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“We Europeans must, of course, stand in need of such help 

as we are so far from the living fountains of Buddhism 

and so scantily furnished with materials.” 

 

– Viggo Fausböll 

in his letter to 

Ven. Waskaḍuwe Subhūti Nāyaka Thera 

on 14th March 1877. 



3 

 

 

“The Western World discovered Pali, and the Buddhist scriptures 

barely a hundred years ago; Sri Lanka again provided the most 

material. It was George Turnour’s discovery and translation of the 

Mahā Vansa, in 1837, which helped scholars working in India to 

identify King Piyadassi of the inscriptions, which they were trying to 

decipher, with King Asoka of history. Subsequent advance was made 

comparatively easy. 

 

‘Vincent Fausböll translated the Dhammapada in 1855 and Robert 

Caesar Childers, a member of the Ceylon Civil Service as was 

Turnour, published a Pali-English Dictionary in 1870. They were 

given considerable help by the Sinhalese Bhikkhus, especially 

Subhūti and Dhammarama. 

 

Dr. Rhys Davids, another member of the Ceylon Civil Service, 

founded the Pali Text Society in 1881, and with the help of his wife, 

gradually unveiled to the Western World, the unique and original 

literature contained in the Buddhist scriptures.” 

 

His Excellency J. R. Jayewardene – President of the Democratic 

Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka: BUDDHIST ESSAYS (First Edition 

1942) Fifth Revised Edition 1983: Chapter VI. Page 39. 
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Note to the Digital Edition  
 

One of the real untold stories in the development of Buddhism in the 

West has been the immense help that the early Western scholars 

received from their Eastern counterparts, who were nearly all members 

of the Saṅgha, which has been preserving and passing on the teaching of 

the Buddha for the past 2,500 years.  

 

Prof. Guruge has done a veritable service to us all, not least his 

countrymen and the Saṅgha in making this material available, and it 

deserves a much wider reading public than it has received so far, which 

is the reason behind preparing this digital edition.  

 

For now I reproduce here just the Introduction of this book, which in 

itself amounts to well over 200 pages. The letters, which included 

facsimiles, took up more than 450 pages, but most of the information 

that can be gleaned from them was summarised in the Introduction. 

 

The first half of the Introduction throws light on some of the main Sri 

Lankan scholars who were the source of much of the information and 

even interpretation of early Buddhism received by these pioneer 

workers in the field, and provides short biographies or vignettes of their 

lives.  

 

The second half does the same for the Western scholars themselves, 

giving short biographies and bibiliographies of their major works, 

which has gone so far in introducing Buddhism to a Western public.  

 

In preparing the work, noting what Prof. Guruge himself says about 

presentation towards the end of the Introduction, I have made some 
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small changes that mainly affect consistency and the way diacritics are 

used in the text.  

 

I have also occasionally added explanatory notes and other materials 

when they serve to better illustrate the texts presented, and in this 

regard I have also transliterated the Sinhala text, when it occurs, so as 

make it intelligible to a non-Sinhala reading audience.  

 

The text was first scanned and then a rather poor quality OCR was 

made of it. This was passed to Donny Hacker who did the major work 

of correcting the text. I have then read the whole thing through myself, 

making final corrections, and whatever editorial decisions were 

necessary.  

 

I hope this work will go some way to helping people understand the 

dedicated work of generations of monks and scholars who remained 

quietly in the background preparing the way for the introduction of 

Buddhism to a Western public so that we in the future could benefit 

from their endeavour.  

 

Ānandajoti Bhikkhu 

June 2016 
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Introduction 

 

I - The Background 

 

1. An Untapped Source of Historical Information 

 

[xiii] Much against the advice of his departmental superiors and amidst 

many administrative obstacles placed in his way by them, the young and 

enthusiastic Member-Secretary of the Historical Manuscripts 

Commission – Amarawaṁsa Dewarāja – undertook, nearly two decades 

ago, a self-imposed assignment, whose significance was not very clear 

to many people at that time. He ransacked the temple libraries and 

private collections for letters and documents which, he was convinced, 

could add to our knowledge and understanding of the socio-political 

and cultural evolution of Sri Lanka in recent times. He was particularly 

interested in ascertaining the role of number of leading scholar-monks, 

who, during the last one hundred years, had contributed not only to the 

renaissance of Sinhala Buddhist culture within the shores of our Island 

but, equally importantly, to the promotion of the development of 

Buddhist and Oriental studies abroad. 

 

The Saṅgha of Sri Lanka has been renowned for this dual function 

throughout our history. The Saṅgha had, in each epoch, produced some 

of the greatest national heroes and their service had been in a triple role 

of scholar-missionary-educator. Would this be true of the monks of the 

recent past, Dewarāja wished to find out. 

 

He was very pleased with what he found. But all he could do was to 

have the vast collection of private letters carefully photocopied, neatly 
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bound in chronological order and placed in the National Archives with 

the hope that some researchers would find in them historically useful 

information. These documents have been often referred to in several 

scholarly articles such as Harischandra de Silva’s contribution to 

        
1
 on Waskaḍuwa Śrī Subhūti Nāyaka Thera, which 

was written with the help of this [xiv] material. But Dewarāja, now the 

Director of National Archives, was not content that his efforts were 

being put into adequate use. During one of his visits to Paris, he gave 

expression to his disappointment, adding further that, as time passed on, 

a new problem was likely to arise in Sri Lanka: namely, the number of 

persons with the requisite skills in the several languages involved and 

the understanding and appreciation of the National Revival Movement 

of the last century as well as the inclination and training for this kind of 

work was rapidly decreasing specially as science, technology and other 

modern disciplines attracted the best of students. 

 

Dewarāja’s statement was an earnest and fervent plea for immediate 

help. With little forethought on the magnitude of the task, I volunteered 

to make a preliminary study of the material. In this decision, I was 

greatly encouraged by the enormous satisfaction which I drew from 

putting together in two volumes the writings of Anagārika 

Dharmapāla.
2
 It was a task in which Dewarāja, among others, had been 

a great help. 

 

                                                      
1
 Ed. note: The name of a journal published in Sri Lanka. 

2
           {Dharmapāla Lipi} published by the Ministry of Social Services 

and Cultural Affairs on 17 January 1965 (xiv and 348 pages) and RETURN 

TO RIGHTEOUSNESS published by the Ministry of Education and Cultural 

Affairs on 17 September 1965 (LXXXIV and 875 pages) Colombo, Sri Lanka. 
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2. The Theme and the Title 

 

I spent several weeks during my home leave in 1979 in the National 

Archives and waded through the mass of photocopies before I could 

identify a theme under which a representative sample of letters could be 

presented. As I read the letters addressed to our monks by the renowned 

Western Orientalists of the calibre of Childers, Fausböll, Rhys Davids, 

Oldenberg, Rost, Müller, Minayeff, Hardy, Warren, Geiger, Lanman, 

Sir Edwin Arnold, etc., I could perceive the extent to which a number of 

Sri Lankan Buddhist monks served as kingpins of the rising movement 

of Oriental studies in the West. Accordingly, I selected those letters 

which could be presented under the theme: “Sri Lankan Support to 

Pioneering Western Orientalists”. While this wording appeared [xv] 

quite satisfactory as a statement of the underlying theme, it did not 

sound good enough as the title of a book. I had been thinking in vain for 

a better name. Many suggestions came from colleagues and friends; but 

none was really satisfactory. 

 

It was while editing Viggo Fausböll’s letter of 14 March 1877 to 

Venerable Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti Nāyaka Thera that I found a most 

apt and meaningful title. In this letter, the great Danish Pali scholar, 

famous for his edition of the Jātakas, was more or less apologising to 

the Venerable Thera for frequent demands made on his time and 

learning. In explanation, he said, 

 

“We, Europeans, must, of course, stand in need of such help as we 

are so far from the living fountains of Buddhism and so scantily 

furnished with materials.” 
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Thus in his mind - and certainly in those of his contemporaries in the 

West - the learned monks of Sri Lanka were the living fountains of 

Buddhism. Their guidance and assistance were indispensable to these 

scholars in unravelling the mysteries locked in the Oriental classics. 

 

The wisdom of the East was one of the most far-reaching discoveries 

which the Western scholars had made in the nineteenth century. They 

were, no doubt, greatly impressed. They needed to study the languages 

in which this wisdom was couched. India had preserved the tradition of 

Sanskrit learning. But for Pali and Buddhism, the help had to come 

from Sri Lanka. The Sri Lankan monks were, veritably the living 

fountains of Buddhism. 

 

Thus this volume came to be called “FROM THE LIVING FOUNTAINS OF 

BUDDHISM.” 

 

3. Structure and Synopsis 

 

After a careful examination of the material chosen for this Volume and 

several experiments in organization of the presentation, I decided on 

the format of three books, each with several parts. 

 

BOOK ONE deals with the contacts, both Western and Eastern, which 

Venerable Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti Nāyaka Thera had established. This 

Nāyaka Thera’s temple at Waskaḍuwa had been, [xvi] for over fifty 

years, the most active hub of a far-flung world-wide network of 

pioneering Oriental scholars. Foreign letters addressed to him between 

1861 and 1914 highlight the kind of wide-ranging activities he had 

undertaken; getting rare manuscripts copied, compared and collated; 

researching materials to answer knotty problems posed by well-known 
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scholars; keeping tab on the development of Buddhist and Oriental 

learning in various parts of the world; meeting, for scholarly 

discussions, a host of visiting scholars and dignitaries; and conducting 

regular classes for both national and foreign students. But that was not 

all. As a monk, the Nāyaka Thera had to play the traditional role of a 

religious leader. This aspect of his life, too, is vividly portrayed by these 

letters. Both due to the wealth of material and the intrinsic importance 

of the Nāyaka Thera’s contribution, this Book is both voluminous and 

informative. 

 

BOOK TWO is devoted to an equally productive figure in Sri Lankan 

scholarship - Ven. Polwatte Buddhadatta Mahānāyaka Thera. A 

remarkable man of letters, he inherited and maintained the traditions of 

Aggārāmaya in Polwatte, Ambalangoḍa which had developed into a 

centre of international Buddhist studies during the time of his illustrious 

teacher. In fact, Ven. Buddhadatta’s efforts made this temple the 

successor to Abhinavārāmaya of Waskaḍuwa as the new hub of a 

network of Western Orientalists. The letters, presented in this Volume 

are restricted to his dealings with Dr. (Mrs.) Rhys Davids and Wilhelm 

Geiger. They show the extent to which the Venerable Mahānāyaka 

Thera contributed to the publication programme of the Pali Text 

Society of London and to the work of Geiger on Sri Lankan Chronicles. 

 

BOOK THREE is a kind of miscellanea. The unifying theme is the support 

which the Saṅgha provided to the Buddhist Revival Movement. Colonel 

Henry Steele Olcott’s association with the Saṅgha is brought out in a 

number of very valuable letters to Ven. Doḍanduwe Śrī Piyaratana 

Tissa Mahānāyaka Thera and several others. The correspondence 

between Sir Edwin Arnold, the reputed author of the poem: The Light of 

Asia, and Venerable Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera provides 
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significant information on the beginnings of the Buddhist efforts to 

regain the [xvii] control and maintenance of Buddhist Shrines in India. 

The last part is devoted to Venerable C. Alutgama Seelakkhandha 

Nāyaka Thera, whose role as a collaborator of the leaders of the 

Buddhist Revival Movement was further enhanced by the fame he won 

in the Indian sub-continent as a Sanskrit poet. 

 

4. Leading Lights of the Golden Age of Buddhist and Oriental 

Scholarship 

 

Thus this Volume directs our attention to the contribution of several 

leading lights of the Buddhist Saṅgha of the last one hundred years. 

Prominent among them are Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti, Ven. 

Polwatte Śrī Buddhadatta, Ven. Doḍanduwe Śrī Piyaratana Tissa, Ven. 

Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala and Ven. Alutgama Śrī Seelakkhandha. 

Referred to very frequently in these letters are the distinguished 

contemporaries of Ven. Subhūti and Ven. Piyaratana Tissa, i.e. 

Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera, Ven. Mohottiwatte (or 

Migettuwatte) Guṇānanda Thera and Ven. Yātrāmulle Śrī 

Dhammārāma Thera. A large collection of their letters remains to be 

edited and presented and these are almost entirely in Sinhala. 

 

That the last century saw, in Sri Lanka, a spectacular reawakening in 

Buddhist and Oriental studies is patent. It is remarkable that there were 

so many centres of learning in which devoted monks of great erudition 

pursued such tasks as collating and editing manuscripts, translating into 

Sinhala with scholarly exegetical commentaries a large number of Pali 

and Sanskrit texts, making in-depth studies of Sanskrit and Pali systems 

of grammar and logic and undertaking ambitious publication 

programmes. 
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The period reflected by the material, namely 1861-1942, can, quite 

justifiably, be termed a golden age of Buddhist and Oriental scholarship 

in Sri Lanka. The motivation for this intellectual activity came from 

different directions. 

 

The growing mood of confrontation between the Buddhists and 

Christians, reflected in the religious controversies of Baddegama 

(1863), Warāgoda (1865), Liyangemulle (1866), Gampola (1871) and 

Pānadure (1873), was one of them. Equally strong as a motivational 

factor was the fascination with which an eager [xviii] intelligentsia in 

the world received and appreciated the discoveries which were being 

made in literature, art and architecture, philosophy and religion of the 

East. The awareness that a great cultural heritage had to be shared with 

the world was firmly established and the national scholars recognized 

their task to be that of informants, interpreters and facilitators of 

learning. 

 

It is paradoxical in the context of the Sri Lankan renaissance movement 

that the intellectual activity remained, for many decades, totally 

unrelated to any political struggle for national independence or even 

self-rule.
3
  

                                                      
3
 On the contrary, we find the early scholars to be not only intimate friends of 

the British administrators but very loyal subjects of the British throne, 

sparing no efforts in seeking the patronage of the rulers. As would be 

illustrated in due course, some of them waxed eloquent in the medium of Pali 

and Sanskrit poetry to eulogize the British royalty, sometimes, even causing 

embarrassment to those British collaborators in national revival efforts. 

Historically, the Buddhist Saṅgha depended on royal patronage. It is possible 

that, in their perception, the British royalty replaced the kings and princes of 

Sri Lanka as patrons of the Saṅgha. The search for royal patronage might 
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There were some scholars of the time (for example, James d’Alwis) 

whose motivation came from the thought that the form and content of 

the classical works of literature could be simulated in effectively 

ushering in a Christian literary tradition. 

 

Whatever be the motivation, the scholars of the period prove 

themselves to be serious men with an exceptionally high perception and 

an abiding interest in presenting to the world whatever they discovered 

in the national literary and cultural heritage. 

 

The fact that a receptive world-wide network of scholars awaited these 

discoveries most enthusiastically was, indeed, a great encouragement. 

Thus the era of cultural discovery and dissemination in the recent 

history of Sri Lanka presents itself as a fascinating subject for study. An 

important objective of this publication, therefore, is to assist in the 

analysis of the salient characteristics of this unusually complex epoch. 

[xix]  

 

5. The Need to Fill Lacunae in our Knowledge of National 

Figures 

 

In 1965, writing on Anagārika Dharmapāla, I had to focus attention on 

the importance of publishing the writings of our national heroes. I said: 

 

“In a country, which honours her national heroes of olden days in 

diverse ways and pays them the highest compliment of being 

regarded as models worthy of emulation, one would expect a 

                                                                                                                          

have also been the motivation for the contacts which the leading monks 

attempted to establish with royal households of Burma, Thailand and Japan. 
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continuing awareness of the need to maintain records of the 

thoughts, deeds and achievements of her recent heroes and to 

preserve for posterity their homes and belongings. One would, at 

least, expect to see well-written biographies and collections of letters 

and writings of such persons. Though recently several national 

heroes of modern times were commemorated by the erection of their 

statues in the capital and elsewhere, the nation is kept informed of 

their services and their claims to greatness only by short articles in 

the local press which appear usually on their death anniversaries. 

The result of such half-hearted attempts to keep the memory of our 

national heroes alive is all too evident whenever public meetings are 

held in their honour. One is often disappointed to find that men, 

whose services to the nation had been invaluable and whose efforts 

had made millions happy and prosperous, are remembered by only a 

diminishing group of people who had been close to them or are 

bound by family ties. This, indeed, is not a happy state of affairs. As 

an old saying goes, a nation can be called a living nation only as long 

as it honours its dead. A nation as a whole must take a keen interest 

in the lives and achievements of its great men and women, for this is 

not merely an act of gratitude but also an investment of a priceless 

character. It is a nation’s gratitude to its past heroes which inspire 

the living to dedicate their lives to the benefit and well-being of 

mankind.”
4
  

 

The great scholar-monks of the last hundred years are, indeed, national 

heroes, worthy of being commemorated and emulated. But we know so 

little of what they did, thought, felt and even recorded as their messages 

to posterity. [xx] 

                                                      
4
 Return to Righteousness (ed. Ananda W. P. Guruge) Colombo 1965 pp. xvii–

xviii. 
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During the celebration of Buddha Jayanti, the 2500th Anniversary of 

the Parinibbāna of the Buddha, in 1954–1956, several of these national 

heroes were identified to be honoured with memorials such as statues, 

libraries, monuments. Two of the scholar-monks, whose correspondence 

is treated in this Volume, were in the list: namely Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī 

Subhūti and Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala. I recall, with profound 

shame, that my personal knowledge of the contribution of these monks 

was so meagre that I could hardly write a few lines on them in 

justification of the honour we had decided to confer on them. To my aid 

came Ven. Polwatte Buddhadatta, who was a very active member of the 

Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya (The Buddhist Council of Ceylon). It was 

with the material that he supplied that I was able to get two short 

articles written on them. This much for our knowledge of the services 

of our national heroes! 

 

Since then I have earnestly advocated the importance of documenting 

the life and work of great men to whom the nation has to be grateful for 

services rendered. Hence I undertook the preparation of this Volume as 

an expression of my own appreciation of what these scholars had 

achieved through dint of dedicated hard work. It has been a most 

gratifying experience for me to have learnt so much about their lives 

and to be able to pay my homage to them in a tangible form. 

 



19 

 

II – Venerable Waskaḍuwe Pavara Neruttikācariya 

Mahāvibhāvi Śrī Rājaguru Subhūti Nāyaka Mahā 

Thera (1835-1917) 

 

1. What Little We Knew 

 

In the brochure on “Buddha Jayanti Memorials”, mentioned above, the 

following was written on Venerable Subhūti:-  

 

“The Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti entered the Order of Priest-hood 

with the Ven. Saranapala Seelakkhandha Thero of Sumanārāmaya, 

Kalamulla as his teacher and preceptor. The novice Subhūti took a 

keen interest in the study of the Dhamma as well as Pali. As books 

were difficult to come by at that time scholars were reluctant to lend 

the few ola leaf books they had. Subhūti was not the person to get 

discouraged by [xxi] such set-backs. He undertook the task of 

copying hundreds of literary and religious works all by himself and 

with undaunted courage and perseverance achieved his object. 

 

Having received his higher ordination at the Udakukkhepa 

Seemāwa, Balapitiya, he went over to Abhinawārāma Temple at 

Waskaḍuwa. His education here was entrusted to the Ven. Śrī 

Sumaṅgala, Incumbent of Śrī Pāda Sabaragamuwa Division and the 

Pelmaḍulla Buddhist Temple where he lived. On completion of his 

studies he left Pelmaḍulla with his teacher for the Abhinavārāmaya 

Temple at Waskaḍuwa. 
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The Ven. Śrī Subhūti, who was a Pali scholar of great distinction 

compiled the Pali Nigaṇḍuwa with English and Sinhalese 

equivalents. It was printed at the Government Printing Press in 1864. 

The “Nāmamālā”, a work of considerable size, was also written by 

this priest. It was published in 1876. The book was dedicated and 

presented to H.R.H. the Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII) 

when he arrived in Ceylon that year. 

 

Later a Pirivena to teach Pali was established at Abhinavārāmaya 

which was occupied by him. At this time the scholarship of Ven. Śrī 

Subhūti was known all over the world and scholars like Professor 

Fausböll, Max Müller, and Childers held him in very high esteem. He 

also took a prominent part in the revision of Tripiṭaka at 

Pelmaḍulla. 

 

As a Siamese Prince, who was living at Deepaduttārāmaya, 

Koṭahena, entered the Order with the Ven. Śrī Subhūti as teacher 

and preceptor, the title of “Rāja Guru” was conferred on him. 

 

The Ven. Rāja Guru Śrī Subhūti Mahā Thero departed this life 

Thursday, 19th April, 1917 at the age of 80.” 

 

His international reputation as a scholar was simply passed over with 

the brief statement that he was “known all over the world” and 

“scholars like Professor Fausböll, Max Müller and Childers held him in 

very high esteem”. Little could we assess, with the information then in 

our hands, that quite a number of pioneering [xxii] Western Orientalists 

could have scarcely accomplished their widely recognized scholarly 

achievements without the untiring efforts of Ven. Subhūti. 
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2. An Acknowledged Friend of the Pioneering Orientalists 

 

From the letters we publish in this Volume, the indispensability of Ven. 

Subhūti’s assistance to Childers in the preparation of his Pali 

Dictionary,
5
 to Fausböll in the edition of the Jātakas, to Oldenberg and 

Geiger in their early studies on Sri Lankan Chronicles and to Warren in 

his studies on the Visuddhimagga is most vividly established. Equally 

poignantly portrayed is Rost’s dependence on Ven. Subhūti in servicing 

the vast array of European scholars who sought the assistance of the 

India Office Library for their studies. But none of their published works 

brings out this indebtedness with the clarity and emphasis that the 

services of the Nāyaka Thera deserved. For instance, Childers in his 

article on the Khuddaka Pāṭha in 1869 quotes by name such 

contemporary scholars as Gogerley, Koeppen, Fausböll, Hardy, 

Burnauf, James d’Alwis, Clough and Kühn; but he quotes at least four 

times the Abhidhānappadīpikā without mentioning Ven. Subhūti and his 

only acknowledgement to the Nāyaka Thera is nameless: 

 

“The text which I have adopted is that of a Manuscript written and 

collated for me by a Singhalese priest of great learning.”
6
  

 

                                                      
5
 Referring to pioneering efforts of some European scholars, Heinz Bechert 

says “The difficulties which scholars had to face in Europe without the help 

of the learned priests and pandits in the Buddhist countries to whom the 

father of modern Pali Lexicography, Robert Caesar Childers, was so much 

indebted are clearly seen”. Anjali: O. H. de A. Wijesekara Commemoration 

Volume, Columbo, 1970 p. 3. 
6
 JRAS IV (1870) Article VII - Khuddaka Pāṭha, A. Pali Text with Translation 

and notes by R. C. Childers, late of the C.C.S. p. 309 
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Again, in his article entitled “Notes on Dhammapada with special 

Reference to the Question of Nirvāṇa”, Childers quotes the 

Abhidhānappadīpikā without referring to Ven. Subhūti and as regards 

two Pali quotations he mentions Ven. Dhammārāma and Ven. Subhūti: 

[xxiii] 

 

“The learned Sthavira Dhammārāma has favoured me with a long 

extract from Culla Saddanīti”. 

 

“The Sthavira Subhūti informs me that the true version of the 

comment is...”
7
  

 

As discussed in Part I of Book One, (Paragraph 210) Fausböll’s earlier 

acknowledgements of Ven. Subhūti’s help were perfunctory. It took 

several years before due credit was given to the Nāyaka Thera. 

 

The general attitude of these early Western scholars as regards the 

public acknowledgement of the help they received from Sri Lankan 

scholars may be further gauged from Childers’ Preface to his 

Dictionary:-  

 

“It now only remains for me to express my thanks to the friends who 

have lent me their help and encouragement in my studies, and first 

of all to Dr. Rost, to whom I have dedicated this work, and but for 

whom I should never have written a line. I am proud to be able to 

call myself the pupil and friend of that eminent Palist Mr. V. 

Fausböll. Towards another Dane, Mr. V. Trenckner, a ripe and 

                                                      
7
 JRAS V (1871) Article XII. Notes on Dhammapada with Special Reference to 

the Question of Nirvāna by R. C. Childers, late of the C.C.S. p. 222 and p. 

224. 
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graceful Pali scholar, I shall ever entertain feelings of gratitude and 

respect; from the perusal of no single work do I remember to have 

derived greater advantage at an early period of my studies than from 

his masterly edition of the first chapter of Milinda Pañhā, the 

manuscript of which (still I regret to say unpublished) was in my 

hands for several months. I owe a debt of gratitude to my friend Mr. 

N. Trübner for his enterprise in undertaking the publication of my 

Dictionary at a time when its success was, to say the least, uncertain; 

and to my friend Mr. Stephen Austin for the ready zeal with which 

he has all along seconded my efforts to carry the work quickly and 

satisfactorily through the press. From three Sinhalese Buddhists I 

have received valuable contributions in the shape of letters replying 

to questions on points of scholarship and interpretation. They are, 

first the priest Dhammarama of Yātrāmulle, whose premature [xxiv] 

death in January, 1872, deprived the Buddhist Church of one of its 

brightest ornaments; next the priest Subhūti of Vaskaḍuwe, well 

known to European Palists as the able editor of Abhidhānappadīpikā; 

and lastly the Mudliar L. Corneille Vijesimha, a scholar of much 

learning and originality. During the progress of this work I have 

received from almost all communities in Ceylon proofs of sympathy 

and appreciation, but from none more than the Buddhist clergy, a 

generous and enlightened body of men, towards whom I am under 

many and deep obligations” (italics mine). 

 

Childers himself felt that he had not done sufficient justice to Ven. 

Subhūti and offered to make amends by referring to his assistance more 

often in the second part of the Dictionary (Paragraph 44). 

 

In contrast to the lack of warmth in published acknowledgements the 

personal letters written to Ven. Subhūti by several Western scholars 

make candid admissions of their indebtedness. A very touching display 
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of gratitude is recorded in a letter of Childers: in it he offered to 

transcribe with his own hand a voluminous Sanskrit text that Ven. 

Subhūti was searching. Perhaps in response to these, the Nāyaka Thera 

had been extremely generous in acknowledging the assistance he 

received from Western scholars. For example, on the title page itself, of 

his “Nāmamālā or a Work on Pali Grammar”, Colombo 1876, Ven. 

Subhūti had the note “Prepared at the suggestion of Professor R.C. 

Childers”. Further in the Introduction, he paid tribute to Childers, Max 

Müller, Fausböll, Kühn, Minayeff and “other European scholars of high 

reputation”. In the Preface to the Second Edition of 

Abhidhānappadīpikā, Colombo 1883, he mentioned Rost as “a patron of 

Oriental learning” and Childers as “a highly esteemed Oriental Scholar 

who had encouraged him in prosecuting his literary studies.” 

 

Inspite of this apparent imbalance in reciprocity, the fact that Ven. 

Subhūti did establish his reputation as a great scholar internationally is 

amply proved by the material in our hands. [xxv] 

 

3. Charming Vignettes of a Scholar-Monk’s Life 

 

These letters also reveal other aspects of a charming personality. The 

reputed scholar had a childlike curiosity in gadgets and things exotic. 

He had been among the earliest in Sri Lanka to possess and use a 

wristwatch, an electric bell, a torch and a phonograph - all sent by his 

foreign correspondents. The instructions which accompanied these gifts 

make amusing reading today. But the technological gap between the 

Western world and Sri Lanka at that time could have justified the 

anxieties expressed by the donors. Ven. Subhūti was equally interested 

in exotic plants. He requested Fausböll to send him seeds of flowering 
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plants of Denmark. The Nāyaka Thera, himself, was a generous giver of 

gifts. Some of his recipients were truly embarrassed. 

 

Ven. Subhūti’s contacts were of all classes. He carried on a scholarly 

dialogue with Western scholars with as much ease and interest as he 

corresponded with the royalty of Thailand or Japan. In almost all 

instances where correspondence deepened into friendship, the initiative 

was taken by the Nāyaka Thera. 

 

While he maintained his Western contacts through collaboration in 

their intellectual pursuits, his interests as regards Asian correspondents 

were usually religious. He appealed to the Emperor of Japan to 

encourage intellectual and religious exchanges between Japan and Sri 

Lanka. 

 

He carried on a long and persistent effort to get a share of the relics 

discovered in the Stupas of India. He was equally keen to get a cutting 

of the Bo-tree at Buddha Gayā for his temple. He strove for closer 

collaboration with the Buddhist Saṅgha of Thailand. He sought help in 

money and kind from foreign Buddhists for his religious and 

educational activities. 

 

In Sri Lanka, he was a keen supporter of the Buddhist teams in the 

religious controversies, placing at their disposal his extensive 

knowledge of the Dharma. He did not keep aloof from the agitation 

which followed the Koṭahena riots. He was thus an ideal Buddhist monk 

who achieved a perfect combination of his roles as a scholar and a 

religious teacher. [xxvi]  
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4. Contribution as Author, Teacher and Researcher 

 

A fair assessment of Ven. Subhūti’s contribution to Buddhist learning 

could not be made from only his publications, even though they were 

many and varied. His Abhidhānappadīpikā,
8
 which was published by the 

Government Press in 1865 on the orders of Governor Sir Charles Justin 

McCarthy, had amply compensated for the absence of a Pali dictionary. 

Early students of Pali in Europe had found it invaluable and their praise 

for his work was sumptuous. Even after his other works had appeared, 

Western scholars persisted in introducing him as the reputed editor of 

Abhidhānappadīpikā as this treatise had made a lasting impression on 

them.  

 

                                                      
8
 Abhidhānappadīpīkā or Dictionary of the Pali Language by Moggallāna 

Thera with English and Sinhalese Interpretations, Notes and Appendices by 

Waskaduwe Śrī Subhūti, Colombo 1865 
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A page from Ven Subhūti’s edition of Abhidhānappadīpikā…
9
 

Geiger remarked in 1895 that the Nayaka Thera had adopted 

Western research techniques. 

 

 

                                                      
9
 Ed. note: Guruge here reproduced pages from the Government Press, 

Colombo, 1893 (2
nd

 edition), which I do not have access to, I therefore 

reproduce from the 1938 5
th

 edition, which serves the purpose.  
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Another page from Ven Subhūti’s edition of Abhidhānappadīpikā: 

Childers began to develop his Pali Dictionary by arranging in 

alphabetic order the words in this lexicon.  
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His Nāmamālā or Nāmavaranägilla
10

 was similarly expected to fill the 

gap caused by the lack of a suitable Pali grammar. It too was published 

by the Government Press with the sanction of Governor Sir William 

Gregory. In 1893, the Government Press published his Index on 

Abhidhānappadīpikā.
11

  

 

                                                      
10

 Nāmamālā hevat Nāmavaranägilla – A Work on Pali Grammar (prepared at 

the suggestion of Professor R. C. Childers) by Waskaduwe Śrī Subhūti, 

Colombo 1876. 
11

 Abhidhānappadīpīkā Suchi by Waskaduwe Subhūti Mahā Thera PNM 

Colombo 1893. 
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A page from Ven Subhūti’s Index to Abhidhānappadīpikā: this index 

and the two editions of Abhidhānappadīpikā are the only 

lexicographical aids that Pali students had for quite some time.  
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All these had been acknowledged as indispensable for the study of Pali. 

His other publication called the Cūlarājaparitta Mahārājaparitta was a 

joint effort with his princely pupil, Ven. Jinavaraṁsa.
12

 Although this 

work is mentioned in some letters, there are no comments by any on its 

value or usefulness. 

 

It also appears that the Nāyaka Thera was engaged in a study of the 

Mahāvaṁsa. Childers had been attempting to get Sir William Gregory’s 

help to publish a work by the Nāyaka Thera. Whether this was an 

edition of the Mahāvaṁsa-Ṭīkā or of the extended Mahāvaṁsa is not 

clear. On Geiger’s insistence, Ven. Subhūti, along with Ven. 

Jinavaraṁsa, had made an in-depth study of the [xxx] extended 

Mahāvaṁsa, which was in Cambodian script. Harischandra de Silva, in 

his article on Ven. Subhūti in         

manuscript called the Uttaravihāra Mahāvaṁsa, which was referred by 

the Governor to H.C.P. Bell for a report. Nothing is known of this work 

as it was apparently not published. 

 

The groundwork done for these publications as well as the multifarious 

literary activities in which the Nāyaka Thera was involved comes out 

very clearly from the letters presented in this Volume. Around him had 

developed a multi-faceted intellectual undertaking. First of all, he was a 

teacher conducting a regular Pirivena to which students flocked from 

various parts of the Island. Foreign students from Burma, Cambodia, 

Thailand and China came in as casual students. Officers of the Ceylon 

Civil Service such as Childers, L. F. Lee, A. S. Fagden as well as 

national administrators like Mudaliars A. M. Gunasekera and E. R. 

                                                      
12

 The Siam Standard Paritta, Cūlarājaparitta, Mahārājaparitta etc. assisted by 

his royal pupil P. C. Jinavaraṁsa, Colombo 1897. 
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Goonaratne sought his help in their studies of Sinhala, Pali and Sri 

Lankan culture. Besides, visiting scholars from various parts of the 

world came to him for advice and guidance. The Abhinavārāmaya in 

Waskaḍuwe was a “must” in their itineraries and some specified that 

they wished to reside close to it. 

 

Amidst these eyeball-to-eyeball interactions, Ven. Subhūti had to cope 

with a sizeable international mail. The requests that were directed to 

him were many: he was asked for information on manuscripts; he had 

to engage copyists to make paper transcripts of various palm-leaf 

manuscripts for scholars engaged in editing them for publication in the 

West; in several cases, his aid was sought in collating manuscripts and 

for this purpose he had to read and compare Sinhala, Burmese, Thai and 

Cambodian scripts. Little is known of the system he adopted to keep 

himself informed of the mass of palm-leaf manuscripts scattered in 

different temple libraries. But it is fairly clear that he had a good 

knowledge of where one should go for a particular document. Other 

scholars relied on his deep knowledge of the Buddhist literature. They 

asked searching questions. Some needed references and quotations. 

Others wished to have their hypotheses tested. 

 

Perhaps, no single scholar had made such an extensive use of the 

Nāyaka Thera’s scholarship as Childers himself. He had the Nāyaka 

Thera researching for answers to hundreds of questions, which ranged 

from those on Pali grammatical forms and constructions to very 

intricate ones of Buddhist philosophy, cosmology and history. It would 

be interesting to know how he handled this massive volume of 

correspondence. Who were his helpers? Who drafted his English letters? 

Who were his research assistants? His scholarly output far exceeds the 

capacity of an individual – however hard-working he might have been. 
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So his ingenuity in mobilizing support must have, indeed, been very 

great. 

 

To Ven. Subhūti, as well as to several other learned monks of the day, 

Pali was a vibrant living language. When Childers posed questions in 

Sinhala, the Nāyaka Thera replied in Pali. His annotations were in a 

style reminiscent of the exegetical notes of Pali commentators. 

Encouraged by him, his Western correspondent used Pali wholly or 

partly in their letters. It is very interesting to note that Geiger wrote a 

sort of user’s manual in Pali for a recording machine, which he 

presented to Ven. Subhūti. With monks in Burma and Thailand, Pali 

was the standard medium of communication. 

 

5. Social and Human Relations 

 

Ven. Subhūti’s international reputation involved him in a vigorous 

social life. He was in high demand in various governmental and 

voluntary organizations. He was received by royal visitors such as the 

Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII) and many princes from the 

Court of Thailand. He corresponded regularly with kings and princes 

and lasting friendships developed between him and Princes Bhānurangsi 

and Prisadong. The British Governors of Sri Lanka maintained close 

contact with him and some visited him at his temple in Waskaḍuwe. He 

counted among his friends and pupils several well-known Mudliars of 

the Southern Province. His friends and supporters were frequently 

called upon to receive visiting dignitaries. That he possessed a 

magnificent organizing capacity is evident from accounts of such 

occasions. There is no [xxxii] doubt that his contemporaries in 

Waskaḍuwa enjoyed and appreciated the limelight in which their little 

village basked on account of Ven. Subhūti. 
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Ven. Subhūti was conscious of his obligations as a friend. He was 

genuinely interested in the welfare of the people with whom he had 

contacts. Not only the scholars themselves, but also their families, 

mattered to him. He was quick to offer his sympathies and solace in 

times of bereavements and sickness. On happy occasions, his 

congratulations were couched in expressions of joy so full of the 

imagery of classical Sanskrit and Sinhala poetry. For example, he 

offered his felicitations on the occasion of King Edward VII’s 

coronation in eighteen Pali stanzas, which were translated as follows:– 

 

“Inexpressible is my joy – even as the joy of a being at the prospect 

of heavenly-bliss – at the news of the Great Event coming off on the 

26th June this year, the grand, auspicious Coronation Ceremonial of 

Your Most Gracious Imperial Majesty, King Edward, great in Power 

and Conquest as well as in Virtue. 

 

Feelings of loyalty, gratitude and joy at this your Majesty’s 

Coronation are throbbing in my heart. But I, a Buddhist monk, have 

none of those costly pearls fit to be offered as present to such a High 

Royal Personage on such a memorable occasion. Therefore do I send 

as my tribute of praise and greetings of joy the accompanying lines 

composed by me. 

 

It was the custom in India and Ceylon, when mighty monarchs of old 

were crowned to get the Brahmin Ministerial Priests to chant such 

lines. 

 

May I venture to express my hope that on this proud occasion, Your 

Gracious Majesty may, in the same manner, be pleased to cause these 

lines to be read in Your Majesty’s presence by some person of 

knowledge and understanding. 
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If any priest had the great happiness of being presented by Your 

Majesty’s own hands, with a nicely bound gilt copy of a Pali 

Dictionary by Childers wherein the autograph signature of the 

August Donor and the name of the Recipient were inscribed, [xxxiii] 

in the presence of an assemblage of High Officials at the exquisitely 

decorated Queen’s House in Colombo on the occasion of Your 

Majesty’s visit to this Island of Ceylon, I, that priest Subhūti, the 

Head of the Burmese and Amarapura Sect, honoured by his 

brotherhood by conferring on him the name “Pawara Neruttika 

Ācariya Mahāvibhāvi Rājaguru” and well established in grateful 

feelings, send these lines of benediction on this Your Majesty’s great 

and auspicious occasion, for a long, happy and prosperous reign. 

 

The all-powerful and all-merciful Prince Siddhārtha, Lion of the 

race of Sakya, scattered the rightful hosts of Māra; including the 

elephant Girimekhalā; By virtue of the merit thereof may the 

puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of trouble, pain and 

care.  

 

The Holy Buddha resisted, with success, the siren-like allurements of 

Taṇhā, Arati and Ragā, the three lustful daughters of Māra; By 

virtue of merit thereof may the puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a 

life devoid of trouble, pain and care. 

 

The Lord of the earth, the omniscient one, by diverse miracles 

confounded the ascetics Uruvelā Kāśyapa, Nadī Kāśyapa and Gayā 

Kāśyapa; By virtue of the merit thereof may the puissant King, 

Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of trouble, pain and care. 
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The all-wise Buddha performed a series of miracles in the midst of 

Devas, Brahmas and men and vanquished the vain-glorious 

mendicant leaders of the alien faiths; By virtue of the merit thereof 

may the puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of trouble, 

pain and care. 

 

The dauntless, supreme Buddha, the very mention of whose name 

caused dismay to even kings, frustrated the machination of 

Aṅgulimāla, the thief, who sought his life; By virtue of the merit 

thereof may the puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of 

trouble, pain and care. 

 

The Lord of Lords crushed the powerful demon Ālavaka, who durst 

defy him; By virtue of the merit thereof may the puissant King 

Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of trouble, pain and care. [xxxiv] 

 

The Noble Buddha, possessed the strength of ten elephants of the 

formidable elephant, Nālāgiri; By virtue of the merit thereof may 

the puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of trouble, pain 

and care. 

 

The ever benevolent Buddha set in motion of doctrine which neither 

Sramana Brahmins, Devas or Brahmas could aspire to rival and 

reclaimed from error and directed to the right path the five classes 

of Bhikshus and other heavenly beings; By virtue of the merit 

thereof may the puissant King, Edward VII, enjoy a life devoid of 

trouble, pain and care. 

