otherwise.”” The second account specifically accuses the Abhayagiri and
Jetavana monks of “teaching as buddhavacana what is not buddhavacana, such as the vetulla-pitaka” (MV
78:21-3).”* But, significantly, in this account the vetulla-pitaka is only listed as the first example (-adika)
of such abuddhavacana expositions; the point seems, to me, to be to malign these two nikaya, rather than
to single out a particular “heretical” view for condemnation. Even so, it is again unification and
disciplinary purification which occupy the compiler’s attention for the remainder of this section, and no

other mention is made in this chapter of doctrinal deviation. Instead, it seems to be the expulsion of

! There are two plausible explanations for the doubled account. One is that the compiler of this section of the
Mahavamsa was attempting to reconcile two separate accounts of Parakramabahu’s reign, and yet somehow did not
notice the repetition of this key event at different points in time (Geiger 1980, 2:102n2). This seems strange to me,
given the editorial care taken elsewhere throughout the text. S. Wickramasinghe (1958) suggests instead that that
chapters 78 and 79 together act as a recapitulation of Parakramabahu’s most notable deeds (15). This seems more
likely, although there is no in-text mention of such a summary.

#2 . sasanam ca mahesino | dulladdhisatamissatta ciram avilatam gatam || nikayattayabhedena bhinnam nekehi
bhikkuhi | kuccipiiranakicchehi alajjihi samosatam ||

* parakramabahu himself is praised for his qualifications among “knowers of the Vinaya” (MV 73:14), emphasising
the important of this pitika among the three.

4 abhayagirivasi ca bhikkhi jetavananuge | mahasenanarindassa bhinne patthaya kalato || abuddhavacanam yeva
vetullapitakadikam | dipente buddhavacati patipattiparammukhe || mahaviharavasihi samaggayitum arabhi |
asesagunasalihi kacamhe ratanehi va ||
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“undisciplined” (dussila) monks by which Parakramabahu “purified” the Mahavihara (MV 78:19-20),”*°
again supporting the notion that (at least in the eyes of this later compiler) the purification was on
disciplinary, not doctrinal, terms.

The Puajavaliya deals with Parakramabahu’s intervention in a far more perfunctory manner, with
no mention of either doctrine or discipline. It tells us only that Parakramabahu “united the sasana, which
had divided the nikayas since King Valagam Abha” (PV 782-3).**¢ The term vaitulya occurs nowhere in this
text; vaipulya appears only once, as the name of a mountain (PV 292). As Bretfeld (2022) discusses in
depth, the later Nikaya-sarigrahaya fleshes out this account considerably, with more emphasis placed on
vaitulya beliefs. It tells us, for example, that such beliefs motivated the original schism between the three
Lankan nikayas (NK, 78).*” More dramatically, it suggests that the three nikayas from which many sinful
bhiksus were expelled were not the Mahavihara, Jetavana, and Abhayagiri, but rather the “Dharmaruci,
Sagalika, and Vaitulya” (NK, 79)!**® Clearly, by this later point, heretical doctrines were more on the mind

of monastic literati, and so seemed to warrant greater emphasis in their retellings of the past. Memories

% uppabbajesi dussile... evam mahaviharam va mahussahena sodhiya | patthayabhayarajassa kalato vaggatam gate.
¢ valagamabha rajagehi patan bhinnanikaya va tubu §asanaya samatigi kota...

7 purvokta kramayen §asanaya bhinna karanu safidaha anya tirthikayan visin upadavan ladu va nindita va pivata
ena vaitulya vadadi vii adharmaya dharma y4 yi pavatva gena vasana papi mahanun nisa, yata ki valagam aba maha
rajahu pasalos vannehi patan tamangé satara vannata ek dahas desiya sivu panas avuruddak mulullehi bhinna
nikaya va...

% ikbiti nirmala vi sarvajfiasasanaya duspratipattin kelesana dharmaruci ya sagalika ya vaitulyavadi ya yana
nikayatrayavasi vl noyek siya ganan duhsila papa bhiksin genva, lata mandapatehi sannihita karava, tunyam
ratriyehi sitipiyehi sita, ovun hdma dena ma $asanapagata karava, buddhasasanaya Suddhakota, tun nikaya
samarniga karava...
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of the Mahavihara, meanwhile, had become so illustrious that it was no longer fitting to have it included
among the three nikdya in which sinful monks could be found.

All of this is to suggest that our most emphatic evidence for a “Mahayana concern” motivating
Parakramabahu’s purification of the sarigha comes from a far later text (the Nikayasarngrahaya), in a
section which does not appear in its usual source (the Pajavaliya), and couched in language (vaitulya
beliefs, rather than mahayana) which only indirectly refers to the Mahayana. This is hardly strong
evidence that Parakramabahu suppressed the Mahayana in Sri Lanka.

The Galvihara inscription also provides us with a strong suggestion that doctrinal matters were
not a concern for Parakramabahu and his monastic committee. We might return here to the parallel this
inscription draws between Parakramabahu and the memory of Asoka:

...like the great king Dharmmasoka—who, having enlisted the mahatera Mogalliputtis, approved

by the Buddha as almost Buddha-like; expelled the sinful bhiksus; suppressed those with

incorrect views; purified the blemishes on the sasana; and had held the Third Dharma Council—

[so too Parakramabahu,] having exiled many hundreds of sinful bhiksus from the Master’s

sasana; created a single nikaya by unifying what was three nikayas, which were not unified even

through the great efforts of past kings, in times when there were great ones whose asravas were

removed, endowed with groups of virtues such as the Six Knowledges... (IC VI:13, 11-13).

This parallel is missing one vital point of comparison. The composer of the inscription seems at pains to
draw out and elaborate on these parallels: the papabhiksus removed by Asoka are removed many
hundreds of times over by Parakramabahu; while the Third Council is echoed in the unification of the
three nikayas. Noticeably absent from the “Parakramabahu” half of the comparison, however, is the

mention of those with incorrect views (durlabdhi) suppressed, which is so prominent in the ASokan half.

If Parakramabahu had taken steps to suppress such views—if this additional parallel between the two
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kings was even remotely plausible—then surely this too would have been emphasised alongside the other
parallels to Asoka. Instead, Parakramabahu himself seems to be telling us that this was a feature of the
ASokan sarigha intervention, but not of his own.

All of the above further reinforces Gunawardana’s long-standing arguments that doctrinal
concerns were not a focus of Parakramabahu’s purification of the sarigha. While we do see a turn towards
the Pali-language textual culture of the Mahavihara evident in his katikavata, this cannot be taken as a
rejection, much less a suppression, of alternative views. We have little evidence, prior to the fourteenth-
century’s Nikaya-sangrahaya, that any of the figures involved in the twelfth century katikavata were
concerned with, or even conscious of, a meaningful distinction between the Mahayana and “Mainstream”
Buddhism. None of these points will seem controversial to scholars of Lankan history—long familiar with
Gunawardana’s arguments, among others—but the occasional references to the Mahayana’s twelfth

century demise which are still made in broader literature necessitate such a sustained critique.

Conclusions to Chapter Four

In this chapter, I have pushed back against retrospective depictions of Parakramabahu’s reforms as a
total victory for the (non- or anti-Mahayana; Pali-oriented) Mahavihara. Instead, I have largely supported
Gunawardana’s earlier argument for understanding these reforms primarily as an institutional
restructuring, which served more immediate political needs. I have similarly pushed back against the
notion that these reforms immediately implicated the language of kingship itself. This remained, I argue,
firmly located in a transregional and multivalent world: in particular, Parakramabahu seems to have
deployed Sanskrit verse inscriptions more frequently than did any of his predecessors. This challenges
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our received wisdom about the origins of the “Pali cosmopolis” which would eventually connect Sri
Lanka with polities in (what is now) Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia. Pali was not, it seems, a
constituent of Parakramabahu’s political language.

The present chapter has almost entirely avoided the question of gender politics. This reflects the
seemingly total disinterest of our sources in the women of Parakramabahu’s court—which in turn reflects
the broad trend, discussed in the preceding chapters, of royal women becoming “visible” only in the
absence of stable, centralised, masculine rule. We would hardly know from the inscriptions of
Parakramabahu, the most stable and politically centralised of all Polonnaruva’s monarchs, that he even
had consorts, let alone any details about their lives. Yet in the period following his rule, two of the three
longest-ruling monarchs—Lilavati (who ruled for three to five years, spread across three separate reigns
in 1197-1200, 1209-1210, and 1210-1211) and Kalyanavati (six years, 1202-1208)—were, respectively, the
widows of Parakramabahu I and Ni§$anika Malla (the third of these long-reign monarchs, ruling for nine
years between 1187 and 1193). Clearly, something shifted dramatically between the reign of
Parakramabahu, in which royal wives seemed all but invisible, and the first reign of his own widow
Lilavati, a decade later. In the following chapter I suggest that the reign of Ni§§anka Malla was a crucial

turning-point in this regard.
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Chapter Five:  Establishing a New Dynasty

Nis§anka Malla was never meant to rule. If Vijayabahu II, Parakramabahu’s appointed heir, had survived
longer than a single year on the throne, he would doubtless have designated an heir of his own.* But
five days after Mahinda’s assassination of Vijayabahu in c. 1187, Ni§$anka Malla—scion of what seems to
have been a minor branch of the Eastern Ganga dynasty, located in what is now Odisha—was installed on
the throne, and a new dynasty rose to prominence in Lankan history. Despite the repeated assurances
that Nis§anka Malla’s inscriptions give us of his readiness to rule—they stress, for example, his training
in “swordsmanship, $astras, scripture (agama),” and all arts” (IC VI:24, A6)—this cannot have been a
comfortable position for the new monarch. Parakramabahu’s legacy left a long shadow over the later
Polonnaruva period, in which any later monarchs had to struggle to find their own patch of sunlight. we
see (discussed further below) that early into his reign, Nis$anka Malla’s inscriptions seem to carefully
position him as a legitimate heir of Parakramabahu, playing up the presumably salutary memories of the
latter’s three decades in power. Simultaneously, Ni§§anka Malla faced the dual threats of further
uprisings by powerful local landowners and officials—of the sort which had led to Vijayabahu II's death—

or even the possibility of military invasion by powerful mainland polities.

** The relationship between Ni§atika Malla, Vijayabahu I, and Parakramabahu is contentious, and my introduction
differs from the sequence given in the Mahavamsa. According to that text Nis§anka Malla was the upardja of
Vijayabdhu II, not of Parakramabahu (see MV 80:18-20). I suspect otherwise, for reasons discussed below.

%0 McCrea has suggested (quoted in Blackburn 2024) that from the tenth century onwards, “Saiva and Vaisnava
intellectuals arguing in defence of the quasi- or extra-Vedic scriptures of their traditions start using the term
‘dgama’ specifically to refer to these extra-Vedic scriptures. Thereafter, when veda and dgama are used contrastively,
dgama typically refers only to these extra-Vedic texts” (96n91). Here, in the absence of the contrastive veda, I take
dgama in the earlier sense of religious texts in general, which may also include Buddhist texts.

218



These challenges were, of course, faced by all of Polonnaruva’s monarchs. What sets Nis§anka
Malla aside was the apparent distance of his family ties to his immediate predecessors. The exact nature
of his relationship to Parakramabahu is contested (discussed further below), but he was very clearly not
a direct male-line descendent of Vijayabahu I, much less of the later Anuradhapuran kings. Instead, he
seems to have positioned himself as the first member of a new ruling dynasty, tracing his lineage back to
the Kalinga region rather than to Anuradhapura.”” As a recent collection of essays has demonstrated
(Rodriguez, Santos Silva, and Spangler 2019), such moments of dynastic shift were often pivotal moments
in the global medieval world, providing opportunities both for new forms of kingship and for novel
challenges to dynastic claims. Ni§§anka Malla seems to have succeeded in this task, if we define “success”
as securing for other family members accession to the throne—however quickly and violently some of
these family members were then subsequently deposed. Of the eleven monarchs who followed Nissanka
Malla, over half were members of the Kalinga dynasty (see Table 5.1).

Table 5.1: the ascendency of the Kalinga dynasty, c. 1187-1210

Monarch Regnal Years Relation to Nissanka Malla
Ni$§anka Malla 1187-1196 Self

Virabahul 1196 (one night) Son

VikramabahuIl 1196 (three months) (Fraternal?) half-brother

»!In South Asian literature (including Buddhist literature), Kalifiga is a region located on the mainland’s east coast,
somewhere between the Ganges and the Godavari. I am aware of, but unconvinced by, Paranavitana’s (1960a; 1963;
1966) arguments that the “Kalinga” of Ni§§anka Malla’s dynasty was actually located in Southeast Asia: see against
this view Gunawardhana (1967), Sirisena (1971; 1978, 4-5), and many others. In Sanskrit, we can draw a clear
distinction between Kalinga (the location) and Kalirnga (the adjective); Sinhala-language inscriptions and texts seem
to use both fairly interchangably. As Nis$anka Malla himself seemed to use Kalinga more frequently in his

inscriptions (cf. Sundara’s “Kalifiga cave” discussed in Chapter Three), I follow that convention throughout this
chapter.
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Codaganga 1196-1197 (nine months) ~ Nephew

Lilavati 1197-1200 =

Sahasa Malla 1200-1202 Fraternal half-brother

Kalyanavati 1202-1208 Consort

Dharmasoka 1208-1209 —

Aniyanga 1209 —

Lilavati 1209-1210 —

Loke$vara 1210-1211 Unclear, but a self-described tilaka of the Kalinga-kula
(IC VI:99).

Lilavati 1211-1212 —

Parakramapandu 1212-1215 —
Kalinga Magha 1215-1236 —

How did this lineage—originally never intended to sit on the throne at all—become so firmly ensconced
in Lanka’s political landscape? How did Nissanka Malla adequately fulfil the expectations of kingship
inherited from his illustrious predecessor, and re-orient it so thoroughly towards his own dynasty that
his own half-brothers and consort were eventually placed on the throne?

Modern historians have often reduced these challenges—I would suggest reduced to an unhelpful
degree—to a need to overcome the dynasty’s “foreign” origins. Nissanka Malla, and his various half-
brothers, were born in Kalinga: a fact which their inscriptions repeatedly call our attention to. Modern
historians have often assumed that this “foreignness” must have posed an essential challenge to their
claim. Liyanagamage (1963), for example, distinguishes between the powerful general-cum-advisors who
often played kingmaker in Polonnaruva (many of who share confusingly similar names) by identifying
them as members of “rival factions” respectively supporting the “Kalinga” and “Pandya” dynasties (142).
Even Pathmanathan, often the most nuanced historian of this period, suggests that some Polonnaruvan

monarchs and courtiers belonged to a “Kalinga faction,” the presence of which “seems to have
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strengthened Hindu influence on court life and ideas of kingship” (1982, 122).** But Ni$sanka Malla’s
purported “foreignness” does not seem to be of particular concern to any of our later premodern
sources.” Much like, perhaps, treatments of the later Nayaka dynasty (1739-1815),” this may be more
reflective of modern preoccupations with “nationality” than an actual concern of the Polonnaruva
period.” I do not think that we can take Ni$$anka Malla’s frequent references to his birth in Kalinga as
some sort of pre-emptive defence against critique; rather, I suspect that this was presented as a useful
point of difference with which to elevate his dynasty: a deliberate construction of “strangeness.”

We can track the evolution of this construction throughout Ni§§anka Malla’s reign, with
considerable granularity, thanks to his unusually large inscriptional corpus. Of the 115 inscriptions
published in Inscriptions of Ceylon vol. VI, 64 are attributed to Ni§§anka Malla, making him the single most

prolific epigrapher of all Sri Lankan history. While modern scholars have disparagingly referred to these

2 To Pathmanathan’s great credit, he does not identify this trend as beginning with Ni$§arnka Malla alone, but calls
our attention to the much longer tradition of intermarriage with nobility from Kalinga. I include him here merely
to demonstrate how the language of regionally-oriented factions can infect even the most incisive writing.

3 The Mahavamsa has a relatively large amount to say about Nis§anka Malla, devoting eight verses to him in a
chapter which otherwise tends towards extreme brevity (MV 80:18-26). But while the first of these verses notes
that he was indeed “Kaliniga-born” (kalingaja), it does not otherwise suggest that there was anything particularly
“non-Lankan” about him or his reign. We see a similar pattern in Pajavaliya, which also notes he “came from
Kalinga” (kalingayen a) before listing a long strict of religious buildings he patronised (PV, 783-784). The much later
Rajavaliya copies Pdjavaliya nearly verbatim (RV, 59); Nikdya Sangrahaya merely includes Ni$$atika Malla’s name in a
longer list of monarchs with no additional information (NS, 79).

»* See, e.g., Dharmadasa’s (1976) “aliens in ethnicity, and in language, religion and other aspects of culture” (1);
Dewaraja’s (2008) uncharacteristically reductive “alien faction” (279); or Obeyesekere’s (2004) claim, without
citation, that the Nayakas faced some “public debate regarding their Tamil origins and consequently also their
legitimacy” (48, boldface added). Against such treatments, see Obeyesekere’s more recent (2017a; 2017b) writings.
> See, for a powerful critique of such modern preoccupations mapped on to Polonnaruva’s sacred architecture,
Meegama (2010).
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inscriptions as “bombastic,” they are no shallow boasts; they reflect a more general dedication on
Nis§anka Malla’s part to shaping the very landscape of his kingdom on a scale not otherwise known in
Lankan history. It is no coincidence that nearly half of Polonnaruva’s extant citadel grounds are
dedicated to Nissanka Malla’s own palace and council chambers, surrounded by his expansive gardens,

dwarfing the earlier palace complexes of Parakramabahu and Vijayabahu (Figure 5.1).

bathing pond

Figure 5.1: extant remains of the citadel complex
To make the most of Ni§§anka Malla’s vast inscriptional corpus, we need to have at least a
tentative sense of chronological progress. I have laid out my rationale for the dates I assign in Appendix

C. Among this vast corpus, one inscription in particular stands out: the monumental “Galpota” (“stone
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book”) inscription (IC VI:24), carved to look like a giant palm-leaf manuscript and erected within the

sacred quadrangle at the heart of Polonnaruva (see Figure 5.2).

(northern wall now eroded)
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1
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Figure 5.2: extant remains of the "Sacred Quadrangle"
This inscription seems, stylistically, to owe much to the sirit/katikdavata inscriptions of previous
monarchs. It consists of a long preamble, constructed as a single continuous sentence, leading up to a
series of discrete injunctions. Unlike these earlier inscriptions, however, these injunctions are not

directed at monks: instead, Ni§$anka Malla calls these “instructions” (avadava, P. ovada) which ought to
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be heeded by all Lankans, monastic or not (IC VI1:24, c4).”° Truncated variations on the same injunctions
appear in the much shorter inscriptions carved at the citadel gates (IC V1:28, 29, and the fragmentary 30).
Significantly, as discussed further below, these injunctions appear to be primarily concerned with
questions of succession and rightful claims to the throne. In the absence of texts in the niti genre*” which
we can confidently date to the Polonnaruva period, this inscription therefore constitutes the closest we
have to an explicit statement of “political thought” from our period.

In the first part of this chapter, I trace how Ni§§anka Malla’s self-presentation as a “stranger king”
(pace Sahlins) changed over time. While his earliest inscriptions emphasise continuity with Polonnaruva’s
earlier kings, particularly Parakramabahu I, later inscriptions increasingly orient themselves away from
this lineage, and towards Ni$$anka Malla’s mainland origins. This is not, I argue, an unconscious
reflection of already-existing identity markers (“foreign-ness”) or origin myths, but rather a deliberate
fashioning of difference intended to set Ni§§anka Malla’s nascent dynasty apart from domestic rivals. In

part two, I attend to the unusually prominent role that royal women—his mother, wives, and daughter—

¢ The term avavada, in a Lankan Buddhist context, perhaps orients us towards the canonical Singalovada-sutta (DN
31), called a gihivinaya (“Vinaya for Householders”) in Buddhaghosa’s commentaries and still today. On the nuances
of the term gihivinaya see Crosby (2006a).

7 Nitisasatra (“the science of statecraft”) was the genre of text in which political thought was most explicitly and
directly debated in premodern South Asia. Ni$$atika Malla refers to himself as being “skilled in niti” in some of his
inscriptions, including the Gate inscriptions (IC VI:28, b36; 29, b29). On the possible influence of the most famous
niti text, Kautilya’s Arthasdsatra, on Ni§§anka Malla’s inscriptions, see Fernando (1976). Unfortunately, a far wider
variety of niti texts than just Kautilya’s were in circulation in this part of the world throughout the medieval and
early modern periods, including in vernacular languages (V. N. Rao and Subrahmanyam 2008); we know of later
Sanskrit-language niti texts in Sri Lanka (Bechert 1980) and even Pali-language niti in mainland Southeast Asia
(Bechert 1981). We therefore cannot say, with certainty, with which specific texts Ni§$arika Malla might have been

familiar.
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seem to have played in this dynasty-making. I suggest that we might productively consider this a
“matrilateral” vision of kingship, one defined primarily by male-to-male homosocial relations mediated
through female relations. Despite this masculinist emphasis, however, the centrality of royal women to

this vision of kingship provided a valuable opportunity for them to exert their own agency.

Fashioning a Stranger Kingship

Central to Nis$anka Malla’s claims to kingship was that he was not the first monarch from Kalinga to rule
Sri Lanka. The prose section of his earliest extant inscription (IC VI:26) opens by recapitulating the
narrative of Lanka’s mythical founder-king Vijaya, described as
$rimat vii mahat rddhiprabhava &ti kalingacakravarttin vahansege vam$ayehi upan simhabahu
rajapa vahanseta jyestha putravu kalitigayen lamkavata bdsi yaksa pralaya kotd manusyavasa
kotd ekatapatra rajya kala vijaya rajayan vahanse...
...King Vijaya, the eldest son of King Simhabahu who was born into the lineage of glorious
($rimat) and supernaturally powerful Kalinga cakravarttins; who travelled from Kalitiga to
Lamka; expelled the yaksas; made [the island fit for] human dwellings; and ruled under a single
canopy... (IC VI:26, A8-14).
This rather generous retelling elides many of the stranger features of the Vijaya mythos. In the
Mahavamsa’s telling, for example, Vijaya’s father Simhabahu is the son of a lion (simha) and an abducted
princess, who kills his own bestial father and marries his sister; Vijaya is expelled from Kalinga due to his
excessive immorality; and he subdues the yaksas by threatening violence towards one of their number,

until she consents to both assist his conquest and serve as his wife, until he eventually discards her in

favour of a high-caste human bride (MV chs. 6-7). Bestiality, rape, incest, and immorality; these are
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hardly the illustrious origins we would expect to be boasted of in an inscriptional eulogy, and they
necessitate some explanation.

Gunawardana (1990) argued—controversially, but I think convincingly—that the Mahavamsa’s
account of Vijaya presents what he calls “a political definition of the Sinhala identity” (55). His central
argument is that at the time of the Mahavamsa’s composition (and for some time afterwards) the name
“Simhala” referred only to the ruling dynasty (descended from Vijaya and his immediate followers),
made distinct in this narrative from the “service castes” (descended from those who later followed from
Madhura) and “Pulindas” (likely Vaddas, the indigenous people of the island, descended in this narrative
from Vijaya’s children with the forcibly espoused yaksini). But this in itself does not explain why Vijaya’s
narrative, as presented in these early chronicles, was so necessarily unsavoury; nor does it explain why
Nis§anka Malla would so emphatically associate himself with Vijaya, come again from Kalinga to rule
Lanka. Strathern (2009) provides us with such a possible explanation, turning to the “stranger king”
thesis of Marshall Sahlins. Sahlins’ central argument is that many cultures share foundational myths of
a transgressive “foreign ruler and his absorption by the indigenous people” (Sahlins 1981, 107), who
stands outside of society in order to govern it. His own exemplars were drawn primarily from fieldwork
in the Pacific, but Strathern shows just how clearly Vijaya fits the model (see particularly Strathern’s pp.
8, 13-15). While Strathern ultimately disagrees with Gunawardana that the Mahavamsa’s narrative of
Vijaya serves only kingly ends (23-28), his reading of this narrative certainly would have made a “stranger
king” ideology available to kings who wished to avail themselves of it: to present themselves as inheritors

of a lineage set apart from, and so capable of ruling, Lanka.
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My reservation with such sweeping theories as the “stranger king” thesis is that they often seem
to remove the agency of those involved. In such a view, Ni§§arka Malla invokes Vijaya simply because all
kings invoke transgressive origin stories to buttress their own rule. This kind of perspective presents
premodern subjects as mindless regurgitators of universal tropes, albeit with localised cultural
ornamentation: never innovating, never varying, never choosing for themselves with which tropes they
will engage or not. This is a dangerously narrow understanding of intellectual history. So while we may
well accept Strathern’s compelling reading of Mahavamsa as offering up an ideology of “stranger
kingship,” what we might want next to ask is whether, when, how, and by whom this thus-offered
ideology was actually accepted, let alone deployed, by later historical subjects.

This is particularly apt because the Mahavamsa, despite its omnipresence in our field, was far
from an expression of kingly ideology at the time of its production. The scholarly consensus is
increasingly that it was produced in a period of crisis for its Mahaviharan authors (Scheible 2016; Walters
2000, 112-24): it therefore represented a desperate plea for relevancy, for royal patronage, or at
minimum for a redress from royal oppression. It offers up what seems to us to be an ideology of kingship
in the form of this Vijaya narrative, but we have no evidence that any monarchs before Nissanka Malla
necessarily engaged with that ideology. While later Anuradhapuran monarchs like Mahinda IV traced
genealogies back to Tksvaku and the Buddha’s own Sakya clan (discussed in Chapter Two), the less genteel
Vijaya remains conspicuously unmentioned in these inscriptional eulogies. So when Ni$$anka Malla
identifies himself so incessantly as being of Vijaya’s lineage, we ought to read this not as a repetition of

kingly tropes (universal or Lankan), but as something rather novel, and therefore certainly intentional:
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anew vision of kingship which deliberately emphasises its own “strangeness.” We gain further evidence
for this intentionality when we consider the ways his inscriptional association with Vijaya—and with the
more proximate memory of Parakramabahu I—changed over time. Over the course of his reign he seems
to have identified himself decreasingly with the latter, and increasingly with former, a shift I explain as
a gradual reorientation in priorities from securing his own ascendancy to securing that of his heirs.

Let us return to his earliest inscription, from which I quote above to introduce the Vijaya
narrative. What distinguishes this early instance of the Vijaya association from those in Nis§anka Malla’s
later inscriptions is that, here, it is not the Kalinga-born Ni§§anka Malla himself who is being so
associated: instead, this inscription claims Vijaya as an ancestor of the Lankan-born Parakramabahu I. The
fuller introduction reads:

$rimat vii mahat rddhiprabhava &ti kalingacakravarttin vahansege vam$ayehi upan simhabahu
rajapa vahanseta jyestha putravu kalitigayen lamkavata bdsi yaksa pralaya kotd manusyavasa
kotd ekatapatra rajya kala vijaya rajayan vahansege vamsa paramparayen a lakdiva ekarajja
kala parakramabahu vat himiyan vahansé svavam$aya mattata da pavatna kaméti v
piirvavarapayan kota a paridden mé simhapurayata yava bananuvan vahansé genva taman
vahansé namu 12 himiya pati bandava $atrasastrayehi nipuna karava &ti kota vadara rajyaya
sanatha kota kalaturen svargagastha vii kalhi...

When Parakramabahu, descended from the lineage of King Vijaya—the eldest son of King
Simhabahu who was born into the lineage of glorious and supernaturally powerful Kalinga
cakravarttins; who travelled from Kalitiga to Lamka; expelled the yaksas; made [the island fit for]
human dwellings; and ruled under a single canopy—was ruling alone in Lakdiva; desiring to
establish the future of his own lineage, having sent [emissaries] to Simhapura for that purpose

as was done previously; having fetched back his béna (either sibling’s son or son-in-law);***

»® The relationship between Nissanka Malla and Parakramabahu I is contended. In modern Sinhala, bidna exclusively
refers to a sibling’s son; this accords with Skt. bhdgineya. The primary objection to this is that no later texts (i.e.
Mahavamsa) attributes to Parakramabahu I a sister who could have plausibly been Nig§anka Malla’s mother Parbbati.
Against this I would merely note that later generations of male historical writers (in Lanka and perhaps more
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having given his own name (Parakramabahu) [to that bdna]; having placed him in the office of
himi; having made him competent in the science of warfare (Satrasastra); and having thus
ensured the longevity of the kingdom attained heaven... (IC VI1:26, a8-23).

Here we are being assured of Nissarika Malla’s qualifications to rule, yes, but only obliquely. The focus is
so firmly on Parakramabahu I that, outside of the Sanskrit verses which bookend the Sinhala prose,
Ni$$anka Malla is not even referred to by name; he is only called the bina—a nephew or sibling’s son—of
his illustrious predecessor, eventually placed into the office of himi (Sanskrit svamin). The inscription
proceeds to narrative the circumstances under which this himi eventually ascended to the throne:

..jyesta kramayen abhisikta v vijayabahu vahanseta virddd dustamatyayan rajadrohi vi
lamkavata kala vilupta sadha vijaya yantdnnavan semehi taba dun rajyayehi himiyanan
vahansé abhisikta vd sahavotunu arhbaranin sidi simhasanaruda vd daskam kalavunta
abhivrddhi vuva méanévi yi sita vadara vijaya yantdnnavan ruvandarhbuyehi patan
$risariraraksayehi siti heyinut pera paridden ma kalingaparamparavata ma rajyaya sadha dun
seyinut mekunge vamsa paramparava da vijayarajayan vahanse kere patan kalingavams$ayata
mi daskam kota a heyinut me kala daskamata...

[Then,] having done ill to (i.e. assassinated)*’ Vijayabahu (II), who had been anointed according
to seniority, wicked ministers became treacherous;

Vijaya Yantdnnavan having overcome the ruin done to Lamka [by those ministers], established
peace [in the kingdom];

the himi, having been anointed in the kingdom given [to him by Vijaya]; having mounted the
lion-throne, adorned by ornaments including the crown; having reflected “prosperity is
suitable for those who have served”—because Vijaya Yantinna protected the splendid body [of
the himi] from [when he was in] Ruvandarhbuya; and because he secured the kingdom for the

globally) are not noted for their concern with the accurate numeration of sisters, particularly those who marry
outside of the dynasty.

=«

» There is considerable debate about this clause. Wickramasinghe reads panada, “on the following day,” which he
takes to mean that the ministers became treacherous the day after Vijayabahu'’s anointing (see EZ 11:30). This seems
grammatically unusual with the preceding dative form. Paranavitana’s reading, followed by Ranawella, suggests

instead a distinct verb virddd, “having done ill to,” which more obviously follows the dative.
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Kalinga lineage, just as it had previously been; and because his lineage too had served the
Kalinga lineage beginning from the time of King Vijaya—for these services [he awards Vijaya
Yantdnna various land-grants] (IC VI:26, a23-37).
On the level of realpolitik, this inscription serves to codify rewards given to a loyal retainer for his service
in installing Ni$$anka Malla on the throne after a coup by Vijayabahu II's ministers. But it also serves as
a first attempt at articulating two distinct lines of claim to the throne: one of continuity, and one
decidedly “stranger.”

The first of these claimage lines positions Ni§$anka Malla within an orderly succession of more
temporally proximate kings. In this particular inscription Ni$sarika Malla positions himself as something
of a “backup heir” appointed by Parakramabahu I himself, always primed and trained to take the throne
in case something were to befall Vijayabahu II. Presumably, had Vijayabahu's reign lasted longer, he
would have appointed his own heirs in due course, and Ni$§anika Malla would have faded into obscurity
as a royal “spare” never called into service. But Vijayabahu'’s assassination (and the usurpation of the
throne by a minister never appointed by any reigning monarch as a legitimate heir) necessitated
Ni§$anka Malla’s intervention, aided by his own minister Vijaya Yantdnna. In this narrative, Nissanka
Malla emphasises both his connection to Parakramabahu I (who personally appointed him as heir and
groomed him for the role) and his respect for the “order of seniority” (jyesta kramaya), dutifully standing
by for Vijayabahu II to rule before him. The orderly succession of rulers is maintained, as per the wishes
of the illustrious Parakramabahu.

But entwined with these claims of continuity is a second narrative, operating on a much grander

temporal scale: one which seeks not to incorporate Nis$anka Malla, and his immediate family members,
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into the Lanka-based succession order desired by Parakramabahu I, but rather to distinguish them as a
decidedly “non-Lankan” dynasty which nonetheless rightly rules Lanka. This is, in other words, a
narrative of intentionally crafted difference, or of what Sahlins might identify as “strangeness.” This is
the narrative which would come to dominate Ni$$anka Malla’s later inscriptions, at the expense of claims
to continuity with Parakramabahu I, who is never thereafter mentioned in a positive light or in any
connection with Vijaya.

