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INTRODUCTORY.

Between 11th. June a.nd 16th. July, 1935, Dr. G. C. Mendls, B
Ph. D., delivered a series of six lectures on the Makawansa, the greatest
Chr_omcle of the Sinhalese, under the auspices of the Oentral Y. M.C. A,
Colombo. In his zeal for scientific methods, Dr. Mendis callously condemned
as unregliable some of the most cherished historical traditions of the
Sinhalese without so much as taking the trouble to leal any positive
evidence in support of his ocontentions.

In this series of arficles, which originally appeared in the Lak-
Mini- Pahana, both in Binhalese and in English, it has been my endeavour
to expose the shallowness of some of Dr. Mendis's conclusions, supporting
my argumenis with the considered views of such eminent scholars as
Professors Rhys Davids, H. C. Norman, Wilhelm Geiger, Dr. R. 8. Copleston
and Mr. 8. Paranavitana, regarding the trustworthiness of the Mahawansa,
and also of such accepted ‘authorities on the Asokan peried as Dr. D. R.
Bhandarkar and Professor R. Mukerjee. Dr, Mendis, in his enthusiasm to
excel even these authorities, would appear to have become rather too seientific
in his treatment of the Makawansa.

Some years ba.ck Dr. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, D.Sc., deplored the

“exaltation of r.he present age at the expense of the past” in the followmg
terms:-

The educated ‘Sinhalese’ of to-day, after on the one hand, a century of foreign
government, and of education in which the national culture has been completely ignored
and, on the ether hand, an equal period of subservient and obsequious . imitation of
l'nreign manners, have liftle reason to be proud of their present achievement in the Art
of Living. . Evidence of shallow thought ik everywhere to be seen in an exaltation

of the present age at the expense of the past. It is, however, only in an effort e

to realise the ideals, of this very past, and of the past of India, fthat thers 'lies th
poﬂsfbxhty of a true. regeneration ‘and rewitalising of the national life of the bmhalese_.
people.” ' —— (Mediaeval Swhaiese Art, Page V1)

Dr. Mendis’s letter to the Press which is dealt wikk Ii the fifth
article of the series is reproduced at the end of this booklet.

I am obliged to Mr. M. Cumaranatunge, the Edlbm' of _the, Lk
Mini—Pahana, for assisting me to publish these articles in beok-form and
it is my fervent hope that they will in however small a measure, be
helpful to all unbiassed students of the early history of our Motherland.

A. GURUSINGHE.

Mount Lavinia, s’ _
31st, August, 1935. g







DR G C MENDIS AND THE.
MAHAWANSA

i e
(1)

Criticism  or __Ster'ile Scepticism ?

¢ TU contest the fact ilsel f, pure and simple, would no! be eriticism
| but. sterile scepticism.”—Prof. Wilhelm Geiger.

In his third lecture on the
Mahawansa Dr. G. C. Mendis, after
_ giving an aceount of the meeting of
Mahinda and ng Dewanampiyatissa,
states:—

* This is not the sort of aecount\

‘that a modern historian will give.
He will neot only deal with religious
activities, but also with the extent of
Asaka.’s.Efnpire,_ the system of Govern-
ment, his psliey and his aim., Even
the establishment of Buddhism “he
will deal with very differently. Even
ithe account that is given is so full of
‘miraculous events that it cannot be
called strietly historical.”

This passage gives in brief
an idea of Dg  Mendis’s
whole outlook on the subject

and explains his atfempt to glean
iwhat is “strictly historical” from the
[ Mahawansa, As Professor Marrs, who
presided at the first lecture, stated,
this task certainly requires qualities

‘student of historical research.

of . courage, fearl essness and Ei‘,nc['.
regard to truth. Early history of

most nations consist of legends and
fraditions.

Similarly in the study of
Ceylon history in the earlier parts of
the Mahawansa there is a good deal

of legend. A criticalanalysis of these

has to be made before the kernel of
truth is arrived at. The manner and
spirit in ‘which this analysis is
made is of the greatest importance.

Dr. Mendis isundoubtedly a keen
The
trustworthiness of the Mahawansa is
a subject which has engaged the atten-
tion of many eminent Oriental Scholars
such as Fleet, Smith, Turnour, Geiger
and others, Professor Wilhelm Geiger
is well-known as the translator of the
Mahawansa. It is mghly interesting

to compare the manuer in which

Prof. Geiger tackles some of those
identical problems which have. en-
gaged the attention of our research

<



Mendis.

Tru’st’wbrthinebf-}

student, Dr.

; In his article
on (1 I]—‘ha

of

(2)

the

- Mahawansa” “published ‘in' Vol. i

No 2 of
Quarterly” Prof. Geiger writes:

must not ferget, however,

“We

‘ the modern sense of the word, but a
poem. In a poem embellishments
and sometimes also exaggerations
may oceur. But within these limite I
have the strong / impression—and
whoever readsthe Mahawansa with-
out prejudlce will have the same—
that the author at least wished fo tell
thetruth. He is perhaps sometimes
misled by his education and by his

' ecnviction, on account of his p‘riestly

- mode of viewing thiugs, but he never
tells a falsehood mtentlonally

o Hg i

Mendis = read
* Mahawansa

without prejudice ?

the

Historical Criticism.

" Legends and traditions there are
in plenty; and it is the duty of the
research student to separate the
grain from the chaff. It is of utmost
importance that anyone who sets about
such a task should be in a position to
understand and appreciate correctly
the working of the Hasfern mind.
Almiost-all the early writers of Sin-
halese History may be considered as
belonging to the “ Heroic School of
History.” Morespace has been devoted
to the description of national heroes
in greater debtail rather than to the
giving of a concise account of the
different reigns. The writer of veach

-

"The Indian Hlbtorlcal'

‘that the
Mahawansa is not & dry chronicle in

' _have ‘c&ﬁected
which events originally. simple, have

portion  of the Mahmmnsa has en-
deavourcd to eulogise his patron or
hero in paa*ticular.- Furthea- in the
Buddhist tradltxon, around a ‘nucleus
of hlstoncal fact all kinds of additions
in time, owing to

withdrawn gradually into the region
of the maryvellous, It is, therefore,
eszential to leave aside the miracles
and accept the rest of the traditions

where its trustworthiness can - he
established by interna!l or external
evidences  This is the method consis-

_tent with sound prineciples of modern

historical eriticism. That a reputed
scholar like Professor Geiger has
adopted this method is evident from
hiz works and an unbiassed  mind
would undoubtedly place greater
reliance on his considered views than
on the surmises of a research student.

~ Asoka Tradition,

Bo-tree

In his '1:ectu_re on ‘tAscka and
the E{-tahlishmén't of Buddhism in
Ceylan,” Dr. Mendis  expressed
some doubts regarding  the
missjonary  efforts  of Asoka
and his son Mahinda, and  the
bringing of the branch of the sacred
from India. DOr. Mendis
bases his inquiry on sound principles
of historical research. So does Pro.
fessor (Geiger, but with a difference-
Referring to the conversion of Ceylon
Professor Geig'ér states in bhe article
already quoted:—

“There is a widespread Lradltlon
in Cevlon, the fundamental tradition
of the whole ecclesiastical history,



: - )

{1) that king Devanampiyatissa was
a8

contemporaty of  king Asoka,

(2) that Buddhism was first preached

in Ceylon under
piyatissa, and"(g)"that it was ﬁr‘éabh‘&d
by Mahinda, - a son of king Asoka.
We may. of course criticize the details
of the narrative in Mhvs,, Chs. 13-20
but to contest the fact itself. pure
and simple, would not be eriticism

king ~Devanam-

“corroboration of these is sought from
“otitside.