 

If any deity there be who watches over and promotes the welfare of 

the world, may such deity protect and preserve from trouble, pain 

and care the puissant Edward VII, his royal consort and their 

family.” 
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Though generally friendly and patient, Ven. Subhūti could assert 

himself strongly when a situation so demanded. He resisted every effort 

made by foreign scholars to take valuable old manuscripts out of the 

country. When a visiting monk’s conduct did not please him, he wrote in 

strong terms to his superior and did not mind courting the latter’s 

disfavour. But he was not swayed by criticisms even his closest friends 

made of some of his correspondents; despite the denunciations which 

Childers and Rost levelled against their contemporaries Minayeff, Max 

Müller, Cunningham and Rhys Davids, Ven. Subhūti maintained 

friendly relations with them. When the Nāyaka Thera himself was the 

subject of criticism, his attitude was one of humble reconciliation as 

illustrated by two incidents: one when Rost disapproved of the Nāyaka 

Thera’s concerns with the aftermath of the Koṭahena riots and the other 

when Ven. Ñāṇavarorasa Thera of Thailand took objection to the 

criticism of the conduct of a visiting Thai monk. 

 

His friendships were always profound and lasting. He displayed a sort 

of child-like possessiveness as regards his friends, sometimes expecting 

them, almost as a matter of right, to extend to him a special 

consideration; e.g. when he expected the King of Thailand to have 

consulted him before appointing a Thai Consul to Sri Lanka. [xxxv] 

 

The letters confirm what is generally remembered in both Waskaḍuwe 

and Wellawatte as main traits of his genial personality. Towering in 

height above the average Sri Lankan, he impressed the people through 

his piety and wisdom, dedication and erudition and they affectionately 

called him “our Buddha” – an epithet which says everything. 



38 

 

III – Venerable Sāsanavaṁsālaṅkāra-

Kavidhajavinayācariya Weligama Śri Sumaṅgala 

Mahā Nāyaka Thera (1825–1905) 

 

1. Meagre Information 

 

Once again, the information we could collect in 1956 on Yen. Weligama 

Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera was meagre. The biographical sketch 

published in “Buddha Jayanti Memorials” barely covered his 

contribution to the National and Buddhist Revival Movement. It ran as 

follows:- 

 

This Nāyaka Thero, who was a great educationist and scholar who 

worked for the promotion of the Sanskrit education in Ceylon, was 

born at Weligama in the Southern Province. As a child he was sent to 

the Ven. Peraliye Jinaratana Thero to receive his elementary 

education. It did not take a long time for his teacher and his parents 

to notice his extraordinary abilities and they decided to ordain him a 

monk. When he was 12 years old, Ven. Jinaratana got his own 

teacher and preceptor, Ven. Wilegoda Puññasāra Nāyake Thero, to 

ordain the child with the name “Sumaṅgala.” 

 

The novice Sumaṅgala continued for some time to study under the 

tutorship of the Ven. Jinaratana and then went to the Ven. Bentara 

Atthadassi Mahā Thero for further studies. Here his colleagues were 

Potuwila Indajoti, Yātrāmulle Dhammārāma, Ambagahawatte 

Saranaṅkara (Indāsabhavara Gnāṇasāmy) all of whom, later on, 

became eminent in various fields. By the time the young Bhikkhu 

finished his education, his fame as a scholar had spread all over the 

country. 
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The Ven. Weligama Sumaṅgala was among those Theros who were 

invited to Pelmaḍulla for the revision of Tri-Piṭaka. He was 

entrusted with the task of revising the Vinaya Piṭaka and as [xxxvi] 

he required a convenient place where he could carry out his work 

unhampered, residents in Kalutara invited him to Pulinatalārāmaya 

at Kalutara North, which was then known as Wellaboda Vihāraya. 

 

The members of the Kataluwa Sub-division of the Burmese Sect, 

who were at Sumanārāmaya, Ambalangoḍa, elected Ven. 

Doḍanduwe Piyaratanatissa and Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala as joint 

Mahānāyakas of their division. The Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala 

was further honoured by the conferment of the title “Sāsana 

Vaṁsālaṅkāra”. 

 

When Sir Arnold, the author of “The Light of Asia”, came to Ceylon 

he went to meet the Nāyake Thero. 

 

Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala was the author of the first Sinhalese 

translation of Hitopadeśa. He also produced a book entitled 

“Itihāsaya” which was the outcome of his research into ancient 

Sanskrit works. But his most important literary work is a 

commentary to Mugdhabodha, a standard work on Sanskrit 

grammar. This book, which runs to some 700 pages, was published 

by the Government of Ceylon. The educational institution, Saugata 

Vidyālaya at Rankot Vihāraya, Pānadura, was started by him. 

 

While engaged in various religious and social duties the Nāyaka 

Thero fell ill in February, 1915. He did not recover from this illness 

and passed away on 13th of March of the same year. 

The statement “when Sir Arnold, the author of the ‘Light of Asia’ came 

to Ceylon, he went to meet the Nāyaka Thera” glossed over a very long 

and abiding friendship which had developed between these two eminent 
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persons who found a common interest in Sanskrit literature and the fate 

of Buddhist shrines in India. The correspondence published in this 

Volume shows how the suggestion that Buddha Gayā might be placed in 

the hands of a representative committee of Buddhist nations was first 

mooted by Sir Edwin at Panadure to Ven. Śrī Sumaṅgala, whom the 

English poet referred to as “my dear and wise friend, Śrī Weligama”. 

[xxxvii] 

 

These letters also explain why Anagārika Dharmapāla, right through his 

campaign for the restitution of Buddha Gayā, sought Ven. Sumaṅgala’s 

guidance and assistance. 

 

Ven. Sumaṅgala played a leading role in the Buddhist Revival 

Movement. He was closely associated with the Buddhist-Christian 

Controversies, participated in the revision of Tripiṭaka at Pelmaḍulla, 

co-operated with Ven. Piyaratana Tissa Mahā Nāyaka Thera in the 

management of the Kalyāṇivaṁsa sect and supported the work of 

Colonel Olcott at the early stages. His relations with Olcott, however, 

deteriorated as time passed while those with Anagārika Dharmapāla 

and national leaders of the Buddhist Movement became stronger and 

more intensive.
13

 

 

                                                      
13

 A brief account of the Nayaka Thera has been published in Kurukshetra Vol. 

I No. I & II (1975) in English by F. B. Jagath Wijayanayaka and in Sinhala by 

Ven. Mirisse Indaratana Thera. 
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2. Close Co-operation with Anagārika Dharmapāla 

 

More information on the life and work of Ven. Weligama Śrī 

Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera are gleanable from 23 letters in Sinhala, 

which are in the collection of the National Archives Department. 

Eighteen of them had been written to the Nāyaka Thera between 1886 

and 1898. 

 

In the first letter, dated 27 April 1886, written on behalf of the 

Secretary of the Theosophical Society, Buddhist Branch and signed as 

H. Don David, the future Anagārika Dharmapāla, requested the Nāyaka 

Thera for a feature article on Sāriputta and Moggallāna to be published 

in the special Vesak supplement of Sarasavisandaresa. 

 

In the following month or two, the Nāyaka Thera seems to have got 

interested in a controversy relating to Monier-Williams, a well-known 

Sanskritist of the day and author of the standard Sanskrit-English 

Dictionary. The Anagārika, on 22 June 1886, wrote: 

 

“Although I received the excellent article you wrote on Mr. Monier-

Williams, it was not possible to publish it in the paper as it was hoped 

to contact the opposing party and get an answer. If we do not publish 

the letters of the opposing party in Sandaresa itself, it is possible that 

Lakmiṇipahana (i.e. the rival newspaper) [xxxviii] would write 

against us and mislead the public to the effect that we support 

Hinduism. Our idea is to publish articles of both sides. In the last 

issue of Sandaresa, a statement against Monier-Williams was 

published. He had read a paper on the Buddha and Christ before the 

Bible Society. As he had extolled the supremacy of Christ 

excessively, I do not know whether a letter written by your 

reverence in his favour should be published.” 
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The letter ends with an invitation to deliver one of the regular Saturday 

sermons at the Theosophical Society in Colombo. In a post-script, a 

request is made for donations of books to the Buddhist library. The 

independence of thought and the spirit of tolerance, which the Nāyaka 

Thera is known to have displayed, had called for the words of caution 

from the young Anagārika. The Nāyaka Thera was 61 years old and 

Don David only 22. 

 

The next two letters, dated 13 July 1886 and 9 March 1887, were 

requests for articles. The Nāyaka Thera was asked to prepare an article 

against meat-eating and slaughter of cattle. 

 

“As the number of meat-eaters is daily increasing”, said Don David, 

“the slaughter of cattle is on the increase. Even those who did not eat 

meat before are now beginning to eat it. If the compassion to 

animals disappears from man’s heart, untold cruelties will become 

prevalent. The world develops on the foundation of compassion. 

Please write an article which will inspire people.” 

 

For the 1887 Vesak Supplement, the article requested, was on the life of 

a great disciple of the Buddha, embodying rules of conduct applicable to 

lay people. 

 

The Nāyaka Thera was perhaps one of the earliest to whom young Don 

David informed of the decision to change his name. Signing his letter of 

3 February 1889 as Dharmapāla Hewāvithāraṇa (Manager), he wrote: 

 

“Many of the names which the Buddhists use today are of the 

category of Christian names. Although I had the intention to take a 

Sinhala-Pali name, it was difficult to do so due to a variety of 

reasons. Now several persons are ready to change their names. As 
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names like Perera, Silva, Pieris, Zoysa are of [xxxix] Portuguese and 

Dutch origin, it is ridiculous for Aryan Sinhalas to have such names. 

When I went recently to India, many Brahmans thought that I was a 

Christian. I have renounced the foreign name, which I used hitherto, 

and have added to my surname “Dharmapāla”. This letter is written 

to your reverence so as to obtain a list of Sanskrit and Pali names. 

Please send a list suitable for both males and females. It is not 

befitting for Sinhala Buddhists to bear foreign Christian names. 

Please help us, therefore, to achieve our objective.” 

 

A year later on 14 January 1890, Dharmapāla Hewāvithāraṇa had 

written on a proposed visit of Sir Edwin Arnold to Sri Lanka. The 

Nāyaka Thera’s expert opinion was requested on an important religious 

issue: 

 

“It is a belief of Buddhists in the West that there could still be 

masters of meditation, capable of performing miracles… I wish to 

know whether it is wrong if someone believes that {the} world is 

now bereft of Arahants. I shall be glad to know the word of the 

Buddha on the non-existence of Arahants.” 

 

Four letters in 1891 refer to the founding of the Mahā Bodhi Society 

and to its activities, particularly in enlisting the co-operation of 

Buddhist leaders of Burma, Thailand and Japan. On 6 June, the Nāyaka 

Thera was requested specifically to inform Sir Edwin Arnold of the 

formation of the Society. “Your strong support is essential for this 

work”, Dharmapāla wrote referring to his plan to establish a monastery 

at Buddha Gayā so as to facilitate pilgrims from Japan, China, Tibet, 

Nepal, Thailand, Burma and Arakan to perform their religious 

observances at the sacred Bo-tree “to their heart’s content” (citta-

vinodanaya). On 21 October, he reported progress on the purchase of a 
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block of land and said further “now is the time to propagate Buddhism 

in India. If our leading monks make an effort, much can be achieved. 

The English educated intelligentsia displays a love (premayak) for 

Buddhism”. The same idea was repeated in the letter of 11 December 

saying, “If the assistance of good and well-disciplined monks could be 

obtained, hundreds of thousands of Aryan people, who are learned and 

righteous, could be made Buddhist devotees”. He also repeated his plea 

that the Sinhala people should renounce foreign names. In 

Dharmapāla’s [xl] letter of 14 December, the Nāyaka Thera was 

complimented on his services to the cause of restituting Buddha Gayā. 

He said, “It is difficult to measure the extent of your contribution to the 

work of Buddha Gayā. The benefit of your being a friend of Sir Edwin 

Arnold is enormous (= literally, endless: anantayi).” 

 

Three letters of 1892 continue to show how much Ven. Sumaṅgala was 

involved in Dharmapāla’s work in India. When the Journal of the Mahā 

Bodhi Society was started, the Nāyaka Thera was invited to write an 

article in Sanskrit for the first issue. On 6 February, Dharmapāla wrote, 

“Your services are required in the future as well. Perhaps you will have 

even to come to India and propagate the doctrine. On 16 March, besides 

reporting progress on Buddha Gayā, Dharmapāla sought the Nāyaka 

Thera’s co-operation in urging the monks in Sri Lanka to start Buddhist 

missionary activities in India. He said; 

 

“It is time to propagate Buddhism in India. Educated Bengalis have 

faith in Buddhism. Leading members of the intelligentsia of Calcutta 

are keen to study Buddhism. An association has been established for 

this purpose. But it is difficult to do this work without monks. If you 

are invited by these learned people, can you come? It is a tragedy 

that no effort is made to propagate the doctrine. It is sad not to give 
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the gift of the doctrine (dharmadāna) to those anxious to receive it. 

As we must act before Sir Edwin Arnold comes to Sri Lanka, please 

discuss with Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera (i.e. Yen. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī 

Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Mahāthera). All members of the Saṅgha must 

join together in this task. Please consult the monks of Malwatte of 

Kandy as well as monks of the other sects and, involving monks of 

the Siamese Sect in these discussions, please take action to propagate 

Buddhism in India.” 

 

Dharmapāla’s letter of 30 September 1892 is a relatively long letter and 

contains interesting information on the Nāyaka Thera’s leadership role 

and his intellectual interests. It says: 

 

“I do not know why the Buddhists of Sri Lanka do not put in a 

greater effort even though Sir Arnold is exerting himself immensely 

I request you and the Nāyaka Thera of Śrī Pāda [xli] (i.e. Ven. 

Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala) to meet and discuss what needs to be 

done. I solicit you to talk to Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Nāyaka Thera and to 

convene a meeting of monks and lay men. It is important to have the 

King of Thailand as the head… It appears that the Japanese 

Buddhists are very energetic. Sir Edwin Arnold has stated in Japan 

that he was prepared to sacrifice his life for this cause... To 

propagate Buddhism in India, there is a need for monks who know 

Sanskrit and Pali.” 

 

Apparently, in reply to a query of the Nāyaka Thera, Dharmapāla 

added: 

 

“It is difficult to write clearly on Tibetan Buddhism. I do not think 

there are any books in Pali. All the books, so far found, are in 

Tibetan. It appears that there are virtuous monks, well-versed in 
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discipline, who have at least reached the wisdom which transcends 

worldliness
14

 and also monks who can perform mundane miracles. 

There are about a hundred thousand monks in Tibet and in a single 

monastery there are ten thousand monks. Monks, well-versed in 

discipline, have no connection with the administration of the 

country.” 

 

Having thus answered the Nāyaka Thera’s queries, Dharmapāla 

commented: 

 

“Our monks (= those of Sri Lanka) do not pay much attention to 

meditation and the development of psychic powers and, therefore, 

consider it difficult to attain transcendental knowledge. They do not 

make an effort because they have much doubt (vicikicchā) on the 

Noble Path.” 

 

The next letter in our collection is dated 23 March 1895. Dharmapāla 

seems to have made an effort to get Ven. Sumaṅgala to visit India. In 

this letter he said, “It is my hope that you will [xlii] visit the sacred 

shrines of India at least once”. Another letter from Calcutta dated 15 

February 1896 or 1897 reiterated the need for propagating Buddhism in 

India: 

 

                                                      
14

 Gotrabhūñāṇa is a cognitive moment in the process of meditation where the 

seeker transcends beyond the level of a wordly person and, for the first time 

gets a glimpse of Nibbāna. For details see Ven. Paravähera Vajirañāṇa: 

Buddhist Meditation in Theory and Practice, Colombo 1962 p. 408 ff. and 

Herbert V. Guenther: Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma, 

Lucknow, 1957 p. 298. 
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“As you are suitable to be the Vice-President of the Mahā Bodhi 

Society, your name has been included in the panel of office-

bearers… It is clear that Buddhism has to be re-established in India. 

It is difficult to obtain monks for this purpose from any country 

other than Sri Lanka. Whatever effort you put into developing the 

Society, it is a contribution to the improvement of Buddhism. It is 

good if you can send a monk who is able to undergo hardships for 

the love of the religion. If there are monks who are capable of 

sacrificing their lives, it is possible to improve Buddhism in India.” 

 

On 17 May 1896, still signing as H. Dharmapāla, he wrote to the Nāyaka 

Thera to take the initiative of mobilizing the monks and lay Buddhists 

of Sri Lanka to provide emergency assistance to about “five million 

famine-stricken people in Majjhima-janapada of India – thousands of 

whom die without food.” 

 

The first letter to the Nāyaka Thera in which the writer signed as 

“Anagārika Dharmapāla” was on 2 January 1898. Writing from 

Colombo he said, 

 

“Next Sunday there will be a general meeting of the Mahā Bodhi 

Society. It is our intention to work in the future for the promotion of 

Buddhism in Sri Lanka... It is now time to work for the benefit of lay 

devotees. Most of them idle away without doing any useful work. It 

is the intention of the Society to teach them the religion and engage 

them in its work. It is important to teach monks English, 

Abhidharma and Indian languages. It has become necessary to 

engage English teachers from abroad... All this work can be done 

very well, if you will show us your compassion (i.e. extend to us your 

cooperation).” 
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The last letter in our collection addressed to the Nāyaka Thera is on 6 

December 1898, inviting him to the Anagārika’s father’s home for a 

mid-day meal and requesting him to attend a general meeting of the 

Mahā Bodhi Society. [xliii] 

 

In a letter written apparently to the Nāyaka Thera’s pupil, Ven. 

Beruwala Sirinivāsa Thera on 11 May 1908 – over three years after the 

death of the Nāyaka Thera – Anagārika Dharmapāla said, 

 

“Among the monks who exerted themselves in connection with 

Buddha Gayā, the most prominent are the Nāyaka Thera of Śrī Pada 

(i.e. Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Mahā Thera) and the 

late lamented Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera. In both 

of Sir Edwin Arnold’s recent books: ‘India Revisited’, and ‘East and 

West’, there are references to Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala. 

Further I saw a write-up on the Nāyaka Thera in 
‘
Open Court’ about 

two years ago. It is a great loss to us now as there is no one to take 

the place of Ven. Śrī Sumaṅgala to encourage our religious activities 

in India.” 

 

3. Mission and Achievements 

 

As a scholar, his main contribution was to the promotion of Sanskrit 

studies in Sri Lanka. The popularization of the fables of Hitopadeśa was 

one of his very useful services. He was a specialist in the Buddhist rules 

of discipline as embodied in the Vinaya Piṭaka – the text which was 

entrusted to him for revision at Pelmaḍulla. 

 

He had been an accomplished organizer. His co-operation was 

invaluable in any undertaking where the Saṅgha and the laity had to be 
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mobilized for action. Thus, he was in every activity. No event of 

importance in literary and religious circles took place in his life-time 

without his presence and without his taking a leading role. Inspite of the 

fact that he was a late-comer into the Kalyāṇivaṁsa Nikāya (having 

broken away in 1864 from Matara Nikāya after 15 years of 

Upasampadā), he was appointed a co-leader of the Nikāya along with 

Ven. Doḍanduwe Piyaratana Tissa Nāyaka Thera in 1895. He was 

recognized as the tutor of many monks, several of whom attained fame 

and recognition as scholars. 

 

Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera’s foremost achievement 

undoubtedly was the support he organized in Sri Lanka to translate into 

action the suggestion of Sir Edwin Arnold about the restitution of 

Buddha Gayā to the Buddhists. 
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IV – Illustrious Contemporaries  

 

1. Ven. Tripiṭakavāgishvarācārya Upādhyāva Hikkaḍuwe Śrī 

Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Mahā Thera: the Doyen of Buddhist Scholar 

Monks (1926–1911) 

 

[xliv] The letters presented in this Volume make frequent reference to 

Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Mahā Thera, sometimes simply 

as Hikkaḍuwe, sometimes as the Nāyaka Thera of Śrī Pāda and 

occasionally as Principal of Vidyodaya Pirivena or Oriental College of 

Māligākanda – the premier seat of traditional Buddhist learning, he 

founded in 1873. He was, no doubt, the most active scholar-monk of the 

time. What was remarkable is that he wielded equal influence in all 

circles – British colonial administrators, the Saṅgha of Kandyan 

districts, the low-country monks, scholars, controversialists, educators 

and religious propagandists. Many organizations of diverse character 

and objectives received his support and patronage. His catalytic role in 

these organizations had been as impressive as it was productive. He was 

equally at home in a heated religious controversy as well as in an 

objective scholarly discussion. During the Buddhist-Christian 

Controversy at Baddegama, he is said to have produced, on the spot, an 

eleven foolscap page reply to a question posed to him; at Panadure, he 

was a prominent participant providing technical support to Ven. 

Migettuwatte (Mohottiwatte) Gunananda Thera. In the words of 

Anagārika Dharmapāla, “Mohoṭṭiwatte Gunānanda supplied the 

oratory; and Venerable Sumaṅgala furnished him with scholarly 

material and references”. One of the earliest to recognize the 

importance of the Press for the National and Buddhist Revival 

Movement, the Nāyaka Thera had a hand in founding both the 

newspaper “Sarasavisandaresa” and the periodical “Samaya Saṅgarā”. 
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It is abundantly clear from all references made in the letters in this 

Volume that the Nāyaka Thera not only maintained very close contacts 

with almost all the Western Orientalists of his day but he was held in 

very high regard and respect by them.
15

 Particularly [xlv] moving is the 

expression of joy by Reinhold Rost on coming to know that he would 

receive a photograph of the Nāyaka Thera (paragraph 157). The 

Nāyaka Thera was also a close collaborator of Mudliars Corneille 

Vijesimha and E. R. Gunaratne mentioned in the correspondence. Satish 

Chandra Vidyābhūshan and Kosambi Dharmānanda were among his 

pupils. Anagārika Dharmapāla has bequeathed to us a charming thumb-

nail sketch of this great scholar:– 

 

In the world of Oriental scholars our President is recognised for his 

profound scholarship. The Bhikkhu Saṅgha of the Pali school of 

Buddhism all over Siam, Burma, Cambodia and Ceylon accept him 

as a Mahā Thera, both on account of his lofty character as well as for 

his great learning. The Ceylon Ecclesiastical Council of Mahā 

Theras of the Royal Monastery at Kandy have unanimously elected 

him “Upajjhāyo” and conferred on him the title of “Ti Piṭaka 

Vāchissarāchariya,” a title which was held by the illustrious scholar, 

Śrī Rāhula, who flourished in between 1410 and 1462 A.D. It means 

the Lord, who is master of three Piṭakas. Henceforth the Mahā 

Thera, Pradhāna Nāyaka Sumaṅgala, will be known as the Tri Piṭaka 

Vāchissarāchariya Upajjhāya Sumaṅgala, Pradhāna Nāyaka Mahā 

Thera. In private life the “Great Teacher” is simple as a child. He is 

now in his 74th year, and yet it is astonishing to find him actively 

engaged in teaching his yellow-robed pupils daily from 8 to 11 a.m. 

and from 2 to 5 p.m. He is an early riser, takes a light breakfast at 8 

                                                      
15

 For a comparison made by Geiger between Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala 

and Ven. Śrī Subhūti, see Section X, 2 of this Introduction. 



52 – Illustrious Contemporaries 

 

a.m. and a full meal at 11 a.m. and a cup of tea or lemonade at about 

7 p.m. 

 

Of the scholar-monks of the nineteenth century, the one on whose life 

and work a fair amount of published material is available is Ven. 

Sumaṅgala. A well-documented biography was prepared by Ven. 

Yagirala Śrī Pragñānanda Nāyaka Thera in 1947 and a special 

memorial volume was published by Vidyodaya University of Sri Lanka 

in 1961. 

 

Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala’s support to pioneering Western 

Orientalists could have been very different from what Ven. Waskaḍuwe 

Śrī Subhūti provided. Ven. Sumaṅgala was, himself, a [xlvi] scholar of 

no mean standing and his works on Pali and Sinhala grammar, as well 

as the Sinhala translation of Mahāvaṁsa (in co-operation with 

Baṭuwantuḍāwe Devarakshita), vouch for his depth of knowledge and 

critical acumen. He wrote clearly and elegantly in Sinhala, Pali and 

Sanskrit and his metrical compositions in these languages evince a 

perfect knowledge of prosody, rhetoric and poetic conventions. He 

wrote many letters in Pali to leading monks of Burma, Thailand and 

Cambodia. Even a short message like the following, which he sent to 

the Parliament of Religions Chicago in 1893 displays his mastery of 

Buddhism:– 

 

“The Sinhalese followers of Ārya Dharma, miscalled Buddhism by 

Western scholars, through their chosen delegate, Mr. Dharmapāla, 

greet the delegates representing all the world’s religions in open 

Parliament assembled at Chicago, in the year 2436 of the Buddha’s 

Nirvāṇa – A.D. 1893. To the Advisory Council of the exposition, and 

to all and several delegates, the salutations of peace, tolerance, and 

human and divine brotherhood. 
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Be it known to you, brethren, that ours is the oldest of missionary 

religions, the principle of propaganda having been adopted by its 

Promulgator at the very beginning and enforced by Him in the 

despatch of His immediate followers, the Brethren of the Yellow 

Robe, shortly after His attainment of the state of perfect spiritual 

illuminations 2481 years ago, under the Bodhi Tree at Buddhagayā 

in middle India. 

 

Traces of these ancient missions have been discovered of late years, 

and the influence of their teachings recognised by Western scholars 

in various directions. 

 

The spread of these ideas has invariably been affected by their 

intrinsic excellence and never, as we rejoice to know, by force, or 

appeal to the superstitious weakness of the uneducated masses. No 

blood stains our temples and no profitable harvest have we reaped 

from human oppression. The Tathāgata, the Buddha, has enjoined 

His followers to promote education, foster scientific inquiry, respect 

the religious views of others, frequent the company of the wise, and 

avoid unproductive controversy. [xlvii] 

 

He has taught them to believe nothing upon mere authority, however 

seemingly influential. He has taught them to discuss religious 

opinions in a spirit of love and forbearance, without fear and 

without prejudice, confident that truth protects the righteous seeker 

after truth. 

 

It is evident then, brethren, that the scheme of your Parliament of 

Religions recommends itself to the followers of Sakya Muni, and 

that we, one and all, are bound to wish it the most complete success. 

We should have been glad to accede to the wishes of your Council in 

sending one or more of our ordained monks; but being ignorant of 
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Western languages, their presence as active members of the 

Parliament would be useless. For centuries, circumstances have put a 

stop to our organised foreign propaganda, and the life of our monks 

has been one of quiet study, meditation and good work in and near 

their monasteries. It is therefore, a joy to us that, through the 

liberality of your Council, our young lay missionary, Mr. H. 

Dharmapāla, has been enabled to undertake the honourable duty of 

presenting this address of greeting and taking part in your 

parliamentary deliberations. We commend him to you as worthy of 

confidence, and hope that good may result from his mission. 

 

Education in Ceylon on Western principles has been backward 

because until quite recently our children could not procure it, save at 

the risk of the destruction of their religious belief under the 

interested tuition of anti-Buddhist instruction. This is now being 

remedied by the opening of secular schools by our people under the 

leadership of the Theosophical Society. 

 

To Colonel Olcott we owe the very catechism out of which our 

children are being taught the first principles of religion, and our 

present brotherly relations with our co-religionists of Japan and 

other Buddhistic countries. The religious future of Ceylon, brethren, 

is full of promise and with the growth of our enlightenment, we shall 

be more fit to carry abroad the teachings of the Great Master, whose 

mission was to emancipate the human mind from the bonds of 

selfishness, superstition and materialism. [xlviii] 

 

The labours of Orientalists especially of Pali scholars, have of late 

resulted in spreading very widely throughout the world, some 

knowledge of the Buddha’s teachings. Sir Edwin Arnold’s epic, “The 

Light of Asia” has created a popular love for the stainless and 

compassionate character of Gautama Buddha. Justice is being done 
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to Him now and His personality is seen to shine with exceptional 

brilliance among the figures of human history. We think that our 

Ārya Dharma reflects the spiritual sunlight of His own pure nobility 

and the luminousness of His own wisdom. We invite you all to 

examine and test it for yourselves. 

 

Our Founder taught that the cause of all miseries is ignorance; its 

antithesis, happiness, is the product of knowledge. He taught 

religious tolerance, the kinship of human families with each other 

and the universe, and the existence of a common law of being and of 

evolution for us all. He taught the necessity for the conquest of the 

passions, the avoidance of cruelty, lying, lustfulness and all sensual 

indulgences, the avoidance of clinging to superstitious beliefs 

whether traditional or modern, and the avoidance of the belief in the 

alleged infallibility of men or books. 

 

He inculcated the practice of all virtue, a high altruism in word and 

deed, the following of blameless modes of living and the keeping of 

an open mind for the discovery of truth. He taught the existence of a 

natural causation called Karma, which operates throughout the 

universe, and which, in the sphere of ethics, becomes the principle of 

equilibrium between the opposing forces of ignorance and wisdom 

and the agent of both retribution and recompense. He taught that 

existence in physical life is attended by fleeting pleasures and 

passing pains. Therefore the enlightened mind should recognise that 

fact and conquer the lust for life in the plane of physical being. 

Every effect being related to an anterior, formative cause, the joys 

and sorrows of life are the fruits of our individual actions; hence 

man is the creator of his own destiny and is his only possible 

liberator. 
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Liberation is enfranchisement from the trammels of ignorance 

which not only begets the sorrows that scourge us, but also, by 

keeping active the thirst for bodily life, compels us to be incarnated 

[xlix] again and again indefinitely until wisdom dries up the salt 

spring at which we try to quench our maddening thirst for life and 

life’s illusive activities, and we break out of the whirling wheel of re-

birth, and escape into the calm and full wisdom of Nirvāṇa. 

 

The literature of Southern Buddhism is copious, yet its fundamental 

ideas may be easily synthesized. Our scriptures are grouped into 

three divisions, called “piṭakas” of which the first (Sutta) comprises 

sermons or lectures on morality; the second (Vinaya) specifies the 

constitution and rules of the Order and of our laity; and the third 

(Abhidhamma) propounds the psychology of our system.
16

 

 

Of course, it would be useless to lay before a transient body like 

yours a collection of these religious books, written in an unfamiliar 

language. We must trust our delegate to the inspiration of your 

presence to give you a summary of what Southern Buddhists believe 

it necessary for the world to know, in the interest of human progress 

and human happiness.” 

 

But the major role of Ven. Śrī Sumaṅgala had been that of an inspiring 

promoter and animator rather than of a plodding researcher. He had 

been generally looked upon for stimulation, guidance, opinion and 

approval, rather than for detailed information. He operated at a macro–

level, functioning as president and patron of several organizations, such 

                                                      
16

 Ed. note: As the Vinayapiṭaka was presented first at the First Recitation 

following the passing of the Buddha, it is normally held to be the first of the 

Piṭakas.  
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as the Mahā Bodhi Society, as the founder-principal of the leading seat 

of Buddhist learning and as a trusted adviser of the ranking officials of 

the British administration on matters religious and cultural. His 

authority was respected and invoked in many quarters. His leadership 

was widely recognized. No document purporting to reflect the 

consensus of the Saṅgha of Sri Lanka during his life-time was issued 

without his being a prominent signatory and what is remarkable is that 

he was usually in the company of the other savants who feature 

prominently in this Volume: viz. Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala, Ven. 

Doḍanduwe Śrī Piyaratana Tissa and Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti. 

 

More needs to be known on Ven. Sumaṅgala. It is hoped that his 75th 

death anniversary which falls on 29 April 1986 will provide the 

incentive for an in-depth evaluation of his historic role. [l] 

 

2. Remarkable Teacher-Pupil Dyad of Sarasvati-maṇḍapa, 

Shailabimbārāmaya, Doḍanduwa: 

 

Much of the information available to us on Ven. Ariyavaṁsālaṅkāra-

sāsanadhaja-vinayācariya Doḍanduwe Śrī Piyaratana Tissa Mahā 

Nāyaka Thera (1826–1907) and Ven. Śrī Bauddha-siddhāntācārya 

Kalyāṇavaṁsāvataṁsa Dharmarakshita Candrakīrti Alutgama Śrī 

Seelakkhandha Nāyaka Thera (1848–1924) has been presented in the 

body of this Volume in Parts 1 and III of Book Three. What is 

noteworthy is how the two of them, jointly and severally, made the 

Sarasvati-maṇḍapa a leading seat of Buddhist learning, serving, not 

only local students, but also many foreign visitors. It is there that they 

welcomed Madame Blavatsky, Colonel Olcott and their party in 1880.  
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Both these Nāyaka Theras viewed their mission as both national and 

international. Their pioneering undertakings for the spread of Buddhist 

education in Sri Lanka and their own literary efforts were as 

remarkable and far-reaching as the contacts they developed in many 

parts of the world to assist the serious and objective students of 

Buddhism and to support those who were keen to propagate the benign 

message of the Buddha. Little has been known about Ven. Piyaratana 

Tissa’s connection with Colonel Olcott before his arrival in Sri Lanka. 

The Nāyaka Thera was held in high regard by both local and European 

scholars. When the Pali Text Society was founded by Rhys Davids in 

1881, several leading monks of Sri Lanka were invited to comment on 

the project. In the appendix to the first report of PTS were reproduced 

the letters of the more important scholar-monks and the first among 

them was that of Ven. Piyaratana Tissa. In Sinhala, with profuse 

quotations from Pali, he wrote:– 

 

“What I wish to recall in writing, besides my wishes and thanks, to 

the members of the Pali Text Society of London and to Mr. Rhys 

Davids who has assumed its presidentship is as follows: 

 

Gentlemen, 

 

At this time when erudite and reputed scholars living in various 

countries in Europe and elsewhere are searching for a pure religion, 

it is my impression that it is a noble undertaking [li] to publish, on a 

world-wide basis, the teachings of the Buddha in English script for 

the benefit of the many. Therefore, I hope you will make an effort to 

complete the task, you have begun, without abandoning it half-way... 

(Here he lists the books of the Tripiṭaka)……Only these thirty-one 

books, i.e. Pārājikāpāli, etc belong to the three Piṭakas, preached by 

the Buddha. In addition are books like Visuddhimagga which 
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scholars of the past had produced in elaboration of certain aspects of 

the Tripiṭaka. Among them the commentaries on the Tripiṭaka have 

been declared by the commentators to be in keeping with the views 

of the Buddha. Therefore, while the five books of the Vinaya, the 

nineteen books of the Sutta and the seven books of the Abhidhamma, 

as mentioned above, are printed separately, the later treatises like 

Kudusika and Mulasika
17

 should not be included with them. If out of 

the pure and correct texts of Thailand, Burma and Sri Lanka, any 

particular reading is preferred for printing, the readings of the other 

two countries must be entered in footnotes. In publishing the 

commentaries, it will be better if the commentary on each text is 

printed separately...” 

 

In one of these letters, namely the one written by a very senior monk of 

the time, Ven. Śrī Sumana Tissa of Minuwangoḍa, a list of 

contemporary monks has been included with the recommendation that 

Rhys Davids should seek their advice and guidance. In this list, among 

such other prominent names as Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala, Ven. 

Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala, Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti, Mudliar Louis 

Corneille Vijesimha, Baṭuwantuḍawe, is also the name of Ven. 

Piyaratana Tissa. 

 

What his pupil, Ven. Seelakkhandha, achieved by way of international 

recognition is even greater. Until I had examined the vast collection of 

letters he had received from foreign scholars from all over the World, I 

had no idea that this indefatigable monk even surpassed Ven. Subhūti in 

the number of persons with whom he maintained contact. It is true that 

he provided much less assistance to the foreign scholars from the point 

                                                      
17

 He is referring to two Vinaya commentaries, the Khuddasikkhā and the 

Mūlasikkhā.  
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of view of either research or [lii] evaluation. Yet, his contribution to 

retaining the reputation of Sri Lanka as the living fountain of Buddhism 

was indeed very significant. 

 

3. Ven. Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma Thera (1328–1872) 

 

Popularly known as “Y Therunnanse” among the officers of the Ceylon 

Civil Service, who studied Sinhala and sometimes Pali from him, Ven. 

Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma, whose name occurs in several letters in 

this collection, counted among his pupils at least two very prominent 

British Orientalists: namely Robert C. Childers and Rhys Davids. 

 

Ven. Dhammārāma died young at the age of 44 years and Childers 

published obituaries in Trübner’s Literary Register and Indian 

Antiquary eulogizing his silent service, humility and erudition. His 

death was described as a blow to students of Pali. In the Preface of his 

Pali Dictionary, Childers mentioned the assistance he received from 

Venerable Dhammārāma with the comment that his premature death in 

January 1872 “deprived the Buddhist Church of one of its brightest 

ornaments”. In 1881 in the course of his Hibbert Lecture, Rhys Davids 

acknowledged Ven. Yātrāmulle as his Pali teacher and paid him a 

compliment specially for the Thera’s sense of dedication to learning. 

Ven. Dhammārāma had daily walked some distance inspite of his 

failing health so as to teach Rhys Davids. 

 

In the British Museum Library are several documents which vouch for 

his erudition in the field of Pali and Buddhism as well as his ability in 

metrical composition in Pali, Sanskrit and Sinhala. Among them is a 
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eulogy on Childers written in 1862 and called the “Childers Aṣṭakaya”
18

 

i.e. “eight-stanza poem on Childers”. The library catalogue describes it 

as consisting of “eight tetratichs in elegant Pali, two in Sanskrit and one 

in Sinhalese, composed by [liii] Mr. Childers’s Pali tutor
19

 Yātrāmulle 

Dhammārāma Thera. In addition to the high encomium, each stanza 

ends with the usual wishes for Mr. Childers’s health and prosperity”. I 

reproduce this poem not only to give the reader an idea of his metrical 

compositions and his command of prosody and rhetorics but to 

publicize a text which is little known: no translation is, however, 

attempted as the elaborate play on words, based on the traditional 

principles of śabdālaṅkāra makes it extremely difficult to be rendered 

into English:– 

 

                                                      
18

 There are three such aṣṭaka poems in honour of Childers, the other two 

being by Ven. Walagedara Dhammadassi and Ven. Tuḍuwewatte Paññāsiha. 

Those of Ven. Dhammārāma and Ven. Dhammadassi were sent to Childers in 

1862 with a letter containing 342 signatures of monks and laymen. 
19

 This note by D. M. de Z. Wickremasinghe in his “Catalogue of the Sinhālese 

Manuscripts in the British Museum”, again, refers to Ven. Dhammārāma as 

Childers’s Pali tutor. What appears more probable is that Childers, to begin 

with, studied Sinhala from the Thera for purposes of efficiency bar 

examinations. This is a point on which Mrs. Childers wanted verification in 

her correspondence with Ven. Subhūti after her husband’s death. 
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Cilḍars Aṣṭakaya
20

 

Yātrāmullē Dhammārāma Mahāsthavirayan visini 

 

1.                          , 

                 ’       ,  

                       , 

                          ෴ 

 

1. Siva-siva-siva-dantī kunda-devinda-dantī, 

tuhina-sura-savantī sādis’ odāta-kittī,  

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī, 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī.  

 

2.                          

                        , 

                        

                          ෴ 

 

2. Lalita-gati-sudantī māgha-saṁkāsa-dantī 

sarada-jaladapantī seta-vaṇṇo susantī, 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 

 

                                                      
20

 Ed. note: In the original this poem is written in Sinhala only, here I have 

added a transliteration in Roman letters.  
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3.                      ’       

                              

                        

                           ෴ 

 

3. Vibudha-jana-paṇīto so niruttā ’papūto 

savaṇa-mana-paṇīto kanta-vākyo paṇīto 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 

 

4.            ’               

                           

                        

                          ෴ 

 

4. Vidita-vividha-Sattholananta-viññūpasattho  

vitaraṇa-suci-hattho neka bhāsā samattho 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 

 

5.                      ’      

                      ’      

                        

                          ෴ 

 

5. Sujana-bhajana-Saṅgo dujjanāsaṅga-saṅgo 

ahitaripu-pabhaṅgo cāru-rūpena ’naṅgo 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 
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6.                             

                     ’       

                        

                          ෴ 

 

6. Jana-hita-suvilaggo ñāya-magge su-aggo 

virata-agati-maggo saggam-aggānumaggo 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 

 

7.          ’               

          ’       ඬ        

                        

                          ෴ 

 

7. Vividha-dharaṇi-pāḷī pāḷi-saṁsevitaṅghī 

nalinanupamahesī ’nuddayā laṇḍa-bhogo 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 

 

8.                              