By Nissanka Malla’s fourth year—in which he creates the next inscription which we can date with
a high degree of confidence—the references to Parakramabahu, and therefore to what I call above the
first line of claim, are decidedly less rosy. To commemorate a pilgrimage to the Ruvanvili-dagaba in
Anuradhapura, Ni$§anka Malla created an inscription (IC VI:27) dedicating the revenue of large swathes
of paddy field to maintenance and restoration of various vihdras, and appointing another minister, Loké
Arakmeéna, to oversee it as an adhikara. What interests us most, however, is the eulogistic preamble to
this dedication, the tone of which has shifted significantly from the inscription discussed above. It dwells
heavily on what we might call economic concerns—particularly an allegedly large number of people
turning to crime out of poverty—and the various fiscal and charitable measures Nissanka Malla had taken
to address this.” Crucially, the root cause of this poverty is blamed on the people “having been

oppressed by unrestrained punishment (danda), in excess of the habits of previous kings, [by]

%% On the trope of poverty leading to crime—and therefore the ability of virtuous kings to eradicate crime by simply
distributing vast wealth to all citizens—see Collins (2003, 661-62).
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Parakramabahu the First” (IC V1:27, 4-5).”' No longer are the treacherous ministers of Vijayabahu II to
blame for the country’s fall to ruin; now it is the very king of whom Nis§anka Malla had previously
claimed to have been the protégée.”*

In place of these connections with Parakramabahu I, and with a continuity of Lanka-based
kingship, Nissanka Malla increasingly presented an alternative vision. This vision consisted of three key
points of difference: it subsumes Lankan kingship into a broader Kalinga-based lineage; it reinscribes caste
differences; and it emphasises the auspicious circumstances of Ni§§anka Malla’s non-Lankan birthplace. I
address each of these points in turn below.

In the early inscription discussed above, Nis$anika Malla stresses his own parallels with Vijaya,
whose own lineage was only most recently embodied in Parakramabahu I and Vijayabahu II. These more
recent kings are only peripheral to the longer durée association with Vijaya: that Ni§§anka Malla was
Parakramabahu’s bina and appointed heir is secondary to his position as a member of the same Kalinga
lineage; and his claim to the Lankan throne predates any intervention on Parakramabahu’s behalf. Even
the service and protection of Vijaya Yantdnna is positioned not as that of a loyal retainer to the duly
appointed heir of a recently departed king, but simply as the most recent iteration of a generation-

spanning connection between the Kalinga dynasty and their loyal servants in Lanka.

1 .malu parakramabahu vahanse piirbba raja carita ikmi kala 4ti danda avinayen pidita vi...

2 This inscription is the most explicit in naming Parakramabahu I as the cause of the island’s ills. Others blame
only “previous kings” for their excessive taxes and punishments (see IC VI:32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 39, 40, 41, 42, 44, 52, 54,
55, 69, 70, and 71); the Galpota (IC VI:24), which I date to after Ni§§anka Malla’s fifth year (and therefore after the

Anuradhapura inscription under discussion) refers to Parakramabahu I more neutrally as Ni§§anka Malla’s “senior
family member” (kulajetu maharaju).
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In that first inscription, as noted above, it is Parakramabahu who is presented as the scion of
Vijaya's Kalinga-based lineage. Not so in Ni$$anka Malla’s fourth-year Anuradhapura inscription, which
begins

$rimat vii tyagasatyasauryyadi gunganayen asadharana vii okavas rajaparapuren a kaliriga

cakravarttirajavamsayata tilakayamana va simhapurayehi safjata vii ni§§amkamalla kalinga

parakramabahu rajapa vahanse svavamsayata paramparayata lankadvipayehi eksast kot4...

Ni$$anka Malla Kalinga Parakramabahu rajapa vahanse—born in Simhapura as a tilaka mark for

the royal lineage of Kalinga cakravartti-kings;** descended from the royal lineage of 0ka,

splendid (srimat) and distinguished by a mass of virtues such as generosity (tydga), truthfulness

(satya), and heroism ($auryya)—having united the island of Lanka which was of the succession of

his own lineage... (IC VI:27 1-4).

Here it is the illustrious lineage of Ni§§anka Malla himself, and not that of Parakramabahu, which is
foregrounded. The only remnant left of his connection to the earlier king is the shared regnal name,
which Nis§anka Malla seems to maintain in his long list of virudas throughout his reign.

Notably, the connection to Vijaya in this inscription is made only implicitly, through the
reference to the “royal lineage of Kalinga cakravartins.” The Kaliniga country is not mentioned at all in
the Dipavamsa’s account; instead, Vijaya’s ancestors are just called “Vanga kings” (DiV 9:2). In the
Mahavamsa account (which, as discussed in the preceding chapter, only refers to the Buddha as a

cakravartin), these Vangas are said to dwell in the Kalinga country, but are again simply called “king” (MV

6:1); the Vamsatthappakasini commentary discusses the Vanga connection briefly, but does not even

1t is unclear (I think intentionally) from the left-branching clause order in Sinhala whether the “descended from

the royal lineage” clause applies only to Ni$§arika Malla, or to the entire lineage of Kaliniga cakravartins from whom
he claims descent. I therefore present the clauses in reverse order here, to maintain this ambiguity.
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mention “Kalinga/Kalinga” (VAP 1:243). Buddhaghosa mentions neither the Vanga nor Kalinga ancestry
in his own passing reference to Vijaya (SP 1:72). This means that our only explicit reference to Vijaya as
being descended from Kalinga cakravartins, in pre-Polonnaruva sources, comes in the Mahabodhivamsa,
dated sometime between the tenth and twelfth centuries (von Hiniiber 1996, 94; Norman 1983, 141). This
text explicitly names Vijaya’s father, Sthabahu, as being born in the “kalingacakkavatti lineage” in
Sthapura (Skt. Singhapura; MBV, 111).”**

However, not all references to Kalinga cakravartins throughout Ni$$anka Malla’s inscriptional
corpus are necessarily tied to (any known variant of) the Vijaya narrative.”” Other inscriptions tell us
that these “Kalinga cakravartins,” from whom Ni$$anka Malla claimed descent, had the supernatural
power of travelling through the air (akasa-carin: IC V1:24, A2; 52, 3-4). 1 have found no earlier connections
between Vijaya’s ancestry and this particular supernatural power. The only other referent 1 have
identified is in Buddhaghosa’s fifth-century commentary on the Kalingabodhi-jataka (JV 479), which
centres on a similarly aviatic cakravarti-king of Kalinga (himself also named Kalinga, as are, with some

variation, his father, uncle, grandfather, and principal advisor). This suggests that Ni§§anka Malla was

% tato pubbe yeva janabhamaraganassa vasantavanasannibhe lalarathe naranarihamsasaficayassa

kamalasarasarikkhe sthapure sthassa latatta sihaloti laddhabhidhanassa kalingacakkavattivamsajassa
sthabahunarindassa jetthaputto vijayakumaro...

5 A “Kalinga cakravartin” is also mentioned in Mahavamsa 54:9-10, from whose family Mahinda 1V (r. 956-72)
procured a mahisi. This portion of the Mahavamsa was almost certainly compiled in the Darhbadeniya period, and so
is not necessarily reflective of the regnal stylings of Mahinda’s tenth-century father-in-law.
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synthesising multiple positive accounts of Kalinga-based monarchs into his own inscriptional
genealogies.”

Other inscriptions, however, are more direct in asserting a connection to Vijaya. Two other
inscriptions refer to Nis$anka Malla as

$rilamkava manusyavasa kala vijaya raja paramparayen lamkava himi $ri viraraja niSyamka
malla kaliniga parakramabahu cakravartti svamin vahanse...

Sri Viraraja Niyamka Malla Kalitiga Parakramabahu cakravartti, lord (himi) of Lamka by descent

from King Vijaya who made Sri Lamka [suitable for] human habitation... (IC VI:54, 1-4; IC VI:48,

1-4).
Although difficult to render fluently in English sentence-order, it is Vijaya’s name and deed which are
first presented to the reader; Nissanka Malla follows on in grammatical structure as in filial descent. One
of these two inscriptions, IC VI:54, must postdate Ni$§anka Malla’s seventh regnal year, and so we might
tentatively take this regnal styling as representative of the latter half of his career.

The preceding discussion is significant because this language is invoked in the final injunctions
of Nissarka Malla’s Galpota (IC VI1:24) and Gate (IC VI:28 and 29) inscriptions; the last word, so to speak,
in his arguments for proper succession in Lanka. The wording differs slightly between these inscriptions,

but all three explicitly invoke the Kalinga lineage in conjunction with the Vijaya narrative:

vijaya rajakumarayan kere patan lakdiv himi kalingavamsayehi rajadaruvanta ya soya genit

mut vi nam un svami kotd losasun raksa karanu acara yi

?%¢ We might note here that both the Kalingabodhi-jataka and the Mahabodhivamsa are, as the names suggest, firmly
oriented towards the worship of bodhi-trees. Gornall (2020) has argued that relic-worship, including bodhi-tree
worship, was an increasingly important ritual practice in the Polonnaruva period (131).
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If a royal person in the Kalinga lineages, lords (himi) of Lakdiv from the time of Prince Vijaya,

can be found, [then] making him lord (svami) is the conduct which protects the world and the

$asana (IC VI:24, c22-23).

...eheyin lakdiva manusyavasa kala vijaya rajayan paramparayen a lakdivata himi rajadaru

kenekun soya genddu vi nam dsa raksakaranna se lovédssun raksayehi yedi svami paksavé taman

vargga sampat raksa karanu minavi

...therefore, if a royal person who is lord (himi) for Lakdiv—having come from the lineage of

King Vijaya who made Lakdiv [fit for] human habitation—can be found, one ought to be loyal*”

to [them as one’s] lord (svamin), joining [with them] in protecting those dwelling in the world

as though protecting [one’s own] eyes, [and thereby] protecting one’s own group (vargga, Skt.

varga) and wealth (sampat) (IC V1:28, b24-27; 29, b19-22).
It is unfortunately impossible to date these inscriptions, and so the use of the Vijaya genealogy, relative
to that discussed above.*® However, it seems that this is something of a crystalisation of the
Vijaya/Kalinga connection invoked elsewhere in his inscriptional corpus: here we are told explicitly that
the Lankan throne has always belonged, and should always belong, to those of this lineage. Because of
the relative lack of literary precedent for strongly identifying Vijaya as a Kalinngan monarch, and the
apparent conflation of Vijaya’s Kalingan ancestors with the aviatic Kalinga cakravartins of the
Kalingabodhijataka, this cannot be understood as an unconscious repetition of a pre-existing “Vijayan
ideology,” but rather as an innovative discourse on Ni§§anka Malla’s part.

It remains a valid question when this discourse became accepted beyond Nis§anka Malla and his

dynastic heirs. Vijaya’s lineage is invoked in an inscription of Ni§§anka Malla’s half-brother Sahasa Malla

7 Literally “on the side of,” from Skt. paksa.
%% All we can say is that the Galpota likely postdates Nissanika Malla’s fifth regnal year; the Gate inscriptions must
pre-date IC VI:25, which itself must postdate the fifth regnal year.
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(IC VI:94, a23-27), but in no other inscriptions of Polonnaruvan monarchs. An inscription found near
Minipe, created by a local warlord named Malevi Bhama (discussed further in the following chapter),
refers to Nissarnka Malla’s widow Kalyanavati as

..lamkadvipayehi manusyavasa kot raja kala vijaya rajakumarayan patan suluvasd mahavasa
boho rajaparamparayehi sirilak ‘hi agatén pat...

Having attained the highest position in Sirilak, in the succession of many kings in the lesser
lineage (suluvasd, P. cilavamsa) [and] great lineage beginning with Prince Vijaya, who ruled
having made human habitation in the island of Larka (IC VI1:100, 7-10).

Within literary works, Vijaya’s legacy is similarly muted. Vijaya is mentioned only in passing as the first

)269

king in a long list, in both the thirteenth century Pajavaliya (PV, 768)*° and the fourteenth century

"% Neither work mentions a Kalinga connection. By the Rajavaliya—which, in

Nikaya-sanigrahaya (NS, 36).
its present form, might date to as late as the seventeenth (Sannasgala 1994, 421-23) or eighteenth century
(Godakumbura 1955, 10, 127-29)—Vijaya’s grandfather is explicitly called both Kalingan and a cakravartin
(kalirigu raja sakviti; RV, 16). Clearly at some point between the fourteenth century Nikaya-sangrahaya and
the eighteenth century Rgjavaliya the connection between Vijaya and a Kalinga-based lineage of

cakravartins had become more widely accepted. Careful reading of both royal inscriptions and literary

works throughout the intervening centuries might shed further light on this process; for our purposes,

9 “From the first enlightenment of Our Great Gautama until the completion of this grateful worship of mine, 1,850

years have passed by. In this time, 153 kings, lords of the Sinhala, have ruled wearing crowns. Who? Vijaya was the
first; [then] Upatissa; Panduvasa... [and so on]” (apa mahdgautama budungé prathamabodhiyehi patan mdage mé
stutiptijavage avasanayata ekvadahas atasiya stipanas havurrudek atikranta viya. mevakata simhaladhipati rajahu ekasiya
tepanas denek votunu pdlarida raja kalaha. ohu kinamha yat? palamu vana vijaya raja ya upatissa ya panduvasa ya...).

270 ¢«

Of the kings who ruled this country, Vijaya was the first; [then] Upatissa; Panduvasa... [and so on]” (merata raja
kala rajungen palamu vana vijaya raja ya upatissa ya panduvdsa ya...).
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we might simply note that NisSanka Malla’s varied references to his Kalingan lineage seem to have been
an important early step.

The Galpota and gate inscriptions do not only single out the Kalinga lineage by virtue of their
connection to Vijaya; they also emphasise the ksatriya status of Nissanka Malla and his line. “Caste” is a
somewhat fraught topic in any premodern context: it is a decidedly modern word only imposed on South
Asia by Portuguese colonisers (Barrero Xavier 2016; Guha 2013). It maps imperfectly onto two distinct
social categories: varna, a fourfold hierarchy of purity status (brahmana, ksatriya, vaiSya, and sidra); and
jati, hereditary labour specialisations with considerable localisation. The relationship between these two
categories even in northern South Asia was complex, despite efforts by dharmasastric texts to integrate
the latter into the former (Olivelle 1998, 191); matters only became more tangled further south. Buddhist
texts, meanwhile, often describe a threefold class structure, with ksatriyas displacing brahmanas at the
apex of the hierarchy and the two lower varnas replaced by a general “grhapati” (householder) class
(Nattier 2003, 22-25). Given all of this, we ought not to be surprised that “caste” was more of a rhetorical
arena than a structural principle in premodern Lanka, prior to its ossification under colonial rule (Rogers
2004).

Ni§$anka Malla’s arguments for caste-based kingship are made most forcefully in the same
inscriptions mentioned at the end of the last subsection, those on the Galpota and city gates. These

arguments about caste seem targeted at a particular group: the Govi kula (often “family,” but here
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perhaps analogous to jati).””* Although we should not anachronistically conflate them, this Govi kula is
likely the antecedent of the more modern Goyigama or Kandyan Goviya jatis, which are traditionally
associated with agricultural (govi) work, but in practice include powerful landowners with considerable
economic and political leverage (Dewaraja 2008, chap. 3; Kemper 1980). We have good reason to think
that in Nissanka Malla’s time, too, the Govi kula represented a powerful landowning class, and therefore
a potential threat to royal power (Dewaraja 2008, 54; Liyanagamage 1963, 123; 2001, 198). The gate
inscriptions therefore warn us, in delightfully poetic Sinhala and Sanskrit, that

kakaya hamsa gatiyata da kotaluva saindavayanta da gindhula nagarajayanta da kanamédiriya
stryyaprabhavatata da vatuva hastinta da kdnahila simhayanta da bhava karanna sé govikulehi
dttan raja lilavata no patuva mindvi kese balavat vuva da govikulehi 4tto rajyayata bala no gata
yutta.

Like the crow to the swan, the donkey to the Saindava [horse], the worm to the naga-king, the
firefly to the brilliance of the sun, the snipe to the elephant, or the jackel to the lion—those in
the Govi-kula should not wish for the joys (lila) of kings. However powerful (balavat), those in
the Govi-kula must not be looked to for kingship (IC VI:28 b12-19; IC VI:29 b9-15).”

dhvankso hamsagatim kharo hayavaram gandtipadah pannagam khadyoto mihiram

274 ¢

mrgendralalitam krosta dvipam vartakah®” | varno® ‘nyo ‘nukaroti rajacaritan

naivavadartam®” kevalam hasyas syaditi vakti nitikusalo ni§§ankamallo nrpah.

The crow to the gait of a swan, the donkey to the best of horses, the worm to the serpent, the
firefly to the sun, the jackal to the play of the lord of beast (the lion), the snipe to the elephant.

! Dewaraja (2008) notes that, by the Kandyan period, the Govi were considered “kulina” (“coming from a
[reputable] family”) in contrast to the “hina-jati” (lit. “low-birth”) status of other social groups (53).
2 There seems to have been a parallel (in Sinhala) in the Galpota (IC VI:24, c15-16), but it is now effaced.

7 IC reads vartatakah in Sinhala script and varttakam in Roman.

7 1C reads varnno.

5 1C reads naivavadrtam.
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Another varna imitating the deeds of kings, variously ripped asunder, would be laughable; so
says Lord Ni$§anka Malla, skilled in statecraft (niti) (IC VI:28, b31-36; 29, b25-30).

The anxiety about powerful upstarts is palpable. Ni§§anka Malla surely had on his mind the assassination
of his predecessor Vijayabahu II by his own ministers, one of whom then claimed the throne as Mahinda
VI; perhaps he also wondered about the loyalty of his own ministers, who had already shown through
Mahinda’s overthrow in Ni§§anka Malla’s favour that they, too, could act as kingmakers. It is no surprise,
then, that these inscriptions then goes on to warn that

rajadaruvo darpoddhata vanuvan no rusnaha eheyin ungen nam tanaturu sampat ladin
darpoddhata no viy4 yutte yA.

As kings dislike those who become big-headed,”* those who have received positions and wealth
from them should not become big-headed (IC VI1:24, c14-15).

tama ha sama gittan vinda puda raja sambhavana kalahu da ungen nam tanaturu laddahu da

rajadrohi nam ma veti.

Those who, having worshipped ministers who are equal to them [in status], treat them like

kings; and who receive positions from them: they are named “traitors” (IC VI1:28, b20-22; 29,

b15-18).

But on what ground does Ni§$anka Malla distinguish his kingship, only made possible by violent
coup against his predecessor Mahinda, from that of Mahinda, also made possible by violent coup against

his predecessor Vijayabahu 11?7 What distinguishes righteous kings from prideful ministers? Nisanka

Malla’s answer is, of course, his ksatriya status: membership in the only varna eligible for kingship

778 Lit. “swollen with pride.”

240



according to dharmasastra texts. Govis, he argues, are not ksatriyas; no matter how powerful (balavat) they
may become in practice, they ought still never to aspire to kingship.

Crucial to this argument is a terse set of three aphorisms in the very middle of the Galpota’s
various admonitions. Here we are told

ddnum nam kelehi guna ddinumai velatidaham nam govitédna hastasara nam dahama rikka
yutuyd.

These [aphorisms] should be protected: knowledge is indeed knowledge of the virtue of

[service] performed; the work of velaridas is indeed the position of govi; treasure indeed is the

dharma (IC VI:24, C12-13).
The first and third aphorisms seem relatively straightforward. But what does it mean to equate the
position or status (tdna) of the govi—literally “agriculture,” but here likely in reference to the landowning
Govi jati—with the work of velaridas? Wickramasinghe and Ranawella translate this latter term rather
literally, as “occupation” and “trade” respectively (see EZ 11, 122; IC VI, 64). But I suspect that a more
pointed argument about caste hierarchy is intended here. In literary works of the early- to mid-second
millennium velarida usually refers to the vaisya-varna.” This is a statement, in other words, that the Govi
kula “properly” belongs to the the third dharmasastric varna, ranked below ksatriyas and therefore unable
to claim kingship.

It is important to note that this, too, was a rhetorical claim, and not simply an expression of a

long-standing understanding about the varna status of various Lankan jatis (and their resulting right to

77 See SSS s.v. velefida, citing the fifteenth century Guttila-kavyaya; see further the following discussion of the
Anagatavamsa.
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rule). Concerns about varna status are certainly evident in earlier literature: to return to the narrative of
Vijaya, for example, the fifth-century Mahavamsa makes a point of telling us that he

nivasetva janapadam sabbemacca samecca tam | avocum rajatanayam sami rajjebhisecaya || iti
vutto rajaputto na icchi abhisecanam | vina khattiyakafifiaya abhisekam mahesiya.

Having founded communities [throughout Lanka], all the counsellors having assembled said

“Lord, be anointed in sovereignty.” The Prince said, “I do not wish for anointment, without the

simultaneous anointing of a ksatriya maiden [as my] consort (mahesi)” (MV 7:46-47).
The varna status of Vijaya's wife was clearly of some importance to the Mahdavamsa’s authors, enough at
least that they would be so specific. The tenth-century Vamsatthappakdsini seems less interested in the
specifics of this verse (see the rather perfunctory commentary on these verses at VAP 1:262). But, as
discussed in Chapter Three, the Vamsatthappakasini does elsewhere include a procedure for the abhiseka
which specifically requires a ksatriya maiden to represent the entire collective (gana) of her varna (VAP
11:305). However, I do not think that we can go so far here as does Gunawardana (1990), who sees in the
above verses evidence of a fifth-century attitude that “only such a king who is a ksatriya and who also has
aqueen of the same varna status can be consecrated as king: others do not have a legitimate right to rule”
(56). This is, after all, the only mention of ksatriya status in the entire Vijaya saga of the fifth-century
Mahavamsa, and it is not even applied to Vijaya himself.

Looking among a wider textual corpus, we are presented with a rather fluid sense of the
intersections of varnas; the more specific Lankan identity groupings variously called jatis and kulas; and
the right to rule. This was, contra Gunawardana, by no means fixed by the time of the fifth-century

Mahavamsa, and it stayed open for (re)interpretation long after Ni§§anka Malla’s reign. We have already

noted that Buddhist texts often deploy a three-fold class system (ksatriya, brahmana, grhapati) in place of
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the Dharmasastric four (brahmana, ksatriya, vaiSya, sidra). We cannot assume that the Govi jati was
“always” understood to be within the vaisya-varna if that varna simply did not exist in a wide variety of
textual treatments. Some texts, like the tenth-century Anagatavamsa, do offer us a fourfold system, with
a fairly standard translation of the Sanskrit varnas into Pali vannas: khattiya, brahmana, vessa, and sudda
(AV v. 64). But when that same text was later adapted into the Sinhala Anagatavamsaya, the four classes
are instead listed as raja, bamunu, velarida and govi (Sin-AV, 133). Here we see confirmation that—at least
by the fourteenth century—the term velarida was used to signify the vaiSya varna, and that kingship was
so strongly associated with ksatriya status that the terms were interchangable. But here the Govis are
decidedly not mapped onto this velarida/vaisya class; instead, they are held to be the equivalents of the
Sudra-varna, yet another rung “lower” in the dharmasastric ladder.

The varna status of the Govis, in other words, remained up for debate long beyond the period of
the present study. When Ni§§anka Malla refers to them as veleridas in his inscriptions, therefore, we must
take this as just one argument put forward in this longer debate. Here, the argument seems to rather
unsubtle in its intention: to position the Govis as ineligible for kingship, and so to (hopefully) remove a
potential challenge to the claims of Nissanka Malla’s dynastic heirs.

The third point of difference Nissanika Malla’s inscriptions fashion for him, and by extension for
other members of his dynasty, is the circumstance of his birth. The Galpota inscription, for example, tells
us that he was born

...budu bosat sakvittan upadana utum darhbadivhi kalinngurata simhapurayehi... ipada...

...in Simhapura, in the Kalitiga country, in noble Dathbadivhi (Skt. Jambudvipa), which gives rise
to Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and cakravartins (IC VI1:24, a3-4).
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Emphasising that it is Jambudvipa, not Lanka, in which such exalted figures have tended to arise serves
to further set apart Ni$$anka Malla and his brothers from any more local rivals (such as those who
overthrew his predecessor Vijayabahu I1). Of course, it is only Buddhas—not bodhisattvas or cakravartins—
who are necessarily born in Jambudvipa,”® but the inscription can be read as suggesting that the same is
true of all three: implicitly, only a monarch born on the mainland (such as Ni§§anka Malla himself) ought
to claim cakravartin status. More specifically, perhaps, the ambiguity of Sinhala adjectival attribution
allows us to read the “which gives rise to...” clause as applying not just to Jambudvipa, but to the Kalinga
country or perhaps even to the city of Simhapura itself: a decidedly uncanonical claim, but one certainly
within the realms of semantic possibility for readers attuned to such suggestive nuances. Such a reading
is made more plausible by other references throughout the inscriptional corpus which suggest a more-
than-ordinary birth for Nissanka Malla.

Some of these references have been over-emphasised by past scholars, when closer reading
shows them to clearly be metaphorical in nature. The prime example here is the claim that

rajadaruvan manusyariipayen sitiya da naradevata heyin deviyan sé ddkka yutuya.

Kings, although having human form, should be regarded like gods (deviyan) due to their being
lords (deva) of men (IC VI:24 c4-5).

?78 All Buddhas follow more or less the same pattern in their lives, including birth in (northern) Jambudvipa, a
pattern about which much has been written. More proximately, we might note that another core component of the
Kalingabodhi-jataka narrative discussed above is this very repetition: the cakravartin named Kalinga is prevented
from flying through the air above the one spot on which all Buddhas achieve enlightenment. This is explained to
him by his advisor Kalingabharadvaja, who is himself the Buddha Sakyamuni in a previous life.
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This has generally been interpreted as a claim for the literal divinity of kings, taking “naradevata” as
“human gods” (see, e.g., Goonatilake 1974, 363; Hallisey 2003, 701; Ranawella 2007; and the discussion in
EZ 11:17). But I am mindful in my own translation of Berkwitz’s (2019a) call for us to attend to the
signficance of the analogical particle “sé¢”: kings are to be viewed like gods, not as literal human gods. I
therefore interpret naradeva as the kind of etymological explanation we might see in, for example, Pali
commentaries of the period, in its more “humanistic” meaning of “lord” rather than god.

A similar issue of translation misinterpretation has plagued another of Nissanka Malla’s
inscriptions. Partway through his inscription near the Pritidana Mandapa, Nissanka Malla tells us of an
aspiration which has been repeatedly translated as

“I will now show myself in my [true] body which is endowed with benevolent regard for and
attachment to the virtuous qualities of a bodhisatta king” (EZ 11, 176; IC VI, 69).

This translation has been quoted by a large number of scholars as evidence that Nis$anka Malla
considered himself to be a bodhisattva, understood to be fulfilling the earlier prophecy (discussed in
Chapter Two) that only bodhisattvas ought to rule Sri Lanka (Goonatilake 1974, 364-65; J. C. Holt 1991, 60;
Pathmanathan 1976, 11n31; 1982, 132-33; Samuels 1997, 405). I suspect that the phrasing “my body... is
endowed... with the virtuous qualities of a bodhisattva” has been interpreted as a reference to the 32 Marks
of a Great Man (Skt. mahapurusalaksana, P. mahapurisalakkhana): the somatic manifestation of a
bodhisattva’s accumulated virtues which appear in their final life. The idea that these bodhisattva
“qualities” are indeed bodily marks (laksana) might also be further supported by the inscription’s opening
lines, which conclude with a mention of bodily marks (here in Sin. lakunu) appearing at the moment of

Nié$anka Malla’s birth:
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okavas rajaparapurehi siiryyavams$ayata tilakayamana va rajapilivelin rajya ladin votunu
pélandd maharajatan pat vi sirisatigabo ni§§amka malla kalitiga parakramabahu cakravarttin
vahanse $ri jayagopa maharajayan vahanse nisa parbbati mahadevin vahanse kusen upan
kenehi mi sdpat lakunu mana nakat mohot ddk kulatilakayak latmi yi...
Sirisatigabo Nis§anka Malla Kalinga Parakramabahu cakravarttin—who was like a tilaka for the
Solar dynasty in the royal lineage of Oka; who was adorned with the crown, having received
sovereignty in [order of] royal succession; who attained the rank of mahardja—having been
seen, at the very moment he was born from the womb of Parbbati mahadevi and the mahardja
Sri Jayagopa, to have marks of prosperity (sdpat-lakunu), and a pleasing horoscope and hour,
was declared a tilaka for his family (kula)... (IC V1:25, 3-8).
Here, however, we would do well to note that not all bodily marks, even in a Buddhist context, are
necessarily the specific 32 marks of a bodhisattva. If we turn, briefly, to the retrospective Mahdvamsa
account, we do see that both Vijayabahu I (in MV 57:49) and Parakramabahu I (prophecied in MV 62:29;
extensively lauded in MV 62:45-52) are said to have been born with auspicious bodily marks, as was
Dutthagamini in the fifth-century text (MV 22:59). But so too was Vijayabahu’s mother, Lokita (MV 57:41),
and Vijayabahu's daughter/Parakramabahu’s mother Ratanavali (MV 59:35). None of these figures are
said to be bodhisattvas in the Mahavamsa (let alone in their own inscriptions); none of these marks are
specifically called the 32 Marks of a Great Man; and, as the androcentric title suggests, those 32 marks
describe a distinctly male body (including a sexual organ “concealed in a sheath,” P. kosohitavatguyho),
which presumably means that these are not the marks with which Lokita and Ratanavali were endowed.””

It seems evident to me that in these Mahavamsa references to bodily marks, and in Ni§§anka Malla’s

inscriptional claim above, that we are dealing with a broader set of bodily signs which can be interpreted

*? On the necessarily male bodies of final-life bodhisattvas, see further the excellent discussion in Balkwill (2018).
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(alongside other astrological portents) at the moment of birth. In other words, Ni§§ankka Malla’s reference
to the laksana on his body are not a claim to bodhisattva-hood, but rather are participant in broader (i.e.
not exclusively “Buddhist™) practices of somatic and astrological divination which circulated widely in
the Indian Ocean world as vital “technologies of statecraft” (Blackburn 2017; see also Moin 2012).

With this in mind, let us return to the “I will show myself” phrase, quoted above in translation.
This would seem, in the phrasing so frequently repeated in secondary literature, to be an unambigious
claim to bodhisattva status. However, the easy wording of this translation disguises more ambiguity in the
Sinhala, and I do not think we can so readily take it as a claim that Nissanka Malla was, himself, a
bodhisattva. The Sinhala reads:

bodhisatvarajagunayata met sit 4ti sneha paksapata $arirayen ma pamha yi (IC VI:25, 16-17).”*°
It is clear that Ni$$anka Malla intends to show himself (pamha) with a body (sarira) that is in some way
devoted to or oriented towards (paksapata) affection (sneha). That body further possesses (dti) a mind (sit),
or perhaps more figuratively “is mindful of,” the remaining terms. The mind is characterised by
compassion (met, modern Sin. maitriya, P. metta),”® and is oriented towards the qualities or virtues of a

bodhisattva-king. Together, we can therefore read this aspiration as:

0 The preceding clause, mavupiyan se losasun raknd, may be taken as adjectivally modifying the bodhisattva king
(“who protects the world and $asana like parents [would their child]”). However, I interpret it as a participle:
“having protect the world... I shall show myself.”

281 §SS notes that met can also indicate the future Buddha Maitreya (Sin. Maitri), who very frequently has the epithet
budurgjanin medieval literature. We might wonder then if this reference to a met in conjunction with a
bodhisattvardjan is intended to somehow signify Ni§$anka Malla’s orientation towards (rebirth in the sasana of) that
future Buddha, a common aspiration during this period. This does not seem grammatically plausible, so I leave this
out of my suggested translation.
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“I will show myself, with a body devoted to affection, compassionately mindful of the qualities
of a bodhisattva-king.”

There is no suggestion here that Ni§$anka Malla’s own body itself directly manifests any somatic
characteristics of a bodhisattva-king. Instead, I read this as a reassurance only that he is mindful of the
qualities of such a king, and that he wishes to present himself to his subjects in a manner reflective of
this mindfulness. The somatic presentation of kingship is clearly important throughout this inscription,
but perhaps not in the manner it has largely been understood to date.

