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“Would you tell
me, please,
which way I
ought to go
from here?”

Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland 
Lewis Carroll 

1865.



ONE



The
Dynasty

That Was
Textbook
Perfect
Sri Lanka’s f i rs t

recorded monarch was
to found a dynasty that

would las t  over 600
years. 



Expel led from ei ther Bengal or Gujarat (scholars
argue, as scholars do) by his father, Prince

Vijaya, the founding father of an eponymous
royal family, arrived on the is land in 543 BCE,

his landing kicking off the start of recorded
Singhala history despite i ts f i rs t  100 years

being anything but plain sai l ing.
 

Occasional bouts of regicide, lassi tude,
rebel l ion and navel gazing aside, the dynasty
was as textbook perfect as i t  could reasonably
be expected to be and Prince Vijaya’s thir ty -s ix
successors did al l  that was necessary to embed,
improve, and make dominant the t iny state they
had f irs t  inst i tuted in the northwest of the land. 

 
Not one to si t  upon their laurels, and with a

f lair for marketing wel l  ahead of their t ime, the
Vijayans relaunched their realm barely a quarter
of the way through their term, branding i t  as the

kingdom of Anduraupura. 

They ruled i t ,  according to the later Stone Book
or Galpota Inscript ion, as human divini t ies, their
almost -but -not -qui te -divine authori ty, the resul t  of
personal meri t  earned by vir tue of their unusual
and holis t ical ly phi losophical approach to l i fe

and governance. 
 

Their capital ci ty would become one of the
planet’s longest continuously inhabited ci t ies,
enriched by cut t ing edge industry, resources,
structures, administrators, soldiers and al l  the
other many discipl ines cri t ical to a successful 



ancient kingdom. Expanding with elast ic ease,
their kingdom soon grew far beyond the
Rajarata, or tradit ional royal lands, to
encompass most i f  not al l  the is land. 

 
To the east and south lay Ruhunurata, or

Ruhana, a l inked but junior principali ty founded
around 200 BCE by Prince Mahanaga, brother
to Devanampiya Tissa, the 7th or 8th monarch

of the dynasty, and great -great -great -great -great
nephew of Prince Vijaya himself.  

 
To the west lay the third, much smaller

principali ty of Mayarata, another l inked family
f iefdom, said to have been founded in the fourth

century BCE by Prince Vijaya’s nephew,
Panduwasdev, the dynasty’s third monarch. Like
l ight bulbs experiencing the almost reassuringly

famil iar power cuts and surges of the current
Ceylon Electr ici ty Board, a state company

forever preoccupied by internal disputes, both
principali t ies rose, fel l  and rose again,

depending on quite how strong the
Anduraupuran king was at any one t ime.

 
Al l  this was, of course, good wholesome

leadership – but i t  was hardly groundbreaking.
Seen from the perspective of the Shang, Hit t i tes
Achaemenids, Ptolemaics, and Thutmosides; the

Punts, Medians, Seleucids, Mauryas or other
numerous successful ancient dynast ies, there

was l i t t le to dif ferentiate the Vijayans from the
usual preoccupations of sound hegemonic

hereditary rule.



TWO



Changing
Everything
Forever

I t  was only hal fway
through the span of the

Vi jayan ru le that, in
welcoming to the

is land, Mahinda, the
Buddhis t  son of the

Indian Emperor
Ashoka, they did

something that changed
everything. 



In this, their simple act of hospital i ty, they were
to remodel their kingdom to be so profoundly

dif ferent to any other, anywhere, as to endow i t
with an authori ty and energy so inimitable, that,
even today, i t  is protected and characterised by

that misty encounter of 247 BCE. 
 

Not only did the Vijayans welcome the young
royal missionary; they took him, with fervent

haste, into their hearts, and with i t ,  his
evangelising phi losophy of Buddhism. 

 
Like al l  Buddhists, Mahinda did not

acknowledge a supreme god, and despite the
later shorthand references to Buddhism as a
rel igion, i t  is more sui tably described as a

philosophy. 

In welcoming Mahinda, the Vijayans crossed the
l ine from standard overlords to phi losopher

monarchs governed by a formidable moral code
and a preoccupation to achieve a state of

transcendent bl iss and wel l -being.
 

