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1. Buddhism in Pinya period (1298-1364 AD) 

 After Bagan declined as political power house as the result of the Tartar invasion the last 

two rulers namely Sawhnit (1298-1325 AD), Uzana (1325-1369 AD), lost control over the 

kingdom. They were mere governors exercising their power only at the capital. Three descendants 

of the Bagan dynasty who were half Shan and half Myanmar were three princes. Athinhkaya, 

Yazathingyan and Thihathu. They set up three principalities Myintsaing, Pinya and Sagaing ruled 

contemporaneously. They quarreled among themselves for power rivalry and family dispute. But 

they were united when the Tartars invaded their lands. Myint Saing and Pinya are located in the 

irrigated region of Kyaukse whereas Sagaing is just across the river Ayeyarwaddy, opposite to 

Mandalay. This period of the rule of three Shan brother princes and their dynasties was known as 

Pinya period which lasted only 66 years. 

 Though Shans were originally animists and they worshipped tribal Nats Bagan‟s 

missionary monks hand preached the Dhamma in Shan states. Many Shans had embraced 

Buddhism. Besides the three Shan brother princes being descendants of Bagan dynasty were like 

Bagan kings, patron and promoters of Theravada Buddhism. Many religious monuments and 

monasteries were built at Myint Saing and Pinya, the ruins of which still survive. In the case of 

Sagaing it was already famous as the centre of Buddha Sasana next to Bagan before it became a 

political power house in the Pinya period. Thirty seven hills in the Sagaing hill range along the 

Ayeyarwaddy River were the abode of holy recluses. Their names suggest the kings and the 

dynasties by whom and in which they were founded. For example there still is a holy recluse 

known as Anurudha recluse which was founded by king Anawrahta of Bagan. Therefore the kings 

of Sagaing were also patrons and promoters of Buddhism. 

 Among monk scholars of this period one popularly known as Su Twin Pyit Sayadaw was 

prominent because of his learnedness and scholarship as well as because of his strange life and 

career. During the reign of king Thihathu (1208-1312 AD), of Pinya period a large wooden 

monastery was built by the royal order. The king issued a royal proclamation that the monk, who 

hath the courage, let him take possession of this monastery. For some years the monastery was 

vacant. One day a monk on his home-bound journey from Bagan reached Pinya. On learning the 

royal proclamation he took occupancy of the monastery without informing anyone. This was 

reported to the king. The king sent Satuyingabala, a very learned knight to the monk to test the 

latter‟s learning and moral character. The knight after examining the monk‟s knowledge and 

learning found that the monk was far more superior to him in learning knowledge and in all three 

Sasanas, Pariyatti, Patipati and Pativeda. The king donated the monastery to the monk.  

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-pinya-period/    

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-pinya-period/
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2. Buddhism in Inwa period-1 

The third dynastic period in Myanmar history was Inwa period which lasted from (1364-

1555 AD), a span of 191years. During this period 19 kings ruled the kingdom and they were all 

promoters and patrons of Buddhism. The capital was Inwa. Inwa literally means the mouth of 

lakes. All the confluence of five rivers and streams namely the Ayeyarwaddy, the Samon, the 

Duthtawady, the Zawgyi and the Panlong and four lakes (Oh Hne lake, Nga Gyi lake, Kyauk 

Hmaw lake, Inbu lake), that were drained off and land filled to build the capital. It was a strategic 

site for administration, defense, trade and commerce. Theravada Buddhism continued to flourish 

in this period because both the kings and the public embraced it and supported it. In 1440 AD, 

two Mahatheras from Srilanka came and settled in Inwa. They studied Buddhism under the 

learned monks of Inwa. One monk by the name of Ariyavamsa was famed for his knowledge of 

Abhidhamma pitaka. He had learnt Abhidhamma from a monk at Sagaing. His mentor monk who 

lived in an isolated recluse was well known as the Venerable water bearer in his mouth. He did 

not want to be engaged in meaningless chatting. So he always kept water in his mouth. 

Ariyavamsa wrote many works in Pali, on Abhidhamma, Pali Grammatical subjects and 

jatakas. He was the first monk who wrote Buddhism in Myanmar vernacular, making Buddhism 

accessible to the commoners. Inwa period was the golden age of Myanmar literature. It was in this 

period that Myanmar verse form especially Pyo grew to perfection. Pyo is a long poem of epic 

proportion describing jataka story. It is a set of beautifully constructed verse with as many stanzas 

as its composer fancies. Its theme is always Buddhism. Therefore there is no wonder that Pyo 

composers of Inwa period were mostly bhikkhus of high erudition. A new literary movement 

emerged in this period. It was led by learned monks. Among many monk writers of this period, 

four monk poets were very outstanding. They were:- 

1. Shin Uttama Kyaw  

2. Shin Maha Thilawuntha  

3. Shin Ohn Nyo and  

4. Shin Khey Mar.  

These four monks were poets famous not only because of their literary output of high 

quality but also because of their association with the divine message which was prevalent in Inwa 

of that time. 
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In 1438 AD, at three villages near the town Taung Dwin Gyi in middle region of Myanmar 

there sprouted four shoots of Pei tree. Pei is a species of palm (toddy palm), with fruits and glossy 

leaves. On plam leaf Myanmar scribe letters. Pei leaf is the symbol of literature and learnedness 

hence Myanmar word for literature is “Sarpei” meaning letters on Pei leaf. People thought that the 

four Pei shoots were good omens bringing the divine message that four learned monks would be 

born there. All above mentioned four monk poets were the natives of those three villages where 

four Pei shoots came out. Was it a coincidence or a true divine ordination? Shin Ottama Kyaw 

earned his literary fame only by one and the only literary product. It was a long poem tawla (a 

journey through the glades). Its theme was religion. It was the description of the long journey 

which the monk took during his pilgrimage to Shwesettaw Pagodas at Minbu. Shwesettaw 

Pagodas, one at the foot and one on the summit of Minbu hill range enshrined each a Buddha‟s 

foot print. They are Pada cetis.    

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-inwa-period-1/  

 

3. Buddhism in Inwa period-2 

Shin Uttama Kyaw‟s Tawla poem can be likened to Kāḷudāyi‟s sixty Pali poems 

composed and recited to make the Buddha visit his father‟s capital. Tawla poem was composed in 

the same vein. Shin Maha Thilawuntha was a talented monk poet. All his literary works ranked 

high in Myanmar literature. From his prolific pen flowed out masterpieces which displayed his 

skill in poetic composition, rhyming, meter and rhythm as well as in selection of beautiful words 

and poetic imagery.  

His Pyo poems especially:- 

1. Paramidaw Khan Pyo  

2. Hsu Taung Khan Pyo  

3. Buddhupat Pyo and  

4. Dhammapala Pyo, deserve all literary credits beautiful composition, diction, 

presentation of ideas and deep expression of piety.  

They all deal with religious theme. His other works are Mawkun. Mawkun is another 

verse form. It is a historical record of an important event or events which had taken place but 

which were worthy of preserving for posterities.  

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-inwa-period-1/
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Among his Mawgun verses are Tada Uti Mawgun and Shi-sha Kan Mawgun recording the 

construction of a big bridge and a big reservoir called Shi-sha Kan are well known. He also wrote 

good prose. To give two examples of his prose are… 

(1) Parayana Wuthu, “Wuthu” means novel. It was in the style of a novel but the theme 

was religious the way to attain Nivirna. (2) Yaza Wun Kyaw (famous history). It was a 

chronology of kings and their reigns. 

Shin Ohn Nyo was like Shin Ottama Kyaw who became famous by writing only one 

literary piece in the form of Pyo verse. It is known as “Gahta Chauk Sei Pyo” (A pyo of 60 Pali 

verses). The 60 Pali verses which Kāḷudāyi composed. Like Tawla, his Pyo was a masterpiece. It 

tells the story of Kaludayi and his 60Pali verses. But it painted picturesquely natural landscapes in 

poetic words and imageries.  