                          

                        

                          ෴ 

 

8. Sumati ratana-sāro cāru-kāruññanīro 

sujana-carita-tīro sindhu-bhāgyaggabhīro 

mukha-jita-sita-kantī dīgha-kālaṁ sumantī 

jayatu jayatu Cilḍars nāma Bhūpāla-mantī. 
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9.             ඬ        

                 , 

               

                    , 

                      

                 , 

                    

                    ෴ 

 

9. Svasti-śrīnadhara-suṇḍa-vaṁśa śarasī 

saubhāgyata paṅkodabhavam, 

śabdādītya prabhabuṇḍi-dhīra 

 

varṇṇāmoda-sudhī parāgaviṣaraṁ 

-pattrojjavalam, 

Cilḍars mantrī śitārṇṇajaṁ 

vijayatānnityaṁ suvārṇa-madhum. 

 

10.                     

                         

                 

                    

                          

                 

                            

             ෴ 

 

10. Śrīmat Eṅgalanta-dugdhedadhi 

samadhi-bhavo vadyadhvāntāpahīṣṇuḥ 

pragnāpremādi nānā-guṇa 

rucinihairjjantu kundānabhinandaḥ 
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Laṅkākhe vyakta tārāvātarahitamanaḥ 

padma-saṁkocayan so 

Cilḍars Bhūpāla-gramantrīśvara śaśi suciraṁ 

rājataṁ tyakta ītī. 

 

11.             ඬ             

 බඳ                       

    ඳ                බ        

        බ                     ෴ 

 

 

ciyætisuru diyadana nada karaṇa 

 

 

 

12.                 

                   , 

                     

                     , 

                           

                

                        

          බ   ෴ 

 

12. Itthaṁ Satthantaratthe api 

Jina-vacanassattha-sāre samattho, 

khyāto yo attha-dassītthavira 

yati-varo sāmi-pādo pasattho, 

medhāvī sekharābho bhavi-vipula-guṇo 

tassa sissassavena 

Dhammārāmena Dhammārati-mati-yatinā 

saṁhito yam-pabandho. 
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෴        ෴         ෴ 

Śivam-Astu, Jayostu. 

 

      , 

                          ෴ 

Mēvagaṭa, 

Yātrāmullē Dhammārāma Unnānsēya. 

 

More important are the six long letters amounting to 99 folios which 

Ven. Dhammārāma had written to Childers between May 1896 and 

April 1870. These contain his replies to numerous questions on Pali 

words, grammatical forms and Buddhist doctrines which were posed by 

Childers in the course of his preparation of the Pali Dictionary. His 

letters to Ven. Dhammārāma were similar to those he wrote to Ven. 

Subhūti. For example, a trilingual letter of Childers dated 25 October 

1867 runs as follows:– 

 

(In Pali) I am writing this to my dear friend, the learned and 

righteous Dhammārāma who resides in Bentara. 

 

(In Sinhala) I have begun to study Pali with the books I have with 

me. Perhaps, in a short time I will be able to write the entire letter to 

you in Pali. I shall be very thankful if you will send me a Pali book 

written in Sinhala script. I wrote to you about this in my last letter. I 

want a book by the Buddha on the doctrine (dhamma) and not the 

one called Dhammapada, because I have it with me. [lvi] 

 

(In English) I should like all the old Buddhist works or texts, not 

commentaries which are less ancient and not the Dhammapada for it 

is already published in England with a translation… 
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Give my kind remembrance to the old priest who used to accompany 

you when you came to see me at Bentota. Tell me his name and rank 

in the priesthood. 

 

I have studied carefully the passage you sent me out of 

Paramatthajotika and found it very interesting. But had not Buddha 

written at length on the subject of lying. Is there more said by 

Buddha himself than Musāvādā veramaṇi sikkhā? The 

Paramatthajotika is, I suppose, not very ancient. Can you tell me 

how old it is and who wrote it? 

 

The British administrators, possibly as several of them were his Sinhala 

students, held Ven. Dhammārāma in high esteem. In his letter to 

Childers on 4 April 1870, Ven. Dhammārāma says how he and twenty 

other monks of his Nikāya were invited to Colombo on the occasion of 

the visit of Prince Alfred, the Duke of Edinburgh. 

 

Even the briefest note on Ven. Yātrāmulle Dhammārāma must make 

reference to the uniquely inspiring and fertile intellectual background 

in which he grew and flourished. He was a pupil of Ven. Bentara 

Atthadassi Thera, the founder of Bentota Vanavāsa Mahāvihāra, a 

scholar of great repute and an undaunted Buddhist reformer.
21

 A 

longish letter in Pali, containing over 150 stanzas, addressed by him to 

the King of Thailand in 1845 is a fine indicator of his mastery in Pali 

language, his extensive knowledge of the history of Buddhism and his 

deep understanding of the rules of discipline of Buddhism. His dispute 

with the prelates of Kandy culminated in the establishment of Śrī 

                                                      
21

 For a comprehensive account of the Bentota Vanavāsa Mahāvihāra, see 

Matugama Paññāvāsa Nāyaka Thera: Bentota Vanavāsa Mahāvihāra 

Vaṁsaya, Colombo, 1977. 
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Kalyāṇi Sāmagridharma Saṅghasabhā, which performed its ordination 

ceremonies, independent of Kandy. 

 

Not only did Ven. Dhammārāma have an excellent teacher in Ven. 

Atthadassi but he also had an equally inspiring band of fellow students. 

We have already made reference to Ven. Weligama Śrī [lvii] 

Sumaṅgala. Another was Yen. Ambagahawatte Indāsabhavara 

Ñāṇasāmi Mahā Nāyaka Thera, the founder of the Rāmañña Nikāya. 

Ven. Potuvila Indajoti, who continued the tradition of Ven. Atthadassi 

and who was himself a leading light of the National and Buddhist 

Revival Movement was another contemporary. Ven. Dhammārāma’s 

own contribution to this Movement was restricted partly because his ill-

health interfered with active participation and partly because he passed 

away almost on the eve of the momentous events of 1873 – the 

Pānadure Controversy and its aftermath. 

 

4. The Supporting Intellectual Base 

 

It would require years of intensive research to reconstruct a full and 

comprehensive picture of the enormous number of scholar monks who, 

in the nineteenth century Sri Lanka, qualified to be described as the 

LIVING FOUNTAINS OF BUDDHISM. The few, we have hitherto mentioned 

form nothing more than the tip of a massive iceberg, whose hidden part 

is of the greatest importance not only because of the magnitude but also 

the support and sustenance it gives to the whole structure. Ven. Polwatte 

Buddhadatta, that prolific and ingenious Pali scholar of our days, on 

whom more will be said later, listed as many as forty in his book 

“Samīpātītayehi Bauddhācāryayō” (Kotahena, Colombo 1950) and he 

had even then to meet much criticism on names he had omitted. He 

said: 
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“There are many more biographies which should be included e.g. M. 

Dharmaratna, the editor of Lakmiṇipahana and Ven. Araṅgala 

Sridhamma Thera. The collection of all biographies is not a task 

which can be accomplished by one person... So I solicit the hundreds 

of Oriental scholars in Sri Lanka to take me as an example and 

compile in book form other worthy biographies. Do not ask me why 

I have not included a particular biography. I am not bound to search 

for all. I publish what I could easily find.” 

 

Ven. Buddhadatta’s pioneering effort still remains the main source of 

information on not only the scholar-monks whose brief biographies are 

given but also the hundreds of other important monks who are 

mentioned in course of outlining major events. [lviii] 

 

The leading monks of the nineteenth century, whose work in most cases 

extended well over to the twentieth century, would fall into four major 

categories: 

 

Founders of sects and sub-sects in response to a growing demand for 

institutional change and reform within the Saṅgha on account of social 

factors as well as interpretations of rites and practices concerning 

monks: e.g. Ven. Ambagahapitiye Ñāṇavimala Tissa Nāyaka Thera; 

Ven. Kataluwe Guṇaratana Tissa Thera; Ven. Attudawe 

Dhammarakkhita Thera; Ven. Bogahapiṭiye Dhammajoti Thera; Ven. 

Mātara Dhammārāma Thera; Ven. Laṅkāgoḍa Dhīrānanda Thera; Ven. 

Bentara Atthadassi Thera; Ven. Ambagahawatte Indāsabhavara 

Ñāṇasami Nāyaka Thera. Almost all of them had very close contacts 

with Burma or Thailand or both because they either resorted to 

monasteries in these countries for ordination or referred knotty 

problems of Vinaya to learned Burmese and Thai monks. 
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Renowned teachers and founders of seats of learning and educational 

institutions: e.g. Ven. Wālane Śrī Siddhārtha Nāyaka Mahā Thera of 

Paramadharmacetiya Pirivena of Ratmalāna; his two eminent pupils, 

Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera and Ven. Ratmalāne Śrī 

Dharmāloka Nāyaka Thera, the founders of Vidyodaya and 

Vidyālaṅkāra Pirivenas respectively; Ven. Mirisse Dhammānanda Mahā 

Nāyaka Thera under whom Aggārāmaya of Polwatte, Ambalangoḍa 

became a reputed seat of Buddhist learning and research; his pupil Ven. 

Doḍanduwe Piyaratana Tissa, whose multifaceted contribution is 

briefly described in this Volume. 

 

Orators who contributed to the revival of national and Buddhist 

sentiments through their participation in religious and literary 

controversies: e.g. Ven. Migettuwatte (Mohottiwatte) Guṇānanda 

Thera, whose fame needs no further [lix] elaboration; Ven. Mihiripenne 

Dhammaratana, who launched the famous literary controversy “SAV-

SAT-DAM VĀDAYA”, which exerted a crucial impact on the 

modernization of Sinhala language and the rise of modern Sinhala 

literature; Ven. Bulatgama Dhammālaṅkāra-siri Sumanatissa Thera, 

who is reputed to have established the first Buddhist printing press; 

Ven. Bedigama Ratanapāla Nāyaka Thera who is best remembered for 

his biting wit and satire. 

 

Scholars and writers who devoted themselves to research, textual 

criticism, exegesis, lexicography, translation and interpretation in the 

promotion of the discovery and appreciation of the vast literary 

heritage of Sri Lanka in Sinhala, Pali and Sanskrit; their primary 

interest, of course was Buddhism (this list will naturally include many 

of the monks already listed above, under the other three categories): 

e.g. Ven. Laṅkāgoḍa Dhīrānanda Thera (editor and translator of 
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Vinayavinicchaya); Ven. Ratmalāne Śrī Dharmāloka (editor of 

Guruḷugomi’s Dharmapradīpikā and author of such works as 

Vinayakatikāvata and Satyavilāsinī); Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala 

Nāyaka Thera (editor and translator of Sidat Saṅgarā, Kāvyaśekhara 

and Bālāvatāra and author of many treatises of grammar and religion); 

Ven. Vimalasāra Tissa Mahā Nāyaka Thera (author of the monumental 

history of Buddhism in Pali verse, Sāsanavaṁsadīpa); Ven. Doḍanduwe 

Piyaratana Tissa (a pioneer in the production of popular books on 

Buddhism); Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera (editor and 

translator of Sanskrit works like Mugdhabodha and Hitopadeśa); Ven. 

Randombe Dhammālaṅkāra Nāyaka Thera (author of 

Sīmānayadappaṇa); Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti Nāyaka Thera, of 

whose contribution a comprehensive account appears in this Volume; 

Ven. Kahave Śrī Ñāṇānanda Mahā Thera (author of Sīmālaṇkāra); Ven. 

Moragalle Buddhasiri Tissa (author of several treatises on Buddhism 

and history of Buddhism); Ven. Alutgama Śrī [lx] Seelakkhandha 

Nāyaka Thera whose contribution is also dealt with in detail in this 

Volume; Ven. Ratmalāne Śrī Dharmārāma Nāyaka Thera (one time 

Principal of Vidyālaṅkara Pirivena, reputed for his ingenious 

reconstruction of the Sanskrit poem Jānakīharaṇa); Ven. Ambalangoḍa 

Devānanda Deputy Saṅgharāja Mahā Thera (translator of 

Nāmarūpapariccheda and Paramatthavinicchaya); Ven. Ambalangoḍa 

Śrī Dharmadhara Mahā Thera (another close collaborator of Anagārika 

Dharmapāla in his efforts to propagate Buddhism and Buddhist studies 

in India and a founder-teacher of Rabindranath Tagore’s Viśvabharati 

Śāntiniketan); Ven. Mahāgoda Śrī Gnanesvara Nāyaka Thera (successor 

to Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala as Principal of Vidyodaya Pirivena, 

editor and translator of Nītisataka and Samantakūtavaṇṇanā and prime 

mover in the publication of Buddhist literature under Hevawitharana 

Bequest); Ven. Kahave Śrī Ratanasāra Nāyaka Thera (one time 
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Principal of Vidyodaya Pirivena, editor of the Pali commentary on 

Dhammapada and author of several exegetical works on Sinhala classics 

and of a number of works on Sanskrit grammar); Ven. Lunupokune Śrī 

Dharmānanda Nāyaka Thera (another Principal of Vidyālaṅkāra 

Pirivena, an eminent Pali scholar with a significant contribution to the 

study of Pali grammar and collaborator of Lord Chalmers in the 

Aluvihara Edition of Majjhima Nikāya); Ven. Moratuve Śrī 

Medhānanda Thera (author of the Pali epic poem Jinavaṁsadīpa); Ven. 

Welipatanwila Śrī Dīpaṅkāra Thera (prolific writer among whose 

numerous works is a Pali poem of 1,000 verses on the life of the 

Buddha); Ven. Vidurupola Piyatissa Mahā-Nāyaka Thera (Pali poet and 

lexicographer). 

 

These were only the monks. There was an equally active band of lay 

Buddhist workers and leaders. The elitist service of Mudliars produced 

several of them like: Mudliars L. de Zoysa, E. R. Gunaratne, Louis 

Corneille Vijesimha, W. F. Gunawardene, A. M. [lxi] Gunasekera, 

Simon de Silva, and B. Gunasekera. Ex-monks like: D. J. Panditatilaka, 

Baṭuwantuḍāwe Devarakshita, M. Dharmaratna, Dharmadāsa 

Jayawardhana, Dharmasena Vidyāsāgara continued the scholarly 

traditions to which they were introduced in the Saṅgha. Eminent 

Christians like James d’Alwis, a doyen among modem Orientalists in Sri 

Lanka, were equally active. 

 

These lists, which are in no way exhaustive, do, nevertheless, present a 

vivid enough picture of the intellectual ferment which produced not 

only the scholars whose interaction with international scholars is dealt 

within this Volume but also the numerous scholar-monks of the 

twentieth century, among whom Ven. Polwatte Buddhadatta 

Mahānāyaka Thera occupies a very special position. 
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V – Venerable Aggamahāpaṇḍita Ambalangoḍa 

Polwatte Śrī Buddhadatta Mahānāyaka Thera  

(1887–1962) 

 

1. Unique Background and Early Start 

 

To be admitted to Aggārāmaya in Polwatte, Ambalangoḍa at the tender 

age of twelve years as a sāmaṇera under Venerable Ambalangoḍa 

Dhammādhāra Rājaguru Mahāthera was undoubtedly the best start that 

a future Buddhist and Pali scholar could ever wish for. Aggārāmaya in 

1899 was not only a renowned seat of learning in south Sri Lanka but a 

veritable meeting place of the best of scholarly traditions of both Sri 

Lanka and Burma. 

 

The credit for elevating this temple to such a stature goes to Venerable 

Mirisse Dhammānanda Mahānāyaka Thera (1799–1876). Belonging to 

the Kalyāṇivaṁsa Sect, founded in 1810 by Ven. Kataluwe Guṇaratana 

Tissa, Ven. Dhammānanda, too, was ordained at the famous Kalyāṇi-

sīmā in Burma. Becoming the Mahānāyaka Thera of this Sect in 

succession to the founder, he forged very close links with the Saṅgha in 

Burma. While his relations with Burma enabled him to keep abreast of 

the scholarly developments there, specially in the field of Abhidhamma, 

his principal teacher – a lay savant popularly known as “Weeragule 

Gurunnānse” – brought to him the singular benefits of the eighteenth 

century Buddhist [iilx] renaissance in which His Holiness Weliwita 

Piṇḍapātika Śrī Saraṇaṅkara Saṅgharāja was the leading inspiration and 

animator. Three lay savants, namely Kapugama Gurunnānse, Walpola 

Gurunnānse and Weeragule Gurunnānse – all of whom disciples of the 

Saṅgharāja – played a pre-eminent role in the reawakening of Buddhist 
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studies in maritime Sri Lanka. Though no works of Ven. Dhammānanda 

are known, the fact that his scholarship was highly rated by his 

contemporaries is borne out by his being specially invited by 

Iddamalgoḍa Basnāyaka Nilame in 1865 to participate in the revision of 

the Tripiṭaka at Pelmaḍulla.
22

 

 

Ven. Dhammādhāra (1858–1936), the preceptor of young Sāmaṇera 

Buddhadatta, inherited from his teacher Ven. Mirisse Dhammānanda a 

deep interest in Buddhist studies in Burma. By 1890 Ven. Dhammādhāra 

had proceeded to Calcutta and thence to Burma. In 1895 he was 

honoured by the Mahārāja of a Princely State in Western Burma with 

the title of Mahārājaguru (literally, the great royal teacher). One of the 

earliest Buddhist monks to co-operate with Anagārika Dharmapāla in 

his efforts to re-establish Buddhism in India, Ven. Dhammādhāra was 

also a close associate of Rabindranath Tagore and served as the first 

Professor of Buddhism and Pali in Viśvabhārati, Śāntiniketan. 

Recording his grateful appreciation of the five years of service (1917–

1922) rendered to Viśvabhārati, Tagore spoke of Ven. Dhammādhāra’s 

profound erudition in Tripiṭaka, specially the Abhidharma Piṭaka, and 

his exemplary life-style founded on the principles of Buddhist 

discipline. It was Tagore’s assessment that any University would be 

proud to have Ven. Dhammādhāra on its staff. But he lost the 

opportunity of being recruited as Professor of Pali of the University of 

Calcutta on account of a misunderstanding and it was Anagārika 

Dharmapāla’s view that an injustice was done to Ven. Dhammādhāra. 

Though he led the latter part of his life in Aggārāmaya, he continued to 
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 See Polwatte Buddhadatta: Samīpātītayehi Bauddhācāryayō, pp. 86 - 87 for 

the invitation of Iddamalgoḍa Basnāyaka Nilame dated 18 June 1865. It gives 

detailed information on how the revision of the Tripiṭaka was organized. 
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enjoy, as many letters show, the recognition of many a contemporary 

scholar in India and Sri Lanka. Scholars like Nityānanda [lxiii] Vinoda 

Goswāmi, Professor of Pali and Sanskrit of Viśvabhārati, Śāntiniketan, 

came to Sri Lanka to study Abhidhamma under his guidance. 

 

It was under such an accomplished teacher that Ven. Buddhadatta took 

to robes in 1899. It was with him that the Sāmaṇera Buddhadatta at the 

age of fifteen years went to Burma to pursue his studies. By 1908 (that 

is, when he was barely 21 years old) he had already published in Burma 

a Pali Primer in Burmese called Pālibhāsappavesinī – First Step in Pali 

Conversation and an edition of Abhidhānappadīpikā with meanings in 

Burmese and English (possibly based on the work of Ven. Waskaḍuwe 

Śrī Subhūti) and prepared an edition of the Pali work, 

Buddhaghosuppatti with the Burmese word-to-word translation. By the 

time, Ven. Buddhadatta had begun to correspond with Dr. (Mrs.) 

Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids, he had published several more books in Sri 

Lanka, including a number of short religious tracts. 

 

Ven. Buddhadatta remains the best documented of the scholar-monks 

discussed in this Volume. As early as 1915, Mrs. Rhys Davids had this 

introductory note published with Ven. Buddhadatta’s edition of 

Abhidhammāvatāra and Rūpārūpavibhāga – two manuals by his name-

sake:– 

 

This is the second time that the Pali Text Society is indebted to 

Buddhadatta Unnānsē for the editio princeps – absolutely princeps – 

of two leading Pali classical manuals of the Middle Ages on 

Abhidhamma. His edition of Anuruddha’s Nāmarūpapariccheda 

appeared in the Journal 1913–14. Young in years and unblessed, alas! 

with robust health, he has already a considerable list of published 
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works in his credit. At my request he has supplied us with a few 

autobiographical notes. 

 

He was born in 1887 at Polwatta, a suburb of Ambalangoḍa in 

Ceylon, signifying Coconut Grove. His family name is Karāva or 

Kaurava, and he is the youngest of four, three brothers and a sister, 

now orphans. At five years old he went to the local native school; 

after six years he attended the English school for a twelve-month. In 

1899, while only twelve years old, he entered the Order, at the local 

vihāra of Aggārāma, under Siri Dhammādhāra [lxiv] Rājaguru and 

Mahā-thera, and became a Sāmaṇera, or novice. His teacher had 

lived many years in India and Burma, where under King Thebaw he 

had been appointed a “Royal Preceptor” (rājaguru). Under this Thera 

the boy for the next three years studied Pali. 

 

Thereupon began his Wanderjahre, namely, by a journey with his 

teacher to Burma. There for two years he dwelt in a suburb of 

Moulmein, at the Ārāma (monastic court or garden) of Suvaṇṇa-

maṇivijjota-ratana-simā, and under another Mahā-thera, 

Sāgarañāṇa, studied Burmese and Abhidhamma (philosophy). He 

mastered, committing them also to memory, the following works: 

Abhidhānappadīpikā, Bālāvatāra, Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha,
23 

Dhātumañjūsā, Nāmamālā, the Dhammapada, and the grammars 

Kaccāyanavyākaraṇaṁ and Subodhālaṅkāra. He carried off prizes at 

examinations, breaking previous records in so doing. 

 

But his health suffered from the climate, and he had to return to 

Ceylon. Two years later, in 1907, he returned to Moulmein, and 
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under both his former Burmese teacher and also Vijayārāmādhipati 

Paññāsami Mahāthera, he continued to study philosophy with such 

success that, in 1909, at the “First Government Examination” – I use 

his words – The only Singhalese out of 600 candidates, the rest being 

Burmese, he passed first. The subjects were Pali language and 

grammar, philosophy, Burmese language and prosody. The following 

year he passed the intermediate examination (majjhima-pantiya), 

again winning a prize. While in Burma he further made a beginning 

as author, publishing an Anglo-Burmese edition of the 

Abhidhānappadīpikā, and a Pali-Burmese First Steps in Pali 

Conversation. He also prepared an edition of the Buddhaghosuppatti, 

with a Burmese commentary. 

 

In 1911 his health again compelled him to return to the Aggārāma of 

Ambalangoḍa, where he has since resided. During this time he has 

written or edited and published the following pamphlets and books: 

A Singhalese Commentary on the [lxv] Abhidhamma-mātikā, a 

Singhalese Edition of the First Steps in Pali Conversation, 

Ātmadriṣṭichedāni. Buddhaguṇādi-dipanī, Dharmāvavādamañjarī, 

Pamāvīma yutuda, Satyadarśanaya, Visuddhimagga (a new edition). 

 

The Unnānsē is at present engaged in revising and collating for us, 

when time and health permit, a transliteration, from the Burmese 

printed edition, of Buddhaghosa’s Commentary on the Vibhaṅga: the 

Sammoha-Vinodanī, made from the Burmese printed edition by Miss 

A. M. Dibben, who has also prepared the Index for the present 

work… 

 

We sincerely wish him permanently improved health, and a 

continuance of the good will to lend the work of this Society the 

benefit of his aid. 
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Ven. Buddhadatta himself wrote a comprehensive autobiography up to 

his sixty-seventh birthday in 1954, culminating in the award of the 

prestigious title of “Aggamahāpaṇḍita” by the Government of Burma.
24

 

In 450 Demy octavo pages, he gave a complete account of his life, 

enriching it with a bibliography of his major works as well as minor 

writings and a sample of the letters he had received from foreign 

scholars and dignitaries. In 1965, Ven. Bambarende Siri Sīvali Thera 

compiled a commemorative volume in which contemporary scholars 

appraised and appreciated the services rendered to Buddhist studies by 

Ven. Buddhadatta.
25

 Many letters from foreign scholars, including the 

Sinhala translation of a letter which Thomas W. Rhys Davids had 

written to Ven. Buddhadatta on 9 November 1911, are reproduced in 

this volume.  

 

Although there is no dearth of information on the fifty-four year 

literary career of this uniquely productive scholar-monk, the letters of 

Dr. (Mrs.) Rhys Davids published in this volume provide a running 

commentary on his evolution from an eager but inexperienced young 

monk to the renowned savant who earned fame and recognition 

through the dint of incessant hard work. To this [lxvi] commentary 

must be added the fitting epilogue, which Mrs. Rhys Davids’ successor 

as President of the Pali Text Society – Dr. (Miss.) B. Horner – wrote in 

1962:– 

 

This erudite Thera spent the major part of his 75 years of life in 

making a large number of important and solid contributions to the 
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field of oriental studies. He learnt Pali when he was a novice and 

soon became deeply versed in it. Here I wish to commemorate the 50 

years he was associated with the Pali Text Society by calling to mind 

the various works he so carefully and reliably transcribed and edited, 

and which it was a privilege for the Society to publish. His zest for 

literary work was matched by his high standard of scholarship. He 

never slurred over a problem or took an easy way out; on the 

contrary, he sought every possible means to achieve, among all the 

pitfalls of Pali literature, nothing but the best. 

 

I do not know how he and Mrs. Rhys Davids, who was then the Hon., 

Secretary of the Pali Text Society, first became acquainted. They 

must have corresponded from at least about 1912 until she died in 

1942; but they never met. I believe he filed and kept all her letters to 

him. Their correspondence began in Pali as the Ven. A. P. 

Buddhadatta did not then know English, and it was not till later, 

when he had learnt this language that he wrote in it. On Mrs. Rhys 

David’s death the Ven. Thera kindly wrote to me, and henceforth I 

enjoyed the pleasure of corresponding with him for the rest of his 

life – a pleasure that was much enhanced by meeting him now and 

again, usually at Aggārāma, during my visits to Ceylon. 

 

The first work he edited for the Pali Text Society was the 

Nāmarūpapariccheda, an Abhidhamma treatise by Anuruddha Thera 

of S. India, written in 1855 stanzas divided into 13 chapters. This is 

one of the nine so-called Let-than or Little-finger Manuals. The Ven. 

A. P. Buddhadatta’s edition was published in the Society’s Journal 

for 1913–1914 with his Introduction in Pali. 

 

This was followed in 1915 by more Little-finger Manuals: the 

Abhidhammāvatāra and the Rūpārūpavibhāga, both by Buddhadatta 

Thera of India, the former being considerably longer than [lxvii] the 
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latter. Again, the Ven. Buddhadatta wrote the combined 

Introduction to both these Abhidhamma treatises in Pali. In her 

Introductory Note Mrs. Rhys Davids gives a few biographical details 

he sent to her at her request. They make very interesting reading, 

and might well be consulted by anyone writing about the early part 

of his life, including his first few visits to Burma, “Young in years, 

and unblessed, alas! with robust health” she then wishes him 

“permanently improved health” – a wish that seems to some large 

extent to have been fulfilled, if one may judge by the dynamic 

energy which infused his working life no less than his power to 

surmount such handicaps as his intermittent eye trouble. 

 

In 1927 were published two more important works, also by 

Buddhadatta of India. These are the Vinayavinicchaya and its 

supplement, the Uttaravinicchaya. As their titles show they are 

Vinaya and not Abhidhamma treatises or summaries. There was also 

another change, for by now the editor was able to write his 

Introduction in English which, as he says, “is intelligible to many 

more” than is Pali. Publication of these treatises had been delayed 

for ten years by the P.T.S., but had been preceded, in 1923, by the 

Ven. Thera’s edition of the Vibhaṅga Commentary, named the 

Sammohavinodanī, a huge work of some 520 pages, The Introduction 

is in English and is short. 

 

There then followed another lengthy Commentary, that on the 

Mahāniddesa and the Cullaniddesa, entitled Saddhammapajjotikā, 

published in three volumes in 1931, 1939, 1941. In volume II the 

editor frankly admits that, in volume I, he “made a mistake about the 

author of this work”, for he had there discussed the date of Upatissa 

instead of that of Upasena, “the author of this work”, which he then 

proceeds to do. Nevertheless his remarks about the former are “not 

useless… because the Elder Upatissa was a noteworthy person, being 
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the author of the Vimuttimagga”. In a review in the Journal of the 

Royal Asiatic Society, Dr. W. Stede said “the editing of the work and 

the insertion of cross-reference are done in a scholarly manner.” 

[lxviii] 

 

In 1955 a work of a different nature was published by the Society: 

the English-Pali Dictionary in Roman characters throughout, 

compiled by the Ven. A. P. Buddhadatta. This is of interest and 

usefulness to scholars and students. I well remember how glad I was 

to have a large batch of proofs with me on a protracted voyage from 

Rangoon to Colombo which included lying off Akyab for five days, 

and how, with an English Dictionary to hand, I read these proofs for 

several hours daily. 

 

Next, an edition of the Mohavicchedani, written by the Ven. Kassapa 

of S. India, appeared is 1961. This is a Commentary on all the 

mātikās of the seven Abhidhamma texts. Although, as our venerable 

editor says, “the Burmese tradition has included this work in the list 

of Little-finger Manuals, this is not at all a manual. It might be called 

a “Summary of the Abhidhamma Commentary”; even that is not 

justifiable as the work deals only with the Mātikās.” The Ven. Thera 

transcribed into Roman characters the whole of this very lengthy 

work from a Burmese Ms. which he afterwards collated with a 

Cambodian Ms. This second revision helped him “to correct a good 

many corrupt readings and fill in a number of gaps”. Always 

unassuming and grateful, he was glad to receive editorial help from 

Dr. A. K. Warder, and between them they produced a book that has 

brought an added lustre to the Society. Moreover, one could not but 

rejoice with the Ven. A. P. Buddhadatta when he said at the 

beginning of his Introduction; “The completion of this edition of the 

Mohavicchedani is one of the greatest pleasures of my life. It is the 

fulfilment of a desire I cherished since 1908”. It was in that year 
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while he was spending some months in Rangoon that he first came 

on an old Ms. entitled Mohavicchedani. But it was not till he was in 

Burma again in 1958, attending to the editorial work of the Piṭakas 

for the Sixth Buddhist Convocation, that he was able to devote his 

leisure to completing the transliteration of over 500 pages. This 

seems to me a very remarkable achievement. 

 

The following year, 1962, the P. T. S. had the pleasure of publishing 

yet another work edited by this valued editor. The Jinakālamāli, 

apparently well known in Thailand, was written in [lxix] 1516 A.C. 

by a Thai Elder named Ratanapañña who lived at Chieng Mai in 

Upper Thailand. It is a historical rather than a religious treatise and, 

as the Ven. A. P. Buddhadatta says in his Introduction, is “one of the 

few Pali works dealing with international affairs of Buddhism”. It is 

indeed concerned with the history of Buddhism in Ceylon and 

Thailand, has a certain amount to say about Burma, and describes 

some of the religious intercourse that took place between Ceylon and 

Thailand. There are also other interesting features in this work. I am 

pleased to say that a translation into English is in the course of 

preparation, and I feel sure the Ven. Buddhadatta would have been 

pleased too. 

 

Finally, the Pali Text Society has a transcript of 

Paramatthavinicchaya that the Ven. A. P. Buddhadatta made and 

sent to me two or three years ago for publication. But as his editions 

of the Mohavicchedani and the Jinakālamāli were both in the press 

this last work had to wait. It is however being prepared now for the 

printers. Being included among the nine Little-finger Manuals, it too 

is an Abhidhamma treatise and, like Nāmarūpapariccheda, was 

compiled by Anuruddha Thera. Though we look forward to the 

appearance of this work, it is naturally a matter for profound regret 

that the revered and indefatigable transcriber will not be with us to 
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receive the congratulations of his friends and admirers on the fruits 

of his labours, all done for love. 

 

As may perhaps be judged even from the above short description of 

the varied, usually lengthy and always valuable works, he spared no 

pains to transcribe and edit as authentically as possible for the Pali 

Text Society; the extent that the loss of this resolute worker has dealt 

to Pali studies will be realized all the more clearly. But his 

noteworthy contributions will remain of the utmost value for years 

to come. The Society is proud of its long and happy connexion with a 

scholar of the calibre of the Ven. A. P. Buddhadatta Mahāthera. May 

he be a lasting inspiration to others! 

 

2. Ven. Buddhadatta as I knew him 

 

Of the galaxy of remarkable personalities discussed in this Volume, the 

only one I had the privilege of knowing personally was Ven. 

Ambalangoḍa Polwatte Buddhadatta Mahānāyaka Thera. [lxx] My first 

contact with him was in 1945 when I prepared a key to the exercises of 

his “New Pali Course Part I”, while I was still a student in the 

University Entrance class of Dharmarāja College, Kandy. Within a few 

weeks he returned the manuscript with a number of corrections and 

permission to publish it. Although it was not published due to a variety 

of reasons, our correspondence pertaining to it served as an adequate 

introduction when I first met him in the Home Ministry in 1954 in my 

capacity as the General Secretary of the Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya. 

Appointed by the Prime Minister, Right Honourable J. L. Kotelāwala, 

as a member of the Saṅgha Sabhā of the Maṇḍalaya, Ven. Buddhadatta 

was elected as the Chairman of the Committee for Buddhist Literature 

with Ven. Kosgoda Dhammavaṁsa Nāyaka Thera as Secretary. 
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It is hardly necessary to state that Ven. Buddhadatta was an 

indefatigable worker. During the two-year period when I was in charge 

of the implementation of the programmes of the various committees to 

celebrate the 2500 Buddha Jayanti, several projects of Ven. 

Buddhadatta were accomplished. Among them, two were particularly 

important. The first was the publication of a special edition of 

Jinakālamāli, a history of Buddhism written in Pali in Thailand and 

hitherto unknown in Sri Lanka in spite of the fact that it shed much 

light on the history of Buddhism of Sri Lanka. Ven. Buddhadatta 

prepared not only the text but also translated it into Sinhala. The second 

was the compilation of a catalogue of palm-leaf manuscripts in the 

temples of Sri Lanka. The project itself was initiated and executed by K. 

D. Somadāsa, then an Assistant Librarian of the University of Ceylon 

(later its Chief Librarian) and now a Research Officer of the British 

Library in London. But the co-operation of monks who had the 

manuscripts in their custody could not be obtained until Ven. 

Buddhadatta undertook the onerous task of writing an explanatory 

letter to each one of them. It was on one of my visits to Polwatte with 

Somadāsa in connection with these letters that Ven. Buddhadatta 

showed me his writing desk which was more a lectern than a table. To 

ensure that he remained alert for long hours at a stretch, he wrote 

standing! “Vidyāturānaṁ na sukhaṁ na ṇidrā,”
26

 he said. [lxxi] 

 

In April, 1956, we were in Rangoon together. He was the leader of the 

Sri Lankan team of scholars, selected by the Government, to assist in 

the revision of the Tripiṭaka (Sixth Synod or Council) – a major 

undertaking of the Burmese Government of U Nu to celebrate 2500 

                                                      
26

 A couplet from Pratyaśataka meaning: “Neither comfort nor sleep to those 

afflicted with (thirst for) knowledge”. 



86 – Ven. Polwatte Śrī Buddhadatta 

 

Buddha Jayanti. I was in the Government delegation led by Honourable 

Jayaweera Kuruppu, Minister of Local Government and Cultural 

Affairs to the inauguration of the Sri Lanka Session of the Synod. Ven. 

Buddhadatta addressed the august gathering in Burmese. That he was 

held in high esteem by both the Saṅgha and the lay dignitaries of Burma 

was very clear. His leadership in all matters relating to Pali and 

Buddhist scholarship was accepted without question. On many 

occasions, knotty points on the text of the Tripiṭaka were referred to 

him for final decision. I recall an instance when the venerable lay 

scholar, Saya Nyan – a Sinhala turned Burmese – who was responsible 

for the printing of the revised text of the Tripiṭaka would not approve 

the “proof” of a certain text until Ven. Buddhadatta was consulted. Ven. 

Welivitiye Sorata Nāyaka Thera, who was the Chairman of the Lanka 

Bauddha Mandalaya’s Tripiṭaka Translation Committee, also showed an 

equally high deference to Ven. Buddhadatta’s competence in matters of 

textual criticism. 

 

These personal experiences confirmed the very favourable impression 1 

had formed of him during my all too brief period of Pali studies in the 

University. I had read several of his contributions to the University 

Review and seen – not read – the texts he had edited for the Pali Text 

Society. I was particularly interested in his criticism of Geiger’s 

translation of the Sri Lankan chronicles. But I hardly knew of his 

similar contributions in correcting mistakes which Western Orientalists 

were apt to make due to their lack of direct experience or, as Fausböll 

said, due to their being far away “from the living fountains of 

Buddhism”. Ven. Buddhadatta spotted no less than ninety errors in the 

translation of the Vinaya Piṭaka by Miss. I. B. Horner and the reputed 

Buddhist scholar E. J. Thomas, too, acknowledged the value of Ven. 

Buddhadatta’s [lxxii] meticulous scrutiny. He went through every book 
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or article he read with a fine-tooth comb and he would spare nobody. 

Gunapala Malalasekera, Ven. Welivitiye Sorata Nāyaka Thera and 

many other well-known scholars of his day were subjected to his 

unsparing criticism. But he was admired and respected by them all. I 

remember how the leading Theras of Vidyodaya University, who had 

often been subject to his scathing attacks on many academic and 

ecclesiastical matters, unanimously resolved that he should be among 

the first to receive an honorary degree from the newly founded 

Buddhist University. 

 

An incident which revealed to me his indomitable character needs to be 

mentioned even though without details. The Buddhist Literature 

Committee of which he was Chairman had approved the publication of 

a book by a lay writer on Abhidhamma. The Committee took the 

decision on the basis of a recommendation made by a learned 

Mahāthera. After the decision was conveyed to the author but before 

the publication of the book, Ven. Buddhadatta wanted it to be reviewed 

further and he, himself, went through the entire text. The verdict was 

against its publication and for over three years every possible pressure 

was exerted on him and he simply would not yield. It was this fearless 

adherence to principles and his determination to see his undertakings 

fully accomplished that brought him the leadership in scholarly 

assemblies and projects, in Saṅgha organizations agitating for social 

justice and, finally, in the Kalyāṇivaṁsa Sect of which he remains the 

best informed historian. 

 

My personal knowledge of Ven. Buddhadatta has gone a long way in 

my attempts to visualize how the other great scholar-monks, discussed 

in this Volume, could have gone about with their religious and scholarly 

pursuits. Quite often as I read some of the letters addressed to Ven. 
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Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti, Ven. Weligama Śrī Sumangala, or Ven. 

Alutgama Seelakkhandha, my mind would wander to several 

memorable occasions when I had been in Ven. Buddhadatta’s company 

in his temple, and in meetings in Government offices and I would begin 

to see parallels as though all “living fountains of Buddhism” harked 

back imperceptibly but truly to their common origin in a deep-rooted 

culture. [lxxiii] 

 

3. The End of a Golden Era 

 

I began this Introduction with the statement that the period reflected by 

the letters published in this volume was a veritable Golden Age in 

Oriental and Buddhist scholarship. It would be more correct to say that 

the period represented by the scholar-monks, hitherto discussed, 

constitutes that memorable era. Almost around the time Ven. 

Buddhadatta passed away, the unique position which Oriental 

scholarship, in general, and Pali and Buddhist studies, in particular, held 

in Sri Lanka and abroad had begun to undergo a major change. It looks 

as if they lost their lustre all too suddenly in the glare of economically 

more attractive disciplines. It is true that Universities – specially the 

older ones – continue to have their Chairs in Pali and Sanskrit and, 

sometimes, Buddhist Philosophy. In Sri Lanka, the State encouragement 

to these studies has been given in recent years through a variety of 

institution-building efforts and major research undertakings. Yet two 

main indices – the number of students specializing in these subjects in 

Universities and traditional seats of similar standing and the number of 

research publications of high merit – show a decline in spite of the 

efforts of many a devoted worker. 
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In the Sri Lankan scene, the last two decades have witnessed the passing 

away of the great stalwarts, of both the Saṅgha and the laity. The 

contemporaries of Ven. Buddhadatta, whose names occur in the letters 

published in this Volume or in his autobiography, are either dead or are 

too old and sick to continue their contribution. 

 

The rise of a new generation of scholars alone can save the situation. 