I f  being an is land was the f irs t  and foremost
explanation for why Sri Lanka became Sri
Lanka, Buddhism is of course, i ts second

explanation. And a much more impressive one
too, for i t  was a deliberate act – one that no
less comprehensively than geography was to

profoundly colour the country as i f  i t  had been
dyed in Tyrian purple i tsel f ,  that ancient and

legendary dye, reserved by threat of death, for
the clothes of the Roman emperors or the sai ls of

Queen Cleopatra’s royal barge.



but most tr ied to, and al l  were ul t imately judged
against i ts teachings. As they are st i l l  today by
ordinary ci t izens in towns and vi l lages across

the land. For however ordinary are ordinary Sri
Lankans, they are also unexpectedly rel igiously

minded too. 

Rel igion today, to the astonishment of many
observers, is holding i ts own. 

 
Right across the world, experts, and pol ls ters
have had to rethink their view of what would

befal l  rel igion as countr ies modernised.
Atheists, agnost ics and al l  who are rel igiously
unaff i l iated account for a shrinking 16% of the

global population, even i f  the balance of
believers has a whif f  of the secular in their

spir i tual ism. 
 

But as the west has become more secular, the
rest has become less so -  with God ever more

l ikely to be best seen by Muslims or Hindus, but
not Chris t ians. Nor Buddhists, for Lord Buddha’s
fol lowers make up a shrinking 7% percentage of

their share of the world’s peoples. 

But not in Sri Lanka, where Buddhism is
est imated to hold i ts own at around 70% of the

is land’s population.
 

Hardly surprising then that in repeated world
pol ls, Sri Lanka is almost always to be found
amongst the top f ive most rel igiously minded

countries. 



THREE



Suffer Not
The

Suffer ing
Once, most of Asia

was Buddhis t  -  but such
countr ies are now a
rar i ty as al ternat ive

rel igions, pol i t ics, and
secular ism have shrunk

their reach. 



 Yet in Sri Lanka, Buddhism remains an
indisputable force, supported by over six

thousand monasteries, thir ty thousand monks,
and i ts own government ministry. Other gods

retain a modest purchase. 
 

Chris t iani ty probably arrived sometime after
Thomas the Apost le's visi t  to Kerala in 52 CE,
though i t  took the arrival of the Portuguese in
1505 for things to real ly get going. Even so,

just 7% of today’s population is Chris t ian, less
than the near 10% who practise Is lam fol lowing
the arrival of Arab traders in the seventh century
CE; or the 13% practicing Hinduism - here since

even before the Chola invasion of the tenth
century CE. 

 
Buddhism and Sri Lanka are almost synonymous.

I t  is impossible to understand one without
comprehending the other. 

 
The Buddhist mindset – that l i fe is one of

suffering, only al leviated by enlightenment
through meditat ion, spir i tual and work and
doing good – is s t i tched invisibly into every

fibre of is land l i fe. From i ts f i rs t  beginnings , i t
has driven the country’s language and cul ture,
morali ty, education, poli t ics, family, f inance,

prosperi ty, heal th, work, and i ts approach to the
environment. Presidents, for example, may win
elect ions, but they are not taken seriously unti l
they have received the blessings of the Chief
Prelates of the Malwathu and Asgiri chapters,
the two most important Buddhist orders in the 



land. Indeed so great is the continual rush of
ambit ious poli t icians to the doors of both

prelates that a traff ic l ight system might useful ly
be considered to ease the bott lenecks.

 
Al though Buddhism sets out to help i ts fol lowers
get r id of suffering and achieve enlightenment,
i t  cannot be said that paradise beckons with a

visa stamp on arrival at Colombo’s
Bandaranaike Airport. 

Even so, despite invasion, colonization, civi l
war, corruption, cl imate change, and

bankruptcy, the country is miraculously
identi f ied in survey after survey as the one with
the least number of people feel ing distressed or
struggling – a mere 14%, compared with, say,

51% in the UK or 41% in India.
 

There is no science or branch of logic or
forensic deduction that might empirical ly

account for this; but only the most reckless
gamblers would bet that Buddhism plays no part

in this remarkable reali ty.
 

Of course, the nation has i ts fair share of crooks
and glut tons, ki l lers and narcissis ts,

manipulators, at tent ion seekers, lairs, and
demigods, payday lenders, pimps, mobsters,
sharpies and blackmailers. Buddhism has not

made the country sin- free – but i t  has equipped
it with a shrewdly gui leless approach to l i fe that

marks i t  out as rare. And i t  is s tyl ishly
understated. 



You won’t notice i t  unless you can notice i t .  

