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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSLATION

SANSKRIT AND Pāli terms herein follow conventions of transliteration, and I have sought to align terms with religious contexts (so, Sanskrit dharma when talking about Sanskrit texts and Pāli dhamma when immersed in the world of Pāli texts; the same pattern goes for bodhisattva/bodhisatta, sūtra/sutta, and so on).

The transliterations of the Dīpavaṃsa and Mahāvaṃsa provided in the text and notes are from Dīpavaṃsa: An Ancient Buddhist Historical Record, ed. and trans. Hermann Oldenberg (1879; reprint, New Delhi: Asian Educational Services, 1982), and Mahānāma, The Mahāvaṃsa, ed. Wilhelm Geiger (London: Frowde for Pāli Text Society, 1908).

All translations from the Pāli are mine unless otherwise indicated.



INTRODUCTION

IN THE study of religions, we find that certain key texts come to define their interpretive communities, for both the communities themselves and the scholars who study them.1 Texts are an appealing source for the cultivation of understanding; they seem stable and fixed in a way that a religious community, comprising people who change through time and contexts, simply is not. But a text is not a source unless it is brought to life through reading and interpretation, irrespective of the vicissitudes of time and context. Reading and interpretation necessarily negate, to some extent, the stability or fixedness of a given text, and the imagination at work in reading and interpretation opens up possibilities for transformation.

The Mahāvaṃsa is one such key text, a work central to the real and imagined community of Sinhalese Theravādin Buddhists of Sri Lanka. This text explicitly announces its objective: to present a narrative that will engender certain reading strategies and emotional consequences. It provides reading instructions to prime its audience and introduces powerful metaphors and colorful, evocative characters to guide a productive reading. Yet the way the Mahāvaṃsa has been read by scholars, monks, and laypeople alike as a political “charter” for the moral authority of its particular textual community has allowed for accreted interpretations to ossify. Can the Mahāvaṃsa be exhumed from the weighty expectations and work of generations of readers? What happens when we examine it not as a political charter but as a work of literature illustrative of its textual community’s religious imagination?

The composition of the Pāli Mahāvaṃsa is generally dated to the reign of the Laṇkan king Dhātusena in the mid-fifth century. Since then the Mahāvaṃsa has been read and used as a historical source for early Sri Lanka by scholars, Theravādin monks, and laypeople, especially those interested in the constructions of legitimacy that a historical record provides. It preserves a running narrative of some of the historical highlights of mainland Indian Buddhism, such as the events of the Third Buddhist Council convened by King Aśoka (Asoka)2 and the establishment of the sāsana (the Buddhist teachings and traditions), relics, and great kings in the island of Laṇkā.3 It opens with the coming of the Buddha to the island of Laṅkā and moves through the subsequent coming of the hero-founder Vijaya, an account of the three Buddhist councils, consecrations of various kings, the coming of the great thera (monk) Mahinda to convert the island, and the arrival of relics. What is known as the “Duṭṭhagāmaṇī epic” makes up roughly one-third of the Mahāvaṃsa’s narrative before it returns to recount the reigns of various kings. The narrative itself is hardly original; there likely existed a composite collection of stories within the aṭṭhakathā, the commentarial literature on canonical sources, that included the general narrative first redacted in the Pāli Dipāvaṃsa and then refined in the Mahāvaṃsa.4 For the compiler of the Mahāvaṃsa, originality was not the aim. The text was instead meant to retell stories in a way that would have a very specific impact on its readers and interpreters.

The Mahāvaṃsa has been read and interpreted for centuries. Its commentary, the Vaṃsatthappakāsinī, is typically dated to around the eleventh century; that it warranted a critical commentary six centuries after its composition indicates its prominence in the Sri Lankan tradition.5 In more recent years, it has been read and interpreted as a charter for the Sinhalese Buddhist nationalist claims for hegemony over the entirety of Sri Lanka. This argument is predicated largely upon the basic narrative of the Mahāvaṃsa’s first chapter, where the Buddha visits the island three times and prognosticates its primary position in the Buddhist world of the future. Scholarship on the Mahāvaṃsa to date, with an eye toward the text’s continued relevance and usage, has tended to buttress this politicized reading of what is undoubtedly a far more complex and nuanced text.

To consider the purpose, relevance, and intention of this text on its own terms, we must peel away the layers of interpretation and use that have been piled onto it and question the characteristics and qualities it has been assumed to have. We should begin at the most fundamental level by questioning the validity of the common definition of this text as a “history.” What is meant by the attribution history, and what might the contours of historical consciousness have been for the fifth-century compiler? And in terms of content, whose history is it? Although the text does contain an account of the various kings of the land, the narrative’s main focus is the establishment of the sāsana, especially the relics, on the island. In each “establishment” account, much attention is paid to the mythical circumstances and supernatural forces surrounding the events. Why are these narratives peppered with events and characters that challenge what can conceivably be called “historical”? Insofar as the Mahāvaṃsa is a history, it is a history of the way a past Sri Lankan textual community sought to engender particular emotions and behaviors through the act of reading and interpreting the text.

