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MAHASAMI SANGHA RAJA INSTITUTION
IN SRI LANKA

Its Origin, Development, Status, Duties and Functions

MENDIs ROHANADEERA

Literary and eipigraphic records belonging to the period from the twelfth
century A.D., to at least sixteenth century A.D, contain occasional references
to a number of famous monks with the appelation ‘“Mahasvami”,
“Mahdsami”’ or “mahimi”, and in later times, ‘“Sangha R&ja’, attached to
their names. A detailed examination of these data reveals that there prevailed

in Sri Lanka, an office of the supreme chief of the Sangha, designated by the
above mentioned names.

This office as well as the title Mahasami assigned to it, seems to have
come into vogue some time after the unification of the Sangha in 1165 A.D..
By the middle of the 14th century this office had evolved into an institution with
it’s own traditions and norms. This article attempts to study the origin,
development, evolution of this office . the status it enjoyed and the duties and
functions assigned to it.

The first monk to bear this title was Sariputta Mahad Thera the famous
Tikicariya of the Polonnaruwa Period. He was the pupil of Dimbulagala
Kasyapa Maha Sthavira under whose presidency the unification of the Sangha
was carried out in 1165 A.D. How and when Sariputta came to be reffered
to as Mahasami has to be discovered from contemperary sources.

Sariputta himself had a number of pupils who were highly esteemed
authors about the beginning of the 13th century A.D. In most of their works
either at the beginning or in the colophon they refer to their teachar Sariputta as
Mahasami.!

Out of these Buddhandga Thera’s refernce to his teacher as “Sariputta
Mahi Thera Mahasami’’ in his Kankhavitarani Tika seems to be the earliest
one to which a definite date can be assigned. The wording in a stanza given
in the colophon of this work suggests, that the book was completed at a time

1. For example, Sangha Rakkhita Thera in his Khuddaka sikkha tika refers to his teacher
as Sariputta Mahasami; P. Buddhadatta Thera, Pali sahityaya, Ambalangoda, Sri
Lanka, 1962, p. 394. cf. Dhammakitti Thera’s reference,in his Dathavamsa, ‘Saritanuja
mahadisamipada”: Dathavamsa, ed. by Migamuve Asabhatissa Thera, Colombo,

1888, p. 110.
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when Parakarmabahu was still living.>  This is clear evidence that Sariputta
was called Mahasami before 1186 A.D., the last year of the reign of Pardkrama
bahu 1. ' |

On the other hand Sumangala Thera, in his Abhidhammattha
Vibhavini and  Abhidhammattha Vikasini, paying homage to his teacher
Sariputta who was at that time residing at Jétavana Vihara at Polonnaruva,
refers to the latter as “Thera” but not as ‘“Mahdsami.”” The Jeétavana
Vihiara mentioned here, was built by Parakramabahu 1, evidently after the
great event of unification of Sangha in 1165.* This proves that Sariputta had
not attained the status of Mahasami until even some time after 1165 A.D.
‘As such we can tentatively conclude that the title Mahdsami in repspect of
Sariputta has come in to use some time after 1165 A.D. but before 1186 A.D.

It 1s interésting to note that this is exactly the time that Sariputta was
emerging as the virtual leader of the whole Sangha of the Island. Let us now
examine as to how this process took place. | | |

- The great event popularly known as “Nikayasimaggi,” the unification of
the three fraternities, actually appears to have been a purification of Sangha
‘0 the Isalnd. This was achieved by Dimbulagala Kasyapa Maha Sthavira,
under the direct and strict supervision of Pardkramabahu 1.

All the monks belonged to the three fraternities in the Isalnd were
summoned to Polonnaruva, the capital city. Members of the Mahavihara
were first examined. Then members of the other also were subjected to
similar examination. Those who were found corrupt and guilty, were expelled
from the Order, and were offered suitable jobs. Some were demoted from the
rank of Maha Théra to simanera and so on.° -

The Sangha thus purified was disciplined under a common code of law

promulgated by a board of judges with Dimbulagala Kasyapa Maha Sthavira
as the president.” With this great and laborious exercise the three diftferent

2. “Parakkanti bhujo raja pulatthimhi puré vasanto, yo tesu samanasu niccam mahogham
viya catuppaccaya vattayanto, t& gantha vipassandsu yojeti, téna yasassina karitesu
vihdresu’® Kankha vitarant tikd, ed. by U. P. Ekanayake, Colomto, PTS., the colophon,
the present participles, ‘‘vasanto,”* ‘vattayanto,” and the present tense verb “yoj€ti,’,

“suggest, that the King was living at the time of the commiting of the writing.
3. Abhidhammattha vikdsini, ed. P. Buddhadatta Thera, Ambalangoda, Sri Lanka, 1961,

Culavamsa, CV., PTS., 78, 34.
Nikdyasangrahava, ed. M. Kumaratunga, Colombo, 1936, NS, p. 20.
Cv., 78,2627, ”' ' S

-This was inscribed on the rock-at Galvihara, Polonnaruva, and now popularly known
as Polonnaru Katikdvata, see Epigraphia Zeylanica, EZ., Vol. 11, pD. 263-268.