Together, these references to the circumstances of Nis§anka Malla’s birth—auspicious in
geography, in bodily marks, and in astrological conjunction—were presented as yet another means to
distinguish him, and his nascent dynasty, from potential rivals within Sri Lanka. References to these
circumstances, along with the lineage- and caste-based arguments discussed above, appear with
increasing intensity throughout those inscriptions of Nis$anka Malla which we know to be later. Coupled
with the decreasing emphasis on Parakramabahu after the early inscription IC VI:26, this begins to
suggest a shift in the substance of his claims to kingship. He was, less and less, the king of Lanka through
Lankan succession alone; instead, he presented himself as a member of a translocal dynasty centred at
Kalinga, but always with members ruling over Lanka. He emphasised, in other words, the distinctive
nature of his own immediate family relative to any other possible claimants within Lanka itself, who
lacked such pedigrees. This claim was not only made through inscriptional means: as I argue in the

following section, he also sought to reify it through matrilateral ties.
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Family Matters

In Chapter Three, I suggested that the political trifurcation between the reigns of Vijayabahu I and
Parakramabahu I resulted in an increasing emphasis, in the inscriptions of some royal men, on the
dynastic pedigrees of their wives as representative of powerful marital alliances with mainland rulers. I
then further argued that this allowed (some of) those women what seems to be an unprecedented level
of autonomy: crafting their own inscriptional personae and patronising religious institutions of their
own choosing. During the reign of Parakramabahu I, however, royal women seemed, once again, to
become invisible in the inscriptional record; I suggested that this may have been the result of
Parakramabahu’s relatively strong hold on the throne, and the concomitant non-necessity of appealing
to such dynastic marriage alliances. The inscriptions of Nis$anka Malla, as I have suggested above, seem
to exhibit considerably more anxiety about rival claims to the throne; it should therefore perhaps not be
surprising that royal women are yet more central to the vision of kingship portrayed in these inscriptions
than they were even in the interregnal period.

The inscriptions of Nis§anka Malla are replete with lists of mainland dynasties, friend and rival
alike, from whom he “procured consorts” (bisovarun genva) for both himself and his son, Virabahu. A
particularly striking example comes from the Galpota inscription, in which the victorious conclusion to
Nis§anka Malla’s mainland expeditions is related thus:

...bhaya pavtii pandirajjuruvan ha miniyan visin apa jivat vana pamana gam di rajyaya taman

vahansé mi gend vadala médnavi yi kiya vela gena evii ran dngili ha rajakanyakavan ha

hastyas$vadi no ek panduru ha soliratin me sé mi evii boho pandu nédméti jaladharayen kopagni
niva karnnata nelliiru gauda kalinga tilinga gurjjara adi no ek desayé guna kdmiti rajdaruvan
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ha... [section missing] mitra santhana kotd no kimittavunta taman vahansege $auryyatisayen
bhaya elava e e ratin bisovarun ha panduru genva...

...having heard the words said by the frightened Pandyan king and his mother—*“Having given

[to ourselves] only the villages [necessary to sustain] our lives, the kingdom is yours!”—; having

had the fire of wrath extinguished by the stream of water, namely the many gifts received in

this way from the Cdla country [such as] golden “fingers” (ingots), royal maidens, elephants
and horses, etc., and various [other] gifts; having established friendship [section missing] with
royal persons who value virtue in various countries, such as Karnataka, Nellore, the Gauda,

Kalinga, Tilinga, and Gurjarat; having inspired fear in those who do not value [virtue] through

his own excellence in heroism; having procured consorts and gifts from those countries... (IC

VI:24 b16-19).

This most obviously expresses certain geopolitical aspirations: the Pandyas, the most geographically
proximate rivals, are subjugated and humiliated; the Colas, powerful former overlords, escape the same
fate only through appeasement; new allies and newly fearful subordinates alike seal their relations
through similar tributes. We might also note, however, that both forms of relation—adversarial and
“friendly”—are secured through the gifting of consorts. This includes the alleged subjugation of the
Pandyas, which is listed in other inscriptions as a source of consorts (IC VI:32; 35; 36; 45; 65; 71; and 82),
as is Vengi to the north (IC VI:45; 57).

The most important source of royal wives, however, seems to have been Ni§§anka Malla’s own
home region of Kalinga, from whence came his primary consort Subhadra. As he himself explains in the
Galpota,

...rajavamsaya nisay4 yi kalinigurata yava somasiiryavamsa boho bisovarun genva urehi da

yuvaraja tan pat virabahu mahapanan vahanseta da rajakanyakavan genva rajakulaya mahat

kot4...

...having dispatched [messengers] to the Kalinga country, for the sake of the royal lineage;
having procured many consorts of the Lunar and Solar lineages; having produced also royal
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maidens for his son the mahapa Virabahu, who had attained the rank of yuvaraja; having [thus]
increased the royal family... (IC V1:24, b1-2).

We might take his self-stated motivation—the royal lineage—as extending in multiple temporal
directions. Consorts, of course, “increase the royal family” by producing children and grandchildren; but
high-caste Kalingan consorts in particular would have strengthened relations to Ni§$anka Malla’s natal
dynasty, supporting (both symbolically and, potentially, through military and fiscal means) the claims
discussed in the preceding section.

The various dynastic ties of Nis§anka Malla’s consorts may have played a role in determining

their relative status within his “Inner City” (antahpura, often translated “harem”).**

This ranking seems
to have shifting over the course of his reign, as new consorts (representing, perhaps, more strategically
valuable dynastic ties) become increasingly visible in his inscriptions. This becomes particularly clear
when we attend to his changing descriptions of the tulabhara ceremony, in which he—and other members
of the royal family—ascended giant scales and made a valuable offering equivalent to their collective

weight (tula). This ceremony is often described as having taken place “annually” (havurudu pata), and in

at least three different locations: at Rame$varam, to celebrate Nis$anka Malla’s triumphant return from

82 The term “harem” is borrowed from Arabic harim, and has a strong association with the problematic trope of the
“oriental despot” which so waylaid colonial-modern scholarship (Ahmed 1982). As Foster (2004) notes, the term
harim originally designated “a social space where women could gather and talk,” and it is only thanks to orientalist
discourses that it has come to indicate a man’s coterie of co-wives and concubines (7n5). Wishing to avoid both the
overt sexualisation, and the reductive conflation of varied gender orders, I therefore also avoid the term “harem,”
and prefer instead to use (following Loos 2005) the more specific “Inner City.”
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his second mainland expedition;*® at “Devakulama” (only in IC VI:65);** and at least once more,
presumably in Polonnaruva itself.”® I say “at least” because the number of people said to have
participated in this tulabhara vary considerably from inscription to inscription. It matters less to us
whether this reflects “in reality” multiple tulabharas with varying participants; what is significant for our
purposes is which family members, at which times, are said to have joined Ni$$anka Malla on the scales
in his grand display of kingly munificence. These changing descriptions, I suggest, allow us to trace the
rise to prominence of Ni$§anka Malla’s secondary consort, Kalyanavati, who would later go on to rule in
her own right (in 1202-1208).

The most frequent description of the Polonnaruva tulabhara lists five participants, but we also
have three-, four-, and even eight-person variants. The only one of these variant descriptions that we
can positively date is the three-person variant, as described in the Anuradhapura Ruvanvili inscription
(IC VI:27) dated to Ni$$anka Malla’s fourth year. This means that the tulabhara itself must have taken
place before the trip to Anuradhapura; more significantly, the language used to describe the tulabhdara
must be reflective of that fourth year (regardless of its connection to the actual event), making it a useful

benchmark for other tulabhara descriptions. Here, as discussed above, the tulabhara is framed as a remedy

8 All inscriptions which specify Rame$varam mention two such expeditions: see IC V1:43; 45; 47; 48; 49; 51; 56; 60;
67; and 76-82 (the Ruhuna gavuta inscriptions).

*% This placename is uncharacteristically absent from Nicholas’s (1959) Historical Topography, presumably because
the inscription was only made publically available recently. The inscription commemorates the construction of a
reservoir called “Pandivijayakulama” (celebrating Ni$§ankka Malla’s victory over the Pandyas), following the
tulabhdra and then the construction of an almshall at Devakulama. We might reasonably take all three, and the
findsite of the inscription itself, as the same location: near what is now Tampalakamam in Trincomalee district.

5 IC VI:45 and 48 both mention two tulabhdras, the second at Rame$varam. It is possible, but I think unlikely, that
the first of these is the tulabhdra at Devakulama described in IC VI:65.
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to the poverty-driven crime caused by Parakramabahu I's (alleged) excessive punishments and taxation;

in response, the inscription tells us, Nis§arika Malla
...ma davasi kat singa suvase visuva minava yi perd rajadaruvan no kala viru leseki tulabhara
nitigemi sita vadara urehi da virabahu mahapanan vahanse ha agamehesun kalinga subhadra
bisovun vahanse ha saha votunu abaranin sidi taman vahanse ha tundena vahanse tulabhara
ndngi satruvan ha dtulu ridi tiram ha ananta kot raja vithiyehi isvamin mahadanavarsa
pavatva...
...having resolved to mount the tulabhara, as no prior kings had done,” [thinking] “Those
begging in my day should live comfortably”; having had the tulabhara mounted by three people,
namely (1) his son the mahapa Virabahu, (2) his primary consort (agamehesun, Skt. agramahisi)
the bisova Kalinga Subhadra, and (3) he himself wearing jewellery and the crown; and having
caused a great rain of alms (ddna) by scattering about in the royal street an continual [shower
of wealth] including the seven gems and silver tiram coins... (IC VI:27, 10-14).

This is a lavishly described performance of kingship: Nissanka Malla publicly sets himself apart from

previous kings; he appears bedecked in all his regalia; and he draws a parallel to the dramatic finale of

the Vessantara-jataka through the “great rain of alms.”* The inclusion of his son and designated heir

(mahapa) Virabahu in such an event makes sense: Ni§$anka Malla publicly and ritually signals his desired

line of succession, and ensures that the future king shares in the whatever merit (and social capital) he

gains from such ostentatious charity. But equally central is his primary consort Subhadra. She is

8¢ This is patently untrue: we have references to tulabhdra ceremonies in inscriptions dating back to Vijayabahu I
(seeIC VI:2, 14, where it is called a tulatara; and TISL 42, 11, which specifically uses Grantha script to call it tulabharam
instead of T. tuldparam). This is a valuable reminder that we can not take inscriptional claims as documentary
evidence of “what actually happened,” rather as evidence of what was important to have said happened.

7 Upon Vessantara’s triumphant return to his kingdom, the god Sakka (Skt. Sakra, i.e. Indra) causes a shower of
seven jewels to rain down across the city, thereby pacifying his potential rivals. In Collins’ (1998) excellent study of
this episode (in his ch. 7), he argues that the shower of gems serves to remove the risk that Vessantara (actually the
Buddha in his penultimate incarnation) will ever have to act in the immorally violent ways that typically
characterise kingship (fighting rivals, punishing criminals).
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presumably Virabahu’s mother, and so we might see this as yet another move to secure the line of
succession. But the prominence of her own Kalinga heritage also serves, yet again, to underline Ni§§anka
Malla’s ties northwards; the “strangeness” discussed in the previous section.

We have descriptions of the four- and five-person tulabharas in inscriptions which must postdate
Nis§anka Malla’s fifth regnal year, and so I think it is reasonable to understand these as constituting a
progression of scale: more family members were included in (the description of) the ceremony over the
years. Supporting this notion is that some of these inscriptions (as in that quoted below) the tulabhara is
now described as “annual” (havuruda pata); the three-person tulabhara of year four might be followed by
a four-person tulabhara the following year, and so on.

The four-person tulabhdra is mentioned in three inscriptions, but only one—the Pritidanaka
Mandapa rock inscription (IC VI:25)—tells us who the fourth participant was: Kalyanavati, who would
eventually be installed on the throne herself. Several other features of this description also deviate from
the three-person tulabhara described above:

...aga mehesun stiryyavamsa kalinga subhadra mahadevin vahanse ha gafigavamsa kalyana

mahadevin vahanse ha yuvarajavi siti urehi da virabahu mahapanan vahanse ha saméangi

saha votunu rajathbaranin sidi peri rajadaruvan no kala vira lesi havurudu pata tulabhara
nitigi mahanavaratnadanavarsa pavatva...

...having had the tulabhara mounted by (1) his primary consort the mahadevi Kalinga Subhadra

of the Solar lineage, (2) the mahadevi Kalyana of the Ganga lineage, (3) his son the mahapa

Virabahu who had become yuvardja, and (4) he himself wearing royal jewellery and the crown,

annually, as no prior kings had done; and having caused a great rain of alms, [consisting of] the
nine gems... (IC VI:25, 11-14).%*®

% See also IC VI:37, which mentions a four-fold tulabhara but does not name the participants.
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Here the lineages of both primary consorts are emphasised, again stressing these matrilateral links to
powerful mainland dynasties. Subhadra’s status as a member of the solar dynasty is, of course, also a
reminder of Ni$$anka Malla’s similar claim, as a fellow member of the Kalinga dynasty. Kalyanavati’s
lineage, meanwhile, is given as Gangavamsa; likely a reference to the powerful Eastern Ganga dynasty
whose domains at this time included the Kalinga region.”” It seems likely that Nis$anka Malla’s father
Jayagopa (and presumably also the family of his primary consort Subhadra) was a Kalinga-based tributary
of this dynasty. The sudden inclusion of Kalyanavati in descriptions of the tuldbhara from this point
onwards might suggest that Nissanka Malla had secured, and wished to publicise, a valuable marital
alliance with his own father’s overlord. We might also note that Virabahu has received an additional title,
yuvaraja, intended to further signal his status as designated heir-apparent.

If we take Ni§§anka Malla’s claims of “annual” tuldbharas at face value, then this four-person
tulabhara ought to have taken place in his fifth regnal year, and the five-person tulabhara (which is
mentioned in many more inscriptions than any other configuration) ought to have taken place in his
sixth year. Of course, we may well wish to remain cautious about taking any of Ni§§anka Malla’s claims at
face value—but this sequence at least aligns with the inscriptional dating laid out in Appendix C. Notably,

the Ruhuna inscription (IC VI:54) which must postdate year seven is among those which mention a five-

% See, for the most comprehensive overview, Rao (1991). Kulke provides, among his many writings on the region,
one particularly useful (2022) study of Eastern Ganga temple patronage, including the earliest claim of this dynasty
to cakravartin status in 1135 (360).
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person tulabhdra, suggesting that this variant remained in Nissanka Malla’s rhetorical performance of
kingship until that point.

Despite the five-person variant being the most widely attested in the inscriptional corpus, we are
once again only told which five people participated in a single inscription: the Galpota. Here the
formulation is given as

...aga mehesun kalinga subhadra mahadevin vahansé ha gatigavamsa kalyana mahadevin

vahansé ha sahavotunu rajabaranin sidi urehi da daru mahapanan vahansé ha da sarbbanga

sundarin vahansé ha ekvi tulabhara ningi havurudu pata pas tulabharayak bégin di...

...having mounted the tulabhara together with (1) his primary consort the mahadevi Kalinga

Subhadra of the Solar lineage, (2) the mahddevi Kalyana of the Ganga lineage, (3) his son the

mahapad, wearing the royal jewellery and crown, and (4) his daughter Sarvanga Sundari; and

having given a fivefold tulabhdra annually... (IC V1:24, b2-4).
Ni§$arka Malla himself clearly makes up the fifth person; but it is Virabahu who now wears the royal
regalia,” and Virabahu’s sister now joins the party. Ni§$anika Malla’s inclusion of consorts (symbolising
powerful matrilateral connections) and heir in such a public act of kingship is understandable; his
inclusion of his daughter is slightly less so. We might wonder if she is being primed to secure matrilateral
alliances of her own—except that she is mentioned further on in the same inscription, in what seems to

be a ritual context. We are told that Nig§anka Malla

...daladapatradhatun vahanséta putanuvan vahansé ha diyaniyan vahansé ha puda
ghanarandagabak dtulu vii dhana puda galava...

#0 Virabahu’s name and longer list of titles are likely only absent here because they were mentioned in the
preceding clauses.
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...having offered his son and daughter to the Tooth and Bowl Relics; offered up riches, including
a solid gold ddgaba; and saved [the children]... (IC VI:24, b24).”

We see a variant description of this event in one of the inscriptions on the Hitadage:

...daladapatradhatun vahanseta urehi da virabahu mahapanan vahanse ha di sarbbanga
sundari vahanse ha puda dedena galavanu...

...having offered his son, the mahapa Virabahu, and his daughter Sarvanga Sundari to the Tooth
and Bowl Relics; and saved the two persons... (IC VI:52, 17-18).

From these two descriptions together we gain the sense of some kind of ritualised offering-up of the
children to the Relics, only to redeem (“save”) them through a substitute offering of considerable value.
If only Virabahu were involved in this offering, we might wonder if he were being dedicated to the
monkhood (only to be ultimately “saved” for kingship by the substitute offering). But it is unclear
whether the bhiksuni order survived into this period of Lankan history; the only hint of their presence is
a single word on an inscription which can also be read otherwise (Gunawardana 1988, 38-39). Even if
some details of the ritual are thus unclear, Nissanka Malla’s inclusion of Sarvanga Sundari in this ritual
(and his inscribing the inclusion, twice over, in the sacred quadrangle at the heart of his city) speaks to
a surprising centrality of a royal daughter in his self-presentation as a devout king. This is, to my
knowledge, the only early second millennium inscription in which a king mentions, let alone names, his

own daughter.

#IC’s Roman-script transcription erroneously omits the second puda clause; the Sinhala-script transcription is

correct.
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Other descriptions of the five-person tulabhara give fewer details but, significantly, seem to
retain mention of the royal women. The Rame$§varam throne inscription, for example, mentions only the
titles of those who accompanied Ni§§anka Malla:

...bisovarun vahanse ha mahapanan vahanse &dtulu vii pasdena vahanse tulabhara nangi
havurudu pata pas tulabharayak bagin di...

...having had the tulabhara mounted by five persons, including the bisovas and the mahapa; and
having given a fivefold tulabhara annually... (IC VI:46, 1-2).

Presumably, Sarvanga Sundari is one of the five persons mentioned here. An inscription found near the
Vanduruppa vihara, meanwhile, excludes even Virabahu's title of mahapa from the list:

...bisovarun vahansé dtulu vii pasdena vahansé tulabhara ningi havurudu pata pastulabharayak
bigin di...

...having had the tulabhara mounted by five persons, including the bisovas; and having given a
fivefold tulabhara annually... (IC VI:53, 6-7).

Here it is the inclusion of only the royal women which seems relevant. Later—in the year-seven-plus
Ruhuna inscription, and at least one of the year-nine inscriptions—even the women are excluded, and
the event seems to have been reduced down to the minimalistic formula “having given a fivefold
tulabhara annually” (IC V1:43, 2; 54, 12).” It seems that in these later years more recent events (including
the tulabhara at Rame$varam) appeared more salient to Ni§§arika Malla’s kingly self-representation, and

so descriptions of the five-person tulabhara became increasingly truncated.

*%2 ... havurudu pata pastulabharayak (bégin) di...
IC VI:43 omits bdgin. IC VI:49, the other inscription from Ni$$anka Malla’s ninth year, is effaced in the section we
might expect to see mention of the five-person tulabhara, so we cannot be sure if it was included here or not.
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The eight-person tulabhara is only mentioned in a single inscription (IC VI:57), which is—
frustratingly—difficult to date. It is located on the outer wall of the Hitadagg, the same shrine discussed
above in the context of Nissanka Malla offering his children up to the Tooth and Bowl Relics. But this
inscription is unlike those others found within the Hitadage: it employs a different regnal title
(Simhapure$vara Lamke$vara Kalinga Cakravartin, otherwise witnessed only in IC VI:53), and it mentions
edificial works (like the construction of a seven-story palace in only 45 days) not otherwise discussed in
the extant corpus. We do know, because it mentions the creation of both stone thrones and distance-
marker pillars, that it must postdate some of the inscriptions found on these respective objects;*” but we
do not know which, and so cannot say for sure where the eight-person tulabhdra fits in sequence. This is
unfortunate, as the list of participants has three fascinating inclusions:

...kalinga subhadra bisovun vahansé ha kalyana mahadevin ha mahapanan vahansé ha

vikramabahu dpanan vahansé ha candra bisavun vahansé ha parbbatin vahansé ha

sarbbharga sundarin vahanse dtulu vii atadena vahansé tulabhara nangi havurudu pata me lesd

di...

...having had the tulabhara mounted by eight persons, including (1) the bisova Kalinga Subhadra,

(2) the mahadevi Kalyanavati, (3) the mahapa, (4) the dpa Vikramabahu, (5) the bisova Candra,

(6) Parvati, and (7) Sarvanga Sundari; and having given [charity] annually in this way... (IC

VI:57,12-15).

Once again, Nissanka Malla himself presumably makes up the unnamed eighth person. The inclusion of

the secondary heir Vikramabahu is, perhaps, unsurprising. We know that this was the position Ni§§anka

% The stone seats were likely created throughout Nis§anka Malla’s reign, and so evince a wide variety of
inscriptional styles. Some (IC VI:33; 34; 35; 36; 41; 42; and 44) must postdate year five; all others must postdate year
two at least. The gavuta distance pillar inscriptions are IC VI:74 through 82. IC VI: 74 and 75 must themselves
postdate year two, but we cannot even say this about the remaining pillars.
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Malla himself (claimed to have) occupied under Parakramabahu I; perhaps he was preparing for the
eventuality that his own Virabahu, just like his own predecessor Vijayabahu II, would need someone
waiting in the wings. This would prove to be prudent: Virabahu I would only rule for a single night before
he passed away, and Vikramabahu II (r. three months in 1196) took the throne.

More interesting, however, is the addition of two more royal women to the list of participants.
One, Candra, is named as a consort (bisova); we know nothing about her life or lineage, although we may
speculate about a connection to Parakramabahu’s widow Candavati (discussed in the following
chapter).”* The second, Parvati, is—like Ni§sanka Malla’s daughter Sarvanga Sundari—not called a
consort. It is unlikely that she is a second, younger, daughter, given that she is listed before Sarvanga
Sundari. We might wonder, therefore, if this is actually Ni§§anka Malla’s mother Parvati, returned from
Kalinga and invited to participate in Ni§§anka Malla’s grand display of royal munificence.

Whereever we place the eight-person tulabhdra in this sequence, the changing descriptions of
the tulabhara seem to reflect both the centrality of the immediate family to Ni§§anka Malla’s vision of
kingship, and that family’s increasing scope over time. Consorts, daughters, and possibly even Nissarka
Malla’s mother were included in descriptions of the tulabhdra ritual alongside male heirs: these women
clearly mattered to him, and to his kingly self-representation. We might well conceptualise this as

something akin to what Sjursen (2015) describes as a “lordship unit,” a “theory of complementary

#* As we have seen throughout this chapter from the case of Kalyanavati, Nissarika Malla frequently drops the -vati
suffix in his inscriptions; Candra might therefore be a plausible read for Candravati. However, this was also a fairly
common name for royal women across medieval Southern Asia, and we should not place too much weight on this
possible connection.
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rulership [which] would suggest that a noblewoman’s authority derived from her status as part of the
lordship unit rather than [solely from] her access to a husband or son” (11). This authority, crucially, was
more than symbolic. As the Relic-offering ritual’s inclusion of Ni§§anka Malla’s daughter Sarvanga
Sundari perhaps suggests, the public centrality of these noblewomen to Ni§§anka Malla’s performance of
kingship seems to have translated into direct influence on his choices of patronage.
In two of Ni$$anka Malla’s inscriptions, he explicitly tells us that his pious religious works at the
Anuradhapura Ruvanvili dagaba were carried out at the request of his consorts:
..antahpurastrin ruvanvili mahasa vahansé da vandana kimitamha yi ki heyin eyit ma sé mi
rajadaru kekekun kérdviiye vehe dé yi vadara ananta vastu viyadam kot4d mehekaruvan ananda
karava pihitirajayata piyumak sé vii ruvanvéli dahagab vahansé karava antahpurastrin da
vandava...
...having, because the women of the Inner City (antahpurastri) said “we wish to worship also at
the Ruvanvili mahasd (Skt. mahdcaitya),” said in reply “This was done in the past by a royal
person like myself”;”” having spent limitless wealth; having made his servants/labourers
happy; having made the Ruvanvili ddgaba into a veritable lotus for the Pihiti kingdom; and
having enabled the women of the Inner City to worship it... (IC VI:53, 9-13).
Here, Nis§anka Malla portrays himself as undertaking this monumental act of patronage in
communication with and at the request of his consorts, primarily to satisfy their pious wishes. We might

take this, of course, as merely a rhetorical show of appeasement—but then, what does it tell us about the

performance of kingship that consorts should be so shown to be appeased?

% Presumably he refers here to Dutthagamini, who first established the Ruvanvili mahdstipa. This is a central part
of the Mahavamsa’s Dutthagamini narrative, and the main subject of the Thapavamsa.
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One final piece of evidence further suggests the centrality of Nissanka Malla’s consorts to his
performance of kingship. This comes from his copperplate grants: legal texts which do not just record the
donation of land to an individual’s family, but through their own production legally enshrine that
donation. Tellingly, in these inscriptions’ representation of the royal procession, leading up to the
announcement of the grant, the two principal consorts are listed even before any of the ministers:

...sakviti ni§§anka malla niskalamka kalitiga cakravartti suvamin vahanse tundagedora abhiseka
mandapayata vidd sahavotunu rajabaranin sidi aga biso subhadra mahadevin vahansé ha
kalyana mahadévin vahansé ha yuvaraja vi siti ureyi da virabahu mahapanan vahanse ha
lakvijayasitigu senevi tavurunavan ha lamka adhikara lolup4lakulu kitalnavan ha adhikara
totadanavu suvanavan ha adhikara totadanavu satanavan ha sabhapatinayaka dahambadahili
gajabahunavan dtulu vii dmétigana pirivara...

...The sakviti (Skt. cakravarti) Ni$$anka Malla Niskalamka Kalitiga cakravartti suvamin vahanse,
having entered the abhiseka-mandapa in the Tundagedora; wearing the royal jewellery including
the crown; in procession with the aga biso Subhadra mahadevi, Kalyanavati mahddevi, his son the
mahapa Virabahu, and the group of ministers including Lakvijaya Sitigu senevi Tavuruna, the
lankadhikara Lolupéldkulu Kitalna, the adhikdara Totadanavu Suvana, the adhikdara Totadanavu
Satana, and the sabhapatinayaka Dahambadahili Gajabahunavan... (IC VI:58, c2-d6; 59, a3-5).

And this priority ranking seems more than symbolic. At the end of both extant grants, the records are
witnessed, and so made legally binding, by the four core members of the royal family together:

viraraja ni§yamkhamalla kalinga lamkendrena dattam subhadra mahadevim ha dattam kalyana
mahadevim ha dattam virabahu mahapanam ha dattam.

Given (dattam) by Virardja Ni§yamkhamalla Kalinga Lamkendra, and given by Subhadra
mahadevi, and given by Kalyanavati mahddevi, and given by the mahapa Virabahu (IC VI:58, h2-

6).

$rikalinga lamkendrena dattam agabiso subhadra mahadevim ha dattam kalyana mahadevim
ha dattam yuvarajava siti urehi da virabahu mahapanam ha dattam.
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Given by Sri Kalinga Lamkendra, and given by the aga biso Subhadra mahadevi, and given by
Kalyanavati mahddevi, and given by the mahapa Virabahu, [Ni$$anka Malla’s] son who is in the
position of yuvardja (IC VI1:59, B9-10).
The royal consorts, in other words, were active participants in the affairs of the court, engaged in the
discharge of “royal duties” (rajadhura, IC VI1:58 d6; 59, b1) as well as guiding the direction of pious public
works.

The most emphatic shift in the treatment of royal women in Nis$arkka Malla’s inscriptions,
relative to earlier models of kingship, comes in two of his inscriptions: the Galpota (IC VI:24), and those
carved on the gates of the citadel itself (IC VI:28 and 29). Here he famously lays what seems to be the
most explicit articulation of a law of succession in premodern Sri Lanka. The Galpota’s version is

unfortunately partially effaced; it reads:

...rajayangé (daru) 4pa mahapavan bala vuvada lokasvami (heyin) rajyayata bala gen4 kula sirit
da... [effaced] katayutu.

One ought to... the (son) of a king, [duly appointed to the titles of] dpa [and/or] mahapa, even if

young, because they are the [rightful] lord of the world, having watched over the kingdom, kula
customs...””

In their absence, one ought to protect [the customs or kingdom] by living according to the
command (ajfia) of the biscs.

¢ We are missing here, based on the spacing of the parallel lines c19 and c20, around nine or ten discrete characters.
I can only make out, from the estampage provided in EZ 11:17 and from my own inspection of the Galpota, a few
stray characters (possibly ga and ka). Although from context it seems clear that the duty being enjoined (katayutu)

is the enthronement of the underaged male heir, it is too long a break for us to guess about the lacuna with any
confidence.
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unudu nita maharajun payd 1t vahan matrayakudu rajatan hi taba rajya rakka yutu.

In their absence, one ought to protect the kingdom [by] placing in the position of king even a
slipper which has been on the foot of the maharaja (IC V1:24, c19-21).

The wording here—“living according to the command of the bisos”—might indicate merely a support for
regency. But a variant of this argument in Ni§§anka Malla’s North Gate inscription (which seems to be an
abridged version of his Galpota arguments) suggests that he may be advocating for full succession:

...ardjaka vd da novisiya yutteyi. eheyin maharajatan patvi sitiyavun niti tineki yuvaraja v

sitiyavun ho unudu nitahot rajakumaravarun ho unudu nitahot bisévarun ho rajyayata tikiya

yutteyd.

It is necessary to not be king-less. Therefore, in the case that there is not a person appointed to

the maharaja-ship, it is necessary to appoint the yuvaraja, or, if there is not (a yuvargja), the

royal princes, or, if there is not, the bisas, to the rajya (IC V1:28).
Here it is clear that the bisos themselves are in Ni§§arnka Malla’s intended line of succession (even if as a
last resort), if the alternative is being “kingless” (a-rajaka). This would seem to imply that bisos (or, in the
worst case, royal footwear) could effectively function as kings, if no other suitably masculine candidates
were available. This situation would, of course, come to pass, with the ascendency of Parakramabahu’s
consort Lilavati, and then Ni§§anka Malla’s consort Kalyanavati, to the throne.

All of this together suggests a far more composite nature to Ni§§anka Malla’s vision of kingship
than we might receive from retrospective monastic records alone, or even from a cursory reading of his
inscriptional corpus. While the latter certainly emphasises, at great length, his personal virtues as a
monarch, it also suggests the centrality of royal women to the exercise and symbolic extension of

kingship. They were vital, it seems, to the differentiation of Ni§$anka Malla and his dynasty as uniquely

positioned to rule.
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Conclusions to Chapter Five

This chapter has focused on Ni§§anka Malla’s deliberate refashioning of kingship in a manner favourable
to his dynastic aspirations. I have suggested that these efforts centred around a politics of difference; a
distinction drawn between Ni$$anka Malla and his family from local elites on a number of axes (the
connection to Vijaya, ksatriya status, and the auspicious circumstances of his birth). This fashioning of
difference did not emerge overnight. In what seem to be his earliest inscriptions, he emphasises a more
immediate connection to the prior rule of Parakramabahu I, and therefore seems to be positioning
himself in the regular continuity of Lankan kingship. It is only in his later inscriptions that we see a
distancing from the legacy of Parakramabahu, and a new emphasis on the uniquely Kalingan origins of
Ni$$anka Malla’s dynasty.