And to the dt&ce‘rmng mwind
stch cnrrohorat‘mn thare jeiin’ plenty

‘Dr Mendis; onthe other ‘hand, s.pplars
. to have attempted ‘on a
. deaﬁmctwe

eourse of

. rather than hlsﬁﬂl‘ml

eriticism, He does not belfeve in ths

but sterile scepticism. - The mission-

ary work of king Asoka, as it is
deseribed in Mhvs, 12, 7-54, has
‘received striking ' corroboration in
i inscriptions of relic-nrns discovered
in Sanchi, where some of the names
- mentioned in Mhvs., and Dipa., occur.
The name of Mahinda as the Mis-
sionary sent to Ceylon is confirmed
by Hiunen- tsang. who, however, calls

'_hoiv" will Dr,

him not a son but a brother of king

Asoka. The planting of the Bodhi-

tree at Anuradhapura can also be

taken as an historical fact, rince
soulptures on the East gate {Jf Sanchi
tope seem to be repreaentalonﬁ of the
event.”

Mere Denials.

The Muhawonsa was written for
the people of the period in which it
was composed and it cannot be
analysed according to  modern
“ ggientific methods.” Nevertheless,
it will be seen from the example
quoted above, how an unprejndiced
_scholar of wide experience and repute,
such as Professor Geiger, tackles a
historical tradition. The salient facts
are culled out from the poem and

wide of the question-

‘Bo-tree.

'}:nghly embelhqhen accounts “of 'the
vigit of Mahinda

: _Ce}rlbn “the
missionary work of Aéoka" and the
bringing of a bra.n{:h of the sacred
But he cannet deny fthe
facts of the tradition. If it was not
Mahinda who wag it that effected the
conversion of Ceylon? Dr Mendis
zives no answer, If the descrlphon
of Asoka’s missionary, work as given
in the Mahawansa, cannot be believed,
Mendis explain the
“'s_ijrik'in-g corroboration” received in
inscriptions of relic-urns discoversd
in Sanchi? If the Bo-tree at Anu-
radhapura is nef a hranch of the
sacred tree from India, how came
this elaborate tradition to be builé up

~around it correct in defails even as

Mendis has
Perhaps

to topography? Dp
yet given no explanation.

he has none to offer,

During the course of the lecture
Dr. Mendis said that the 'last thing
he wished to discuss was the religious
Nor did he wish
to speak against the Buddhist religion.
He was a student of history and was
trying to get at the truth, not reli-
gious or spiritual truth, but historical
truth, But unfortunately he has
allowed his enthusiasm for "research”
to cluud his vision. If he denies the



(4)

truth of vmll found—ed tradltmns; than %
- he must be prapared to explain their

__.extstence'm some other manaer,

He'

murt deduce tangible reasons to how

-t.ha,l': the accepted t.fadltlon is

is his  own version, If instead of
 proceeding on these lines, he _goes an
denying well-established = historieal

not
_correct and what «hm}ld be: &c@epted'

-f.ramgimg upon the cherished tradi-
-.-tu_qns of & ::pe_qple
“cheap notoriety or to bring. ridicule
~on their beliefs.
; emphatacallv ‘assert th
; fese&rch student. of h1story.

merely to. seek

Yet Dy, Mendls Wlll
at he is nnly a
. But it
is quite .a,ppm*_ent. that, lEhe. manner .in

_____.._Which he has probeeded with the task

faets, .it would appear: as /if he is

simply displaysn mm'e of sterile scepti-

_clsm ra.ther than raal crltu'lsml
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Shoﬁld the “Old Monés-tery'_’_‘_, be ‘broken down? *

By his series of ‘lectures on
the Mdahawansa Dr. G. ¢, Mendis has
done at 1sast one good service: he has
drawn public attention to this great
work of the ancient Sinhalese, which
the so-called average educated man
of the present day considers but as
a musty volume of legends of long
ago, or as a work beyond his com-
prehension and one which could
only te understood by the scholar
and the research student. The ex-
cellent translation of the Makawansa
made by Professor Geiger affords
no such difficultics to the student
desirous of gaining a knowledge of
the ancient history of Cerlon from
original sources;, and Dr. Mendis
has; in his lectures, tried to point
(out in what manner the Mahawansa
should be studied. In this attempt,
however, he appears to have
“kicked-down the ladder by which
one has just climbed up.”

*Shocked !”

In his first lecture Dr. Mendis
related fthe story of a certain
German lady at Munich who took
a great delight in reading the stories

* This article is based on the report of
Dr. G. €. Mendis’s first lecturs on the
Muahawanse appearing in the latest (July) issus
of the *“Ceylon Men ', the official organ of
the Central Y. M. I, A., Colombo, under the
auspices of which Dr. Mendiz deliverad this
series of lectures,

(1)

looked upon the

and legends  contained ' in  the
“Ramayara.” He had told her that
he was himself interested in a

similar book but that his work was
to analyse and dissect it and find
out how much of historical truth
there was in it. The German lady
was shocked: to hear thie for she
thought the charm and beanty of
a good story would be destroyed by
analysing and dissecting it. * There
are many,” Dr. Mendis said, *who
in the

Mahawansa

manner of the old lady.”

Unlike the German lady at
Munich, Dr. Mendis is “shocked” that
the Mahawansa was not written in
accordance with niodern prineiples of
historical ecriticism. Dr. Moendis
argues that the author of the
Mahawansa had “ & very crude idea™
of geography; that he was at a
disadvantage in not having a know-
ledge of anthrophology: that he was
net a man of the world; and that
he did not know Paliin a scientific
way; and, therefore, he * could not
possibly give. a correct idea of
history.” But the fact remains that
the Mahawansa, at least the earlier
portion of it, referred to by Dr.
Mendis, though written by such a
man i still the  ereatest
source of" history we have. . The
Mahawansay * compiled for the serene
joy and emotion of the pious,” is

=3



g\enerall'y accepted as the work of
Mahanama, 8 priest of Mahavihara,
and it is also aceepted that it was
cuomposed towards the end of the
5th century A. D. The authors of
the Dipawanse and Mahawansa drew
their material from the older Ailtha-
kat ha—Mahawansa which is now lost.
“Of this worky” writes Professor
Geiger, "‘the Dipawansa presents
the first clumsy redaction in Pali

verses. The Mahawansa is then a
new treatment of the same thing,
distinguished from the Dipawansa

by greater skill in the employment
of the Pali language, by more ar-
tistic - comiposition, and by 2 more
liberal use of the material contained
in the original work.,” The author of
the Makmwansa has been true to his
sources, while he has also given
an account of life and conditions
in his day. His knowledge of
geography and of {he universe may
have been different, but those were
the accepted theories of the time, for
the Ptolemaic theory, which too is
now obsolete, had not yet spread
" to 'the East. Deficient as the author
was in a knowledge of these matters
it- must not be forgotten that he
was a person of keen intellect.
Altheugh *he did not take an active
part in the affairs of the day is it
fair to argue that he was incapable
of giving an account of current
views and events from a spactator’s
point of view? : :

Indian Research Helped.