So far we cannot trace any of Shin Khey Mar‟s work. But Pitakat Thaimaing (history of 

Pitaka), mentions that he wrote many books in Pali.  

A part from the above mentioned monks of the divine message list, there were many monk 

writers who emerged in Inwa period.  

Noted among them were:- 

1. Shin Mahar Rahtathara  

2. Shin Tey Zaw Thaya  

3. Shin Agga Thamadi  

4. Shin Aindaguta and  

5. Kantaw Min Kyaung Sayadaw.  

The first four monks were Pyo writers. Shin Maha Rahta Thara was as famous as Shin 

Maha Thilawin Tha. These two were contemporaries and literary rivals they tried to outdo each 

other in their literary talents and poetic skills. Their royal patron king Min Khaung encouraged 

their competition and thus promoted the production of their literary out-put.      

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-inwa-period-2/ 

    

 

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-inwa-period-2/
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4. Buddhism in Inwa period-3 

 Shin Maha Rathathera‟s prominent Pyo poems were:- 

1. Ko-gan Pyo  

2. Than wara Pyo and  

3. Gambi Thara Pyo, all were religious in them with moral instructions.  

 He also composed Mawguns, Yatu and linka verse. No literary critiques of Inwa period or 

today can pass a final assessment as to who was a better poet Shin Maha Rahta Thera or Shin 

Maha Thilawun Tha. The two are equals as their literary works prove. They propagated Buddhism 

by means of poems and different verses. Kantaw Min Kyaung Sayadaw means the abbot of 

Kantaw royal Monastery. He was also a reputed monk poet of Inwa period. He specialized in 

composing Myittasa verse. Myittasa is an epistle. An epistle is a piece of writing either in prose or 

verse addressed to a king or a superior, with advice and instruction on moral conduct and good 

government.  

 It is an indirect but effective way of calling the attention of the king to his bad 

administration and reminding him of the need to reform. We may say that this abbot‟s literary 

works are more secular than religious. But his epistles were not devoid of religious references. 

They contain proverbs, old saying, quotations from history, jatakas and scriptures. The abbot also 

composed a series of Pyos to instruct young generation on moral conduct and character building. 

These Pyos are known as “Loka Thaya Sone Masa” (a dominative missives on moral, manners, 

good conduct and cultivation of a good character). Buddhist literature of Inwa period was not 

confined to monastic life and monastic surrounding. It came out into the secular circle. It became 

a down-to-earth literature for it tried to reach out to the lay people. Although literary theme 

remained religious the style of propagating Buddhism changed for the understanding of the lay 

public. 

 Buddhism was vernacularized and made accessible to the lay public thanks to the poems 

of monks. Inwa period was the golden age of Myanmar literature. It was also the period of monk 

writers. Though there were layman writers both male and female, their works were inferior to 

those of the monks. It means the works of monk writers more excellent than lay man writers. 

Royal patronage and public support promoted the monk‟s learning and writing. A liberal attitude 

towards Vinaya (monk‟s disciplinary rules), in Inwa period gave monks freedom to turn to literary 

pursuits. In Bagan period poetic talent of monks was restrained due to orthodox disciplinarians. In 
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Inwa period monks were given a free rein in their literary pursuits. Yet there were some orthodox 

monks in Inwa period that disliked monks indulging in poetic composition. They jeered at Shin 

Maha Thilawun Tha and Shin Maha Rahta Thara calling them song composers and refusing to 

partake food with them for fear of committing sin. (အာပတ်သင့်). But it is a fact that Buddhism in 

Inwa period was further promoted by the prolific pens of monk poets. Jataka stories and Buddha‟s 

teaching were made better known to the public through Pyo and tawla verses of monk writers than 

they were in plain Pali text.        

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-inwa-period-3/  

 

 5. Buddhism in lower Myanmar 

 In lower Myanmar, there was a Mon kingdom which was contemporary to Inwa kingdom. 

Bago (Hamsavadi) was its capital and the founder of the dynasty that ruled Mon kingdom was 

Wareru (1287-1296 AD). During his reign as well as the reigns of his Successors, Buddhism 

continued to flourish in spite of political changes. It was in Wareru‟s time that monastic 

scholarship produced a code of law known as “Wareru‟s Dhammathat”. It was compiled by 

learned Mon monk who based their Dhammathat on ancient Hindu codes of law. There was the 

revival of the tradition of Pilgrimage to Lankadipa (Srilanka), by Myanmar monks. Two noted 

Mon bhikkhus who went to Srilanka to get new ordination in the Mahavihara monastery were 

Ashin Buddhavamsa and Ashin Maganaga. To be ordained in the Kalyāṇī Sima near Maha Vihara 

on the bank of the Kalyāṇī River bhikkhus from abroad were required to revert to layman.  

 The orthodox Mahavihara believed that it was of the utmost importance that the ordination 

be handed down in an unbroken tradition from the time of Buddha. In this case foreign bhikkhus 

had to forego their ordained ages and had to consider that their former ordination was not valid. 

This orthodox concept of ordination in the Kalyāṇī Sima posed an issue for Myanmar bhikkhus. It 

was king Dhammazedi (Ramādipati) who settled that issue. He was the 16
th
 king in the Wareru 

dynasty. His reign lasted 20years (1472-1492 AD). He was ex-monk whom Queen Shin Sawbu 

(1453-1472 AD), chose as her successor by marrying him to her daughter princess royal. The 

Kalyāṇī stone inscription at Bago set up in the precincts of Kalyāṇī Sima record great 

achievement of Dhammazedi. He unified the Sangha in his kingdom and purified the order of 

bhikkhus. He built many pagodas and monasteries and repaired and renovated the old ones. He 

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-inwa-period-3/
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sent a mission to Bodhgaya to repair and renovate the temple and make ground plans and 

architectural drawing of it, so that he could build their duplicates in his kingdom.  

 He himself had been a learned Mon monk who received education in monasteries at Inwa 

which adhered to the Vinaya of the Singhalese Sangha. The Singhalese Sangha accepted 

Mahavihara of Srilanka as the ultimate authority in religious matters. When he became king he 

started a reform movement to improve the discipline of the Sangha order in lower Myanmar. He 

chose 22 senior learned bhikkhus to lead the reform movement. He requested them to go to 

Srilanka and receive the Upasampada ordination in the Kalyāṇī Sima and brought home that seed 

of religion and planted it and caused it to sprout forth by conferring such ordination on men of 

good birth in his kingdom. In 1476 AD, 22 bhikkhus journeyed to Srilanka by sea in two ships. 

One reached it in two months. The other took six months to arrive there due to bad weather. In the 

Wazo (July) of 1476 AD, from 17
th

 to 20
th

 July, they were re-ordained in true tradition of Kalyāṇī 

Sima under Mahavihara Maha Thera. Thus altogether 44 Mon monks received ordination in the 

Kalyāṇī Sima. After staying there and studying Buddhist literature, they returned home. Their 

return journey met with difficulties. One group arrived safe and sound. The other group took three 

years to return to Pegu. The bhikkhus died during the journey.  

 Dhammazedi built a duplicate of Kalyāṇī Sima at Bago with the sand and plants water 

brought from the Kalyāṇī River Srilanka. In that duplicate Kalyāṇī Sima at Bago those who 

believed and desired to receive ordination at the hands of the bhikkhus who were ordained or 

preordained in Kalyāṇī Sima in Srilanka were ordained or preordained. But those who did not 

desire were allowed as they were without affecting their already attained seniority in Vasa. 

According to rule a chapter of five bhikkhus is needed to confer the ordination. One bhikkhu, 

qualified to serve as preceptor (upajjhāya), another bhikkhu to serve as teacher (ācariya). They 

must have attained at least ten years of ordained age. But none of the 34 monks ordained in the 

Kalyāṇī Sima of Srilanka had attained ten years of ordained age. But fortunately there still lived in 

Bago two bhikkhus who went to Srilanka and received the Kalyāṇī ordination at the beginning of 

the 15
th   

century. These two old Maha Theras acted as preceptor and teacher and they conferred 

ordination to many bhikkhus in the duplicate Kalyāṇī Sima at Bago. Dhammazedi built as many 

as 396 Kalyāṇī ordination halls throughout his kingdom, in which 15,666 ordinations took place; 

among them some bhikkhus from neighboring countries such as Laos, Chiangmai, Cambodia and 

Ayutthaya were included.  