This should happen while there are still an ample number of scholars 

capable of transmitting the tradition. A decade or two would be too 

late. If the world is to continue to look towards Sri Lanka for “living 

fountains of Buddhism”, no effort should be spared now to arrest the 

fast-approaching deterioration of Pali and Buddhist studies and to 

rekindle once again in the young and fertile minds of the coming 

generation that light of inspiration and dedication which enabled the 

unassuming hermit-like scholars of our recent past to be remembered by 

us with affectionate admiration. [lxxiv] 

 

To strengthen this plea from another point of view, I would quote from 

a lecture by James d’Alwis, which Rhys Davids published in the Journal 

of the Pali Text Society in 1883:– 

 

“There are, indeed, good grounds for believing that Buddhism will, 

at no very distant period, disappear from this Island... A powerful 

means by which Buddhism is failing in the stand it had originally 

made in this Island is the discouragement which is offered to the 

native Pundits... The priesthood, from want of adherents to their 

faith, are more occupied with secular concerns than with the study of 

their scriptures. The books, too, are getting very scarce and copyists 

still more so. ‘This process of decay’ says Mr. Hardy, ‘is already 

apparent in Ceylon. There being no outward stimulus to exertion, the 

priests exhibit no enthusiasm of study and many of them are unable 
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to read at all’ – I believe he meant the Pali works of Buddhism...  

Gotama himself……has given five signal epochs for the 

ascertainment of the declension of his doctrines...  the third, when 

the greater part of the doctrinal writings, together with the Pali 

Language in which they are written, will disappear...” 

 

This is the second prediction
27

 which James d’Alwis made over a period 

of thirty years. Though the Buddhist resurgence starting with the 

controversies and culminating in the assignment of a special place in the 

national Constitution has so far belied his prophesies, his warning 

relating to Pali and Buddhist studies is worthy of earnest consideration. 

[lxxv] 

 

                                                      
27

 His first prediction in 1852 was as follows: “We hope the day may yet come 

when the Trio of the One Great God, will become a substitute for the Triad 
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VI – “The Glories of the Ceylon Civil Service” 

 

1. The Tradition of Scholarship 

 

The late Father S. G. Perera, the well-known authority on the modern 

period of Sri Lankan history, concluded his account of the evolution of 

the Ceylon Civil Service from 1833 to 1931 with the following 

statement: 

 

“We cannot leave this subject of the civil service without mentioning 

some of its members who attained distinction in the field of 

scholarship. William Tolfrey translated the Bible into Sinhalese and 

the Pali grammar, Bālāvatāra into English, Samuel Tolfrey 

translated the Sidat Sangarāva into English. John D’Oyly has left us 

A sketch of the Constitution of the Kandyan Kingdom. George 

Turnour mastered Sinhalese and Pali and, on discovering the Tikā or 

commentary on the Mahāvaṁsa, prepared an epitome of Sinhalese 

history; later he brought out a critical edition of the Mahāvaṁsa. 

John Whitchurch Bennet wrote Ceylon and its Capabilities and a 

beautifully illustrated book on the fishes of Ceylon. To Sir Emerson 

Tennent we are indebted for several very authoritative and 

informative books: Ceylon in two volumes, Christianity in Ceylon, 

Sketches of the Natural History of Ceylon, The Wild Elephant. Simon 

Casie Chitty wrote the only Gazetteer ever published on the whole of 

Ceylon. R. C. Childers compiled a Pali Dictionary which is still in 

great demand. T. W. Rhys Davids wrote Buddhist India, A Manual of 

Buddhism and collaborated in the compilation of the Pali Dictionary 

published by the Pali Text Society. He also translated a number of 

Pali books. H. C. P. Bell was the first archaeological commissioner 

and his reports stand as an immortal monument to his name. H. W. 

Codrington wrote the first critical history of Ceylon. These are only 
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some of the glories of the Ceylon Civil Service”(Italics mine). 
28

 

[lxxvi] 

 

Two of the civil servants, mentioned above, figure prominently in this 

Volume: namely, Robert C. Childers and T. W. Rhys Davids. 

 

It had been the policy of the British administration from its earliest 

times to encourage – and, on occasions, even compel – the civil servants 

to acquire a knowledge of the languages, the history and the culture of 

the country. Within years of the establishment of the Ceylon Civil 

Service in 1798, incidentally the oldest in the East, Sir Thomas Maitland 

introduced several reforms; the most important among them was the 

stipulation that every civil servant was obliged to study the local 

language and to acquire a first hand knowledge of the people by 

undertaking regular circuits. The implementation of the 

recommendations of the Colebrooke Commission brought about a 

temporary deterioration of the service, and the appointment of officers 

at that time without a knowledge of the language and the customs of the 

people is considered to be partly responsible for the discontentment 

which led to the disturbance of 1848. Governor Stewart Mackenzie 

ordered in 1839 that “nobody should be directly appointed to any post 

of importance who was ignorant of the laws and customs and of the 

language of the people.”
29 
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Even these measures were considered inadequate. Dedicating to 

Governor Sir George William Anderson the Translation of Sidat 

Sangarāva, James de Alwis on 18 June, 1851 complained, 

 

“The constitution of the native society in this Island, the habits and 

feelings of the Singhalese, their wants and grievances, their domestic 

and social relations, their traditions and customs and their all-

concentrating religion, are very imperfectly known; and these, 

which constitute their national character, can be understood but 

little, without a competent knowledge of the medium through which 

they are perpetuated – the Singhalese or Elu language. This I 

conceive is the reason which has rendered an acquaintance with the 

native languages a sine qua non in the requisite qualifications of 

those who enter the public service of this Island. [lxxvii] 

 

However stringent the rule referred to, I may perhaps be permitted 

to state, the practice has nevertheless been very lax. Such a state of 

things, it is presumed, can neither be advantageous to those who 

govern, nor at all beneficial to the governed.” 

 

He urged further, 

 

“To encourage therefore the study of Singhalese, amongst at least 

the European portion of the inhabitants of Ceylon, will not only be, 

it is confidently hoped, one of Your Excellency’s first endeavours; 

but it is respectfully submitted, becomes a duty which cannot perhaps 

be too strongly impressed upon your attention.”
30
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The action, taken promptly by the Governor, is reflected in a minute he 

issued embodying a programme of examinations. The administration 

continued not only to raise the level of proficiency required but also 

provide facilities for young civil servants to pursue their studies. In 

1863 Governor Sir Charles MacCarthy ordered monthly language 

examinations and, besides, reducing the working hours of civil service 

cadets, gave an allowance to engage the services of a teacher – an 

allowance which continued until the abolition of the Ceylon Civil 

Service in 1963 and was called the “Pandit Allowance.” 

 

Both Childers and Rhys Davids joined the civil service at the time the 

rules laid down by MacCarthy were in force. The study of Sinhala for 

the monthly examinations was a very serious business. The syllabus 

demanded a very good command of the language, including an in-depth 

knowledge of grammar. Prescribed texts on which the cadets (or 

writers, as they were first called) were tested, consisted of well-known 

Sinhala classics like Ummaggajātaka, Saddharmālaṅkāraya, 

Kusajātaka. Such a course of studies, which had to be completed in 18-

21 months called for the guidance of high calibre scholars and that 

explains why scholar-monks like Ven. Yātrāmulle Dhammārāma, Ven. 

Hikkaḍuwe Śrī [lxxviii] Sumaṅgala and Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti were in 

high demand. It is not at all surprising that under such conditions of 

service and the guidance of such erudite monks, men like Childers, 

Rhys David (as well as Dickson, Lee, Fagden, etc.) turned out to be so 

well grounded in Sinhala language, literature and culture. 
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2. Beginnings of Western Interest in Pali and Buddhist Studies in 

Sri Lanka 

 

Although the earliest known scholarly notice of Pali in the West
31 

is to 

be found in “Essai sur le Pali”, published in Paris in 1826 by Eugene 

Burnouf in collaboration with Christian Lassen and Burnouf’s 

subsequent publication, “Observations Grammaticales sur quelques 

Passages de l’Essai sur le Pali de Burnouf et Lassen”, Paris 1827, the 

publication of the Mahāvaṁsa in Roman script by George Turnour of 

the Ceylon Civil Service in Colombo in 1837 is widely considered to be 

the most significant landmark in the discovery of the Pali Literature of 

Sri Lanka by the world outside. Speaking to an American audience in 

New York in 1894, T. W. Rhys Davids said, 

 

“The story of the discovery of Pali is not without its interest. When 

in the thirties (1830s) that most gifted and original of Indian 

archaeologists, James Prinsep – clarumet venerabile nomen – was 

wearing himself out in his enthusiastic efforts to decipher the coins 

and inscriptions of India, whilst the very alphabets and dialects were 

as yet uncertain, he received constant help from George Turnour, of 

the Ceylon Civil Service. For in Ceylon there was a history, indeed 

several books of history, whereas in Calcutta the Indian records were 

devoid of any reliable data to help in the identification of the new 

names Prinsep thought he could make out. It is not too much to say 

that without the help of the Ceylon books the striking identification 

of the King Piyadassi of the inscriptions with the King Asoka of 

history would never have been made. Once made it rendered [lxxix] 
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subsequent steps comparatively easy, and it gave to Prinsep and his 

co-adjutors just that encouragement, and the element of certainty, 

which were needed to keep their enthusiasm alive. 

 

Turnour was of course much pleased. He was a very busy man, at the 

head of the Ceylon Civil Service. But he had most intelligent and 

learned Ceylonese assistants at his command. And by their help he 

published in the Bengal Asiatic Society’s journal a short series of 

articles on the Pali books, and finally brought out in 1837 a complete 

edition of the text of the Maha Vaṁsa (or “Great Chronicle” of 

Ceylon) with a translation into English and a most interesting 

introductory essay. 

 

The value of the editio princeps was at once and widely 

acknowledged. But on the death of Turnour, no one was found to 

carry on his work. There was no dictionary of Pali, and no grammar 

worthy of the name. European scholars could not go out to Ceylon, 

and there enjoy the benefit of the help which had made Turnour’s 

labours possible. His book remained, like a solitary landmark in an 

unexplored country, chiefly useful as a continual inducement to 

some scholar with ability and leisure to explore beyond. Only a few 

insignificant essays, nibbling inefficiently at the outskirts of the 

subject, appeared in Europe, till at last in 1855 Vincent Fausböll 

come forward with an editio princeps of another Pali text.”
32
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Between the publication of Turnour’s Mahāvaṁsa and Fausböll’s 

Dhammapada, two British Christian clergymen of Sri Lanka had begun 

to bring the wealth of literary material in Pali to the English-speaking 

world. 

 

The Rev. D. J. Gogerly (1792 - 1862) not only wrote extensively on 

Buddhism in the first volume of the Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the 

Royal Asiatic Society (JCBRAS, I No. 1, 1845; No.2 1846; No. 3 1847-

48) but also translated Sigālovāda Sutta [lxxx] (I No. 2, 1846), Subha 

Sutta (I, No. 2, 1846), Raṭṭhapāla Sutta (I, No. 3, 1847-48), Cariyāpiṭaka 

(II, No. 6, 1853) and, much later, Dhamma-cakka-ppavattana Sutta (IV, 

No. 13, 1865-66). He has also touched upon the rules of discipline of the 

Buddhist Saṅgha (II, No. 6,1853 to III, No. 11, 1858 - 59) and some 

aspects of Buddhist ethics (II, No. 4, 1848-49). We have also the text of a 

comprehensive lecture he had delivered in Colombo in 1867, (IV, No. 

14, 1867-70). Rev. Gogerly was dismayed that the educated Sinhalas 

were not giving enough attention to this literature. James de Alwis 

quotes from a speech Rev. Gogerly had made at a public meeting. He 

had said, “It was a fact also, that educated Singhalese, in giving 

attention to English learning and literature, had entirely overlooked 

their own.” 

 

The Revd. R. Spence Hardy, too, figured in the first Volume of JCBRAS 

with a brief account of Sinhala language and literature (No. 2, 1846-47) 

and a list of books in Pali and Sinhala languages (I, No. 3, 1847– 48). 

His “Eastern Monachism” (1850), “A Manual of Buddhism in its 

Modern Development” (First Edition 1853 and Second Edition 1880) 

and “Legends and Theories of the Buddhist compared with History and 

Science” (1886) were among the earliest works on Buddhism in Sri 

Lanka to be widely read in the West. The first two works were, for a 
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long time, considered to be standard authoritative works on the subject 

and figure in many of the older recommended reading lists; e.g E. J. 

Thomas: The History of Buddhist Thought, London, 1933 p 298; 

Tachibana: Ethics of Buddhism, Oxford, 1926 (Third Edition, Colombo 

1961, p. 202); they are also quoted from and alluded to by such scholars 

as Fausböll, Rhys Davids, Winternitz, Oldenberg and Rādhākrishnan. 

 

Neither Revd. Gogerly nor Revd. Hardy could be rated as unbiased 

students of Buddhism as they were zealous missionaries whose objective 

in studying the languages, the customs and the religions of the people 

was to facilitate the achievement of their evangelical purposes. In the 

words of J. Barthelemy Sainte-Hilaire, who in 1858 wrote 

appreciatively of the work of Revd. Hardy, [lxxxi] 

 

“Revd. Spence Hardy resided twenty years in Ceylon as a Wesleyan 

missionary (1825–1845). In the exercise of his sacred ministry, he 

was thrown into constant intercourse with the natives, whom he 

strove to instruct and console. Full of zeal for his calling, he fulfilled 

his duties with a fervour that is testified by the two works he has 

published on Buddhism. As soon as he reached Ceylon he began the 

study of the language in order to acquaint himself thoroughly with a 

religion which it was his ambition to supplant by a better one, and he 

never ceased the pursuing of the studies he had so energetically 

begun. He wished more particularly to be of use to the missionaries 

who should succeed him, and it was with this practical object in view 

that he wrote his two books, Eastern Monachism and The Manual of 

Buddhism. 

 

The English missionaries must decide if Spence Hardy succeeded in 

carrying out his purpose, and if these two works have really assisted 

them in their struggle against the deplorable superstitions which they 
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are striving to replace by the Christian faith. But it would perhaps 

have been preferable had Spence Hardy confined his labours to the 

present condition of Buddhism in Ceylon, and not undertaken such a 

very extensive work.
33

 

 

Yet, as the sentiments expressed in the last sentence hint at, Revd. 

Hardy – and certainly, Revd. Gogerly also – exceeded the narrow 

purpose and became serious scholars with a relatively higher degree of 

objectivity than one would see in some of the writings of local Christian 

clergymen and new converts. The works of both of them are replete 

with statements which speak of Buddhist ethics and philosophy, Pali and 

Sinhala literature and the general character and behaviour of Sri 

Lankan Buddhists (specially their tolerance) in very complimentary 

terms. They undertook laborious scholarly tasks and according to a 

report published in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society in London, 

Revd. Gogerly left in manuscript a Dictionary of the Pali Language 

going up to 15,000 words – an effort of twenty-five years.
34

 [lxxxii] 

 

Just as the study of Pali and Buddhism languished in Europe for a whole 

generation after Fausböll’s publication in 1855 of Dhammapada with a 

Latin translation and copious extracts from the commentary, in Sri 

Lanka, too, there was a considerable lull. For some time James de Aiwis 

was almost a lone worker as far as the English-educated section of the 

population was concerned. A new generation to take the place of 

Tolfrey and Turnour was slow in appearing. It was possibly a period of 
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reappraisal – a deliberate evaluation of the new field of study after the 

initial enthusiasm. 

 

During this period, something very significant was happening in 

another quarter. In 1858, Barthelemy Saint-Hilaire concluded his 

assessment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka with the following statement; 

 

“We are far from saying that Sinhalese Buddhism is bound to 

destruction or even to decay; but it is certain that Christianity, 

particularly under the Catholic form, has already made great 

progress. The Buddhist clergy does not seem to prepare itself for the 

struggle by renewed zeal; at the most the fanaticism of certain 

priests endeavour at times to rouse the population to rebellion, 

thereby only betraying their weakness. It is only by serious study and 

a return to the purity of the primitive faith that the Buddhist clergy 

would have some chance of saving their religion. But we doubt that 

their vitality would be equal to the effort; nor indeed is it desired, for 

although it cannot be denied that the law of the Buddha has rendered 

great services to these races, yet it could not be regretted if, in the 

natural course of things, and through a pacific and beneficient 

propaganda, it should be replaced by Christianity”
35

 (Italics mine). 

 

Notwithstanding the doubts and the hopes of those like Saint-Hilaire, 

the Saṅgha proved to be equal to the task. Whether in response to what 

the missionaries were doing to replace Buddhism with Christianity or 

through the motivation given by the favourable acceptance of initial 

expositions on Pali and Buddhism in the West, the Buddhist Saṅgha, 

supported by some English-educated lay Buddhists, ushered in, at this 

precise moment, an organized effort to promote Oriental Studies, in 
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general, and Pali and Buddhist [lxxxiii] studies, in particular. They 

recognized that the task of interpreting Buddhism to the world was 

their task rather than that of Christian missionaries. They were 

preparing themselves for the task not only by setting up institutions to 

promote the requisite scholarly backstopping but also by forging the 

essential links with the administrative hierarchy of the country. 

Fortunately, the rules pertaining to language studies of civil servants 

came to their assistance and several monks like the ones whose 

correspondence we have dealt with in this Volume established long-

lasting friendships with British Administrators. A new generation of 

both European and national civil servants – the latter being primarily 

from the Mudliar Service – appeared on the scene. The foremost in this 

new generation were Robert C. Childers and his successor as the 

Governor’s Private Secretary, T. W. Rhys Davids. 
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VII. Professor Robert Caesar Childers 

 

1. All too brief a life 

 

The curriculum vitae of Robert Caesar Childers (1838–1876) would 

have hardly filled two printed pages:– 

 

Born in 1838, son of Revd. Charles Childers, English Chaplain, Nice, 

France. Student of Wadham College, Oxford; awarded a Hebrew 

Scholarship. 

 

1860–Appointed to the Ceylon Civil Service. 

–First appointment as writer or cadet: Private Secretary to 

Governor, Sir Charles McCarthy. 

–Second appointment: Office Assistant to the Government Agent, 

Kandy. 

 

1860/63–Studied Sinhala (and possibly Pali) from Ven. Yātrāmulle 

Śrī Dhammārāma Thera at Bentota Vanavāsa Vihāra; established a 

firm friendship with Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti. 

 

1864–Retired from Civil Service and returned to England. 

 

1866–Secretary to the Cattle Plague Commission in London. 

 

1868–Began serious study of Pali under the influence of Reinhold 

Rost: Instructed by Viggo Fausböll of Denmark. 

 

1869–Published in JRAS Vol. IV an annotated text of the 

Khuddakapāṭha with an English translation. 
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1871–Published in JRAS Vol. V an article: “Notes on Dhammapada, 

with special reference to the question of Nirvāṇa.” 

 

–Translated, into Pali verse, St. Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians 

(Bible, New Testament): published with translation and critical 

comments by James de Alwis in “Pali Translations”, Government 

Printer, Colombo 1871. 

 

1872–Viggo Fausböll dedicates the translation of ten Jātakas with 

the acknowledgement that Childers’ “Kind exhortations caused me 

to renew my Pali studies.” 

 

–Published First Volume of the Pali Dictionary. 

 

–-Appointed Sub-librarian of India Office in London under Reinhold 

Rost. 

 

–Appointed Professor of Pali and Buddhist Literature at University 

College, London. 

 

1873–Published in JRAS Vol. VI two articles: “Notes on the 

Sinhalese Language No. I – On the Formation of the Plural of Neuter 

Nouns” and “The Pali text of the Mahā-parinibbāna-sutta and 

commentary with an English translation.” 

 

–Published an article on “Buddhist Metaphysics” in Cowell’s edition 

of H. T. Colebrooke’s Essays. 

 

1874–Assisted Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti with the Introduction in 

English to his “Nāmāvaliya.” 
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–Contributed short articles and notices on Pali studies in Sri Lanka 

to London periodicals: “Academy”, “Athenaeum “ and “ Trübner’s 

Literary Record.” [lxxxv] 

 

1875–Published Second Volume of the Pali Dictionary. 

 

–Published in JRAS Vol. VII a further instalment of the Mahā-

parinibbāna-Sutta 

 

1876–Published in JRAS Vol. VHI two articles: “Notes on the 

Sinhalese Language No. 2: Proofs of the Sanskritic Origin of 

Sinhalese” and concluding part of the Mahā-parinibbāna-Sutta. 

 

–Began translating ten selected discourses of the Dīghanikāya 

(completed seven). 

 

–Awarded the Volney Prize by the Institute of France for the Pali 

Dictionary. 

 

Died on 25th July 1876, survived by wife, Mrs. Anne Childers, two sons 

and three daughters. 

 

If he did not die so prematurely in the prime of his life, at the age of 38 

years, what a magnificent contribution he could have made to Pali and 

Buddhist studies? But what he did during this all too brief life is, indeed, 

most remarkable and promised so much. 

 

2. The First Ever Pali Dictionary in Europe 

 

Childers’ contribution to the study of Pali and Buddhism was manifold. 

But his single most significant legacy is the Pali Dictionary which he 
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published in two volumes in 1872 and 1875. We have an account from 

Rhys Davids of how Childers planned the Dictionary and it shows, as 

much as the letters published or summarized in this Volume prove, the 

extent to which Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti inspired and assisted in 

this life’s work of Childers:–- 

 

“After the publication of Dhammapada by Fausböll in 1855, the 

study of Pali again languished for a whole generation and, would in 

all probability have languished still had it not been for the third 

landmark in the history of our knowledge of Pali, the publication in 

two volumes of the Dictionary. [lxxxvi]  

 

This great work was due to the self-sacrificing labour of Robert 

Caesar Childers of the Ceylon Civil Service. Soon after his 

retirement in 1866 he set to work to arrange alphabetically all the 

words found in the Abhidhānappadīpikā, a vocabulary of Pali in 1203 

Pali verses, then already edited by Subhūti Unnanse, a well known 

Ceylon Scholar. In making this re-arrangement, Childers carefully 

added references to, and also other words taken from the published 

texts and from scholarly European books on the subject of 

Buddhism. His work rapidly improved as it went on, and there can 

be no doubt that its completion was almost a necessary preliminary 

to any further serious work in Pali scholarship.”
36

 

 

His method of work, as described above, also explains his dependance 

on Ven. Subhūti right up to the conclusion of the Dictionary. But it is 

regrettable that Childers, himself, made no detailed reference to his 

indebtedness to Ven. Subhūti in this particular manner. 
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The European scholarly circles were, no doubt, impressed with this 

pioneering lexicographical efforts in a language which, Childers 

claimed, he hardly knew seven years before the publication of the first 

volume. A friendly review in the Athenaeum of 21 August 1875, which 

went to the extent of saying “The University of London is to be 

congratulated in possessing a professor of an Eastern language who has 

done more for its critical study and development than can well at 

present be estimated”, praised the Dictionary:– 

 

“Prof. Childers has ploughed, and sown, and reaped a rich harvest 

from a field which has never had due attention paid to it. His is the 

first dictionary of the Pali language. He has not had a stone of 

another scholar’s foundation to build upon – not even the merest 

vocabulary. As a first work on such a difficult subject, Prof. 

Childers’s Dictionary may be termed a truly marvellous result of 

patience, indomitable energy, and conscientiously-laborious 

research. Of course, faults may be found with the work, just as faults 

might be found with a road roughly traced out over, and boldly 

pushed into, an unexplored mountainous [lxxxvii] country by an 

adventurous engineer. Prof. Childers is just such a pioneer in a 

hitherto untrodden department of literature. Our readers should 

have their attention directed to one simple fact. We have mentioned 

that there is no other dictionary, or even vocabulary, of the language 

Prof. Childers has treated of, and yet the work before us contains 

nearly fourteen thousand words and forty-five thousand references! 

This will at least prove the industry of Mr. Childers. 

 

We are aware of the criticisms of Dr. Weber and M. Foucaux on the 

first portion of the Pali Dictionary. The criticisms of the latter are 

based on views of a metaphysical theory of the Nirvāṇa (final 

annihilation, extinction, absorption, or whatever it be!) which any 
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scholar may hold and any reject – any opinion on such a moot point 

does not affect the value of a dictionary. As for Dr. Weber, perhaps 

the perusal of the second part of Prof. Childers’s Dictionary will 

convert him to a different estimate of the work as a whole. We only 

allude to these writers, seeing that Pali scholars who are, like them, 

qualified to express a scientific opinion on a book like this, are so 

rare. 

 

As for ourselves, we believe that, in the work before us Prof. 

Childers does himself full justice as the first European Pali scholar. 

In detail, and in the matter of minute particulars of arrangement, 

&c., Prof. Childers lays himself open to the strictures of the critic. 

Indeed, we are only surprised that this is not more glaringly the case 

in a book which is so novel and without precedent in Pali. But 

looking at the dictionary as a new work – as a work which reveals, 

more than any other work we know of, the internal tissue, the sinews 

and arteries and heart, and very spirit, of one of the most ancient but 

least noticed members of the Aryan family of tongues, – Prof. 

Childers’s volumes must be regarded as a masterpiece.” 

 

Rhys Davids in the foreword of the PTS Pali Dictionary wrote in 1921:– 

 

“It is somewhat hard to realize, seeing how important and valuable 

the work has been that when Rober Caesar Childers [lxxxviii] 

published, in 1882,
37

 the first volume of his Pali Dictionary, he only 

had in his command a few pages of the canonical Pali books.” 

 

What he lacked in the form of well-edited books was more than amply 

compensated by the access he had to three of the best scholars to answer 
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his queries and to place at his disposal their knowledge. They were Ven. 

Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma (whose hand-written notes are preserved 

in the Oriental Manuscripts and Publications Branch of the British 

Library – Or. 2258), Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti (the correspondence 

with whom constitutes the first part of Book One of this Volume) and 

Mudliar Louis Corneille Vijesimha (whose comments on the origin of 

Buddhist Commentaries in a personal letter to Childers were published 

as an article in JRAS Vol. V in 1871 with an introduction by 

Childers).
38 

The assistance that was given by them has been 

acknowledged by Childers in the Introduction to the Dictionary and 

also in the body of the articles. It is interesting that the only criticism 

which the review in the “Athenaeum” had to make was on the frequent 

citation of Ven. Subhūti in statements as “Subhūti sent me this or that”. 

It is evident that the reviewer had no idea how much Childers esteemed 

the opinions of Ven. Subhūti and how eager Childers had been to cite 

the Nāyaka Thera as an authority. 

 

3. A Pali Dictionary or An Encyclopaedia of Buddhism? 

 

With all the shortcomings which one naturally expects in a pioneering 

work, a question which baffles us today is how Childers actually 

combined a Pali Dictionary with an Encyclopaedia on Buddhism. Key 
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 Cf. Heinz Bechert; Some Side-Lights on the Early History of Pali 

Lexicography; Anjali – O. H. de A. Wijesekera Felicitation Volume, Colombo 

1970 p. 3. “Spiegel’s Lexicon Palicum gives a quite interesting impressisn of 

the standard of Pali studies of the 19th Century. The difficulties which 

scholars had to face in Europe without the help of the learned priests and 

pandits in the Buddhist countries to whom the father of moden Pali 

lexicography, Robert Caesar Childers, was so much indebted are clearly 

seen.” 
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words on Buddhist doctrines were treated in such detail that articles of 

varying length were written on them quoting [lxxxix] a variety of 

publications of the day to present diverse opinions and interpretations. I 

would reproduce here four such articles, both because the substance is 

of very great importance and because the Dictionary is now so very rare 

that only a few have access to them. These articles speak for themselves 

and enable us to form our judgement on both Childers and his Sri 

Lankan helpers:– 

 

(1) Upādiseso
39

 

 

Upādiseso (adj.), Having the Skandhas remaining. Upādi is a masc. 

noun formed from the verb Upādā as upadhi is formed from upadhā, 

and is a name for the five khandhas (catūhi upādānehi upādiyatī ti 

upādi, pañcakkhandhassa etaṁ adhivacanaṁ). As I have shown in 

art. Nibbānaṁ, Nirvāṇa is of two sorts, upādisesanibbānaṁ or 

Arhatship and anupādisesanibbāṇaṁ or extinction. These terms 

mean respectively, “having the Skandhas remaining”, and “not 

having the Skandhas remaining”. For upādisesa we sometimes have 

sa-upādisesa or savupādisesa. The North Buddhists, puzzled by the 

anomalous form upādi, concluded it must be a mistake for upadhi, 

and have turned upādisesa into sopadhiceśa. Hence we have the 

curious anomaly of the North Buddhists terming the Arhat 

sopadhiceśa, “having upadhi”, while nirupadhi, “free from upadhi”, 

is with the South Buddhists a distinctive epithet the Arhat! (B. Int. 

590). See art. Nibbānaṁ, p. 267 (b), line 5. 
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 Ed. note: Childers used a form of transcription no longer in use today, I have 

therefore updated it to the new standards so that the text is easier to 

understand.  
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(2) Nekkhamma 

 

Nekkhammaṁ, Forsaking, separating from; giving up the world, 

devoting oneself to the ascetic life, entering the priesthood (= 

abhinikkhamana and pabbajjā); self-abnegation, giving up all 

pleasures; attainment of the first Jhāna, which consists in separating 

oneself from Kāma and other evil states; emancipation from human 

passion, Arhatship, Nirvāṇa; the supernatural illumination called 

vipassanā; piety, holiness niṣkrama+ya. Ab. 831. Nekkhamma is one 

of the Pāramitās, and consists in the complete abandonment of all 

possessions and objects of desire (Man. B. 102). Nekkhamme 

ānisaṁso, the blessings of self-abnegation (Pāt. xxii). At Dh. 270 

kāyaviveko [xc] is explained to be the act of vavakaṭṭhakāyānaṁ 

nekkhammābhiratānaṁ, “those who practise bodily retirement from 

the world, who delight in seclusion”. Nekkhammūpasame ratā, 

delighting in the peace of emancipation (Dh. 33, the comment at 343 

says it means Arhatship, “that Nirvāṇa which is the cessation of 

human passion).” At Dh. v. 272 the comment explains nekkhamma by 

the enjoyment of the state of anāgāmin. Nekkhammato paṭṭhāya, 

from the time he gave up the world (Dh. 153). B. Lot. 552; Dh. 137; 

Pat. 29. Nekkhamma represents a Sanskrit form naiṣkramya, and has 

nothing to do with naiṣkarmya; the impossibility of identifying it 

with the latter word becomes obvious, when we consider that in the 

Buddhist system earnestness, zeal and energetic action are the very 

basis of all holiness (e.g. witness the well-known formula ye keci 

kusalā dhammā sabbe te appamādamūlakā, “all good qualities or 

conditions have their root in diligence”, and comp. the eight 

Arambhavatthus). As nekkhamma is sometimes opposed to kāma (see 

the articles Akusaladhātu and Kusalo), it might at first sight appear 

also to represent a S. form naiskāmya, but in the first place 

nis+kāma+ya could rather become nekkamma (comp. nikkāmin, 

“free from desire”), and secondly since abandonment of the world 
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involves abandonment of all objects of desire, naiskāmya may well 

form the antithesis to kāma. 

 

(3) Viññāṇa 

 

Viññāṇaṁ, Intelligence, knowledge; consciousness; thought, mind 

[Vijñāna.] Ab. 152. Patto buddhiñ ca viññāṇaṁ, having attained 

wisdom and intelligence (Ras. 28, comp. 26, and see Viññutā; should 

buddhiṁ be vuddhiṁ ?). Matā dārukkhandhasadisā apagataviññāṇa, 

dead, deprived of consciousness, like logs of wood (Dh. 179, comp. 

8). Cakkhuv., eye-consciousness, sight (B. Lot. 511). Manov., mind-

consciousness, thought (Ditto). Ayaṁ kho me kayo... idañ ca pana me 

viññāṇaṁ ettha sitaṁ ettha paṭibaddhaṁ, this is my body, and this 

again is my Mind, residing in my body, imprisoned within it (Sām. 

S.). 

 

Viññāṇa is one of the Khandhas (Dh. 420; B. Int. 502), and in this 

sense is generally rendered “consciousness”, a term, however, which 

is inadequate to express all that is meant by [xci] viññāṇa. It may I 

think sometimes with advantage be rendered by Thought or Mind, 

the more so as both cittaṁ and mano are more or less accurate 

synonyms for it. It will be seen further that it consists mainly of 

thoughts or mental impressions of various sorts. Viññāṇa as the 

thinking part of the individual is the most important of the five 

khandhas, and if any one khandha can be said to constitute the 

individual it is this. In Buddha’s words, viññānassa nirodhena etth’ 

etaṁ uparujjhati, by the destruction of Mind the whole being 

perishes. Of the four mental khandhas the superiority of V. is 

strongly asserted in the first verse of Dhammapada: 

Manopubbangamā dhammā manoseṭṭhā manomayā, the mental 

faculties (vedanā, saññā and saṅkhāra) are dominated by Mind, they 
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are governed by Mind, they are made up of Mind (that this is the 

true meaning of the passage I am now convinced, see Alw. N. 70–75). 

 

As one of the Khandhas and a metaphysical term, Viññāṇa has no 

less than eighty-nine subdivisions, which I will now briefly elucidate 

from Visuddhi Magga and Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha. First we have 

the broad division into kusalaviññāṇam, akusalv. and avyākatav., 

meritorious thought, demeritorious thought and indifferent thought. 

Kusalaviññāṇa consists of 8 kāmāvacara kusalacittas, 5 

rūpāvācarakusalacittas, 4 arūpāvacarakusalacittas, and 4 

lokuttarakusalacittas. Akusalaviññāṇa consists of 8 

lobhasahagatacittas, 2 paṭighasampayuttacittas, and 2 momūhacittas. 

Avyākataviññāṇa has two broad subdivisions into vipāka and kiriyā. 

To the former belong 7 akusalavipākacittas, 8 

kusalavipākahetukacittas, 8 sahetukakāmavacaravipakacittas, 5 

rūpāvacaravipākacittas, 4 arūpāvacaravipākacittas and 4 

lokuttaravipākacittas: to the latter belong, 3 ahetukākriyācittas, 8 

sahetukakāmāvacarakriyācittas, 5 rūpāvacarakriyācittas, 4 

arūpāvacarakriyācittas (these numbers added together will be found 

to amount to 89, which is the number given by Hardy at Man. B. 

419). It is impossible in a work of this extent to enumerate [xcii] the 

whole of the 89 cittas, but I will give a few as specimens,and, add a 

quotation from Vis. M which will give a fair idea of the nature of 

the Buddhist metaphysics.
40 

 

The following is the text of the seven akusālavipākacittas, or 

thoughts having an evil result: Upekkhāsahagataṁ cakkhuviññāṇaṁ, 
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 I hope to take an early opportunity of printing the text of 

Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha (a modem Burmese work), which is an able and 

lucid compendium of the Abhidhamma. 
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upekkhāsahagataṁ sotaviññāṇaṁ, upekkhāsahagataṁ 

ghānaviññāṇaṁ, upekkhasahagataṁ jivhāviññāṇaṁ, 

dukkhasahagataṁ kāyaviññāṇaṁ, upekkhāsahagataṁ 

sampaṭicchanacittaṁ, upekkhāsahagataṁ santiraṇacittam, eye-

consciousness attended with indifference (viz. attended by neither 

pain nor pleasure, ear-consciousness attended with indifference, 

nose-consciousness attended with indifference, tongue-consciousness 

attended with indifference, touch-consciousness based on suffering, 

acquiescing thought attended with indifference, deciding thought 

attended with indifference. The five Rūpāvacaravipakācittas are the 

good thoughts or states of mind leading to the five Jhānas, 

vitakkavicārapītisukhekaggatāsahitaṁ paṭhamajjhānakusalacittaṁ, 

vicarāpītsukhekaggatāsahitaṁ dutiyajjhānakusalacittaṁ, 

pītisukhekaggatāsahitaṁ tatiyajjhānakusalacittaṁ, 

sukhekaggatāsahitaṁ catutthajjhānakusalacittaṁ, 

upekkhekaggatāsahitaṁ pañcamajjhānakusalacittaṁ. The five 

Rūpāvacaravipakācittas are five states of mind in which the five 

Jhānas result, vitakkavicārapītisukhe- kaggatāsahitaṁ 

paṭhāmajjhānavipākacittaṁ, and so on as in the last category. The 

four Arūpāvacarakriyācittas are four thoughts combined with 

action(?) causing birth in the four Arūpabrahmalokas, 

ākāsānañcāyatanakriyācittaṁ, viññāṇañcāyatanakriyācittaṁ, etc. 

The four Lokuttarakusalacittas are four states of mind leading to the 

four Paths, sotāpattimaggacittaṁ, sakadāgāmimaggacittaṁ, 

anāgāmimaggacittaṁ, arahattamaggacittaṁ. The four 

Lokuttaravipākacittas are four states of mind leading to the four 

Fruitions, sotapattiphalacittaṁ, and so on.
41

 [xciii] 
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 The enumerations in the above paragraph are taken from 

Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha. 
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I will conclude by quoting Buddhaghosa’s brief account in Vis. M. of 

the eight Kāmāvacarakusalacittas, as it affords a good specimen of 

the practical bearing of Buddhist metaphysics, and of the life that 

animates compositions which at first sight might be mistaken for 

lists of barren technicalities. Tattha kāmāvacaraṁ 

somanassupekhāñāṇasaṅkhārabhedato aṭṭhavidhaṁ seyyathīdaṁ, 

somanassasahagatañāṇasampayuttaṁ asaṅkhāraṁ sasaṅkhārañ ca 

tathā ñāṇavippayuttaṁ, upekhāsahagataṁ ñāṇasampayuttaṁ 

asaṅkhāraṁ sasaṅkhārañ ca tathā ñāṇavippayuttaṁ.
42

 Yadā hi 

deyyadhammapaṭiggāhakādisampattiṁ aññaṁ vā Somanassahetuṁ 

āgamma haṭṭhapahaṭṭho atthi dinnan ti ādinayappavattaṁ 

sammādiṭṭhiṁ purakkhatvā asaṁsīdanto anussānito parehi dānādini 

puññāni karoti tadā ’ssa cittaṁ 

somanassasahagatañāṇasampayuttaṁ asaṅkhāraṁ hoti. Yadā pana 

vuttanayena haṭṭharuṭṭho sanunādiṭṭhiṁ purakkhatvā pi 

amuttacāgatādivasena saṁsidamāno vā parehi vā ussāhito karoti 

tadā ’ssa tad eva cittam sasaṅkhāraṁ hoti: imasmiṁ hi atthe 

saṅkhāro ti etaṁ attano vā paresaṁ vā vasena pavaṭṭassa 

pubbapayogassādhivacanaṁ. Yadā pan’ assa ñātijanassa 

paṭipattidassanena jātaparicayā bālakā bhikkhu disvā somanassajātā 

sahasā kiñcid eva hatthagataṁ dadanti vā vandanti vā tadā tatiyaṁ 

cittaṁ uppajjati. Yadā pana detha vandathāti ñātihi ussāhita evaṁ 

paṭipajjanti tadā catutthaṁ cittaṁ uppajjati. Yadā pana 

deyyadhammapaṭiggāhakādinaṁ asampattiṁ aññesaṁ vā 
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 The foll. is the full text, Somamassasahagataṁ ñāṇasampayuttaṁ 

asañkhārikam ekaṁ sasankhārikam ekaṁ, somanassasahagataṁ 

ñāṇavippayuttaṁ asankhārikam ekaṁ sasañkhārikam ekaṁ, 

upekkhāsahagataṁ ñāṇasampayuttaṁ asaṅkhārikaṁ ekaṁ sasaṅkhārikaṁ 

ekaṁ, upekkhāsahagataṁ ñāṇavippayuttaṁ asaṅkharikaṁ ekaṁ 

sasaṅkhārikam ekaṁ ti imāni aṭṭha kāmāvacarakusalacittāni nāma (Abhn 

Saṅgaha). 
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somanassahetūnaṁ abhāvā āgamma catusu pi vikappesu 

somanassarahitā honti tadā sesāni cattāri upekhāsahagatāni 

uppajjanti ti, evaṁ somanassupekkhāñāṇāsaṅkhārabhedato 

aṭṭhavidhaṁ kāmāvacarakusalaṁ veditabbaṁ. I translate this passage 

thus: “Now the Kāmāvacara Viññāṇa is eightfold from its division 

under the heads of joy, indifference, knowledge and spontaneity,
43

 

as follows: Viññāṇa accompanied with joy and connected with 

knowledge, and either spontaneous [xciv] or unspontaneous, and in 

the same way unconnected with knowledge; and Viññāṇa 

accompanied with indifference and connected with knowledge, and 

whether spontaneous or unspontaneous, and in the same way 

unconnected with knowledge. For when a man gives alms and does 

other meritorious actions not listlessly, not incited by others, but 

gladly and cheerfully, for the sake of benefiting the recipient of the 

gift, etc., or for some other pleasurable motive, while he is 

influenced by right views expressed in such phrases as “there is 

almsgiving” (compare the opposite view n’atthi dinnaṁ, p. 511 b, line 

1), then he has spontaneous thoughts attended with joy and 

connected with knowledge. On the other hand, when a man, with a 

glad and cheerful heart as aforesaid, while acting according to the 

dictates of steady liberality, or other virtue, may while still 

influenced by right views, yet acts mechanically or by the suggestion 

of others, then these same thoughts of his are called unspontaneous. 