Scholars of the past century poured much ink considering the Mahāvaṃsa as a reliable textual account of history dating back to the Buddha himself. Authoritative attempts to determine a timeline for Buddhism and a history of the Buddha are predicated on the dates in this text. Jonathan Walters has more recently put a spin on this standard iteration by understanding the Mahāvaṃsa as a history of dispensations or successions of the Buddha’s presence.6 But even Walters’s nuanced reading focuses largely on what vestiges of history are redeemable within the text and what they in turn may reveal about the Mahāvihāran monastic complex claimed to be the locus of the text’s compilation.

There are explicit and implicit cues in the Mahāvaṃsa that its agenda is not solely historical. The presence of nāgas (snakelike beings) in the vaṃsa (history, chronicle, or lineage) literature has largely been ignored or glossed over as mythical or whimsical accretion to otherwise trustworthy historical documents. The Mahāvaṃsa, however, begs for a critical reading as aesthetically and emotionally pleasing, transformative poetry, a partial corrective for the study of early Theravāda Buddhism.7 A focused examination of the nāgas present in these ethically inspiring, religiously motivating stories can help facilitate such a reading. My perspective differs from other scholars in that I pay attention to the explicit literary aims and the more subtle cues within the Mahāvaṃsa to explore a different, religious reading.

In chapter 1, I consider subtle and blatant cues in the text that lead me to suggest a new, literarily sensitive reading of the Mahāvaṃsa as a partial corrective to the predominant historicizing focus. The Mahāvaṃsa exclaims its literary prowess outright within its proem (opening poem) and declares its purpose to “avoid the faults of that one [the earlier narratives]” and to be “easy to grasp and bear in mind, producing anxious thrill [saṃvega] and serene satisfaction [pasāda], and handed down through tradition.”8 Moreover, the proem reiterates this claim in the imperative: “Listen to this one causing saṃvega and pasāda, in this way the grounds for making [more] saṃvega and producing [more] pasāda.”9 Just in case the reader-hearer has missed this explicit declaration, or perhaps as a literary device for a compounded sense of urgency and purpose, every chapter of the text concludes with the same buttressing phrase: “Made for the anxious thrill and serene satisfaction of good people.”10

I thus examine the proems of the Dīpavaṃsa and Mahāvaṃsa as reading instructions. The proems directly articulate the ethically transformative potential of the texts, a potential realized through proper reading by an appropriate audience (of “good people,” sujana). The proems explicitly place the two vaṃsas in a literary realm where narrative has power, through the manipulation of human emotions, to transform the hearer and by extension the community that sustains the text’s continued relevance. How do these proems prepare a particular kind of reader and circumscribe a particular kind of textual community not only to engender individual ethical transformation but also to envision the Buddhist landscape with Sri Lanka at its center? Can these proems help us read the Mahāvaṃsa in a new light? I argue that the text goes beyond the work of a chronicle and presents itself as an aesthetically riveting, poetic work that trains a reader how it should be read as the reading unfolds. I outline a method for reading informed by the work of scholars such as Martha Nussbaum, Hayden White, Paul Ricoeur, and Umberto Eco to prepare for the applied reading performed in subsequent chapters.11 The world conjured by the text, replete with nāgas, requires a certain emotionally charged reading. Finally, I argue that structurally significant patterns manifest in the proem itself are what determine the text’s narrative arc.12

The Mahāvaṃsa proclaims its own literary greatness, but how is its literary power manifested in the text? Chapter 2 delves into the use of literary tools such as metaphor and double entendre by training our attention on the opening chapter of the Mahāvaṃsa. Both the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa open with the narrative of the Buddha’s three visits to the island of Laṅkā, where he has significant relations with the nāgas of the island. I explore how the metaphor of light is used in the narrative and examine how this metaphor will resonate with and affect the reader who has been primed for it in a particular way by the proem. We will see how a certain pattern of transformation is developed: the physical space of Laṅkā is transformed to a lamp of the dhamma (Buddhist teaching), a cetiya (object or place to trigger memory of the Buddha) for the future remembrance and representation of the Buddha through relic veneration,13 while individual hearers are transformed ethically, resulting in a moral community prepared for the responsibility of the dhamma. Just as a lamp is primed with oil to effectively receive the flame, so the reader of the Mahāvaṃsa is primed for the full, transformative force of the text by the text’s proem and narrative strategies.