 Dhammazedi issued order that all bhikkhus observed Vinaya strictly. Practicing arts, 

crafts, medicine, astrology and occult science involved breach of Vinaya and breakers of Vinaya 
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rules were expelled from Samgha order. Himself having been in monk-hood for many years, king 

Dhammazedi knew how to reform and improve Samgha order with tact and prudence. He first 

approached influential learned senior bhikkhus and obtained their consent to his programme of 

religious reforms. Then he appointed a Samgha council to take the issue of laxity in Vinaya. As 

the king being a layman could not defrock a monk if he had not broken any of the four Pārājika 

rules. So he issued the order threatening to punish the mother, father, relatives and lay supporters 

and donors of a bhikkhu who broke the rules of Vinaya. That was an indirect action taken against 

a misbehaving bhikkhu by way of circumvention. Or he has the Samgha council to take direct 

action against the sinner bhikkhu. Dhammazedi showed that only secular powers (အာဏာစက်), 

could protect the Samgha order from malcontents who took advantage of the respect given to the 

yellow robe by stopping support. Dhammazedi‟s fame spread beyond the borders of his kingdom 

because of successful religious reforms. Bhikkhus from other Buddhist countries came to his 

domain to receive ordination and study Buddhism at the monasteries. Kalyāṇī stone inscription at 

Kalyāṇī Sima at Bago records Dhammazedi‟s religious reforms and works.  

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-lower-myanmar/  

 

Religious Reforms of Dhammazedi (Rāmādhipatirājā)  

Upasampadā Ordination Ceremony 
1
 

In commemoration of the consecration of this simā by the priests, who had received their 

upasampadā ordination in the udakukkhepasimā (ဥဒကုကက္ခေပသိမ်) situated on the Kalyāṇī river, it 

received the name of „Kalyāṇī Simā’. 

Immediately after the consecration of the simā, the priests, who had faith, were learned 

and able, and who, being aware of the impurity of their previous upasampadā ordination, were 

desirous of receiving the form of ordination, that had been handed down through a succession of 

the ordained priests of Sīhaladīpa, approached the King and renewed their former request. Having 

approached the King, they said: “Mahārāja, now that a simā has been consecrated in a valid 

manner, and that a mahāthera, who is qualified for the office of upajjhāya, has been appointed, 

we are prepared to receive the Sinhalese form of the upasampadā ordination”. 

                                                             

1. Extract from Kalyāṇī Inscription, translated by Taw Sein Ko, 1892 

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-lower-myanmar/
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On the morning of Monday, the 9
th

 day of the moon-lit half of the month Migasīra, the 

King visited the Kalyāṇī-simā accompanied by the leading priests. The nine theras, together with 

the five young priests, and Suvannasobhanathera, who was qualified for the office of upajjhāya, 

were invited and seated in the Kalyāṇīsimā. Setting aside the leading priests, who were desirous 

of receiving the Sinhalese form of the upasampadā ordination, the King approached the theras, 

who had visited Sīhaladīpa, and having approached them, said to them thus: “Reverend Sirs, these 

leading priests are desirous of receiving, at your hands, the Sinhalese form of the upasampadā 

ordination. Vouchsafe, Reverend Sirs, to confer such ordination on them."  

To this the theras replied: “Mahārāja, we were sent by you to Sīhaladīpa, where we 

received the pure form of the upasampadā ordination at the hands of the fraternity, who are the 

spiritual successors of the Mahāvihāra sect. Mahārāja, previous to our receiving such ordination at 

their hands, the mahātheras of Sīhaladīpa addressed us thus: 'Reverend brethren, this is the 

custom of the Sinhalese mahātheras of old. Previous to the conferment of the upasampadā 

ordination on priests, who have come from foreign countries, they are directed to make a 

confession that they have become laymen, to doff their priestly robe, to suffer themselves to be 

established in the condition of laymen by accepting the gift of a white garb, and again, to become 

sāmaneras by receiving the pabbajjā ordination, by accepting a gift of the priestly robe, and by 

professing openly their faith in the „Three Refuges.‟ (It is only when all these stages have been 

passed through, that they are permitted) to receive the upasampadā ordination in their capacity as 

sāmaneras. It might be asked: What is the reason of such procedure? Reverend brethren, the 

priests, who came to this country with the conviction that their previous upasampadā ordination 

was impure, but that the Sinhalese form of it was pure, being imbued with faith, received fresh 

upasampadā ordination. Reverend brethren, these priests would subsequently attach themselves to 

others, who might have been their own disciples, and, being dissatisfied with their condition, 

would, disregarding the time that had elapsed since their new ordination, reckon their status from 

the date of their old one. This is not approved by us: hence the custom described above. 

Therefore, if you, who are replete with faith, desire to receive the pure form of the upasampadā 

ordination, do you act in accordance with the custom of the mahātheras of Sīhaladīpa. If you 

comply, we shall confer the upasampadā ordination on you; but if you do not, by reason of not 

being in accordance with custom, we shall be unable to confer such ordination on you.‟ It was 

only when we had conformed ourselves to the custom of the mahātheras of Sihaladīpa, that they 

conferred the upasampadā ordination on us.” 

Then the large number of leading priests said: “Reverend Sirs, since you yourselves 
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received the pure form of the upasampadā ordination only after conforming to the custom of the 

mahātheras of Sīhaladīpa, even in this wise, do we, who are replete with faith, desire to receive it. 

Therefore, we are prepared to receive the pure form of the upasampadā ordination after 

conforming ourselves to the custom of the mahātheras of Sīhaladīpa. “The theras, who had 

returned from Sīhaladīpa, being thus in concord with all the leading priests, the latter, headed by 

Dhammakittithera, were eventually treated in accordance with the custom of the mahātheras of 

Sīhaladīpa, and the upasampadā ordination was conferred on them, with Suvannasobhanathera as 

uppajjhāya, and with the nine theras, who had returned from Sīhaladīpa, as ācariyas, the 

Kammavācā being read by two of these theras in turn. 

On Monday, the 9
th

 day of the moon-lit half of the month Migasīra, which was the 1
st
 

day of the conferment of the upasampadā ordination, Rāmādhipatirājā was present in person, and 

directed the preparation of a bounteous supply of food and various kinds of drinks suitable for 

consumption before or after noon, for the use of the theras, who conducted the ordination 

ceremony, of the leading priests, who had been ordained, and of other leading priests, who were 

candidates for the ordination. For the purpose of eliciting the acclamation of - Sādhu at the 

conclusion of each conferment of the upasampadā ordination, drums, conchshells, and other 

musical instruments were sounded. Scribes skilled in worldly lore, and innumerable nobles and 

learned men were appointed to note the number of priests that had received the upasampadā 

ordination. And, in order that the ceremony might be performed at night, many lamps were 

provided. It was near sunset when the King returned to his palace.  

The number of leading priests, who received the upasampadā ordination during the five 

days, namely, from the 9
th

 to the 13
th

, was 245. On Saturday, the 14
th

 day, the King sent the 

following invitation to the 245 leading theras, who had received their upasampadā ordination: 

“Tomorrow, which is a Sunday, and the full-moon uposatha day of the month Migasira, may the 

Venerable Ones be pleased to perform uposatha in the Kalyāṇī-simā in the company of the fifteen 

theras, who conducted the upasampadā ordination ceremony? It is our desire to serve the 

Venerable Ones with food, and to present them with other „requisites‟ at the conclusion of the 

uposatha, and to derive feelings of piety from such an act.” On the morning of the uposatha day, 

the King, surrounded by a large concourse of people, went to the Kalyāṇī-simā, and, having 

ordered the provision of seats and of water for washing the feet, awaited the arrival of the newly-

ordained theras and the fifteen conductors of the upasampadā ordination ceremony. All the theras 

assembled together, and performed uposatha in the Kalyāṇī-simā. At the conclusion of the 

uposatha ceremony, the King served all of them with a bounteous supply of various kinds of hard 
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and soft food, and with different kinds of betel-leaf, &c., and bhesajja. The following articles 

were then presented to each of the theras : two couples of cotton cloths of delicate texture for 

making ticīvara robes; a betel-box with cover, areca-nuts, nut-crackers, &c.; a palmyra fan; an 

umbrella made of the leaf of the wild date-palm (Phoenix Sylvestris); and an alms-bowl with 

cover and stand.  