Most of the earlier accounts are

(10)

interspersed with legends and tra-
ditions, but these in no way detract
from the value of the Mahawansa.
Its trustworthiness, amongst other
things, is proved by the manner in
which it has helped in determining
the chronology of Indian Kings of
this period. The deciphering of the
soript- of the Asbka insecriptions by
James Prinsep in the first half of
last century may be said to have
opened out a wvast ‘mine of historical
information. Yet were it not for
the identification of King Piyadasi
of the inseriptions with the Asoka
of the Ceylon Chronicles a brillians
chapter of India’s history would,
perhaps, have still remained buried
in oblivion. In his ¢ American
Lectures,” Professor Rhys Davids
says 1 — :
“When in the thirties that most
gifted and original of Indian Ar-
chaeologists, James Prinseps, —clarum
et venerabile nomen—wag wearing
himself out in his enthusiastic ef-
forts to decipher the coins and
inscriptions of India, whilst the vafy
alphabets and dialects were as yet

.uncertain, he received constant help

from George Tutnour of the Ceylon
Civil Service. For in Ceylon there

was a history; whereas in Caleutta
the native records were devoid of

any reliable data to help in the
identification of the new names
Prinsep thounght he could make out.
Tt is not too much to say that
without the help of the, Ceylon books
the striking identification of the.
King Piyadassi of the inscriptions



“(11)

with ' the King Asoka of history
would never have been madse.”

Dr. Mendis who is out to extract
‘“ historical  truths ,” would yet
ridieule the author of the Malkawansa
because he “held wviews that were
quite contrary to our ideas.” 8o
did the Greek, English and French
historians of ‘the early days. To

quote Professor Rhys Davids -again
(** Buddhist India”) —

“Just asin the casze of -Megas-
thenes, or of the @arly English

Chronicles so also n the case of
the Ceylon Chronicles, it would Le -

unreasonable to expect that sort
of historical training which is of
recent growth even in Europe.
The Ceylon Chronicles would not
suffer in comparison with the hest
of the Chronicles, even though so
conmderably later in date, wrlttén
in England or in France”

In Defence of the Chronicles.

Another argument put forward by
Dr. Mendis to prove the unreliability
of some of the Mahawansa accounts
was that the author was a Buddhist
Mo'nk “ who would always be more
interested in spiritual truths than
historical truths.” Even if the au-
thor's accounts were biassed, where
his own Wihare was c¢oncerned, yet
his facts were reliable. Many scho-
lars have testified to this. Profeszor
H. C. Norman in his * Defence of
the Chronicles of Southern Buddhists”

writes: '“The Chronicles of the South-
ern Buddhists are, on the whole,
sufficienly  consistent. to | justify

this view. He writes:

historical conelusions being deduced
from their evidenece. It is, of course
guite palpable that the earlier part
of the Chronicle is inserted to furnish
an historical prelude to the appear-

‘ance of Mahmda, the principal actor

in the eonversion of Ceylon; but
in spite of the great temptation to

‘exaggeration and overstatement, the
ancient authors of

the Chronicles_

have - done their work conscien-
tiouslys if ‘not eritically. Putting
aside the mythological = elements,

which are always easily detected and
may be as easily discounted, it may
be said that in matters of historical
detail they are suprisingly accurate;
and have shown a power of res-
traint which.does them credit, when
we compare their sober statements
with the hyperbolic annals of the
Puranic' Sehool of mythologising *
historians.” Professor Geiger, under
whom Dr, Mendis himseif has studied
for one year at Munich, confirms
* Lately H.
C. Norman has defended the Cey-

lon  Chronicles, ~ with complete
justice as it seems to me, against
undeserved distrust and exagge-

rated sceptisim. I draw attention
expressly to: this essay because it

naturally has many points of con-

tact with my own researches.”

Is not this sufficient testimony
to prove that although the author
of the Mahawansa, while compiling
this work, was notthinking of his-
torical criticism but religious ‘edifi-
cation, has not neglected * historical



truths ? and that the Chronicles are
not. mendacwus fietions of un-—
'sc,rupulouq ‘monks” as was once
remarked by another hasty
oritie  whe, like Dr. Mendis ques-
tioned the hlEtOl‘lClty of the Mahe
wansd.

Dr. Mendis and Pali.

Dr. Mendis;, like the German
lady at Munich of his story, displays
a weakness to be ‘' shocked”; and

{12)

that at what he thinks tobethe short- -

comings of ‘the author of the Muha-

- wansa. "Eyen in problems of language,”

Dr. Mendis states, “he was at a
disadvantage. He perhaps knew,
Pali better than anyone to-day
but he did not know it in
a  scientific way. Otherwise he

would not have derived the word
* Thambapanni ’ from tambu (copper
or édp.pef-co_}pured)_ and pans (hand )
The word panni we know to-day
cannot be derived from pani:” Dr.
Mendis's statement is mnot quite
clear. He either implies that though
Mahanama Knew  the language
and was able to write in if h_e-had
not studied its grammar, or that
the accepted explanation of the name
“ Thambapanni” i35 incorrect. The
name "Tambapanni as: applied “to
Ceylon is older than the Makawansa
and the author had but accepted it
usage, The
Dr Mendis,
40, 41 of the

accordmg ta current
wordy as disputed. by
oeours in Ch, 7., Vs,
Mahaivunsa—

and that word he,

“ Navaya: Bhuwmin otinng. Wija-
yappemulhd fada
Filanta panina bhumim
alambiya wisidisum.
Tcmxbabhmrﬂ"mjo; wttho tombapani
yato ahu
so deso ceva dipo ca
Tambapanni tato ahu,”

[Translation: * When those who
were commanded by Vijaya landed
from their ship, they sat down wear-
ied, resting ‘their: hands upon the
ground —and since their hands were
reddened by the touching of the dust
of - the red-earth, thabt region and
also the island were  (named)
Tambapanni.”]

The charge that the author of
the Mahawansa uses punni to mean
"hand’ is clearly a groundless one.
Wherever he means * copper-coloured
hand ” he always uses the Pali word
“tambapant,” as will be seen from the

third line of the text - guoked
above. He uses ' Tambapanni”
only ar a proper noun

no doubt, picks
up from the current speech. He has
been consistent in his use of the

name as will be seen in Chap. 6,
Vg 47; Chap. 7. Vs. 38, 41 Chap. 14.
V. 85 and the example already

This is. the form in which
it iz used in the older work, the
Dipgwansa, as well, To say that place-
names of Ceylon must necessarily be
constructed in accordance with rules
of Pali grammar is simply to betray
one’s ignorance of the influence

quoted.



which Prakrits have had upon Sin-
halese. On the other hand, if pani
cannot give pann in Pali will Dr.
Mendis explain how, to quote just
one similar instance, the word »hunis
can give bhummi 2

Yakkha

In speaking of the Yakkhas and
Nagas of ancient Ceylon Dr. Mendis
said that the author of the Mahawanse
had believed them to be oniy demous or

* spirits and that isiwhy he had used
the word ' Yakkha.” Aceording to
Dr. Mendis who avers that he has
studied the text, the Tika and the
whole range of Pali literature, the
word “ Yakkha' is nowhere used to
mean anything other than * demon ”
or “spirit”. That Yakkhas and Nagas
were separate races of mankind oe-
cupying certain parts of Malaya,
Ceylon, and North India has how
‘been generally accepted by scholars,
‘while the legend of the Naga Kings

(13)

had scoured the whole range of Pali
literature, should have missed such
an important work as the “Saddaniti”
of Aggawansa. In explaining the
word ““yakkha” this werk gives five
different meanings:— (1) a- being
possaessed of special power; (2) a god;
(3) Sakra; (4) an Arahat; and (5)
a demon. : & L e

Dr. Mendis finally compares the
Mahowanse to an old monastery *in
which there are many rooms unsui-
ted for modern use and others which
are quite unsuitable according to
modern ideas of wventilation and
sanitation. #Such a building, he saysg,
cannot be used ‘to-day, but it can he
broken down and its material used