To bring about the affective response the text claims it will produce, it employs rhetorical strategies that demand work on the part of the reader-hearer. Pāli is not typically considered a language that allows for much literary flourish; literary is a designation reserved for Sanskrit.14 But literary moves are made in Pāli nonetheless, anticipating the later explication of literary concerns in the vernacular, such as the ninth-century work Siyabaslakara. The Mahāvaṃsa prefigures literary concerns such as the use of metaphor and particularly riveting characters such as the nāgas, a class of being and valuable type of literary device.

In chapter 3, I consider the character of the nāga, who drives the opening narrative of the Mahāvaṃsa. A fighting family of nāgas provokes the Buddha’s first visit to the island, and the invitation proffered by a converted nāga prompts his subsequent return. I briefly define and situate the nāga in Pāli Buddhist literature, providing a survey of sorts to amplify its meaning, utility, and semantic field. Crucial here are the various (and useful) indications of this character’s slippery ontological nature and the soteriological repercussions of that nature.15 Nāgas are liminal—neither human nor fully animal, these semidivine agents are nonetheless capable of converting to Buddhism and are fairly far along in the process of cultivating the conditions for buddhahood. And they are key agents in the transmission of the dhamma, particularly to border regions. Nāgas are thus critical characters to effect the transfer of the sāsana to Sri Lanka, just as they are critical characters to provoke the imaginative capacity required for the ethical transformations in readers that the text calls for. In this context, I consider the role of the nāgas in Buddhist literature in general as didactic and morally provocative tropes and use one of three salient, nāga-centered Jātaka tales, the Bhūridatta Jātaka, to help flesh out the character of the nāga.

Chapter 4 surveys the world illuminated by the particular reading of the Mahāvaṃsa I advocate and the especially salient character of the nāgas in that world. Here I argue that the nāgas in fact drive the entire narrative arc of the text from conversion by the Buddha’s initiatory, physical visit at the outset through the acquisition, enshrinement, and right veneration of his relics. In this chapter, we question how the textual community envisions the world without the Buddha’s enduring, living presence. Relics are a viable technology developed by a community seeking continuous proximity to the Buddha, and the nāgas are utilized as particularly salient characters to facilitate the ongoing connection with the Buddha via his relics. After exploring the tripartite classification of relics operative in the early medieval textual community responsible for the Mahāvaṃsa, I investigate the nāgas’ relationships to relics of use (pāribhogika), of the body (sarīrika), and of the imagination through representation or image (uddesika).

Chapter 5 considers the conundrum in which we find ourselves as we read the Mahāvaṃsa and uncovers the various threads of the historical context and the historicizing interpretive culture that surrounds it. The majority of scholarship to date has treated this “chronicle” as a “history,” provoking all the concomitant responsibilities, expectations, and methods of interpretation assumed to be at work when one encounters “history.”16 I suggest that one of the primary concerns for the Mahāvihāran monks responsible for compiling the Mahāvaṃsa and its predecessor, the Dīpavaṃsa, was to provide a vehicle for the continued presence and proximity of the Buddha through evocative, transformative literature. The vaṃsa thus works on the reader-interpreter in ways not entirely unlike the way history works on the modern scholar, but there is a significant difference—the Mahāvaṃsa explicitly states its objectives in religious terms. The text not only is didactic but also intends to create or support an ethically inspired community in its religious program. This chapter reflects on my central argument—namely, that a new, literarily sensitive reading of the Mahāvaṃsa is warranted and explicitly called for in the text’s proem and through its consistent use of metaphor and imagination-exercising characters such as the nāgas. In an eager search for sources of historical data, scholars have tended to overlook or ignore the more literary aspects of the Mahāvaṃsa, experiencing a sort of mythic myopia.17 Because we will have read and examined the text’s proem, especially in light of the proem of the earlier, related text, the Dīpavaṃsa, we will recognize that the traditional scholarly way of reading and using the Mahāvaṃsa misses the point. The true intention of the Mahāvaṃsa is to effect a transformation in the reader-hearer through the cultivation of the highly prized Buddhist emotions of saṃvega (anxious thrill) and pasāda (serene satisfaction).18