Nis$anka Malla’s intention in this refashioning of kingship was, almost certainly, to secure the
longevity of his own dynasty. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, he seems to have succeeded
in this regard: the majority of Polonnaruva’s subsequent monarchs, before the kingdom’s invasion in
1215¢E, did indeed claim some relation to Ni§§anka Malla as evidence of their right to rule. However, the
vision of kingship articulated in his inscriptions—and, particularly, the succession laws he attempted to
lay out in his Galpota and gate inscriptions—had ramifications for Lankan politics beyond his immediate
family. In particular, it seems to have set the stage for the centrality of royal women in Lankan politics
to a degree unprecedented in Lankan history. Nissanka Malla’s vision of kingship attempted to centre
royal women in a manner parallel to that described in Chapter Three: as embodied evidence of
homosocial ties with powerful mainland rulers. Inadvertently, however, the prominence placed on the
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women of Nissanka Malla’s dynasty—and therefore, by extension, on all royal consorts—may well have
strengthened their own position. We see Ni§§anka Malla’s own inscriptions present him as deferential to
the religious and economic wishes of his consorts, directing patronage according to their wishes. We
have also seen that this seems to have resulted in their being placed in the line of succession, in the
absence of suitable male heirs. After his death, and the untimely death of his son Virabahu, this new rule
of succession, and the possibility of female regnancy, seems to have been taken seriously. We turn to this

phenomenon in the following chapter.
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Chapter Six: Shifting Politics of Gender

Ni$$anka Malla’s nine-year reign would be the longest of the later Polonnaruva period. His death, in c.
1196, was followed by a rapid succession of untimely deaths, coups d’etat, and succession crises. Only
three monarchs remained on the throne for longer than a year, including Ni$sanka Malla’s brother
Sahasa Malla (r. c. 1200-1202). The longest reigns of this otherwise turbulent period were, notably, those
of female monarchs: Ni§$anika Malla’s former consort Kalyanavati (r. c. 1202-1208) and, in three separate
reigns, Parakramabahu’s former consort Lilavati (1197-1200, 1209-1210, and 1210-1211). These two
women dominated the political culture of the later Polonnaruva period. In the thirteen years between
Lilavati’s first accession and her final deposition, there was only a single year—1201—in which neither
was on the throne. This succession of female regnancy is a marked outlier in the longer span of Sri Lankan
history, in which the throne was almost exclusively held by normatively masculine kings.”” This period
represents, in other words, a rather dramatic shift in the Lankan gender order.

Yet scholarly treatments of this period tend to overlook the significance of these women’s reigns.
Neither has been the subject of a sustained scholarly discussion as were their more illustrious

predecessors Vijayabahu and Parakramabahu, or even Gajabahu I and Ni§§anka Malla.”® When the reigns

7 The Mahdvamsa records only two earlier women on the throne: Anula (r. c. 48-44BcE), who murdered her way
through a string of husbands (described in lurid detail in MV ch. 34); and Sivali, who ruled for a single year in c.
33cE. Only one other woman, Kusumasana/Dona Catarina (r. 1581-92), would subsequently sit on a Lankan throne.
*% The notable exception is Iriyagolle (1989), who does mention both Lilavati and Kalyanavati (87), and attempts to
situate their circumstances in a longue durée perspective of “The Unique Position of Sinhala Women.” The general
arc of Iriyagolle’s argument is that Buddhist humanism granted Sinhala women benefits not afforded to other South
Asian women, or to those in “the custom-ridden societies of Africa” (ibid.). These values were, apparently, sadly
eroded under the Nayakkar monarchs (97); although Iriyagolle, to her credit, does not explicitly evoke the supposed
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of Kalyanavati and Lilavati are mentioned in scholarly treatments of the Polonnaruva period, closer
attention is paid to the legacies of their respective husbands or to the powerful men who helped to install
them on the throne. This treatment is by no means a wholesale invention of modern historians, but
rather—once again—a reflection of the Mahavamsa’s relative disinterest in the two women. Lilavati’s
three reigns, for example, are described as follows:

tato tassa narindassa uppatetvana locane | diirikatvana tam kittisenanatho mahabbalo ||
lilavatya parakkantabhujindaggamahesiya | rajjam karapayi tini vassani nirupaddavam.

Then Kirti, the powerful lord of the army (senanatha), having torn out of the eye of that
[former] Lord of Men and exiled him, ruled through Lilavati, the agramahisi of the pure lord
Parakramabahu, for three years without mishap (MV 80:30-31).

atha tasseva vikkantacamiinakkacamiipati | hantvana tam anikangamahipalam sa dummati ||
pubbe pi katarajjaya taya rajaggadeviya | Lilavatyabhidhanaya vassam rajjam akarayi.

Then his (Anikanga’s) own general Vikkantacamiinakka, of ill intent, having killed the monarch
Anikanga, ruled for one year through the first devi of the king (Parakramabahu 1), named
Lilavati, by whom rule had previously been done (MV 80:45-46).

tada dhitimatam settho mahabalaparakkamo | parakkamacamiinatho kalanagaravamsajo ||
lilavatim mahesim tam candadiccakuloditam | rajjebhisifici paccha pi rajatejovilasinim.

Then the general Parakrama—mighty and powerful, most excellent among those with resolve,
born of the Kalanagara vamsa—anointed in sovereignty that mahisi Lilavati, who had arisen
from the Solar and Lunar families, who subsequently shone in kingly splendour (MV 80:49-50).

Tamil and Saiva origins of these monarchs as the primary cause for their apparent misogyny. While I am deeply
appreciative of Iriyagolle’s groundbreaking attention to gender dynamics over such a long period of history, I seek
here and throughout the dissertation a more nuanced explanation for these dynamics than recourse to nebulously
defined “Buddhist values.”
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Beyond these passing verses, Lilavati is curiously absent from the Mahdvamsa’s narrative—even from its
narrative of her husband Parakramabahu 1.*° Kalyanavati’s reign receives a slightly longer treatment,
but one which nonetheless similarly foregrounds the agency of her minister Ayasmanta (MV 80:33-41).
We might also note certain features of the verses above which reinforce the notion that Lilavati served
as a mere “puppet queen” for powerful men. In all three verses, Lilavati is never assigned grammatical
agency; it is always men (Kirti, Anikanga, and then Parakrama) who instigate her reigns. We also see a
curious absence of clear regnal titles: while Lilavati is described as being the consort (mahisi, devi) of her
departed husband Parakramabahu, she is never called anything resembling “king” (r@jan). Instead, her
regnancy is described obliquely: men rule “through” her, or at most “anoint her in sovereignty” (rajje
abhisifici). As we will see below, these ways of describing Lilavati’s rule do not originate in Dathbadeniya-
period writing. Rather, they continue a pattern evident even in the court poetry she herself patronised.

However, such disinterest in the reigns of Lilavati is in fact rather at the odds with the outsized
impact she clearly had on the political and cultural landscape of the later Polonnaruva period. The very
fact that she was repeatedly re-instated on the throne after not one but two depositions is already a

strong indication of her prominence (even if we take that prominence as merely a symbolic facade to

2% We are told that she was a daughter of Srivallabha, and the sister of Parakramabahu’s rival Manabharana I1 (MV
62:2), but nothing more. Her absence from the narrative is most striking in the introductory verses of Chapter 63,
which opens after the death of Parakramabahu’s father Manabharana 1. Parakramabahu, his mother, and his two
sisters then travel to the court of Srivallabha, and the elder sister is married to Srivallabha’s son (and Lilavati’s
brother) Manabharana I, in order to prevent a marriage alliance with Gajabahu I1. Lilavati herself is not mentioned
at all in this scene, despite presumably also being at her father’s court and meeting, for the first time, the cousin
(Parakramabahu) she would eventually marry. The only consort of Parakramabahu mentioned at all until his death
is “the Lady Rpavati” (in MV 80:30-31, a passage discussed further below).
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enable the politics of her masculine puppet-masters). Lilavati’s three reigns are significant for more than
just their tenacious reoccurrence, however. Two of the four poetic works composed in the Polonnaruva
period—the Pali-language Dathavamsa (“Lineage of the Tooth [Relic]”) and the Sinhala Sasa Da Vata (“[The
Buddha’s] Birth as a Hare”)—were composed under Lilavati’s patronage, and eulogise members of her
court in their introductions.”® Alongside the Pali Jinalarikara (“Ornaments of the Conquerer”) and Sinhala
Muvadev Da Vata (“Birth as [King] Makhadeva”), these works are pivotal in the cultural history of
Buddhism in Sri Lanka. Existing discussion of either poem again tend to attribute patronage exclusively
to the agency of Lilavati’s ministers;*" Godakumbura, Malalasekera, and Sannasgala are noteworthy
exceptions to this trend.*” However, the Sasa Da Vata and Dathavamsa were patronised, respectively, in
Lilavati’s first and third reigns. In other words, this policy of patronising such works spanned multiple
ministers: Lilavat herself was the only constant throughout. We might also note that Lilavati’s longest

extant inscription (IC V1:90, discussed further below) includes the epithet “who has reached the [distant]

%% The Sasa Da Vata is a Sinhala-language elaboration of the canonical Sasa-jataka, a narrative of an earlier life of the
Buddha in which he was a rabbit. It was composed during in LilavatT’s first reign (1197-1200) by an unknown author.
See further Godakumbura (1955, 146-48). The Dathdavamsa was composed in Lilavat’s final reign (1211-12), by a
monastic poet named Dhammakitti. See Malalasekera (1928, 207-8); Norman (1983, 142).

%% Saparamadu (1954) attributes patronage of the Sasa Dd Vata to “the request of Kitti the Minister of Queen Lilavati”
(111). Wijesekara (1954) tells us that the Dathavamsa was written “at the request of a minister called Parakrama”
(94), with no mention at all of for whom Parakrama was a minister. The UCHC tells us only that Parakrama is
eulogised in the Dathdavamsa, after he installed Lilavati on the throne, without mentioning Lilavat’s own praise
therein (Paranavitana 1960b, 571).

3% Godakumbura (1955) tells us that Lilavati was indeed the “royal patroness” of the Sasa Da Vata, praised alongside
her minister Kirti (146). Malalasekera (1928) suggests that the minister Parakrama was the primary patron of the
Dathavamsa, but acknowledges the extent to which the poem also praises Lilavati (208). Sannasgala (1994) merely
notes that the work was created during Lilavati’s reign while Kit Senevi was chief minister, without speculating
further about their relative influence on the work’s production (134).
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shore in all arts” (siyalukaldtera pamini) immediately before her regnal name. This epithet appears to be
unique among Polonnaruva’s inscriptions, and so may speak to a particular concern on her behalf with
such crafts, and therefore with their patronage.

I am suggesting that, despite Lilavati’s considerable influence on the development of Buddhist
literature in both Pali and Sinhala, her reigns have been relatively understudied by modern scholars.
While this oversight is most apparent with reference to Lilavati, for whom we have such abundant
evidence still available, it is symptomatic of a broader dismissal of the significance of royal women in the
last decades of the Polonnaruva period. As I have argued elsewhere (Shirley 2024), this dismissal is the
product of a selective engagement, by colonial-modern scholars, with treatments of these women in
certain premodern sources; sources themselves informed by discourses about kingship’s supposedly
inherent masculinity.’® These discourses were, by no means, uncontested within the Polonnaruva period
itself. However, it was under the influence of these discourses that medieval monks and modern scholars
alike have tended to downplay the agency of royal women in their histories of the period; to attribute
that agency instead to powerful men serving as ministers and generals in their courts; and so to reify the
ideology that kingship is, properly, masculine.

In this chapter I provide a series of correctives to this tendency. In the first section, I attempt to

map, with more granularity, what I have called Polonnaruva’s “gender order.” I show that normative and

39 such discourses, as Talbot (1995) describes in a landmark work, are what led some female rulers of Andhra
Pradesh to adopt publicly masculine personae, while others (primarily widows) disavowed their own regnancy to
keep up the ruse of mere regency on behalf of male kinsmen.
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narrative texts alike maintain a strict division between the “proper” spheres of masculinity and
femininity, in which the latter is always subordinate to the former; I also pay particular reference to the
internal hierarchy of femininities evident within the kings’ Inner City (antahpura). The following sections
address, in turn, three women who seem to have challenged the established politics of gender: the
monarchs Kalyanavati and Lilavati; and the dowager consort Candavatl. In section two, I address the ways
in which Kalyanavati’s (nominal) subordinates, powerful men who exercised varying degrees of local
autonomy, attempted to account for her occupation of the apex position (Sin. agatdna, Skt. agrasthana) in
their own inscriptional outputs. The third section draws heavily on Shirley (2024), in which I contrast
the literary treatments of Lilavati’s sovereignty—including those composed under her patronage—with
a wider selection of inscriptional, numismatic, and even commentarial sources. In these latter sources, [
argue, we gain a clear vision of the nuanced and context-sensitive ways in which Lilavati presented
herself as a monarch, including selective claims to the (grammatically and semantically) masculine title
rajan, “king.” Finally, I turn to Candavati, with whose inscription at the Potgul Viharaya I began this
dissertation. Through a close reading of the three short lines of this inscription, I suggest that it sought
a dramatic intervention into the gender politics of Polonnaruva, re-articulating Candavati’s own social

standing relative to that of Lilavatl.

Mapping the Gender Order

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that the established gender order of Polonnaruva was
decidedly hetero-patriarchal: it was centred on “men,” understood to look and act in certain normatively
defined ways, and held varieties of “women” (along with other non-masculine individuals) to be
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varyingly peripheral objects for manly subjectivity to act upon. Building on the insights of Raewyn
Connell, however, we can recognise that within these two broad hetero-patriarchal categories (“men”
and “women”) there is internal diversity and hierarchy.” In this section, I begin to map out the idealised
internal hierarchy of Polonnaruva’s elite femininities, in order to provide context for Lilavats,
Kalyanavatl’s, and Candavati’s respective subversions of that same idealised gender order.

To do so, I rely heavily on the literary and didactic sources available to our historical actors. Such
sources are not merely products of courtly culture; they were constitutive of it, in that they laid out
“norms of behaviour [which] formed important ‘socialising’ or ‘integrating’ mechanisms for the ruling
classes of medieval society” (Ali 2004, 8). Genres like courtly poetry and inscriptional eulogies alike
reproduce “exemplary” performances of specific social roles, which serve as models for reenactment and
reinstatement by living persons—who then, in turn, may create or inspire the production of future
creative works. When we turn to the literary and didactic works available to Polonnaruva’s monarchs—
the works which effectively demonstrate how to be an exemplary monarch—we see an explicit and
overwhelming concern with the regulation of gender’s intersection with power: kings embody, and
exercise their power through, explicitly “masculine” (purusatvd) traits, while women appear almost
exclusively as objects of heterosexual desire.

Literary theory (sahitya-$astra, sometimes called alarkara-sastra) enjoined radically different

treatments of men (particularly royal men) and women, and so offers us a particularly vivid illustration

3% Connell’s own work has focused primarily on the internal diversity within masculinities (see most famously
Connell 2005). For an example of Connell’s approach applied to hierarchical femininities, see Schippers (2007).
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of kingship’s assumed masculinity.>® This strict division of idealised masculinity and femininity is
evident even in the earliest South Asian epic poetry,” and was later codified by literary theorists like
Dandin and his vernacular adaptors. Even villainous foes, texts like the Kavyadarsa and Siyabaslakara tell
us, ought to be praised for qualities which explicitly include their virility (virya):

vams$avirya$rutadini varnayitva ripor api | tajjayan nayakotkarsakathanam ca dhinoti nah.

And having praised the lineage, virility, learning and so on, even of the enemy; because of their
victory over that, the narrative of the hero’s superiority pleases us (KA 1:22).

vas vira suru gatd vana saturu rajanu du | dinimen ovunisuru da kiyatnu managani tama.

Having praised the lineage, virility, and learning of even the enemy king; speaking of the Lord’s
victory over them captures one’s mind (SBL 1:30).

We might note here that the Sinhala adaption frames these as decidedly kingly virtues, a deviation from
the Sanskrit on which it is modelled. The rasa (aesthetic mood) most suited for descriptions of these kings
is, appropriately, the vira-rasa, often translated as “the Heroic” but more literally “the Virile” (Hansen

1992, 1). This virility ought to be expressed, our texts tells us, through military conquests, the patronage

3% of course, the social worlds imagined by literary theorists (in Sanskrit or in Sinhala) should not be taken as
reflective of historical reality; but by examining the idealised visions of reality they present, we have the
opportunity to ask which ideals, and of whom.

3% Multiple scholars warn against a simplistic reading of binarized gender in texts like the Ramayana and
Mahabharata as one-sidedly patriarchal. Sally Goldman (2018) has argued, for example, that the portrayal of
feminine “threats” to the masculine gender order of the Ramayana served an important role in the text’s underlying
unity. See also Hansen’s (1992) important study of women (including literary women) who subverted this gender
order to be “seen, and see themselves, not simply as agents, but as agents of heroic action” (2, emphasis in original).
On binarized depictions of idealised genders in Buddhist texts see particularly Wilson (1996), Powers (2009), and the
essays in Bryson and Buckelew’s (2023) Buddhist Masculinities.
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of public rituals, and a generous giving of alms—the first two of which activities were generally available
only to normative men:
ajitva sarnavam urvim anistva vividhair makhaih | adatva cartham arthibhyo bhaveyam
parthivah katham || ity utsahah prakrstatma tisthan virarasatmana | rasavattvam giram asam
samarthayitum i$varah.
“Having not conquered the earth with its oceans, having not honoured [the gods] with various
sacrifices, and having not given to seekers what they seek—how would I be kingly?”
Exertion (utsaha), being here predominant, standing as the Virile rasa, is able to connote the
rasa-ness of these words (KA 2:284-5).

nodini saha sayuru derana nokird mahahunan | nopavatva mahat dan mihipal vanem ma kesé.

“Having not claimed land and sea, having not performed great sacrifices, having not given
manifold alms—in what way am I ‘*king’?” (SBL 2:277).

We must bear in mind, of course, that these texts were themselves intended only for a very limited
audience—poets and literary theorists—and were, moreover, prescriptive rather than descriptive. They
were certainly not in any way a passive “reflection” of the actually-existing social order. But by
proscribing the gendered ways in which one “ought” to describe kingship—as necessarily “masculine”—
they constrain the adequate description of non-masculine sovereignty.

This is evident even in the literary works composed in Lilavati’s court, and therefore in close
proximity to a woman in power. These works, like the near-contemporaneous Jinalankara and Muvadev
Da Vata, seem to have been attempts to realise Sanskritic epic poetry in the Sinhala and Pali languages.
They take seriously, however, the claim made by the Siyabaslakara that

peden budusiritd basin vat sirita | padayutubasin nalu d anaturu lakunu dakvam.
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In verse [should be composed] the deeds (sirit, cf. Skt. carita) of the Buddha and so on; in prose,

religious (vat, cf. Skt. vrata) deeds and so on; in prose mixed with verse, dramas and so on. I now

show the definitions [of each]... (SBL 20).*”
Only the deeds of the Buddha, in other words, are worthy of poetic treatment; more worldly genres
belong to lesser literary forms. As Hallisey (2003) has discussed, such Buddha-centric sentiments were
taken seriously in Sri Lankan literary culture (703-5); the works of the Polonnaruva period were no
exception. We might presuppose that, given the Buddha’s celibate status post-enlightenment, this led to
some downplaying of the hetero-patriarchal masculinity so beloved by Sanskrit poets. Instead,
Polonnaruva’s poets found creative ways to praise the Buddha’s virile masculinity without impugning
his vows of celibacy. This is perhaps most evident in the Jinalankara—which focuses on the physical
prowess and many consorts of the Buddha pre-enlightenment—and the Muvadev Da Vata, which depicts
the Buddha in one of his earlier lives as King Makhadeva, a much more typical poetic protagonist. The
poems composed in Lilavati’s court, meanwhile, focus on less explicitly masculine manifestations of the
Buddha, a choice which may be noteworthy in itself.

The Sasa Da Vata’s central tale—the Buddha reborn as a rabbit who gives up his own life so that
hungry humans may have a meal—provides few opportunities for the performance of exemplary
masculinity. The bulk of the poem therefore consists of the “frame story,” the circumstances under

which the Buddha (in his last life) recounted the birth-story of the rabbit (the Sasa-jataka). Here, the

Buddha is portrayed in kingly fashion, at the centre of a court of Gods and humans alike (see Chapter 13,

%7 This verse has no parallel in the Kavyalarnikara. The old commentary specifically gives us the Sanskrit translations
for each of the key elu Sinhala terms: carita for sirit; vrata for vat; nataka for nalu and so on.

276



“The Buddha’s Assembly” [budu pelahara]). This combination of non-human protagonist and celibate
narrator allows little room for the strict gender ideology espoused in our Sanskrit literary manuals.

A similar dynamic is apparent in the Dathavamsa, which present the titular tooth relic—a
nominally genderless object—at the apex of the social hierarchy, to which even the most idealised earthy
kings must pay homage. In the triumphant finale of the poem, to give an illustrative example, the tooth
relic itself is placed in the position of a mighty king proceeding through his city, while the king himself
joins the rank and file of the following procession:

lankissaro ‘tha sasipandaravajiyutte ujjotite rathavare ratanappabhahi | dhatum
tilokatilikakassa patitthapetva etam avoca vacanam panipatapubbam ||

Then the Lord of Lanka, having placed in a splendid chariot—yoked to moon-white horses and
illuminated by the radiance of gems—the Relic of he who was the tilaka-mark of the three
worlds, knelt and then said this speech:

sambodhiya iva munissara bodhimandam gandambarukkham iva titthiyamaddanaya |
dhammafi ca samvibhajitum migadayam ajja pjanuriipam upagaccha sayam padesam ||

“As [you went] to the bodhi-terrace for enlightenment, O Lord of Sages, as to the Gandamba-
tree to tame the titthiyas (Skt. tirthikas),”® and as to Migadaya to preach the dharma—go now,
yourself, to a place fit for worship (pija).”

rdja tato samucitacaranesu dakkho vissajji phussaratham atthitasarathim tam | paccha sayam
mahatiya parisaya saddhim pijavisesam asamam agama karonto ||

%% This term is used ubiquitously to refer to followers of any religious tradition (a metaphorical “river-crossing,”
tirtha, to a higher state) other than one’s own: a titthiya for a Buddhist may be a Saiva, Jaina, or Vaisnava; a Saiva
would consider Buddhists, Jains, and Vaisnavas alike to be tirthikas, and so on. This is despite the fact that specific
tirthas are often sacred sites for several of these traditions, and in some limited contexts tirthika can therefore refer
to one who makes a pilgrimage to such an auspicious site (see Apte s.v. tirtham; TL s.v. tirttan).
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)309

Then the king, skilled in the appropriate acts, sent forth the excellent chariot (phussaratha
without a charioteer; he himself followed behind, accompanied with a great retinue, doing
unequalled and excellent worship.

ukkutthinadavisarena mahajanassa hesaravena visatena turangamanam | bheriravena mahata
karigajjitena uddamasagarasamam nagaram ahosi ||

The city was like a raging sea: with the spreading roar from the shouts of the great crowd; the
neigh of horses; the thumping (of drums); and the great thundering of elephants.

amodita ubhayavithigata kulitthi vatayanehi kanakabharane khipimsu | sabbatthakam
kusumavassam avassayimsu celani ceva bhamayimsu nijuttamange ||

Delighted noblewomen (kula-stri) on both sides of the road threw golden ornaments from the
windows, showered down everywhere a rain of flowers, and even twirled clothing above their

own heads!

pacinagopurasamipam upagatamhi tasmim rathe jaladhipitthigateva pote | tuttha tahim
yatigana manuja ca sabbe sampiijayimsu vividhehi upayanehi ||

Once that chariot reached the eastern gate, like a (ship’s) captain crossing over water, the
delighted groups of renunciants (yati) and men (manuja) there all worshiped [the relic] with

various offerings.

katva padakkhinam atho puram uttarena dvarena so rathavaro bahi nikkhamitva | thane
mahindamunidhammakathapavitte atthasi titthagamita iva bhandanava ||

Then the excellent chariot, having circumambulated the city and exited by the north gate,
stood—like a merchant-ship arrived in the harbour—in the place sanctified (pavitra) by the
dharma-talk of the Sage Mahinda (DaVv 5:53-59).

Here, however, we might note again the strict construction of an idealised gender order in this extract.

This passage seems to evoke the Tamil ula (“procession”) genre of poetry, which was increasingly

prevalent from the twelfth century onwards. This genre focuses on the procession of a masculine hero,

*® This refers to a special kind of royal chariot which can move on its own volition: PED s.v. phussa.
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sometimes accompanied by a similarly masculine retinue, through a crowd of women who express erotic
desire for that hero; the hero, however, remains impassive and continues on his way.*"° Here, too, we see
a clear distinction maintained between the Relic-as-king with its followers, and the female onlookers
described in verse 57.*! It is the former group who are ultimately permitted to pay homage to the Relic
when it finally comes to rest at Mihintale; the latter, it seems, are kept at arms’ length.

Despite its focus on a nominally genderless object, idealised masculinity is certainly valorised
elsewhere in the work. When the Dathavamsa does mention the Buddha himself, as the young prince
Siddhartha, it calls him both “greatly strong” and “with a body pleasing in youth” (Dav 1:29).’* Other
kings are praised in the same work for their martial prowess:

karivaram atha disva so guhadvarayatam patibhayarahitatto siharaja va raja |
nijanagarasamipayatam etam narindam amitabalamahoghen’ ottharanto ‘bhiyayi ||

Then the king (Pandu)—like the king of lions, fearless [even] having seen the greatest of
elephants enter the door of his cave—approached that [enemy] king who was approaching his
(Pandu’s) own city, overwhelming him (the enemy) with the great flood of [his] immeasurable
force (DaV 4:2).%"

And for their pious confidence (P. saddha, Skt. sraddha):*"*

319 See Wentworth (2011, 6-7), noting critiques made in the Introduction.

' These women are not said, of course, to express an erotic desire for the Relic. However, they are clearly depicted
in a state of heighted emotional response, and described engaged in actions (throwing ornaments and flowers to
the procession, twirling items of clothing above their heads) which would be not be out of place in a more explicitly
erotic work.

*12 yathatthasiddhatthakumaranamako mahabbalo yobbanahariviggaho...

*Y The author’s own commentary glosses bala (more literally “power”) as sena (“army”); I have used “force” in my
translation above to suggest both meanings.

" This is a difficult term to translate without evoking Christian undertones; here I follow Berkwitz (2003, 581).
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carittam etam itare pi pavattayanta te Buddhadasapamukha vasudhadhinatha |
saddhadayadhikagunabharanabhirama tam sakkarimsu bahudha jinadantadhatum ||

Carrying on this custom, these and other Lords of the Earth—led by Buddhadasa and pleasingly
adorned with the extraordinary virtues of faith and generosity—venerated the Relic of the
Buddha’s Tooth in many ways (DaV 5:68).
These literary kings, in other words, were praised “not just for the religious virtues he embodies—e.g.
generosity, wisdom, loving-kindness, etc., but especially for the beauty of his physical appearance and of
his female subjects, which in turn serve as indices to his own attractive form” (Berkwitz 2019b, 65). This
reflects a broader practice of reflecting inner virtues through outer beauty in a range of Buddhist texts
(Boucher 2008, chap. 1; Mrozik 2006; Powers 2009; cf. Radich 2007, chap. 3).

Literary queens, in contrast, were presented in these texts as dutiful and submissive appendages,
intended to further exemplify the glory of their respective kings—and, of course, to provide their
husbands with male heirs.*” In practice, of course, this was not necessarily reflective of reality, in which
royal consorts were almost certainly engaged in degrees of co-rulership, “as part of a greater symbiosis

of power and performance” (Strong 2003, 18).”° But on the level of theory, our (primarily male monastic)

literati understood, and therefore depicted, women as mere objects of manly actions and desires. The

% There is a strong parallel here to Doran’s description of Tang harem politics, in which “The virtuous woman is
defined as one who rules only in the minority or incapacity of the legitimate male authority and one who places
the interests of the Imperial patriline above her own. Appropriate investment in the system includes fulfilment of
the roles of both virtuous mother and dutiful wife" (Doran 2016, 54).

*16 See also, on “co-rulership” in medieval Europe, Sjursen (2015; see further the extensive and excellent work of

Theresa Earenfight, particularly 2007).
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literary theorist Ratna$rijfiana explains, for example, that we can distinguish the literary ornament
preyas, platonic affection, from the Erotic ($riigara) rasa primarily by the gender of the object of affection:

prak preyasyalankare pritistustih purusavisaya darsita. ya punariyamanattaram udahrta, sa
tviyamratih strivisayanuraktih bhavavi$esah $rngararasayonis...

In the previous ornament preyas, happiness and satisfaction were shown with a man (purusa) as

their object. What is given as the following example is pleasure and passion with a woman (stri)

as their object: a particular state which is the birthplace of the Erotic rasa... (JSJ on KA 2:279).*
In the world of high literature, men may be objects of admiration; but only women were to be depicted
as objects of sensual desire (see further Pollock 2001, 212). This advice seems to have been heeded well
by Polonnaruva’s poets: compare, for example, the respective introductions of the Dathavamsa’s co-

protagonists, Danta and Hemamala, who together safely bring the titular tooth-relic to Lanka:

aganitamahimass’ ujjenirafifio taniijo purimavayasi yevaraddhasaddhabhiyogo |
dasabalatanudhatam piijitum tassa rafifio puravaram upayato dantanamo kumaro ||

The prince named Danta, son of the infinitely great King Ujjeni, dedicated to pious confidence
(saddha) from his youth, approached the city of that king (Guhasiva of Kalinga) to worship the
bodily relic of the Ten-Powered One.

gunajanitapasadam tam kalingadhinatham nikhilagunanivaso so kumaro karitva |
vividhamahavidhanam sadhu sampadayanto avasi sugatadhatum anvaham vandamano ||

That prince, an abode for all virtues, having made that Lord of Kalinga feel the serene
satisfaction engendered by virtue,’"® dwelt [there] giving praise in various great ways and daily
venerating the Well-Gone’s relic.

*'7 Ratnasrijfiana was certainly born in Lanka, but spent most of his career in Northern India, possibly Kashmir, and
his inclusion here as representative of “Lankan” thought could reasonably be challenged (Pollock 2005; Dimitrov
2016; cf. Gornall 2017).

¥ My wording here is closer to the autocommentary’s gunayen upadavanaladaprasada dtta kota than to the Pali’s
bahubbihi compound. My translation of pasada as “serene satisfaction” follows Scheible (2016).
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abhavi ca guhasivassavanisassa dhita vikacakuvalayakkhi hamsakantabhiyata | vadanajitasaroja
haridhammillabhara kucabharanamitangi hemamalabhidhana ||

There was a daughter of Guhasiva named Hemamala, whose eyes were blossoming water-lilies;

whose gait was that of the swan-maiden (Sri); by whose face the lotus was surpassed; who bore

lovely braided hair; whose body was laden down by [the weight of her] breasts (DaV 4:7-9).

We might excuse the poet for dwelling on Hemamala’s hair as foreshadowing the later plot, in which the
titular tooth-relic would be hidden in her curls. But no other part of this description was necessitated by
the plot, and the stock tropes—which, again, are explicitly theorised as heteronormatively erotic—stand
in stark contrast to the pious depiction of her husband-to-be in the preceding paragraphs. Elsewhere
royal women are literally reduced to the level of mere decorations: among the many pleasures of kingly
life that the Buddha forsake to become an ascetic, the Jinalarikara tells us that his body was “marked with
excellent marks, ornamented with divine ornaments, and resplendent with similar[ly ranked] queens”
(JA 84).*" Early second millennium literary works, in other words, tended overwhelmingly to treat royal
women as a means for glorifying the Great Men with whom they shared the page.

These literary works illuminate, particularly brightly, the hard distinctions between royal
masculinity and royal femininity, and therefore between the social performances expected of royal men
and royal women. But this gender distinction was not limited only to the elevated speech of courtly
poetry. Rather, as a survey of the period’s inscriptions and wider literature suggests, it marked other

ways of speaking about proximity to power. This is particularly apparent when we consider the question

of royal titles. While a range of grammatically feminine titles are frequently translated as “queen” in

*"% sulakkhane h’eva ‘bhilakkhitanigo pasadhito devapasadhanena | virocamano samarajinihi...
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modern scholarship, this does not account for the wide valency of that title in modern English.*” In
practice, all of these terms were only ever used in practice to refer to royal consorts, not to women ruling
in their own right. It seems, in fact, that the conceptual vocabulary for a “queen regnant” was simply not
available in Polonnaruva. Moreover, these grammatically feminine titles were deployed in consistent and
meaningful ways, even if we cannot always reconstruct the patterns of use. This suggests that they were
not interchangeable variants on a universal concept of queenship; they had very specific meanings,
which located women firmly within the wider (decidedly hetero-patriarchal) gender order.

To be clear, the women 1 discuss in this chapter are all very much “elite,” and racial or (writ-
large) class hierarchies did not distinguish them.*” This does not mean, however, that there were no
stakes in their own articulations and performances of difference. Such stakes are very apparent when we
look to more global studies of queen-consorts. While some polygamous courts were singly-ranked, those
in South Asia typically contained strict internal hierarchies of consorts, and

The ranking and etiquette between these women, the introduction of new and junior brides to
the household, and the king’s attentions to particular wives, not to mention the other women

%2 The English language distinguishes between women who exercise royal power—“queens regnant”—from women
who are only associated with such power by marriage or maternity: “queens consort” married to ruling kings;
“queens regent” ruling on behalf of a minor; and “queens dowager” who were the wives of former kings, and who
keep the title out of courtesy. “King,” meanwhile, almost always refers to a man exercising royal power, while non-
ruling consorts are usually given the lower-ranked title “prince” to clarify their position. Theresa Earenfight (2007)
has argued that this language serves to “[call] attention to the presumed anomaly of female political power” in
order to “subordinate it” (to male power), and—as is the case for medieval Lanka—“obscures the reality of women'’s
rule” (1).