IR s
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fraternities ‘'of Mahdvihara, Abhayagiri and Jétavana lost their seperate
identities and ceased to function separately. Thus for the first time after 1254
years, since the time of Vattagamani- Abhaya, all the bhikkus in the Island
became one community, disciplined under one code of ethics and under one
leader. |

Evidently this leadership at the initial stage seems to have been provided
by Dimbulagala Kasyapa Maha Sthavira, regarding the affairs of the Sangha
and the sasana in general. The King was in the practice of consulting Dimbula-
gala: Kasyapa. Regarding state assistance or patronage necessary for any
exercise in which the Sangha would be involved, Kasyapa communicated with
the King as the spoksman of the Sangha.! Thus Kasyapa Maha Sthavira
began to be regarded as the spiritual leader of the Sangha, on a par with
Parakramabahu I, the secular leader or the leader of the laity. This was
the basis which gave rise to the office of the Supreme Leader of the Sangha

athough the concept behind the basis was contrary to the wish of the Buddh
himself.’ |

Although Maha Kasyapa thus became the first de facto supreme leader
he was never called Mahasami; instead he has been referred to as ‘Mahistha
vira’ in the Galvihdra Katikavata of Polonnaruva,'® the most contemporary
source, and as ‘“Mahd Théra” and “jettha” in the Calavamsa.!' His
pupil Sariputta in his works refers to Kasyapa as ‘““Sanghassa parindyaka”,
meaning the leader of the Sangha, and “Sanghassa pitaram” the father of the
Sangha.' ‘Even the Dambadeni Katikavata, the only source which speaks of
the status of Mahasami, does not refer to him with that title, instead he is
referred to as “Kéasyapa Maha Sthavira”, whereas in the same line his pupil
Sariputta is referred to as ‘“Sariputta Mahasvami.”'"?

8. Aninteresting legend has been recorded in the Saddhamma Sangaha, written by a Thai

-~ monk, who studied in Sri Lanka under Silavamsa Dhamma kitti Mahésimi, during

the latter part of the fourteenth century. Accoding to this, some time after the great

event of unification of the sangha, the Sangha Thera, Dimbuldgala Mahéa Kéasyapa

Maha Sthavira, has explained to the Sangha, the need for writing new commentaries

to the tripitakas, for the existing commentaries were out of date. Then the Sangha had

told Mahakasyapa that they should obtain royal assistance for that task. Accordingly

when the King came to visit him, Maha Kéasyapa informed the King of the wish of the

Sangha. Then the King provided with all the necessary assistance. Saddamma
Sangaha, PTS., pp. 58, 59. |

9. Buddha refused the proposal of Devadatta to appoint a leader to rule the community
of Sangha after him. Buddha’s wish was that, after him, his Dhamma and vinaya
be the leader of the Sangha; Mahdparinibbina sutta, Digha Nikdya PTS., 1903, Vol Il.
Chapter- V1. p. 154.

10.  EZ., Vol. 11, p. 264.

11.  *Maha théra dhvram katva;” CV., 76, 6;, “Maha Kassapa jetthéna > CV., 76, 56.

12.  For example, see; Sarattha Dipani, PTS., Opening stanza.

13. Katikava: Sangara, KS., ed. D. B. Jayatillake, colombo, 1955, p. 7.
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These 1nstances point to the fact that although Mahd Kidsyapa became the
sole leader of the Sangha in the Islnd after the unification, the title Mahdsami
was not yet introduced to denote that position.

Maha Kasyapa does not seem to have favoured living in the Capital.
He seems to have preferred the quiet of the Dimbulagala forset monastery,
for we see that shortly after the event of unification, Sariputta was recieving
special patronage from Parakramabahu. Cilavamsa having concluded the
narrative of the great event, records that Parakramabahu built a great Vihara
called Jétavana, and in that Vihara he erected a mansion with balconies and
inner chambers specially meant for Sariputta.!*

This clearly shows that Sariputta by this time had been e¢levated to the
position of Supreme Leader of the Sangha, which previoulsy held by his teacher
Maha Kasyapa. Even the leaders of the cight famous instiutions to which the
Sangha was divided during the mediaeval times in Sri Lanka, seem to have
been brought under the supervision of Sariputta, for we see that the
King had made them to reside within the vicinity of Sariputta’s mansion,
by providing them with three storyed eight mansions within the precincts of the
Jétavana Vihara'’-

It was during this period, that Sariputta residing at the Jétavana Vihara
and receiving patronage from Pariakramabdhu, wrote his Sdrattha Dipani.
In that work he has not introduced him as Mahasami. Moreover Sumangala
Thera in his Abhidammattha Vibhavini refers to his teacher who, at that time
was residing at Jétavana, as Thera, not as Mahasimi. But we noted above
that Buddhanaga had referred to his teacher Sariputta as Maha Thera Mahasami
while the latter was residing at the Jétavana Vihara being patronized by
Parakaramabahu.

We would therefore conclude that the use of the title Mahas&mi in respect
of Sariputta has commenced some time after he came to reside at Jeétavana
Yihara, while Pardakramabahu was still living. As such we can reaffirm that
the title Mahasami had come in to vogue in Sri Lanka for the first time in

respect of the office of Supreme Leader of the Sangha some time between
1165—1186 A.D.

In the earliest evidence cited above, we found the title Mahasami coupled
with another well known term Maha Théra.!®* The same usage has been

14. (V. 78, 34.

15. “Tatthayatana vasinam — Thardnam thiras?linam,
Mahageh® attha pasadé — Karapési ti bhumakd; CV., 78, 33.

16. ‘‘Sariputta maha théra mahasdmissa...” Vinayattha Manjusa, PT8S., Colophon.
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employed by Vacissara Thera, another senior pupil of Sariputta, when he
referred to Sariputta as ‘““Mahasami Maha yatinda™ in his Vinaya vininicchaya
tika.!” “Maha yatinda’ here is also another word for Mahi Thera.