For in this connexion the word Saṅkhāra designates an inducement 

proceeding either from oneself or from others. Again, when youthful 

monks, (sic - AG) emulous from witnessing the good conduct of 

relatives, filled with pleasure, impulsively (sahasā) give away 

whatever they happen to have in their hands, or perform an act of 

religious worship, then the third mental state is acquired. And when 
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they act in the same way because they are incited by their relatives 

saying “Give”, or “Worship”, then the fourth state is acquired. But 

when owing to the recipients of gifts, etc., being unbenefitted, or 

from the absence of other pleasurable motives, they are deprived of 

satisfaction in each of the four alternatives, then the remaining four 

(states of mind), which are accompanied with indifference, are 

called into existence. And thus the kāmāvacarakusala Viññāṇa may 

be considered as eightfold from its division under the heads of joy, 

indifference, knowledge, and spontaneity.” 

 

The word paṭisandhiviññāṇaṁ occurs in a remarkable passage at Dh. 

255. When the Arhat Godhika died and consequently ceased to exist, 

Māra, the Buddhist Satan, who had as he thought prevented his 

attaining Arhatship, is represented as exclaiming, kattha nu kho 

imassa paṭisandhiviññāṇam patiṭṭhitaṁ, which may be freely 

rendered “where has this man’s soul fixed itself?” [xcv] i.e. in what 

form has he been reborn? Buddha addressing his disciples says, 

“Priests, Māra the Evil One seeks for the soul of the noble-born 

Godhika, and asks where his soul has fixed itself: but I tell you, 

priests, that Godhika has entered Nirvāṇa without his soul fixing 

itself anywhere”. And he says to Māra, “What, O wicked one, have 

you to do with the place of rebirth of Godhika? A hundred or a 

thousand such as you can never find his place of rebirth (as it does 

not exist)”. Paṭisandhiviññāṇa means then the viññāṇa (fifth 

khandha) which passes into a new state of existence when a man 

dies, lit. “rebirth-consciousness or rebirth-mind”. I have said for 

convenience sake “passes into a new state”, but it must be 

remembered that in reality it is not the same viññāṇa, but a new one 

(corresponding to it and as it were carrying it on) which starts into 
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existence instantaneously on the destruction of the old viññāṇa (see 

Khandho, p. 198, b, lines 29 and foll.).
44

 

 

Childers was conscious that these articles exceeded “the legitimate 

limits of a dictionary article”. He was impelled by a desire to share 

whatever information he had access to and whatever conclusions he 

could derive from them. Evaluating these and similar articles on points 

of Buddhist doctrine and discipline over a century after they were 

written, one is, no doubt, amazed to find that Childers’ knowledge of 

these subjects was as good as that of many scholars who had greater 

access to Pali canonical works. His conclusions and interpretations may 

be challenged and criticized but the thoroughness with which the 

researches were conducted has to be admired. Once again, the 

conclusion one is induced to draw is that the helpers of Childers 

compensated with their traditional learning what was not still published 

in books in the West. 

 

4. Childer’s Efforts in Pali Composition 

 

According to Childers’ own statement in an appendix entitled “My 

critics” in the second edition of the Pali Dictionary, he did begin his 

Pali studies in Sri Lanka:– 

 

“I went to Ceylon as a member of the Civil Service at the end of 

1860, and for three years was private secretary to the then Governor, 

                                                      
44

 Ed. note: for reasons best known to himself Guruge here included a 20-page 

article by Childers on the subject of Nibbāna, which, although ground-

breaking at the time, was unorthodox, and cannot have come from the Sri 

Lankan elders this volume is concerned with; as it it tiring and irrelevant to 

the subject at hand I have therefore decided to omit it. 
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Sir C. MacCarthy. In 1863 I received an appointment in the Civil 

Service, but after a few months’ work my health broke down, and I 

returned to Europe in March, 1864. During [cxvi] my stay in Ceylon 

I enjoyed the friendship of that gifted Frenchman, the late M. Paul 

Grimblot, who first drew my attention to the importance and interest 

of Buddhist literature. Shortly before my health failed I made an 

effort to learn Pali under a native pandit, but met with indifferent 

success, and I did no more until the autumn of 1868, when Dr. Rost 

induced me to take up the study of Pali in earnest.” 

 

When he recommenced his Pali studies, Viggo Fausböll had been his 

teacher, as acknowledged in the Preface. Whether Childers went to 

Copenhagen or whether Fausböll came to London or the teaching was 

through postal guidance, it is not clear. But Childers did have a close 

contact with Copenhagen and he has mentioned how he benefited from 

studying the unpublished edition of Milindapañha, which Trenckner 

had prepared under Fausböll. It is also interesting to note that with the 

same enthusiasm Childers acknowledged Fausböll as his teacher of Pali, 

Fausböll credits Childers on having rekindled in Fausböll his interest in 

Pali. Nurtured by his manifold influences from Sri Lanka, London and 

Copenhagen, Childers wanted to master Pali – not merely to read and 

translate but also to write in it. 

 

As mentioned in Book One Part I, he tried his hand on many occasions 

to write in Pali to Ven. Subhūti. In almost every letter he wrote at least 

a few sentences – encouraged, no doubt, by the Nāyaka Thera, who 

invariably wrote in Pali. Sometime in 1870, Childers felt adequately 

confident to write a Pali composition in verse for publication and it 

appeared in Trübner’s Literary Record in February, 1871. It was a 

translation of the XIIIth chapter of St. Paul’s first Epistle to the 

Corinthians. Childers called his version the Metta-Sutta:– 
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AN ESSAY IN PALI TRANSLATION 

 

I. Corinthians Cap. xiii.
45

 

 

Brahmaghosena yo bhāse, mettacitto ca no siyā, 

Sa ve tucchaṁ kare saddaṁ kaṁso upahato viya. 

 

1. Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not 

charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. 

 

Dibbacakkum-pi sampatto, sabbapañño, mahiddhiko, 

No ce mettavihāri ’ssa sa ve adhamaporiso. 

 

2. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, 

and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove 

mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing. 

 

Sabbadānāni yo datvā jīvitam-pi pariccaje, 

No ce mettavihāri ’ssa sa ve adhamaporiso. 

 

3. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give 

my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing. 
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translation from the King James Bible.  
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Titikkhā vā averi so mettavihāriyo naro, 

Appagabbho anatimānī, na piheti parassa ca. 

 

4. Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity 

vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up. 

 

Khuddaṁ na carati kiñci, attalābhass’ agiddhako, 

Akopito ca tucchena, dukkhaṁ parassa n’ icchati. 

 

5. Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, is not easily 

provoked, thinketh no evil. 

 

Arato pāpadhammesu saccadhamme pamodati, 

Mahāsaho, Mahāsaddho, supaṇidhī, mahabbalo. 

 

6-7. Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all 

things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. 

 

Aniccā vata vijjāyo, iddhiyo vayadhammino, 

Atha sabbesu lokesu metti tiṭṭhāti sassatā. 

 

8. Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall fail; 

whether there be tongues, they shall cease; whether there be knowledge, 

it shall vanish away. 

 

Bhāgamattam hi jānāsi, tava paññā parittakā, 

Uttamatthe ca sampatte sabbañāṇam upehisi. 

 

9-10. For we know in part, and we prophesy in part. But when that 

which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away. 
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Bālassa bālasaṅkappo, bālavācā, jalā mati, 

Yo ca poso vayappatto bāladhamme vinodaye. 

 

11. When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I 

thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. 

 

Andhabālo hi dāni ’si, pacchā sacchikarissasi, 

Bhāgamattam-pi jānitvā sabbañāṇam upehisi. 

 

12. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I 

know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. 

 

Atthi c’ ete tayo dhammā, saddhā mettañ-ca patthanā, 

Yesaṁ sabbavarā esā yad-idam mettasampadā. 

 

13. And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of 

these is charity. 

 

Mettasuttaṁ niṭṭhitaṁ.   

R. C. Childers. 

 

James de Alwis was, indeed, quite impressed. He wrote a longish 

commentary on each verse, discussing every expression in Childers’ 

version and correcting errors in grammar and prosody. At the end, de 

Alwis attempted his own translation of the chapter. This was published 

by the Government Press thus according to Childers’ translation quite a 

special recognition. The comments of James de Alwis on the overall 

appreciation of the translation are noteworthy:– 
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“This is a clever little performance, it reflects great credit on its 

author. It proves that he is in a fair way of soon attaining a high 

reputation for his knowledge of Pali. It is decidedly superior [cxviii] 

to the miserable version which we give in the Appendix. It may not 

be quite correct as a “translation”, whether literal, or, as it is stated 

to be, “free”. He may have slightly erred in his grammar, and may be 

faulty in his prosody. But these defects are forgotten in the 

consideration of the uncommonly accurate and idiomatic knowledge 

of “the foreign language”, acquired, as we have reason to believe, in 

a marvellously short time – knowledge which even St. Paul regards, 

in the opening of this beautiful chapter on Charity, as “a signally 

valuable endowment amongst nations”. The author therefore 

deserves all the encouragement which can be extended to him; and 

he may feel assured that Ceylon and the Sinhalese, with whom he 

was once officially connected, do not fail to appreciate his 

endeavours to master the sacred language of Lanka. 

 

We moreover accept this as the laudable effort of an Oriental 

student to apply his studies to some practical purpose, and to exhibit 

his knowledge of two systems of religion – Christianity and 

Buddhism – which, as to the moral virtues which they inculcate, are 

undoubtedly superior to all other systems. But we are decidedly 

opposed to the mode adopted by the translator of using Buddhist 

phraseology, especially metaphors and technical terms.” 

 

De Alwis was certainly correct that Childers was due to attain “a high 

reputation for his knowledge of Pali.” 
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5. Childers and his Critics 

 

Childers’ work aroused much interest and in its wake came much 

criticism. While he maintained a scholarly objectivity on the impor-

tance of correcting errors in subsequent editions and publications, he 

was agitated by some criticisms. Those that came from the less 

informed, he shrugged off as his comment on one de Alwis in one of the 

letters to Ven. Subhūti shows (Paragraph 118). But he was unhappy 

when scholars made unfair comments or misconstrued him. (Paragraphs 

115 and 118). His general reaction to critics is [cxix] best gauged from 

the replies he gave to those who criticized the first edition of Vol. I of 

the Pali Dictionary:– 

 

“I am conscious of many imperfections in this dictionary, but the 

fact that it contains more than thirteen thousand words, and nearly 

forty thousand references and quotations, and that seven years ago I 

hardly knew a word either of Pali or Sanskrit, entitles me, I think, to 

be treated tenderly by my critics. At the end of 1869 Mr. Trübner 

liberally offered to publish my dictionary at his own expense, and 

the first part (pp. 1–276) appeared with a temporary preface in 

October, 1872. During the course of the next few months it received 

most friendly and favourable reviews – for which I beg to return my 

sincere thanks – from Dr. Kern in the Bijdragen tot de Taal-Land-

Ned. Indie for 1873; from M. Léon Feer in the Revue Cirtique (Dec. 

7, 1872); from Mr. Pincott in the Oriental (Sept. 1873); from Mr. J. F. 

Dickson in the Ceylon Times (Jan. 6, 1873), and from unknown 

reviewers in the Church Missionary Intelligencer, the Homeward 

Mail, and (oddly enough) the Derby Mercury. In reply to one of M. 

Feer’s friendly criticisms, I would point out that he quotes me 

incorrectly as saying that “le commun des Bouddhistes aspire non au 

néant comme but supreme, mais au svarga”. What I said was that 



124 – Prof. Robert Childers 

 

Buddhists who are not Arhats look immediately to svarga as the 

reward of a virtuous life. I ought perhaps to have added then, and I 

add now explicitly, that all true Buddhists “aspire” to Nirvāṇa as an 

ultimate reward, though of course only Arhats expect Nirvāṇa 

immediately after death and without further transmigration. 

 

“In the Revue Bibliographique for June 15, 1874, M. Foucaux 

published an article of four pages, in which he takes up a position of 

strong antagonism to my view of Nirvāṇa as expressed in my article 

Nibbāṇaṁ. His criticisms are expressed in temperate and courteous 

language, and I have read them with the attention which they merit 

as coming from a scholar of M. Foucaux’ eminence; but I am bound 

to say that they do not in the slightest degree shake my confidence in 

my own view. How little common ground of discussion there is 

between us may be seen at the outset, where M. Foucaux quotes 

against me the Lalita Vistara, [cxx] and calls it a “canonical text!”
46

 

However, the passage quoted is not irreconcilable with orthodox 

Buddhism, and I am very willing to accept it. But when M. Foucaux 

says, “Et comme it faut, pour arriver au Nirvāṇa, se délivrer de tout 

compose, la comparaison de la lampe qui s’eteint ne nous montre que 

la disparition d’un composé, et nullement l’annihilation de l’esprit,” 

it is clear that he is under the belief that mind is not a saṁskāra. I 

venture therefore to refer him to my artcle Saṅkhāro, which will 

show him that mind is a most important saṁskāra, and afford a 

complete answer to his argument. Further, M. Foucaux brings 

against me the eight Vimuttis. Had his reading not been limited to 

North Buddhist texts, he would have known that the Vimuttis belong 
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to the ecstatic meditation, and are not “degrees of perfection to 

which a saint may attain”. For an answer to his argument I must 

refer him to my article Viññāṇañcāyatanaṁ (also 

ākāsānañcayātanaṁ, etc.), from which he will see that Burnouf has 

absurdly mistranslated the Pali text. Vijñāṇa exists just as much in 

the eighth Vimutti as in the fourth or fifth, only it is in a state of 

trance (see art. Nirodho). 

 

I shall make no attempt to reply at full length to Dr. A. Weber’s 

criticisms upon me in the Centralblatt of Feb. 8, 1873. In the first 

place, a considerable portion of his critique is directed against the 

form or plan of my work as being unscientific; and I may reply 

generally, first that I purposely adopted an unscientific form to suit 

the convenience of non-Sanskritists (who prove to be about two-

thirds of my subscribers); secondly that, in a first edition at least, I 

have a right to be judged by the matter and not the form of my work; 

and thirdly that Dr. Weber has really put himself out of court in this 

matter by bestowing, in this identical number of the Centralblatt, the 

warmest praise upon Monier Williams’ Sanskrit Dictionary, which is 

also on an unscientific plan. Dr. Weber thinks Professor Williams’ 

plan “convenient”: exactly so, and that is the advantage I claim for 

mine. Dr. Weber complains that I have not brought under the simple 

root the [cxxi] various compounds of the root with prepositions. It is 

easy to see that had I done so I could not have begun to print until 

the whole dictionary was finished, in other words I should have been 

delayed about two years. Another section of Dr. Weber’s criticisms 

deals with the deficiencies of my dictionary, and here again I am not 

careful to answer him, the mere size of the work being a sufficient 

answer, not to speak of the Addenda. Dr. Weber has made no 

allowance for the exceptional difficulties I have had to deal with, as 

the total absence of previous dictionaries, or even the merest 

vocabulary, to guide me, and the incredible blunders with which 
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almost all the texts I had to incorporate abounded. The remainder of 

Dr. Weber’s paper is taken up with philological criticisms. I have to 

thank him for three or four slight corrections, which I have adopted, 

but some of his criticisms simply show how ill even the best Sanskrit 

scholarship qualifies one to lay down the law about Pali. I shall give 

only one example. I said that appamaññā represents the Sanskrit 

apramāṇ+ya, and Dr. Weber summarily brushes away this etymology 

with the words “appamaññā Demuth, Bescheidenheit, aus 

alpamanyā”. To prove that I was right, and that the word has nothing 

to do with “humility”, I will here print the text of the first 

appamaññā: Idh’ āvuso bhikkhu mettāsahagatena cetasā ekaṁ disaṁ 

pharitvā viharati tathā dutiyaṁ tathā tatiyaṁ tathā cātutthiṁ, iti 

uddhamadho tiriyaṁ sabbadhi sabbattatāya sabbāvantaṁ lokaṁ 

upekkhā sahagatena cetasā vipulena mahaggatena appamāṇena 

averena aryāpajjhena pharitvā viharati. I trust that Dr. Weber will 

forgive me if I have proved restive under his somewhat heavy lash, 

and will believe me when I say that I entertain towards him 

unaltered feelings of friendship and respect.” 

 

As he claims in respect of Weber’s criticism, he was restive in the sense 

of “rejecting control”. He was, on the other hand, always restless and 

that enabled him to achieve so much in so short a life-time. [cxii] 
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VIII – The Rhys Davids of Indomitable Courage 

 

1. “We grow by all such” 

 

In one sentence Thomas William Rhys Davids (1843–1922) explained 

how he looked at his pioneering work of making the Pali literary 

heritage available to the Western world both in the original and in 

translation. The statement was further clarified by his equally 

illustrious wife, Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids (1857–1942): 

 

“And when it is a quest of opening up buried treasures of past ideas, 

or opening up new vistas of unverified powers and resources, it is 

impossible for explorer and experimenter to judge before hand, that 

this is a waste of time and energy. Much digging and many 

experiments will prove to have been so. And yet who will assert that 

pioneer work should therefore be shirked, nay, may it not be that, as 

Rhys Davids once said, “We grow by all such?”
47

 

 

References to “buried treasures” and “digging” are most apt in this case 

as Rhys Davids’ entry into the realm of scholarly research was through 

archaeology. 

 

Rhys Davids, like Childers, was a son of an English clergyman. Entering 

the Ceylon Civil Service at the age of 21 in 1864 he served the first 

three years as the Private Secretary to the Governor, actually 

succeeding Childers in that position. He worked for both the acting 

Governor Major-General Terence O’Brien and Governor Sir Hercules 

Robinson (later Lord Rosemead). Ven. Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma 
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taught him Sinhala for his examinations and, as in the case of Childers, 

inspired Rhys Davids, too, to get more interested in the culture of Sri 

Lanka. According to records, Rhys Davids came to know of Pali when 

he was confronted with texts of Buddhist vinaya in the course of a trial 

he conducted as the District Judge of Galle. When none in the court 

could translate the relevant text, he decided to study Pali and, again, it 

was to Ven. Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma that he went for instruction. 

As he proceeded with his studies, he came in contact with the two 

[cxxiii] best known scholar-monks of the time, Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī 

Sumaṅgala Nāyaka Thera and Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti Nāyaka 

Thera. 

 

His last few years in Sri Lanka were spent in the archaeological service; 

the excavation of a number of sites in Anuradhapura and the discovery 

of Sigiriya are among his achievements. His earliest publications both in 

Sri Lanka and Britain were on epigraphical and archaeological themes: 

e.g., 

 

On methods of taking Impressions of Inscriptions JCBRAS V, No. 16 

(1870–71), 

 

Dondra Inscription JCBRAS V, No. 16 (1870–71), 

 

Inscription at Weligama Vihara JCBRAS V, No. 16 (1870–71), On an 

Inscription at Dondra JCBRAS V, No. 17 (1871–72), Three 

Inscriptions of Parākramabāhu the Great from Pulastipura (dated 

circa 1180 AD) JRAS Vol. VI, 1873, 

 

Sigiri - 39th Chapter of Mahāvaṁsa JRAS Vol. VI, 1873, 
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Two Old Sinhala Inscriptions: The Sahasamalla Inscription dated 

1200 AD and the Ruwanvaeli Dāgaba Inscription dated 1191 AD. 

JRAS Vol. VII, 1875. 

 

Although Rhys Davids left the Ceylon Civil Service in 1872 and 

returned to England, his interest in Sri Lankan studies persisted as the 

last three articles in the above list show. These articles also establish the 

fact that he was in very close collaboration with Childers. The latter’s 

assistance is acknowledged in several places for comparing the text of 

some extracts from the Mahāvaṁsa with a Ms. in the India Office 

Library and getting a monk in Sri Lanka (i.e., Nāranwita Unnānse) to 

provide a copy of the inscriptions dealt with in the last article. 

 

While pursuing law studies in London, which he completed in 1877 by 

being called to the bar, Rhys Davids continued his epigraphical and 

numismatic researches as well as studies in Pali and Buddhism. Thus in 

1877 he published a book on “Ancient Coins and Measures of Ceylon” 

and in 1878 he wrote for the London Society for the Promotion of 

Christian Knowledge a treatise on the [cxxiv] life and teachings of the 

Buddha, published under the title “Buddhism”; this book, through its 

quality and popularity,
48

 assured for Rhys Davids a secure place among 

the pioneering Orientalists of the day. Next he translated into English 

the first volume of Jātakas edited by Fausböll in 1880 under the title 

“Buddhist Birth Stories” and proceeded to translate selected Suttas of 

the Sutta Piṭaka which formed Vol. II of the Sacred Books of the East 

Series (1881). 
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Davids to Buddhist and Pali studies. 
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The recognition which Rhys Davids’ early works won for him is borne 

out by the fact that he was invited in 1881 to deliver the prestigious 

Hibbert Lectures and the subject assigned to him was “The Origin and 

Growth of Religion as illustrated by some points in the History of 

Indian Buddhism”. It is in the course of these lectures that he 

emphasized in the following terms the importance of publishing and 

translating the Buddhist literature and announced the intention to 

establish the Pali Text Society for that purpose:– 

 

“The sacred books of the early Buddhists have preserved to us the 

sole record of the only religious movement in the world’s history 

which bears any close resemblance to Christianity; and it is not too 

much to say that the publication of this unique literature will be no 

less important for the study of history and especially religious 

history than the publication of the Vedas has already been.” 

 

The next four decades saw Rhys Davids working assiduously in this 

self-assumed task first in collaboration with Max Müller and Oldenberg 

in the publication of the Sacred Books of the East and the Sacred Books 

of the Buddhists Series and subsequently through the Pali Text Society 

which he and his equally able and erudite wife directed as the rallying 

point of not only Pali Scholars of Europe but also a new generation of 

scholars from Sri Lanka and Burma. 

 

Rhys David’s contribution to Pali and Buddhist studies in Europe had 

been in two capacities: he was a scholar engaged in his own [cxxv] 

research and he was a promoter of activities as manager, organizer, 

fund-raiser and publicity agent. What is significant is that he was so 

versatile that one aspect of work did not suffer on account of the other. 

The usual comparison that is made with Max Müller is valid in that 
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Rhys Davids shared with this Sanskritist these dual abilities: so Rhys 

Davids was to Pali and Buddhist studies in Europe what Max Müller was 

to Sanskrit and Vedic studies. It was Mrs. Rhys Davids herself who 

dubbed her husband the “Max Müller of Buddhism”. They worked 

together and their collaboration had been quite effective. 

 

Several letters of Rost (Paragraphs 135, 136, 151, 156, 157 and 170) 

show that he disliked both Rhys Davids and Max Müller. His main 

criticism was that they were selfish and used their learning and literary 

work only as a means of gaining their selfish ends. Rost had set for 

himself a very stringent code of ethics as regards how learning had to 

be pursued and used. He was almost ascetic in his belief that no personal 

gain should be derived from learning and scholarship. With such 

standards, Rosts’ own achievements were almost nil in the field of 

scholarship where all he could show was a series of unfinished 

undertakings, with the exception of course, of the three volumes of H. 

H. Wilsons’ writings which he edited and published, even though his 

services to the emerging generation of Orientalists of his time had been 

very remarkable. What Rost disapproved in Rhys Davids and Max 

Müller was their involvement in the propagandist and commercial 

activities and, possibly, the visible gains in the form of publicity and 

profits that accrued to them. Rhys Davids was conscious of this type of 

criticism levelled against him, for, in his report of the Pali Text Society 

for the year 1907, he made a strong case in favour of scholars receiving 

adequate monetary compensation for their work. He said, 

 

“As there is no longer any serious probability of a change for the 

worse in the Society’s finance, it is proposed, so long as the margin 

shall be enough for one year’s issues in advance, to pay each 
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collaborator in the Society’s work a small honorarium of £1 per 

sheet. [cxxvi] 

 

In making this announcement, I may be allowed to express my 

poignant regret that the amount should be so small. It would be 

considered a disgrace to say to a tailor: ‘You are well known in the 

town for the skill and accuracy of your work. Make me, therefore, a 

coat (or a suit) for nothing’. It is not yet considered a disgrace to say 

to a scholar: ‘You are well known in the world for the skill and 

accuracy of your work. Write me, therefore, an article (or a book) 

for nothing’. Why this difference ? Is it entirely a question of 

economics? Ruskin, with great earnestness and no little indignation, 

would have answered with an emphatic NO. There are questions of 

ethics, of intelligence, of social pride, of organization to be 

considered. And if one marks the studied contempt with which 

successful men of the world often defend themselves against any 

possible imputation of belonging to the ranks of scholars (and this 

even happens when they are addressing learned men or writing semi-

learned essays) – when one marks this careless air of self-

complacency, one is inclined to think that māna, no less than moha, 

may also enter into the argument. In any case, the age of barbarism, 

the age which values wealth and birth above knowledge and insight, 

cannot last for ever. That, too, is aniccaṁ though it be also dukkhaṁ. 

Signs of a gradual, continuing change are already clear to the 

discerning eye. Meanwhile let every scholar help those organizations 

which assist the change; and throw, whenever possible, his vote into 

the scale in favour of payment for all scholarly work. An established 

precedent counts much in such matters. And let us never forget the 

workers, willing to help in our new studies, who are now forced, by 

want of the miserable pence, to turn unwillingly to the more 

hackneyed fields.” 
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The success which Rhys Davids achieved as a promoter and champion 

of scholars is amply demonstrated by the fact that his creation, the Pali 

Text Society, continues to be as active and productive as it was a 

hundred years ago. 

 

No evaluation of his achievements in the capacity of a scholar is called 

for as they are no longer doubted or questioned. Rost’s judgement in 

1883 that Rhys Davids and Max Müller were “not [cxxvii] real Pali 

scholars” (Paragraph 152) was certainly not shared by his other 

contemporaries. In 1882 Rhys Davids was appointed the Professor of 

Pali and Buddhist Literature of the University College, London and in 

1904 he was chosen Professor of Comparative Religion of the 

University of Manchester. He was an active member of the Royal 

Asiatic Society and was sought after as a speaker at important meetings 

of Orientalists in Europe and North America. He left behind an 

impressive array of books and papers which testify to both his devotion 

and industriousness. To the ones already mentioned as his works prior 

to the establishment of the Pali ‘Text Society must be added:– 

 

–His translations of Pātimokkha, Mahāvagga and Cullavagga in 

collaboration with Hermann Oldenberg (SBE Vols. XIII, XVII and 

XX, 1881-1885). 

–His translation of Milinda-Pañha (SBE XXXV and XXXVI 1890-

1894). 

–Dialogues of the Buddha (Dīgha-Nikāya) (SBB Nos. 2, 3, 4, 1899, 

1910, 1921). 

–The History and Literature of Buddhism (six lectures delivered in 

America in 1894-95), 1896. 

–Buddhist India, 1903 

And all the following critical editions and related works published 

by the Pali Text Society:– 
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–Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha, 1884.  

–Dāṭhāvaṁsa, 1884. 

–Sumaṅgala-vilāsini I, 1886 with J. E. Carpenter. 

–Yogāvacara’s Manual, 1896. 

–Dīgha-Nikāya I and II with J. E. Carpenter, 1889, 1903. 

–List of MSS. in the Copenhagen Royal Library (1883). 

–Persecution of Buddhists in India (1896). 

–The Bhabra Edict of Asoka (1896). 

–Abbreviations of titles of Pali books (1896 and 1909). 

–Political Division in India (1901). 

–Lexicographical Notes (1919). [cxxviii] 

–Cosmic Law in Ancient Thought (1919). 

–What has Buddhism derived from Christianity? (1923). 

–With W. Stede: Pali-English Dictionary (1921 - 1925). 

 

No scholar of international stature in Pali and Buddhist studies has 

since failed to delve deep into his writings in search of explanations, 

opinions and information. He has been a consistently quoted authority. 

For example, Winternitz in his “History of Indian Literature” alludes to 

Rhys David’s work in 80 references, while Rādhākrishnan refers to him 

23 times in his “Indian Philosophy Vol. I.” 

 

As important as his literary output are the students he produced. Two 

among them are specially important as far as this Volume is concerned. 

One is Lord Chalmers, who figures prominently in the correspondence 

among different scholars and who had the distinction of being the 

Governor of Sri Lanka. The other is Mrs. Caroline. A. F. Rhys Davids, 

who recalls her early years of married life with her teacher, Rhys 

Davids, in the General Note written to Gunapala Malalasekera’s 

Dictionary of Pali Proper Names: 
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“One of my abiding memories of the days in the Nineties, when 

work under and with Rhys Davids became an essential part of my 

married life, was the foreground-presence of three interleaved 

volumes. These were Robert C. Childers’ Pali Dictionary (a copy 

bequeathed by him to my husband) and the Pali Text Society’s 

Journal for 1888, almost monopolized by an Index of Pali names by 

Swiss scholar Edward Müller-Hess. Daily those interleaved pages 

were becoming ever more filled, to say nothing of marginal 

additions, so keenly did Rhys Davids record as soon as it appeared 

the new – or shall I say the newly-risen from the Once-had-been.” 

 

It was the assessment of Padmanābh S. Jaini that “Prof. Rhys Davids 

was perhaps excelled only by his wife, Mrs. A. C. F. Rhys Davids, who 

brought her mighty contribution to Pali studies as the crowning glory to 

her husband’s work.”
49

 [cxxix] 

 

2. Mrs. Caroline A. F. Rhys Davids (1857–1942) 

 

The sheer volume of her published works is simply overwhelming. 

Commencing from the translation of the first book of the Abhidharma-

piṭaka in 1900 under the title, “A Buddhist Manual of Psychological 

Ethics, being a translation of the first book in the Abhidhamma Piṭaka 

entitled Dhammasaṅgaṇī: With Introductory Essay and Notes, she 

produced by herself or in co-operation with other scholars, at least 

thirty sizeable publications, in addition to nearly a hundred learned 

articles on all aspects of Indian and Buddhist philosophy. A 

chronologically arranged list of her books would give an idea of the 
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variety and the width of her scholarly interests as well as the investment 

in time and energy she was prepared to make: 

 

1900–Translation of Dhammasaṅgaṇī (mentioned above). 

1904–Critical Edition (C.E.) of Vibhaṅga (i.e. the second book of the 

Abhidhamma Piṭaka).  

1906–C.E. of Duka-Paṭṭhāna (i.e. second part of the seventh book of 

the Abhidhamma Piṭaka). 

1907–08–Similes in the Nikāyas.  

1909–Psalms of the Early Buddhists I – Psalms of the Sisters 

(Translation of Therīgāthā). 

1910–C.E. of Aṅguttara-nikāya Vol. VI (with M. Hart). 

–A Compendium of Philosophy (translation of 

Abhidhammatthasaṅgaha) with S. Z. Aung. 

1911–C.E. of Yamaka Vol. I (i.e. the sixth book of the Abhidhamma 

Piṭaka). 

1912–Buddhism (Home University Library Series) 

–C.E. of Yamaka Commentary. 

1913–C.E. of Yamaka Vol. II. 

–Psalms of the Early Buddhists II: Psalms of the Brethren 

(Translation of Thera-gāthā). 

1914–Buddhist Psychology (The Quest Series). 

–Translation of Ledi Sadaw’s Dissertation on the Yamaka. [cxxx] 

–C.E. of Puggala-paññatti (i.e. the fourth book of the Abhidhamma 

Piṭaka) with G. Landsberg. 

1915–Points of Controversy (Translation of Kathāvatthu the fifth 

book of the Abhidhamma Piṭaka) with S. Z. Aung. 

1917–The Book of the Kindred Sayings (Translation of Saṁyutta 

Nikāya) Vol. I. 

1920–The Expositor (Translation of Atthasālinī: Dhammasaṅgaṇī 

Commentary) with P. M. Tin. Vol. I. 
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–C.E. of Visuddhimagga Vol. I. 

1921–C.E. of Visuddhimagga Vol. II. 

–The Expositor Vol. II. 

–Translation of Dīgha-nikāya Vol. III (SBB No. 4) with T. W. Rhys 

Davids. 

–C.E. of Tika-Paṭṭhāna (first part of the seventh book of the 

Abhidhamma Piṭaka) with Commentary: Vol. I. 

1922–The Book of the Kindred Sayings Vol. II. 

–C.E. of Tika-Paṭṭhāna with Commentary: Vol. II. 

1923–C.E. of Tika-Paṭṭhāna with Commentary: Vol. III.  

1925–C.E. of Majjhima-nikāya Vol. IV. 

1927–Buddhism and the Negative. 

1928–Gotama the Man. 

1931–Sākya or Buddhist Origins. 

–C.E. and translation of Dhammapada and Khuddakapāṭha (SBB No. 

7). 

1932–Manual of Buddhism. 

1936–The Birth of Indian Psychology and Its Development in 

Buddhism (A rewritten and enlarged edition of Buddhist Psychology 

– 1914). 

1942–(Posthumously) – Wayfarers’ Words Vols. I - III (i.e. sporadic 

writings and lectures). [cxxxi] 

 

As this list shows, her pioneering work was in the field of Abhidhamma 

and, as Winternitz confirms, she “has devoted years of patient and 

scholarly labour to the investigation of the texts of the Abhidhamma.”
50

 

 

As a logical sequel to her interest in Abhidhamma, she studied the 

development of Indian philosophical thought, both pre-and post- 
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Buddhistic. Her interpretations brought her into many a controversy, 

specially with those who found some of the widely held views and 

beliefs assailed by her. 

 

As a sincere researcher who had read
51

 in original Pali more texts of the 

Tripiṭaka than most other scholars could claim, Mrs. Rhys Davids was 

very sure of facts and interpretations and would not hesitate in 

expressing her views frankly. Once criticizing Rhys Davids’ article on 

“Theory of Soul in the Upanishads” (JRAS 1899), she said, “Rhys 

Davids, who was fairly hagridden with the notion of Atman as 

‘mannikin’, scarcely discerns the nature of the quest here”.
52

 

Commenting on Sir Edwin Arnold’s “Light of Asia” she said,
 
“ ‘Light of 

Asia’ is not a happy title save perhaps for the publisher; it goes too far 

for most Christians; it doesn’t go far enough for most Buddhists; it is not 

for either correct if by Light of, we mean that which lights up Asia, 

since this is obviously uncharitable to Islam and Parseeism, and ignores 

the entire north of that continent.”
53 

 

Her critical comments extends also to named and unnamed interpreters 

of Buddhism. For example, on Buddhaghosa, she wrote: “Where, ages 

before, the founder (i.e. the Buddha) had been silent, where the founder 

had rejected alternatives without making any sweeping denials, there 

Buddhaghosa has been taught to say: there is not, there is nothing, there 
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 She called herself “one who comes from long study in the older records, the 

Pali Suttas, compiled by monks mainly for monks.” Wayfarer’s words Vol. II 

p. 476 
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 The Birth of Indian Psychology and its Development in Buddhism, London, 
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is no one. He does not seek to convince. He dogmatically denies. And as 

we leave this [cxxxii] house of cloistered lives, of a closed tradition, of a 

past dominating present and future, we have a sense of rooms swept and 

garnished, clean and tidy, of sealed windows, of blinds drawn down, of 

no outlook towards the dawn.” 

 

This simile, pregnant with meaning, spells out her deepest conviction 

and the scope of her self-imposed task. In presenting her many 

“sporadic writings: articles and comments buried in periodicals and 

‘Commemorative Volumes’ ”, she mentioned her “mission” which she 

carried on in her monographs and essays: that is, to tell of two things: 

First, how the religion we now call Buddhism was different at first from 

what it now is. She stressed: “This needs showing. Others do not yet 

fairly and freely show it. It will need showing yet for years to come”; 

Second, “how man’s more-will in his wayfaring is not yet taught as it 

needs to be”. She explained this second task in ethical terms: “I see men 

holding up ideals to be followed without a word on the will, the will by 

which alone man can value what they hold up... He needs will as to the 

last mandate of earth-life, that next step which, as yet, is so wilfully put 

aside. The More in life, when life is viewed as a growth, a becoming, 

figured as a wayfaring towards a Most, very long in time, time past and 

time future, not for mankind only considered as a whole but for each 

Man, each Woman.”
54

 

 

A notable discovery which was made as I studied Mrs. Rhys Davids’ 

correspondence with Ven. Buddhadatta is the degree to which she has 

been misunderstood, misconstrued and reviled by those who paid little 

attention to the above-mentioned mission. She raised many questions. 
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Most of them were knotty and she did not accept the traditionally 

proferred answers or did not like the manner in which these answers 

were given. She proceeded to raise more questions and each had to be 

preceded with a series of observations. For nearly two generations, Pali 

and Buddhist scholars have grappled with her observations without 

coming to the questions she had so very seriously and sympathetically 

posed. What each of the letters published in this Volume brings to light 

is her sense of her seriousness and sympathy, which seem to have 

pervaded all her work. [cxxxiii] 

 

What we have is her correspondence with one editor over a period of 

thirty years. She had been in constant communication with at least 

thirty more editors and translators. Our letters refer to some of them 

and shows how she was trying to promote correspondence among them. 

There might have been many more whose works did not come up for 

publication by the Pali Text Society (e.g. Charles R. Lanman and Ven. 

Welivitye Sorata). If the correspondence with Ven. Buddhadatta is an 

index to her seriousness of purpose, one can easily visualize the volume 

of personal correspondence she could have undertaken to ensure the 

achievement of the Society’s objective. Her anxiety as age advanced 

that she would die before at least the Canon and its commentaries were 

published recurs in several letters, thus giving us an idea of the immense 

determination that motivated her. 

 

An unknown or little known Mrs. Rhys Davids emerges from these 

letters. Several episodes need to be noted: e.g. how she urged and 

encouraged Ven. Buddhadatta to study English – very tactfully in the 

beginning lest the suggestion would hurt the young monk’s conviction 

that Pali was for him an adequate lingua franca; how she managed to 

widen his horizon by enabling him to visit Europe; how she handled 
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difficult and delaying editors; how she confided in Ven. Buddhadatta 

the grief-ridden experiences following the tragic death of her only child 

and son during the First World War; how she took over and handled 

single-handed the Pali Text Society after the death of Rhys Davids; and 

how nothing daunted her or delayed her work – wars, deaths or bombs. 

She went through two World Wars – very optimistically as a patriotic 

British – and hoped that estranged German scholars would fulfil their 

promises to edit books for the Society; it is an interesting commentary 

on the binding unity of scholarship that her hopes generally came true. 

When a German bomb destroyed hundreds of publicationes of the 

Society, she wailed “That country bought more of our books than any 

other” (Paragraph 453). 

 

Another demonstration in her genuine interest in the promotion of 

Buddhism is the plea that she made as far back as in 1932 for the 

translation of the Tripiṭaka into Sinhala. According to the advice that 

she received from Dr. W. A. de Silva, the Sri Lankan monks in [cxxxiv] 

early 1910s had been opposed to such an idea. She was glad when Ven. 

Buddhadatta gave a progressive opinion on the subject but did not agree 

that the translation be left to “isolated individual attempts”. She urged 

that it was very important to see that the Tripiṭaka was made available 

in Sinhala in every Buddhist home and cited the benefits of the 

availability of the Bible in Christian homes. While the translation of the 

Tripiṭaka into Sinhala has since been achieved both in an authoritative 

scholarly version in the form of the Buddha Jayanti Tripiṭaka 

Translation and in a popular version emanating from the painstaking 

assiduity of Dr. A. P. de Zoysa, the target of getting a Sinhala Tripiṭaka 

in a handy readable form, into every Buddhist home in Sri Lanka is yet 

to be achieved. While striving to achieve this target, it would be a token 

of gratitude to remember that one of the earliest to urge it was Mrs. 
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Rhys Davids and that, too, in a personal letter to one of Sri Lanka’s best 

Buddhist and Pali scholars. 

 

Mrs. Rhys Davids’ contribution to the development of Buddhist and Pali 

studies came in two main directions. As these letters show, the first was 

through the involvement of several Sri Lankan scholar-monks in the 

work of the Pali Text Society and giving them, with all due care, the 

scientific training that the traditional system did not provide. Ven. 