. in the construction of a new buil-

quarrel for the gem-set throne finds

" its courniterpart in Malayan legends.
As for the word ‘‘yakkha” itself, it is
“very strange that Dr. Mendis, who

ding. One is compelled to ask, in
view of the facts already stated,
whether one can accept Dr. Mendis
as a reliable guide-philesopher even
in making a critical survey _of this
“old monastery,” apart from any
question of consulting him as a

“historical archifect in the rebuilding

of it ? -
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Hlstory of the Sacred Bo-tree

- Politieians, _prdfésso-rs- and pun-

dits, specially of the self-opinionated

-variety, when confronted with some
of their public utteranoces, the fat-

ity of whieh beeomes apparent only

when translated into cold print,
blame the Press for not  having
reported them correctly.
‘to realise that in the event of fheir

being misreported, it is their duty

to repudiate such incorrect reports.

|This is & duby which they owe not

only to the pablie. which has keen
misled, but also to themselves as

well.. But this is not always done,

Bileniee can; therefore, be only in-
© terpreted as aecquieseence in . the
views expressed. Their  self-com-
placeney s, howewver,  perturbed
~'when they find that they have un-
-Wltt.mgly raised a hornet.s neet

An advertlsement &ppea.rmg

a =eetmn of the Press, a‘dvlses the':‘
to be misled by the

public  not
*incorrect”  Press report% of Dr.
Mandlss leeturas on the Ma&awansa
‘but to read ‘his bo.o_k :

- pet subjects has been 8 comman ‘prac-
tice adopted by ‘some authors ‘who

' wzsh to popularice their hmoks No

one can blame them for “t’neu- pub-
' lunty methodq But

L

They fail-

‘methods” that
‘with soanty respect, well-established
tradifions of over 2000  years s,t.an-
_ding, as
» Yet. he produces no
: _':\d_enc_e_ in _supgort Qt..hls ‘contention.

king, want
¥ seientific llnas

"the time-honoured traditions of l;he
- Sinhalese, bupported By a ‘series of

it wanbs.
to know his real views on Ceylen
history.  To give _public leetures on

tie that have been handed, _d wn bY'_'.
‘mankind, are ' a, great obs :
their pragramme fongm regeneratmn-

it s a.sklng-_"--_a.nd salvation of the

too much to" expect the _publi‘e to

aceept such lecturers as unbiassed

and reliable authorities on the par-
. ‘ticular subject treated in their books.
. It would be mterestlng t(r compare
Dr Mendms views; 'as expressed
in" the eourse of his lectures, with

those given in his book. - For the

-present his lectures will suffice, He

may, of course, regard =such  criti-

cistn as “ unscientific” according to
his view. But'. facts are stubborn-
‘things. ViR i hie

Not Sczentlﬁc

Dr Mendis, as ha.s been remar-

ked in the previous articles, is so

*“ seientific
he  brushes aside, -

ab'so‘gbed -in applying his

sclantzﬁcally untenable
Dositive evi-

He, and those df his mode of thin-
) ‘have the history of
thiﬁ island ‘re-written on modern
They find that

Chronioles amang the moat authen-

Sinhalese, -
e i ."'...
':..'f b ;“‘:..‘__' :



i tree Warshlp quoﬁed ‘above,”

In his lecture on ‘ Asoka and the

; establlshment of Buddhlsm in Cey-

lon™ ‘Dr. Mendis attempts to disprove
and  diseredit two of the 'most
cherished” and authentic traditions
of the Buddhists—and that in the
name of ‘*historical ecritieism.”
denies

{50)

under the
He -

(1) that a branoch of the Sacred

Bo-tree was
Ceylon from India,

@ that. Ma.h.inda. .wé*-s B
of Asoka,

The Sacred Bo-tree. -

The religious
. prevalent among the Sinhalese peo-
ple before they accepted Buddhism
in the third century before' Christ
owere mmnly animistic.  Tree-wor-
ship was one of those cults. The
banyan-tree and the palmyra tree
are mentioned by  Mr. 8. Parana-
vitana, the acting’ Archaeological
Commissioner,
two.
oS But.

'instancéS'.-
4n - the

:.Of.
wo  instances of
Mr. Paranamt&na,
~all the: other references Lon
subject, we come across in - Indian
Literature, the sanctity of the tree

‘was due to its being regarded as _

‘the abode of a divinity who had
an existence quite apart from the
~place’ of ' his temporary
" ( 'Pre-Buddlist - Religious ' Beliefs).

" This is not the Buddhist.
 swhere the Bo-tree is-concerned. Dr.
- -Mendis is  of opinion

_brought to

in  conneetion ~with
‘tree-worship.

gojourn”
‘belief,

that  the

son

beliefs that were i

_attenuated pmnts, :

the testified wood
whieh Christ was crucified,

veneration of the Botree  (Ficus
Religiosa) is but a perpetuation

of the pre-Buddhist animistic belief
later strengthened by the fact that:
Buddha had received enlightenment
Bo-tree at Gayva. He
doubts that a branch of the saored
Bo-tree was brought to Ceyxlon by .
Sanghamitta. and that it is still in
existence at - Anuradhapura. To
the Buddhist the sacred Bo-tree at
Anuradhapura is an object of the
same sanctity and veneration as is
of the CUross, on
to the
Christian. Writing of the Bo-tree,
Sir . Emerson Tennent
“Its heart- shaped leaves,

states 1:—
with long
are &tta_ched to

‘the stem by so slender -a stalk, that

they appear in the profoundest
calm fo be ever in motion; and
thus like the leaves of the aspen,

. whieh, from the +tradition that the

writes
osu oqed by
“and in almost by ‘

‘the

_Byrians be-li_eve.

Oross. was made of that wood; the
to tremble
_ the events i

“in. re-

colleetion of the

Cruc:ﬁxmn, thoae of the Bo tree are .

“the Buddhists to ex-
hibit tremulous veneratwn,
a.:smu.ted with the sacved: scane of
Whlch they ware the thneuses

a.'_

- Religious _sentlmen:t,:' hqwever, :

~should notbias historical ‘oriticism;
~and no one would aceuse Dr; Mendis

~of much
~his own" rellgmn 180 concerned

A weakneb g, even thre_
1k

s, therefors, necessary to find: Giut‘.

| what ‘evidence there.
~of the Mahawansa tradition, -

is in support

R



131)

MahawanSa'Tradition; A e who, with the ministers, brought it
: : to Geylon by sea; landing at the _'
port of Jambukola.' King Devanam-
piyvatissa caused the whole of the
‘high' road from the nopth gate  of
Anuradhapura. to Ja.mbukola to be

Acé.o'rd'i'ng ' to. th’é Mahawansi
Queen. Anula . accompamed by five
hundred ‘women had come. to the
Mahamegha-park, where the great
thera Mahinda was at the time,

: made ready awaiting the arrival of
with the. ob]ect of. entermg the order i s 11ng o al o