We also come across the expression ‘“Médhankara Mahimi Svamin
Vahansé” in the colophon of a palm leaf manuscript of the Cullavagga.'®
The present writer has pointed out elsewhere,!® that Médhankara mentioned
here could be identified with Vanaratana Médhankara Mahasami who presided
over the convocation held at Dambadeniya in 1266 A.D. - In the three instances
cited above we noted that the title Mahasami or Mahimi has been used along
with another common term like Maha Thera, Maha yatinda or Svamin
vahanse.

It is noteworthy that this use of a supporting term can teseen only at the
initial stage. After Dambadeniya period we only see Mahasami or Mahimi,
being used to qualify the famous monks who held this supreme position.

Why was 1t necessary at that initial stage to couple the term Mahasami
with another generally known term? The only feasible explanation is that
the title would have seemed novel and strange at that initial stage to be used
alone; as such it had to be used with a known common term, but this was not
necessary after the people got used to it.

It may be recalled here, that some scholars have taken Mahasami to te a
foreign term introduced to Sri Lanka from the south-east region. For
example, the French specialist on south-east studies, G. Coedes has held that the
term Mahasami was common In Siam and Tambarattha, and Sr1 Lanka would
have borrowed it from those countries. Coedes’ opinion has been based on
evidence emanating from Sukhodaya inscriptions. 1t is true that these inscrip-
tions bring In to light two prominent monks bearing the title Mahasami. One
is Sri Sraddha Raja Calamuni Sri Ratana Lankadipa Mahasami, a prince of
the Sukhodaya ruling family, who visited Sri Lanka at the beginning of the
Gampola period, middle of the 14th centruy. The other is called Mahasami
Sangha Raja, a Sinhalese monk who was invited by King L1 Thai to Sukhodaya,
in 1362. The Thai inscriptions in which these two Mahasamis figure, have now
been accepted as belonging to the middle of the fourteenth centrury.?! We

17. *YO dhamma sdnapati tulya ndmo — Tathupadmo s?hala dipa dipo,
Mamam mahisami maha yatindo — Papé<i vuddhm jina sasananthi,
See; Thera vadi hondhdcaryavarayo, P. Buddhadatta Thero, Ambalangoda, Sri Lanka,
1946, p. 28.

18. M. Rohanadecera, The Sangha Organzation In Sri Lanka, Nugegoda SriLanka, 1974, p. 6
19. Palm leaf Manuscript, (photostat), No. 69L, Colombo Museum.
20. G. Coedes, Rucueil des Inscriptions du Siam, Vol. 1, part, 1, pp. 41, 46.

21. Chand Chirayu Rajani, Guide through the inscriptions of Sukhothai, Working Paper,
No. 9, South east Asian Studeis Programme, University of Hawaii, 1976; Also see
Michael Vckery, Review Article, p. 212.
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have seen above that the office Mahdsami was already in use even before
1186 A.D. in Sri Lanka. We therefore have to dismiss the view that the
prevalence of the title Mahasami in Thailand during the middle of the 14th
century, to be responsible for the use of that title in Sr1 Lanka.

Reginold Le May has taken the title Mahdsami to be one, that was awarded
by the King of Sri Lanka to forign monks who came to Sri Lanka in order to
study Sihala Buddhism.** It is not clear what evidence led Le May to arrive
at this view. But it is clear that he has taken the title to be a Sri Lankan one
which was sent to foreign countries, a view quite opposite to that of G. Coedes.

It is noteworty in this context, that we find two leading monks from Burma
visiting Sri Lanka, precisely during the period under discussion. The first was
“Panthagu Maha Thera”, the spiritual advisor to the King of Burma. He
came to Sri Lanka in 1167 A.D., and studied Sihala Buddhism for six years.
Then “Uttarajiva Maha Thera”, also Royal Preceptor to the Burmese King,
came to Sri Lanka some time after 1173 A.D. and stayed here for ten years
studying Sihala Buddhism.?® The position they held as spiritual advisors
to the King, suggests that they could have been the two successive Supreme
Leaders of the Sangha in Burma.

It is interesting to note that these two Burmese Prelates were staying in
Sri Lanka, exactly during the time in which the office of the Supreme Leader of
the Sangha was being established with Sariputta as the first holder of the posi-
tion. It is therefore, reasonable to beleive that their stay in Sri Lanka during
this period would have influenced the fashioning of the supreme ecclesiastic
office in Sri Lanka. But whether their stay was responsible in introducing the
title Mahisami for that office is doubtful, for this term was not known in
Burma during their time. Under these circumstances we are left with the
only choice of looking for the origin of the term in Sri Lanka.

There is a legend recorded in the Cilavamsa, which speaks of a Mahasami
tradition prevalent in Sri Lanka during the 7th centyry A.D.

Dealing with the lineage of King Dappula I, 659 A.D., Culaaymsa states,
that Dappula was the second of three sons born to a daughter of a person
called “Rohanasami.” The first son Aggabodhi ruled in Rohana for some time
and was succeeded by the younger brother “Dappula Sami”. Since this
Dappula Sami became extraordinarily popular among the people of Rohana,
they called him “Mahésami.”** '

22. Rejinold Le May, A Concise History of Buddhist Art in Siam, 1938 p. 129.

23. G. B. Harvay, History of Burma, Longman Green & Co. 1925, p. 49, 50.

Also see: S. Paranavitana, University of Ceylon, History of Ceylon, UCHC., Vol. 1,
Part, I1, p. 569.

24. The Culavamsa, Translation, W. Gieger, PTS., CV., tr., D. 93.
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According to this legend a term called *“Sami’’ meaning “Lord™ has been
used in respect of the political leader of Rohaga. Dappula in this episcde has
inherited this term from his mother’s father, Rohanasami. As Darpula became
exceptionally popular among the people, he was called ‘“Mahasami”, the

great lord. Since then this title has been used in respect of the political leader of
Rohana.