You might gl impse i t  at an unruff led alms giving,
or in passing a busy temple on a poya day; in

the f lash of blue sapphire, or cat's eye in a
Nawarathna Ring; on tables pi led with plenty of
vegetarian food; in how money is used, school
lessons taught; how people turn to tradit ional
and Ayurvedic medicine as much as science
when i l l ;  or in i ts deep - though occasional ly

destruct ively nationalis t ic -  reach into poli t ics. 

And most especial ly, you see i t  in homes. Li fe in
Sri Lanka revolves around the family; i ts

interests come before those of the individual in
ways more profound, al l -embracing, and
palpable than in most other countr ies. 



FOUR



Shapes of
Phi losophy

Everything came down
to one man conver t ing

on one day in 247
BCE on a smal l
mountain near

Anduraupura when he
ran in to Mahinda, the
miss ionary son of an

Indian Emperor. 



The legacy of that meeting is encapsulated in a
type of s tructure exclusive to Buddhist countr ies:
s tupas. The shape is made for perfect skyl ines,
as much as for phi losophy. Bel ls, bubbles, pots,
lotuses – even heaps of paddy: Sri Lanka’s many

thousands of s tupas were bui l t  in a range of
complimentary shapes, and in such numbers that

i t  is unl ikely that a f ive-minute car journey
anywhere in the country wil l  fai l  to take you

past one. They are st i l l  being constructed to this
day – in Kandy, Kalutara and Kotmale, to name

just three.
 

Whatever their shape or age, they are
outstanding archi tectural creations,

mesmerizingly graceful as they rise over their
visi t ing pi lgrims, providing them with a place to
meditate and a home for the rel ics and rel igious
objects they venerate. The eleven most important

are found in the is land’s heart land -
Anuradhapura. 

 
The largest s tupa by far is Anuradhapura’s

Jetavanarama stupa, for centuries the world’s
only man-made structure ecl ipsed in height two
others (ancient Egypt ancient pyramids); and

st i l l  thought to contain, within i ts vast and
elegant bulk, part of a bel t  t ied by Lord Buddha.

 
Older and smaller is the Ruwanwelisaya stupa

whose rel ic chamber has resis ted al l  at tempts at
excavation. Within i t  is said to be a vessel f i l led
with Lord Buddha’s art i facts, placed atop a seat

of diamonds, encased in a golden container
adorned 



with gems, and set inside a room decorated with
murals and a si lver replica of the Bo Tree. The
Mahavaṃsa Chronicle, from the f i f th century

CE, notes i ts sovereign importance: 

“The rel ic -chamber shal l  not shake even by an
earthquake; f lowers that were offered on that

day shal l  not wither t i l l  the end of Buddha
Gotama's Dispensation; the lamps that were

kindled shal l  not be extinguished; the clay that
was mixed with perfume and sandalwood shal l
not dry; even a single scratch shal l  not appear

within the rel ic -chamber; s tains shal l  not appear
in any of the golden goods that were offered.’”

 
Older st i l l  is the Abhayagiri Stupa, whose

monastery acclaimed Mahayana Buddhism, a
progressive interpretat ion of Buddha’s teachings
that were considered heret ical by the country’s
more tradit ional Theravada Buddhists. I t  was
here that the country’s famous tooth rel ic f irs t

found a home.
 

Other, lesser s tupas, r ise up around
Anduraupura: the unusual shel l  of the square
Naka Stupa; the Mirisawetiya Stupa, bui l t  to

celebrate the defeat of the dist inguished Tamil
invader, King Elara in 158 BCE; the Lankarama
stupa, bui l t  by the twice- t imes king, Valagamba;
the ruins of the mysterious Milk Rice Stupa; the

truncated remains of the Dakkhina Stupa,
possibly constructed over the cremation ground

of an avenging King, Dutugamunu; the
Thuparamaya stupa, the is land’s earl iest 



documented stupa; and the modern Sandahiru
Seya Stupa, commissioned by the Rajapaksa

family to commemorate the ending of the Civi l
War in 2009.

 
But great, beauti ful,  or important as any of

these are, al l  are outdone by the modest
Ambastala Stupa, a small edif ice, and the f irs t
thing you see on cl imbing the near-2000 steps
of the ancient monastery of Mihintale, si tuated
just across Anuradhapura’s massive Nuwara

Wewa tank bui l t  by the f irs t  century BCE king,
Valagamba. 