Several recent works in Buddhist studies have initiated a change in the interpretive tide and have influenced the way I have approached the Mahāvaṃsa. Each offers a partial corrective to the overbearing historicist approach taken by earlier generations of Buddhologists. In terms of the Mahāvaṃsa proper, Jonathan Walters has been sensitively and productively reading the vaṃsas with a concern for the history of religions, suggesting that the social historical context they indicate is more of an argument made by the compilers than an accurate description of how things were.19 Stephen Berkwitz’s recent work is especially useful for his interpretation of vaṃsa literature, especially later medieval vaṃsas composed in the vernacular Sinhala language, as “Buddhist histories.”20 Also relevant here is his argument that narrative Buddhist histories about the past lead readers in their contemporaneous present to a sense of dependency on and gratitude for the acts of past agents, an urgent gratitude that compels ethical behaviors. However, Berkwitz’s work gives the impression that the poetic methods and ethically resonant effects of literary production are original to later medieval, vernacular texts such as the thirteenth-century Sinhala Thūpavaṃsa. I extend his general argument and method of interpretation back to the translocal, Pāli Mahāvaṃsa, compiled eight centuries earlier.

Kevin Trainor has written productively on saṃvega and pasāda, the profusion of their references throughout the vaṃsas, and the relationship these emotions have with relic veneration, although he, too, focuses on the later, more dramatic vaṃsas.21 Andy Rotman has explored the often overlooked yet commanding function of saṃvega and pasāda in Buddhist sources.22 Maria Heim delves into the mutual constitution of the affective and cognitive in the production of meaning in Buddhist texts.23 Charles Hallisey rethinks what is “literary” in vernacular Sinhalese sources as well as the work of narrative in Pāli sources, prompting important questions about the Mahāvaṃsa.24 And Yigal Bronner considers the work of rhetorical devices, namely śleṣa (double meaning), in Sanskrit.25

John Strong has solidly affirmed the centrality of relic veneration in the Theravāda tradition even in an early text such as the Mahāvaṃsa and the special relationship between the relics and the nāgas.26 Robert DeCaroli pays attention to the importance of the Buddha’s nonhuman attendants, though he does not consider the nāgas on their own terms but rather within the larger class of deities (devatā) and as literary “hooks.”27 Steven Collins provides an original interpretation of such familiar concepts as nirvāṇa and karma mapped by issues of time that necessitates a rethinking of what is happening in the Mahāvaṃsa narrative, in terms of both the structures it sets up and the processes it describes and encourages.28 Anne Blackburn thinks critically about the role of the textual community in the type, production, and perpetuation of texts, which helps us think through the processes at work in the production and continued relevance of the Mahāvaṃsa.29 Finally, Anne Monius likewise considers the aims of the textual community around two disparate (in terms of historical period and genre) Tamil Buddhist texts that argue for a recentering of the Buddhist world, much like the narratively enacted recentering project (both of the sāsana and of the practices, as in the emphasis on relic veneration) to Sri Lanka ostensibly at the heart of the Mahāvaṃsa.30

There has been no reading of the Mahāvaṃsa such as the one I advocate and lay out here.31 I know of little scholarship on the work of proems generally and none regarding the genre of Buddhist histories.32 And although a few texts focus on the metaphor of light or narratives featuring nāgas,33 most scholars consider these topics ancillary to their own foci simply because they are pervasive in Indic texts and cultures.

Light, metaphorically or physically employed in ritual practice, suffuses all religious traditions.34 The metaphor of knowledge as light is ubiquitous in all Indic traditions; words that embody light—such as prakāśa, prabhā, āloka—abound in literature,35 in the epithets for significant personae (such as in the epithets for the Vedic fire god Agni36 and the Mahāyāna Buddha Amitābha, such as Limitless Light),37 and in artful representations of these personae haloed by a nimbus representing tejas (power, light). In his exploration of vision and metaphor in the Mahāyāna and citing numerous primary sources, David McMahon sketches the domain:

Just a few of the many possible examples will suffice to give a basic idea of how the light metaphor is used in Buddhist literature: perfect wisdom is seen to be both a light and source of light; bodhisattvas are “lights and leaders of the world”; the six perfections are a bodhisattva’s light, torch, and illumination; the bodhisattva’s compassionate work is an abundant light that purifies the eyes of all beings, freeing them from samsāra and a light to the blind. The essential nature of mind or wisdom in many texts, both Mahāyāna and non-Mahāyāna, is said to be transparently luminous (prabhāsvara, Pāli: pabhassara) by nature and only adventitiously obscured by mental afflictions. All dharmas are often declared to be by nature transparently luminous as well.38

Light, whether of the sun, moon, or lamps, provides Indic texts a salient metaphor for enlightenment, clarity, and truth. Light also is a means for worship in South Asia; the central act of pūja is to offer light to a deity or Buddha, whether candles or butter lamps, at a home altar, roadside shrine, or more formal place of worship, daily or during Diwali. Light represents theophany, as made very clear in the image of the jyotirliṅgaṃ, Śiva’s shaft of light.39