211t would be highly desirable to extend the analysis of this hierarchy into non-elite women, and so consider the
royal household in a far more comprehensive manner than is allowed by a myopic focus on royalty alone. However,
there is a lamentable paucity of evidence for the activities and agencies of non-elite women in premodern Sri Lanka.
Careful reading of that evidence which is available might well offer valuable insights, but this would be a
significance undertaking in its own right.
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and attendants of these women, were all serious matters, which formed themes not only of
numerous courtly dramas, but also the prescriptive literature (Ali 2004, 52).%*

I suspect that within the walls of early second millennium Sri Lanka’s “inner cities” (antahpura), a similar
dynamic took place: a strict hierarchy of consorts was defined by specific titles.

We gain useful insights into this internal hierarchy by examining $astric literature from wider
South Asia. Kautilya’s Arthasastra does discuss the antahpura, but is more concerned with ensuring that it
be made safe from assassins than with describing the internal politics of its inhabitants. Vatsyayana’s
Kama-sitra, although not specifically directed towards “royal” readership, offers more granularity. It
contains distinct chapters on the proper behaviour of a solitary wife (ch. 4.1) and of a wife in a polygynous
relationship (4.2), consisting of a single principle wife (bharyadhikarikam) and any number of secondary
wives. In this second chapter, Vatsyayana includes a lengthy discussion of the antahpura and its
inhabitants (4.2.56-62), listed in which order the king ought to attend to them: first the devis (“Ladies,” a
term discussed further below), further ranked internally according to their familial social status (arha);’*’
then remarried widows (punarbhii); and finally the courtesans (vesyas) and performers (natakiyas). The

influential commentator Yasodhara suggests that the construction of the palace itself ought to reflect

this ranking:

*%2 See, for similar arguments with reference to Southeast and East Asia, Andaya (2006, 189-90); Loos (2005); and
McMahon (2013).

3% The term devi first appears in Kama-siitra 4.2.56; but the suggestion of an internal ranking appears in KS 4.2.59,
asam yathakalam yatharham ca sthanamananuvrttih saparihasas ca kathah kuryat. The c. twelfth century commentator
Yas$odhara specifically relates this arha (lit. “worthiness”) to the status of the ladies’ families (kula): yatharham ceti

yadyasyah kulavayopeksaya...
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The chambers (kaksa) are described thus: in the centre is the residence of the Ladies (devis);
then, in an exterior champer, [the residence] of the widows; then, exterior [again], of the
courtesans; and further then of the performers (Jayamangala of Ya$odhara, 4.2.62).>**
These women were all, presumably, considered to be members of the Inner City, but were internally
distinguished between those from noble families (kulas), who were regarded as “Ladies,” and those who
were not so loftily born: courtesans and performers. Class and kinship ties, in other words, seem to have
been key orientations in the gender order of the Kama-siitra.

This scheme does not map neatly onto twelfth century Sri Lanka. However, it does provide us
with a useful point of departure, from which to more carefully consider the specific titles deployed in
Lankan texts and inscriptions from the period, and their various interrelationships. We have at least one
reference to antahpura-stri (“woman of the Inner City”) in an inscription of Ni§arnka Malla (IC VI:53). This
suggests that Ni§§anka Malla, at minimum, was aware of the norms of the sastric world, as represented
by texts like the Kama-sitra. Given the evidence that other Sastras were also circulating in Lanka at that
time (Pathmanathan 1982, 123), we might reasonably assume that Ni§§arnka Malla was not alone in his
engagement with $astric norms, and that these informed the construction of a more localised gender
order.

The lowest-ranked status in this hierarchy, I suspect, was the rank of kamini (“[woman] of

pleasure”). This term appears in some commentaries of Buddhaghosa; but in the post-Buddhaghosan

world the only witness I have identified is in the Dathavamsa, composed under Lilavati’s patronage, in a

32 yathoktakaksaniti [sic] madhye devinam sthanam | tato vahihkakse punarbhuvam | tato vahirve§yanam | tato ‘pi
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passage describing King Kittisirimegha at leisure in the royal park (DaV 5:10).”” We might be tempted to
take kamini here as synonymous with antahpura-stri as a whole, referring to all the royal women. The
auto-commentary glosses kamini as pura-stri, “city-women,” which could be taken as a reference to the
antahpura. Alternatively, pura-stri can refer euphemistically to prostitutes (see Monier-Williams, s.v.
pura). We might therefore prefer to interpret this group as analogous to the vesya, “courtesans,”
described in the Kama-sitra: inmates of the Inner City, yes, but of a decidedly lower rank, and in
Yasodhara’s ideal architectual scheme segmented off from consorts proper. However, other texts from
the period use similar terms (such as pura-yona, in MDV 12, 13, 20, and 26) to refer to women in buildings
around the city, with no explicit sexual connotation. Without a wider range of witnesses it is impossible
to judge.

Devi (or more frequently mahadevi) seems to have the widest range of reference throughout
medieval South Asia, analogous perhaps to the generic “Lady” in medieval Europe. As in the Kama-siitra,
it certainly could refer to royal consorts in Sri Lanka. We have already seen in Chapter Three the title
mahadevi used by Sundar3, the consort of Jayabahu I and mother of Gajabahu II. The title is also applied
to Ni$$anka Malla’s two consorts Kalinga Subhadra (IC VI:24; 25) and (pre-coronation) Kalyanavati (IC

VI:24; 25; 57); and to the mothers of both Ni§§arika Malla (IC VI:24; 25; 52) and Sahassa Malla (IC VI:94). In

literary works, devi is applied to the Buddha’s mother Mahamaya, a queen consort (in, e.g., Amavatura,

%% raja vasantasamaye sahakaminihi uyyanakelisukham ekadine ‘nubhonto | agacchamabam atha tattha sudiirato
va tam vippasannamukhavannam apassi bhikkhum.
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135),”*° and wife Ya$odhara, a princess whose husband never ascended the throne (in, e.g., JA 47). The
title seems to have applied, however, beyond the immediate family of the monarch. Sahassa Malla, for
example, granted the title mahadevi to the mother of his minister, Duttati Abonavan, in recognition of
the latter’s assistance in his taking the throne (IC VI:94). It seems, therefore, that this title (maha)devi
served to signal higher, perhaps “noble,” status, regardless of one’s direct connection to royalty. We
should note, however, that no Polonnaruva-period sources refer to Kalyanavati as mahddevi after she
attains sovereignty in 1202.

More frequent in both inscriptions and literature, but with what seems to be a more restricted
sense, is the Sinhala title biso. We have seen, in the preceding chapter, that Nis§anka Malla included bisas
in his ideal line of succession: this is, presumably, the logic under which Lilavati and, later, Nissanka
Malla’s own consort Kalyanavati took to the throne.*” Presumably thinking of the male-preference
primogeniture inheritance of later medieval Europe—in which the daughters of monarchs may inherit, if
they have no living brothers—the Epigraphia Zeylanica offer us the translation “princesses” for bisos. This
is, I think, a poor translation. We know of other terms for royal daughters,’*® which are never invoked in

Ni$$anka Malla’s succession discussions. Many texts and inscriptions of the period refer to royal consorts,

%26 The Amavatura is particularly noteworthy here because of its emphatically non-Sanskritic literary Sinhala, which
makes it clear that the devi was not only sensible in Sanskrit or Sanskrit-inflected Sinhala. On Amavatura’s deliberate
rejection of Sanskritisation see Hallisey (1992) and Liyanage (2004). Elsewhere the Amavatura also refers to
Mahamaya by the title devrdjana (8), an interesting hybrid of devi and rgjgi.

% To be clear, I am not suggesting here that the rules of succession as laid out in Ni§$arika Malla’s inscription were
accepted as normative, or even that Lilavati and Kalyanavati necessarily invoked his inscriptions long after his
death in support of their own claims. Indeed, if they were generally accepted then he would have had little need to
state them so emphatically in his inscription!

%% Such as kanya (P. kafifid, Sin. kanyava: see, e.g., DAV 4:51; VAP 1:305), or Sin. rajaduva (see, e.g., DaV sannaya 1:6).
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including both Lilavati and Kalyanavati, by the title biso.”” We might suggest that these women were,
once, royal daughters (and so “princesses”). However, the etymology of this title is likely from Skt.
abhisikta, “anointed”—the same term used in royal consecrations—suggesting that women were not bisds
as aresult of the circumstances of their birth; rather, some ceremony of anointment served to make them
into bisos, specially consecrated consorts of the monarch.

The most obvious contender for the translation “queen” is rajiii, the grammatically feminine
“equivalent” to the masculine rajan. The cognate rdjana is most commonly used in modern Sinhala to
refer to queens regnant both modern and historical (e.g. “Elizabeth 1I rdjana”). But it appears relatively
infrequently in either literary works or inscriptions of the Polonnaruva period, and is not associated with
either of Lilavati or Kalyanavati. In fact, one of its very few attestations is by Candavati, in the inscription
discussed in more detail below.

The apex position appears to belong instead, most frequently, to the title mahisi (P. mahisi, Sin.
mehesun). Indeed, Dhammakitti’s autocommentary on the Dathavamsa glosses this title (as used by the
Buddha'’s biological mother Mahamaya) as the foremost (agra) bisova (DaV sannaya on 1:26).”° And even

among the mahisi, there was yet another hierarchy: the primary consort of a given king was designated in

¥ To give another example, the mother of the notorious Prince Ajatasatru is repeatedly called biso or even mavbiso
(mother-biso) in the Amavatura’s discussion of his conception and birth, after which point she is never again
mentioned in the narrative (Amavatura, 112-13).

¥ Interestingly, Dhammakitti here calls her Mahamayadeviyan; she receives a trifecta of noble titles (mahisi, agra-
bisdva, and devi) in a single gloss.
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turn his agra-mahisi.””' Noteably, even this apex-of-apices title was nearly ubiquitously accompanied by
the name of the mahist’s husband—the mahist of suchandsuch—even after that husband had long since
passed away. This is true even of Lilavati, who used her dowager title in some of her inscriptions even
once installed on the throne herself (IC V1:92; 93). This means that even the most exalted grammatically
feminine title did not—perhaps could not—convey regnancy. It conveyed only a hetero-patriarchal
relation to one’s husband. To put it another way; there was no conceptual vocabulary available to
describe a “queen regnant,” only a “queen consort.”

This should immediately suggest a historical problematic. If sovereignty was conceived by many
(or, at least, by certain prominent monastic scholars and male monarchs) in early second millennium
Lanka to be essentially “masculine,” we ought to wonder how a “female sovereign” was described. The
titles we typically translate as “queen” referred in practice only to consorts of the male king, and so could

not express regnancy. Polonnaruva’s two female monarch—Lilavati and Kalyanavati—therefore seemed

»! Even in courts with (presumably) multiple mahisi, the agra-mahisi could sometimes still be synecdochally
represented by the more general title. We see this most clearly in the Vamsatthappakdsini, a commentary on the
much earlier Mahavamsa. The Mahavamsa lists (in 2:16-22) several ancestors of the Buddha, including female
ancestors: Kaccana, the mahisi of Sthahanu; Yasodhara, the mahisi of Afijanasakka; Amita, the mahisi of Suppabuddha
Sakka; and, finally, Maya (the Buddha’s own biological mother) and Prajapati (the Buddha’s adoptive mother after
Maya’s death). Mahdvamsa refers to these latter two collectively as the Suddhodana-mahists, after the Buddha’s
father. For all but the latter two, the Vamsatthappakdsini glosses mahisi as agra-mahisi.

A representative extract is the discussion of Mahavamsa 2:18’s mahesi sa Yasodhara: “The meaning is that she,
Yasodhara, the younger sister of King Devadahasakka, was the agra-mahisi of Afijanasakka in the city of Devadaha”
(sa sthahanussa rafifio kanitthabhagini [sic.] yasodhara devadahamhi nagare afijanasakkassa aggamahesi ahosi ti attho) (VAP
1:135). Presumably the Vamsatthappakasini’s author understands the Mahavamsa’s mention of only a single mahisi to
indicate that they were the primary (if not the only) mahisi. The Buddha’s mothers, however, receive no gloss at all.
This may have been because the Vamsatthappakdasini’s author could not distinguish which, if either, was
Suddhodana’s “primary” consort; or, perhaps, to reflect that the “primary” title may have shifted hands after
Mahamaya’s death.
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to operate in a conceptual limbo: neither masculine enough, according to the near-ubiquitous discourse
of kingship’s masculinity, to be called “king” (rdjan); nor adequately described by the many feminine
consortial titles discussed above.” In the following sections, we turn to the varied solutions offered,
across the four reigns of these two women and in multiple media, for the apparent conceptual lacuna of

female regnancy.

Female Regnancy Viewed from Below

Having reigned for six years, > Kalyanavati is the second longest-ruling monarch of the post-
Parakramabahu era (after her husband Ni§$anka Malla’s nine years). Yet, despite this, she seems to have
left behind no inscriptions recording her own acts.” We can view her only as reflected in the inscriptions
of others: those of her husband, as seen in the preceding chapter; and those, discussed in this section, of
her (nominal) subordinates and tributaries. While the loss of her own “voice” is of course lamentable,
our access to these alternative perspectives does allow us the unusual opportunity of reconstructing—
with more granularity than we can for most rulers of this period—how Kalyanavati’s regnancy was
depicted in inscriptions of those outside her immediate circle; how a female monarch was incorporated
into wider political discourses.

This section therefore focuses on the inscriptions of individuals who operated in the shadow of

Kalyanavati’s metaphorical “parasol” (chatra): a local official (adhikdra) named Ctidamani; a (former?)

%32 This limbo was hardly unique to Lanka: see particularly Talbot (1995), discussed further below.

3% Pace PV, 784; cf. MV 80:34, which gives us instead six months.

3 A possible exception is the highly defaced IC VI1:98. The few extant lines include her personal and regnal names
(“Abha Salamevan Kalyanavati svamin vahanse”), but no other donor or patron can be identified.
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treasury official named Pirivatubim Vijayana and his family; and Malevi Bhiima, a local warlord
(senadhiraja) ruling somewhere north of what is now Minipe. Reading their inscriptions together paints
an evocative picture of power dynamics during Kalyanavati’s reign. Localised rulers appear to have taken
advantage of both official positions and family ties to operated relatively autonomously at the
peripheries of the Polonnaruvan hinterland. As we saw with reference to Jayabahu Il in the “interregnal”
period discussed in Chapter Three, these local rulers appear to have nonetheless positioned themselves
rhetorically as subordinate to Kalyanavati. The vital difference, however, is that—for the reasons
outlined in the preceding section—they seemed unable or unwilling to explicitly name her as a
“sovereign.”

We see this dynamic evident in a partially effaced slab inscription found near the Batalagoda
reservoir (IC VI:97), which documents the repairs to that reservoir and donations to a nearby pirivena
carried out by a local official named Ctidamani. The opening section of the inscription, which seems to
more precisely identify Cidamani’s rank and relationship to higher tiers of government, is sadly largely

M«

effaced. We can make out, however, that he had the title adhikara (“minister,” “official”), or possibly even
lankadhikara. In other contexts this latter title might imply that Cidamani was a high-ranking official on
an island-wide level, overseeing all of Lanka on behalf of the monarch. Here, however, mentions in the

surviving text of a “middle province” (madhyadesa) in the Maya country (rata) suggests a more local

jurisdiction. Also visible in this section is the name Lakvijaya Abo Sirigu, a key political figure in
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t.>* Abo was the general (senevi) who, according to the later Pgjavaliya (784, in which

Kalyanavat's cour
he is called Elalu Abo) and Mahavamsa (80:33-41, in which he is called Ayasmanta, Skt. Ayusmat)*® had
earlier deposed Sahasa Malla and placed Kalyanavati on the throne. The earliest reference to this general
comes, ironically, in an inscription of Sahasa Malla, in which he is granted the titles of general (senevirat)
and chief minister (agramantri, IC V1:94, b46-47), along with “villages, followers, and all [kinds of] wealth”
in perpetuity (IC VI:94, b51-53).*” These resources, presumably, gave Lakvijaya Abo the powerbase he
would later use to mount his coup against Sahasa Malla. Given the apparent autonomy of this powerbase,

it has therefore been generally assumed by modern epigraphers that Cidamani was in some way

Lakvijaya Abo’s subordinate or local functionary.”®

%% Modern scholars have long conflated Lakvijaya Sitigu Abo with a number of other similarly-named figures: see
Wickramasinghe (EZ 11, 101, 191 and 221), Geiger and Bode (1953, 2:130n2), Paranavitana (EZ IV, 75), and Ranawella,
who copies Paranavitana’s argument verbatim (IC VI, 228). This includes a lamkadhikdra mentioned earlier in the
same inscription IC VI1:94 discussed below, named Lolupaldkulu Dattéti Abo, on the basis that they share a personal
name and that both were rewarded for their loyalty to Sahasa Malla; the Lakvijaya senevi Tavuru mentioned in
inscriptions of Ni§$anka Malla (IC VI:24, b15); and/or the chief minister of Lilavati’s first reign variously called
Lagvijaya Sitigu Kit senevi (IC V1:91), Kit senevi (SDV 12), or Kitti senandatha (MV 80:30). If we were to accept that all of
these were, in fact, the same man, it would seem that he was behind nearly every single coup d’etat in the second
half of the twelfth century; even some, as Liyanagamage (1963, 142) points out, which removed monarchs he himself
had previously placed on the throne. This seems far-fetched, and so I follow Liyanagamage in treating these four as
separate figures, possibly members of a single family distinguished by personal name.

%% Sin, abo is generally accepted to be cognate with Skt. dyusmat; see SSS, s.v. aba.

37 .hirasanda pamunu kotd lakvijaya sifigu senevi abonavanta di vadala gamvara ha pirivara ha
siyalusampattiyata...

%% This is further supported by the fact that the pirivena which Cidamani refurbished was, apparently, founded by
a similarly-named Lakvijaya Sam[gha] Sitigu. It is unclear whether this is another name for the same man, or if
Lakvijaya Sam was a relative or ancestor of Lakvijaya Abo (see, e.g., the discussion in EZ 1V, 76). Following my
argument above that we ought to take personal names seriously, I am inclined to assume that this was a relative or
ancestor of Lakvijaya Abo.
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How did this local official position himself relative to Kalyanavati? Once again, we are frustrated
here by the damage done to the inscription’s opening. What is clear, however, is that the inscription itself
is dated in Kalyanavati’s regnal years; as  argued in Chapter Three, the use (or not) of an overlord’s regnal
years is a significant acknowledgement of their authority. The surviving text supports this, clearly
positioning Kalyanavati in the sovereign position (even while avoiding explicitly regnal titles). To more
accurately represent the fragmentary nature of the extant text, I render it here with Ranawella’s critical
paraphenalia:

... [tri]simhalayehi eksétrajasiri p4(mini)... (abha salame)van kalyanavati pasvannehi...

...in the fifth year [of] Abha Salamevan Kalyanavati... [who was] established in the royal
splendour of a single parasol in the trisimhala... (IC V1:97, 1-2).

While Cidamani may, on a more pragmatic level, have been subordinate to the economic and political
status of Kalyanavati’s chief minister Lakvijaya Abo, it is in her person that all of the trappings of
kingship—the regnal year, the royal splendour, the parasol of sovereignty—are ultimately vested.
We see a similar dynamic in the second of our inscriptions. Located at the Anuradhapura
Ruvanvilisdya, this inscription marks a private donation by
...sirisatigabo prakkramabahu cakravartti suvamin vanse dtulu vu rajadaruvange bharidara
paripalanaya kotd ratnattrayehi adhikapprasada dti $ar[d]dhabuddhigunen samanvita
rajapprasadarasin virajamata vu bharidarapotd pirivatubimi vijayanavan ha mekunige ambu

sumedhadevin ha mekunge bana lamka adhikara totadanavu devalnavan ha tundeni...

...three people: the treasury administrator Pirivatubimi Vijayanavan, who has administered the

339

treasury of kings including Sirisatigabo Prakramabahu cakravartti,** experienced an

339 This monarch must have been either Parakramabahu I or Ni§§anka Malla, as both used this same viruda. I am
inclined to think the latter, as he more frequently referred to himself by the title cakravartin.
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extraordinary degree of serene satisfaction (prasada)’* with reference to the Three Gems, is

endowed with the qualities of pious confidence (sraddha) and wisdom (buddhi), and is
resplendent with a heap of royal favour (again prasada);**' and his wife (ambu), the Lady
Sumedha; and his nephew (bdna), the larkadhikara Totadanavu Devalnavan... (IC V1:96, 1-4).

” ul

Here we see a complex interplay of official titles (“treasury administrator,” “larikadhikara”), interpersonal
connections, and powerful emotive responses. As discussed above with reference to Cidamani, the
geographical jurisdiction of Totadanavu Devalnavan cannot be assumed from his title alone; it is similarly
unclear whether Vijayanavan was still in his post as a treasury administrator at the time he made this
donation, or if he had since retired. Either way, it is clear that this family had amassed a considerable
fortune from their official posts. They lavished on the Ruvanvilisdya a truly staggering array of offerings,
inspired (so the inscription tells us) by their
...agamadhara no ek panditavarayangen ruvanmali suvaminta dutugdmunu adi vii no ek
rajadaruvan visin karanalada ptjaviSesa asa prasada paravasa vd anun ha asadharana v
pujavisesayak kala méanava yi.
...having heard, from various pandits who knew scripture (aGgama), [about] the types of paja
offered to the Ruvanmdli svami by various kings beginning with Dutugédmunu, [they] were
overwhelmed by serene satisfaction (yet again prasada) [and so thought] “it would be good to
make a type of pija which is different and uncommon” (IC V1:96, 4-7).

In other words, Vijayanavan and his family set out to make an offering in line with, but distinct from—

perhaps even rival to—those made by kings. They stress throughout the inscription that they were

340 Although the inscription uses the Sanskritic prasasa instead of Pali pasada, the context makes it clear that the
latter sense is intended; I therefore translate it (as above) following Scheible’s “serene satisfaction.”

! Here, however, the Sanskrit sense of prasada as “favour, kindness” makes more sense to me in context. This is a
useful reminder about the multivalence of these loanwords, even when they appear in the same form and just a few
clauses apart in the same text.
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motivated by a powerful emotive response to Buddhist literature, particularly the Thipavamsa. But it is
hard not to also wonder about an element of conspicuous consumption; if we take even half of what they
claim to have donated at face value, their independent economic power must have been truly vast. Yet
the inscription is, once again, dated in the regnal years of “Abhaya Salamevan Kalyanavati suvamin
vahanse” (IC V1:96, 1). Even in an inscription which seems to aim to rival kings in largess, the overarching
sovereignty of Kalyanavati is still acknowledged at the very outset.

The figures discussed above—Cudamani, acting perhaps on behalf of Lakvijaya Abo, and
Vijayanavan and his family—could also be considered to be at least symbolically subordinate to
Kalyanavati, located somewhere in what Inden (1981) would call a single “hierarchy of kingship.” The
same cannot be said for our third figure, Malevi Bhiima (read by Paranavitana as Bhama), who attributes
to himself what seems to be a pseudo-royal title (senadhiraja, “king over the army” or, more simply,
“warlord”). While Inden’s model does allow for subordinate kings with varying degrees of autonomy
from their nominal overlords, we might still benefit from a yet-further-nuanced account of power
relations between highly independent local rulers who acknowledged only tenuous connections to
distant “superiors.” Here we might turn to Biedermann’s (2009) “Matrioshka principal,” developed to
better explain the relationship between Kotte and Portugal in the sixteenth century. In this model,

...the overlord defined his authority according to a principle of non-intrusive suzerainty rather

than one of expanding sovereignty. Power relations were, in both cases, based on the logic of

indirect control, materialized in relations of vassalage implying periodic acts of symbolic
submission and tributary payments, rather than an extensive involvement of the overlord in
his vassals’ local affairs. Within the theoretical realm of the Empire of Kotte, yet outside the
boundaries of the kingdom stricto sensu, a number of smaller polities remained intact, boasting

“kings” (rajas, reis) of their own. In a way, these were the smallest units of the Matrioshka set:
the little dolls that won’t pop open to reveal any smaller ones inside (277).
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Bhiima may well have been a earlier example of this smallest Matrioshka; a relatively autonomous local
ruler, claiming “royal” status with regard to a closely defined geographic area, but who nonetheless
acknowledged some degree of (semi-symbolic) overlordship from Polonnaruva itself.** Certainly,
Bhiima’s sole extant inscription models him as a king in his own right. It attributes to him, for example,
a string of comparisons reminiscent of the earlier inscriptions of Vijayabahu I and the late
Anuradhapuran kings (discussed in Chapter One). Alongside his rather royal title senadhirdja, lit. “over-
king of the army,” we are told that he was

...sirikatata uvindu van lipikatata bambahu van palatedata hiruhu van somilesata sisihu van
malevikulatilakdyamana mahapinsara bhiima senadhirajayo...

...like (van) Uvindu (Skt. Upendra, a name for Visnu) to the goddess Sri; like Brahma to the
goddess of writing (Sarasvati); like the sun for manifest tejas; like the moon for gentleness; as
unto a tilaka-mark for the Malevi family... (IC VI:100, 15-19).
Through references such as this we are given the sense that he is a Polonnaruvan monarch in microcosm,
reflecting the royal stylings of his nominal overlords even as he lays claim to more direct territory.

Simultaneously, however, this inscription repeatedly positions his authority with reference to that of

Kalyanavatl.

**2 On the growing significance of such local leaders in a slightly later period, see Friedrich’s (2020) study of “local
and regional dynamism in the island’s southwest between the 12" and 15" centuries... [which] transpired below the
formal apparatus of the state: in localities like merchant nagarams, extended royal households, temple management
agencies, caste sodalities, and fortified marketplaces” (41).
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The inscription opens by dating itself with reference to Kalyanavati’s eighth regnal year.” This
dating in itself is noteworthy: Kalyanavati is only known to have ruled for six years, between c. 1202 and
1208. It seems then that not only were Kalyanavati’s regnal years used to date the inscriptions of more
local rulers; this continued even after her death, into the short reigns of Dharmasoka (r. c. 1208-1209),
Aniyatiga/Anikanga (r. fourteen days in c. 1209), and possibly even Lilavati (in her second reign of c. 1209-
1210). As discussed in Chapter Three, with reference to the regnal years of Jayabahu I continuing to be
counted after his death, this seems to signify the ongoing (symbolic) overlordship of a ruler even after
they have (more practically) vacated the throne. We might take this, in other words, as an endorsement
on Bhiima’s behalf of Kalyanavati's sovereign status even after her deposition.

Supporting this reading, the inscription concludes with a list of monarchs who ruled (raja-kala)
after Parakramabahu.** This list includes both Lilavati and Kalyanavati, showing that, at minimum, they
were indeed accepted by Bhiima as legitimate links in the chain of succession. The final section of the
inscription is unfortunately effaced, however, and so we cannot be sure whether the list included those
monarchs who, pace the Mahavamsa and Pajavaliya, briefly occupied the throne between Kalyanavati and
the second reign of Lilavati; or whether the list of rulers terminated with Kalyanavati. Given that Bhiima

appears to still use Kalyanavati's regnal years after she supposedly lost the throne, I suspect that the

*3 More specifically, it refers to a military invasion which occurred in Kalyanavati’s eighth regnal year, in which
Bhiima proved his valour. The inscription itself may well have been made at any latter point.

3 ..etdn patan $ri parakramabahu svaminta visivanu dakva pavitd obin tudus avuruddak hanumbehi rajakala
kirttivijayabahu ni§§amka erapatta codaganga lilavati sahasamalla kalyanavati... (IC VI1:100, 33-37).
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latter is more likely. However, the damaged nature of the inscription prevents us from being certain on
this point.

The specific wording of the opening section, leading up to the evocation of Kalyanavati’s regnal
years, is yet more significant. As is typical of other inscriptions from the period, a long series of left-
branching clauses precede the eventual mention of the monarch’s name. In this case, these clauses seem
to represent something of a genealogical claim on Kalyanavati’s behalf, positioning her within a
prestigious succession (parampara) of kingly predecessors:

$ri $akyakulatilaka vii apa gautama sambuduradun vahanse lamkadvipayata tungamayak vada
akasagangava se atipavitra vii mahaviligam terd miyatigunumasiya pituva siyaluyaksabhaya
duru kotd vadala kalhi dathbadiva ajasat rajahata atavanu vesagi pura pasalosvakd avut
lamkadvipayehi manusyavasa kot4 rajakala vijaya rajakumarayan patan suluvasi mahavasi
bohorajaparamparayehi sirilak ‘hi agatén pat abhasalamevan kalyanavati svamin vahanseta
atavanne...

** of Abha Salamevan Kalyanavati svamin vahanse, who attained the highest

In the eighth year
position (aga-tdna, Skt. agra-sthana) in Sirilak; in the succession of many kings of the Lesser and
Greater Lineages beginning with Prince Vijaya, who ruled, having made human habitations in
the Island of Larka, [after] having arrived [in Lanka] on the fifteenth [day] of the bright
fortnight in [the month] Vesaga in the eighth year of King Ajasat (Ajatasatru) of Darhbadiva
(Jambudvipa); after Our Perfectly Awakened Gautama vahanse, a tilaka-mark in the Sakya family,
having thrice visited the Island of Lanka; having established the great shrine (mdsdya, Skt.
mahacaitya) of Miyarigunu on the banks of the Mahavili, which was as sanctified* as the

Celestial River; [and] removed all fear of yaksas... (IC V1:100, 1-12).
Together, these two extracts of the inscription seem to position Kalyanavati firmly within the legitimate

succession of Lankan kings, in a genealogy stretching back to Vijaya himself. Once again, however, we

*3 For clarity in the English, I have translated this inscription in reverse clausal order.
¢ Taking ati comparatively rather than superlatively, to make the English read more smoothly.
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again see an absence of explicit regnal titles applied to Kalyanavati. Instead, alongside the honorific
svamin, she is only referred to as having “obtained the highest position” (aga-tina, Skt. agra-sthana).
This rather roundabout way of referring to Kalyanavati’s sovereignty brings us to fundamental
tension of her reign: the social reality of a female monarch grating up against the idealised expectation
of female subordination. What these inscriptions were grappling with, I suggest, is the seismic disruption
to the established social order caused by a normatively female body sitting on Lanka’s throne. As outlined
in the first section of this chapter, the entire conceptual vocabulary of sovereignty in Lanka was
masculine-coded; with this repertoire, powerful men could clearly communicate to one another their
own positions in a single “hierarchy of masculinity” (Connell 2005) with the king at the apex. With
Kalyanavati in that “highest position,” atop the hierarchy, alternative vocabularies were necessary;

creative re-mappings of the gender order.

Beyond the Masculinity of Kingship

In this section, we consider further such “re-mappings” evident from the three reigns of Lilavati. Due to
the much larger amount of data available from this period, we are able to reconstruct with more
granularity the variety of responses to her female regnancy. We can divide these responses into three
broad categories. First, literary works—including both the later Mahavamsa, and the two poems composed
under Lilavati’s own patronage—seem to have generally avoided explicit acknowledgement of Lilavati’s
status as a monarch. Second, those works composed under her patronage do, however, seem to leave
open the interpretive possibility of Lilavati’s “kingship.” Like the inscriptions of Kalyanavati’s reign
discussed above, they sought instead creative ways to acknowledge her sovereign status without going
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so far as to call her “sovereign.” Finally, in other media—inscriptions, coinage, and one commentary—
we see varyingly explicit connections between Lilavati and “kingship.” From these points, I suggest that,
at minimum, the literary sources on which we over-rely for our historical data are only one perspective
among many on Lilavati’s status as a monarch, and cannot be taken as representative. More broadly, I
suggest Lilavati more directly identified herself as a “king” than literary sources, bound by strict
aesthetic norms, were willing to admit.