A similar legend is also found in the Célavamsa, in the story of Vijayatahu I,
1055 — 1110 A.D. In this instance, the purpose of the legend seems to be to
connect Viayabahu with the lineage of Manavamma, 684-718 A.D. But
the hero of the episode seems to be not Manavamma, the King by that name,

but his elder brother, who is said to have refused the throne and entercd the
Order.

According to this legend the elder brother of Manavamma had been
chanting a charm seated on the bank of a river in the neighbourhood of
Gokanna, the present Trincomalee. He was praying for a boon from Skandha
Kumara, presently known as the God of Kataragama. Being enchanted by
this act, God Kumara appeared there, on the peacock, his vehicle. The peacock
feeling thirsty, pecked at the oblation plate with his beak. Not finding water
in the hollow coconut shell, the peacock went towards the face of the praying
Prince. The Prince expecting the fulfilment of his objective, offered his eye,
which the peacock split and drank the liquid therein. Thereupon God Kumara
being pleased with the Prince bestowed the boon which he was praying for.
Thus having been blinded, the Prince refused the throne and opted to enter the
Order. Manavamma, the younger brother subsequently ascended the throne
and fetched the blind brother to Abhayagiri Vihara, where he was admitted
to the Order. The king built the “Uttarolha Pirivena” in the Abhayagiri
Vihara, for his brother, assigned six hundred monks and placed the custodians
of the Tooth Relic under him. The monks of Abhayagiri Vihdra became his
followers, and the King ruled rightiously receiving his counsel.?

This legend clearly indicates that the elder brother of Minavamma had
the right to the throne, but having been blinded refused the Kingship and
entered the Order. He was made the leader of the Abhayagiri Vikara with

the honour of being the custodian of the Tooth Relic and the counsellor to
the King .

The last stanza of this episode has a direct relevance to our discussion.
It runs as follows,

“Jand tabbamsaja kéci - Pabbajja nirapekkhaka,
Nivasimsu yatha kimam - Mahasami padam sita.*

25. CV., 1,57, 3-24.
6. CV. 1, 57, 24.
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The literal translation of this stanza would be as follows :

“Some people born in his lineage, but not interested in renouncing the
world, lived as they wished, enjoying the title Mahasami.”

What does this statement imply? It implies that the title Mahasami was
originally meant for those who entered the Order from the lineage of Mana-
vamma. The first to enjoy this title was Manavamma Thera, who became the
leader of the Abhayagiri monks. His kinsmen of later generations, who
entered the sisana were also entitled to it. Although this was the practice,

some people who did not like renunciation, lived as they wished also enjoying
the title Mahasami.

It will be interesting to note that Dappula the main character in the first
legend quoted above was the maternal uncle of Manavamma Thera who was
the main figure of the second legend. We know from the Calavamsa that
the sister of Dappula had been given in marriage to the King of Anuradhapura,
and that King was Kassapa II, (650-659 A.D), the father of Manavamma. We
also observed above that Dappula inherited the right to the Kingship of Rhana

and the title “Sami”, which later enhanced to “Mahasami”, through his mother’s
line.

We were informed indirectly by the second legend that Manavamma
had the right to the throne and bore the title Mahasami, which his maternal

uncle Dappula held. This implies that Manavamma Thera also had the right
through his mother, the sister of Dappula.

These circumstances lead us to believe that matrilineal descent has been
favoured by the Royal family of Rohana. Some Princes of Rohapa who
occupied the throne of Anuradhapura seem to have followed this tradition.
For example, Mahdndga having come from Rohana occupied the throne of
Anuradhapura from 569-570 A.D. He was succeeded by his “bhagineyya’’, the
sister’s son, Aggabddhi I, (571-604 A.D.) who also came from Rohana.?’
His successor Agegabodhi II, also the bhagineyya of the former, wasa Prince
from Rohaha.® We again see Kassapa II inviting Manaka his bhagineyya,
from R&hana to occupy the throne of Anuradhapura.

All these instances clearly support the view that atleast from the latter
part of the 6th century A.D. onwards there prevailed among the royal family
of Rohana, a tradition of favouring the succession from the maternal
uncle to his nephew, bhigineyya. It was in accordance with this tradition
that Manavamma Thera, the bhagineyya of Dappula, had the claim to the
throne as well as to the title Mahasami, which his maternal uncle held.

27. UCHC. 1,1, p. 306.
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Both the legends discussed above seem to throw light on the origin of the
usage of Mahasami in Rohana during the 7th century A.D. According to
the first legend, the title originated with Daprula, while zccording to the
second, with Manavamma Thera, the sister’s son of Darpula. In the first,
the title Mahasami was associated with the political leader of Rohana,
while in the second it was with the head of the sangha of Abhayagiri Vihara.
But basically both legends scem to be depicting one and the same tradition of
a Mahasami usage prevalent in Rohana during the 7th century A.D. It is
therofere reasonable to assume that these two episodes are in fact two versions
of one legend recorded on two different occasions to deal with two
different situations.

Let us now examine what these two different cccasions and situations are ?
In the first occasion, the legend was introduced while dcaling with the reign
of Dappula I, 659 A.D., in the first part of the Calavamsa. This part which
continues the chronicle from Kittisirimeghavanpa (201-328 A.D.) up to the
fall of Anuradhapura, in the reign of Mahinda V (1017), has bcen suggested
as having been written during the eleventh century A.D.*®. We thercfore
have to treat this version as depicting a legend bascd on the origin of the title
Mahasami as known to the author in the eleventh century. His knowledge
has been, that the title Mahasami originated with Daprula, the pelitical overlord
of Rohana, in the middle of the seventh century A.D.