Snakes, too, have universal metaphorical resonance in religious imagination.40 Shedding skin is a visceral representation of rebirth and renewal, and snakes’ unusual (phallic) shape, unique means of locomotion, and generally secretive nature have inspired their use as provocative characters in religious literature.41 Nāgas in particular—the semidivine, sometimes polycephalous serpents who are at times represented as rather human in physical stature—are a category of being that pervades all Indic religious traditions. Ophiolatry has had a mark on the Indian landscape, as demonstrated in roadside shrines to nāgas and in the popularity of the Nāg Panchamī festival, where milk offerings are brought to shrines and to the nāgas’ homes (typically in anthills or at the base of trees).42

We see nāgas slithering through Jain, Vaiṣṇava, and Śaiva texts as well as Buddhist ones. Frequently in the stories, they rather transparently represent autochthonous disorder, something that needs restraint or subjugation by the god or enlightened protagonist.43 Once subdued, nāgas become model worshippers and stick close to their “saviors”; in parallel stories and iconography, nāgas curl around the tīrthaṅkara (Jaina, enlightened teacher of dharma) Pārśvanātha and the Buddha Gotama, serving as an umbrella to protect their honored one from the elements; and sometimes nāgas even become accoutrements, as in the depictions of Śiva adorned with nāga garlands and Gaṇeśa wearing the nāga Vāsuki as his sacred cord.

Even a most cursory survey of the classic tales reveals the special salience of the nāgas in South Asian imagination. They are critical agents in foundational Hindu myths. For example, the devas (gods) and asuras (power-hungry antigods) use the nāga Vāsuki as a rope, winding him around Mount Mandara to churn the Milk Ocean to procure amṛta, the elixir of immortality.44 The competitive Kadru (mother to one thousand nāgas) and Vinatā (mother to garuḍa, an eaglelike being), co-wives of the sage Kaśyapa, trigger the mutual distrust and hatred between the nāgas and garuḍa. As in many Hindu myths, a bet is made, and garuḍa becomes the miserable servant of the nāgas. To obtain release, he steals the amṛta that was churned. Stories have it that nāgas lick drops of amṛta that fall on the sharp-edged grass, resulting in the split tongues we see on snakes. An angry Kadru curses her own nāga offspring to die in King Janamejaya’s snake sacrifice, though many are saved.

Nāgas are closely associated with periods of creation in Vaiṣṇava traditions. The colossal nāga Śeṣa’s name means “remainder” because he is the only thing that remains after the cycle of dissolution that occurs at the end of each kalpa (world period)—the nāga is the only thing that perseveres, unrestricted by time (Śeṣa is also known as Ananta, “Endless”). Floating on the cosmic sea between world periods, resting on Śeṣa like a raft, Viṣṇu contemplates creation anew. Images of this manifestation of Viṣṇu as Nārāyana abound. When Viṣṇu incarnates as the avatāra (incarnate god) Kṛṣṇa, Śeṣa also incarnates as Kṛṣṇa’s older half-brother, Balarāma. As a youth, Kṛṣṇa subdues the vitriolic nāga Kāliya, who has been poisoning the river Yamunā. Playing with friends, Kṛṣṇa falls into the river, and when Kāliya grabs him, Kṛṣṇa begins to expand his body to the point where the nāga can no longer hold him. Kṛṣṇa then dances on Kāliya’s head, not for fun but to pound him into submission. Kāliya’s nāginī (female nāga) wives beg for his life, and when Kṛṣṇa relents, the nāgas then become his ardent worshippers.45

The Kashmiri Rājataraṅgiṇī is a twelfth-century Sanskrit chronicle parallel to the Mahāvaṃsa, another case of a South Asian literary chronicle frequently read as a historical source alone. In it, nāgas factor in controlling water, rain, and fertility. Nāgas were clearly good characters to think with; the Rājataraṅgiṇī composer’s father was employed in the court of King Harṣa, who is credited with his own composition of a rare Sanskrit tragedy about nāgas.46

And nāgas are a pervasive presence in Buddhist texts beyond the Pāli sources that are my focus. For example, in the early and central Mahāyāna text Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra (Lotus Sūtra), a famous episode reveals a nāginī, strikingly an eight-year-old, female nāga (as liminal a character as could be imagined in terms of her age, gender, and birth status).47 After hearing the bodhisattva (enlightened, salvific being) Mañjuśri preach the sūtra (sermon), the nāginī transcends her female birth, takes a brief turn as male, and then achieves enlightenment. Her transformation underscores the transformative capacity of the hearing of a text, in this case the Lotus Sūtra, but in our case the Mahāvaṃsa. This is only one of countless examples of the work, conveyed in narrative form, that the literary character of the nāga performs in the religious imagination.