17 B d

of Buddhl&t Nuns When ng Tissa Phuee b Bl an alndmg o
(236.3 AR € Mehind ‘the sea-shore, in zhe place where the
(L3 } TPAucshy Jnce Samuddapansaia  was, he, by the

to- be%taw the * pﬂ.bba.]]a. ordmatwn e :
| wondrous pf)wer of the ' theri, saw

on the women, the latter rephed SR T
e : L the greaf .Br::dh_l tree ‘coming.” I
-Za. a w:az nod erspuested .he. is ai_-s'o--'rsﬁ‘.id-‘-.:tha'l:-- one _o'f_--the'_ e;’g_ht :
Er mt mdn iy ek to Kine - Bodhi saplings which -sprahg“up.ifi"o'm
Ami' o r;:esaa,i;e A ;Eﬁ the seedsof the tree, was “planted at
e ST:?;}?::::ﬁ;a S :{’:; 'ho . the landing-place Jambukols, on the

southern branch of the great Bodhi- SO whereeshe g reat Badby e
fhaes (0L 1547, 18-23).. : _ stood after leaving the: Shlp

i ; : Topogr
The  Minister Maharlttha a op 208! aphlcal E\ndence

- nephew of the King, was entrusted From the earhesh mcards b is
with  this mission, “and having evident fhat intereourse  with - Ma-
embarked, filled with zeal (for his gadha was mainly through north
mission) at the haven: of Jambu- Ceylon, Jambukola the. niod'érn
kola and: . having passed over the Sambu-turai, a little to t.he west of
great ocean he came, by the power 'K&nk&mntura:, -appears - to’ have
“of . the therab will, to pleasant . been a port of seme conseguenca in
' PUDPhaplll'& (Patna) even on the day : "-t.hOSB_ days, - Maharittha embarks on
 of his departura K:ng Asoka re-  his  mission .at Jambukola -and
_ceived the mission ‘cordially and,” ° Sanghamitta too i&nds" here. A greaf
after consultlng the pnesthood tra- ‘frunk rnad seems to have ‘heen' in
velled from  his capltal to Gaya ' exmtence leadtng from Jambukola
. Btanding on a golden stooi he  and thr{mgh Kantarodar o Anu-
marked rings on ‘the loftlest branch radhapura The ‘remains of two stene'
 with a pencil , of ‘vermillion, “The bridges, one over the Malwatu Oya,

‘stem, miraculously _dat.achlngitsel,t:;_': ~and the other. ovel the waste weir
" threw down .‘..a.'r"-'?'h-u'nd-réd'._-'r'horbs_?" into  of Pavarkulam, lying to the north
ﬁ-h_e:.-sfee'-nt'ed' s&i‘l"'eoritmn'éd e & et Anuradhapura, and others at 2
‘golden vase. Ascka comitbed ‘the Olukkam and Kailaru point to the

plant to the cafe- kaepmg b0 chis :'-dLrec&mn ‘taken by the  road.,  The

~own daughter, the nun. Sanghan_ut_ﬁ_a_ fporL bf Jambukol& has been ldenbl-




fied with m’oder-n Sambu-turai. The
very old Bo-tree standing by the side
of the Paralay Kandaswamy temple

at Chulipuram, about half a mile

from the port, is believed to be one
of the Ho-saplings which was planted
: by King Devan&mplyatmsa

- The King ig also said fo. have
"-_ereG&'aa;a_ Wihara at the port of
Jambukola in  Nagadipa; likewise
the Tissamaha Wihara and = the
Pacina Wihara.” Tha ruins of a
dagoba and wihara are still to be
seen close to the port; ‘and the place
-called Tissa-maluwa, about a hun-

dred yards opposite to the Kanda-

swamy temple, referred to already,
perhaps marks the site of Tissamaha
Wihara. The ancient broad road from
Jambukola ‘ta Tmsﬁmuha Wlhara (the

present’ Tissa-maluwa) is still in

-éxlstence, but S8IVes no uqetul pur-
pose. '

As to the planting of the Bo-tree
‘at Anuradhapura, there 'is no more
~direct evidence than the existence
~ of the tree itself. If the Bo-tree was
not brought - from India will Dr.
'M-endi’s'- explain the strong ¢orrobo-
.ration which the Makawansa receives

from the tapogmphmnl ewdence 1n_

the Jaﬁna Pammula"

i ___ght Sakya. Prmcea

The Mﬂhawaraaa as Well as | the
Ma}aabodfmwansa Lin g;_qa.ter deta;,l

records : that elght brothers - of a

Sakya Princess whqm King  Asoka
.-marrwd _adcompanied the Bo-tree to
the- ﬁwe
'eflder, Bodhzgupta a.ml bumlhta Te- :

-'Geylon Of these eight,

.-é‘peaks : Of
who ruled in the fourteenth cen-

‘while in
Inscription the hierach Dharmakirtti,

(Vol. v,y Part 2)) as '

© The qr;gx_n_., of thls
.._'_.prbdu;;ed some of the greatest figures
. in the history of Ceylon durmg the =
fourteenth cont.ury, 18 mmllarly given s
in the

(22)

ceived the officas of Lak- Mdka Le

(Chief Scribe of Ceylon) and Jaya-

Maka-Le (Chief ~Scribe of the
victorious Bo-tree); and from them
have descended the Mehenawara
and Ganawesi branches of the
Sinhalese Royal Family, There
are both ' historical ~and  lithic
records to prove the important part

‘played by descendants of these two

The
Mehenawara erabahu

families.: “Nikaya  Sangraha

tury and also of Meﬁavarawamsa-
bhijata Senalankadhlkara Senewuad i
the Gadnladenlya Rock

one of the greatest ﬁguraq of the

Buddhist Ohumh in Ceylon in the

middle of the fourteenth century,
is mentioned as “Ganawasiwamsa-
bhijata Dharmakirtti - Sthavira-
padayan-wahanse.” “Regarding the
(¥adaladeniya Rock Imseription, Mr.

* ‘8. Paranavitana writes in the latest

. Zey_lam'ca
v, Part 2) as follows:—"The
contents. tell uns 'abémh' the foun—

issue ‘of the Hpigraphia

'-'datl.on of ‘& shrme of Buddh& at

Gadalademya by tha greab Dha.rmma--

- kirtti who came of the Ganawm_'
__btock 5

el The - Glanavasi
famlly is said - -to have come fo

-'Geylon brmgmg the Sa.cred Bo-tree.

fannly, “which

i1 ‘Sagama . inscription of the'
reign of Bhunaika Babu V.” More



such instances may be quoted. And
all these may be ‘produced as in-
direct evidence in support of the

Mahawansa tradition, Perhaps the

scientific ftraining which Dr. Mendis
has received in Europe entitles him
to ignore fthese as fietitious fabri-
cations of mediaeval monks; but
it is hard to believe that the same
training had not impressed on him
the supreme importance of leading
positive evidence in support of his
contentions.

Sanchi Bas-reliefs.

The wvisit of King Asoka to the
Bo-tree ‘at Gaya iz portrayed on one
of the two bas-reliefs at Sanchi,
about twenty miles N. E. of the
capital of ‘Bhopal and South-west
from Bhilsa, the ancient Vedira,
where Vedisa Maha Devi, the mother
of Mahinda and Sanghamitta, lived.
In another bas-relief is found
a smallér branch of the tree plan-
ted in a bowl. Attention of scholars
was drawn to .these by Prof. Albert
Grunwedel (“Buddhist Art in India”)
who suggested the possibility of
these depicting the sending of the
Bo-tree to Ceylon. This view has
been confirmed by Professors Geiger
and Rhys Davids, the latter of whom

(23)

writes: ' Opinion may differ as to

* the meaning of some of the details

but there can be no doubt as to
the main subject.” : :
‘Dr. Mendis is still sceptical and
no wonder: the Bo-tree is over
2000 years old and Dr. Mendis is
still young! Perhaps Sir Emerson
Tennant - might tell him of the
comparative impgrt&nca- of the sacred
Bo-tree at Anuradhapura :— '

“Compared with it the Oak of
Ellerslie is but a sapling; and the

Conqueror’s Oak in Windser Forest

barely nunibers half its years. - The
Yew trees of Fountain Abbey ‘are
believed to have flourished there
twelve hundred year ago; the olives
in the (farden of Gethsemane were
full grown when the Saracens were
expeiled from Jerusalem; and the
cypress of Soma, in Lombardy, is

wsaid to have been a tree in the

time of Julius Caefsar; yvet, the Bo-—
tree is older than ‘the oldest of

these by a century and would almost

seen 0 verify the propheey pro-
nounced when it was planted, that
it would  ‘flourish and be green
forever; " and one might add, in
spite of Dr. Mendis and his
historical eriticism! :
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Mahmdas Mlsswn to Ceylon

The history of Buddhism in

Ceylon commences with the con-
~ version of the island by Mahinda
during the reign of King Dewanam-
piyatissa (247-207 B. C.). Sceptics
have gone to the extent of denying
that Mahinda was a son of King
Asoka and that he ever came to
Ceylon. Dr. Mendis, however, has
not denied the coming of Mahinda
but he is of opinion that Mahinda
was not a son of Asoka,
Mahinda’s Mission.