The second version of the legend is recorded at the orening of the story
of Vijayabahul (1055-1110 A.D), in order to trace his lineage. This rart of the
Cdalavamsa has been written at the end of the twelfth century or at the beginning
of the thirteenth. The belief that the title originated durir.g the seventh century
in Rohana seems to have been still prevailing. But in this cceasion it is given
as having originated with a rightful heir to the political lezdership, who refi scd
it and became the leader of the Sangha. Thus the author of this section has
shifted the emphasis from political leader to religious leader, by making
both one and the same person. |

Why did the author writing at the close of the twelfth ccntury, think it
necessary to shift the title Mahasami from political leader to gelitical cum
religious leader ? Why did he make a specific statement thet “‘certain peorle
of Manavamma’s lineage, but not interested in renouncing the world, also
lived as they wished, enjoying the title Mahasami”—a statcment which implies
that the title Mahasami was meant generally for these descendants of Mana-
vamma, who renounced the world. Again why was it necessary for him to
make a reservation regarding those descendants who did not renounce the
world, saying that they also enjoyed the title and lived as they wished ?

28. Amaradasa Liyanagamagé refers to this view, advanced by Sirima Wickramasinghe
in the chapter on sources of her thesis sutmitted for Ph,D. to Thz London Umversuy
Amaradasa Liyanagamage, The Decline of Polonnaruva and the Rise of Dambadeniya,

Department of Cultural Affairs, Colombo, 1968, p. 29.
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For this purpose we have to look in to the practice in this regard, current
at the time the author made this statement. We saw in the foregoing discus-
sion, that apparently by this time, the office of the supreme leader of the
Sangha had already taken shape and the title Mahasami had been assigned
to 1it, and also Sariputta had been holding that highest ecclesiastic office. It
1s therefore natural that the author had to recast the legend in keeping with
the practice current in the day, viz. the use of the Mahdsami title in rspect
of Sariputta who was holding the office of the Supreme Lord of the Sangha.

Why then, did the author have to speak of ‘“‘some people of Manavamma
lineage, who were not interested in entering the Order, yet lived as they wished
enjoying the title Mahasami” ? Answer to this, contains in the second version
of the legend. In this part we meet a very important personage called
Moggallana, the father of Vijayabahu, whose descent was the main theme
of the episode here. This Moggallana was a direct descendant of Manavamma
who, without entering the Order was enjoying the title Mahdsami®®. The
author therefore would have made reservation before hand, in order to justify

Moggallana, a layman of the Manavamma lineage who enjoyed the title
Mahasami.

Thus 1t will be clear that the legend pertinent to the usage of the title Mahasimi
in Rohapna during the seventh century A.D., when being recorded in the
eleventh century A.D., by the author of the first part of the Cilavamsa, his
knowledge scems to have been that the title was used to denote the princes of
the royal family of Rohana, who were the descendants of Dappula with
whom the title originated.

But when the author of the second part of the C@lavamsa at the close of the
twelfth century A.D., wanted to explore the legend for the purpose of tracing
t. e descent of Vijayabahu, the title had already been accepted as the appelation
of the supreme leader of the Sangha, and not the political leader as in the
previous instance.

Thus 1t 1s clear that the author of this part of the chronicle has recast and
expanded the legend to be in keeping with the current practice of his time.
He shifted the origin of the title from Dappula, the political leader to his
sister’s son Manavamma Thera, who could be ragarded as political cum reli-
gious leader. Thus the author could explain saitsfactorily, why the title
Mahasami which was originally meant for the political leader, was in his
time being used 1n respect of the religious leader, viz. Sariputta, the supreme
leader of the Sangha, and also he could explain why then Moggallana, a
lay descendant of Manavamma also enjoyed the title Mahasama.

It was seen in the above discussion that the position of the supreme leader
of the Sangha was taking shape after the great event of the unification, and
that Sariputta was being elevated to that position. Further we saw, that

2. CV.357T 25-30; cf. “Mugalan mahasami;’ EZ. Vol. V-
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some time before 1186 A.D. Sariputta had been referred to as Mahasami.
It is therefore possible to conclude that the title Mahasami has been originated
in Sri Lanka, firstly in respect of the political leader of Rohana, in the seventh
century A.D., secondly in respect of the religious leader some time prior to
1186, it had come 1n to use in Sri Lanka.

According to the author of the second part of the Célavamsa this title was
a heritage of the descendants of Manavamma Thera, who received a boon
from “God Skandha Kumaéra.” Wkether Sariputta had the right to hold
this title by virtue of being descendant of Manavamma Thera, 1s a question
to which we cannot find an answer directly from any source.

There seems to be a clue to this, in a reference made by Sri Rahula Sangha
Raja of the fifteenth century, in his Pada sadhana tika. In the colophon to
this book, Sri Rahula says that his grand father Uttaramila Rahula Maha
Théra was born in the lineage of Sariputta Mahasami.>®

It is well known from the fifteenth century literature that not only the grand
father, but also Sri Rahula himself was belonged to a clan called “Kandavuru
Kula”.3! if according to Sri Rahula, his grand father was born in the clan of
Sariputta the latter also should have belonged to the “Kandavuru Kula.”

What is this “Kandavuru Kula”? “Skandhavaranvaya’3? and “Khandha-
vara vamsa” are the Sanskrit and Pali forms of this name. Scholars have
expressed diverse opinions about this name. The most convircing view
however is that of Ratmalané Sri Dharmarama Thera. According to him
this clan has descended from Mianavamma Théra, whom we discusscd above.?’