Sūriyagoḍa Śrī Sumaṅgala, Ven. P. Dhammārāma, and Ven. Polwatte 

Buddhadatta have made their own scholarly contribution which testify 

to the efficacy of this training. It is quite possible that several others, 

who fell by the way side, in the sense that their works did not come up 

for publication by the Pali Text Society, also benefited in some ways. 

With the role which Ven. Buddhadatta played in the Buddha Jayanti 

Tripiṭaka Translation of Sri Lanka and the major Burmese undertaking 

in the form of the Sixth Council (Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyanā), Mrs. Rhys 

David’s insights in the field of Pali textual criticism were put into 

greater service in the Buddhist world. 

 

The second contribution she made – and this not only to Buddhist 

scholarship but more to the overall regeneration of Buddhism – was 

Gunapala Piyasena Malalasekera, her most distinguished student in 

the School of Oriental Studies, University of London from 1923 to 1926. 

The letters addressed to Ven. [cxxxv] Buddhadatta make several 

references to Malalasekera and one important result had been to bring 

the two of them together, in spite of certain misgivings apparent in 

earlier correspondence of Ven. Buddhadatta. 

 

Malalasekera had wielded the single most far-reaching impact on 

Buddhist and Pali studies in Sri Lanka, having held a series of key 
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academic and administrative positions in the University and the 

management of the national system of higher education. The last two 

generations of Pali and Buddhist scholars of Sri Lanka are directly or 

indirectly his students. As far as the continuing Sri Lankan support to 

the Pali Text Society goes, all the recent contributors to its publication 

programme as editors or translators are students of Malalasekera: e.g. 

Ven. H. Saddhātissa, N. A. Jayawickrema, Ratnā Handurukande and 

Lily de Silva. So is Ven. Walpola Rāhula who, with Ven. H. 

Saddhātissa, are currently members of the Society’s Council and 

Committee of Management. Thus through Guru-śiṣya paramparā or 

“teacher-pupil succession”, the movement which the Rhys Davids 

inaugurated and nurtured continues to be sustained by the lofty ideals 

on which their effort was founded.  

 

In recognition of the unparalleled services which Mrs. Rhys Davids had 

rendered to the cause of Buddhist and Pali studies, the world of 

scholarship owes her a courtesy and itself an obligation. As mentioned 

earlier, many very pertinent questions she has raised on various aspects 

of Buddhist thought remain to be answered and her own tentative 

conclusions re-examined. This task becomes a very special 

responsibility of Theravada Buddhists and, particularly, the scholars of 

Sri Lanka because it is to them she had addressed her final challenge: In 

the “Preface” to Wayfarers’ Words Vol. II, she said: 

 

“If readers find me in this volume also, repeating, if in different 

terms and on different occasions, certain comments, of a more or 

less contentious nature, on dogmatic teachings that have grown up 

and survived in Southern Buddhism of today, let me refer them to 
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the last half of the little Preface to the first volume.
55

 So long as 

[cxxxvi] that Buddhism, so long as writers on that Buddhism fail to 

evince any historical flair for their subject, I judge it is up to me to 

go on fighting” (Emphasis mine). 

 

Forty years after her death, her challenge is yet to be taken up. 

 

3. Pali Text Society and the Buddhist Saṅgha of Sri Lanka 

 

To what extent does the Pali Text Society owe its line of development to 

the Buddhist Saṅgha of Sri Lanka? The influence which Ven. 

Yātrāmulle Śrī Dhammārāma, Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala and 

Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti had on the initial Pali and Buddhist 

studies of the founder and the advice and guidance offered by the 

learned Mahātheras of the day (namely, Ven. Doḍanduwe Śrī 

Piyaratana Tissa, Ven. Ratgama Śrī Saddhānanda, Ven. Gintota 

Paññānanda and Ven. Bulatgama Siri Sumanatissa) are quite well 

known. But they do not account for the first most important change of 

policy which the Society adopted in the very first year of its existence; 

nor had the continuing scholarly assistance of Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī 

Subhūti, who lent manuscripts to the Society, brought about this 

development. 

 

Before presenting the background for the new policy in the words of 

Rhys Davids himself, a word of appreciation is due to Edmund R. 

Gunaratne, Atapattu Mudliar of Galle, whose name occurs many times 

in the correspondence published in this Volume. His conversion to 

Buddhism is attributed to Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala. Rhys Davids 
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had befriended Gunaratne while in Galle on account of both their 

official relations in the administrative and judicial service of the 

Southern Province and the common link which the learned scholar-

monk provided. So it was natural that Rhys Davids invited Gunaratne to 

be the Sri Lankan representative of the Society and to recruit 

subscribers. On the success of Gunaratne and its consequences as 

regards the Society’s policy and priorities, Rhys Davids wrote in the 

Report for 1882 as follows:– 

 

“In the spring of 1882 there came the welcome intelligence that more 

than seventy of the most important of the members of the Buddhist 

Order in Ceylon had shown their appreciation of [cxxxvii] the work, 

and their trust in its promoters, by subscribing in advance to the cost 

of the printing. It is no slight thing that an established clergy 

should have come forward so readily to support the publication 

of the sacred books of their religion in an alien alphabet and by 

scholars of an alien faith. We need not perhaps be surprised that 

so liberal minded a body as the Buddhist Bhikkhus should have 

acted so; but this was due, no doubt, in great measure, to the 

personal influence and high position of the Sinhalese gentleman who 

has so kindly consented to be our agent in Ceylon the Atapattu 

Mudaliyar of Galle. 

 

This assistance came at a very opportune time. The want of good 

manuscripts had already in several instances made itself felt; and it 

was intended to apply, for the purpose of supplying this want, the 

donations of some generous friends who, not themselves acquainted 

with the Pali language, had come forward to support a movement 

which bade fair to throw so much light on the comparative history of 

ideas and especially of religious belief. These donations having 

supplied at home the deficiencies which would otherwise have arisen 
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in the charges for printing it we had not had recourse to the 

subscriptions of the Bhikkhus in Ceylon, we have been enabled to 

leave the whole of the latter amount in the island itself, to be applied 

there exclusively to the purchase of manuscripts. 

 

The adhesion of so large a number of Buddhist Bhikkhus to our 

enterprise has had also another result. We announced in our 

prospectus, which was circulated in Ceylon in the Sinhalese 

language, that it was proposed to include in the Society’s series those 

of the more Important of the earlier Jain and uncanonical Sanskrit 

Buddhist texts which might be expected to throw light on the 

religious movement out of which the Pali Piṭakas also arose. Since 

nearly half of the number of our subscribers are now Bhikkhus 

belonging to the original Order of Buddhist recluses, it is only fair to 

them that this Intention should be so far modified that we should 

devote our funds more immediately and continually to the 

publication of those texts in which they are principally interested – 

that is, of the ancient Pali literature preserved in their own bright 

and beautiful island, by the zeal and industry of the successive 

generations of [cxxxviii] scholars who have kept the lamp of 

learning alight through its long and illustrious past. To this the other 

half of our subscribers in Europe and America will no doubt readily 

agree. It was to that end, indeed, that our Society was in the first 

place devoted: our other aims were always intended to be only 

subservient to that. 

 

But the Buddhist Bhikkhus themselves are by no means desirous that 

our efforts should be directed either entirely or immediately to the 

publication of the Pali Piṭakas alone. I have received from four of 

their number, whose opinion, especially on those points on which 

they agree, may fairly be taken as representative of the general 

opinion of the Saṅgha.” 
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The list of 96 subscribers from Sri Lanka as per [the] list of Edmund R. 

Gunaratne appears in the Report for 1882. Of them 74 were Buddhist 

monks and every name we have mentioned above as scholar-monks of 

this time is in the list. Perhaps, because Gunaratne’s influence was in 

Galle and the neighbouring districts, every one of them is from 

maritime Sri Lanka. But the 22 lay subscribers are geographically more 

widely distributed. Again we find such well-known names as H. S. 

Olcott; Louis de Zoysa Mahā-mudliar; Iddamalgoda Basnayake Nilame 

and Louis Gomeille Wijesinha. 

 

The policy, which the impressive support of the Sri Lankan Saṅgha 

induced, appears to be in force up-to-date. Attending the annual general 

meeting of the Society in September 1982, I found it gratifying to note 

that the influence of the Sri Lankan Saṅgha continued to be present, as 

already stated, in the persons of Ven. Hammalawa Saddhātissa and Ven. 

Walpola Rāhula – both eminent Buddhist and Pali scholars of our time 

– who qualify exceptionally well to be termed “living fountains of 

Buddhism.” 
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IX – Popularizers of Buddhism in the West 

 

1. Friends and Admirers of Buddhism 

 

Outside the charmed circle of scholars regarding whose pioneering 

efforts I have so far spoken, there was a growing body of educated 

Westerners, who had been attracted to Buddhism. They distinguished 

[cxxxix] themselves from both the objective scholars, who concentrated 

on scientifically extending the frontiers of knowledge, and the early 

Christian missionaries who studied Buddhism for expressed or implicit 

sectarian purposes. These people, who could best be described as friends 

and admirers of Buddhism, sought to share with others their spiritual 

and cultural experience. Their approach was practical and the objective 

was clear: they thought highly of what they had come to know in the 

life and teachings of the Buddha and were convinced that Buddhism 

had a message which the world – specially the Western world – needed. 

So their role was conceived to be one of propagation of Buddhist ideas 

and values. They set up organizations for the purpose, published 

periodicals and produced books of a popular nature. Several of them are 

mentioned in the letters published in this Volume or are themselves the 

writers of some letters.  

 

Henry Steele Olcott 

 

The most important among them was Henry Steele Olcott (1832–1906) 

even though his main arena of work was India and Sri Lanka, as far as 

Buddhism was concerned. The work he did through the Theosophical 

Movement with Madame H. P. Blavatsky was pan-religious and it 

certainly did give an important place to Buddhism. But, as explained in 

Olcott’s letter to Ven. Piyaratana Tissa (Paragraph 485), what the 



149 – Popularizers of Buddhism in the West 

 

Theosophical Society saw in Buddhism was another religious system 

with which it could confront Christianity. Since his arrival in the East –

first to Bombay and then to Sri Lanka, Olcott did become a serious 

student of Buddhism and his major contribution to popularizing the 

message of the Buddha in the West is his “Buddhist Catechism”, 

Colombo, July 1881. 

 

We have the background to its writing and its approval by Ven. 

Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala from the Diary Leaves of Olcott:– 

 

“My Catechism had been translated into Sinhalese, and on 15th May, 

I went with it to Widyodaya College to go over the text, word by 

word with the High Priest and his Assistant [cxl] Principal, 

Hiyayentadūwe,
56

 one of his cleverest pupils and a man of learning. 

On the first day, although we worked eight hours, we disposed of 

only 6 ½ pages of the MS. On the 16th, beginning early in the 

morning and continuing until 5 p.m,, we got over 8 pages; then we 

stuck. 

 

The impasse was created by the definition of Nirvāna, or rather of 

the survival of some sort of “subjective entity” in that state of 

existence. Knowing perfectly well the strong views entertained by 

the school of Southern Buddhists of which Sumaṅgala is the type, I 

had drafted the reply to the question: “What is Nirvāṇa?” in such a 

way as to just note that there was a difference of opinion among 

Buddhist metaphysicians as to the survival of an abstract human 

entity, without leaning either towards the views of the Northern or 

Southern school. But the two erudite critics caught me up at the first 
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glance at the paragraph, and the High Priest denied that there was 

any such difference of opinion among Buddhist metaphysicians. 

 

Upon my citing to him the beliefs of the Tibetans, Chinese, Japanese, 

Mongolians, and even of a Sinhalese school of which the late 

Polgahawatte was leader, he closed our discussion by saying that, if I 

did not alter the text, he should cancel his promise to give me a 

certificate that the Catechism was suited to the teaching of children 

in Buddhist schools, and should publish his reasons therefor. As this 

would virtually destroy the usefulness of my educational monograph, 

and cause such a breach between him and myself as to make it 

tenfold more difficult to push on the schools project, I yielded to 

force majeure, and made the paragraph read, as it has ever since 

stood, in the many editions through which the Catechism has since 

passed. The tedious labor of critical revision was finally completed, 

the MS. fair-copied, re-revised, trimmed, added to, and at last made 

ready for the printer, all this taking weeks and causing no end of 

bother to me. 

 

It was such a novelty, this, to condense the essence of the whole body 

of Buddhist Dhamma into a little hand-book that one might read 

through in a couple of hours, and their inherited [cxli] tendency 

towards passive resistance to all innovations upon the fixed order of 

things was so strong that I had to fight my way inch by inch, as one 

might say. 

 

It was not that the priests did not feel the greatest friendliness for me 

and the highest appreciation of the possible good that might accrue 

to the nation from our school project, but the conservative instinct 

was too strong to be pacified at once, and points that had been passed 

upon had to be reconsidered, and long discussions entered into as to 
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the spirit of the Buddhist sacred books, before I could be allowed to 

go to Press with my work. 

 

I am perfectly convinced that if I had been an Asiatic of any race or 

caste, the book would never have appeared, the author would have 

simply been tired out and have abandoned his attempt. But knowing 

something of the bull-dog pertinacity of the Anglo-Saxon character, 

and holding me in real personal affection, they finally succumbed to 

my importunity. The Sinhalese and English versions appeared 

simultaneously, on 24th July, 1881, and thenceforward, for some 

weeks, the hand-presses of Colombo could not strike off copies fast 

enough to meet the demand.” 

 

An equally innovative and far-reaching effort of Olcott was the 

identification of the Fourteen Fundamental Buddhist Beliefs which 

were compiled in 1891 and accepted by representatives of Burma, Sri 

Lanka, Chittagong, Japan (nine sects) and later by the chief Mongolian 

Lamas.
57

 These points form an appendix to “The Buddhist  

Catechism.” 

 

The success of this little manual of Buddhism was instant. During the 

life-time of Olcott, it ran into forty-one editions in English and 
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translations were published in Sinhala (by Don Baron [cxlii] Jayatilaka, 

who was then the Principal of Ananda College), Tamil, French and 

Spanish. So while Olcott is rightly remembered for his unique role in 

the revival of Buddhism in Sri Lanka, his service through this single 

publication to the propagation of Buddhism in the West had been 

equally significant. 

 

Paul Carus 

 

Another whose name comes up in this Volume is Paul Carus (1852–

1919) – an American like Olcott. Carus was in touch with Ven. Subhūti 

and Ven. Seelakkhandha. He seems to have introduced Warren and 

Barth to these scholar-monks. 

 

It was Carus’ father-in-law, E. C. Hegeler, the founder of the Open 

Court Publishing House, that invited Anagārika Dharmapāla to Chicago 

in 1896. Though Carus was not a scholar, with requisite linguistic 

knowledge to study Buddhism in depth, he published a successful 

periodical under the name “The Monist” and wrote articles on Buddhist 

themes. The discussion with Ven. Seelakkhandha on relic worship is 

indicative of the kind of intellectual interest he displayed in Buddhism. 

(See paragraph 519) 

 

In 1894 he published his best known book, “The Gospel of Buddhism” 

in which he presented what Winternitz called a mosaic of “edifying 

passages from the most varied sources, from earlier and later Pali texts, 

from the various biographies of Buddha and European works on 

Buddhism”. It gained such popularity in both U.S.A. and outside as to 
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necessitate the issue of thirteen editions between 1894 and 1919.
58

 The 

thirteenth edition was translated into German. Another book by Carus, 

called “The Dharma” was utilized by Olcott in the preparation of his 

“Buddhist Catechism”. A lasting contribution Carus made to the 

propagation of Buddhism in USA is the patronage and assistance he 

extended to D. T. Suzuki, the pioneering writer on Zen Buddhism. 

 

Count Angelo Gubernatis 

 

Mentioned in one of Rosts’ letters as visiting Sri Lanka (Paragraph 166) 

is Count Angelo de Gubernatis. His fame as a [cxliii] Sanskritist was 

based on his dramatic adaptation of the story of Nala and Damayanti in 

1869. Subsequently he became a popularizer of Buddhism and, with A. 

Obolonsky, produced a play on the life of the Buddha in French called 

“Le Prince Siddhartha – Drame en 5 actes et 22 tableaux,” Tours 1899. 

What impact his visit to Sri Lanka in 1885 had on his interest in 

Buddhism and what particular influence Ven. Subhūti (whose library he 

wished to see and whose acquaintance he wished to make) exerted on 

him, we are, unfortunately, in no position to surmise. 

 

Bhikkhu Ānanda Metteyya, Earnest Rost and Francis J. Payne 

 

Brief references are made in several letters in this volume to Bhikkhu 

Ananda Metteyya, Ernest Rost and Francis Payne and also to their 

contribution in founding the Buddhist Society of Great Britain and 

Ireland. Bhikkhu Ananda Metteyya (formerly Charles Henry Allen 
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Bennett) was ordained in Burma in 1902.
59

 In 1908 he led a mission to 

establish Buddhism as a living religion in the British Isles. It was to 

assist him that the Buddhist Society of Great Britain and Ireland was 

established. Bhikkhu Ananda Metteyya was the author of “The Wisdom 

of the Aryas”, Major Earnest R. Rost was the founder-secretary of the 

Society and editor of its organ “The Buddhist Review”. As his letter to 

Ven. Seelakkhandha indicates, his strategy for spreading the knowledge 

of Buddhism in England was the “judicious translation of the Tripiṭaka 

and lectures on the True Doctrine”. He carried on the work of the 

Society only for the first eighteen months. 

 

Francis Payne, who accepted Buddhism in 1905, was an active founder-

member of the Society. “To keep alive the religion” was his objective 

and he took over the editing of the Buddhist Review and, as he himself 

told Ven. Seelakkhandha in 1911, all his energy was absorbed in 

keeping the Review going. Christmas Humphreys introduces him “as 

one of the great figures in the early [cxliv] history of Buddhism in 

England.”
60

A very active member of the British Mahā Bodhi Society, 

Payne corresponded frequently with Anagārika Dharmapāla and one of 

these letters, dated 3 April 1925 was reproduced by me in my 

Introduction to “Return to Righteousness”. When the Buddhist Society 

of Great Britain and Ireland ceased to function, Payne established in 
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 He was the second Englishman to have become a Buddhist monk, the first 

being Bhikkhu Asoka (formerly Gordon Douglas) ordained in Colombo in 

1899. See the excellent essay (or rather monograph) of Olcott Gunasekera on 

“The Spread of Buddhism throughout the Ages” in Narada Felicitation 

Volume Colombo, 1979 pp. 172 f. 
60

 Christmas Humphreys: A Popular Dictionary of Buddhism, London, 2nd 

Edition, 1976 p. 147. 



155 – Popularizers of Buddhism in the West 

 

1923 the London Buddhist League, which functioned for about an year. 

Mention is made of his plans to translate the Buddhist Canon into 

Elizabethan English, but I have no information on the progress made. 

 

With regard to three other popularizers of Buddhism, in the West, we 

have ample information specially on their association with scholar-

monks of Sri Lanka: they are Sir Edwin Arnold, the renowned poet 

and author of
 
“The Light of Asia”; Henry Clarke Warren, the co-

founder of the Harvard Oriental Series and the compiler of “Buddhism 

in Translations “, and Frank Lee Woodward, the Buddhist educator 

and author of “the finest anthology of the Pali Canon ever produced”,
61

 

namely “Some Sayings of the Buddha.” 

 

2. Sir Edwin Arnold (1832–1904)
62

 

 

Enchanted by what his sensitive and cultivated mind perceived in the 

culture of India, Edwin Arnold assumed the role of an interpreter of the 

East to the West – a role in which he truly excelled. He was equally 

impressed by the totality of India’s spiritual heritage and this spirit of 

eclecticism finds expression in a poem in his “With Sa’di in the 

Garden”:– 

 

Sweet friends who love the Music of the Sun, 

And listened – glad and gracious – many an one, 

While on a light strung lyre, I sought to tell  
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 This assessment was by Christmas Humphreys in the Introduction to the 1973 
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Indian Siddhartha’s wisdom; and the spell  

Of Jayadev’s deep verse; and proud deeds wrought  

By Pandu princes; and how gems are fraught [cxlv] 

With meanings; and to count his golden bead  

Of Allah’s names of Beauty; and to read  

High tender lessons Upanishads teach – 

“Secret of Death”, and subtle soul of speech  

In holy Om; and to con – line by line – 

The lofty glory of the “Lay Divine” – 

Arjuna’s speech with Krishna; – once more come  

And listen to the Vina and the Drum! 

Come once more with me from our sombre skies  

To hear great Sa’di’s tuneful mysteries. 

 

Though the reference to “Indian Siddhartha’s wisdom” tops the list of 

fascinating aspects of India’s religious tradition, as he found it, he had 

no special partiality to Buddhism. In fact, he wrote a substantial poem 

each on all these themes: “Pearls of the Faith” extolled Islam and in 

the Preface he said, “The soul of Islam is its declaration of the unity of 

God: its heart is the inculcation of an absolute resignation to his will”; 

“The Song Celestial” – claimed by some critics to be another 

masterpiece of the poet – is a rendering of Bhagavad Gitā, which he 

called a famous and marvellous poem; In the volume entitled “Indian 

Poetry”, the first poem called “The Indian Song of Song” is a 

rendering of Jayadeva’s “Gitagovinda”; and in “Indian Idyll” are 

presented eight episodes from the Mahābhārata including the immortal 

love stories of Sāvitri-Satyavān, Nala-Damayanti and concluding with 

the philosophical analysis of the doctrine of Karma in Anuśāsana-

Parva. 
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The instant success of the “Light of Asia” on the life and teachings of 

the Buddha virtually overshadowed all his other work. On this poem, 

Winternitz wrote, “Even down to our own day the Indian legend of 

Buddha has so well preserved its ever youthful freshness and vitality, 

that again and again it has inspired poets including Western poets, to 

compose epic and dramatic renderings of this immortal theme. Thus 

Edwin Arnold’s epic “The Light of Asia” was in the 19th century, still 

capable of inspiring such enthusiasm that it saw over sixty editions in 

England and over a hundred in America and really laid the foundation 

for this poet’s [cxlvi] fame”.
63 

The poet’s own aim as expressed in the 

preface was “to aid in the better mutual knowledge of East and West” 

and he hoped that “this poem and his Indian Song of Songs”
64

 and 

‘Indian Idylls’ will preserve the memory of one who loved India and the 

Indian peoples.” 

 

The popularity of the poem throughout the world, the encomia that 

were poured on him by the Buddhists of Asia and the approbation 

accorded to the poem by scholars and, more significantly, scholar-

monks had an impact on Sir Edwin Arnold’s later life. He became a 

champion of Buddhism making such statements as the following in his 

“Seas and Lands”:– 

 

“I have often said and I shall say again and again, that between 

Buddhism and modern science there exists a close intellectual bond.” 
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He said further, 

 

“That the destiny of men has been and must be and will be worked 

out by himself under eternal and benign laws which never vary and 

never mislead; and that for every living creature the path thus lies 

open, by compliance, by effort, by insight, by aspiration, by 

goodwill, by right action, by loving service, to that which Buddhists 

term Nirvāṇa, and we Christians “the peace of God that passeth all 

undei standing.” 

 

The correspondence, published in this Volume as well as the letters of 

Anagārika Dharmapāla which I have reproduced in this Introduction, 

shows Sir Edwin in the last years of his life, when, riding on the crest of 

fame as a protoganist of Buddhism, he virtually led the movement for 

the restitution of Buddha Gaya to the Buddhists. 

 

An evaluation, made very early on the poem and quoted so frequently 

that I could not trace its originator, summed up the contribution it made 

to the spread of knowledge on Buddhism:– 

 

“It may probably be claimed for it that many people otherwise well-

read and educated would never have had more than the [clvii] 

faintest notion of the exquisite beauties of the Buddhistic faith, had 

they not been presented to them in so delightful and at the same time 

so accurate a form as by the ‘Light of Asia’ ” 
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To this may be added Lin Yutang’s observation: 

 

“Most Western readers of the elderly generation owe their 

impression of Buddha to this poem”
65

 

 

The Buddhists have been conscious of this immense service. Scholars 

like Mrs. Rhys Davids
66

 had drawn attention to the criticisms which Sir 

Edwin had levelled against the Saṅgha in such strong terms as the 

following:– 

 

“The extravagances which disfigure the record and practice of 

Buddhism are to be referred to that inevitable degradation which 

priesthoods always inflict upon great ideas committed to their 

charge. The power and sublimity of Gautama’s original doctrines 

should be estimated by their influence, nor by their interpreters nor 

by that innocent but lazy and ceremonious church which has arisen 

on the foundations of the Buddhistic Brotherhood or ‘Saṅgha.’ ” 

(Preface) 

 

But the very monks who were so reviled were quick to ignore them. 

They were equally magnanimous not to raise any issue when Sir Edwin 

published his poem on the Christian theme under the title “The Light of 

the World”.
67

 Many explanations are given to his decision to write this 

poem. It could be in response to the barrage of criticism that was 
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 Wisdom of India, London, 2nd Edition 1950 p. 354. 
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 Referring to this poem Lin Yutang said, “More curiously still it (i.e. Light of 

Asia) was a greater success than the author’s later volume, Light of the 

World, depicting the life of Jesus” – Loc. cit. p. 354. 



160 – Popularizers of Buddhism in the West 

 

directed by the Christian clergy. Of the attitude of these critics, I have 

found a very interesting example in C. F. Gordon Cumming’s “Two 

Happy Years in Ceylon”:–
68

 

 

“Yet it is to this system that so great an impetus has been given even 

in Europe and America by the agency of so beautiful [cxlviii] a 

writer as Sir Edwin Arnold, who, in his passionate admiration for 

the good and noble, depicts things not as they really are, but as he 

would have them to be; for truly what he calls “The Light of Asia” 

has most practically proved to be only bewildering darkness. 

 

Surely such an ovation as was accorded to him by the Buddhists 

when he visited Ceylon in 1886 was doubtful honour for a Christian. 

At one Buddhist college near Colombo well-nigh three thousand 

Buddhists assembled to testify their gratitude to the poet who has 

painted their leader in colours all borrowed from the life and 

teaching of Him Who is the true Light of the World. The honoured 

guest was placed on a raised platform beneath an honorific canopy, 

while Buddhist ecclesiastics robed in yellow satin chanted chorals, 

litanies, and anthems in Pali and Singhalese, Sir Edwin replying in 

Sanskrit. 

 

One of those best acquainted with practical Buddhism in Ceylon 

describes it as “the most cunningly-devised system of atheism and 

negation, of idol-worship, tree and serpent worship, demon-worship, 

and pessimism which has ever held the human mind in bondage” – a 

system exactly answering to the awful Scriptural summary, “Having 

no hope, and without God in the world.” 
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Archdeacon Farrer says, Buddhism, as it appears, not in ‘The Light 

of Asia’, but in the original ‘Life of Gautama’, is but a philosophy of 

despair, which knows no immortality, no conscience, and no God. 

Humanity has groped in blindness after its Creator; in Christ alone 

has it learned the love of His Fatherhood and the riches of His 

salvation.” 

 

If Sir Edwin Arnold wrote his poem on Christ half-heartedly merely to 

meet the charges of disloyalty levelled by his Christian critics, the 

failure of “The Light of the World” could be intrinsic. I have not made 

a comparison of the two poems and am, therefore, unable to vouch for 

the comments made by an Indian critic to the effect that this poem 

“somehow lacks the serene beauty, the uplifting power and the harmony 

of numbers that make the poem [cxlix] on the Buddha a work of great 

beauty and power” and that “the treatment of the subject is inadequate 

and there are frequent infelicities due to his not rising to the height of 

the subject.”
69

 

 

Be it as it may, there is no real reason for us in this Volume to compare 

these poems for their literary merits or spiritual impact. It suffices to 

recognize that Sir Edwin Arnold wrote a timely poem in a felicitous 

idiom at a time the world was being gradually awakened to the message 

of the Buddha. The world needed it at that time and it was gratefully 

received with due acclamation. Its value has continued to be recognized 

until very recent times. As late as 1950, Lin Yutang included the entire 

poem in his “Wisdom of India” giving several reasons for this decision. 

In 1956, when the Buddhist Literature Committee (Chairman: Ven. 
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Polwatte Buddhadatta) of the Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya decided to 

bring out a special publication to be presented to Heads of States on the 

occasion of the 2500 Buddha Jayanti, it was unanimously agreed that 

“The Light of Asia” should be in it.
70

 In 1972, Christmas Humphreys in 

his Introduction to F. L. Woodward’s “Some Sayings of the Buddha” 

said “The Light of Asia is still the best seller of Buddhism to the West”. 

Like Olcott’s “Buddhist Catechism”, Sir Edwin’s poem represents, above 

all, the rise within Western society of an enlightened, tolerant and 

sensitive intelligentsia who were prepared to join hands with savants 

and activists of traditionally Buddhist countries in ushering in the 

revival of Buddhism. For this reason alone these works will continue to 

be cherished with gratitude, even if the style is “somewhat dated.”
71

 

[cl] 

 

3. Henry Clarke Warren (1854–1899) 

 

Warren’s claim to be dealt with in this section of the Introduction is his 

single major contribution to the popularization of Buddhism in the 

West, namely, “Buddhism in Translations”, Harvard Oriental Series, 

Vol. III. The catalogue of the series describes it as follows:– 
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“Passages selected from the Buddhist sacred books, and translated 

from the original Pali into English, by Henry Clarke Warren, late of 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. 1896, Pages, 522. Royal 8v. Price, £3. Of 

Warren’s Buddhism, a seventh issue, abridged, giving the Life of 

Buddha, for circulation in India, was published in 1922. Pages, 173. 

Strong paper covers. Royal 8v. Price, $1 – The Warren Memorial 

(see below) was also reprinted in both the seventh and eighth issues. 

 

Buddhism portrayed in the words of the Buddhists themselves. The 

life of Buddha (a beautiful narrative), his teachings, and his monastic 

order form the substance of this work. The Pali passages, done into 

vigorous English and accurately rendered are chosen with such 

broad and learned circumspection that they make a systematically 

complete presentation of their difficult subject. Warren’s material is 

drawn straight from the fountainhead. It is this fact that has given to 

his work an abiding importance and value. It has been highly praised 

by competent judges. Moreover, it has enjoyed a very wide 

circulation in America and Europe and the Orient. And nearly half 

of the work was included by President Eliot in The Harvard Classics 

(New York, P. F. Collier and Son), of which a quarter of a million 

sets and more have been sold. The usefulness of Warren’s work has 

thus been incalculably enhanced. 

 

The life of Henry Warren as a scholar is memorable in the annals of 

Amer
;
can learning. A brief memorial ot his life and public services is 

appended to volume 30 of this Series, of which he was joint-

founder.” [cli] 

 

It was received with very great enthusiasm. Lafcadio Hearn (whose 

invaluable services as a popularizer of Buddhism – particularly 

Japanese Buddhism – go unmentioned in this Introduction simply 
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because we have no correspondence between him and the Sri Lankan 

Saṅgha) called it “the most interesting and valuable single volume of its 

kind I have ever seen.” I have mentioned on p. 135 Anagārika 

Dharmapāla’s description of it as an “excellent pioneer work”. The best 

compliment was offered by Charles William Eliot, President of Harvard 

University, who in 1910 included the last two hundred pages of 

Warren’s book in the fifty-volume series of The Harvard Classics, 

which was designed as an effort to provide “a five-foot shelf of books 

enough to give a good substitute for a liberal education to any persistent 

reader who had been denied that privilege in his youth”. It is in Vol. 45, 

pages 587-798. 

 

Warren’s life was, like Childers’, all too short but it continues to be an 

inspiration and an example to those who have, with courage and 

determination, to overcome the most inconvenient and difficult 

physical handicaps. As his own letters in this Volume describe, he was a 

cripple from childhood; “shut out by his crippled body from many of 

the joys of boyhood and young manhood, he bravely set himself to 

make the most of what remained to him.”
72

 The unusually varied 

programme of studies he pursued for his bachelor’s degree at Harvard 

included History of Philosophy (special interest in Plato and Kant), 

natural science – particularly Botany and several languages including 

Sanskrit. After his graduation in 1879 he continued his study of Sanskrit 

under Charles R. Lanman and Maurice Bloomfield at John Hopkins 

University in Baltimore. It was a visit to England in 1884 which brought 

him into the field of Buddhist studies as a result of the influence of 

Rhys Davids. 
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The next fifteen years he dedicated entirely to Buddhist and Pali 

studies, concentrating on “two extensive works, each likely to be of 

long-lived usefulness and enduring significance in the history of 

Oriental studies”
73

 namely, the edition and the translation of [clii] 

Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhi-Magga (Way of Salvation) and the 

monumental “Buddhism in Translations”. In twelve years, he had 

progressed to the point where the second work was published in 1896 

with a major part consisting of his translation of Visuddhi-Magga. 

Warren continued with the editing of Visuddhimagga
74 

right up to his 

death three years later. 

 

It is during this period that he was in touch with Ven. Subhūti and Ven. 

Seelakkhandha. The letters in this Volume – particularly those to Ven. 

Subhūti on the electrical novelties he presented to the Nāyaka Thera 

and on Prince Prisdong’s ordination – depict a cheerful man, satisfied 

with the success his publication had achieved, and perpetually curious 

and learning. But the four-year period covered by these letters were also 

those in which he had to undergo excruciating physical suffering. His 

teacher and friend, Lanman, described these years in the following 

words:– 

 

“He had been accustomed, while at work, to stand up at a high desk, 

with two crutches under his arms to take the weight off his spinal 

column. Towards the end, even this was too hard, and he worked 

resting the weight of his trunk on his elbows while kneeling at a 

chair, so that the knees of his trousers showed hard usage… During 
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his last years, finding scant comfort in a bed, he had constructed in 

his house a little room like a box… And on the floor of this he 

slept... Five or six days before Mr. Warren died, he asked Mr. Eliot 

(i.e. President of Harvard) to come over to his house. In writing of 

that visit, Mr. Eliot says, ‘I was much impressed by his calmness, 

patience and perseverance in intellectual labour under the most 

trying conditions. There was an heroic serenity about him and an 

indomitable resolution very striking to me, who have worked hard, 

but only under the most favourable conditions of health and 

strength’.”
75

 

 

His correspondence with the two Sri Lankan Nāyaka Theras had been a 

source of encouragement. Of this Lanman writes: “One of the most 

pleasing features of his later years was his intercourse [cliii] with the 

Venerable Subhūti, a Buddhist Elder, of Waskaḍuwe, Ceylon. This 

distinguished monk, whose great learning and modesty and kindness 

had endeared him years before to Childers and Fausböll and Rhys 

Davids, was no less ready with words of encouragement for Mr. 

Warren, and with deeds of substantial service, especially the procuring 

of much-needed copies of Manuscripts.”
76

 

 

Warren’s list of other publications from 1884 up to his death in January 

1899 consists entirely of short translations, essays and learned papers. 

They include: 
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1884–Little Kālinga Birthstory, Providence Journal (according to 

Lanman, presumably the first translation ever made in America 

from Pali).
77

 

1885–“On superstitious customs connected with sneezing” JAOS Vol. 

XIII. 

–“Pali Manuscripts in the Brown University Library” JPTS, 1885. 

1892–“Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga” Transactions of the Ninth 

International Congress of Orientalists, London. 

1893–“On the so-called Chain of Causation of the Buddhists” JAOS 

Vol. XVI 

1893–“Table of Contents of the Visuddhimagga”, JPTS for 1891-93. 

1894–“Report of progress of work upon Buddhaghosa’s 

Visuddhimagga, JAOS Vol. XVI. 

 

All this work – specially the critical edition of the Visuddhimagga–

qualifies him to be recognized as a scholar. But Warren, himself, in his 

letter of 20 November, 1896, clarified his role (Paragraph 521). He said: 

 

“From your letter to me I am afraid you think I have written more 

than I have. I have written only one real book, “Buddhism in 

Translations” which is not as good as it might have been if the [cliv] 

present of the King of Siam to Harvard University of the Tripiṭaka 

had come sooner... I like to write about Buddhism for the Buddha 

teaches such good things that I want everyone to know of them.” 

 

This is how Warren became a popularizer of Buddhism in the West. The 

lofty ideals which prompted Warren to dedicate his ailing self to this 

great cause are further exemplified in the objective of the Harvard 

Oriental Series which he founded with Lanman and to which he 
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bequeathed his fortune. Its objective as later explained by Lanman is “to 

make available to us people of the West the incomparable lessons which 

(if we be wise enough to maintain the teachable habit of mind) the Wise 

Men of the East can teach us, lessons that concern the simple life, 

moderation of our desires, repose of spirit, and, above all, the search 

after God and the realization of the divine immanence”. It is this Series 

that published the text of Jātaka-mālā (HOS Vol. I), the translation of 

the Dhammapada Commentary (Buddhist Legends – HOS, Vols. 

XXVIII, XXIV and XXX), Lord Chalmers delightful translation of 

Sutta-nipāta (Buddha’s Teachings – HOS, XXXVII) and Warren’s and 

Kosambi’s edition of Visuddhimagga (HOS, XXXIX and XL). 

 

It is indeed gratifying that Henry Clarke Warren finds a place in this 

Volume and it has given me an opportunity to present some invaluable 

information on his inspiring life and work. What makes my task doubly 

pleasant is to recall that in the last years of his life – at the time of his 

worst sufferings – he received solace, happiness and encouragement 

from not one, as Lanman had recorded, but two of the “Living 

Fountains of Buddhism” of Sri Lanka. 

 

4. Frank Lee Woodward (1871–1952) 

 

Though I include Frank Lee Woodward in the category of popularizers 

of Buddhism in the West, he has an equal right to be treated as a 

scholar, for he was one of the most serious students of Buddhism and 

Pali. A brief account of his scholarly contributions is given in 

Paragraph 547.
78

 His collaboration with Mrs. Rhys Davids commenced 
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around 1915 and his association with the Pali [clv] Text Society 

extended beyond his death in November 1952 to the posthumous 

publication of the last part of Paramatthadīpanī in 1959. He was equally 

adept in making critical editions of voluminous Pali texts and 

translating into lucid English parts of the Buddhist Canon as in the 

more laborious tasks such as wading through the entire Tripiṭaka – all 

but five books of the Khuddaka Nikāya – for tracing expressions for the 

Pali Tripiṭaka Concordance. About his scholarship as well as his 

attitude to academic work, the most eloquent tribute comes from Mrs. 

Rhys Davids, who said: 

 

                                                                                                                          

translator of Pali works, almost all of them published by the Pali Text 

Society. Starting with the translation of a Pali/Sinhala work under the title, 

“The Manual of a Mystic” in 1916, he proceeded to translate the Saṁyutta-

nikāya, sharing it with Mrs. Rhys Davids: Vol. III (1917) Vol. IV (1922) and 

Vol. V (1925). He followed these with the edition of Udāna in 1926 and that 

of the voluminous commentary on the Saṁyutta-nikāya called the 

Sāratthappakāsinī: Vol. I (1929), II (1932) and III (1937). In 1925, he edited a 

translation of a part of Aṅguttara-nikāya prepared by A. D. Jayasundara and 

published in Adyar, Madras. In the same year, he published in Oxford his 

delightful and extremely popular anthology of Buddhist texts under the title 

Some Sayings of the Buddha (The World’s Classics). In 1926 he had his 

edition of the Udāna commentary published by the Pali Text Society. 

Between 1932 and 1936 appeared his translation of the Aṅguttara-nikāya 

while the translation of Udāna was issued in 1935. In the ’forties he worked 

on the edition of another voluminous commentary: Paramatthadīipanī on 

Theragāthā – which too was published in three volumes: Vol. I (1940), Vol. 

II (1952) and Vol. III (1959). He also worked on a Concordance on the Pali 

Tipiṭaka during the last days of his life in Tasmania up to his death on 3 

November 1952.” See p. 441 of the book.  
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“In the dark days following the completion of Part 1 (i.e. the 

translation of Saṁyutta Nikāya during the First World War years), 

and when other labours were blocking the way, Mr.F. L. Woodward 

wrote from his Tasmanian home offering service. With purity, 

disinterested kindness of heart, he consented to write for us a draft 

translation of Part. II. Joyous and swift is his wisdom, like 

Sāriputta’s. In a few months the typescript was done, completed even 

to footnotes. We cannot sufficiently thank him for the brotherly 

hand that has helped us to keep walking. Not many would have spent 

well earned leisure hours in rendering service from across the world 

like this”. (Emphasis mine). 

 

Again in 1927, she said about his translation of further parts of 

Saṁyutta Nikāya: 

 

“I find it both accurate and alive. Great is our debt to the labourer, 

gifted, genial, patient, accurate, trustworthy who have placed here 

within our reach more knowledge of the old world movement, 

concerning which many knowing very little have written much.” 