These literary sources seem to have largely dealt with the problematic absence of female regnant
titles, and of the conceptual possibility of female regnancy, by describing this regnancy only through the
most oblique phrasing possible, and avoiding clear regnal titles altogether. In such works, Lilavati is
never explicitly called anything we might accurately translate as “monarch.” Instead, she remains always
in the consortial mode; a pious and devoted wife, who happened to be “established in the kingdom” by
other, more traditionally manly, men. This strategy attempts, in other words, to preserve the masculinity
of kingship above all else. This is particularly evident in the Mahavamsa, quoted and discussed in the
introduction to this chapter. But it was also evident even in the literary works composed within, and
praising members of, Lilavati’s court: the Dathavamsa and Sasa Da Vata. Both texts emphasise above all
Lilavati’s consortial status, linking her to her then-deceased husband Parakramabahu, in order to
maintain the conventions of idealised royal femininity we have seen evident in other literary works. It
was to powerful men in Lilavati’s three courts, meanwhile, that these works attributed the qualities

which literary theory tells us to expect of “kings.”
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The Sasa Da Vata, the earlier work composed in Lilavati’s first court, represented one of the first
attempts to fulfil the Siyabaslakard’s literary vision. We should not be surprised, therefore, that its
opening discussion on poetry’s reliance on good kingship so faithfully follows the latter text’s gendered
dynamics:

bafidum da e niyenesuveneda desi danasirin | e siri guna nuvana éti méti yut rajak’hu belen ||

Literary works are brought about by that [previously mentioned] wisdom (niyen), [and] by the

prosperity (danasiri, cf. Skt. dana-$ri) of a realm made comfortable (suva, Skt. sukha). That

prosperity is brought about by the power of a king, accompanied by virtuous and wise

ministers.

e bivin met sara nuvanisa siti 16 vitum | sahadat soli gajamulu daladap sun kesaravan ||
himikulabatida adara niti situminev rakna | rivan pakula keheli agamiti kit senevi yut ||

Therefore: associated with the Chief Minister Kit senevi, who was filled with compassion, with
eyes of wisdom [trained upon] the benefit of the world, like a Lion who breaks the fierce pride
of proud Cdla elephant-herds, [full of] adoration for the ruling family,*” forever protecting the
wish-gem,’* a flag of the Ruvanpa family...

hudu pas gunabarana rivi sarida kula mudun mal | pasak Sirikata vilasin mulu 16 mana nuvan
gat || kala 16sasun vida lilavati himi satida | pala kala daham rajasiri mevitumhi pitubala vi.

...[was] Lord (himi sarida) Lilavati, who was ornamented only by virtue, [a veritable crown of]
flowers crowning the solar and lunar families, appearing in the manner of lovely Sri, attracting

**7 An undated commentary in the British Library archives (Or.661[95]) offers two glosses for himikulabarida adara:
either “adoration connected to the ruling family” (svamikulayehi barida vu ddaraya) or (hevat) even “firm devotion to
the royal family” (rajakulayehi drida [read dida] vii bhaktiya). In either reading, it seems to emphasise the minister’s
loyalty above all else (although of course it does not specify which ruling family, a singificant point given the
period’s frequent coups).

38 A symbol of sovereignty.
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the minds and eyes of the entire world, who furthered the world and the sasun ($asana), by
whose daham-raja splendour (Skt. dharma-rdja-sri)** this work was made possible (SDV, 10-14).

Here it is Kit Senevit, Lilavati’s chief minister, who seems to embody the Virile mood through his martial
accomplishments and leonine imagery. LilavatT’s dynastic ties, virtues, and physical beauty, meanwhile,
are hardly the work of kings; even the “royal splendour” (r@jasri) she nominally instated in Sri Lanka,
which bookends these five verses, seems to have been largely the practical result of Kit Senevi’s military
triumphs: triumphs characteristic, in the theory of high poetics, only of virile kings. Notably, unlike the
later Dathavamsa and yet-later-still Mahdavamsa, here Lilavati is herself the main focus of the section, and
her minister Kit Senevi is merely one with whom she is “associated” (yut, cf. Skt. yukta).

Above all, these verses say little about Lilavat’s status as a monarch. She is given the honorific
title svamin (Sin. himi), which is certainly noteworthy. In Sanskrit this is a grammatically masculine title,
which can even have the sense of “husband” in Dharmasastric literature.’ The Sinhala term is often used
in adjectival clauses to mark ownership or possession, including possession of Sri Lanka itself. Neither
implication is drawn out in either of the (likely much later) commentaries in the British Library archives,

however, which simply glosses Sinhala himi as Sanskrit svamin and moves on (although see further

*1 have elsewhere translated this as “dharma and royal splendour” (Shirley 2024). But both of the undated, but
premodern, commentaries in the British Library seem to take this as a compound. Or.661(95) glosses it as
dharmmardjasri; Or.6604(109) does not provide a gloss for all individual words in this verse. Both conclude their
commentary on this verse by dating the composition of the original poem to “When Sri Raja Lilavati svamin vahansé
was ruling, [in accordance] with with the ten rdjadharmas” ($ri raja lilavati svamin vahansé dasardjadharmmayen rdjjaya
karana kalhi). I expand more on this title “Sri Raja Lilavati” below.

0 See, e.g., Apastamba Dharmasastra 2.10.26.24, in which svamis are the legal guardians (fathers?) of unmarried
women; but cf. 2.2.4.13, in which svamin (in dual) refers to a husband and his wife; and 2.10.28.6-7, in which svamin
(in plural) seems to refer to owners of cattle without a necessarily gendered connotation.

302



discussion of these commentaries below). Overall, the image we are presented is consonant with that of
the later Mahavamsa: the elaborate praise we would expect for a king—the Virile rasa—is directed towards
Lilavati’s general/minister, while she herself is described in femininised language we do not see
elsewhere associated with sovereignty.

Similar dynamics are at play in Dhammakitti’s Dathavamsa, composed in LilavatT’s third and final
reign. Here agency is vested even more heavily upon Lilavati’s then-chief minister, a military leader
named Parakrama. Mirroring the Mahavamsa structure, it is this general who is positioned as the
grammatical agent of all actions, while Lilavati is only mentioned in an oblique case:

sudhamayiikhamalapanduvamsajam viriilhasaddham munirajasasane |

piyamvadam nitipathanuvattinam sada pajanam janikam va mataram ||

piyam parakkantibhujassa rajino mahesim accunnatabuddhisampadam |

vidhaya lilavatim icchitatthadam asesalankatalarajjalakkhiyam ||

Having appointed®' Lilavati—born in the lineage of Pandu, which is spotless, shining, and

stainless; in whom arose pious confidence in the sasana of the king of sages; sweet-worded;*”

following the path of statecraft (niti); always like a mother, a parent, to beings;*> the beloved
mahesi of King Parakramabahu, lord of the earth; endowed with unequalled intelligence; giver

of things which are desired—to the royal splendour of the entire land of Lanka... (DaV 1:5-6).

Lilavati is certainly generously eulogised, but in explicitly femininized terms: she is maternal, she is a

beloved wife, of impeccable stock... She is praised as being particularly intelligent and well-versed in niti—

*! Here I follow the autocommentary’s pihituvd, “caused to be established.”

*2 Some components in this verse appear to be conceptually related to one another. In his auto-commentary,
however, Dhammakitti seems to closely follow the order given here, and indicates no other relationships between
Lilavati’s various qualities.

**3 The auto-commentary gives us satvayan (cf. Skt. sattva), “living beings.” In context I interpret this as meaning “to
all living beings.”
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both indications, perhaps, that the real-life Lilavati was a far more skilful political operator than the Pali
vamsas might otherwise want to suggest. But, once again, she is associated with no regnal epithet.” We
do see mahisi, but this is again qualified by her husband’s name and (kingly) title in the possessive: she
was still, above all, a consort. In his auto-commentary, Dhammakitti additionally calls her a rajaduva, a
“royal daughter” or princess (DaV sannaya on 1:6). This isn’t inaccurate—her noble birth is emphasised
both here and in Lilavati’s own inscriptions—but it is a strange gloss for a woman “appointed in the royal
splendour,” and certainly not one we would associate with regnancy.

These words both refrain, in other words, from explicitly acknowledging Lilavati as “king,”
emphasising instead the kingly qualities of her (more appropriately masculine) subordinates. However,
both works contain references to kingship which might be read as indirect acknowledgement of kingly
status. Let us return to the verses of the Sasa Da Vata quoted above:

Literary works are brought about by that [previously mentioned] wisdom, [and] by the

prosperity of a realm made comfortable. That prosperity is brought about by the power of a

king, accompanied by virtuous and wise ministers. Therefore: associated with the Chief

Minister Kit senevi—who was filled with compassion, with eyes of wisdom [trained upon] the

benefit of the world, like a Lion who breaks the fierce pride of proud Cdla elephant-herds, [full

of] adoration for the ruling family, forever protecting the wish-gem, a flag of the Ruvanpa
family—was Lord Lilavati, who was ornamented only by virtue, [a veritable crown of] flowers
crowning the solar and lunar families, appearing in the manner of lovely Sri, attracting the

minds and eyes of the entire world, who furthered the world and the sasun, by whose splendour
of daham-raja this work was made possible (SDV, 10-14).

4 Cf. the translations of this verse in Coomara Swamy (1874, 24) and Gornall (2020, 171), which both insert a
“Queen” title before her name.
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The implication, it seems to me, is that these two represent, respectively, the king and the minister(s)
who together establish the conditions in which literari can flourish. Implying that Lilavati has the power
of aking is distinct from outright calling her a king, but it is certainly evocative. The Dathavamsa similarly
contains a verse which seems to complicate the stark gendered dichotomy otherwise maintained
throughout. Verse eight tells us that Parakrama, the general who placed her on the throne, “dispelled
the ill repute which had for a long time befallen the trisimhala [due to] the absence of a Lord of Men” (DaV
1:8).*” “Lord of Men,” a common title for kings is, significantly, grammatically masculine.* Who was it
who claimed this title, and so dispelled the unfortunate absence? It could not have Parakrama, for all that
he is cast in the kingly mode throughout this section of the Dathavamsa. If Parakrama had taken on such
an explicitly royal title as narinda himself, why would he have needed Lilavati as a nominal sovereign at
all? I suspect instead that this verse refers to Lilavati herself, and it is her sovereignty that resolved the
“absence of a lord of men”—for all that Dhammakitti is unwilling to explicitly associate her with such a
masculine title, either in the verses or his autocommentary.

These references to kingship fulfilled aside, the literary sources avoid explicitly acknowledging
Lilavati as a monarch in her own right. This is true even of those composed under her patronage and

which seem intended to lavish her with (gendered, maternal) praise. This will not be particularly

% narindasufifiam suciran tisthalam itippatitam ayasam apanudi...

“«

%6 For witnesses of “Lord of Men” (Sin. nirifidu) see, e.g., the entirety of the Muvadev Davata’s “Chapter on Kings,” in
which only six verses (34, 35, 37, 39, 40, 46) do not use some variant of the epithet. Among those six, only verse 37
does not use one of the similarly gendered epithets “Best of Men” (naravara), “Elephant among Men” (naravarana),

or “Ultimate Man” (naraturu).
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surprising to those familiar with more global patterns of female regnancy, and with what Nolan (2009)
calls the difficulties of “...reading women's lives, especially powerful women's lives, through the words
of suspicious male monastics, [which] requires careful sorting through the biases and motivations of the
author” (13). She urges us instead to look to the “visual imagery of queenship” evident in her subjects’
material products, which often reveal “...a dialogue between the calculated use of male emblems of
authority and the assertive, even subversive employment of these emblems in a recognisably female
sigillographic format” (163). Following Nolan’s lead, I argue that an alternative politics of gender is
evident in Lilavati’s inscriptions and coins, media over which she had perhaps more direct control, than
we can perceive than by relying on our standard textual sources alone. Without explicitly transgressing
her nominal femininity, she draws on tropes of kingly masculinity, including claims to the title rajan.
Few of Lilavati’s inscriptions have survived fully intact and legible. However, those to which we
do have access provide us with several interesting pieces of information. One such inscription, for
example, contains a complete stylised introductory section for Lilavati:
siribara okavas rajparapurehi mundun mali visal gunagenen dulu siyalu kala tera pamini abha
salamevan lilavati svamin vahanse taman vahanse paramparayata trisimhalarajaya dhdamin
semin pamind ekatapatra kotd prajfiavikramabhaktisampanna amatya mandala &ti kotd
svamandalaya paramandalayen nirupadrava kotd loka §asana semehi taba
dasarajadharmmayen raja karana seyek...
The head-garland of the auspicious royal lineage of Oka; ablaze with a multitude of great
virtues; who has reached the far shore of all arts: Abha Salamevan Lilavati svamin, who having
herself (taman) attained the kingship of the Triple Sinhala (trisimhalarajaya) out of descent and
through dharma and equanimity; having brought it under a single canopy; having assembled a
circle of ministers possessed of wisdom, vigour, and devotion; having elimated dangers to her

own realm (mandala) from other realms; having established the world and the $asana in a state
of peace; [thus] like one ruling through the ten royal dharmas... (IC V1:90, 1-12).
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Unlike in the courtly poems discussed above, Lilavati is praised in the language usually reserved for great
kings. Indeed, nothing in this inscription other than her (grammatically feminine) personal name, and
the absence of the (grammatically masculine) title rajan, would suggest that she was any different from
her male peers. The ministers who take the focus of our literary sources above are still present, but they
are no longer the focal point, and are indeed no longer named. Instead, the inscription emphasises
Lilavati’s own agency in all acts through the reflexive taman, “by herself.” However, we do see again the
use of more oblique language in descriptions of Lilavati’s sovereignty than we do in the inscriptions of
her male peers: she has “attained kingship” and is “like one ruling.” Clearly, even in the inscriptional
medium there is some hesitancy about ascribing the title rajan to a woman.

We might also note that in the inscription above, as in one other (IC VI:91), she is referred to by
the regnal name (viruda) Abha Salamevan alongside her natal name Lilavati. This is a grammatically
masculine name, which had thereunto only been used by normatively male kings.”” We should caveat
the significance of this name-adoption: “Abha Salamevan” is never witnessed apart from the natal name
“Lilavati,” while “Lilavati” is witnessed, with great frequency, independent. This is not, therefore, an
outright rejection of femininity in favour of exclusive masculinity.’® It is, nonetheless, a clear indication
of some negotiation of her identity as simultaneously feminine (“Lilavati”) and kingly (“Abha

Salamevan”). And we have good reason to believe that this adoption of a masculine viruda was accepted

»7 Kalyanavati would later adopt the same viruda: see IC V1:98.
**® T am mindful here of the nuanced discussion around the sensitivities of naming practices, and the importance of
avoiding deadnames, in Spencer-Hall and Gutt (2021, Appendix s.v. “names”).

307



even by LilavatT’s political rivals. Prior to the Polonnaruva period such virudas were adopted in strict
rotation: kings and their successors tended to alternate between Abha Salamévan (Skt. Abhaya
Salameghavarna) and Siri Satighabd (Sri Sannghabodhi).*® The Polonnaruva period’s frequent usurpations
and short reigns disrupted this pattern considerably, leaving long gaps without a monarch in a position
to claim the next viruda in sequence (see Table 6.1).>* But—if we assume that both Jayabahu I and
Vijayabahu II continued the sequence by taking the regnal name Abha Salamévan®'—it is evident that
no monarch broke the sequence, by repeating the viruda name of their immediate predecessor out of turn.

Table 6.1: alternating viruda titles, c. 1070-1211

Monarch Regnal dates Viruda title
Vijayabahu I 1070-1110 Siri Sanighabo
Jayabahu I 1110-1111 [no inscriptions extant, but presumably Abha Salamevan]
...interregnum 1111-1153...
Parakramabahul 1153-1186 Sri Sanghabodhi
Vijayabahu II 1186-1187 [no inscriptions extant, but presumably Abha Salamevan]
Ni§§anka Malla 1187-1196 Siri Sanighabo
...short reigns 1196-1197...
Lilavati 1197-1200,1209-  Abha Salamevan
1210,1210-1211
Sahasa Malla 1200-1202 Siri Sanighabo
Kalyanavati 1202-1208 Abha Salamevan

...short reigns 1208-1209...
Lokissara 1210-1211 Siri Satighabo

%7 On a similar pattern in the C5la kingdom see Cox (2016, 40-42).

3% In the periods marked “short reigns,” we have no extant inscriptions of any monarchs, and I speculate that none
took on a viruda. The version of this table presented in Shirley (2024) followed Sannasgala’s dates, which differ
slightly from the UCHC dates used in this dissertation.

*¢11C VI:26 mentions Vijayabahu II, but does not give him a viruda name.
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What does the continuation of this sequence indicate about LilavatT'’s place in lineage of kings? If
Sahasa Malla, who overthrew LilavatT’s first reign in 1200, had rejected her claim to such a name we might
expect him to have taken the viruda Abha Salamevan, identifying himself as the true and direct successor
to his half-brother Nissanka Malla. Instead, however, he took the alternate viruda Siri Sarighabo,
effectively acknowledging that his predecessor—who he himself had deposed violently!l—was, in a
meaningful sense, a valid “Abha Salamevan.” While the turbulent reigns of Kalyanavati’s successors
Dharmasoka (r. 1208-1209) and Aniyanga (r. 1209) left behind no inscriptional evidence, it is telling that
the first viruda of which we have evidence after Kalyanavati’s was, again, the alternative. Both women, it
seemed, had their otherwise masculine regnal names acknowledged and upheld even by their political
rivals.

We see evidence too of masculine titles in Lilavati’s massa coinage, all of which is minted with the

phrase “srirajalild vati” (see Figure 6.1).>”

Figure 6.1: Lilavati's massa coinage

*%2 Numismatic data is drawn from Codrington (1924).
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As discussed in Chapter Two, we must place particular weight on the rhetorical significance of coins,
perhaps the most common means by which both Lankans and those overseas would engage with the
visual imagery of a given monarch’s sovereignty. Lilavat’s coins, as all those of the Polonnaruva period,
were written in Nagari script, suggesting that they were intended to circulate widely,** and perhaps to
be read as Sanskrit. But rgja as a standalone noun makes little sense in Sanskrit: we would expect to see
rdja in the nominative or rg@jan in the vocative. It could suggest an unusual adjective compound, rajalilavati
(“royal Lilavati”). I suspect, however, that this inscription was meant to be read in Sinhala, in which rgja
is a viable standalone noun: “the auspicious king Lilavati.”

Space on coins was, of course, limited, and we might interpret rgja here as merely a contraction
of something “properly feminine” like rajfit. However, it is worth noting that the title raja appears in no
other coinage of the period (see Table 6.2). The coins of Lilavati’s predecessor Codaganga, for example,
read $ri coda ga[rn]ga deva; if syllable count were truly the deciding factor here, she could have followed
suit and inscribed her own coins with the (grammatically feminine) $ri lila vati devi. Lilavati’s use of the
title raja is exceptional, and so must have been intentional; this was, I believe, an explicit claim to
kingship, regardless of grammatical gender.

Table 6.2: regnal titles inscribed on extant coinage, c. 1070-1284

Monarch Regnal dates Inscription
Vijayabahu I 1070-1110 éri| vija| yaba | hu
Parakramabahu I 1153-1186 $ri | para | krama | bahu

% And, indeed, they have been found as far afield as Mogadishu (Freeman-Grenville 1963). This speaks to the
interconnectedness of the wider Indian Ocean region in this time (on which see the essays in Bandaranayake 1990).
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Nié$arika Malla 1187-1196 éri | kale[n] | ga la[n] | keja

Codaganga 1196-1197 $ri | coda | ga[n]ga | deva
Lilavati 1197-1200, 1209-1210, $ri | raja| lila | vati
1210-1211
Sahasa Malla 1200-1202 $ri | mat sa | hasa | malla
Dharmasoka 1208-1209 $ri | dharmma | soka | devah
Parakramabahu I 1236-1270 $ri | para | krama | bahu
Vijayabahu IV 1271-1272 $ri | vija | yaba | hu
Bhuvanekabahu I 1272-1284 $r1 | bhuva | naika | bahu

We have at least one suggestion that this supposedly masculine title was used in Lilavati’s own
court, and possibly survived beyond her reign. There is at least one commentary extant for the Sasa Da
Vata, the courtly poem composed in Lilavati’s first reign. Dating this commentary is difficult: the
ephemeral nature of manuscripts in tropical climates means that our only copies are very late, and the
text itself could have been composed at any point between the original poem’s composition and the
surviving manuscripts’ nineteenth acquisition by British colonists. This commentary tells us that the
original Sasa Da Vata was composed “in the time when, in accordance with the ten duties of kingship, the
auspicious king Lilavati was ruling” (SDV sannaya on 14; emphasis mine).* This is an explicit rejection of
the claim that the title rgjan, “king,” was only available (grammatically and conceptually) to those who
were normatively masculine. For this commentator, at least, no ambiguity was necessary: Lilavati was

not a “princess,” not a “consort of,” not someone whose proximity to power was best described in

%4 $ri raja lilavati svamin vahansé dasarajadharmmayen rajjaya karana kalhiyata... me buddha stotraya suvasé
karami yi seyi.
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multivalent adjectival clauses. Despite her femininity—described so explicitly in the Sasa Da Vata itself!—

Lilavati was a king,.
Reordering Gender within the Inner City

The preceding sections have outlined some of the creative ways that Polonnaruva’s female monarchs,
and their male subordinates, adjusted conceptually and rhetorically to the presence of a woman at the
apex of the social hierarchy. This constituted, I have suggested, a dramatic shift in the gender order of
Polonnaruva, one which required discursive accomodation by powerful men and women alike. In this
section, I argue that reverberations from this shift were felt even within the walls of Polonnaruva’s Inner
City (antahpura). The presence of former royal consorts on Polonnaruva’s throne, I argue, along with
concomitant shifts in the wider discursive social order, created opportunities for other consorts to also
attempt rearticulations of their own social standing.

Lilavati was, prior to her ascension to the throne, a consort of Parakramabahu 1. This fact was, as
discussed above, emphasised in almost all of the literary sources which mention her; but it also features
in two of her extant inscriptions:

apa samma sambudun vansé pirinivi ekdahassatsiyak havurudu ikut kalhi lakdiva niskantaka

kota eksat kala sirisatigabo parakramabahu cakravarttin vahansegé agabiso lilavati namin &

tama lada navaratin drhbulpatgama him kota hatihela kanatu pallassava kusalan kota dun
bavata kala $ila lekhya yi.

This inscription is made to record the gift, performed as a kusala by the one named Lilavati—the

primary biso of the cakravarttin Sirisanghabo Parakramabahu vahansé, who de-thorned and

unified the island of Lanka 1,700 years after the parinirvana of our Perfectly Awakened Buddha—

of the Kanatu Pallassava [in] Hatihela, which borders (sima k.) Navaratin Ambulpatgama, which
she herself [previously] received (IC V1:92).
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$risafighabo parakramabahu cakravarrttin vahanséta agamehesu vii stiriyavamsabhijata
lilavatin vahanse... [remainder unclear].

By Lilavati, born in the Solar Lineage, who was the agra-mahisi to the cakravartin Srisanghabo
Parakramabahu vahanse... (IC VI:93).

Lilavati’s connection to Parakramabahu was clearly central to her self-representation in these
inscriptions, not to mention in those varied literary treatments of her reigns. It seems likely that her
status as the former primary consort of such a powerful monarch lent her significant gravitas; it was,
perhaps, central to her very claim to Lanka’s throne. But if she was the primary consort, we might well
wonder what became of Parakramabahu’s other, non-primary consorts, and how they responded to the
rise to power of their former co-wife.

As discussed in the introduction of this chapter, the Mahavamsa is strangely silent on Lilavati’s
marriage to Parakramabdhu (even where it documents the marriage of their siblings to one another).
The Mahavamsa does mentions one consort of Parakramabahu at length, however. Midway through its
narrative of Parakramabahu’s triumphs, we come across the following lavish praise of a “Lady Rapavati”
(meaning “beautiful”—or, more literally, “she with the body”):

tato kittisirimeghamaharajamahannava | samjata candalekha va lokalocanaharint ||

Then, arising from the great ocean—the great king Kirti$rimegha®*—like the crescent moon; a
doe in the eyes of the world;

tassa khattiyavamsekaketussa bhariya piya | ramam sita va rafijanti tam mahipatisekharam ||

3% Rupavatl's father was presumably meant to be the Kirti$rimegha who was the brother of Manabharana I and
Srivallabha; ertswhile ruler of (half of) Rohana and then later Dakkhinade$a; and uncle to both Manabharana’s son
Parakramabahu and Srivallabha’s daughter Lilavati (see further Appendix B).
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the beloved wife of that sole banner of the ksatriya clan (i.e. Parakramabahu); adoring that peak
of the earth-lords like Sita adored Rama;

anekasatasamkhanam majjhe antopuritthinam | accantavallabhatara ratanattayavallabha ||

ever the most beloved among the women of the Inner City, who number in the thousands;**

lover of the Triple Gem;
thapetva nijabhattaram api devindasadisam | yadisam yadisam kafici na mafifianti tinaya pi ||

steady [in her love] for only her own husband, akin to the lord of the gods, not thinking of
another as anything other than straw (i.e. useless);

manapacarini tassa narindassa piyamvada | saddhasiladikanekagunabhiisanabhiisita ||

acting as pleases and speaking to delight that lord of men; adorned with the adornments of
many virtues, such as faith and discipline;

naccagitassa kusala kusaggamatisamini | karunagunayogena sada sitalamanasa ||

skillful in song and dance; master of a mind [as sharp as] the tip of the kusa grass, [but] always
cool-minded through the practice of the virtue of compassion (karuna):**

devi riipavati riipavatinam pavara sati | pafifidvati pufifiavati sucikamma yasassini ||

%% We might plausibly take thapetva in the following verse as governing this clause: Riipavati is “established” as the

most beloved among the women of the Inner City. However, I think that thapetva’s semi-adjectival sense of “steady,

firm” is necessary in our reading of her relationship to her husband, compared to her disinterest in other straw-

like men. As thapetva (at least in the sense of “established”) does not easily apply to her quality of devotion to the

Triple Gem, and I do not wish to have it skip over this line to govern both accantavallabhatara and nijabhattaram api,

I therefore leave these clauses unconnected in my translation.

*71n isolation, we might take sitalamanasa as “cool-hearted,” to give the sense (in English) that Riipavati’s emotions

were kept in check by her compassionate practice. Following on so closely from the mention of Ripavati’s

intelligence, however, the implication seems to be that it is her quick wit she keeps in check, out of compassion for

others around her...
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]368

Lady Rupavati! Distinguished among beautiful women (ripavati) [by virtue of also]’**® being wise;

meritorious; pure in action; resplendent;

appam ayu manussanam hilayyanam suporiso | careyyadittasiso va natthi maccussanagamo ||
iccadaniccatayuttam saranti jinasasanam | sutavadharitanekamunipungavabhasita ||

recalling (saranti, Skt. smrnvati)*® the Conqueror’s $asana, connected with impermanence
[through such sayings as] “The life of contemptible men is short. The good man should act as
though his head is on fire! There is no escape from Death”; by whom various sayings of the Bull
of Sages are heard (sruta) and carried (dharita);

appayuttam ca sattanam bhamantanam bhavannave | jananti pufifiatulyaya patitthaya ca
natthitam ||

knowing the brevity of existence, and that for those swirling around in the ocean of existence
there is no solid ground equal to merit[orious works],

nanappakaram kusalam sampadenti atandita | samsarasagara khippam karetva attataranam ||

she—having quickly accomplished her own escape from the ocean of samsara, untiringly
undertaking various skillful activities—

nibbanatiram papetum navam sovannayam viya | karesi puramajjhamhi mahathtpam
suvannayam |

had built a golden mahdstiipa in the centre of the city, like a golden boat to bring [others] to the
distant shore of nirvana (MV 73:136-147).

%% I suspect that the string of qualities which follow are intended to set Riipavati apart from other ripavati women;

however, this is only a conjectural interpretation.

* In these two verses we have two terms which are closely associated with Vedic texts—remembering (Skt. /smr)

and hearing (Skt. /$ru)—along with a third, bearing or carrying (/dhr), which is used in various monastic titles

associated with memorisation of Buddhist scripture (such as tipitaka-dhara). Riipavati’s intelligence seems to be

presented in a manner which would be intelligible beyond the Buddhist context alone, speaking to the diverse

intellectual context of the medieval Mahavamsa’s creator.
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Such an extensive eulogy for Ripavati seems rather peculiar when we consider that there is no evidence
from the Polonnaruva period itself that Parakramabahu ever had a consort of that name.*” If she was so
central to his reign—worthy of praise, personally responsible for the establishment of a central stipa—
what became of her? Why did Lilavati, who receives so little mention in the Mahavamsa’s account,
eventually find herself on the throne, and not this Ripavati? The Mahavamsa provides us with no answer,
and never again mentions Ripavati by name. We might wonder, cynically, if she was entirely an
invention of the Mahavamsa’s later authors: a perfect wife for an idealised king.

We have stronger evidence of one other former consort, however. Here we return to the
enigmatic Candavati, with whom we began this dissertation, and her sole extant inscription at the Potgul
Viharaya. As discussed in the Introduction, this is the earliest known instance of a royal donative
inscription composed entirely in Pali verse in Sri Lanka. It therefore merits a far closer reading than the
cursory approach which has, until now, been applied to it. This is, clearly, far from a “documentary” text
alone; significant intervention into the world is intended. The short inscription reads, in full:

lamkadhinatho so dhiro jinanatti[m] visodhayi | pathamam karitan tena viharam sakalam imam

|| parakkamanarindassa mahesi tassa dhimato | rajje thita sa karesi viharam sakalam puna ||
tasseva naradevassa dutiyam ya aggatam gata | sa rajini candavati taya karita mandapo.

He, the wise Supreme Lord of Lanka, purified the Conqueror’s commands (ana); by him this

entire vihara was made to be built. The mahisi of that [same] wise Lord of Men Parakrama, she
who was established in the sovereignty, caused the entire vihdra to be built again. That rajini

7 Early epigraphers were eager to identify Riipavati as Candavati, the patron of the Potgal Vihara inscription (IC
VI:23) discussed below (Bell 1906, 13; de Silva Wickremasinghe 1928, 240). No explanation is offered for this
identification, and it was presumably motivated only by an impulse to line up the account of the Mahavamsa with
the available epigraphical evidence.
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Candavati who had subsequently become primary (Skt. agra-tva) of/for that same Lord of Men;
she had the mandapa constructed (IC VI:23).

A dense network of interrelations is described here. Central to all three verses is Parakrama[bahu I]: while
he is named only in the second verse, and then with an abridged version of his name, the first verse
describes his purification of the sarigha (using the distinctive term and, discussed in preceding chapters)
which could only identify that king. Lilavati is clearly, therefore, the mahisi of Parakramabahu described
in the second verse as having attained sovereignty herself.

Less clear is Candavati’s relationship to these two figures, and therefore her location within the
gender order of Polonnaruva, as described in the final verse. In this section, I argue that this inscription—
and the entire project of patronising the construction of a mandapa—represents a strategic attempt on
Candavati’s part to re-articulate her own social position vis a vis other royal women of the period, in a
time when, as I have argued throughout this dissertation, considerable political stakes rested on such
relative social positions.

Careful attention to the specific titles used for the two royal women in this inscription—Lilavati
and Candavati herself—reveals much. We might note, first, that Lilavati is only referred to obliquely (not
even by name!) as a mahisi of Parakramabahu who was (in a now-familiar phrase) “established in the
sovereignty.” Candavati herself, however, has two striking appellations (as well as, of course, her given
name).

The first of Candavati’s self-declared titles is rajani (Sk. rgjfi), the grammatically feminine
equivalent of rajan and the modern term for a regnant queen. We have no record of Candavati ever

claiming the throne, and—as discussed above—we see this term (or its multilingual equivalents)
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elsewhere in reference to non-regnant consorts. However, it may well have been a particular mark of
honour among the royal consorts: we have references to multiple mahist; other terms like bisova appear
(usually the mother of the king, or the mother of the primary heir). However, if Parakramabahu had
children by any of his mahisis, we have no record of it; while the relationship between Parakramabahu
and his successor Vijayabahu II is contested (see Chapter Five), the latter was certainly not the former’s
son, On what grounds, then, does Candavati give herself, and not Lilavati, this title? Is this an accurate
reflection of their respective statuses within Parakramabahu’s court, or a later claim on Candavati’s
behalf to a title which might place her above her former co-wife Lilavati?

Yet more significant is the other title Candavati gives herself, in the rather unusual phrase
dutiyam ya aggatam gata (Skt. dvitiyam ya agratvam gata). Geiger (1929), noting that many monarchs
mention two mahisi in their inscriptions, interprets this phrase as evidence that (1) Candavati was, like
Lilavati, a mahisi of Parakramabahu [; and further (2) that both were equally ranked, that Candavati was
a “second” (dutiyam) primary (aggatam) consort. However, even leaving aside the conceptual quirk of a
“secondary primary,” we are told in every other source—including the inscriptions of Lilavati herself,
discussed above—that she was the primary consort of Parakramabahu I, with no mention of a co-primary.
This cannot be taken, in other words, as a simple expression of Candavati’s status in Parakramabahu’s
court.