In compliance with the wish of all the priests, the King conferred the title of 

“Kalyāṇītissamahāthera” on Suvannasobhanathera.  

Thenceforward, the King permanently stationed, in the neighbourhood of the Kalyāṇī-

simā, nobles and learned men for the purpose of serving with food, and furnishing the „requisites‟ 

to the ten theras, headed by Kalyāṇītissamahāthera, who, together with the five young priests, 

conducted the upasampadā ordination ceremony, as well as to the leading priests, who had 

received their upasampadā ordination in the Kalyāṇī-simā, and to the numerous priests who 

presented themselves for ordination. There were likewise stationed numerous scribes charged with 

the duty of recording the number of priests ordained; and musicians to sound the drum, conch-

shell, and other instruments for the purpose of eliciting the acclamation of Sādhu at the conclusion 

of each reading of the Kammavācā relating to the upasampadā ordination.  

The ten theras, who conducted the ordination ceremony, the 245 leading priests, who 

had received such ordination, and the numerous priests, who were their disciples, conferred, day 

after day, without interruption, the Sinhalese form of the upasampadā ordination on other leading 

priests, who came and expressed a desire to receive it.  

Rāmādhipatirājā, of his own accord, and with the approbation of the whole Order, 

despatched the following message to all the priests residing in Rāmaññadesa:  

"Venerable Ones, there may be men, who, though wishing to receive the pabbajjā 

ordination, are branded criminals, or notorious robber-chiefs, or escaped prisoners, or offenders 

against the Government, or old and decrepit, or stricken with severe illness, or deficient in the 

members of the body in that they have cut or rudimentary hands, &c., or are hump-backed, or 

dwarfish, or lame, or have crooked limbs, or are, in short, persons, whose presence vitiates the 

parisā. If people of such description are admitted into the Order, all those, who may see them, 

will imitate, or laugh at, their deformity, or revile them; and the sight of such men will not be 

capable of inspiring one with feelings of piety or reverence. Vouchsafe, Venerable Ones, not to 

admit, with effect from today, such men into the Order.  
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“There may be men, living under your instruction, who desire to receive the 

upasampadā ordination. Vouchsafe, Venerable Ones, not to confer on them such ordination, at 

your own locality, without the previous sanction of Rāmādhipatirājā or the leading theras of 

Hamsavatīpura. Should, Venerable Ones, you disregard this our command, and conduct the 

upasampadā ordination ceremony at your own locality, we shall inflict punishment on the parents 

of the candidates for such ordination, their relatives, or their lay supporters.  

“There are sinful priests, who practise medicine; and others, who devote their time to the 

art of numbers, carpentry, or the manufacture of ivory articles, or who declare the happy or 

unhappy lot of Governors, nobles, and the common people, by examining their horoscopes, or by 

reading the omens and dreams, that may have appeared to them.  

“There are some priests, who not only make such declarations, but also procure their 

livelihood, like laymen addicted to the acquisition of material wealth, by means of painting, 

carpentry, the manufacture of ivory articles, turnery, the making of idols, and such other 

vocations. In short, they follow such unbecoming professions, and obtain their means of 

livelihood. .  

“There are priests, who visit cotton-fields and preach the Dhamma with long intonation, 

and trade in cotton, which they may receive as offerings.  

“There are priests, who visit fields of hill-rice, rice, barley, and preach the Dhamma, 

and trade in grain, which they may receive as offerings.  

“There are priests, who visit fields of capsicum and preach the Dhamma, and trade in 

capsicum, which they may receive as offerings.  

“There are priests, who trade in many other ways.  

“There are priests, who, contrary to the rules of the Order, associate with such laymen 

as gamesters, roués, drunkards, men who obtain their means of living by robbery, or who are in 

the service of the King, or with other men and women.  

“All these are sinful priests. Do not, Venerable Ones, permit these sinful priests to take 

up their permanent residence under your protection.  

But there are also other priests, who are replete with faith, who observe the rules 
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prescribed for the Order, whose conduct is good, and who are devoted to the study of the Tipitaka 

together with its commentaries, &c. Do, Venerable Ones, permit such priests to take up their 

permanent residence under your protection.  

If, Venerable Ones, laymen, who are replete with faith and are of good family, desire 

to receive the pabbajjā ordination at your hands, they should be taught calligraphy, and after they 

have acquired a knowledge of the proper intonation of the letters, they should be instructed in the 

confession of faith in the Three Refuges,' and taught the precepts; and eventually, Venerable 

Ones, do you confer the pabbajjā ordination on them.  

“If there are sāmaneras, who have completed their twentieth year, and are desirous of 

receiving the upasampadā ordination, they should be taught a brief summary of the 

catupārisuddhisīla that are observed by priests, who have received the upasampadā ordination, 

namely, pātimokkhasamvarasīla, indriyasamvarasīla, ājīvapārisuddhisīla, and 

paccayasannissitasīla. They should further be instructed both in the letter and spirit of the 

Bhikkhupātimokkha and the Khuddasikkhā, from beginning to end, and be directed to learn by 

heart the ritual of confession and the catupaccayapaccavekkhana. Do you ultimately report your 

action to Rāmādhipatirājā as well as to the leading priests resid ing in Hamsavatīpura. Then 

Rāmādhipatirājā will furnish these candidates with the priestly' requisites', and have the 

upasampadā ordination conferred on them.  

"Do, Venerable Ones, let all of them conform themselves to such conduct as is in 

accordance with the precepts prescribed by the Blessed One in the Vinaya.  

"It was owing to the division of the priests of Rāmaññadesa into different sects in former 

times, that such impurity, heresy, and corruption arose in the Religion. But now, through all the 

Venerable Ones being imbued with faith, they have received the Sinhalese form of the 

upasampadā ordination, that has been handed down by the spiritual successors of the Mahāvihāra 

sect. Whatever may be the mode of tonsure and of dress followed by the mahātheras of 

Sīhaladīpa, let such practice be conformed to, and let there be a single sect."  

Having sent the above message to the priests throughout the whole of Rāmaññadesa, 

Rāmādhipatirājā communicated the following intimation to the priests, who were possessed of 

gold, silver, and such other treasure, corn, elephants, horses, oxen, buffaloes, male and female 

slaves:  

“Sirs, if you are really imbued with faith, you will endeavour to give up your gold, 
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silver, and such other treasure, corn, elephants, horses, oxen, buffaloes, male and female slaves. 

Having done so, do you conform yourselves to such conduct as is in ac cordance with the precepts 

prescribed by the Blessed One. If you do not endeavour to follow this course, do you leave the 

Order according to your inclination."  

Some of the priests, owing to their being imbued with faith, gave up all such 

possessions, and conformed themselves to such conduct as was in accordance with the precepts; 

while other theras did not endeavour to give up all their possessions, and they left the Order.  

There were priests, who had flagrantly committed pārajika offences: these were 

requested to become laymen. There were others, whose commission of pārajika offences had not 

been proved, but whose reproachable and censurable conduct was difficult to be justified: these 

were asked to become laymen. There were sinful priests, who practiced medicine, or the art of 

numbers, &c., as mentioned above; or who lived misdirected lives by following such vocations as 

painting, &c., as if they were laymen addicted to the acquisition of material wealth; or who traded 

in the gifts obtained by preaching the Dhamma; or who traded in many other ways: all these were 

commanded to become laymen.  