My project here mirrors to some degree the compelling work by theologian Paul D. L. Avis, who takes the work of the imagination in Christian faith seriously:

I will contest the assumption made by both the Enlightenment and postmodernism that metaphors, symbols and myths belong to the realm of the trivial, the arbitrary and the false. I will show that symbols are not arbitrary or at our disposal, but powerful, cognitive and to be handled with care. I will claim that metaphors are the vehicles of fresh insight and thus constitutive of our apprehension of truth; that symbols mediate the transcendent because they participate in what they symbolise, and that myths, which are archetypal stories studded with numerous symbols, embody a sacred narrative of human identity in the face of the divine reality.48

As described by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, metaphor is not a “transfer of meaning but a restructuring of the world.”49 Metaphors make you work; they require your active participation in what is tantamount to world creation.

I have referred to the “work” the text expects from its audience, and this concept requires clarification. Dominic LaCapra offers a helpful distinction between the “documentary” and “worklike” aspects of texts that frame the way I approach the proem of the Mahāvaṃsa in chapter 2. Simply stated, “The documentary situates the text in terms of factual or literal dimensions involving reference to empirical reality and conveying information about it. The ‘worklike’ supplements empirical reality by adding to and subtracting from it. It thereby involves dimensions of the text not reducible to the documentary, prominently including the roles of commitment, interpretation, and imagination.”50

As we will see, the documentary and worklike aspects of the Mahāvaṃsa are not easily separable and instead represent two perceptible strains within the narrative itself; when these aspects are activated by the reader, there are two modes of reading and interpreting the text. I argue that the more documentary aspects are those that promote the typical historicist reading, and although the latter is one of many valid readings, it is far from an exclusive one. Rather, the Mahāvaṃsa is a multivalent text, and it is by paying attention to the worklike dimensions that a new reading becomes warranted, especially in terms of the study of religion.

The terms religion and religious also beg for clarification. It is beyond my project to define what is religion or religious here, but I do employ these terms heuristically to help define a circumscribed set of expectations, practices, values, and anticipated audiences that are exemplified in the Mahāvaṃsa. The Mahāvaṃsa was written by a monk or monks for a monastic audience, with the explicit intention of deepening religious attitudes, including those that would encourage the activity of relic veneration. The term religion generally refers in this book to what has become known as Theravāda Buddhism, although, as we will see in chapter 5, the exact constitution of the textual community is itself unattested—it is only assumed, not definitively known, to be the domineering Mahāvihāran monastic complex, and this claim was made explicit only once the commentary on the Mahāvaṃsa, the Vaṃsatthappakāsinī, was written.

By the term textual community, I refer to the useful idea that Brian Stock introduces in his work on eleventh-century literary culture and that Blackburn and Monius fruitfully apply to the Buddhist context.51 Stock defines “textual communities” as “types of microsocieties organized around the common understanding of a text.”52 I have already demanded a literary reading of the text, but what I mean by “literary” is not an exclusive category. I do not want to set up an artificial dialectic of literary and historical, nor do I want to limit the work of the Mahāvaṃsa to a singular method. An awareness of these very rhetorical maneuvers may in fact underscore the predominant historical argument, and we will find that a textual community is one that writes, reads, hears, and interprets as a creative and legitimating act.

The questions I bring to this text illustrate a wider set of implications and concerns in the discipline of religious studies: How do interpreters (scholars, laypeople, and virtuosi) read religious texts? What cues (internal to the text and external) shape the reading process? And to what end? How we read a text such as the Mahāvaṃsa has implications for the larger field of religious studies; the Mahāvaṃsa is not the only religious text that features talking snakes who provoke agents within the narrative and readers outside it into ethical consideration, enrichment of faith, and practical action.

Religious texts enshrine the worldview and the imaginative hopes of the communities that shaped their production. In such a way, texts themselves act as cetiya, sites to spark remembrance and veneration of sanctified beings (the Buddha in this case). The Mahāvaṃsa is more than a Buddhist history; it conveys a presence of the Buddha to an ever-evolving textual community, making accessible pathways for ethical transformation. Insofar as the text provokes affective response, it acts as a relic.