(Emphasis mine). 

 

This last sentence, which I stress, speaks volumes for both Woodward’s 

erudition and his humility which is so very clearly reflected in his 

“Some Sayings of the Buddha – According to the Pali Canon.” 

 

Even if Woodward had made no other contribution, this book which he 

first published in 1925 would have endeared him to the Buddhists the 

world over and secured him a place of honour among [clvi] the handful 

of dedicated workers on whose labours the knowledge of Buddhism in 

modern times is based. Its quality and relevance was soon recognized 

and the Oxford University Press not only republished it in 1939 in “the 
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World Classics” series but reissued it in 1942, 1945 and 1949. All these 

editions carried an Introduction by Sir Francis Younghusband of 

Tibetan fame. Woodward’s own Preface of barely four paragraphs 

mirrors his self-effacing character. In the first paperback edition of this 

book in 1973, Christmas Humphreys, replacing Sir Francis’ Introduction 

with one of his own, said “This is, for its size, the finest anthology of the 

Pali Canon ever produced”. He stated further: 

 

“The Editor of this anthology, Mr. F. L. Woodward, was born in 

England in 1871. Trained as a schoolmaster, he was in 1903 

appointed Principal of the Mahinda College in Galle, Ceylon. During 

his distinguished career in the field of Eastern and Western 

education he learnt Pali and Pali Buddhism together, the learned 

language of a living religion. He retired to Tasmania and for the 

next thirty years was engaged in translating many of the most 

important volumes of the Canon and editing the Commentaries to as 

many more. He therefore had very high qualifications for the task of 

choosing and arranging extracts from the Canon for this anthology.” 

 

Much is known of Woodward’s sojourn in Sri Lanka and his 

contribution to the development of Buddhist education, thanks to 

efforts of his own student, D. H. Panditha Gunawardene
79

 and a later 

beneficiary of Woodward’s labours, Vinnie Vitharana. Within ten years 

of his arrival in Sri Lanka, Woodward had perfected his Pali to the 

point that the stanzas in the Aṅguttara-nikāya were rendered into 

English by him and included in Edmund R. Gunaratne’s translation 

published by the Pali Text Society in 1913. In 1915 he began the 
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translation of Dhammapada which was published under the title “The 

Buddha’s Path of Virtue”. For some time, Woodward was the editor of 

the magazine: “The Buddhist.” [clvii] 

 

When Woodward published “Some Sayings of the Buddha” in 1925, all 

the books hitherto discussed in this Introduction (namely, The Light of 

Asia, Buddhist Catechism. The Gospel of the Buddha, Buddhism in 

Translations) were current, popular and being published in several 

editions and translated into a number of Western languages. Woodward 

made no apology for adding another work nor did he explain how his 

book differed from others. If he gave one, he could have highlighted 

two points: the size and the authenticity. Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism is 

also handy in size but the contents are culled from interpretations of 

scholars rather than from the Buddhist Canon. Warren’s “Buddhism in 

Translations” contains authentic extracts from the Canon and the 

related Pali literature but it is a massive book of over five hundred 

royal octavo pages. Woodward produced one which was not too large 

and was entirely based on the Pali Canon. Thus, as Christmas 

Humphreys vouches “it has lived in the pockets of thousands of English 

Buddhists from that day (i.e. 1925) to this (i.e 1973).”
80

 

 

A further advantage which the reader found in Woodward’s book is the 

simplicity of language and clarity of style, which eluded many 

translators of Canonical works. Referring to Asian translators Mrs. 

Rhys Davids complained that their translations were very “wooden” 

and they left out many terms untranslated (Paragraph 313). The 

Western translators, on the other hand, tended to draw terms from 
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Christianity and Western thought and religious usage, which though 

vaguely parallel, were not equivalent in connotation and significance 

(e.g. Law or Truth for Dhamma; brother and sister for bhikkhu, 

bhikkhuni; soul for atta; lent for vassāna; heaven and hell for sagga and 

niraya; spectres for peta etc.). Whether a translator was Asian or 

Western, a further characteristic, which is often observed, is that 

sentences turn out to be long drawn, complicated and heavy as a result 

of an effort to keep as closely as possible to Pali. Here is just one 

sentence from Rhys Davids’ translation of Milinda-pañha:– 

 

“Just, O King, as when a huge and mighty cauldron is placed in an 

oven full of water, and crowded with grains of rice, then the [clviii] 

fire burning beneath heats first of all the cauldron, and when that 

has become hot the water begins to boil, and as the water boils the 

grains of rice are heated and dive hither and thither in the water, 

and a mass of bubbles arises, and a garland of foam is formed – just 

so, O King, King Vessantara gave away whatsoever in the world 

considered most difficult to bestow, and by the reason of his 

generosity the great winds beneath were unable to refrain from 

being agitated throughout, and on the great winds being thrown into 

confusion the waters were shaken, and on the waters being disturbed 

the broad earth trembled, and so then the winds and the waters and 

the earth became all three, as it were, of one accord by the immense 

and powerful influence resulted from that mightly giving.”
81 

 

What makes Woodward’s anthology readable is that he had developed a 

technique of preserving the spirit of the original Pali in a lucid, direct 

and dynamic English presentation. An example of his prose style, even 
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when long Pali sentences are involved, is taken from an extract from 

Samyutta Nikāya:– 

 

“Now, monks,
82

 if a log does not ground on this bank or the further 

bank, does not sink in midstream, does not stick fast on a shoal, does 

not fall into human and non-human hands, is not caught in an eddy, 

does not rot inwardly, – that log, monks, will float down to ocean, 

will slide down to ocean, will tend towards ocean. And why? 

Because, monks, Ganges’ stream floats down to ocean, slides down to 

ocean, tends towards ocean”.
83

 

 

The blank verse into which he usually translated Pali stanzas adds to the 

beauty of his translations. In his hands, the beautiful [clvix] lyric on the 

Buddha’s dialogue with Dhaniya preserves the lilting melody of the Pali 

original:– 

 

The Buddha and the Cowherd 

 

“Cooked is my rice, milked are my kine”, said Dhaniya the herd, 

“And here on Mahi’s bank I dwell with them that are my peers. 

Thatched is my hut, well-fed the fire. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“From anger free, with every bar removed”, the Lord replied,  

“A dweller here on Mahi’s bank I sojourn but one night.  

Roofless my hut and quenched my fire. Rain down, god, if thou 

wilt!”  
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“No gadflies here are to be seen”, said Dhaniya the herd.  

“Amid the marshland grasses there my kine a-roaming go. 

The rain that comes they can endure. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“I made a raft to cross the stream, of logs well put together.  

Now have I crossed and gone beyond, by stemming of the Flood. 

So now I need my raft no more. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“My wife she is a loyal one – no wanton”, said the herd. 

“Full many a day she’s dwelt with me, and she is kind and dear. 

I hear no man speak ill of her. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“My mind it is a docile one, set free”, the Lord replied.  

“Full many a day I tamed it down and shaped it to my will.  

No evil now is found in me. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” [clx] 

 

“By the labour of my hands I live”, said Dhaniya the herd.  

“My children, they all dwell with me, and they are stout and strong. 

Of them I hear no word of ill. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“I too, I am a slave to none”, the Exalted One replied, 

“And by the powers I have won I roam through all the world. 

I have no need for service more. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“Kine have I, yea, and calves that suck”, said Dhaniya the herd, 

“And cows in calf, and they shall carry on the breed for me,  

And a bull, the lord of all the herd. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“I have no kine, I have no calves that suck”, the Lord replied.  

“I have no cows in calf to carry on the breed for me; 

No bull, the Lord of all the herd. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 
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“Well-set the pegs that hold my kine: shaken they cannot be.  

My tethers, made of munja grass, brand new and twisted well,  

No sucking calf can break’em. So rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

“But I, the Bull, have burst the bonds that bind”, the Lord replied, 

“Have burst them as a tusker rends the twisted creeper-cords.  

Never again shall I be born. Rain down, god, if thou wilt!” 

 

Forthwith the mighty rain poured down and filled the hills and 

plains. 

When he heard the raining of the god Dhaniya thus spake his mind: 

[clxi] 

 

“No little gain is ours that we the Exalted One have seen. 

In thee we take our refuge, thou that hast the eye to see. 

Be thou our teacher, mighty sage. The good wife and myself  

Docile will live the holy life with thee, O happy one. 

And passing over birth and death an end of suffering make!” 

 

(Māra, the Evil One, then said:) 

 

“He that hath sons delights in sons’, then said the Evil One. 

He that hath kine delights in kine. Delight binds man to birth.  

But he that hath no bond to bind delighteth thus no more.” 

 

(The Lord said:) 

 

“He that hath son must sorrow have because of sons, and he  

That owneth kine owns trouble. Ownership is woe to man.  
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Happy the man that owneth naught to bind him to rebirth!”
84

 

 

If at all, this rendering is excelled only by Lord Chalmers’ metrical 

translation published twelve years later: 

 

Dhaniya, the Rich Herdsman 

 

Dhaniya: My food is dressed; my kine  

are milked; by Māhī’s banks  

my folk and I abide;  

my fire is lit; my roof  

will keep the weather out. 

–So, an the heavens will,  

the storm may burst amain. 

 

The Lord: My mood is blest; my mind  

is tilled; by Māhī’s banks  

one night I stay; my Fires  

are quenched; my Roof yawns wide. 

–So, an the heavens will,  

the storm may burst amain. [clxii] 

 

Dhaniya: No gnats, no gad-flies here!  

Amid the fen’s lush grass  

my cattle roam at large;  

they’re proof against the rain!  

So, an the heavens will,  

the storm may burst amain. 

 

                                                      
84

 Ibid pp. 117-119. 



178 – Popularizers of Buddhism in the West 

 

The Lord: I framed a well-wrought Raft,  

which bore me o’er the Flood; 

I need no further rafts. 

–So, an the heavens will,  

the storm may burst amain. 

 

Dhaniya: A staunch and loyal dame  

have I, by many years  

of comradeship endeared,  

of whom I hear naught wrong. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

The Lord: A staunch, enfranchised heart 

have I, by many years 

of discipline subued; 

in me naught wrong persists, 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

Dhaniya: No hireling’s livelihood 

is mine; – I keep myself. 

Round me are stalwart sons, 

of whom I hear naught wrong. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

The Lord: I serve no man for hire; 

with what I “gained” I range 

the world, nor need a wage. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. [clxiii] 
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Dhaniya: Both cows and sucking calves  

have I, with cows in calf,  

and heifers ripe to breed,  

and o’er my kine a bull. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

The Lord: No cows nor sucking calves  

have I, no cows in calf,  

no heifers ripe to breed,  

nor bull to rule my kine. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

Dhaniya: Stout pales surround my byres;  

new ropes secure my kine;  

not e’en a call gets through. 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

The Lord: Breaking my Bonds in twain,  

with strength as of a bull,  

or elephant that snaps  

a creeper – never-more  

shall I conception know! 

–So, an the heavens will, 

the storm may burst amain. 

 

Here, flooding hill and dale,  

down poured the rain; and, as  

he heard it, Dhaniya  

thus hailed these happenings:– 
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Dhaniya: Great gain is ours to view  

the Lord. We come. O seer,  

for refuge unto thee:  

be thou our teacher sage! [clxiv] 

 

Fain would my dame and I,  

follow the Blessed One,  

till, birth and death o’erpast,  

we make an end of Ills. 

 

Māra: Upon his sons is based 

a father’s joy, – as on  

his herds their owner’s joy. 

For, man is based on joys, 

nor has he any joy 

whose life depends on naught. 

 

The Lord: Upon his sons is based 

a father’s joy, – as on  

his herds their owner’s joy. 

But woes assail not him 

whose life depends on naught.
85

 

 

Apart from readability, Woodward’s book stands out on account of the 

emphasis he has placed on the practical aspects of morality and conduct 

rather than on a schematic presentation of doctrines. With sixteen years 

of experience in a Buddhist community, coming in direct contact with 

learned scholar-monks like Ven. Alutgama Seelakkhandha and 

observing, at first hand, Buddhism as lived and practised by traditional 
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Buddhists, Woodward could make an apt selection of passages which 

reflects Buddhism’s relevance to modern times. Hence the chapters like 

“The Tongue”, “The Stability of Societies”, “In Time of Sickness”, 

“Charity”, “Happiness in the World”, and “Advice, mostly to the 

Laymen”. The other chapters which outline the life of the Buddha, the 

main elements of the doctrine and the evolution of the Saṅgha display a 

similar effort to identify facts and statements of practical relevance. 

 

Of all the popularizers of Buddhism in the West, Woodward was, 

undoubtedly, the best suited to the task. None other had the personal 

involvement which he was privileged to have. The [clxv] ring of 

authenticity is clearer in his work than in any of his predecessors. 

“Some Sayings of the Buddha” continues to be as indispensable an 

introduction to Buddhism as it was when it was first published. That is 

so in spite of several anthologies which have since come into 

circulation. These include Dwight Goddard’s “A Buddhist Bible” (1938), 

Clarence Hamilton’s “Buddhism, A Religion of Infinite Compassion” 

(1952), Edward Conze’s “Buddhist Texts through the Ages”, (1954), E. 

A. Burn’s “The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha” (1955) and 

Christmas Humphreys’ “The Wisdom of Buddhism” (1960). These 

anthologies go far beyond Woodward’s “Some Sayings of the Buddha” 

in that they draw material from the wide spectrum of the Buddhist 

literature in Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese, Tibetan, Japanese, etc. whereas 

Woodward restricted himself to the Pali Canon. These later anthologies 

include many of the passages which Woodward had selected. Yet, the 

freshness of direct communication from a source closest to the origin, 

which characterizes Woodward’s effort, is not evident in others. The 

reason for this must be that Woodward has imbibed the spirit of living 

Buddhism from the LIVING FOUNTAINS OF BUDDHISM while in Sri 

Lanka. 
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X – Beyond Buddhism to a Wider Concept of Oriental 

Learning 

 

1. Catholicity of Oriental Learning 

 

The scholar monks, who figure in this Volume, as well as their erudite 

contemporaries, had a broader concept of learning than most of us 

today would ascribe to them. They did not believe in narrow 

specialization even though they concentrated on Pali language and 

literature and Buddhism. They placed as much stress of Sinhala and its 

classical literature. Even though Vedic Sanskrit was hardly studied by 

them, their interest in the classical Sanskrit Literature – particularly as 

far as it helped in the study of Sinhala literature – was very high. 

Following, undoubtedly, the old Sanskrit dictum that grammar was the 

root of all learning and twelve years should be devoted to its study, 

grammars in Pali, Sinhala, Sanskrit and Prakrit – of which there exists a 

veritable treasure-house – absorbed most of their attention. Along with 

[clxvi] them went the traditional lexicons in Pali, Sinhala and Sanskrit 

and other ancillary works such as those on prosody and rhetoric. They 

also delved deep into the traditional system of medicine, ayurveda, as 

well as such other subjects as astrology and theory of statuary and 

architecture. To be recognized in this circle as a scholar, therefore, 

called for an in-depth knowledge of a very extensive field of learning.
86

 

It also meant that most of this knowledge had to be carried in one’s 

memory to be recalled instantly in debates and discussions and even 

day-to-day teaching. 
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There is one other area in which the scholars of this time evinced an 

enormous interest: that was the national historical tradition. South 

Asians in general, and Indians, in particular, have often been criticized 

for a lack of a historical sense, quoting in support an observation of 

Alberuni on India in 1030: “Unfortunately the Hindus do not pay much 

attention to the historical order of things, they are very careless in 

relating the chronological succession of their kings, and where they are 

pressed for information and are at a loss, not knowing what to say, they 

invariably take to romancing”.
87

 A further statement quoted is that of 

Macaulay referring satirically to “history abounding with kings thirty 

feet high and reigns thirty thousand years long”.
88

 But these criticisms 

do not apply to the Buddhist Saṅgha, which had, particularly in Sri 

Lanka, concerned itself with the preservation of as objective and 

comprehensive a historical record as possible of its development and, as 

a direct consequence, provided invaluable information on the social and 

political evolution of the country. 

 

The Vaṁsa literature in Pali is replete with chronicles dealing with not 

only the general history of the country as Dīpavaṁsa and Mahāvaṁsa – 

the latter being successively extended to modern times – but also the 

history of important sacred objects like the tooth relic, the stupas and 

the bodhi tree at Anuradhapura (i.e. Dāṭhāvamsa, Thūpavaṁsa, 

Bodhivaṁsa). The tradition of writing [clxvii] such chronicles extended 

to other Buddhist countries and we have such Pali chronicles as 

Sāsanavaṁsa (on the history of Buddhism) and Gandhavaṁsa (on the 

history of Pali literature). The study and the preservation of this 
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historical tradition was thus looked upon by the Saṅgha as a bounden 

duty. 

 

Thus the scholar-monks of the last century or so were carrying on an 

age-old system of Buddhist education in which the study of language 

and literature, history and other branches of knowledge went hand in 

hand with the study of religion and philosophy. Comparative study was 

the corner-stone of this system of education. Thus comparing text with 

text, commentary with commentary theory with theory was stressed to 

the point that a scholar who knew and could recall the most of 

comparable elements in grammar, literature, philosophy, religion and 

history held sway in any debate of controversy. Such a system of 

evaluation of learning encouraged a constant search for new knowledge 

to compare and contrast with what was already known. 

 

It is this intellectual curiosity which amazed many of the Westerners 

who came in touch with the scholar-monks, mentioned in this Volume. 

Where they expected religious conservatism and narrow-mindedness, 

they were confronted with an amazing width of vision and an 

unbelievably refreshing liberality. These monks were ready to learn and 

to accept correction. They showed an admirable sense of humility as 

they proceeded, child-like, to explore the new ground that their 

Western contacts opened for them. But they knew their strength and, 

whenever the need arose, they rose to the occasion and asserted 

themselves. They did so specially when they found that facts as they 

knew were either misrepresented or contradicted. 

 

Interestingly, the subject in which this situation arose was history. 

Among the Westerners, who concentrated on Sri Lankan history and, 

therefore, met the scholar-monks in this role, the most prominent was 
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Wilhelm Geiger, the German Scholar who has done more to the 

promotion of Sri Lankan studies abroad than any other. [clxviii] 

 

2. Wilhelm Geiger (1856–1943) 

 

Wilhelm Geiger finds a place in this Volume on account of his long 

years of correspondence with Ven. Subhūti and Ven. Buddhadatta. This 

unique scholar whose versatility is evinced by the ease with which he 

moved from Iranian to Pali, Sanskrit, Sinhala and Maldivian grammar, 

literature, history and culture, producing in each field learned 

monographs and papers which continue up-to-date to be highly rated. 

 

His interest in Sinhala developed around 1890. According to Geigers’ 

biographer and editor of his last work, “Culture of Ceylon in 

Mediaeval Times” – Heinz Bechert,
89

 his introduction to Sinhala and 

Sri Lanka was through D. M. de Z. Wickremasinghe, one of the most 

brilliant pioneering scholars Sri Lanka had produced. Judging from 

Wickremasinghe’s later works, specially his contributions to the 

Epigraphia Zeylanica, there is no doubt that Geiger had one of the 

most competent Sri Lankans to launch him in this new field and also to 

offer appropriate advice on the first visit to Sri Lanka in 1895–96. 

 

During this visit, Geiger met a number of leading scholars of Sri Lanka 

and visited both Vidyodaya and Vidyalaṅkāra Pirivenas and several 

temples. He was most impressed with Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala 

with whom he had discussed the wealth of literary material locked in 
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yet unedited and unpublished palm-leaf manuscripts. The Nāyaka Thera 

had taken Geiger to witness an examination at a Pirivena close to 

Mount Lavinia – possibly, Paramadhammacetiya Pirivena in 

Ratmalāne. He also met the Principal of Vidyalaṅkāra Pirivena, Ven. 

Ratmalāne Śrī Dhammārāma and recorded with appreciation the 

Nāyaka Thera’s achievement in reconstructing Jānakīharaṇa from the 

Sinhala Sanne. It is with Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti that he 

established closer working relations and a lasting friendship. 

 

Geiger made a comparison between Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala 

and Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti. As competent scholars in the same 

field of specialization, Ven. Subhūti was considered to be [clxix] in no 

way second to Ven. Sumaṅgala; but Ven. Subhūti had not yet reached 

the level of being a competitor to Ven. Sumaṅgala, as in maturity, 

erudition and the volume of literary production, Ven. Sumaṅgala was 

far ahead of the other. It was Geiger’s assessment that, as a researcher, 

Ven. Subhūti had made some significant advances; Ven. Sumaṅgala, he 

considered, was an embodiment of traditional scholarship while Ven. 

Subhūti has adopted a line of research similar to that taken by Western 

scholars. He felt that they were quite different in their external 

behaviour.
90

 

 

Ven. Subhūti had introduced Geiger to Mudliar A. Mendis Gunasekera 

and it was this lay Sinhala scholar, who enabled Geiger to study at first 

hand the dialects of the Veddhāhs and the Rodiyās. Another lay scholar 

whom Geiger befriended during his first visit was Mudliar Simon de 

Silva, who, like Mudliar Gunasekera, was an official of the Department 
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of Education. Ven. Subhūti worked in very close co-operation with 

them, Mudliar Gunasekera himself being one of his students. 

 

Inspired by the first visit to Sri Lanka and encouraged by the co-

operative arrangements he established with Sinhala scholars, Geiger 

embarked on an extensive study of Sinhala and Pali. His first Sinhala 

grammar appeared in 1900 in the Encyclopaedia of lndo-Aryan 

Research and gradually, through progressive study – reflected by 

several scholarly papers which stand as landmarks in his extensive 

investigation – culminated in “A Grammar of the Sinhalese Language” 

published by the Royal Asiatic Society, Ceylon Branch in 1937. The Pali 

counterpart, which he completed in German in 1916 was translated into 

English by 1937 and published by the University of Calcutta in 1943 

and, revised, enlarged and reprinted in Calcutta in 1956 and in Delhi 

1968. These studies brought him to the Sri Lankan chronicles, on which 

another distinguished German scholar, mentioned in this Volume, 

namely Hermann Oldenberg, had already done a fair amount of 

research. 

 

With his involvement in the editing and the translation of Mahāvaṁsa 

and Cūlavaṁsa, on which I have given a brief account in Book One, 

Part 5 (Paragraphs 231-252), Geiger began what [clxx] turned to be his 

life’s work – his most significant achievement. The letters which Geiger 

and Ven. Subhūti exchanged give some idea of the difficulties he 

encountered. Ven. Subhūti had extended to him every possible 

assistance whenever requested. A direct result of this co-operation 

appears to have been Ven. Subhūti’s edition of the Extended 

Mahāvaṁsa (i.e. the text in a Cambodian Ms. which was found to have 

a substantial amount of interpolations). We, however, only hear of the 

efforts to have it published by the Government of Sri Lanka. 
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Whenever Geiger’s work on Sri Lankan chronicles is to be evaluated, it 

has to be remembered that he was not a pioneer in this field. George 

Turnour had brought out a critical edition of the Mahāvaṁsa with a 

translation in 1837; Oldenberg had edited and translated in 1879 “The 

Dīpavaṁsa: an Ancient Buddhist Historical Record”; In 1883 Ven. 

Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala in collaboration with D. A. de S. 

Baṭuwantuḍāwe (Devarakshita) published a critical edition of the 

Mahāvaṁsa; and the continuation of Turnour’s work on the later 

chapters was accomplished by L. C. Wijesinha in 1889. 

 

Still the task he undertook was as massive as it was difficult. Being a 

very thorough scholar, he left no stone unturned in his attempt to verify 

the validity of every reading he accepted and every interpretation he 

gave. This required a tremendous amount of comparative study. The 

thoroughness with which such a study was done comes up clearly in 

“The Dīpavaṁsa and Mahāvaṁsa and their Historical Development in 

Ceylon”.
91

 Still there were nuances which escaped him simply because 

the allusions to religious practices and socio-cultural phenomena such as 

customs and beliefs were difficult to interpret. There were no handy 

reference books to help him. As Geiger was all too ready to admit, a Sri 

Lankan scholar would have been better placed. Ven. Buddhadatta’s role 

as a constructive critic has, therefore, been salutary (See Paragraph 

473). 

 

Apart from Ven. Buddhadatta, there has not been an adequately 

systematic effort on the part of Sri Lankan scholars to review Geiger’s 

text and translation of the Mahāvaṁsa and the Cūlavaṁsa. [clxxi] E. F. 
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C. Ludowyk commented on the literary style of the translation “Would 

that they were newly rendered in a form expressive of their literary 

value.”
92

 Bechert dismissed this criticism as applicable to the English 

translator Mabel Bode.
93

 S. Kiribamune, in 1979, examined Geiger’s 

work from the point of view of his methodology and conceptual 

framework.
94

 Though this comes very briefly in the concluding 

paragraphs of a paper which gives more space to a description of the 

background to Geiger’s work, she makes a number of important points:– 

 

–There is no pressing need for fresh editions of these texts 

“Whatever the shortcomings, Geiger’s editorial skill deserves the 

highest praise. The lengthy introductions relating to textual criticism 

and copious footnotes bear ample testimony to the labour involved 

and the meticulous care taken. For this all Sri Lankan historians are 

ever grateful.” 

 

–“Geiger belongs to that group of European Indologists who 

displayed a great sensitivity towards Asian culture and as far as Sri 

Lanka was concerned, his writings have a definite place in the 

political and cultural milieu of his time. Against Geiger there can be 

no charge of ‘sterile objectivity’ ” 

 

–“Whatever criticism he made of the Chronicles, he couched in the 

mildest of terms and one almost feels that Geiger was somewhat 

inhibited in his style by perhaps a desire not to endanger the position 

of the Buddhist revivalists. Having had occasion to, point out a weak 
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spot in the Cūlavaṁsa, Geiger hastens to add ‘I must repeat here that 

not the least doubt is thrown on Dhammakitti’s (the author’s) good 

faith by such criticism.’ He obviously did not wish to tread on the 

sensitivities of the local intelligentsia and consequently did not have 

to face the kind of public scorn with which G. C. Mendis was greeted 

when he made his criticisms of the chronicles. This in no way 

questions the sincerity of Geiger’s convictions. He was undoubtedly 

an admirer of the chronicles of Sri Lanka.” [clxxii] 

 

–“Not all Geiger’s views regarding the Chronicles have gone 

unchallenged. His overall explanation for whatever ailed these texts 

seems too simplistic. To attribute the lack of certain information, the 

clumsy handling of a military campaign, the exaggerated praise 

reserved for a particular ruler to the ‘one sided mentality of 

Buddhist priests’ hardly carries conviction. Today some of us are 

looking at the Chronicles from a different standpoint. Surely there 

were many more imperatives for the growth of so vast and rich a 

historical literature as there is in Sri Lanka than the mere desire of 

Buddhist monks to Chronicle the history of their faith! The 

ideological perspectives within the Chronicles and the complexities 

of the attitude of their authors to current social and political issues 

do not seem to have concerned Geiger. A conceptual base is sadly 

lacking in Geiger’s writings.” 

 

–“Geiger had no penchant for historical abstractions. Documentation 

was his forte. In his last big work ‘The Culture of Ceylon in 

Medieval Times’ full play is given to this skill. Every scrap of 

information found in the Chronicles ranging from such minor items 

as the use of the oil lamp to complex matters of statecraft, is noticed. 

In the interpretation of these facts, however, Geiger has sometimes 

been shown to have been erroneous. This of course is in the natural 

order of things. With the increasing volume of new archaeological 
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data and with more sophisticated techniques of historical research, 

earlier beliefs can become out-dated.” (Emphasis mine). 

 

It is true that Geiger wrote with a certain sense of admiration and 

loyalty whenever he discussed Sri Lankan history and Buddhism. Such 

an emotional identification had come into effect not so much from a 

considered decision not to endanger the position of the Buddhist 

revivalists, as Kiribamune suggests, but, to my mind, more from his 

genuine conclusion, that the chronicles as well as Buddhist literary 

works of Sri Lanka were written by dedicated scholar-monks, who were 

motivated by deep religious sentiments. While the popular writings of 

Geiger, like his two travelogues, express ideas similar to those expressed 

by Anagārika Dharmapāla, Piyadasa Sirisena and the like, at no time 

did his scholarly work reflect any alignment with the Buddhist Revival 

Movement. [clxxiii] 

 

Moreover, none of the Buddhist activists looked up to his works for 

support to their practical objectives. For example, not once had 

Anagārika Dharmapāla quoted from or referred to Geiger in all his 

writings although later works than Geiger’s were mentioned. On the 

other hand, Turnour and Wijesinha find mention in about ten places in 

the collection, I compiled under the title “Return to Righteousness.” 

 

During the two visits to Sri Lanka, Geiger, met and befriended four of 

Sri Lanka’s finest scholar-monks, Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala, Ven. 

Ratmalāne Śrī Dhammārāma, Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti and Ven. 

Widurupola Piyatissa, to whom he had referred in his writings with 

great affection and deference. I have the impression, from these 

writings as well as the letters published in this Volume, that Geiger 

projected his image of these Nāyaka Theras to all scholar-monks he 
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encountered in literature and history. He recognized their source of 

motivation to be a very deep commitment to the promotion and 

preservation of a religious tradition which had many elements to attract 

an independent modern thinker. 

 

Unhindered either by the evangelical motives of certain Western 

scholars or by the political overtones likely to affect a British national, 

Geiger had that degree of objectivity to make a judgement more 

independently. If he is found to be partial to what would please a Sri 

Lankan Buddhist activist of the Revival Movement, much of the credit 

should go to the scholar-monks, who through their learning and 

comportment, had won his heart. Here again is a case of inspiration, 

which had come to a Western scholar from the “living fountains of 

Buddhism.” 

 

As regards Kiribamune’s comments on Geiger’s adequacies or otherwise 

as a historian, it needs to be stressed that Geiger never claimed to be 

one. He was primarily a philologist and he remained so to the last. The 

problems he grappled with were primarily literary and linguistic. As a 

translator, he was mindful that he was making documents accessible to 

students of history, who usually did not have the requisite linguistic 

equipment. But his interest in the culture which the chronicles reflected 

was so great that he [clxxiv] continued to look further for what a 

philologist should contribute to the study of such a culture: that is, to 

cull out, and present systematically, the wealth of socio-cultural 

information locked in the documents. To say that documentation was 

Geiger’s forte is, indeed, correct in relation to his last work, “Culture of 

Ceylon in Medieval Times.” 
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But a question remains to be asked. The text in Pali of the chronicles 

may not call for fresh editions, even if new material is found, simply 

because the number of scholars who would rely on such texts for 

historical research is steadily decreasing. But what about the 

translations? The letters published in this volume – and that has been a 

single-pointed mission of Ven. Buddhadatta – show how much of 

corrections one could propose if one was competent and patient enough 

to go through the three volumes of Mahāvaṁsa and Cūlavaṁsa 

translations with a fine-tooth comb. We know more of Sri Lankan 

history today than was known at the time these translations were made 

– seventy years ago in the case of Mahāvaṁsa and nearly fifty years ago 

in the case of Cūlavaṁsa. 

 

An urgent need exists to revise Geiger’s translations or even to re-

translate afresh these chronicles, taking the best advantage of recent 

discoveries in archaeological and literary fields as well as facilities now 

available in the form of more advanced Pali dictionaries and grammars. 

Geiger’s work was, no doubt, inspired by the “living fountains of 

Buddhism”, as I have emphasized above. But should not the Sri Lankan 

chronicles emanate to the world directly from the living fountains of 

Buddhism? 

 

3. A Dictionary of the Sinhalese Language 

 

While we are on the subject of Wilhelm Geiger’s contribution to Sri 

Lankan studies, it is important to draw attention to his involvement in 

another major activity: namely, the compilation of “A Dictionary of the 

Sinhalese Language.” [clxxv] 

 



194 – Beyond Buddhism to a Wider Concept of Oriental Learning 

 

It is to Reinhold Rost that we owe the original proposal:–
95

 

 

21 July 1882.– Rost wrote to Ven. Subhūti: “I trust the best scholars 

of Ceylon will combine in working at a new dictionary of Sinhalese 

language, the one by Clough being now excessively scarce” 

(Paragraph 149). 

 

At the same time, Rost addressed the proposal to John F. Dickson, who 

was then the President of the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic 

Society. The proposal was accepted on 4th October 1884. 

 

17 December 1884.–Rost informed Ven. Subhūti: “From a newspaper 

sent me from Ceylon, I saw that the Asiatic Society has taken up my 

suggestion concerning the compilation of a scientific dictionary of 

the Sinhalese language and I am very glad to know that you have 

promised to take part in it.” (Paragraph 163). 

 

The special editorial committee which was constituted for this purpose 

included Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī Subhūti, Right Revd. R. S, Copleston (the 

author of “Buddhism, primitive and present, in Magadha and Ceylon 

London 1892), W. P. Ranasinghe and Mudliar B. Gunasekera. All this 

was very exciting news for Rost. 

 

27 February 1885. Rost wrote again to Ven. Subhūti: “It was very 

gratifying to me to learn some time ago that you had joined the 

Colombo Asiatic Society and had also promised your co-operation in 

the compilation of the new Sinhalese Dictionary” (Paragraph 165). 
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 Somapāla Jayawardena’s brief history of the Sinhalese Dictionary, however, 

goes only as far back as 1923: “Sinhala Sabdakoṣaye Itiāhsoya”, Department 

of Cultural Affairs, Colombo, 1977. 
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16 July 1886.– Rost Complained to Ven. Subhūti: “I fear the 

preparations which were set on foot for the compilation of a 

dictionary have been allowed to go to sleep” (Paragraph 167). 

 

For nearly forty years, the Dictionary Project lay dormant. On 7 

October 1925, the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society [clxxvi] 

decided to revive it. According to Nandadeva Wijesekera’s Biography 

of Sir Don Baron Jayatilaka,
96

 Sir Baron was appointed to serve on a 

Dictionary Committee. Wijesekera says, 

 

“By now Government had accepted the proposal to compile a 

Sinhala Etymological Dictionary. No doubt his position helped to 

start this work which had been mooted from as early a date as 1890. 

Preliminary work was started in 1927 with a grant of Rs. 35,000 to 

the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society. The work was 

entrusted to a band of scholars. W. F. Gunawardhana and A. Mendis 

Gunasekara assisted him as Editors. A small office was opened in 

Colombo. He started collecting words through a band of volunteer 

scholars. He contacted scholars and Pirivena Heads. At this time D. 

B. Jayatilaka was invited to the Orientalist Conference at Oxford. He 
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 Published by the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, Colombo, 1973. This infor-

mative and inspiring biography – though unfortunately too brief – represents 

an opportunity regretfully missed in 1968. I had volunteered to prepare two 

volumes of Sir Baron’s original writings in Sinhala and English – on the same 

lines as my           {Dharmapāla Lipi} and “Return to Righteousness”. If 

I had not withdrawn in favour of Nandadeva Wijesekera’s offer to do the 

same plus a biography, on the ground that he had better access to relevant 

material, the Centenary Celebrations could have been a good opportunity to 

get a few thousand pages of valuable source material on Jayatilaka in his own 

words put together in a handy form. Such an opportunity may not come up 

for many years again. 
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left on 8 August 1928 and reached London on the 27th. The paper 

that he read before the conference was on the Sinhalese 

Etymological Dictionary. He met several foreign scholars and the 

discussions really helped greatly in planning his new work... There 

was another eminent Sinhalese Scholar who assisted him in the 

arduous literary work. Once the work had almost been suspended but 

this man salvaged the project and outlived D.B. Jayatilaka to succeed 

him to the post of Editor-in-Chief. He was Julius de Lanerolle.”
97

 

 

Later on in his book, Wijesekera refers to the dictionary in connection 

with Sir D. B. Jayatilaka’s visit to England to attend the jubilee 

celebrations in 1935: [clxxvii] 

 

“On his way home, he paid a visit to Germany to meet Prof. Wilhelm 

Geiger. The work relating to the Sinhalese Etymological Dictionary 

was discussed. Thereafter he returned on 21st September 1935. The 

first volume of the Dictionary was published in 1937, almost ten 

years after commencement of the work under the editorship of Sir 

Baron. Arrangements were made for the work to be continued under 

a larger staff well trained and well paid. He hoped that it would be 

possible to continue the work without interruption in order to bring 

it to an early finish.”
98

 

 

Geiger’s involvement with the Dictionary was anything but casual. 

When Geiger, in the course of a study tour, visited England, he met 

Reinhold Rost in 1888. Whether Rost had discussed with Geiger the 

faltering beginnings of the Sinhala Dictionary is not known. Geiger’s 

interests at this stage were in Iranian studies and the language he was 

                                                      

 
97

 Ibid p. 113.  
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concentrating on was Balochi. Within years, Geiger, as earlier stated, 

developed a deep interest in Sinhala language and literature and by 

1925 had become an undisputed authority in the West on Sinhala and its 

ancillary dialects.
99 

 

It is significant that Geiger’s second visit to Sri Lanka in 1925-26 look 

place within three months of the decision of the Ceylon Branch of the 

Royal Asiatic Society to revive the Dictionary Project. The President of 

the Society consulted Geiger and on 26 February 1926 he submitted a 

detailed analysis of the proposal with suggestions on both 

organizational and technical aspects of lexicography. Geiger was 

invited to assume the editorship of the Dictionary but he declined. The 

Government was disappointed as seen from a letter which the Chief 

Secretary had written to Geiger on 8 July 1926. This letter also shows 

that Geiger had offered to assist in the work. 

 

The committee, which Nandadeva Wijesekera mentioned, was set up in 

March 1926 according to a proposal of Geiger and its members were H. 

W. Codrington, Wilhelm Geiger, D. B. Jayatilaka [clxxviii] and Mudliar 

A. Mendis Gunasekera. The initial years were beset with all kinds of 

odds, including a legal tangle into which Sir Baron Jayatilaka was 

drawn. 

 

According to a cable sent by Sir Baron Jayatilaka on 22 January 1931, 

Geiger had, by this time, agreed to visit Sri Lanka to assume the 

editorship of the Dictionary. Sir Baron had inquired whether he should 
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 See Wilhelm Geiger: Culture of Ceylon in Medieval Times (ed. Heinz 

Bechert) p. 256 for a bibliography on his early writings on Sinhala, its 

etymology, Roḍiyā and Veddāh, etc. 
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seek the necessary clearances from authorities. Geiger’s decision 

appears to have had a welcome effect. Noteworthy is the inducement it 

gave a national scholar to review the whole project. On 11 February 

1931 Gunapala Malalasekera had sent Geiger a frank account of the 

project, highlighting the built-in causes of failure: Sir Baron Jayatilaka, 

though a competent Sinhala scholar, had limited proficiency in Pali and 

Sanskrit philology and besides was deeply involved in politics; Mudliar 

W. F. Gunawardhana, though very well versed in grammar and 

philology, was obsessed with his theory of Dravidian origin of Sinhala; 

Mudliar A. Mendis Gunasekera, the most competent among them, was 

too old and preoccupied with other duties; the compilation of words was 

entrusted to persons with no training in lexicography; and the 

Dictionary office had no means of verifying the words sent in by these 

compilers as it did not have the relevant manuscripts; none on the staff 

knew French or German and the current literature on lexicography and 

philology was a closed book to them. In short, Geiger had a massive 

task to accomplish – veritable Augean stables. 

 

Wilhelm Geiger arrived in Colombo in December 1931 with his wife 

Magdalene and during the next five months both of them spared no 

efforts in bringing order to the project and putting it on a sound footing. 

The first volume was ready in a couple of years with a long and 

comprehensive introduction on Sinhala language and literature signed 

by both Sir Baron and Geiger, but, as is clear from internal evidence, 

written by Geiger. An important proposal which Geiger made at this 

time was to enlist the co-operation of an equally well-known Western 

scholar from Denmark, Helmer [clxxix] Smith. When the war broke out 
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in 1939. it was to Helmer Smith that Geiger entrusted the European 

direction of the dictionary work.
100

 

 

Geiger’s intellectual inputs to the Sinhala Etymological Dictionary had 

been substantial. The Dictionary Office recognized the value of his 

etymological research and published in 1941 a revised version of 

“Etymological Glossary of the Sinhalese Language”. During the 

formative years of the project – that is, from 1926 to the outbreak of the 

war, he provided technical backstopping in diverse ways. Both Sir 

Baron and Julius de Lanerolle visited him in Germany to pursue 

discussions and obtain advice. 