It was in this manner that Rāmādhipatirājā purged the Religion of its impurities 

throughout the whole of Rāmaññadesa, and created a single sect of the whole body of the 

Priesthood.  

From the year 838, Sakkarāj, to the year 841, Sakkarāj, the priests throughout 

Rāmaññadesa, who resided in towns and villages, as well as those who lived in the forest, 

continuously received the extremely pure form of the Sinhalese upasampadā ordination that had 

been handed down by the spiritual successors of the Mahāvihāra sect.  

The leading priests were 800 in number; and the young priests numbered 14,265; and 

the total of the numbers of both classes of priests was 15,065. At the conclusion of the 

upasampadā ordi nation ceremony of these 800 leading priests, the King presented each of them 

with the following articles: two couples of cotton cloths of delicate texture for making ticīvara 

robes; a betel-box, with a cover, containing betel leaves, areca-nuts, and a nut-cracker, together 

with a towel, &c.; an umbrella made of the leaves of the wild date-palm. (Phoenix Sylvestris); an 

alms-bowl, with a stand and cover; and a palmyra fan. Moreover, suitable ecclesiastical titles were 

conferred on all the leading priests. 

Subsequently, in accordance with his previous promise, the King furnished 601 
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sāmaneras, who had mastered the catupārisuddhisila, studied the Pātimokkha and the 

Khuddasikkhā, learnt by heart the ritual of confession and the paccavekkhana, and completed 

their twentieth year, with alms-bowls, robes, and all other priestly "requisites,' and commanded 

them to receive the upasampadā ordination in the Kalyāṇī-simā. Adding these newly-ordained 

priests, there were, at the time, in Rāmaññadesa, 15,666 priests.  

Rāmādhipatirājā, after he had purified the Religion of Buddha, expressed the hope that: 

“Now that this Religion of Buddha has been purged of the impure form of the upasampadā 

ordination, of sinful priests, and of priests, who are not free from censure and reproach, and that it 

has become cleansed, resplendent, and pure, may it last till the end of the period of 5,000 years!” 

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/religious-reforms-of-dhammazedi/  

Definition of Pali Terms: See the following link 

https://baganpaper.com/ac/religious-reforms-of-dhammazedi/#no.1  

 

6. Buddhism in the Taungoo Period 

  The Taungoo period in Myanmar history lasted over a century (1486-1594 AD). It was a 

dynasty of four kings namely:- 

1. Min Kyi Nyo (1485-1531 AD),  

2. Tabin Shwe Hti (1531-1550 AD),  

3. Bayint Naung (1551-1581 AD), and  

4. Nandabayin (1581-1594 AD), of them the second and the third were the conqueror kings 

who built the second Myanmar Empire. 

 During this time span of 108 years, wars were waged at home and abroad for national 

reconsolidation, defense and extension of the kingdom. Many military campaigns were led by 

Tabin Shwe Hti and his successor Banyint Naung with resounding victories. But these two 

conqueror kings like Alexander the great of Macedonia who led the campaigns of Hellenization, 

carried out the propagation of Buddhism and Buddhist culture during their campaigns to remote 

areas especially Shan states. They forbade the primitive practices of sacrificing animals at Nat 

festivals, burning alive servants and lesser queens with the dead body of a feudal lord so as to 

https://baganpaper.com/religious-reforms-of-dhammazedi/
https://baganpaper.com/religious-reforms-of-dhammazedi/#no.1
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accompany the latter in the next existence, great feats of ancestor worship was allowed but strong 

liquor and other intoxicants were strictly forbidden.         

  Pagodas were built for veneration of the local people and monasteries were constructed 

where missionary monks were asked to reside to spread the teachings of the Buddha to the tribes. 

Food, clothing, shelter and medicine were provided by the kings to the missionary monks as long 

as the latter performed their religious duties in the remote areas where animism and debased 

Buddhism still pervaded. (Four basic needs for a monk namely food (alms), clothing (yellow 

robe), shelter (monastery) & medicine). 

 Tribal chiefs were required to take the oath of allegiance to the king and promise to 

abandon their primitive rites of animal and human sacrifices such as head hunting, slaughtering 

animals, burning lesser wives and servants with the dead body of a feudal chief. They were given 

favor and reward by upgrading their status if they followed the teachings of the Bhikkhus. King 

Bayint Naung, during his military campaigns throughout the country abolished the custom of 

slaughtering white animals such as buffaloes, cows, goats, pigs and fowls to the Mahagiri spirits 

and adorning the shrine with their skulls. This primitive custom was prevalent among the people 

living around the Popa hill, Bagan, Ywatha, Salei, Pakhan-nge, Nga-tha-yauk, Tuyin, Kyauk 

Padaung. 

   Thanks to the patronage and support of King Bayint Naung Buddhism spread and 

flourished. Taking Ashoka as his model Buddhist king, Bayint Naung, build pagodas in Chienmai, 

Linzin, Ayutthaya and Shan States (Ko-Shan-Pyay), built monasteries for missionary monks, 

provided four needs of the bhikkhus, distributed copies of Tipitakas. Many of the pagodas he built 

still survive in the countries he conquered. He was the donor of mass ordinations at the Kalyani 

Sima. In doing such works of religious merit this king of Taungoo dynasty was acclaimed by his 

people as the great Sasana Dayakar( royal inheritor of Buddha Sasana). He hoisted hti (umbrella), 

on Shwedagon, Shwemawdaw, Kyaikhtiyo and many other lesser pagodas, adorned these htis 

with precious stones from his crown. Bayint Naung built in the vicinity of Shwemawdaw pagoda 

at Bago as many monasteries as there were years in his life at the time; 52 and donated the cost of 

ordination a similar number of monks. 

  In AD 1564, an earthquake damaged the Shwedagon pagoda toppling its hti. That 

earthquake coincided with his queen‟s death. He repaired the pagoda and put on it a new hti 

studded with crown jewels. In AD 1567, he carried out Tula dana. Tula dana is the giving to 

religion of gold of the giver‟s body weight. A replica of the sacred tooth of the Buddha and a 
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stone alms bowl with many religions objects were presented to him by the Buddhist king of 

Srilanka as a token of thanks to Bayint Naung for the latter‟s military assistance in crushing the 

Chola rebels.  

 A big stupa called Mahazedi was built at his capital Hamsavadi (Bago) and in it were 

enshrined all religious gifts from Srilanka and gold images of himself, the royal family and 

courtiers of inner circle, weighing their body weight. Relations with Buddhist countries were 

maintained and strengthed by frequent contacts by land and sea. Royal chronicles of Srilanka and 

Myanmar have records of religious and diplomatic missions exchanged between two countries. In 

1555 AD, Bayint Naung sent a mission to donate rich presents to the Sacred Tooth at Kandy, 

including the broom made of his hair and that of his chief queen with a gold handle studded with 

gems to sweep the shrine of the Sacred Tooth, so that they gained religious merit. In that way he 

proved to his people that he performed his functions as head of the state as well as that of the 

religion. 

 Bayint Naung purchased lands in Srilanka to build Viharas for Myanmar monks and rest 

houses for Myanmar pilgrims and to give to the laborers he employed to light candles at the 

Kandy Shrine. He also sent from time to time to Srilanka, Myanmar masons and craftsmen to 

repair renovate and beautifully Buddhist temples and pagodas there. In Srilanka Buddhism was 

often subjected to the on Sought of Chola rebellions and later Portuguese invaders. Bayint Naung 

sent his soldiers and monks to put down the rebels and to repulse the invadrs and to revive 

Buddhism.  

 In 1576 AD, the king of Srilanka sent a replica of the sacred Tooth and a princess to King 

Bayint Naung. Bayint Naung in state went to Pathein sea port to welcome and receive the sacred 

Tooth and returned to his capital with full regatta. The sacred Tooth was conveyed in a gem 

studded gold casket to his palace where it was placed in a shrine on a spired relic tower. Later it 

was enshrined in the Mahazedi pagoda at Bago. Though Buddhism continued to flourish in the 

Taungoo period, rivalry of Christianity was beginning to be felt as the Portuguese adventures 

mercenaries and missionaries arrived and set up their strongholds.   