Here, I suspect, the participle gata comes into play. It indicates a sense of transition: at some point

Candavati was not dutiyam aggatam, but she had since “become” this. The strength of this gata, alongside
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the apparent contradiction of Lilavati already being “primary” among the consorts, together offer us
alternative readings of Candavati’s “secondary” attainment of primacy. This could refer to status:
“Candavati was a ‘primary’ consort, relative to the other mahisis, but still secondary to Lilavati, the
primary primary.” We can, however, also take dutiyam adverbially, referring to Candavati’s attainment as
temporally secondary: “Lilavati was, at one point, the primary consort, but subsequently Candavati
became the primary.” This latter reading is more likely on grammatical grounds, but again raises
questions about the relative status of the two women. Presumably Lilavati continued to be considered
the primary consort of Parakramabahu even beyond the point of his death, and this status played some
part in her ascension to the throne. When, then, did Candavati supposedly supplant Lilavati as the
primary consort? If we take the sequence of events between verses seriously—interpreting the dutiyam
as “subsequent [to the events described in the preceding verse]”—then the implication seems to be that
Candavati attained her primary status after Lilavati became a monarch. This, in turn, would necessarily
be over a decade after their co-husband passed away. We might understand this as a gracious move on
Lilavati’s part: relinquishing her “lesser” title of primary widow to the next highly-ranked member of
the Inner City, in favour of her new royal position. But Lilavati’s connection to her deceased husband
remained, as we have seen above, central to her inscriptions throughout her three reigns. Once again, I
suspect that we must read this as a dialogical attempt at contestation rather than as a statement of
historical fact; Lilavati and Candavati may well not have agreed on which of the two was truly primary.
We may also suggest here, tentatively, a more subversive reading. Candavati is said, in the third

verse, to have subsequently attained primacy for “that same Lord of Men” (tasseva naradevassa). Most
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plausibly, based on both context and the masculine grammatical gender, this “same Lord of Men” is
intended to refer to to Parakramabahu I, invoked so explicitly in verses one and two. I have suggested
above, however, that in some limited contexts (her coinage, and the Sasa Da Vata sannaya) Lilavati herself
may have used apparently masculine titles. Is it possible that these verses are less contentious than I
have interpreted them,; that it is Lilavati, whose attainment of sovereignty is described in verse two, who
is “that same Lord of Men” mentioned in verse three; and that this therefore refers instead to Candavati’s
position as Lilavati’s agramahisi? These are extremely tenuous speculations. However, queer theory
reminds us that evidence of homosexual relations is often intentionally suppressed in our historical
sources—buried as deeply, perhaps, as often is evidence for female agency (Burger and Kruger 1999;
Lochrie 2005). This is particularly significant in parts of the world recovering from colonial suppression
of indigenous social relations and ways of being (Kerekere 2017; Lugones 2007; Rifkin 2014). Reading
against the grain to recover such histories—or, as Kerekere (2017) suggests for the context of Aotearoa
(New Zealand), undertaking the arduous task of separating whenu, the strands of harakeke flax useable
in weaving, from the large quantities of unusable para (43)—is therefore a task well worthwhile, lest we
inadvertently reiterate the colonialist myth of an exclusively heterosexual past. Bearing this in mind, I
wish to note the possibility—if not, [ stress, necessarily the plausibility—of such a reading.

It seems that, in the gender order of twelfth-century Polonnaruva, there were certain things that
Lilavati—identified as, and subject to the expectations incumbent upon, a “woman”—was not meant to
do. A woman ought not, for example, be identified by the supposedly masculine title rajan. Yet we have

evidence that, in certain media, Lilavati was referred to by that title, even as other media seem to
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acknowledge her sovereignty only through oblique expressions (including Candavati’s inscriptions, with
its “she who was established in sovereignty”). Clearly, some authors were less willing to acknowledge
Lilavati’s deviation from the expected norm, and found instead creative alternatives. A woman also ought
not act in the kind of “manly” fashion expected of a king. The literary sources from Lilavati’s reign all
reassure us that she did not do so; that the traditional activities (such as martial prowess) and qualities
(virility) of manly kings were carried out on her behalf by powerful ministers within her court, while she
herself remained suitably pious and devoted to the memory of her deceased husband. While here we
have no evidence to the contrary, we might well be suspicious of how neatly these accounts locate
Lilavati within the realm of normative femininity. Might these authors be, again, attempting to avoid an
uncomfortable acknowledgement of Lilavati’s refusal to conform with expectations of idealised
femininity? A woman also ought not, according to idealised social norms, take a female consort—a
mahisi—of her own. If Candavati, who became primary consort “subsequent to” Lilavati, was in fact the
consort of the latter, we might similarly not expect other sources from the period to explicitly
acknowledge this. Whether or not this was the case cannot be determined from the evidence alone; but
neither can the possibility be dismissed out of hand.

Whichever masculine-coded “lord of men” (naradeva) Candavati became the primary consort of,
it seems to be that her inscription at the Potgul Vihara was intended to firmly lay claim to her new social
status. What might have rendered possible—or, at least, more plausible—such a re-articulation?
Constructivist approaches to gender orders emphasise the extent to which they rely on “a stylised

repetition of acts” (Butler 2006, 191); breaks in or deviations from that repetition render the whole edifice
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unstable. If the pre-established gender politics of Polonnaruva consisted of a masculine king
superordinate to a whole series of hierarchically ranked consorts, then the non-masculinity or at least
partial masculinity of Lilavati’s kingship might also accommodate a shift in the hierarchy of feminine
roles. To make this point more explicitly: the female sovereignty of Lilavati and Kalyanavati opened a
conceptual space for other shifts in the gender order, other alterations to the established social fabric,
and so for Candavati’s claim to have been “She who has subsequently become primary.”

It would be tempting, at this stage, to engage in speculation about Candavati’s motivations:
whether she sought to be placed on the throne as her former co-consort Lilavati was; what kinds of
political capital she might be seeking through her devout patronage of this Buddhist shrine; even, on a
more explicitly religious level, what merits (punya) she sought to accrue from her pious actions. We might
also wonder if what is at stake here is not immediate claims to the throne but eventual claims to
succession. Might Candavati have had a son, who she or her supporters hoped to see on the throne, and
whose own position she hoped to advance through her claims to be of equal “primary” consort status? If
this were the case, it seems that she was not successful. Neither Candavati nor anyone claiming descent
from her ever sat on Polonnaruva’s throne before the kingdom’s eventual collapse, and she appears to
have otherwise disappeared from both the inscriptional and literary records. But her solitary inscription
at the Potgul Vihara, and the novel vision of gender politics that it articulates, serve to caution us against
the lures of overly determined “institutions” of Buddhist sovereignty, with fixed and accepted laws of
succession ever distinct from the political actors—including elite women—who lived, negotiated and so

constituted them.
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Conclusions to Chapter Six

In this chapter, I have argued that the political language of Polonnaruva—which assumed the masculinity
of kingship, and the consortial status of all women—failed to adequately account for the reality of female
regnancy in the later Polonnaruva period. As a result of this conceptual lacuna, powerful men seeking to
articulate their own position in the social hierarchy of medieval Sri Lanka had to be creative in their
inscriptions: recognising Kalyanavati's sovereignty without explicitly naming her as a (masculine-coded)
“sovereign.” Some literary accounts, similarly, seem to have attempted to position Lilavati in the role of
afigurehead or a regent, merely giving voice to or safeguarding the naturally masculine power of others.
Other data from her reign, however, suggests otherwise: that she sought a more creative response to
these linguistic limitations, and so transcended the supposed binary of masculine kingship and
subordinate femininity.

Lilavati’s innovation here is, 1 believe, the most explicit illustration of the theoretical and
methodological arguments I made in the Introduction. “Buddhist kingship” was never a pre-determined
constant, but rather an arena for contingent contestation. When an individual monarch found
themselves unable or unwilling to conform to the expectations their predecessors held for a Buddhist
king, they could attempt to reconstitute it. We have seen this process occur throughout this dissertation:
from Vijayabahu's selective engagement with Sinhala, Tamil, and Sanskritic inscriptional models;
through now to Lilavatls presentation—in her coinage, and in literary commentary—as a
(grammatically) masculine rdjan, who was nonetheless (socially) female. Close attention to these
contingent arguments about what, exactly, it meant to be a Buddhist king lays bare the potential
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multivalence of this category, and perhaps of all such social and moral categories. Nothing about

Buddhist kingship—from its gender to its linguistic expression—can be, or was, taken for granted.

Q=
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Chapter Seven: General Conclusions

The preceding pages have dealt with what may appear to be minutiae of Polonnaruva-period history. I
have, I hope, provided sufficient detail to interest those scholars working on this period. By way of
conclusion, however, I wish to both recapitulate the broadest sweeps of arguments made above, and to
suggest some wider implications of my methodological and theoretical approaches to said arguments.

In the Introduction, I suggested that the central argument of the dissertation was that the
histories of Buddhism, politics, and gender in the Polonnaruva period cannot adequately be studied in
isolation from one another. In support of this position, I have attempted to demonstrate that
Polonnaruva’s noblewomen were involved in crucial acts of patronage that helped to shape the eventual
form of the Theravada; that royal men sought to position themselves relative to these noblewomen for
pragmatic political reasons; and that in so doing the supposedly inherent masculinity of kingship was
itself challenged and contested. These dynamics have previously been obscured by an overreliance on
retrospective narrative accounts of the Polonnaruva period (primarily the Mahavamsa, Pajavaliya, and
Nikaya-sangrahaya), which depicted the events of this period according to the priorities of their own.

I advanced this argument through chronologically advancing chapters. I will briefly summarise
each of these chapters in turn, before presenting more synthetic arguments which cut across the work.

In Chapter Two, I argued that the reign of Vijayabahu I did not represent a “return” to an original
and unaltered Sinhala Buddhist kingship after a period of Cola interruption. Rather, he seems to have
intentionally interwoven models from earlier Anuradhapura-based kings; his erstwhile Cola overlords;
and perhaps also from wider dharmasastric norms of caste hierarchy (particularly evident in his material
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intervention at the Peak). I further challenged the claim—made by sources temporally close to
Vijayabahu's own reign, as well as in later retrospective accounts—that he revived all three of the
Anuradhapura-period nikayas (Abhayagiri, Jetavana, and Mahavihara) as distinct entities.

In Chapter Three, I argued that the period between Vijayabahu I and Parakramabahu I was not
the unfortunate “dark age” it has often been characterised as. While political power was certainly
decentralised, this may well have led to opportunities for individuals who otherwise did not have as
ready access to that power; and to experiments with different models and rhetorics of kingship. In
particular, I suggested that the agency of royal consorts became considerably more visible in this period
than under the aegis of “strong kings.” One of these consorts, Sundara, seems to have been involved in
patronage of Pali-oriented monks and the Dirhbulagala monastery, to an extent unacknowledged in
retrospective historical narratives.

Chapter Four reconsidered the reign of Parakramabahu I. I showed that, far from being a “Pali
king,” his inscriptional corpus was resolutely multilingual. Even in his pivotal Galvihara inscription, he
draws on Sanskrit terminology more frequently than he does Pali. He certainly does seem to have
engaged with certain phenomena now most strongly associated with the Mahavihara’s textual tradition:
like Gajabahu, he claims descent from Mahasammata, and he seems to position his purification and
unification of the monastic order within a Buddhaghosan chronology of decline. But he certainly does
not give us any indication that he was involved in purging the monastic order of “Mahayanism,” contrary

to the account given in the later Nikaya-sarigrahaya.
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In Chapter Five, I turned to the vast inscriptional corpus of Nis§anka Malla, which offers us
perhaps the most granular view available of kingly self-representation in medieval Sri Lanka. On the basis
of this I argued, borrowing from Sahlins, that this non-Lankan-born king seems to have intentionally
played up his dynasty’s “strangeness” as evidence for his qualifications to rule Lanka. This strategy was,
I suggested, likely in response to perceived challenges to dynastic succession both internal (but “lower
caste” in dharmasastric terms) and external (but “non-Buddhist”). As in the period covered in Chapter
Three, royal consorts seem once again to have become central to the inscriptional discourse, and
increasingly so over the course of his reign, to the point that he suggested that they might be placed on
the throne in the absence of a (Buddhist, high-caste) male heir.

Chapter Six explored cases of this possibility in action: the reigns of Kalyanavati and Lilavati, who
between them seem to have dominated (on the basis of their collective length of rule) later Polonnaruvan
politics; and the non-regnal consort Candavati. I argued that the inscriptions of these three women, and
other sources relating to the reigns of Kalyanavati and Lilavati, evidence a far less stable politics of
gender than monastic accounts and sastras might allow; that the inherent “masculinity” of kingship itself,
and the social hierarchies surrounding it, were subject to negotiation, contestation, and even subversion.

We might productively group the arguments made in these chapters into three broader groups.

First, while the historiography of Sri Lanka has been dominated by Pali- and Sinhala-language
sources, Tamil and Sanskrit remained significant language throughout the period, and to exclude sources

in these languages from our studies is to grossly distort our historical understanding. Related to this, we

cannot dismiss from our histories those royal courts which have been generally understood to be
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particularly Tamil-oriented (and, by association, inadequately Buddhist): namely, the court of Gajabahu
II. We have little to no evidence that he was a “non-Buddhist” in some sense salient to his
contemporaries; and we have at least some evidence for continuities, rather than outright ruptures,
between his model of kingship and that of Parakramabahu L.

Second, even with the piecemeal evidence available to us, we need to dramatically reconsider
the role of royal women in this period of Theravada history. At minimum, it is significant that our only
extant Pali inscriptions from this period were produced by royal consorts (Sundara and Candavati), not
by male monarchs or, for that matter, monastics. Further, we have at least some evidence of royal women
patronising certain Buddhist institutions (Sundara) and forms of textual production (Lilavati) at pivotal
moments. We do not have the evidence available to definitely recast these women in starring roles.
However, we have at least as much evidence for the significance of their involvement as we do for many
of their male peers, who nonetheless take centre stage in all of our standard histories of the period. This
is largely a result of evidential bias: retrospective textual narratives more frequently praise “powerful
men” like Vijayabahu I and Parakramabahu I for their contributions to Buddhist history; and we have, in
Sri Lanka as elsewhere in the Buddhist world, tended to accept these textual narratives as “historical
fact” until proven otherwise. But as Schopen (1991) puts it, “the ascription of primacy to textual sources
in Buddhist studies not only effectively neutralizes the independence of archaeological and epigraphical
sources as witnesses, it also effectively excludes what practicing Buddhists did and believed from the

history of their own religion” (14). When we pay as much heed to this archaeological and epigraphical
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evidence as we do the later narratives, we arrive at—at minimum—a more balanced view of Buddhist
history, one which is not read solely “through the words of suspicious male monastics” (Nolan 2009, 13).

Finally, as my citation of Nolan is intended to invoke, I have attempted to model in this
dissertation the benefits of engagement with a capacious range of scholarship, brought—selectively and
cautiously—to bear on the particularities of a historical case. In particular, and perhaps unsurprisingly
in a study focused explicitly on “gender,” I have drawn extensively on feminist and queer scholarship.
The application of this kind of theoretical lens or methodological approach to premodern sources risks
accusations of “presentism:” the imposition of decidedly modern frameworks—often dismissively called

't is certainly true that historical accounts can—

“identity politics”—onto ill-fitting historical contexts.
and, pace White (1973) perhaps necessarily always do—distort the evidence of the past in ways intelligible
to the present. However, I entirely reject that such distortions are only present (and subject to critique)
in histories attentive to social oppression, while earlier generations of historians remain (supposedly)
“objective” and “neutral.” The value of critical theory is not that it tells us how we should interpret the
inner lives of past subjects; it is that it can alert us to unquestioned biases which lurk in the extant
historiography, and suggest possible methodological approaches which may allow us to correct those

biases. Without feminist critique, we may not notice that our textual sources seem to so heavily emphasis

the heroic deeds of their male protagonists, or that our uncritical reception of those androcentric

' This critique was recently, and controversially, given voice in Sweet’s (2022) presidential column in the American
Historical Association’s newsmagazine, in which he critiques “read[ing] the past through the prism of contemporary
social justice issues: race, gender, sexuality, nationalism, capitalism” (n.p.).
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accounts seemed to align very neatly with then-emergent Victorian ideologies.”” In short, the judicious
application of critical theory makes us better historians, more alert to the particularities of our historical
cases than we might otherwise be.

Together, these arguments have, I hope, done considerable work to unseat the notion that
“Buddhist kingship” was ever an unchanging concept. Instead, 1 have suggested that the “proper”
performance of kingship in a Buddhist context was instead an arena of heated debate, in which multiple
parties were participant. To reiterate a point made in the Introduction, “Buddhist Kingship” is not, and
has never been, an ahistoric concept to be found lying dormant in the Pali Canon (or in any other set of
supposedly authoritative texts). Modern philosophers and activists alike may well find valuable
inspiration in such texts: a synthetic political theory resting on Buddhism’s key “underlying ideas”
(Moore 2016); or an approach of “radical interdependence” to International Relations (Long 2021). Such
productive re-readings of past texts is often a useful genesis for new ideas, as advocates of (for example)
the ongoing relevance of Aristolean political thought will happily remind us. But to present such novel
re-readings as “Buddhist” is questionable; to argue that they represent (a singular and definitive)
“Buddhist political thought” is problematic. This attitude diminishes the intellectual vigour and
pragmatic creativity of Buddhists throughout history—*“kings” and otherwise—who constructed,
contested, subverted, and constructed anew what it meant to be a “good Buddhist king.” At its worst, it

revives all of the old colonial arguments that Buddhists themselves, past and perhaps also present, do

*72 1 make this argument at slightly greater length in Shirley (2024), in which I trace the colonial European reception
of evidence about Lilavati.
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not truly understand “what the Buddha taught,” and that Buddhism must therefore be saved from
Buddhists by the superior interpretations of modern scholarship. This is, clearly, not the case, and to
think it so impoverishes our understanding of what is, was, and could perhaps become politically
conceivable.

Further work is still necessary to fully reconstruct the contested relationship(s) between gender
and power in early second millennium Sri Lanka. In particular, a more thorough examination of the
textual sources produced in the period immediately following Parakramabahu’s katikavata, with an eye
to the central themes identified in this dissertation, promises to greatly enhance our understanding of
the relationship between kingly rhetoric (particularly as recorded in inscriptions) and Pali- and Sinhala-
language textual production. In the pages above, we have touched only lightly on the works of Sariputra,
the first mahasvamin of the united Lankan sangha. His works—from vinaya manuals to abhidharma
subcommentaries—sought to impose a doctrinal and interpretive unity on the now-institutionally-
united former nikayas. I have suggested in an unpublished (2023) conference paper that political concerns
necessarily suffuse (at least some of) Sariputra’s writings; further research is necessary to unpack the
role gender plays in his vision of kingship. Likewise, while we have discussed some of the literary products
of Lilavati’s court—the Dathavamsa and Sasa Da Vata—these were only initial contributions to the
explosion of Pali- and Sinhala-language poetry in the following century. We benefit from Gornall’s (2020)
excellent study of the Pali materials, which often touches on gendered themes; and from Berkwitz’s
insights into the gendered nature of later Sinhala-language poetry (see, e.g., Berkwitz 2019b). However,

too little attention has been paid to other early Sinhala-language works (such as the Muvadev Da Vata).
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Finally, we might attend to the new genres of texts aimed at laypeople—from the ethical treatise
Upasakajandlankdara (on which see Young 2011) to the slightly later preaching-books (banapot) like
Saddharmaratnavaliya or even Pajavaliya (Deegalle 1997)—produced in the years following the fall of
Polonnaruva. A synthetic reading of these sources together, along with the inscriptional corpus,
promises an understanding of gender politics in early second millennium Lanka simultaneously broader

and more granular than possible to date.

“Theravada” beyond Polonnaruva

Throughout this dissertation, I have maintained that the history of Polonnaruva had a significant
influence on the development of (what we call today) “the Theravada.” 1 acknowledged, in the
Introduction, that this is an anachronistic term (pace Skilling 2009; Gethin 2012; Bretfeld 2022), but
suggested—following Collins (2017)—that we might still tentatively use it in a heuristic sense, to refer to
those phenomena which had some genealogical relationship to the modern “Theravada” and which
might therefore be of interest to others working in “Theravada Studies.” I understand this approach to
Theravada history to be radically inclusive: rather than shackling ourselves to an ahistorical definition
of “what counts as Theravada,” and therefore excluding from our analysis all historical phenomena which
do not appear to fit our definition, we can instead attend to an expansive range of texts, people, and
practices which were all, in some way, entangled in the historical development of the modern Theravada.

This genealogical and inclusive understanding of “what counts as Theravada” is a stark contrast
to—even a rejection of—the ways in which the term theravada was actually deployed in premodern
contexts. We have, until relatively recently, taken theravada as a neutral descriptor for the name of a
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particular “school” of Buddhist teachings (equivalent and opposed to “Mahayana” Buddhism). More
recent studies have suggested instead that it is more narrowly a descriptor of institutional affiliation:
that it (or a closely related term like theriya) is the name of a specific nikdaya (so equivalent and opposed
to the Sarvastivada or Dharmaguptaka nikayas). I wish to suggest, in the remainder of this section, that
theravada was (until at least the end of the period covered by this dissertation) primarily a rhetorical term
about the authenticity and originality of doctrine; and that this has some implications for how we might
undertake the uptake of “Theravada Buddhism” in the later Indian Ocean region.’”

The most common interpretation of the term theravada (or, sometimes, the closely related theriya
and thera-vamsa) is as a Pali-language “translation” of the Sanskrit Sthavira-nikaya: one of the two
monastic ordination lineages, along with the Mahasanghika-nikaya, which emerged in a schism following

the Second Dharma Recitation.” Certainly, as Bretfeld (2022) demonstrates in his excellent study, this is

%7 1 wish to acknowledge my debt, in the following discussion, to the insightful arguments variously made by ven.
Anilayo, Bretfeld, Gethin, Skilling, and Walters. Their work has shaped my thinking on this matter beyond even the
specific points on which I quote or cite them. Where I differ from their views is my increased emphasis on the
doctrinal focus of the term theravada; I am not convinced that it necessarily relates as cleanly, in many cases, to a
specific monastic ordination lineage (variously called theriya or theravamsa) as these scholars suggest. It seems
significant to me that, prior to the fourteenth-century Nikdaya-sarigrahaya (see NS, 57 and passim), only one of our
Pali- and Sinhala-language texts explicitly refers to the Sthavira and Mahasanghika, or any of the “eighteen
schools” known from other traditions’ accounts as nikdyas, by that name. That one exception is Buddhaghosa’s
Paficappakarana commentary on the Kathavatthu, which refers to the “eighteen acariyavadas which arose in the
second century, the name of which is ‘the eighteen nikayas’ and also ‘the eighteen familes (kulas) of other teachers™
(...attharasdcariyavada dutiye vassasate uppanna atthdarasanikdyatipi attharasacariyakuldnitipi etesamyeva namam).
Otherwise, the only nikayas mentioned in these earlier texts are the three Lankan nikdyas: the Abhayagiri, the
Jetavana, and the Mahavihara. However, to pursue this discussion further would require a considerable diversion
into the specifics of these textual references, which is beyond the scope of this conclusion.

7% As ven. Analayo (2023) has pointed out, other extant nikayas claim descent from the Sthavira side of the Sthavira-
Mahasanghika schism (9). This may raise, he argues, heuristic issues for modern scholars who wish to refer to a
“Theriya” Vinaya, understanding “Theriya” to simply be the Pali equivalent of Sanskrit “Sthavira.”
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the case in the fourteenth-century Nikdaya-sangrahaya, which explicitly positions itself within “this
continuity (santatiya) of mahabhiksus, called the Theriya-nikaya, which has continued unbroken from the
lineage of great sthaviras such as Sariputra, Maudgalyana, and Mahakasyapa” (NS, 57).”” Gethin (2012)
has argued that this view may be present as early as Buddhaghosa’s commentary on the Kathavatthu, in
which the theravada seems to be positioned as one of many kulas (literally “families,” but here perhaps

“communities”),””®

which it later clarifies are also called both vadas and nikayas.””’

But the Kathavatthu commentary seems to be something of an outlier among first-millennium
texts in outright conflating rival vadas with monastic ordination lineages (nikayas). Elsewhere, vadas
seem to have a stronger sense of doctrine, conforming to the literal meaning of that which is said (vada)
by elders or seniors (P. theras).”® Gethin (2012) therefore suggests that, outside of the Kathavatthu and
some other texts, “the term theravdda is not used to refer to a school or Vinaya ordination lineage at all;
it is used to refer to a general body of received interpretation of the canonical texts” (14). And so we see

theravada being used to describe the compilation (sarigaha) of dharma and vinaya made at the First Dharma

Recitation (DiV 4:6)*” and even “the compilation of the Tipitaka together with its commentary” (SP,

¥ .$ariputramaudgalyanamahakadyapadimahasthaviraparamparayen asambhinna va pévita ena theriyanikaya
nam lada mé mahabhiksusantatiya pasvadahasak no pirihi pavatna paridden buddhasasanaya tan pat karuviha.
%76 These include the Dhammaguttika (Skt. Dharmaguptaka) and Sabbatthivada (Skt. Sarvastivada), which are both
extant nikayas today.

77 mahasarighikanafica cha acariyavadati sabbeva attharasa acariyavada dutiye vassasate uppanna.
attharasanikayatipi attharasacariyakulanitipi etesamyeva namam.

%7 These theras are not necessarily, on semantics alone, Buddhist: the sole canonical witness of the term theravada
(in MN 36) is in reference to the doctrines of the Buddha’s previous teacher Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta.
*7 tehi cafifiehi therehi katakiccehi sadhuhi | paficasatehi therehi dhammavinayasangaho | therehi katasangaho

theravadoti vuccati ||
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1:52).”*° The Mahdvamsa refers to the recitation (sangiti) of the saddharma as “theriya,” which it then calls
“the singular theravada” (MV 5:1-2);**' but in its commentary on this verse the Vamsatthappakdsini
suggests that the First Great (Dharma) Recitation was itself called “theravada” (VAP 1:172).**

It is certainly true that all of these sources do refer, in various ways, to other groups schisming
off from, rejecting, or abandoning this “theravada,” to form groups of monks whose names we recognise
from other lists of nikayas (Mahasanghika, Dhammaguttika, Sabbatthivada...). But this is not an argument
for equivalence. As Bechert (2022) has put it, “the dichotomy of the Dipavamsa and all later vamsas runs
not between “Theravada” versus Mahasanghika, but “Theravada” against all others” (24). These others
are all (afifia)acariyavadins, followers of “that which is said by other teachers;” these rival vadas are
nothing more than erroneous misinterpretations of the singular theravada, “that which is said by the
elders.” As Skilling (2009) points out, in this context

The term “thera” does not refer to a[ny] lineal succession of “elders,” but to a specific

“historical” or foundational group: the five hundred arhats who recited and collected the

teachings of the Buddha at Rajagrha after the first rains-retreat following the death of the
Buddha (65).

%0 atha mahindatthero upasampannakalato pabhuti attano upajjhayasseva santike dhammafica vinayafica

pariyapunanto dvepi sangitiyo ariilham tipitakasangahitam satthakatham sabbam theravadam tinnam
vassanam abbhantare uggahetva attano upajjhayassa antevasikanam sahassamattanam bhikkhtinam pamokkho
ahosi.

%! ya mahakassapadihi mahatherehi adito | kata saddhammasangiti theriyati pavuccati || ekova theravado so
adivassasate ahu | afifiacariyavada tu tato oram ajayisum ||

¥ jdani dutiyasafigitim nitthapetva tatiyasangitiya nidanabhtitam acariyavadam tava kathetukamo pubbe katam
pathamamahasangitim theravadam nama katva dutiyasangitiya orajatam afifilam pi acariyavadam dassetum ya
mahakassapadihiti adimaha.
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In other words, claims to follow the theravada rather than, for example, the sabbatthivada (Skt.
Sarvastivada) are not claims to be members of one particular “school” rather than another. 1t is a claim
to singular authenticity; to be participant in the sole tradition which still preserves the true and original
teachings of the Buddha, as collected at the First Dharma Recitation, and the correct interpretations
thereof.

This alters how we understanding inter-nikdya tensions, and the resolution of those tensions, in
Polonnaurva and beyond. In the eyes of a Mahaviharan partisan, Parakramabahu’s unification of the
three nikayas and the resulting dominance of Mahaviharan views within the Lankan sangha was not
simply an administrative matter: it was the victory of the one true theravada against deviant
affdcariyavadas. This is the perspective which was recorded, with increasing vehemency, into the
Mahavamsa and Pajavaliya, and later into the Nikdaya-sangrahaya; this was the perspective which was then
reproduced by nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars over-reliant on those textual sources. But,
crucially, this was the emic perspective. From an etic viewpoint, we can see that theravada was a rhetorical
and argumentative term, one which may well have also been deployed in arguments by the Abhayagiri-
and Jetavana monks against their Mahaviharan rivals: they, too, would have understood themselves as
adherents to the most authentic kind of Buddhism, from which they no doubt believed the Mahaviharans
foolishly deviated (on which possibility see Walters 1997). The theravada/dacariyavada division deployed
in “Theravada” texts, in other words, is a parallel to the mahayana/hinayana distinction made by partisan
“Mahayana” texts; or even to the orthodox/heterodox and catholic/partial claims made in Christian

churches which eventually took on some of those rhetorical terms for their own singular identities. What
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I am suggesting here is that “theravada” was not necessarily a particular sectarian identity, or perhaps
even a group of texts, in medieval Sri Lanka; it was a rhetorical strategy, an argument about what counted

” o«

as “authentic,” like other religious arguments about what counted as “great,” “orthodox,” or

“catholic.”®

This rather deconstructed view about what counts as theravada has, I think, implications for our
understanding of (what we call) “Theravada Buddhism” across the Indian Ocean region. Some of these
implications, particularly as they relate to monastic ordination lineages (Blackburn 2012) and even
practices of kingship (Blackburn 2024), have already begun to be worked out: when individuals across
the region chose to affiliate themselves with “theravada” (or with any of the texts, practices, and
genealogical claims we might recognise as “Theravada”), they did so in response to decidedly local
concerns. We might here profitably return to the question of gender, and particularly to Andaya’s (2006)
landmark argument that a “geographically defined Southeast Asia largely coincides with the culture area
where the position of women was relatively favourable” (231). While Andaya’s treatment of Buddhism is

nuanced—she acknowledges, for example, that female patronage may have played a key role in

Buddhism’s spread throughout the region (33), and that Southeast Asian women often had a “vested

% There is an argument to be made for abandoning the term “Theravada” altogether as hopelessly rhetorical
and/or teleological, in favour of an alternative term for the nikaya which does not inadvertently reproduce claims
to singular authenticity. A possible candidate here is Vibhajyavada (P. Vibhajjavada), which is both used by
Buddhaghosa in his Katthavatthu commentary and appears, alongside “theriya,” in the earliest extant Mahaviharan
inscriptions at Nagarjunakonda (see particularly the discussion in Cousins 2001; Tournier 2018, 21-22; Walters 1997,
105-6). However, this would put us at an unhelpful disconnect from (modern) Theravada Studies; hence my
preference for Collins’ inclusive genealogical approach.
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interest in supporting the flow of young men in and out of monkhood” (79)—she nonetheless generally
portrays “Theravada Buddhism” (alongside Christianity and Islam) as antithetical to this supposedly
characteristic Southeast Asian attitude towards women’s roles in society. A central chapter contrasts

7 which she argues was “not

“Indigenous Religions” with the coming of the three “World Religions,
merely a defining feature of Southeast Asia’s ‘early modernity; it was also fundamental to evolving
cultural constructions of being female” (102). Andaya cites attitudes to female rebirth (76), idealised
representations of heterosexual relations (ibid.), and the textual “basis for authority in world religions”
(102) as evidence for the “apparent misogyny” (76) wrought upon Southeast Asia by the arrival of the
Theravada. Andaya’s analysis has remained influential, and continues to be cited in more recent
arguments for the deleterious effect of “Theravada Buddhism” on women’s social roles in later Southeast
Asia (Amirell 2015, particularly 450-451; Duindam 2021, 157; Roces 2022).