The Maliawansa devotes about six
ohapters to the Mission of Mahinda
and the conversion of Ceylon and
thie account is briefly summarised

in The Cambndge History of India
(Vol. L., P. 608.) as folowls :—

“In the month of Jettha of the

year of Dewanampiyatissa’s coro- .

nation the Buddhist Apostle Ma-
hinda, son of the Maurya King
Asoka (Dhammasoka.), miraculously
travelled to-Ceylon in company with
tour friare, Itthyia, Ut_tiyla, Sambala
and Buddhasala, and the novice
Sumanas son of his sister Sangha-
mitta, He alighted at Mahindatala,
where he met Dewanampiya and
converted him and his people (Mhv.
Xrrr, XIV.) The Mahamega-vana,
a park to the south of Anuradha-

(Mhv. XVII), and the

pura was assigned to the service of
the new Church, and the buildings
erected in it were known afterwards
as the Mahavihara (MAv. XV.) On
the spot where Mahinda had aligh-
ted was built the Chetiyvapabbata—
wihara (MAv. XV.). A thupa and a’
nonastery in eonnecbtion with it,
the Thuparama, were constructed at
the south of Anuradhapura to re-
ceive the collar-bone of the Buddha
gouthern
branch of the famous Bodhi-tree of
Gaya was brought and planted at
Anuaradhapura in the -eighteenth
vedr ofAsokasralgn (M@v XVI}I
Xix)” : '

Tamrapani not Ceylo:_i'? '

Those who are anxious to dis-
prove the Mahawansa account argue
that if Asoka had sent his children,

' Mahinda and Sanghamitta, to Cevlon

he would have at least mentioned
these facts in his Ediets and fur-
ther that the * Tamrapani” men-
tioned in Asoka's Rock Ediets
Nos. II and XIII does not refer to
Ceylon but to a river of the same
name in Tinnevelley in South India.
Hultzsch says: “Tamraparni (Tamba-
panni ' in Pali) s one of the
ancient mnames of the islaud of
Ceylon, It occurs in the Dixawamsa



and was known already to Megas-
thenes in the form of Taprobane.
Besides Tamprani is the name of a
river in the Tinnevelley district
which was known to' the author
of Ramayana”. (Corpus Inser. Indi-
carum, P. 8) Taking only the
reference to the river, Vincent Smith
in the [Indian Antiguary (February
1918) supports his ewn theory that
‘Tamrapani of the Rock Hdiets is
not Ceylon but the river in Tinne.
.velley. Dr. D. R. Bhandarkar (Asoka
P. 277), however, conclusively proves
that this identification is wrong . —

“ Tambapanni had for long been
taken to stand for Ceylon.  But
recenfly K. Hultzsch has proposed
to identify it with the river Tam-
brapanni, which flows through the
modern Tinnevelley District, the
old Pandya Kingdom. But if Tamba-
panni really denotes the river in
this Edict (R. E. II), we should have
found it mentioned not  after
“ Keralaputra”, but after “Pandya’,
as the river formed its extremity
as of India. Similarly, there is no
propriety in Ascka speaking in
R. E, XIII of “the people of
Tambraparni,” as separate from the
Pandyas, as the former were already
included ' in the latter. The old
identification, therefore,’ stands un-
assailable.” It is, therefore, quite clear
that Asoka’s Dhamma- Vijaya or Moral
Conquest had extended to Ceylon
even prior to Mahinda's arrival.

As for Mahinda’s mission being
not mentioned in the HEdiets the

(30)

explapation is quite simple. = The
Edict speaks only of the ' countries
covered by his  Dharma- Vijaya.
R. E. XIII states:—'* And this has
been repeatedly won by thiz Sacred
Majesty both here (in his dominions)
and among all the frontier peoples
even to the extent of six hundred
yojanas where (are) the Yona king,
Antiochos by name, and, beyond
that Antiochos, the four kings named
Ptolemy = Antigonos, Magas and

- Alexander, below, the Cholas, Pan-

dyas, as far as Tamraparni.” But
no names of missionaries are men--
tioned, Further by the time of
these HEdicts (258-257 B. C.), Ceylon
was already a sphere of Asocka's
missionary activities which,according
to R.E IIL, included welfare work
and positive social service such as
measures for the relief of suffering
beast and ~man. As the date: of
Mahinda’'s work . in Ceylon was
much later (about 252 B.C), a
reference to it was not possible in
Agoka’s Hdicts which, however; tell
of his relationg with Ceylon fhat

" must have prepared the ground for
Mahinda’s work, (Prof. R. Mookerji:

Asoka P. 36.) s
Mahinda—Son of Asoka.

According to the Mahawansa,
“when the = prinee Asoka, while
ruling over the realm of Avanti,
that his father had bestowed
on him, halted in the * town of
Vedisa, before he 'came to Ujjeni
and met there a lovely maiden
named Devi; the daughter of a




merchant, he made her hig wife; and
she was (afterwards) with child by
him and bore in [Ujjeni a beautiful
boy, Mahinda, and when two vears
had passed (she bore) a daughter,
Sanghamitta.” (Ch. X177.) It is also
mentioned that before coming to
Ceylon, Mahinda paid a visit to
“ his kinsfolk and mother at Vedisa-
giri, the city of his mother Devyi.”
Vedizsa is the modern Bhilsa in

(31)

Gwalior State, situated 26 miles

north—-east of Bhopal. The Maka—
bod hiwansa, whose author has drawn
on sources earlier than the Maha-
wansa as  well, calls Mahinda’s
mother Vedisa Mahadevi, a “Sakya-
kumari,” as being the daughter of 2
clan of the Sakyas who had immi-
grated to Vedisanagara through fear
of Vidudabha, She is also deseribed
as having caused the construction
of the great wihare of Vedisagiri,
probably the first of the monuments

of Sanchi and Bhilsa. * This ex-
plains,” says Professor Mukorjee,
“why Asoka selecked Sanchi and

its beautiful neighbourhood for his
architectural activities.” ( Asoka P. 8.)
The stupas and gate-ways at Sanchi,
aceording to Sir John Marshall, are
““the nohlest of all the monuments
which early Buddhism has be-
queathed to India.”

Northern Tradition.