 
St i l l  surrounded by the pi l lars of a later

Vatadage erected protect ively around i t ,  the
Ambastala Stupa looks deceptively unimportant.

 
But i t  is not. 

 



F I V E



Meeting
the King

I t  was here, at th is very
spot, where Sr i  Lanka

conver ted to Buddhism.



Here where now stands the Ambastala Stupa is
where the missionary prince, Mahindra, met up
with and won over one of the earl iest and most
imaginative of the early Anuradhapuran kings,

Devanampiya Tissa, the f ives t imes great
nephew of Prince Vijaya. The king, by then

comfortably into a most successful reign,
adopted the new rel igion or phi losophy without,

i t  seems, much of a second thought. 

The l i fe changing power of the Buddhist
message at i ts most int imate and personal would

have been reason enough for the king, as an
individual, to shrug off his exist ing beliefs –

probably Hindu – for this new one. For this, the
power of the message, is one that al l  converts

know, regardless of which rel igion they are
convert ing to or from. 

I ts royal adoption ensured that i t  caught on fast,
rapidly replacing the Hindu, animist and

Aboriginal cul ts of the original or other early
is landers. 

And as i t  spread, i t  took with the ever -s tronger
poli t ical reach of the new kingdom, expanding

its authori ty and character, embedding a
common language that would become known as

Singhala, and a common script that evolved
from ancient Brahmi. Rel igion became the glue
of an unusual ly early unif ied state that for wel l
over a thousand years would reach right across

the is land, invasions, rebel l ions, and
occasional ly competing statelets 



notwithstanding. Four hundred years of later
colonial ism may have dented i t ,  but i t  fai led to

stop i t .  

But however personal was Devanampiya Tissa’s
conversion, i ts implications were profoundly

poli t ical.Al l  governments from here on in would
gain their actual abiding authori ty, not from

being the strongest, or the most royal, or later,
the party with the most votes, but by also being
the temporal expression of Buddhism i tsel f ,  i ts

guardian, enabler, and champion. 

Come to power however you l ike, realpoli t iks
seemed to say; but i t  is Buddhism that wil l  then
give you the moral and spir i tual legi t imacy to

stay in power and to execute i t  with the
continuing assent of the people. This is the

is land’s unspoken covenant. 

As the centuries pushed Buddhism into the
corners of Aisa leaving i t  survive in just a

handful of countr ies such as Bhutan, Cambodia,
Myanmar, Thai land, Mongolia, and Laos – in Sri

Lanka i t  s tayed fast, a f lourishing rari ty.  

And al though today the country is defined by i ts
current const i tut ion as “the democratic, social is t
republic” of Sri Lanka, the document goes onto

add that “The Republic of Sri Lanka shal l  give to
Buddhism the foremost place and accordingly i t

shal l  be the duty of the State to protect and
foster the Buddha Sasana.” This 1978

const i tut ional enshrinement and  



protect ion of Buddhism is simply the most recent
expression of just how deeply woven are

rel igion and poli t ics on the is land. 

As the national rel igion i t  meant -  and st i l l
means -  that to be Buddhist is to be nationalis t  –

and via versa. 

Whatever r ights and values other rel igions in Sri
Lanka possess, none but Buddhism has the

mainstream task of protect ing and embodying
the national character at the heart of the is land,

i ts real Sri Lankaness. 

This poli t ical - rel igious compact explains a great
deal of government policy, be i t  to r ice farmers,

the IMF, or the forces of devolut ion; foreign
affairs or petrol subsidies, poli t ical part ies and
lobby organizations run by monks. I t  explains

why the f irs t  act ion of any newly elected
president -  even today -  is to be photographed
receiving the blessings of the rel igious Sanga. 

For such a notably secular s tate, the is land has
always been and remains st i l l  a theocratic one

too, a peculiari ty of expression that is
considered to be ut ter ly normal and correct by

most of i ts ci t izens.

I t  is worth considering al l  this when you come
across an ancient, much weathered, almost

vanquished statue at the Ambastala Stupa, for
this is said to be a l ikeness of King

Devanampiyatissa himself. The statue’s very
existence is 



remarkable as there are almost no surviving
paint ings or s tatues of any of the country’s near-
300 kings today. That one should -  and this one
at that -  is an astonishing piece of good fortune.

Gaze into his s tony eyes and consider how a
single decision from this man did more than any

other subsequent human intervention or
invention to make Sri Lanka Sri Lankan.
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