Of course, in the nearly two decades since Andaya’s work was published, considerable nuance
has been given to accounts of an early second millennium “import” from Sri Lanka of a premade cultural
package called “Theravada Buddhism” (Assavavirulhakarn 2010; Blackburn 2012; Skilling 1997). It is
increasingly clear that Southeast Asian Buddhists were engaged with Pali sources earlier than this period,;
and that the identification with the legacy of the Mahavihara and the commentaries of Buddhaghosa

occurred over many centuries, in response to local (i.e. Southeast Asian) contexts and concerns. Further

research has challenged the notion that, even in contexts which supposedly gave primacy to the Pali

%4 “Hinduism” and “Hindu-Buddhism,” along with more specific terms like Vaisnava and Saiva, are mentioned

throughout the work, but are not explicitly discussed in this chapter on “world religions.”
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Canon and Buddhaghosa’s commentaries thereon (both in Sri Lanka and across Southeast Asia), this did
not necessarily narrowly confine or restrict interpretations of proper Buddhist thought and practice.
New texts, in a wide variety of genres and languages, continued to be produced, circulate, and have
meaning in the later second millennium Indian Ocean (Crosby 2020; Hallisey 1990; Walker 2018; 2021).
Even putting this more recent knowledge aside, however, we can further nuance Andaya’s
account on its own terms. Andaya’s characterisation of “Theravada Buddhism” relies on certain
assumptions about the textual orientations of so-called “world religions.” 1t is certainly true that
Buddhist texts contain many resources which can, and perhaps often have, been deployed to denigrate
women and other non-masculine individuals; we might go further and suggest that Theravadin
commentarial interpretations of these texts are, in places, particularly misogynistic. However, bearing in
mind Narayan’s (1998) critiques of “cultural essentialism,” it would be an error to extrapolate out from
such resources a monolithic and coherent “Theravada” attitude towards gender. As we have seen in the
preceding chapters, no such monolithic coherency is to be found even in a period which, arguably, set
the course of the Theravada to be oriented towards such Pali-language texts and the Buddhaghosan
interpretation thereof. Rather, we see in this period (what seems to be, bearing in mind the fragmentary
nature of the inscriptional record) an increase, relative to the later Anuradhapura period, in the numbers
of women patronising monks, monasteries, and religious texts; creating inscriptions recording such
donations in their own names, complete with genealogical pedigrees; being featured in their husband’s
inscriptions as participating in official procedures and public performances of munificence, and as

motivating his own pious works; and even, ultimately, claiming the throne for themselves. I have found
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no evidence that these women were ever critiqued—even by those men who unseated them from the
throne, and so arguably had the most vested interest in discrediting them—on the grounds that they
were acting in any way contrary to “the Theravadin” understanding of proper gender roles. In this
context, and at any later point in Theravada history, the relationship between gender and power was

never a settled matter; it was, and is, contested and contestable.

Q=
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Appendices

Appendix A: Concordance of Polonnaruva-period Inscriptions

Editions Patron Language
ICVI:1; EZV:1 Vijayabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:2; EZ I1:35 Vijayabahu I Sinhala

ICVI:3 Vijayabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:4 Vijayabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:5; EZ V:26 Kita, lord of Nungamalagala Sinhala

IC VI:6; EZ V:39 Vikramabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:7; EZ1V:9 Sundara Maha Devi Sinhala/Pali

IC VI:8; EZ 11:31; I1:34 Sundara Maha Devi Sinhala

IC VI:9; EZ V:38; JCBRAS 26 1918 pp53-  Gajabahu II Sinhala

60

IC VI:10 Gajabahu II Sinhala

IC VI:11; EZIV:1 Gajabahu II Sinhala

IC VI:12; EZ V:11 Manabharana Il of Rohana  Sinhala

IC VI:13; EZ II:41 Parakramabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:14; JRASCB XXX, pp. 271-279 Parakramabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:15; EZ 111:34; VI:4 Parakramabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:16; Ceylon J. of Science GII, p 212  Parakramabahu I Sinhala

IC VI:17 Devarad of Bulatgama Sinhala

IC VI:18 Parakramabahu I Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:19 Parakramabahu I Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:20 Parakramabahu I Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:21 Parakramabahu I Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:22 Parakramabahu I Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:23; EZ 11:39 Candavati Pali

IC VI:24; EZ 11:17 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:25; EZ 11:29 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:26; EZ 11:30, V:17 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:27; EZ 11:13 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:28; EZ 11:28 Kirti Ni§$§anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:29 Kirti Ni§§anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:30 Kirti Ni$§anka Malla Sinhala/Sanskrit
IC VI:31 Kirti Ni§$anka Malla Sinhala

IC VI:32; EZ 11:24 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala

IC VI:33 Kirti Nis$anka Malla Sinhala
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IC VI:34
IC VI:35; EZ I1:22
IC VI:36; EZ I1:19
IC VI:37; EZ I1:20
IC VI:38
IC VI:39; EZ I1:25
IC VI:40
IC VI:41; EZ I1:21
IC VI:42
IC VI:43
IC VI:44; EZ V:44
IC VI:45; EZ 11:42

IC VI:46; EI XXXVI:90

IC VI:47

IC VI:48; EZI:9
IC VI:49

IC VI:50

IC VI:51; EZ 11:26
IC VI:52; EZ11:14
IC VI:53; EZ V:42
IC VI:54; EZ V:43
IC VI:55; EZ II:16
IC VI:56; EZ I1:27
IC VI:57; EZ I1:15
IC VI:58

IC VI:59

IC VI:60

IC VI:61

IC VI:62

IC VI:63

IC VI:64

IC VI:65

IC VI:66

IC VI:67

IC VI:68; EZ I11:11
IC VI:69

IC VI:70

IC VI:71; EZ I1:23
IC VI:72; EZ V:22
IC VI:73; EZ V:41

Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Kirti Nis§anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§§anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§§anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla

342

Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala/Sanskrit
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala/Sanskrit
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala



IC VI:74

IC VI:75

IC VI:76

IC VI:77

IC VI:78

IC VI:79

IC VI:80

IC VI:81

IC VI:82; EZ I11:35
IC VI:83

IC VI:84; EZI1:18
IC VI:85

IC VI:86

IC VI:87

IC VI:88

IC VI:89

IC VI:90; EZ1:14
IC VI:91; AIC 157

IC VI:92

IC VI:93; EZ I1:33
IC VI:94; EZ I1:36
IC VI:95

IC VI:96

IC V1:97; EZ IV:10
IC V1:98; EZ I1:32
IC VI:99; EZ IV:11a
IC VI:100

IC VI:101

IC VI:102

IC VI:103; EZ IV:11b
IC VI:104

IC VI:105

IC VI:106

IC VI:107

IC VI:108

IC VI:109

IC VI:110

IC VI:111

IC VI:112

Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti NisSanka Malla
Kirti Nis$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni§$anka Malla
Kirti Ni$$anka Malla
Codaganga
Codaganga

Lilavati

Lag Vijayasinigu Kit, official

of Lilavati

Lilavati

Lilavati

Sahassa Malla
Sahassa Malla
Vijayanavan and family
Manl...] Cidamani
Kalyanavati
Lokissara II

Bhama (or Bhiima)
[unclear]

[not named]

A Vilgammula monk
[not named]
Dehattara
Siddhartha (a monk?)
Gajabahu, an official
Mit, an official

Sala Kesda

Suva, wife of Sala Kasda
Sons of Sala Kasda
Suvsa of Piluva
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Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala

Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala/Sanskrit
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala



IC VI:113
ICVI:114
IC VI:115; EZ VI, pp126-132

TISL 53; K. Indrapala, “The Nainativu
Tamil Inscription of Parakramabahu
L,” University of Ceylon Review 21:1

(1963): 63-70
TISL 47; CTI 1:10

CTII:14a
TISL 34; CTI I:14b

TISL 35; CTI I:14c

TISL 43; CTI I:8

TISL 37

TISL 30; ET I:2; CTI I:9
TISL 42; EZ 11:40

TISL 28a; SII 4, p492; CTI 1:12
TISL 28b

TISL 29

TISL 30

TISL 51b; EZ I1I:33a
TISL 51a; EZ I11:33b
TISL 32

TISL 33

TISL 36

TISL 38

TISL 41

Kit of Pisavita

Uparuvan of [...Jsurusuva
[name unclear]
Parakramabahu I

Ayittan, Akampati to
Gajabahu II

Ayirattu Afifituvar
corporation

Ayirattu Afifiiuvar
corporation

Ayirattu Afifiiuvar
corporation

Cétaraya, Velaikkaran and
nayakka of Jayabahu I
Ayirattu Afifituvar
corporation

Gajabahu IT

Veéldikkaras

Kilivai Aprimanaraman,
general of Gajabahu II
Gajabahu IT

Gajabahu II

Ayirattu Anfiiuvar
corporation
Makkalinga Kanavadi,
official of Manabharana
Cundhamalliyalvar,
daughter of Kulottunga I
Ayirattu Anfiiuvar
corporation

Ayirattu Anfiluvar
corporation

Ayirattu Affiuvar
corporation

Ayirattu Affiluvar
corporation

Kalinga Magha

344

Sinhala
Sinhala
Sinhala
Tamil

Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil/Sanskrit
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil

Tamil

Tamil



TISL 44
TISL 49
TISL 50
TISL 52
TISL 54

Veéldikkaras

Atittamakatévan
Gajabahu IT
Parakrama, general of
Lilavati
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Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil
Tamil



Appendix B: Summary of the Mahavamsa chapters 60-72

Ch. Vijayabahu I rules from Polonnaruva as paramount king of all Sri Lanka.
60
Ch. | Vijayabahu's brother Jayabahu I is placed on the throne with the support of their sister Mitta
61 and her three sons: Manabharana I, Kirti$rimegha, and Srivallabha.
Vijayabahu’s son Manabharana I Kirtisrimegha rules Srivallabha ruled
Vikramabahu I ousts rules “Dvadasasahassaka,” “Atthasahassa,”
his uncle and rules Dakkhinadesa. presumably a province of likewise a
Rajarata from Rohana. province of
Polonnaruva. Rohana.
Ch. Jayabahu remains Manabharana I Srivallabha has a
62 paramount king in marries son named
name only and Vikramabahu’s Manabharana (I1)
eventually dies in sister Ratnavali; and a daughter
exile. Vikramabahu they have two Lilavatl.
has a son, Gajabahu II, | daughters, Mitta
but finds him inferior | and Pabhavati,
to his nephew and a son,
Parakramabahu. Parakramabahu.
Ch. On Vikramabahu's On the death of ...and leaves the entirety of Rohana to his
63 death, Gajabahu II Manabharanal, | brother Srivallabha. The widow and children of
rules Rajarata from Kirtisrimegha Manabharana I travel from Dakkhinade$a to
Polonnaruva. claims Rohana, and Parakramabahu is raised by his
Dakkhinadesa uncle Srivallabha. Parakramabahu’s sisters are
for himself... married to their cousin Manabharana II.
Parakramabahu eventually returns to his natal
province of Dakkhinade$a and is welcomed by
his other uncle Kirtisrimegha.
Ch. On Srivallabha’s death, his son Manabharana II
64 rules Rohana.
Ch. | Parakramabahu sets
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Ch.

Vijayabahu I rules from Polonnaruva as paramount king of all Sri Lanka.

60
65 | out to spy in Rajarata.
Ch. | Gajabahu Il marries KirtiSrimegha
66 Parakramabahu’s attempts to bring
youngest sister Parakramabahu
Bhaddavati. back by force, but
fails.
Ch. Parakramabahu
67 overthrows his
Ch. uncle and rules
68 Dakkhinadesa.
Ch.
69
Ch. Parakramabahu
70 | defeats the combined
forces of Gajabahu II
and Manabharana II
to conquer Rajarata,
but ultimately spares
his uncle on the
condition he is made
his heir.
Ch. Gajabahu dies, and Parakramabahu
71 | inherits his throne to rule both Rajarata
and Dakkhinadesa together. He receives
his first abhiseka consecration.
Ch. Parakramabahu defeats Manabharana, unites all of Sri Lanka, and receives his second
72 abhiseka consecration as paramount king.
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Appendix C: Dating Nis§anka Malla’s Inscriptional Corpus

Nis§anka Malla’s inscriptional corpus—the largest, by far, of any individual in Lankan history—is not well-
regarded by the luminaries of Lankan epigraphy.* These inscriptions, we are told, “disclose little
variation of detail, but ever nauseous iteration of self-laudatory paragraphs in wearisome monotony”
(Bell 1915, 100) and repeat given points “again and again” (Fernando 1976, 175).°* These points
themselves represent merely “a blatant panegyric on the greatness of Nissanka Malla’s mighty acts and
munificence as assessed by himself” (ASCAR 1903, 17), “propaganda... on an organised scale” (Goonatilake
1974, 363), or even “magniloquent claims... due not solely to a desire to satisfy the megalomania of the
ruler” (Ranawella 2007, 118, emphasis added). Among the scarce praise afforded to Nis§anka Malla’s
inscriptional corpus is Paranavitana’s grudging admission that despite having “blown his own trumpet,
and that very loudly... it is to his lasting credit that, unlike kings before and after him, he has not

employed mahatheras to blow his trumpet” (EZ V, 267).

%85 27 of his inscriptions have been edited and published in the volumes of the Epigraphia Zeylanica (EZ hereafter);
the Inscriptions of Ceylon (IC hereafter) contributes an additional 38. Dismissing the seven (IC VI:38, 50, 64, 68, 83, 86,
and 87) which are either fragmentary or so lacking in substance to be worth interrogating, this leaves us with 58
individual inscriptions to deal with. There is reason to believe that this is still fewer than the total number of extant
inscriptions identified by the Archaeological Survey: The Archaeological Survey of Ceylon Annual Report (ASCAR
hereafter) for 1954, for example, lists an inscription no. 19 found “in the Timbiriya temple premises of Madagama,
Uva Province,” which I have been unable to identify as any of the 65 published inscriptions. Many of the inscriptions
listed in ASCAR were not attributed to particular monarchs, or they were listed with inadequate details for me to
cross-reference against those later published in EZ or IC, so without access to the Archaeological Department’s
inner archives it is impossible to estimate how many of Ni§$anka Malla’s inscriptions are truly extant.

3¢ _.taman pihitu v lipivala nivata nidvata kiya 4ti karunak nam...
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These men’s frustration was evidently born from a conviction that inscriptions should, above all,
serve as records of History: actually-occurring past events which can be neatly catalogued and compiled
into a unitary narrative of the past. Nis§anka Malla’s inscriptions fail to deliver on this expectation thrice-
over: they record events which seem (at minimum) hyperbolic, if not entirely false;** they rarely provide
dates for these events, frustrating efforts at chronologization (a point to which we shall return shortly);
and they repeat these claims so incessantly, with only minor variations, that an epigrapher might
painstakingly transcribe and translate a dozen inscriptions without running across a single new
“historical fact.” For those still operating in what Collingwood (1946, 257-61) disparagingly called the
“scissors and paste” method of writing history—in which one simply cuts out and pastes together,
verbatim, those pieces of evidence which seem both plausible and non-contradictory—such sources are
almost entirely dissatisfying.**®

But, as argued in the Introduction, this is not the only way that we can read inscriptions. In
particular, I wish to suggest that we take much more seriously the fact that Nis§anka Malla seems so
disinterested in providing dates for his putative exploits. Not all inscriptions in Southern Asia have dates,
of course. But at least one genre—the copperplate grant—almost always did include such dates, as a

crucial component of their legal documentation. Even when we wish to focus on a copperplate’s

%7 See, e.g., the rather scathing comments in EZ 11, p. 167.

% Even Sénanayaka (1998), who encourages us not to dismiss the historical value of Ni§$anka Malla’s inscriptions,
sees their value lying in the “Many details included in [these] inscription[s], such as King Ni§$anka Malla’s lineage,
royal succession, heroic deeds, welfare duties, religious duties, foreign wars, and public admonitions” (6;
Nissamkamalla rajugé parapura, rajyatvayata patvima, virakriyd, subhasadhana katayutu, agamika katayutu, videsa yuddha,
mahajanatavata diin avavada adi vasayen bohé karunu vistara sahitava mema lipiyehi dtulat kara tibé).
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ideological and eulogistic content, we must acknowledge, as did Ali (2000) in his study of a C6la grant,
that this genre “locates itself very carefully in its context, and is very aware of its own production(;] its
connection to property and state power is hardly concealed” (174). The sole extant copperplate of
Vijayabahu I (IC VI:1), for example, tells us that it was created

...mulu lakdiv eksesat kdri raja valatidamin savisi havuruddak ikut sat l4dngu satvisi vannehi
kidtte satida ava vapmas’hi ava satavak davas nurupuraveheri sihasinara...

...having ascended the lion throne in the city of Anuradhapura on the seventh day of the month
of Vap, in the waxing fortnight of the season of Kitta, in the twenty-seventh year of raising
[the parasol of sovereignty], after twenty-six years of enjoying kingship having united the
whole of Lakdiv... (IC VI:1).

It then concludes that

satvisi vannehi kéttehi ava satavak davas pivin mattehi me vi(va)stha kala bavata demala
leyidarupoti atvara liyana devmi.

I, the Tamil secretary Atvara Liyana Dev, [bear witness] to the fact of the creation of these rules,
effective from the seventh day of Kitta in the twenty-seventh year (IC VI:1).

A certain temporal precision seems, in other words, to have been of high importance to Vijayabahu and
his secretary: precisely recording the dates in which the royal order came into being and was then later
etched into metal. This accords with wider practices of copperplate inscriptions across mainland South

Asia, and with the copperplates of the later Dathbadeniya period (see IC VII:12; 23).**’

3% See on these inscriptions the unpublished dissertation of Phil Friedrich (2020).
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But the copperplate inscriptions of Nig$arka Malla (IC VI:58 and 59) buck this trend, as does that
of his nephew Codaganga (r. 1196-97), which was clearly modelled on his uncle’s oeuvre.* In these
inscriptions, when held up against others of their type by other monarchs, the stark absence of dates is
striking. And this is typical of Nissanka Malla’s entire vast corpus, across which we see specific regnal
years mentioned for only three events: a tour of the island beginning in his second regnal year;””" a (first?)
visit to Anuradhapura in his fourth;*” and a pilgrimage to Dambulla in his ninth and final year.’” Such
vagueness frustrates all attempts to establish a chronology of Ni§§anka Malla’s career.

There are some indications, however, that this vagueness might have been intentional.
Returning again to the vexingly atemporal copperplate inscriptions, he claims in IC VI:34 and 41—two of
his many “stone seat” inscriptions—to have

...rajadaru kenekun[ta] daskam kalavunta hirasarida pamunu dena kald véyan miyanta du pova

sadharana vu tal patd liya diyehi handi hiri se asthira no kot4 gattavungé vams$a paramparayen

boho kalak situna paridden ha dun rajadaruvangé namat e pasva dahasata pavatna paridden ha
tambra $asana Lamkayehi pavat kot4.

...introduced into Lanka copperplate grants (tambra-sasana) so that they might remain for a

long time in the succession of donees’ lineages, having made them not as impermanent as lines

drawn on water, being written on the surface of leaves which are commonly devoured by mice

and termites; and so that the names of the granting kings also might last for those five
394

thousand [years].

3% See IC VI:89; note particularly the “staging” of Codagariga entering the abhiseka hall accompanied by his principal
and secondary consorts, children, and various officials, all of which parallel that of his uncle Nissanka Malla
discussed later in this chapter.

*!In, e.g., IC VI:32, 37, 39, 40, 53, 57, 72, 73a, 73b, 74, 75...

%2 Commemorated particularly in IC VI:27.

*% Only in IC VI:43 and 49.

3% Compare variant wording in IC VI:56.
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Earlier epigraphists have fixated on the blatant falsity of his claim to have “introduced” copperplates to
Lanka, when we have an extant example of such a grant by Vijayabahu I (IC VI:1). I am more interested
in his self-described and explicit motivations; the concern with the ephemeral nature of palm-leaves
(how familiar to us all!), contrasted against copper’s ability to last for “five thousand years” or even “as
long as the sun and moon.” This latter image in particular is by no means unique to Nissanka Malla; but
it is rare, I think, to see it applied not just to the legal status of a donative grant, but explicitly to “the
names of the granting kings also” (dun rajadaruvange namat).

Other inscriptions express a similar interest in the longevity of their message. Two (IC VI1:24; 52)
enjoin us to protect their dharma “for all times” (sarbba-da, read sarva-da).”> Multiple inscriptions are
explicitly addressed to future (matu) kings (see, e.g., IC VI:24; 25); others tell us of edificial works created
“with the intent of remaining for a long time” (boho kalak pavatna paridden; see, e.g, IC VI:51; 56; 60). And
there is evidence that this concern was more than rhetorical. The initial archaeological reports of the

Galpota inscription (IC VI:24) note both its deeply incised lettering and evidence that a wooden structure

** The full verse reads “This is that dharma, alone worthy of the entire world’s respect, which brings benefits, [and]
which should be protected at all times. The virile Ni$§arika Malla requests, again and again, [that] the lords of the
world [treat the dharma thus], for the sake of kirti” (dharmas so ‘yam sarbbalokaikamanyas sreyodayi sarbbada raksaniyah
| bhitpalendran yacate kirttihetorbbhiiyo bhityo viranissarikamallah). The editor of EZ I1:17 takes “for the sake of kirti” to
mean “for the sake of the fame of the lords of the earth,” presumably not thinking Ni§$anka Malla would be so
explicit in his concern for his own fame; given the copperplate claim discussed above I suspect instead that this
refers to Nissarika Malla’s own kirti.

In IC VI:24, the Galpota, we might be tempted to interpret this protection-worthy dharma as the injunctions with
which we began this chapter. IC VI:52, the Hita Dage portico inscription, contains no such injunctions; here clearly
the narrower sense of dharma as the Buddha-sasana must be meant.
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had once been erected above it to protect it from erosion; these were messages to the future, literally
built to last (see discussion in EZ 11:17).

Of course, the same argument might be made about all cultural production by monarchs in
medieval Southern Asia. Dandin’s Kavyadarsa is explicit that poetry, for example, serves as a mirror to
reflect the glory (yasas) of kings even after their own death (a sentiment echoed in the translation-
adaptions of Dandin’s work into Sinhala).”® But Ni§§arikka Malla’s inscriptional corpus, I suggest, seems
particularly concerned with the preservation of such reflections, while simultaneously taking pains to
distance itself from temporal specificities we might otherwise expect in such legal documents as
copperplates. This is a vision of kingship which wants to transcend its own context, and to extend both
backwards into the distant past and forwards into a near-eternal future.

Despite what I read as Ni$$anka Malla’s attempts to avoid concrete dating, I think that we can in
fact make some chronological sense of this rather daunting inscriptional corpus. I present, in decreasing
order of confidence, four principles which allow us to (at least tentatively) post- and ante-date certain
inscriptions. I frame these principles in the most general terms possible, in the hopes that they may
prove useful to scholars attempting to chronologise similarly vexing corpora from throughout the
premodern world, before discussing their specific application to Nissarka Malla’s corpus. A concluding
table summarises the likely post- and ante-dates of each inscription in the corpus.

A. Inscriptions which mention activities carried out in a specific regnal year must

postdate that regnal year.

%% See, respectively, KA 1:5 and SBL 1:6.
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Any inscriptions which tell us that Ni§§anka Malla’s tours of Lanka began in his second regnal year (see,
e.g., IC VI:32, 37, 39, 40, 57, 69, 70, 71, 74, 75...) must be, at the earliest, from that same year; similarly for
the inscription at the Anuradhapura Ruvanvéli Dagaba (IC VI:27) which commemorates Ni§$arika Malla’s
visit to that place in his fourth year. Most helpfully, the two inscriptions which mention a pilgrimage to
Samantakita (now “Adam’s Peak”) in his ninth (and final) year (IC VI1:43 and 49) can logically only have
been made in that year.

A more contentious application of this principle is the frequent claim that Ni$$arnka Malla
“remitted taxes for five years” (pas havuruddaka aya hird; see IC V1:24, 33, 34, 35, 36, 41, 42, 52, 55...). The
Anuradhapura inscription (IC VI:27) postdated to his fourth year (see under B below) concludes by telling
us that he remitted taxes for “another” year (ndvita havuruddakata aya hird), which implies that by this
point the years of tax relief were ongoing, and subject to the king’s whim year-to-year. I take mentions
to “five years,” therefore, as retrospective references made once the taxes had been reinstated, rather
than promissory.”” These inscriptions must therefore all post-date year five.

A single inscription addressed to the people of Ruhunu (IC VI:54) mentions seven years of tax

relief. This inscription itself cannot be earlier than Ni§sanka Malla’s seventh regnal year. The only way I

* This is complicated by IC VI:25 (and the fragmentary IC VI:61). This inscription contains both a reference to five
years of tax relief and, after some intervening content, the visit to Anuradhapura and subsequent announcement
of another year of tax remittance (which we know from IC VI:27 to have been in his fourth year). This would imply
that the “five years of tax relief” mentioned initially was promissory, but that Nis§anka Malla felt the need to
annournce “another” year of tax relief no earlier than four years in to those five years. I suspect that a more likely
explanation is simply that IC VI:25 was written long after the five year period, and that—in keeping with the
deliberate atemporality I argue for in the chapter above—it simply notes both that five years of taxes were remitted
overall and that a specific and noteworthy instance of remittance-extension happened in year four.
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can explain a single reference to seven years of tax relief, when all others claim only five years, is that
the five years applied to the entirety of Lanka (hence the wide geographic dispersal of inscriptions with
this claim) and the additional two were applied only to Ruhunu. As we do not know whether these two
years preceded or followed the more general five, we cannot use this inscription to antedate the “five
year” claim;* but IC VI:54 itself must have been created in Ni§sanika Malla’s seventh year at the earliest.

B. Inscriptions which refer to the creation of other inscriptions postdate those to which

they refer.
This means that IC VI:25 must postdate the gate inscriptions (IC V1:28, 29, 30, and 31); IC VI:57 postdates
the creation of (at least some of) the gavu distance-markers (IC VI:74, 75, 76, 77, and 78); and those
inscriptions which mention edificial works at Rame§varam (IC VI1:24, 43, 45, 49, 48, 51, 56, 60, 67, 76, 77,
and 78) must postdate the inscribed throne found at that place (IC VI:46).*”
These first two principles rest on the firm banks of logic; from this point onwards, however, we
wade into the murkier waters of interpretation.

C. Inscriptions which primarily commemorate a single event were likely created shortly

after that event.

%% My logic here is that if we knew for certain that the two additional years of tax relief in Ruhuna followed the five
years applied elsewhere, then the five year period must have ended by Ni$§anika Malla’s seventh year at the latest
(else there would not be enough years remaining in his reign for the additional two). However, without knowing
the sequence for certain—or, indeed, if these claims were totally disconnected from reality other than the bare
minimum of not exceeding the number of years Ni$§anka Malla had actually been in power!—we cannot make such
judgements.

% Note, however, a discrepancy: most of these inscriptions claim that Nis§anka Malla spent time in Rame$varam
after returning from his second expedition. The Galpota (IC VI1:24), however, which is large enough to detail nearly
every claim made elsewhere, mentions only one expedition, on returning from which Nis§arika Malla nonetheless

spent time at Rame$varam.
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This means that IC VI:27, discussed under principle B above, likely not only postdates year four; it was
likely made in year four, shortly after the trip to Anuradhapura it so elaborately commemorates.
Similarly, we might tentatively assign the controversial slab-inscription near the Polonnaruva canal (IC
VI:26) to Nis$arika Malla’s first or second regnal year, given that it is almost entirely concerned with the

) 400

transition of power from Vijayabahu II (r. 1186-87).°” Bearing in mind the deliberate atemporality of the

corpus, as discussed above, we should be very cautious about applying this rule too widely.*"

At this point we might wish to turn to general patterns of inscriptional content; the principle
that inscriptions with shared features (e.g. which describe similar events) were likely produced
conterminously. A tempting example of this would be references to Nis$anka Malla’s two expeditions to
Jambudvipa; logically, mentions of “two” expeditions ought to postdate mentions of only one, assuming

of course that Nissanka Malla’s epigraphers would always opt for the more grandiose claim once available

(two is better than one). But perceived patterns may waylay us, and must be viewed with extreme

% This inscription represents such a dramatic deviation from the Ni$$arika Malla’s later inscriptional style that it
was initially misattributed to the Vijayabahu II. Paranavita has, however, convincingly argued that the inscription
is one of Ni$$anka Malla’s; see the discussion in EZ V:17.

' For example, the sequence of events described in IC VI:25 (and the fragmentary IC VI:61) imply that the gate
inscriptions were created before the fourth-year voyage to Anuradhapura. This inscription, however, seems to play
particularly fast and loose with chronology. 1t tells us both that Ni$sarika Malla remitted five years of tax (again
before Anuradhapura; see the discussion of this remittance below), then travelled to Anuradhapura and remitted
another year in year four (which he did seem to do; see IC VI:27). Even if the “five years of tax” were read as
promissory rather than retroactive, this would still suggest that Ni§$anka Malla remitted “another year of tax” while
still in, at the latest, the fourth of his five years of “initial” tax remittance. A more likely explanation is simply that
IC VI:25 and 61 are retroactive accounts of Nissanka Malla’s many laudatory acts, in which strict chronology was
unimportant, and so they happily reported both the total number of years of tax remittance (five) and the
spontaneous announcement of another year of tax relief in year four; we therefore cannot assume that the sequence
of gate inscriptions before Anuradhapura is chronologically ordered.
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caution. This particular pattern does not hold: one of Ni§$arika Malla’s final-year inscriptions (IC V1:49)
only mentions one war while the other (IC VI:43) mentions both. Instead, I adopt the more modest
principle that

D. Inscriptions which share features uncommon to the wider corpus are more likely to

have been produced together.

Here 1 draw on the computational technique called “term frequency-inverse document frequency
weighting” (or simply “tf-idf”).*”” I make no pretence of understanding the complex equations which lie
behind tf-idf as used in computational data science; here I am merely following the principle that a
feature “which occurs in many documents is not a good discriminator, and should be given less weight
than one which occurs in few documents” (Robertson 2004, 503). The titles virudaraja viravesyabhujariga,
for example, occur only in the two inscriptions we can definitively date to year nine (IC VI:43 and 49), and
in the council chamber seating inscriptions (IC VI:85). As the title occurs nowhere else in the corpus, the
most likely explanation is simply that Nissanka Malla adopted these particular titles late in his career,
and so it only occurs in his youngest inscriptions; based on this assumption, we might (tentatively) date
IC VI:85 to Nis$anka Malla’s ninth year (or just beforehand).

We might speculate whether the use of the title cakravartin might similarly be a useful temporal
marker. The title is present in so many of Ni$§$anka Malla’s inscriptions that it is hard to imagine him
without it. But those few in which it is absent include IC VI:26 and 27, which we can date with reasonable

confidence to Nis$$anka Malla’s first and fourth regnal years respectively. It is therefore possible that

2 Introduced by Spark Jones (1972).
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Ni$$anka Malla only began using the title cakravartin sometime after his fourth regnal year, at which point

(I assume) he would use it consistently. This would mean that the vast majority of his inscriptions were,

in fact, a product only of the latter half of his reign. Without stronger evidence of this, however, I do not

include this principle in my chronologising.

These principles together allow us to arrive at the following table (A.1), which groups Ni$$anka

Malla’s inscriptions by their contents and assigns, where possible, tentative datings.

Table C.1: a tentative chronology of Nis§anka Malla's inscriptions

GROUP IC VINUMBERING YEAR RATIONALE

Accession inscription 26 One or Commemorates accession.
two

Object of use C 37 After two Touring from the second

year.

Objects of use A 32, 39, 40, 69, 70, 71 After two  As above.

Object of use E 65 After two As above.

Rame$varam throne inscription 46 After two  As above.

Gavuta A 74,75 After two  As above.

Hata D2 Ge vestibule 57 After two As above.

inscription

Rankot Dagaba inscriptions 72,73a, 73b After two  As above.

Vanduruppa slab 53 After two As above.

Anuradhapura Ruvanvali 27 Four Commemorates fourth-year

inscription event.

Galpota 24 After five Five years of tax remittance.

Hata Da Ge interior inscriptions 52, 55 After five As above.

Objects of use B 33,34, 35, 36, 41, 42,44 After five As above.

Pritidana Mandapa 25, 61 (fragmentary) After five As above.

Darhbulla cave 48 After five As above.

Relic-worshipping inscriptions 51, 56, 60 After five As above.

Thiiparamaya frieze inscription 63 After five As above.
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Ruhuna inscription

Council chamber

Final year inscriptions
Gavuta B

Object of use D
Spillway pillar

Gate inscriptions

Alms pavilion inscription
Bhagava cave inscription
Citadel wall pillar inscriptions

Copper plate

Lacking substantive details

54

85

43,49

76,77,78,79, 80, 81, 82

45
67
28, 29, 30, 31

84
62
47, 66

58, 59 (only extant in

mss)

38, 50, 64, 68, 83, 86, 87
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After
seven
Eight or
nine
Nine
Any
Any
Any
Any, but
prior to
no. 25
Any
Any
Any
Any

Any

Seven years of tax
remittance.

Shared title with following
group.

Events in final year.
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