Dr. Mendis, however; does not
accept this #$radifion. As he has
based hig arguments on the premise
that the Mahkawansa accounts of
Mahinda’s mission and the bringing

of the Bo-tree to
reliable he naturally seeks external

Ceylon are un-

evidence to support his argument.
This he finds in the northern tra-
dition, recorded by a Chinese writer
who calls Mahendra a half-brother
or “mother’s brother’ of Ascka.
Hiuen Tsiang, the Chinese pilgrim,
who visited India in the seventh
century, has stated ;: — “Harly
in his life Asoka had a half-brether
(mother’s brother) called Mahendra

(Mo-hi-in-to-lo) who was born of a

noble fribe. In dress he arrogated
the style of the king; he was

ex-
travagant  wasteful and eruel.”
(Beal’s Buddhist Records of the

Western World, P.91). It is further
related that the people who were
indignant at his conduct complained
to the King. On being brought
before King Asocka, his brother con-
fassed his guilt, and was sentenced
to death,; but at his request, was
granted seven days’ reprieve.
He was however, placed in a dun-
geon: “Thesixth day having expired,
as he had greatly sorrowed for his
faults and had afflicted his body
and his heart, he obtained the fruit
of sanctity (became an Arhat); he
mountéd into the air and exhibited
his miraculous powers. Then separa-
ting himself from the pollution of
the world, he went afar, and occu-
pied the mountainsg and® valleys.
(Ibid}. The Divyavadana calls this
brother Vitasoka; and it is also

stated that after he waw set free by

a

the king, Vitasoka went away to g



frentier land, became an arahat,
saw Asocka at Pataliputra, but soon
left for another district where he
was beheaded, being mistaken for
one of the Nirgranthas upon whose
heads the local king had set a
price, Another Chinese traveller,
Fa~-Hian (400 A, D.) mentions a
‘younger brother of Asoka who be-
eame a monk but he, however, does
not give his name: nor does he
allude to the mission to Ceylon. On
the other hand the Makawansa
mentions that
youngest brother Tissa, son of his
own mother, to the office of vice-
regent.” (Ch V., Vs. 83) Butlater
Tissa ftoo had become a religious
devotee and retired to a wihara
built for him by Asoka. There are
thus at least four aceounts of Asoka’s
brother and it is only Hinen Tsiang
who calls him ‘' Mahendre,” while
the Mahawansa accounts nof only
partly support the other stories
regarding Asoka’s youngest brother
but alsoc mentions Mahinda, the
Apostle’ of Ceylon, as Asoka’s son.
While ¥a-Hian visited India in the
fifth century Hiuen Tsiang did so
two hundred years later: and the
earlier visitor, under the eircums-
tances, should have received more
reliable information. But Fa.Hian

“ Asoka raised his-

(32)

does not give the name of Ascka’s
brother, whom he mentiong as
having been a monk. Fa-Hian fur-
ther had a better opportunity of
comparing hboth the Indian and
Ceylon traditiens as he was in
Ceylon for two years, Hiuen Tsiang
did not come to Ceylon and his ac-
count of the island is made up
second-hand. He has some exag-
gerated reports concerning the size
of the Island and also re-counts all
the. possible legends regarding the
origin ‘of the Sinhalese. Further,
he mentions “ Mahendra” as a
half-brother (or mother’s brother)
of Asoka. An unprejudiced cem-
parison of all the accounts eclearly
shows that much reliance cannot
be placed on Hiuen Tsiang's ac-
count of the relationship of Mahin-
da with Asoka. It is quite obvious
that he has mixed up the two
stories. The Cambridge History of
India explains the position very
succinctly :—"As is  well-known,
Mahendra, is, in the northern stories,
made the brother and not the son,
of Asoka, probably through eon-
fusion with Tissa.” And as Professor
Geiger says, “it would be simply
arbitary to prefer the statement of
the Chinese pilgrims to the Cey-
lonese traditions.”
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Bishop Copleston supports Ceylon Tradition.

Dr. G. C. Mendis’s letter pub-
lished in the last issue of the Lak-
Mini- Pahana is  more interesting
than his lectures, It would appear
to exemplifyithe saying that * know-
ledge ecomes but wi-dom lingers.”
If the public had been misled dy the
~ Press reports Dr. Mendis himself is
| to be blamed. Professor R Marrs,
Principal of University College, who
! presided at the first lecture of the
series, sounded a note of warning
at the very start. He reminded Dr.

Mendis that he “had undertaken to

speak on a document of supreme
historical interest which was bound
to *evoke considerable hostile criti-
cism,” '

Dr, Mendis, who is quite
absorbed in his ‘' modern methods
of histerical eriticism,” however,

paid no heed to this. He laboured
at his fask. He forgot the fact, as
Rev. Father 8. G. Perera, S. J., has
very aptly stated, *‘that no student
can elaim ts be able to separate
poetic embellishments from facts,
because that, after all is a matler
of opinion, Those who have studied
our Chronicles best, George lurner
Hermann Oldenberg, Rhys Davids,
and Wilhelm Geiger are practically
unanimous that the Mahawansa con-
tains reliable fraditions mixed with
legends.” (Voung Ceylon, June 1935,
E. §8,) Dr. Mendis continued

- that there was much

his campaign of doubting or discre-
diting well accepted traditions. At
higz third lecture when Dr. Mendis
expressed his doubts regarding the
bringing of the Sacred Bo-tree from
India &and the fact that Mahinda
was a son of Asoka, he was quick-
ly taken %o task by Mudaliyar C.
Rasanayagam and Mr. Billimoria both

of whom are non-Buddhists. They
pointed out that Dr, Mendis had
not led any positive evidence

to
diseredit the Malhawanse account and

that he should not' cast doubts on
the beliefs of Buddhists in the
absence of such evidence. The Hon.

Mr C W. W. Kannangara, who
presided at bthis lecture, too agreed
reliable evi-
dence to prove the bringing of the
Bo-tred; but Dr. Mendis being “a

research student in history does
not believe that as sufficient evi-
denge.”

. Mr. 8. Paranavitana, the acting
Archaeological Commissioner, who
presided at the fourth lecture and
who is undoubtdly ap authority on
the ancient history of Ceylon, also
reminded Dr. Mendis * that the
Mahawansa was written for the peo-
ple who lived in the period it was
written and could not be analysed
according to modern  scientific



- methods.” In apite of all these war-
nings it has taken him about six
_or seven weeks, after his first lecture,
to realise that the accepted tra-

ditions in a nation’s history cannot

be ridieuled with impunity. And
now Dr. Mendis has apologised.

“ Puny Efforts.”

But it doez not alter the situ-
ation. Though fthe Presgs reports
may have not been correct in detail
the facts remain. Dr Mendis has
not denied them. He writes:—"1T
wish to point out if the summarised
Press reports have given the im-
pression that I spoke disrespectfully
of Buddhism or belittled the great-
ness of the auther of the Makawansa
that no one regrets it more than
I do.” It was never stated in these
columns that Dr. Mendis
disrespectiully of Buddbism. As Dr.
Mendis himezelf admits his * puny
efforts ” can in no way have * any
adverse effect on a great religion
like Buddhism.” It is not what Dr.
Mendis has to say for or against
Buddhism that concerns the public

spoke

so much as the implications in-
volved in his dramatic denials of
some of their most cherished &ra-

ditions, that have hurt the succep-
tibilities not only of Buddhists but
of non-Buddhists as well. He has

(38)

however, not made any amends for

this in his lotter and hi= denials
still remain. His views regarding
the short-comings of the author of
the Mahawansa are given practically
in full in the report of his first

lecture published in the July issue
of “Ceylon Men,” the official organ
of the Central Y. M. C. A.,*Colomho,
under the auspices of which this
series of lestures was delivered. Dr.
Mendis cannot say that this report
too is a hasty summary. It has
been already dealt with in a previous
article and further comment is un-
necessaly.