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-taungoo-period/  

  

 

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-taungoo-period/


Diploma in Buddha Dhamma                                                                Buddhist Culture & History      - 19 - 

7. Buddhism in Nyaung Yan period  

  Nyaung Yan period in Myanmar history is also referred to as the second Taungoo period 

because it was founded by a descendant of Taungoo dynasty. The immediate successor to Bayint 

Naung, king Nanda Byin who was his son lost his throne and capital Hamsavadi to Rakhine, 

Taungoo and Tahnyin who in combination attacked him and ransacked his capital and rich palace 

Kambozathadi. Nanda Byin died without recovering his kingdom from the enemies. Another son 

of Bayint Naung, Lord of Nyaung Yan was able to regain control over the country rebuild the 

kingdom and set up Nyaung Yan dynasty which lasted 153 years. Of the eleven kings in the line 

of this dynasty, three kings were prominent in administration and promotion of Buddha Sasana. 

They were Anaukpatlun (1605-1628 AD), Thalun (1629-1648 AD) and Taninganwe (1714-1733 

AD). Before we touch upon Buddhism of this period we should turn our attention to the threat to 

Buddhism and how it was overcome in time.  

  The 15
th

 and 16
th

 centuries were the centuries of Portuguese ascendancy in world history. 

On the Iberian Peninsula were two maritime powers Spain and Portugal that built up maritime 

empires with their mighty armadas. These two were allies as well as rivals in the colonization of 

the rim lands and seaports throughout the world. When the Pope at Rome demarcated the spheres 

of influence and colonization between Spain and Portugal assigning Spain to the West and 

Portugal to the East of Vatican palace, these two Powers enjoyed exclusive right of colonization 

activity in their respective fields. The Portuguese after building up a chain of their strongholds 

along the seacoasts of India preceded farther a field. The seas coasts and seaports of South East 

Asia fall prey to Portuguese maritime aggression.  

  Many causes favored Portuguese dominance in the east.  

1. They had maritime knowledge and experience and up to date navigational apparatus and 

equipment especially mariner‟s com-pass.  

2. Portugal is not a fertile country. Hard living at home drove them out in quest of new green 

pasture.  

3. The lure of the fabulously rich East attract them.  

4. Adventure lust of the Portuguese sent them out to the sea and far-flung distances. 

5. Spice trade in the East Indies (Indonesia), was the source of wealth for the Arabs and 

Portuguese.  

6. Slave raid and piracy were also source of good income for those who could command the 

sea coast and lanes.  
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7. Cathay (china) was the destination of all European seamen.  

8. Papal support for the prorogation of Christianity.  

9. Mercenary service of the Portuguese was a source of military strength to Eastern kings in 

their frequent warfare. In the early days of the Taungoo period, many European 

adventurers arrived at the capital or other towns in Myanmar either to prospect trade and 

commerce, to visit or to serve as mercenary. (Mercenary (n): Hired professional soldier 

who fights for any state or nation without regard to political interests)  

 Nicolo di Conti, Ludovico Varthema, Sanstefano, Caesar Frederick, Gaspero Balbi were 

Italian merchants who came for jewel trade. Later Portuguese such as Duarte Barbosa, de Brito, 

Castro, Francisco Baretto, came with the twin purposes of serving under the native kings and 

propagating Catholic religion as assigned by the Papacy at Rome. Portuguese strongholds in India 

such as Goa and in Malaysia such as Penang and Malecca were political and military bases where 

Portuguese Viceroy headquartered with arms men and galleons.  

 Alfonso de Albuquerque was the strongman who master-brained all Portuguese activities 

in South East Asia and the Far East. There were many Orders of Christian missionaries that 

operated in the Portuguese sphere in the east in cooperation with the Portuguese authorities of 

their strongholds. There were the Jesuit Order, the Dominican Order Franciscan Order, and 

Banabite Order.  

 Since the latter part of the 15
th

 century the Portuguese and their missionaries were actively 

operating in the rimland and seaports of Myanmar. In Rakhine state they were active at Capital 

Mrauk U and other Rakhine seaports. Portuguese-Spanish half-caste Sebastio Gonzales was the 

leader of the ring and Father Manrique was the head of Christian mission that tried to convert the 

entire Rakhine kingdom by first converting the ruling class by imposing culture upon them and 

inter marriage between Rakhine and Portuguese. 

  Mercenary service of the Portuguese was so useful to the native kings that they won access 

to the court and won royal favor. Good Portuguese fighters gained title, status rank land and many 

other privileges by which they gradually exerted upper hand over the native people. One among 

those favored Portuguese was a man named Filipe de Brito (Philip de Brito e Nicote or Nga 

Zinga) who arrived at Mrauk U as a cabin boy on a Portuguese galleon. Due to his martial 

qualities and amiable character Rakhine kings raised him to high rank. When the Rakhine king 

marched on to Hamsavadi, de Brito accompanied him and proved his bravery and fighting ability 

in the wars that ensued. After defeating Taungoo and Hamsavadi, the Rakhine king returned home 
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carrying with him many war booty including gold jewels gold images from the palace 

Kambozathadi as well as the bronze images which Bayint Naung brought from Ayutthaya. 

  As a reward for his services in war, De Brito with his Portuguese followers was appointed 

customs officer at a thriving seaport of Hamsavadi called Thanhlyin (Syriam). He was given full 

power to take charge of it. De Brito modernized the seaport by strengthening its harbor, jetty and 

built new fortresses. With his fighting men he diverted galleons from other seaports in South East 

Asia to Thanhlyin and levied heavy customs. But he provided security and good services. He 

became powerful and ruled with iron hand the whole area of Thanhlyin. He was an uncrowned 

king. Keeping strong army, navy and much storage of paddy and ration he received help from the 

Portuguese Viceroy of Goa. He also received the blessing of Pope in Rome in converting the local 

people even by force. He married his son Simon De Brito to the princess daughter of the Lord of 

Martaban which was another thriving seaport at the Gulf of Martaban so that one day he would set 

up a Portuguese dynasty at Hamsavadi.  

  He even turned to several acts of sacrilege and blasphemy on Buddhism by looting and 

destroying the Buddhist temples, monasteries and pagodas. Gold and jewels were looted. Bells 

were melted down to make cannon ball. The biggest bronze bell of that time on the platform of 

Shwedagon pagoda was donated by king Dhammazedi. De Brito and his men brought it down and 

put on a ferry ship to take it to Thanhlyin. Unable to bear the load the ship slided and the bell 

went down to the button of the Dawbon creek where it still is in its watery grave. De Brito even 

went further to overthrow Myanmar king and take his throne by force. He entered into a secret 

alliance with one of the uncles of king of Inwa Maha Dhamma Raja or Anaukphetlun. He was Nat 

Shin Naung the Viceroy of Taungoo who held a grudge against his nephew king. So De Brito and 

Nat Shin Naung agreed to revolt against the king and to divide the country between them if they 

succeeded. Nat Shin Naung invited De Brito to take Taungoo first. 

 When news of De Brito's activities was reported to the kings of Rakhine and Ava, the two 

formed a military alliance to attack their common enemy De Brito and eliminate Portuguese 

strongholds from Myanmar land. While Inwa king marched on to Thanhlyin by land and water, 

Rakhine king did the same from his kingdom. The two laid siege to De Brito‟s stronghold. But 

strong fortresses, navy, army and artillery with Portuguese soldiers could hold out the besiegers 

and De Brito was quite secured within his fortified seaport. Besides he had the support of the 

Pope and Alfonso de Albuquerque the Portuguese Viceroy at Goa, who had sent out a fleet of 

fighters well equipped with arms ammunition to help De Brito. After long months of besiege the 

combined armies of Ava and Rakhine became almost exhausted. But a new strategy was adopted. 
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From their camp sites to the walls of Thanhlyin tunnels were dug secretly. Through these tunnels 

Inwa and Rakhine soldiers secretly went into the fortified town at night and got hold of the 

Portuguese guard‟s sentries and patrols. At many places underneath the fortified walls fires were 

burnt causing walls collapse due to heat. In that way the besiegers gained entry into Thanhlyin 

which fell into the hand of Ava and Rakhine. The entire Portuguese community and their 

followers were captured including the leader De Brito and his abettor Nat Shin Naung who, the 

Portuguese claimed, was now a Christian convert with Christian name Johann. 