In the second version of the legend discussed above we saw that this Mana-
vamma Thera received a “vara’ (boon) from God Skandha Kumara. As
such it is quite logical that the name of the boon would have been known as
“Skandha vara” or ‘“Kandavara’” meaning, the boon bestocwcd by God
Skandha. It is also quite possible and logical that the clan originated from

the person who received the Skandhavara or Kandavara, would have come
to know as ‘Kandavara Kula’.

If this interpretation, which is the most convincing, be accepted, it may
be presumed that not only the title Mahasami, but the lineage of Kandavuru
Kula also has commenced with Manavamma Thera. This in other words,

30. “Sariputta mahadisami janand jatassa sambhavite,
Natta uttara miila rahula maha thérassa sikkha garit;
Siri Rahal Pabanda ed. R. Tennakoone Colombo 1967 p. 542.

31. gﬁvya gtikaraya, Canto, I, Verse, 23; Gira Sandésaya, Verse, 232; Kokila Sandésaya,
erse, 81.

32. CV., 18, 131.
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means that the lineage of Manavamma Thera has been known as “Kandavara
Kula”, and for easy pronunciation as “Kandavuru Kula”, and that those
who were born in Manavamma Thera’s clan, viz. Kandavuru Kula, and
renounced the world had the right to bear the title Mahasami. We learned
earlier {rom Sri Rahula Sangha Raja, who was a scion of Kandavuru Kula
that Sariputta also was born in the same clan. Thus it is clear that Sariputta
belonged to Kadavuru Kula, originated from Manavamma Thera, as such
being a descendant of Manavamma’s lineage he had the right to enjoy the
title Mahasami. We can now emphasize that Sariputte received the title

Mahasami not for no reason, but for valid reason that it was his legitimate
right which had come down through generations.

We are now 1n a position to conclude safely that the title Mahasami in
respect of the office of Supreme Leader of the Sangha, commenced with Sari-
putta, and as such it was a title which originated in Sri Lanka, and not one
of foreign origin, as some scholars think.

It was a term used in respect of Dappula of the seventh century A.D., to
denote the overlordship of Rohana. In the next generation, since the heir
apparent Manavamma refused the throne and became the leader of the Sangha

of Abhayagiri Vihara, the title was used to denote the leader of the Sangha
as well. -

After the unification of the Sangha when a new office of the Supreme Lord
of the Sangha was emerging with Sariputta the traditional title Mahasami, to
which Sariputta had a hereditary right seers to have been accepted as suitatle
designation to the newly constituted highest ecclesiastic office.

We noted earlicr that the term Mahasami and it’s synonimous forms like
Mahaswami and Mahimi would have seemed too sirange at the initial stage,
that they had to be introduced with another generally known term. We
saw the practice of Sariputta being refered to as ‘“Mahathéra Mahasami”™
and ‘“Mahasami Mahayatinda”, whereas Dimbuldagala Médhankara was
known as “Mahimi Svaminvahansé.” But once the term became customary
it was used without any such supporting word. Thus ‘“Mahasami”, “Maha-
swamin” and “mahimi”, the three synonimous terms have been in vogue
throughout the period, at least up to the beginning of the 16th century A.D.,
after which this supreme ecclesiastic office seems to have ceased to function.

Sangha Raja

By about the middle of the 14th century, the term Sangharaja has come
In to use as an alternative to Mahasami and Mahimi. The earliest trace of
this usage can be found in the Harthavanagalla Vikaravamsa attributable to the
latter part of the 13th century. In the opening stanza of this work, the author
says that he was employed in that exercise by Anomadassi, who held the
office of ‘Sabbayatirija.”3* This term “Sabbayatirdja,” literally means,

34. Hattha vana galla vihdara vamsaya, ed. C. E. Godakumbura, PTS., London, 1956,
Opening stanza.
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“The King of the whole Sangha.” The Pujavali refers to this Anomadassi
e “Mahimi”?® and the Ciilavamsa as ‘Mahasami.’ It is therefore, quite clear
that the term ‘‘Sabbayatirdja” meaning the King of the whole Sangha has
been used in this instance as an alternative to Mahasami.

We come across more clear evidence in this regard towards the middle
of the 14th century. Assuming the Vuriamala to have been written during
1344-1351 A.D., we find by that time, the term ‘Sangha Raja’ meaning ‘the
King of the Sangha’ has come in to use as almost a synonym to Mahasami

for the author of the Vuttamala has used both terms ‘Sangharaja’ and Mahasami
alternatively for one and the same person.”’

Silavamsa Dammakitti and his pupil Jayabahu Deévarakkhita Dammakittl
who held this supreme office successively, during the latter part of the 14ih
century, have been referred to as “Mahdsvami” in the Nikdyasangraha™ and
“Sangha Raja” in the Siddharmalankaraya.®® Since the author of these
two sources was Jayabahu Deévarakkhita Dhammakitti himself, his treatment
of these two terms as synonyms, has to be taken as demonstrating the current
practice of the day.

The author of Hansasandésaya while employing the term Mahimi in respect
of Kiragala Vanaratana in it's Verses, uses in the prose sentences the term,
Sangha Raja.*® This evidence establishes the fact that at least since the middle
of the 14th century, the term Sangha Rija has come intouse as a synonym
for Mahimi, Mahasami and Mahdsvami.

It should be emphasized here, that the titles mentioned above has been
employed in the contemporary SOurces, both literary and epigrephic for the
specific purpose of denoting the persons who held this off.ce of the Supreme
Leader of the Sangha at different times.

We noted above that the Dambadeni Katikavata, the only source which
speaks of the status of Mahasami (Mahimi), had referred to Dimbulagala
Maha Kasyapa as ‘“Mahasthavira, where as in the same line his pupil Sariputta
as “Sariputta Mahaswami.” The Nikiya sangrahaya which relates the history
of the Sasana, has been very particular in using the term Mahisami only with
reference to those who held that office.