Some of the views held by Dr.
Mendis are, indeed, not really new.
During the last century Hermann
Oldenberg had expressed similar
doubts regarding the trustworthiness
of the Mahawanse and these have
been well refuted by such a dis-
tinguished scholar as - Professor
Gielgers who has devoted a life-time
to the ssudy of the Mahawanse and
who iz recognised as the greatest
living authority on the subject. Dr,
Mendis will argue that when Pro-
fessor (Feiger wrote those articles
he did not have at his disposal the
works of Professor Pryzviuski “which
shed a great deal of fresh light on
all stories connected with Asocka.”
But Dr. Mendis has not mentiened
gither in the eourse of his lectures or
in his lefter to the Press, in what
respects Professor Pryzylusk(’s views

differ from those of Professor
Geiger. Professor Pryzyvluski's La
Legende de Fempereur  Acoka is

mainly based on the _dsokavadana
and certain Chinese records all of
which deal with the nothern {ra-
difion, and was published in 1922.
If, ag Dr Mendis states, this work

ceme



gave quite a different complexion to
all the stories connected with Asoka
then eithér Professor Geiger, whose
article on “The Trustworthiness of
the Mahawansa” was puablished
the “Indian Historical Quarterly ™
seven years later (in 1930) or Pre-
fessor R. Mukerjee, whose book dsoka
wag published in 1928, would cer—
tainly have referred to it. Or was
it that the book was =0 scarce that
these scholars could not have access
to it? New hypotheses, whether
faneiful or real, will have to stand
the acid test of medern scholarship
before they can be taken as proved.
‘While there are also scholars like
Vincent Smith who will continue
to discredit the Ceylon Chronicles
inspite of all the irrefutable evi-
dence produced in support. The
identification of Tamrapani of Asoka's
Edicts with Ceylon, mentiond in
the last arsicle, may be taken as
4 case in point,

Dr. Mendis's Two Points. #

Dr. Merdis further writas: * Of
the BEuropean Scholars the one who
has given the greatest credit to the
Malawansa is  Professor Geiger. [

disagreed with him definitely on
two points only and I did give
reasons why I differed from him
on those two pointe” Buat Dr.

Mendis appears t» have deftly avoi-
ded mentioning what those two
points are. The two points chiefly
gtressed by h'm during the aourse
of his lecturcs were the bringing

in .

29)

of the Bo-tres and Mahinda’s Mis-
gion. both of which he doubted.
It is interesting here to note fhe
views of a great Christian clergy-
man and ‘an erudite scholar who
studied Buddhism mainly to find
out  how it would help in the
propagation of the (ospel, Dr.
Reginald Stephen Copleston, D. D.,
who was the Anglican Bishop of
Colombo in the nineties has writ-
ten as follows regarding the Maha-
wansa  account :—" Oriental embel-
lishments are here aceumulated to
a piteh of exaggeiation whiech is
repulsive to an English reader. The
effulgences, the flowers, the divine
musie, and the rest display no new
invention, but they show how
immense has been the significance of
the Bo-tree branch to the Buddhists
of Ceylon. According to fthe prin-
¢ciple of criticism by which I am
cuided, the wreaths of flowery fiction

in which this central tradition Iis
almost buried, do not in any
degree discredit the central tradi-

tion itself, and I am quite prepared
for my part, to believe that the Bo-
tree which stands at Anuradhapura
derives itz life, without intervention
of any new seed, from the root of the
Bo-tres which Asoka was instructed
to worship,” (Buddhism p, 320).

Regarding the econversion of
Ceylon Dr. Coplezton writes:—'* That
Mahinda came from Magadha by
whatever stages to Ceylon, and
ectablished Buddhism by the favour
of the King Tissa, who was an



ally. or a dependant of Asoka, and
that Mahinda’s sister Sanghamitta
followed him and brought with haer
a branch of the tree which was
held sacred in Bihar., these are, I

think, facts of history. They are
decorated in the Choronicle with
innumerable embellishments, — fthe

sea was covered with flowers, deities
danced before the king elc., etc., —
but these are but decorations which
can be dropped out of notice with-
out injury to the substance of the
record. In regard even to European
history we have come to learn that

(40)

early stories are nof, because they
are mixed up with poetical fiction,
therefore - necessarily valueless
the historian; and still more cer—
tainly is it the ease in Indian
Literature. modern as well ar ancient,
that records adorned, or disfizured
whichever we choose to ecall ity by
wild exaggerations are yet substan-
tially true. We are not to doubt
that a meeting was held, hecause it
is sajd that B4,000 monks attended
it, or to doubt that many monks
came because if is said that they
came through the air.” (Ibid. p. 323).

to
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_LETTERS TO THE EDITOR.

THE EDITOR,

* The Lak-Mini- Pahana.”

Bir ;

There appears to be a wide-
spread impression that I have
condemned the @ Mahawansa as a
worthless historical dogument. I do
not think that anyone who was
present at all my lectures would
have formed such an idea, but it
is possible the summarised Press
reports have led to much misunder-
standing j

At each lecture I spoke for
nearly an hour and a full report
of each would have covered not one
but six or seven columns. I do not
blame the newspapers for not pub-
“lishing fuller accounts but I wish
to point out if the summarised Press
reports have given the 1mpression
that . I spoke disrespectfully of
Buddhism or belittled the greatness
of the author of the Mghawansa

do.

If T did speak against Bud-
dhism or rveferred to the Makawansa
in a disparaging: manner I am
sure those who presided at my
lectures would have taken me to
task’ Prof: Marrs presided at my

that no one regrets it more than I

COLOMBO.

Dr. MENDIS REGRETS.

—

first lecture. ' The Chairmen in the
second, third and fourth lectures
were Dr G P Malalasekara, The
Hon, Mr. C W. W, Kannangara
and Mr. 8. Paranavitana. These
three Buddhist gentlemen -certainly
did not agree with all that I said
in my lectures but they appricia-
ted my historical treatment of the
subject. If I spoke in a way io be-
little Buddhiesm I am sure they
would not have hesitated to protest
against my statements. The fifth
lecture was presided over by Mr. J
R. Toussaint of the Civil Bervice.
At this meeting cerfain members of
the audience who were not present
at the earlier lectures protested
against my statements. Then, ano-
ther Buddhist gentleman pointed out
that I had not spoken against
Buddhism but had given definite
arguments which those who opposed
me ought to meet. The last lecture
was presided over by Mr. C. H.
Collins, the acting' Financial Secre-
tary. Af the close of the lecture

he ecalled for questions but no one
regponded. '



Those who were present at my
introductory and concluding lectures
will remember my references to the
Mahawansa, as a very valuable
source of history unequalled by any
record in any part of Iudia. Of the
Buropean scholars the one who has

given greatest credit to the Maha-
wansa is Prof: Geiger. 1 disagreed
with him definitely on two points
only and I did give reasons why
I differed from him on these two
points. . I may add that when Prof:
Geiger wrote his articles he had not

at his dispsoal, the great work of
Prof: Prizyluski entitled  La
Legende de la Empereur Asoka

‘which sheds a great deal of fresh
light on all stories connected with
Asoka,.

I have spoken to many Buddhsits
who could appreciate modern me-
thods of historical criticism and
were present at my lectures:. They
have told me that they did not
think. that my lectures were meant
to disparage Buddhism. For ins-

(46)

tance a well-known Buddhist like
Mr. M. H. Jayvatilleke of Panadura
was present at my fourth leeture,
and he told me that T made

no
“ statement  which was unfair o
Buddhism or to the author of the

have

Malhawansa at that lecture.

As a student of history, T dealt
with the Mahawansa from the mo-
dern historical standpoint, T do
not' believe that even if I tried
that my puny efforts ean have any
adverse effect on a great religion
like Buddhism. Before I close, T
wish to add onge more that, if I
hurt the feelings of any
Buddhists who merely read the brief
reports of the newspapers or were
Present at only some .of my lectur-
es; I regret it very much as my
lectures were never intended for
such a purpose.

Yours faithfully,
G. C. Mendis.

Panadura, 30th July, 1935.
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