  Mean-while military assistance sent by the Portuguese Vicery of Goa arrived. But they 

were captured by Inwa and Rakhine armies. De Brito and Nat Shin Naung were charged at the 

Court Martial in public on many accounts but the major charge was high treason. De Brito was 

not only a traitor but also criminal who committed several profane acts and blasphemy such as 

persecuting Buddhist forcibly looting the wealth of Buddhist monasteries temples, pagodas, ram 

sacking and destroying them. For such hideous crimes he was impaled at the market place where 

everyone was allowed to see him suffer from severe punishment for 7 days before he died so as to 

learn the lesson. Regarding Nat Shin Naung a long trial was held and after all witnesses were 

questioned evidences were piled up against him. He did not deny that he sent a sealed letter to De 

Brito whom he invited to invade Taungoo and later take Hamsavadi (Pago). His was a clear case 

of high treason not only against the state but also against the state religion, Buddhism for he made 

alliance with De Brito and himself a Christian convert. 

 After examining the precedents and decisions of Dhammathat (Law books), king 

Anaukphetlun gave him severe punishment execution by flinging opens his body at a public place 

and putting dead body into a red velvet shroud and burying it with due pomp and ceremony of a 

viceroy prince. Regarding the Portuguese and their follower‟s fringes, king Anaukphetlun‟s first 

order was death punishment. But being a Buddhist king he changed his mind and exercised royal 

clemency. After making they take oath of allegiance to him they were pardoned but deported 

them to up country where they were allowed to retain their religion and way of life the king gave 

them land to live, land to cultivate and land to raise domestic animals. They served under 

Myanmar kings as gunners, artillerymen, constructors of roads and bridges. Their descendants 

still live in villages and minor towns around Monywa, Ye U, Chaung U etc. With the execution of 

De Brito and his abettor Nat Shin Naung in 1613 AD, Portuguese dominance in Myanmar came to 

an end. With them were terminated the Endeavour‟s of Roman Catholic missionaries to propagate 

the Gospel of Christ among ruling class. But successive Myanmar kings continued to practice 

religious to legation and non-Buddhist religious continued to enjoy freedom in the country.     

 See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-nyaung-yan-period/  

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-nyaung-yan-period/
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8. Buddhism in early Konbaung period 

The Konbaung dynasty (1752-1885 AD), was the last Myanmar monarchic period in 

Myanmar history. A dynasty of eleven kings lasted 133 years during which the third Myanmar 

Empire reached its peak in the reigns of Kings Hsinbyushin (1763-1776 AD), and Bodawpaya 

(1782-1819 AD). Then the third Myanmar Empire declined in the reign of later kings until it was 

annexed to the British India by the British invaders in 1885, who deported the last Myanmar king 

Thibaw and royal family to Ratanagiri in India. The Kongbaung period is divided into early 

Konbaung period (1752-1819 AD). This was the period of the rise of Konbaung kings to might, 

main, glory and late Konbaung period (1819-1885 AD), which was the period of the fall of 

Konbaung kings.  

Despite frequent political changes and economic downturns, Buddhism continued to enjoy 

royal patronage and public support thanks to the teachings of monks and their missionary works. 

Konbaung kings changed their capitals and built new palaces at five different palaces namely 

Shwebo, Sagaing, Inwa, Amarapura and Mandalay and built many religious monuments such as 

pagodas, temples, monasteries, meditation centers, images and statues. Therefore these old 

capitals remain till today not only as centers of Theravada Buddhism but also as zones of 

Myanmar cultural heritage.  

There are some religious controversies among monastic circles regarding the Vinaya. One 

particular dispute which remained unsettled was the style of wearing the yellow robe. Some 

monks wore the robe covering only one shoulder and leaving the other bare whenever they went 

out from their Vihara especially during their morning round to receive food. Orthodox monks 

criticized them for breaking the rules of Vinaya. But the monks who covered only one shoulder 

produced their interpretation of the Vinaya.  

The last hundred years had witnessed this tug of war between the orthodox school of 

covering both shoulders with robe and the new school of covering only one shoulder. In Myanmar 

religious history these two schools were known as “Ayon Gaing” and “Atin Gaing”. Depending 

upon the ruling king‟s opinion the two schools got upper hand alternately but nothing final was 

decided. Myanmar kings usually and mostly kept aloof from religious issues which they though 

should be by monks themselves. But when secular authority was needed to put an end to long 

lasting issues they first consulted the most learned and respected senior monks and decision was 

made in the name of the sangha and gave it royal sanction, backing and the support of law 

enforcement (e.g. king Dhammazedi).  
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It was king Bodawpaya, the 6
th

 king in the Konbaung dynasty and 5
th

 son of Alaungpaya 

who arbitrated that long drawn out issue. He himself had been a monk for many years before he 

ascended the throne and so he was well versed in Vinaya just like any learned monk. He issued a 

royal order in favour of the orthodox school requiring all monks to cover both shoulders when 

going out of their residences. He appointed a council of senior learned monks who were called 

Thudhamma Sayadaws. They were authorized to take action against breaker of the rules of 

Vinaya. Thus by the royal order a single unified sect was established. Thudhamma Sect and the 

long outstanding issue over the style of wearing robe were put to an end. Another step taken by 

king Bodawpaya in strengthening and purifying Theravada Buddhism was the appointment of a 

chapter of eight eminent monks as Samgharajahs or leaders of Samgha. They were given the 

charge of purifying the order of Bhikkhus.  

The happy result of these secular actions taken by king Bodawpaya in regard to religion 

was that the disciplines of Vinaya were restored among Samgha and there was stability in Sangha 

order. With discipline and stability well restored among bhikkhus monastic life prospered and 

religious scholarship flourished. The emergence of a young Mahasamgharajah was accredited to 

Bodawpaya‟s religious reforms. In the reign of this king there appeared a very learned and well 

disciplined young bhikkhu named Ñānabhivamsa. As a youngman he showed his wisdom and 

high learning. Only five years after his ordination as a bhikkhu he mastered the entire 

commentary (Tika), on the Nettippakarana.   

At the age of 28 in his 8
th

 Vasa he was appointed Samgaharajah and then 

Mahasamgharajah. Mahasamgharajah was the highest religious title conferred by the king on the 

most learned and well disciplined highest bhikkhu in the kingdom. Ñānabhivamsa produced 

works of high literary and religious merit such as new sub-commentary on the Dīgha Nikaya 

called “the Sadhujana-vilasini” and a commentary on Buddhaghosa‟s Jātaka-aṭṭhakathā as 

requested by the king. A very magnificent five storied golden vihara was built and dedicated to 

him by the king. Many more monasteries were built in his honor. Ñānabhivamsa was not only a 

scholar but also a practicing ascetic observing all dhutaṅga alone. He took up many lecturing 

duties at various Pariyati monasteries. Because of fame, work, scholarship and teaching, monastic 

life prospered and religious scholarship flourished.  

Foreign relations  

 It was this time that Myanmar had to help Srilanka to receive Theravada Buddhism there. 

Particularly the bhikkhu ordination of Kalayani Sima preserved in Myanmar since the reign of 
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king Dhammazedi (upasampadā), was reintroduced so Srilanka where Buddha Sasana declined 

due to the Portuguese and Tamils. The establishment of the Amarapura Nikaya in Srilanka took 

place about this time. In Srilanka a royal order with the support of some monks was issued 

forbidding the ordination of those who belonged to landless classes. Only members of the landed 

aristocracy could be ordained monk. The rest could become novice (Samanera), because they 

were of lower caste. Perhaps this order was issued because there were the problems of food ration 

for monks. Only these who belonged to landed class could have food supply from their families. 