35. Pijavaliva, ed. A. V. Suravira, Colombo, 1961, p. 126.

36. CV., 84, 73-79.

37. Vuttamala, Verse, 58, for detailed discussion on the date of the Vuttamala, se, Rohana-
deera, Sangha Organization, P. 230.

38- NS'I p' 29

39.  Saddharmélankdraya, ed. J. D. Fernando, Colombo, 1920, p. 769.

40. Hansa Sandesaya, ed. Ratmalane Sri Darmarama Thera, 1955, p. 159.
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The Dambadeni Katikavata promulgated in 1265 A.D., gives us first hand
information, though very sketchy, about the status and responsibilities of
Mahasami. In order to understand the place held by Mahasami, it is necessary

to examine the hierarchial pyramid of the Sangha organization gortraycd in
the Dambadeni Katikavata.

The “Pirivenas’ or ‘““Viharas” which were generally regarded as educational
centres of monks, formed the base of this pyramid. The Pirivenas owned
“Darugamas™ and ‘““Vatanapasa.” “Darugam’ were the villages bestowed
for the general maintenance of the Pirivenas, whereas ‘“Vatanapasa” were

the lands specially meant to meetthe provisions for the four requisites of the
dwellers in the Pirivena.*!

Among these Pirivenas there was a special category called ‘““balavat pirivenas’,
meaning, influencial Pirivenas. They were considered so, tecause they were
“materun mula ndndi,” belonging to the Mula of the respective Maha Thera. %
The Pirivenas had their heads with the qualification of teing atleast “Nissaya
Muttaka,” relieved from probationary status. These heads were called
“Pirivenas” or “Pirivensdmi” or “piriven thera sami.”* Abtove these heads
were “Ayatan vilatas,” the deputy leaders of Ayatanas or Miilas.** Above
them were ‘‘Ayatan nayakas” or ‘“Ayatanadhipatis,” leaders of Ayatanas,
cight in number. Over the eight leaders of Ayatenzs, were the two Maha
Theras, one placed over the community of “Gramavasins’ or village dwellers,
and the other having ‘““Vanavasins” or forest dwelling monks under him.
Mahimi or Mahasami was even above these two Maha Theras, thus being
the supreme head, at the top of the hierarchial pyramid.

Appointments to the posts of heads of the influencial Pirivenas, deputy
leaders and leaders of the eight Ayatanas had to be made with the assent
of the Sangha, and required the formal approval of the King. The monks
to be appointed as the heads of the influencial Pirivenas and the deputy leaders
of the Ayatanas had to be agreeable to the leaders of the respective Ayatanas
and at least should have passed the period of probation, (Nissaya muttaka).

For the appointments to the office of heads of the eight Ayatanas, several
qualifications were essential. Monks to be appointed to these posts should
have attained the stage of Thera, belonged to the unbroken line of families 1n
the villages of “Sangamu’ and “Ganavisi,”* but should not have attachment

41. For details, read, “Sangha santaka gam bim” Vidyodaya, Journal of Arts, Science &
Letters, 1980, p. 53.

42. “Materun mulanidndi balavat pirivenata.”, Katikavat Sangara, ed. D. B. Jayatillake

1955; p. 28.
43. 1bid., p. 28.
44. ibid., p. 28.

45. For “Sangama’ and “Ganavasi” see, Paranavitana, UCHC., ], I, p. 747.
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to the abounding income of the “Darugam’ and “Vatanapasa”, and should
be loyal to the Sasana. These appointments also had to be made with the
unanimous assent of the whole Sangha in the Island, and required the formal
approval of the King.

To be appointed to the office of two Maha Tharas, Gramavisa
Maha Thera and Vanavasa Maha Thera, a monk had to have completed
twenty years*® after the higher ordination and a good reputation of religious
and intelectual attainments. Appointments to these posts also had to be
made with the unanimous vote of the Sangha of the whole Island, and formally
invested by the King, bowing down to the recipient of the office, and that
King should be the overlord of the three kingdoms of Sinhala.?’

!

When the office of Mahasami fell vacant, it had to be filled from one of the
two Maha Theras*® and that appointment also seems to have vested formally
by the overlord of the three kingdoms of Sinhala, although this requirement
is not specifically mentioned in the Katikavata.

A system of gradual promotions from the office of head of the Pirivenas
right up to the office of Mahasdmi had evolved at least by about the latter
part of the 14th century. Mangala Sami, head of the Sunetrda Maha Deévi
Pirivena, of the 15th century seems to have climbed this ladder of promotion
comfortably.

Sunétra Maha Deévi Pirivena was built by Parakramabahu VI, 1415-1467
A.D., in memory of his deceased mother Sunetra Maha Devi. The King
had bestowed a considerable amount of lands and servants in order to ensure
the self maintenance of the Pirivena. It was therefore no doubt, a ‘“*balavat
pirivena,” an influencial Pirivena, with regular patronage of the King.*

Mangala Sami had been appointed head of this Pirivena in 1454 A.D.,
when he was still in the stage of “Nissayamuttaka,” just relieved from proba-
tionary period. He attained the stage of Thera in 1459 A.D.”® After Viddgama
Maithréya became Mahdsami, Mangala seems to have been promoted to

46. D. B. Jayatillake has taken this word to be “Visi pas” meaning ‘twenty fiive; but gives
in the foot note “Visi vas” as a variant reading, this “Visi Vas” to mean ‘twenty years’
seems to be the correct word. see, KS., p. 27.