 

A question which is, sometimes, raised is whether Geiger overestimated 

the capacity of the people who were actually to implement his plans and 

directions? That means, did he conceive of a dictionary which was not 

to be completed within a reasonable length of time with the intellectual 

and material resources that Sri Lanka could devote to it? In fairness to 

Geiger it must be stressed that his experience with Sri Lankan scholars 

had been extremely encouraging, if not unusually favourable. Anyone, 

who came to know the four scholar-monks (Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī 

Sumaṅgala, Ven. Ratmalāne Dhammārāma, Ven. Waskaḍuwe Śrī 

Subhūti and Ven. Widurupola Piyatissa) and the remarkable galaxy of 

lay scholars of the time (D. M. de Z. Wickremasinghe, Mudliar A. 

Mendis Gunasekera, Mudliar W. F. Gunawardhana, Sir Baron 

                                                      
100
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Jayatilaka, Julius de Lanerolle, Gunapala Malalasekera, M. D. 

Ratnasuriya, and D. E. Hettiarachchi) as intimately as Geiger did, 

would have formed the highest impression of competence, [clxxx] 

dedication, versatility, seriousness and perseverance. He designed a 

project for these intellectual giants to accomplish. But they were needed 

in too many places, for more urgent tasks and, above all, to provide 

leadership in the overall development of national culture. Theirs was a 

gradually diminishing contribution to the Dictionary. 

 

The Dictionary has gone through many vicissitudes. From the Royal 

Asiatic Society it was transferred to the University of Ceylon in 1941 

and currently it is a direct responsibility of the Ministry of Cultural 

Affairs. It is over a hundred years from the day the proposal was made 

by Rost. It is nearly sixty years since it was revived. The first fascicule 

was published nearly fifty years ago. The delay has been subject to 

much criticism. The project as a whole and the staff in particular have 

been the butt end of vicious jokes. Among the most virulent of critics 

had been Ven. Welivitiye Śrī Sorata Nāyaka Thera whose, two-volume 

Sinhala Dictionary called “Śrī Sumaṅgala Śabdakoṣaya (        

        ) was published in 1952 and 1956. More vituperative, 

however, were Munidasa Cumaratuṅga and the poet Raphael 

Tennakoon. 

 

It is gratifying to record a visible acceleration of the Dictionary work 

over the last few years. The publication of the 27th fascicule has served 

as a significant morale booster to the band of devoted workers who are 

struggling against many odds which most people not conversant with 

intricacies of bureaucratically managed intellectual undertakings would 

hardly visualize. 

 



201 

 

 

XI – State Patronage to Oriental Studies 

 

1. Institutional Arrangements to Foster the Study of Ancient 

Culture 

 

The period covered by the correspondence published in this Volume 

saw the gradual evolution of the governmental machinery, comprising 

departments, institutions and regular publications to foster the study of 

the ancient culture of Sri Lanka. Revd. Father S. G. Perera summarizes 

the crucial events of the initial stages in three paragraphs:– 

 

“The study of Ceylon’s ancient literature and art. George Turnour’s 

edition and translation of the Mahāvaṁsa attracted the [clxxxi] 

attention of European orientalists and philologists to the chronicles and 

inscriptions of Ceylon. A Danish professor, C. Fausböll, edited certain 

Pali works in 1885, and the French consul of Colombo, M. Grimbolt, 

made a collection of manuscripts which were studied in France by 

eminent scholars in 1886. Commenting on a French publication, the 

Saturday Review remarked that “though Ceylon has been an English 

colony, hardly anything has been done by the English government to 

collect these interesting relics of ancient literature, to deposit them in 

our public libraries, and thus to render them accessible to oriental 

scholars; while the French government, nay, it would seem an 

individual French gentleman, has during the last six years accomplished 

all that could be desired.” Stung by such reproaches and seeing an 

archaeological survey started in India, in 1870 Sir Hercules Robinson 

commissioned James de Alwis to compile a catalogue of Sanskrit, Pali, 

and Sinhalese literary works of Ceylon. In 1871 the government 

procured a series of photographs of the principal ruins of Anuradhapura 

and Polonnaruva. In 1873 Sir William Gregory directed an 
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archaeological survey to be started on a modest scale, and in 1877, 

detailed plans and drawings of the important ruins were made by 

Smithers. A German professor, P. Goldschmidt, was meanwhile invited 

to collect the ancient inscriptions, and he visited Anuradhapura, 

Polonnaruva, Mihintale, but died of fever while engaged in inspecting 

the Kirinda, Tissamahārāma, and Kataragama inscriptions. The 

Secretary of State thereupon sent Dr. E. Müller in 1887 to complete the 

task, and the result was the publication of the Ancient Inscriptions of 

Ceylon. 

 

“The government agent of Anuradhapura was directed to commence 

explorations and excavations in the North-Central Province, and in 

1890, a systematic archaeological survey was begun under H. C. P. 

Bell of the civil service, starting from the Three and Four Korales 

and then extending to other districts. Bell laboured long and 

zealously in his chosen field of study and procured the establishment 

of an Archaeological Department, [clxxxii] and his Reports still 

remain unsurpassed mines of information for the study of Ceylon’s 

ancient history. The publication of the inscriptions was entrusted to 

D. M. de Z. Wickremasinghe who brought out the first volumes of 

the Epigraphia Zeylanica, a work later carried on by Dr. S. 

Paranavitana, for many years archaeological commissioner. 

 

The study of Ceylon’s ancient culture was fostered also by the Royal 

Asiatic Society, founded in Ceylon in 1845, and by the opening of 

the Colombo Museum in 1877.”
101
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This short account, however, contains a number of errors in dates and 

names: i.e. not “C” Fausböll but “V” for Viggo; “certain Pali works in 

1885” does not fit logically into the sequence: it must be the edition of 

Dhammapada in 1855 that the Revd. Father had in mind; similarly the 

name of the French consul is not Grimbolt but Grimblot (who in 

collaboration with Leon Feer published in Journal Asiatique XVIII, 

1871, some extracts of the Paritta); and the date when manuscripts 

collected by him were studied in France is not 1886 but 1866. In the face 

of such errors, one is tempted to question the accuracy of the main 

argument that the motive for State action to promote studies into 

ancient literature and art came from reproaches published in a popular 

periodical. 

 

The information I have presented in this Introduction shows that long 

before the 1870s the promotion of scholarship in the field of literature 

and art had been helped in two major ways: first, the interest taken by 

the officers of the Civil Service as well as other branches of the 

government – due to what Ludowyk calls “the British Civil Servant’s 

tradition of learned dilettantism”
102

; and, second, the extension of 

government printing facilities to the point that the Government Printer 

was the most important – if not the [clxxxiii] sole-publisher of scholarly 

works. These two factors were interrelated. The facility of publication 

had gone a long way in encouraging the government officials to be 

authors. The use of government printing facilities for religious and 

scholarly publications dates back to the Dutch regime. The first book in 

                                                                                                                          

first paragraph particularly as I am personally aware of the pains which 

Father Perniola takes to be thorough, precise and accurate. 
102

 See footnote on next page. 
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Sinhala printed at the Government Press (more precisely the Dutch East 

India Company’s Press) in 1737 was a book of Christian Prayers. 

 

Among the scholarly works published by the Government Press during 

the early part of the British period are Turnour’s Mahāvaṁsa (1837), 

James de Alwis’ Sidatsāñgarāva with its 286-page introduction on the 

history of Sinhala literature (1852) as well as several of his later works, 

and preliminary reports on early archaeological finds.
103

 

 

What appeared to have first been a privilege reserved for government 

officials, with James de Alwis as a notable exception, was gradually 

extended to local scholars. Ven. Subhūti’s Abhidhānappadīpikā was 

printed in 1864 at the Government Press and the earliest 

correspondence in this volume between Childers and the Nāyaka Thera 

refers to the Governor’s role in this publication. Ven. Subhūti’s later 
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 E.F.C. Ludowyk: The Modern History of Ceylon, London, 1966 p. 232: 

“Many of them, both the old and new, made good use of opportunities which 

came their way of conserving and developing a great deal of information on 

old Ceylon which without their care would have been obliterated. The British 

Civil Servant’s tradition of learned dilettantism had been maintained by 

people like Hugh Nevill. Even in the bad old days before the competitive 

examination there were civilians like George Turnour who was both a coffee 

planter and a student of Pali learning. In this tradition of the Civil Servant 

researcher were H. W. Codrington and L. J. B. Turner. The versatility of the 

talents which might be found in the Civil Service of this time could be proved 

by a reference to men like T. W. Rhys Davids, W. T. Stace, and Leonard 

Woolf, all of whom spent some part of their early working life in Ceylon. 

They were on the whole an intelligent, responsible and enlightened body of 

men. They came closest of all their fellows to knowing and understanding the 

country where they served.” 
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works including the second edition of Abhidhānappadīpikā were also 

published by the Government. So was his pupil’s (i.e. A. Mendis 

Gunasekera’s) “A Comprehensive [clxxxiv] Grammar of the Sinhalese 

language” (1891). Ven. Ratmalāne Śrī Dhammārāma’s edition of 

Dharmapradīpikā was published in 1876. Ven. Weligama Śrī 

Sumangala’s 700-page commentary on the Sanskrit Grammar 

“Mugdhabodha” was also a government publication (1897) just as his 

translation of Hitopadeśa in 1884. The procedure for getting such 

government patronage was, no doubt, complex. The impression one gets 

from the letters of Childers and Rost is that their intervention was 

instrumental in obtaining the sanction of the Governor. It had not been 

always easy or successful as shown by the abortive attempts to get the 

extended Mahāvaṁsa published. 

 

The period following 1870 brought into existence more formal 

arrangements. Sir William Gregory, to whom several references are 

made in Childers’ and Rost’s letters, figures prominently as the live wire 

in formalising State support to epigraphy, archaeology and museology. 

He was responsible for the engagement of P. Goldschmidt to decipher 

and publish ancient inscriptions in 1874 and the establishment of the 

Colombo National Museum in 1876. His interest in the photographs of 

the monuments of Anuradhapura taken by Captain Hogg is also 

mentioned in Childers’ letters. The impetus given to archaeology during 

the governorship of Sir William Gregory culminated in extensive 

excavations in the 1880s and the creation of the Department of 

Archaeology in 1890 with H. C. P. Bell as the first Archaeological 

Commissioner. In 1904 were started the Epigraphia Zeylanica (edited 

by D. M. de Z. Wickremasinghe to publish with notes and translation 

ancient inscriptions more systematically than hitherto) and Spolia 

Zeylanica as the research bulletin of the National Museum. These 
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publications, along with the Journal of the Ceylon Branch of the Royal 

Asiatic Society and Ceylon Literary Register of A. M. & J. Ferguson 

and Ceylon Antiquary and Litrary Register of J. P. Lewis and J. M. 

Senaveratne, provided effective fora for scholarly exchanges. 

 

State support was also extended to national institutions. The Buddhist 

school established by Ven. Doḍanduwe Piyaratana Tissa in 1869 was 

recognized for grants-in-aid by 1874. Vidyodaya Pirivena, founded by 

Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala in 1873 was [clxxxv] given financial 

assistance as from 1878.
104

 In subsequent years the Buddhist schools set 

up by the Buddhist Revival Movement began to receive grants-in-aid, 

even though the procedures laid down and obstacles imposed were quite 

cumbersome. 

 

Yet the educational policy and, in particular, the system of 

examinations did not provide any incentives for the study of national 

languages or culture. Though Sinhala or Tamil could be taken as an 

extra language at the local Junior level examination in 1870, they did 

not become subjects of the Cambridge Junior and Senior Examinations 

and also the Bachelor of Arts examination of the University of London 

until 1919. But as from 1902, the examinations of the Oriental Studies 

Society, conducted by the Department of Education and granting the 

degree of Paṇḍita, gave an impetus to the study of Sinhala, Pali, 
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Sanskrit, History and Archaeology mainly among monks. The only lay 

persons who benefited from this system were those who were preparing 

themselves to be ayurvedic medical practitioners and Sinhala notaries. 

 

In spite of the fact that the promotion of national studies through 

education policy received very little attention until the constitutional 

developments brought a stronger representation of nationals to shoulder 

legislative and policy-making responsibility, the State patronage to 

learning continued to be given through the activities of the Departments 

of Archaeology and National Museums as well as those of the National 

Archives. Libraries of these Departments specially the National 

Museums Library – provided facilities to researchers and students. 

Grants were made available to exceptional literary works but on an ad 

hoc basis. Activities like the compilation of the Sinhala Dictionary were 

organized and conducted as Government undertakings. Learned 

societies such as the Ceylon Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 

received financial assistance. [clxxxvi]  

 

But a visible deterioration of the State involvement in scholarly pursuits 

had begun to take place as from about the 1920s. The governorship of 

Lord Chalmers almost marks a watershed in this respect. 

 

2. Sir Robert (later Lord) Chalmers (1858–1938) 

 

As Mrs. Rhys Davids had written on several occasions to Ven. 

Buddhadatta, Robert Chalmers studied Pali from Rhys Davids and was 

considered to be one of his most distinguished students, in this volume is 

published the letter Chalmers wrote to Ven. Subhūti in November 1891 

at the suggestion of Rhys Davids (Paragraph 201 B). As I have already 

stated, Chalmers’ contribution to Pali studies were quite substantial 
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before he arrived in Sri Lanka as the Governor in 1913. His reputation 

for “his cultivated interests in Pali literature and the sacred lore of 

Buddhism” had reached Sri Lanka and the scholar-monks, dealt with in 

this Volume, welcomed his appointment, endorsing what Woodward 

wrote in Pali about it in a letter to Ven. Seelakkhandha: namely, Tam 

pun, api dhammassa upakārāya samvattati (That, too, will be a help to 

the Dhamma) – Paragraph 551. 

 

As Ludowyk states, he “was a Treasury official with distinguished 

record of service and a reputation for abstruse and exotic research so 

often typical of the cultured British Civil Servant. He had accepted a 

Colonial Governorship when he had reached the heights of Permanent 

Secretaryship. His reputation as an orientalist (he was a student of Pali 

and had already begun his translations of the Buddhist Canon) had 

preceded him to Ceylon. As a young man, fresh from Oxford, he had 

been interested in welfare work in slum settlements. He was intelligent 

and he had liberal leanings. He was highly thought of by such eminent 

politicians as Asquith.”
105 

 

Once in Sri Lanka, he was keen to utilize the opportunities available for 

his researches in Pali literature. As mentioned several times in Mrs. 

Rhys Davids’ letters, he began with arrangements to bring out a critical 

edition of Papañca-sūdanī, the [clxxxvii]
106

 Commentary on Majjhima-

nikāya. He established links with scholar-monks of the time and one of 

his closest associates in this work was Ven. Ratmalāne Dhammārāma. A 

letter addressed to him on 25 June 1915, refers to this co-operation and 
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also hints at the developments which brought a sudden change in his 

plans relating to scholarship as well as his future in Sri Lanka. The 

letter signed by the Governor’s Private Secretary runs as follows:– 

 

“I have communicated to His Excellency the request contained in 

your letter of the 24th inst. If, as His Excellency assumes, the 

interview you desire has reference to the Papañca-Sūdanī, to the 

completion of which His Excellency looks forward with much 

interest, I am directed to say that, at the present time, His Excellency 

cannot find time to deal with this work but looks forward to 

discussing the subject with you at a later date of which you will be 

informed.” (The original reproduced in ensuing pages). 

 

What interfered with Sir Robert’s scholarly work are the riots of 1915, 

which broke out, for his bad luck, just a few weeks after he had lost two 

of his sons in active war service in Europe. His declaration of martial 

law on 2 June 1915 and continuing it for three months – long after the 

rioting stopped, the inefficiency of Brigadier-General Malcolm, the 

Officer Commanding the troops, the excesses of the armed forces, the 

involvement of European planters and civilians as Justices of Peace to 

try the Sinhalas accused of complicity, the imprisonment of Sinhala 

national and community leaders and the havoc which rumour and fear 

created against the backdrop of the First World War all combined to 

make the one hundred days following the Gampola incident on 28 May 

1915 the darkest in the history of modern Sri Lanka. The pity of it is 

that this had to happen during the stewardship of a very rare 

Englishman as far as his command of Pali and the profound knowledge 

of Buddhism and its culture was concerned. As it happens to most 

people in high places at times like these, he was probably kept informed 

of only what his surrounding sychophants wanted him to know. 
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Testimony to that is his much-quoted statement to the Legislative 

Council that “A revolt has been put down with rose water.”
107

 [cxci] 

 

We have in our collection in the National Archives a letter which was 

addressed jointly to Ven. Ratmalāne Śrī Dhammārāma
108

 and Ven. 

Mahāgoda Ñāṇissara, the Principals of Vidyālaṅkāra and Vidyodaya 

Pirivenas respectively on 16 July 1915 – the mid-point of the martial 

law period. It shows a clear hardening of positions, it, too, was signed 

by W. J. Southorn as Private Secretary to the Governor: 

 

Revd. Sirs, 

 

His Excellency the Governor has had before him your memorial 

dated the 12th inst. in which (i) you set forth the conclusions you 

have readied regarding the genesis and development of the 

disturbance which began at Kandy on Wesak Day the 28th May last, 

and (ii) pray for relief and clemency in the cases which you specify. 

 

So far as scholarship and learning are concerned. His Excellency is 

well aware of your undoubted claim to speak on behalf of the entire 

body of Bhikkhus of Ceyylon; and he can only wish that he could be 

equally certain that the entire body of Sinhalese Bhikkhus share your 

abhorrence of the painful lawlessness that prevailed to a most 

alarming and lamentable degree from the 28th day of May 1915, 

being the anniversary of the nativity of the Tathāgata.  

 

                                                      
107

 E.F.C. Ludowyk: The History of Ceylon, London, 1962 p. 214. 

108
 Both in this letter and the previous one of 25 June 1915 the initial of Ven. 

Dhammārāma is given as K, possibly a confusion with Kelaniya. But the 

envelope is addressed to High Priest of Vidyalankara Pirivena. 
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While there is much – though by no means all – in your six 

conclusions with which His Excellency is disposed to concur he 

would be impressed by the knowledge that other Mahānāyakas of 

distinction desire to associate themselves with you in condemning 

“the real culprits” who have been guilty of such monstrous acts 

against their fellow-subjects in Ceylon and against the mild creed 

which those real culprits profess and have shamed. 

 

As regards clemency – na hi vereṇa verâṇi sammant’īdha kadâcanaṁ 

– His Excellency can hold out no prospect of the Commutation of 

death sentences in the case of persons indisputably [cxcii] found 

guilty of actual murder. You will however have observed that in four 

out of ten cases of death sentences for treason, &c., the clemency of 

the Crown has been already exercised. (The original reproduced in 

ensuing pages). 

 

The upshot of the events was that Sir Robert’s tour of office as 

Governor terminated prematurely. Whether he was recalled due to the 

agitation of the Sri Lankan leaders has been a moot point among 

historians. In this respect, the information provided by E. F. C. 

Ludowyk is of special interest: 

 

“In December 1915, Chalmers was asked by the Secretary of State to 

take up an important post in the Treasury to which his talents had 

clearly destined him. His departure and the attitude of his successor 

Sir John Anderson, another official from Whitehall, led to the myth, 

still current in Ceylon, that Chalmers had been recalled at the 

instance of Ceylonese leaders engaged in petitioning Westminster 

and Whitehall with their grievances. The cables offering Chalmers 

his new appointment were in no sense the stepping down of a 

Colonial Governor who had been found wanting. Nor did his 
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subsequent career indicate that the home government had in any way 

punished him for any dereliction of duty in Ceylon. Chalmers was 

Under-Secretary for Ireland during the grave troubles of 1916. In 

1924 as Baron Chalmers he became Master of Peterhouse, 

Cambridge.”
109 

 

Lord Chalmers continued his Pali and Buddhist studies while at 

Peterhouse. His translation of Majjhima-nikāya as “Further Dialogues 

of the Buddha” were published in the Sacred Books of the Buddhists 

Series in 1926 and 1927. His masterpiece, the translation of the Sutta-

nipāta into English verse, was published in the Harvard Oriental Series 

in 1932. The last two paragraphs of Charles R. Lanman’s blurb on this 

publication in the List of the Harvard Oriental Series illustrates the 

meticulous care which Lord Chalmers had taken to preserve in the 

translation the poetic character of the original. [cxcvi] 

 

One important contribution of Lord Chalmers to the progress of 

Buddhist and Pali studies of Sri Lanka has been overshadowed by the 

events of 1915. In the implementation of the recommendations of the 

Macleod Committee of 1912, which related to the establishment of the 

Ceylon University College, it was Lord Chalmers who made the 

concrete proposal for approval of the Secretary of State for Colonies. 

The scheme he proposed was accepted with one modification relating to 

the manner in which the University College would be affiliated to a 

British University (The Governor proposed affiliation with Oxford 

University). What is relevant is the fifth clause in his proposals, it says: 
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“As to the staff, the Principal was to be an administrative officer, 

and was not himself to hold a Professorship. The Professors were to 

include a Professor of Sanskrit and Pali, and the professorial staff 

was to be assisted by Lecturers paid for special courses, the proposal 

to employ Lecturers on sterling salaries being abandoned”
110

 

(Emphasis mine). 

 

Since then there had been no question that the pride of place had to be 

given to Oriental Studies in the scheme of higher education which was 

fashioned over a period of two decades, culminating in the creation of 

the University of Ceylon in 1942 with four Faculties, the first being the 

Faculty of Oriental Studies. 

 

3. Since 1942 

 

The State patronage of Oriental Studies had steadily increased over the 

last four decades. Apart from direct steps, spin-off effects of 

educational and cultural policies have continued to provide an impetus 

to the promotion of Sinhala, Pali, Sanskrit and Buddhist studies. With 

the C. W. W. Kannangara Committee came the introduction of free 

education, the stipulation of national languages as media of primary 

education and the establishment of secondary schools in rural areas. 

With the emphasis on Sinhala, the study of Pali and Sanskrit gained 

importance and these proved to be popular subjects in the newly 

established central schools. It was, perhaps due, at least partly, to the 

fact that free education had begun to bring to [cxcvii] these secondary 

schools as government scholars children from a social class, which 

under the impact of the Buddhist revival movement, were culturally 
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oriented to the appreciation and preservation of the national culture. 

These were the first beneficiaries from free education and the 

progressive introduction of national languages as media of instruction 

in secondary education. 

 

An analysis of statistics relating to the number of candidate offering 

Sinhala, Pali, Sanskrit and Sri Lankan and Indian History at public 

examinations at Grade X and Grade XII levels in the later 1940s and 

1950s would provide an index of the degree to which Oriental Learning 

had found a firm place in school curriculum. The result was increasing 

admissions of students in these subjects to the University. In 1947 when 

the University admitted a little over 400 new students into all its 

faculties, I found myself in classes ranging from 150 to 50 students (i.e., 

around 150 in Sinhala, 75 in Pali and 50 in Sanskrit) during the first 

year and quite a number were Buddhist monks. In the following year, I 

was one of 24 students who had opted to do Sanskrit Honours. The 

results of the University of London External BA. and M.A. 

Examinations reflected a similar trend. Post-graduate studies in the 

Oriental Faculty were as much in demand and several valuable 

publications like Ven. Walpola Rāhula’s “Early History of Buddhism in 

Ceylon” and Ven. Dehigaspe Paññāsāra’s “Sanskrit Literature Extant 

Among the Sinhalese and the Influence of Sanskrit on Sinhalese” were 

theses presented for doctorates in the Faculty of Oriental Studies. To 

these must be added the theses and dissertations which Sri Lankan 

students presented to foreign Universities – mainly in Britain, France 

and India. There were quite a score during this decade. 

 

The University had recognized the importance of providing facilities 

for Buddhist monks to acquire modern techniques of research so as to 

utilize the learning, acquired through traditional methodology, to better 
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advantage. To enable those monks who had no proficiency in English to 

acquire the regular B.A. Degree, a special course leading to a degree 

called “Vidyā-viśārada” was instituted. [cxcviii] 

 

The impact of the popularity of Oriental Studies at University level is 

also seen in the publications which appeared in Sri Lanka in the 1940s 

and the 1950s. As Oriental Languages, including Sinhala and Tamil, 

were taught and tested in the English medium, the translation of 

prescribed texts into English was so widespread that there is hardly a 

Sinhala classic that was not translated into English; sometimes, poetry 

was rendered in verse. With regard to Pali and Sanskrit classics, 

translations usually came from abroad. These translations, both local 

and foreign, included detailed commentaries discussing grammatical 

and literary points of interests and lengthy introductions which 

provided a student’s basic grounding on research findings relevant to a 

particular book or a branch of literature. Histories of literature were 

followed by research studies on specific aspects of the national culture: 

folk play, puppetry, dance and ritual, etc. In-depth analysis of Buddhist 

Philosophy occupied a pre-eminent place in the scholarly output of 

Oriental scholars of Sri Lanka. 

 

A significant phenomenon resulting from the widespread popularity of 

higher learning in Oriental Studies was the increasing visibility of 

graduates in Sinhala, Pali and Sanskrit in the public service – in the 

Ceylon Civil Service as well as in administrative positions in various 

departments. Some of them continued their interest in research and 

further study and attempted to maintain the image of the scholar-

administrator. 
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4. Buddha Jayanti and its aftermath 

 

In the evolution of State support to Oriental Studies the period 

commencing from around 1954 has a special significance. On a proposal 

by Mr. A. Ratnayake, then Minister of Home Affairs, the Government 

decided to celebrate the 2500 Buddha Jayanti in a manner befitting the 

religious and cultural significance of the occasion. A Cabinet Sub-

Committee comprising Messrs. J. R. Jayewardene, M. D. Banda and C. 

W. W. Kannangara with Ratnayake as Chairman was appointed to 

make proposals on activities to be supported by the State. It was my 

privilege to have served as its Secretary and later to have been entrusted 

with the implementation of its recommendations as the [cxcix] General 

Secretary of the Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya (the Buddhist Council of 

Ceylon). The fifteen-point programme, which the Government 

approved, included three major long-term scholarly projects and several 

other activities which had a direct bearing on the promotion of Oriental 

Studies. 

 

The three major projects were– 

 

(i) The translation of the Tripiṭaka into Sinhala 

 

(ii) The compilation of an Encyclopaedia in Sinhala, and 

 

(iii) The compilation of an Encyclopaedia on Buddhism in English. 

 

Among the other activities were the publication of Buddhist literary 

works, the organization of exhibitions of Buddhist art and sculpture and 

the mobilization of national efforts to usher in a religious awakening. 

The Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya was also requested to study the 
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feasibility of establishing a Faculty of Buddhist Philosophy in the 

University, convening an International Buddhist Conference and setting 

up a Buddhist Library. The programme was funded by the State and its 

executive consisted of a section of the Ministry of Home Affairs. The 

direct involvement of the Government in a religious celebration and, in 

its wake, promoting research and literary activities created a precedent. 

The influence it had on the development of State sponsorship of cultural 

activities in the following period, was singularly important. Thus apart 

from the specific activities which brought most of the well-known 

scholars of Sri Lanka to co-operate in the three major activities, Buddha 

Jayanti brought the State into active partnership or even sponsorship in 

an area which had hitherto seen only ad hoc and specific assistance 

from the Government. 

 

With the precedent of State involvement so well established, greater 

participation began in 1956 first by the creation of a portfolio of 

Cultural Affairs in the Cabinet with Mr. Jayaweera Kuruppu as 

Minister of Local Government and Cultural Affairs and then by 

establishing the Department of Cultural Affairs which was developed 

around the Secretariat of the Lanka Bauddha Mandalaya. The 

continuation of the three major literary projects [cc] was entrusted to 

the Department of Cultural Affairs. One of its earliest activities was to 

establish by Act of Parliament the Lanka Sahitya Mandalaya on the 

model of the Indian Sahitya Akademi for the promotion of literature. It 

embarked on a programme of publications which enabled some scholars 

to have their learned works published. Its Sahitya Conferences provided 

fora for literary discussions and the results they had on the promotion 

of literature were substantial. 
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The year 1959 began with a purely educational problem but ended in a 

manner which once again enhanced State support to Oriental Learning. 

With the introduction of national languages as media of instruction in 

1947, the first batch of Grade XII students sitting for the University 

Entrance Examination in 1959 had to be found University courses in 

national languages. The problem was acute with regard to Sinhala 

students who, unlike their Tamil counterparts, were basically 

monolingual. A flat refusal by the then Vice-Chancellor of the 

University of Ceylon to organize classes in Sinhala within the time 

frame envisaged by the Government resulted in the search for another 

solution. A proposal to confer University Status to Vidyodaya and 

Vidyalaṅkāra Pirivenas were under consideration by the Minister of 

Education (Dr. Wijayananda Dahanayake). At first, it was meant to be 

more a gesture of recognition for these two venerable seats of learning. 

But faced with the practical problem of providing University Education 

in Sinhala, the two Pirivenas were entrusted with a much larger 

educational task. The challenge which they encountered was indeed 

very great. But they were willing to try. The two Universities, which for 

years continued to be called Buddhist Universities,
111 

even though the 

official designations in the Act of Parliament called them Vidyodaya 

University of Ceylon and Vidyalaṅkāra University of Ceylon, had far-

reaching results on the entire system of national higher education, in 

general, and on the promotion of Oriental Studies – specially Buddhist 

Studies – in particular. Within years, the University of Ceylon had 

begun classes in Sinhala, [cci] assigned to Buddhist Studies a measure of 

recognition and instituted a system of external examinations. Early 
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years of Vidyodaya and Vidyalaṅkāra Universities were characterized 

by an enormous output of translated and original research papers, 

which appeared in a series of periodicals. 

 

By 1965, Vidyodaya and Vidyalaṅkāra had evolved into full-fledged 

Universities with facilities capable of serving a wider clientele. Thus 

under Mr. I. M. R. A. Iriyagolle, Minister of Education and Cultural 

Affairs, they were drawn into a national scheme of higher education. 

Their role in relation to the promotion of higher education for Buddhist 

monks was transferred to a newly established Buddhist University with 

the official designation, Buddhaśrāvaka Dharmapīṭhaya. 

 

Later reforms in higher education had an adverse effect on Oriental 

Studies. The progressive attrition of the intake of Arts students as a 

measure of checking graduate unemployment, on the one hand, and the 

regrouping of departments of study on grounds of cost-effectiveness, on 

the other hand, jointly affected Oriental learning to a point that 

Sanskrit studies had all but disappeared and Pali and Buddhist Studies 

were sustained by a handful of students, mostly Buddhist monks. On the 

eve of the 1980s, the future of Oriental Studies appeared very bleak. 

 

It is, no doubt, gratifying that the situation has been recognized and 

diagnosed and suitable measures are afoot to arrest further decline. The 

promotion of Post-graduate studies in Pali and Buddhism is a step in the 

right direction as Sri Lanka continues to he looked upon by the whole 

world and specially the Buddhist countries as having the best facilities 

and potential for taking leadership in research and training. The 

Conference of Buddhist Leaders and Scholars, which met in Sri Lanka 

in June, 1982, made a specific request to Sri Lanka to reinforce her role 

in this respect. A stimulus to in-depth studies in archaeology, epigraphy 
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and history is given by the Buddhist Cultural Triangle project, for 

which international support is being mobilized in co-operation with 

UNESCO. The development of the publishing capacity of the Ministry 

of Cultural Affairs provides opportunities for easier [ccii] publication 

of scholarly works. The acceleration of work in relation to the Sinhala 

Dictionary, the Tripiṭaka Translation, the Sinhala Encyclopaedia and 

the Encyclopaedia of Buddhism enlists more intensified co-operation 

among national and international scholars. A Pali and Buddhist 

University has been established in Colombo with the special objective of 

promoting the study of Pali and Buddhism. All these promise significant 

outcomes. But the State can only assist and support scholars and provide 

the best climate for them to pursue their studies in the chosen fields. 

The self- effacing dedication, tenacious perseverance and strictest 

adherence to quality of scholarship must come from the scholars. 
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XII – Conclusion  

 

1. The Message 

 

To conclude this long Introduction with a section under a heading like 

THE MESSAGE would appear to be very strange to a reader who looks 

upon this Volume to be the product of an editor of historical documents. 

The usual method adopted by such an editor would have been to present 

the original letters as preserved in the National Archives in a suitable 

sequence (author-wise, receiver-wise, chronological, etc.), with 

minimum comments to establish their authenticity, accuracy, date and 

such other factors. It would then be the task of scholars to use the 

material for their research, draw conclusions and weave into historical 

analysis such facts as are gleanable. Those, who expect this Volume to 

be merely a source book, would, therefore, criticize me for lack of 

objectivity. It is not for an editor of archival materials to be too 

enthusiastic about their contents, they would say. 

 

Even before I had found the new name, a reputed scholar of Sri Lankan 

social history suggested that a title like “Sri Lankan Support to 

Pioneering Western Orientalists” should be changed to “Sri Lankan Co-

operation with Pioneering Western Orientalists”. He had two 

arguments: one was that the title I had chosen, had the flavour of being 

chauvinistic and the other that what Sri Lankan scholars could 

contribute could not have amounted to support. It was, indeed, an 

expression of admirable national modesty. But modesty is in itself no 

virtue, specially as what the Buddhist tradition in its total dedication to 

the Middle Path extols is anatimāna
112

 (i.e. [cciii] freedom from 
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excessive pride). Nevertheless, it would be for the reader to judge this 

work from both angles, bearing in mind the exhaustive nature of the 

groundwork our scholar-monks did to enable pioneering western 

Orientalists in achieving their objectives. But I have been encouraged in 

the expression of my enthusiasm when a Pali scholar of such undisputed 

recognition as Viggo Fausböll referred to our scholar-monks and their 

scholarly traditions as Living Fountains of Buddhism. 

 

In the preparation of this volume in the present form, 1 had five main 

objectives:– 

 

(i) to add to the knowledge (so very meagre hitherto) we have of the 

national and Buddhist revival of the last century and of the key 

figures who contributed to it mainly in the domain of intellectual 

pursuits; 

 

(ii) to appraise the role of Sri Lankan scholar-monks in the 

introduction and the development of Oriental Studies in the West; 

 

(iii) to ascertain whether the contribution of Sri Lankan scholar-

monks has been adequately recognized and appreciated (a) by the 

recipients of their assistance and guidance and (b) by the nation as a 

whole; 

 

(iv) to focus the attention of the present and future generations of 

potential scholars – both religious and lay – to the example of 

selfless dedication which these scholar-monks had demonstrated and 

thus place before them a set of worthy models to emulate; and 
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(v) to draw conclusions from the experiences of these scholar-monks 

on what needs to be done today in the field of Oriental Studies – 

particularly, Buddhist and Pali Studies – in Sri Lanka. 

 

Instinctively grateful, Sri Lankans have always offered their homage to 

national leaders but often with little understanding of the nature and 

the magnitude of their actual contributions. Biographies are rare or too 

sketchy. Original writings and letters of only a very few have been 

presented and that, too, not [cciv] completely.
113

 It is my hope that more 

volunteers will come forward to work on the hitherto unpublished 

material relating to other national figures. 

 

As regards what needs to be done immediately in the field of Buddhist 

and Pali studies, a timely series of proposals were made by the 

Conference of World Buddhist Leaders and Scholars, Colombo, 1-5 

June, 1982: its Recommendation No. 4 reads as follows:– 

 

Promotion of Buddhist Studies and Research – Considering that 

nearly two hundred years of Buddhist Studies in the Western World 

have produced translations, interpretations, evaluations and re-

statements of the Buddhist doctrine almost entirely by Non-

Buddhists and they need now to be re-examined with a view to 

rectifying some serious misunderstandings which such studies have 

brought into existence; 
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Noting with regret that the resources of Buddhist studies are rapidly 

diminishing and hence scholars linguistically equipped to correct 

such errors in transitions and interpretations will gradually become 

fewer,– 

 

It is recommended that: 

 

(i) Faculties of Buddhist Studies, Departments of Pali, Buddhist 

Sanskrit and such other disciplines contributing to Buddhist studies 

in all Universities, Colleges and such other institutions of higher 

education be urged to co-operate in a joint programme of re-

evaluating the existing Buddhist studies; 

 

(ii) Objectives, operational methods, work plans and resource 

mobilization for such a programme be developed by the Secretariat 

of this Conference; 

 

(iii) Governments, private foundations and philanthropists and 

international cultural financing agencies be approached to assist the 

programme; and [ccv] 

 

(iv) A periodical be devoted to the promotion of this programme 

mainly – 

 

(a) by sharing experiences and information among scholars working 

in this field, and 

 

(b) by publishing results of their researches having a bearing on 

correcting misconceptions, mistranslations and mistakes relating to 

Buddhism. 
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If action is taken to implement this Recommendation effectively, it 

would be the most fitting commemoration of the scholar-monks but for 

whose efforts the knowledge of Buddhism would not have spread in the 

world so rapidly. It will equally be an appropriate tribute to those 

pioneering Western scholars who had very little but their sympathetic 

attitude, the quest for knowledge, the handful of critically edited texts 

and the guidance of scholar-monks like Ven. Yātrāmulle Śrī 

Dhammārāma, Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala and Ven. Waskaḍuwe 

Śrī Subhūti to help them. It is with this message that I conclude my self-

assumed labour of love. Ciraṁ rakkhantu sāsanaṁ. Ciraṁ rakkhantu 

desanaṁ. 

 

2. Apologies 

 

My profound apologies are due to the reader for printing errors that 

had gone uncorrected. Most of them, however, will not interfere with 

comprehension. The difficulties of seeing a book like this through the 

press from a place six thousand miles from the printer need no 

elaboration. Nor the hazards of composition for the letter-press 

specially when the shifting of made-up lead-type pages can create last 

minute havoc. A number of mistakes is also due to the interpretation of 

my direction to delete a letter or a punctuation mark (specially in Pali 

and Sanskrit words) as a direction to insert a letter. The credit for the 

high degree of accuracy, still maintained, goes to Mr. Peter Atukorale, 

the Deputy Government Printer, who personally supervised the printing 

at every stage. [ccvi] 

 

I also regret the inconsistencies in the spelling of proper names of 

persons and places, which the reader has to contend with. The 

heterogeneity of the materials make such inconsistencies unavoidable. 
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Whenever found necessary, I have added an explanatory note: e.g., as 

explaining Welikam and Candee in Thai letters to be Weligama and 

Kandy. 

 

A more difficult problem was to find out and use appropriately the very 

long titles of the Buddhist monks referred to in this Volume. I have 

made it a point to give the full title, with all the honorifics, at least 

once, particularly when the name occurs as the heading of a section in 

the Introduction. But in the text, I have, for reasons of economy of 

space, referred to them only by the name of the village and the personal 

name (e.g., Ven. Hikkaḍuwe Śrī Sumaṅgala). Care has been taken in the 

use of Nāyaka Thera and Mahānāyaka Thera recognizing that the latter 

is an administrative designation. But there exists the possibility that I 

could have made some errors in view of the difficulties in verifying the 

administrative responsibilities of some monks in various sub-sects of the 

Amarapura Nikāya. If a Mahānāyaka or an Anunāyaka Thera has not 

been correctly designated, it is entirely due to my lack of information. 

It is, in no way, meant to minimize the importance of any prelate or to 

deprive him of the honour due to him.  

 

In the sifting of the vast volume of material already in photocopies in 

the National Archives and also in the original attempts to collect them 

from the temples, some important and valuable documents could have 

been inadvertently skipped over. I have referred to such gaps wherever 

the internal evidence pointed to them. Some of the missing documents 

might throw new light on the matters discussed and some might even 

prove the conclusions, I have drawn, to be inadmissible. This is 

recognized as an ineluctable hazard with this type of work. The only 

remedy is for the discoverers of such lacunae to point them to me for 

further work in this field or to undertake similar efforts as compiling 
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parallel publications as mine to bring them to the notice of the readers. 

On my part, 1 would consider myself more than adequately rewarded 

for my labours if more workers join in rescuing our sources of historical 

knowledge. [ccvii] 

 

Finally, a word of explanation on a question which some readers are 

bound to ask: namely, why was no attempt made to trace the original 

letters which the scholar-monks had written? It is not for lack of trying 

that I failed to trace them. With the facilities which are within reach for 

me from Paris, I expected to have access to archives of several 

institutions which could have preserved these letters. I started with the 

Pali Text Society and despite a visit to the office in Henley-on-Thames, 

I drew a blank. Investigations elsewhere proved to be equally fruitless 

not so much because the manuscripts left behind by the scholars under 

reference have not been preserved but more because they have not been 

studied, classified and catalogued. This is specially true with regard to 

Thailand where a very large volume of letters from Sri Lankan monks 

and scholars remain to be identified and utilized in research. This is a 

task by itself which I hope some enthusiastic worker will soon take up. 
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