[1] INSTRUCTIONS, ADMONITIONS, AND ASPIRATIONS IN VAṂSA PROEMS

THE PROEMS (introductory verses) of both the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa call for their audience’s active participation through the act of reading or hearing the stories. The Dīpavaṃsa clearly aims for what I am calling “religious satisfaction” (pasāda)—namely, the feeling of confidence and inclusion in the Buddha’s sāsana that results from the performed reading by “good people” (sujana).1 The text suggests that the act of reading or hearing will be transformative for the right reader-hearer; the Dīpavaṃsa’s proem constructs and anticipates a certain expected community of reception and transformation. The Mahāvaṃsa’s proem recapitulates this construction of a “textual community” (following Brian Stock2) and reiterates the Dīpavaṃsa’s claim about the efficacy of its content. However, the Mahāvaṃsa’s proem also makes a structural, functional claim—a claim that begs further examination—about its relationship to the source material “told by the ancients,”3 perhaps including the Dīpavaṃsa itself. Why does the Mahāvaṃsa begin its narrative with a boastful proem, urging the reader-hearer to disregard the interpretations of the narratives of old in favor of this new compilation? How do these claims play out in the text’s narrative? Does the text live up to its own expectations?

We know that originality is not the primary objective of Pāli texts from the premodern Buddhist world. In fact, overt originality challenges truthfulness, authority, and convention as well as confounds the traditional modes by which good poetry is assessed. Pāli texts frequently assert the importance of continuity over originality. Imitation is thus a valid and even desirable textual practice for our fourth- and fifth-century compilers. The literary technique of imitation also provides would-be innovators with an ideal medium to effect subtle but profound adjustments to a traditional discourse. In other words, if continuity is key, any deviation (barring scribal errors), however slight, becomes a conscientious choice and even an argument by the compiler. The attuned and primed reader would recognize the slightest nuances of the new argument, and thus a new layer of the textual community would develop. The Mahāvaṃsa builds on this discursive tradition and benefits from its legacy, authenticity, and authority. But it does not simply imitate the Dīpavaṃsa and other source materials.4 In its proem, the compiler makes a point to draw the reader-hearer’s attention to his primary objective in producing the text and its most original content: the text’s literary turn.

If both the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa arose out of the arguably nascent, orthodox, textual community of Anurādhapura’s monastic complex, the Mahāvihāra, why would the Mahāvaṃsa make outright claims of superiority over the Dīpavaṃsa? Within the tense, even turbulent times of these texts’ composition, the Mahāvaṃsa’s claim as a singular, authoritative voice over the claims of other “ancient” texts is at stake. These two early vaṃsas reflect the fraught circumstances in which they were produced vis-à-vis other outside lineages vying for royal patronage, and they also reflect a particularly tumultuous time within the Mahāvihāra itself as it grappled with internal divisions about what made for a poetic, effective history of its establishment and continued authority in Laṅkā. The extended Mahāvaṃsa and the later commentary on it, the Vaṃsatthappakāsinī, claim that, in addition to competitive rival sects, internal rabble-rousers also threatened the stability of the Mahāvihāra enough to warrant expulsion. Does the Mahāvaṃsa represent an attempt by the “winners” of this internal feud to shore up more widespread support? Or does it represent a minority voice making assertive claims of authority? Whatever the political context or motivations that surrounded the Mahāvaṃsa’s production, its internal aims are clear—to break new and fertile literary ground.

PROEMS AS INSTRUCTIONS

How are we to approach a sensitive reading of the ethically provocative, aesthetically pleasing dimensions of a text so far removed from our own cultural location? Drawing heavily on pioneering interpretive work in the context of European Christendom, Anne Blackburn has suggested that scholars of Theravādin textual communities must train themselves to read Buddhist texts the way that the medieval participants in the textual community might have read them.5 Framed in this way, the vaṃsas speak to us as living texts that are part of an ongoing, dynamic process of reinterpretation and application by Theravādin Buddhists. But it is impossible to be sure that the reading we perform in the twenty-first century approximates that of a member of the intended textual community. There is no single proper way to read a text, even an authoritative text such as the Mahāvaṃsa, but there are better readings and less-compelling ones. My method, therefore, will be to read the proems to reveal the range of expectations they conveyed to their original textual communities. As Umberto Eco says, “A theory of interpretation—even when it assumes that texts are open to multiple readings—must also assume that it is possible to reach an agreement, if not about the meanings that a text encourages, at least about those that a text discourages.”6 To understand the vision of the world constructed by the textual community responsible for the Mahāvaṃsa, it is helpful to use Blackburn’s modification of Stanley Fish’s reader-response theory: “[Fish] argued that a shared institutional location makes possible common interpretive responses to a text. I suggest that, in addition, common exposure to textual representations makes possible shared interpretive responses to social institutions.”7

The Mahāvaṃsa constructs as much as reflects its textual community. I believe the best way to sensitively engage with both the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa is to pay particular and deliberate attention to the reading instructions contained within each text’s respective proem. We may not have access to the actual parameters and demographics of the textual community anticipated or constructed by each text. Nevertheless, we may read the proems to begin to understand something of each text’s aspirations or the ethical and communally constitutive transformations the compilers hoped these texts would enact.