47. *““Tri sinhaladipati rajun vandava.” KS., 28.
48. ibid., p. 8.

49. For details read, ‘“Pahalosvini siya vase bauddharamayaka aya vaya sélasma,” (The
budgetary system of a Buddhist Monastary in Sri Lanka in the 15th century,) Vidyodaya,
Journal, Silver Jubilee, 1984, pp. 222-224.

50. With regard to the prominent place held by this Mahasami, read, M. Rohanadeera,
The Sangha Rajas of Jayavardhanapura, Nugegoda, Sri Lanka, 1978, p. 49.
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the head of the “Mahanetpa Mula” and then to the office of Maha Theéra.

Subsequently he became Mahasami after the demise of Vidagama Mahasami.
some time before 1489 A.D.5!

Thus 1t becomes clear that a monk had to come a long way passing through
a number of stages to ascend the supreme office of Mahisimi or Sangha Raja.
First he had to be head of a Pirivena, preferably an influencial Pirivena, which
belonged to Mula of one of the Maha Théras of the day, for this he should
pass at least five years after the higher ordination. Secondly he had to become
a leader of one of the eight Ayatanas, for which he required at least ten years of
experience after the higher ordination, and he had to belong to the unbroken
line of famlies who lived in “Sangamu” and “Ganavisi” villages, belonging
to the Ayatana concern. In addition, he also should win the confidence of
the Sangha of the whole Island and be acceptable to the King too. After
this he had to be promoted to the office of one of the Maki Theras, again
with unanimous assent of the Sangha of the whole Island. He had to nave
the formal approval of the King bowing down to him. After recieving due
experience in this position only one could ascend to the Supreme posttion
of Mahasami.

This system seems to be on a par with the promotional pattern followed
by the Kings of medieval times in Sri Lanka. They also had to recieve ex-
perience at various stages before coming to the throne. An heir apparent
had to perform duties of the “Adipada” first, and had to wait until the post
of “Mahadipada” or “Yuvaridja’ falls vacant. Having gained experience in
this office of “Yuvaraja” for some time, when the throne fell vacant, he will
have his turn.

Thus we see the office of the Mahasimi or Sangh Raja the spiritual leader
of the country, hasin due course evolved in to an institution with it’s own
subordinate ranks and traditions bearing an institutional pattern parallel
to that of the King, the secular leader of the country.

Duties and Functions of Mahasami Sangha Raja

Since the Dambadeniya period the Mahasimi has been introduced as
“Tatkala sasananusisaka,” meaning, the spiritual adviser of the day. Accord-
ing to the Dambadeni Katikavata the higher ordination had to be conducted
with the participation of the “Tatkila sasandnusisaka’ or a delegate sent
by him.>* Vijayabahu III (1232-1236 A.D.) is said to have performed a higher
ordination festival for seven days.> Parakramabahu II (1236-1272 A.D.,) held
8 grand festivals of higher ordination in his 3rd, 6th, 8th, 11th, and 21st regnal
years.>*

51. ibid., 50.

52. KS.,p.10.

53. Pujavaliya, ed. A. V. Suraveera, Colombo, 1961, PV., p. 10; CV., 79. 48-50.
54. PV.,p.139;CV.,87, 47-64. '
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His successor Vijayabahu IV has performed a grand festival of higher
ordination for fifteen days, at the ‘Sahassa tittha’ of Mahavili Ganga. All
the monks in the Island said to have gathered for this occasion. According
to the rule of the Katikdvata mentioned above all these higher ordination

ceremonies should have been conducted under the presidency of the Mahasami
or a delegate sent by him.

Special convocations have been held from time to time in order to reform
the Order. All such convocations held in 1222, 1265, 1351, 1369, and 1396

had been conducted by the Mahasamiof the day, with the patronage of the
contemporary ruler.>’

Special higher ordination ceremonies held in 1424 A.D. and 1450 A.D. for
the monks who came from Burma, Siam and Cambodia were also presided
over by the contemporary Mahasimi. Appointments to the hierarchial ranks
mentioned above seem to have been announced during the higher ordination
festivals. We are informed that Parikramabihu 11, conferred high ranks
such as Thera, Ayatanadhipati and Maha Thera, during higher ordination
festivals. During the last festival held by him, he is said to have conferred the
ranks of Mahasami, Maha Théra, Ayatanadhipati and Piriven Thera, to those
who were qualified to recieve them.”

When Vijayabahu 111 felt that his end was approaching, he entrusted his
son and heir apparent Parakramabahu to Sangharakkhita Mahasami, the
spiritual advisor of the day.®® Having heard of the corrupt practice of the
monks, Alagakkonara the Prime Minister met Silavamsa Dhammakitti
Mahasami in 1369 A.D., and stressed the need for the purification of the
Sangha.” These and many other instances show that not only in religious
affairs but in political affairs too the King, the chief of the laity used to consult
the Mahasami, the King of the Sangha, and the spiritual advisor of the day.

It was perhaps for this reason that the Kingsin mediaeval Sri Lanka had
made arrangements for Mahasami Sangha Raja to reside in the Capital. We
see from the reign of Pardkramabéahu 1, (1153-1186 A.D.) of Polonnaruwa, to
the reign of Parakramabahu VI, (1415-1467 A.D.)of Jayawardhanapura, all the
Mahasami Sangha Raijas resided in the Capital city with the eight leaders
of the Ayatanas.

35. For details see, Rohanadeera, Sangha Organization, pp. 76, 96, 138, 141.
56. 1bid. pp. 152-154.

57. 1ibid. p. 163.

358. 1bid. p. 119.

39. NS., p.27.

60. Rohanadeera, Sangha Organization, p. 136.