When we ignore the reading instructions contained in the proems and instead dive right into the narrative (as scholars and politicians alike almost universally do), fueled by our own ideas of what we might find, we would be, in Eco’s terms, an “empirical reader”: “The empirical reader is you, me, anyone when we read a text. Empirical readers can read in many ways, and there is no law that tells them how to read, because they often use the text as a container for their own passions, which may come from outside the text or which the text may arouse by chance.”8

By disregarding “the law that tells them how to read” (in our case the proem is the law), a reader can use the text for various ends: to sate or inflame various political passions or to substantiate behaviors and theories.9 The proems are very specific about their literary aims and the type of community they intend to create. Even for readers as far removed as we are from the immediate context of the Mahāvihāran textual community of the fourth and fifth centuries, I believe certain readings are better than others—and are perhaps even sanctioned or hoped for by the text.

Umberto Eco discusses the “spectatorly” aspect of the model reader’s role in reading: “This type of spectator (or reader of a book) I call the model reader—a sort of ideal type whom the text not only foresees as a collaborator but also tries to create. If a text begins ‘Once upon a time,’ it sends out a signal that immediately enables it to select its own model reader, who must be a child, or at least somebody willing to accept something that goes beyond the commonsensical and reasonable.”10 The key to recognizing the “model reader” of the vaṃsas is the language employed in them. First, we must remember that the language of these texts was Pāli. This fact automatically circumscribes a subset of the community capable of reading and interpreting a text composed in this language. I have already examined the types of translocal claims that selecting Pāli entails; here I simply note that Pāli alienates some reader-hearers and anticipates others. The Pāli of the Mahāvaṃsa is, as the proem itself proclaims, poetically powerful, capable of eliciting a particular set of emotions from the primed reader. This relationship is reflected in later medieval South Asian theories on literature. Even though it may be anachronistic to apply the theories of the ninth-century Siyabaslakara to the vaṃsas, we can see how important the “model reader” is for the successful dissemination of the text: “Language is like a wish-conferring cow that gives what is desirable to those who can use it in the proper manner, but for others it will only impart bovine qualities.”11 The community is thus urged to be responsible for making good use of the text.

In the broader Buddhist case, we might think, for example, of the type of community that is both called for and constructed by the formulaic opening of each sutta (sermon): Evaṃ me sutaṃ, “Thus have I heard.” These words call the audience into a certain relationship with the material about to be conveyed.12 There is an element of temptation and seduction in being privy to hearsay. More important, however, is the way that “Thus have I heard” thrusts the speaker into a relationship with the sutta and, through it, with the Buddha himself. For the hearer concerned with establishing a feeling of proximity to the Buddha, this phrase collapses spatial and temporal distance. The community uttering this statement participates in a long lineage of members, of participants in the oral/aural practices of a diachronically potent textual community. Although “Thus have I heard” calls forth a different type of community than the “Once upon a time” that Eco refers to, in both cases the words uttered at the outset of a text create that text’s model reader and shape that reader’s orientation to the subject. So who is the model reader of the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa, and how is that reader called forth in each text’s proem?

In the proems of our texts, the “catchphrase” takes the vocative form suṇātha me, “Listen to me!” or “Listen up!”—a direct, urgent command to virtuous members of the textual community. These words connect the text’s compiler with his audience; here, the compiler reveals his goals and conveys the urgency and import of hearing these words. Although the urgent opener “Listen to me!” appears to be unique to the Dīpavaṃsa and the Mahāvaṃsa, other texts from this period begin with a similar personal entreaty to the audience to behave in certain ways for certain effects. For example, Buddhadatta states in the Madhuratthavilāsinī, a fifth-century commentary on the Buddhavaṃsa, that the commentary was solicited by his student Buddhasīha and that he felt compelled to produce the commentary:





































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Reading the Mahāvaṃsa: The Literary Aims of a Theravāda Buddhist History



		Cover 



		Series Page



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents 



		Acknowledgments



		A Note on Transliteration and Translation



		Introduction



		1. Instructions, Admonitions, and Aspirations in Vaṃsa Proems



		2. Relocating the Light



		3. Nāgas, Transfigured Figures Inside the Text, Ruminative Triggers Outside



		4. Nāgas and Relics



		5. Historicizing (in) the Pāli Dīpavaṃsa and Mahāvaṃsa



		Conclusion



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index



		Series List





















		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright Page













OEBPS/images/logo1.png






OEBPS/images/mycover.png
READING THE

MAHAVAMSA

ey

. Kristin Scheible
i
— =g







OEBPS/images/common.png






OEBPS/images/logo.png





OEBPS/images/cover.png
READING THE

MAHAVAMSA