 This order was a flagrant infringement of the Buddha‟s instruction. Discrimination of caste 

was not in the conditions for ordination. Conditions for up a Sampada are:- 

1. Candidate must be a human.  

2. He must be a male.  

3. He must be free from debt.  

4. He must be free from service.  

5. He must be free from contagious diseases.  

6. He must have consent from his parents, wife or family etc. 

Many monks disapproved of this order but they dared not deft it. Many landless Srilanka 

went to other Buddhist countries for ordination. Such Myanmar and Thailand where they were 

ordained in Kalyāṇī style. They came to Amarapura the capital of king Bodawpaya where they 

learnt religious literature under the guidance of Maha Theras. The monasteries at and around 

Amarapura were learning centers where Pali grammar Vinaya, Suttanta and Abhidhamma were 

instructed by learned monks.  

 In 1800 AD, the first delegation of monks from Srilanka came to Amarapura. King 

Bodawpaya received them warmly. Ñānabhivamsa ordained the Srilanka Samaneras as bhikkhu 

and taught Srilanka Tipitaka. When they returned home five Myanmar monks went with them, 

taking a letter from Ñānabhivamsa to the Srilanka Samgha. In Srilanka five Myanmar bhikkhus 

forming a chapter ordained bhikkhus without caste or class distinction regardless of the standing 

royal order. Thus Amarpura Nikara was established today there are:- 

1. Rāmañña Nikāya  

2. Siyam Nikāya (Thai) and  

3. Amarapura Nikāya in Srilanka 
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The Siyam Nikāya (Thai Nikāya) still abides by the royal order by or dining only the 

members of the landed class. King Bodawpaya was the great patron and supporter of Buddha 

Sasana. Four large constructions were outstanding among his religious works. They are:- 

1. The largest brick Stupa called Pahtodawgyi at Mingun. It was unfinished.  

2. Two gigantic lion statues at the causeway of this Stupa.  

3. The largest bronze bell (90 tons), at the same place and  

4. Water tank of big size at Sagaing for the supply of water for recluses residing on the 

Mingun hill ranges.  

He issued orders instructing his subject people to observe five moral precepts and 

forbidding killing or slaughtering of big animals and consumption of all intoxicants. 

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-early-konbaung-period/  

 

9. Buddhism in late Kongbaung period (1819-1885 AD) 

Five kings ruled in this period namely:- 

1. King Bagyidaw (1819-1837 AD),  

2. King Thayawaddy (1837-1846 AD),  

3. King Bagan (1846-1853 AD),  

4. King Mindon (1853-1878 AD) and  

5. King Thibaw (1878-1885 AD).  

It was a tragic period because it was in this period that three aggressive wars were waged 

by the British in 1824, 1852 and 1885 and the whole of Myanmar was annexed in three 

instalments ending Myanmar monarchy and sovereignty. Despite political decline, this period 

witnessed some religious achievements by the kings. King Bagyidaw commissioned the 

compilation of the history of Buddhist religion from the time of the Buddha so as to praise the 

diligent bhikkhus and put to shame undisciplined bhikkhus. The compilation is known as 

“Sasana-Linka-ya Kyan”. It was the work of an ex-monk Maung daung Sayadaw 1, who was 

appointed minister with the title “Mahadhamma Thingyan”. He was also a member of the 

committee the king appointed to compile a chronicle known as “Hman-nan Yazawun” (Gass 

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-early-konbaung-period/
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Palace Chronicle). The Sasana-Linka-ya Kyan was completed in 1881. In 1897, it became a 

parted book which is used till today. 

In the reign of king Thayawaddy another Srilanka mission arrived. The then Samgharajah 

“Neyya-dhamma-bhivamsa” instructed two bhikkhus of the mission on Tipitaka and conferred 

ordination on Srilanka novices. One pupil of his later became Samgharajah. He was Paññāsāmi 

who compiled the Sāsanavamsa treatise. King Thayawaddy marched to Dagon (Yangon), in 1841 

with full armed forces including war boats via the Ayeyawaddy River to worship Shwedagon 

Pagoda. He built fortresses and a new town named “Aung Myey Yan Hnin”. He renovated 

Shwedagon Pagoda and donated to it a big bronze bell of 21 tons which is still being hung in a 

pavilion at the north-east corner of the platform. His successor who was his elder son was king 

Bagan.  

He lost the second Anglo-Myanmar war and Pago province was surrounded to the British. 

King Bagan appointed Paññājotiabhidhaja as Samgharajah (Sasana baing Sayadaw). This monk 

wrote a commentary and its sub-commentary in Myanmar on the Anguttara Nikaya. He also 

translated into Myanmar “Saddhamavilasini”. His other works were commentaries on Samyutta 

Nikaya and Digha Nikaya written in Myanamr. Despite wars and political turmoil, Theravada 

Buddhism continued to flourish. There was progress in Buddhist scholarship. Pali texts were 

translated into vernacular, thus making them available and access able to Myanmar literati. The 

entire Suttanta appeared in Myanmar language. Commentaries sub-commentaries and Vinaya 

were authored by learned bhikkhus.  

The reign of King Mindon (1853-1878 AD), was not only the period of peace and progress 

but also the peak of progress and development of Theravada Buddhism. He stopped the war with 

the British and launched a programmer of reform and modernization like Emperor Meiji of Japan, 

he introduced western applied sciences to industrialize his kingdom. His achievements in the 

promotion of Theravada Buddhism were far reaching. Bhikkhus who were lax in the observance 

of the rules of Vinaya were required by royal order to take vows of obedience. A lay officer 

entitled Mahādanwun (Minister in charge of punishing bhikkhus who broke the rules of Vinaya), 

was appointed by the king. The Thudhamma council chaired rules and handed them to the lay 

authorities for trial and due punishment. 

 

 



Diploma in Buddha Dhamma                                                                Buddhist Culture & History      - 28 - 

The reform movement 

 During king Mindon‟s time there emerged a reform movement led by prominent monks of 

whom the noted ones were:- 

1. Oak Hpo Sayadaw  

2. Hnget Twin Sayadaw  

3. Shwegyin Sayadaw and  

4. Thingaza Sayadaw.  

A new situation in lower Myanmar resulted from the British colonial rule there contributed 

to the reform movement. Although the British had declared Myanmar “British Burma”, the people 

in lower Myanmar still recognized Myanmar king as their sovereign and Sangharaja at Mandalay 

as their ecclesiastical authority. The British being non-Buddhist did not pay heed to religion of the 

natives. Instead they were promoting Christianity and English culture and education.  

Therefore the laity and Sangha felt very much neglected by the new ruling authority. They 

looked to king Mindon for help. Many leading bhikkhus migrated to upper Myanmar where they 

could receive royal patronage and public support and pursue their learning under the guidance of 

famous teachers. That was the time that Oak Hpo Sayadaw rose up to prevent the migration of 

bhikkhus to upper Myanmar. He held assembly with the bhikkhus and told them that if they 

observed the rulers of Vinaya faithfully and strictly no secular authority was needed. The Buddha 

emphasized the practical side of his teaching ceremonial and ritual performances were 

superfluous and redundant. Meditation, Vipassana, strict observance of the Vanaya rules and the 

teaching of the fundamental of Buddhism were essential duties of bhikkhus. Oak Hpo Sayadaw 

even challenged the authority of the Thudhamma council which the king appointed.  

Hnget Twin Sayadaw was more radical than Oak Hpo Sayadaw. He was a forest monk 

who resided at a forest recluse named Hnget Twin at the foot of the Sagaing hill range. He 

proposed reforming to Buddhist practices saying that offering of food, flower, fruit, light, etc. to 

the Buddha‟s shrines and Pagodas was useless. What matter most in Buddhism understood of its 

fundamentals and essentials? Meditation was most important for all bhikkhus. He prescribed a 

period of meditation as a pre-requisite for ordination. He even went to say that meditation was of 

much greater importance than learning (Pariyatti). This radical view caused much unhappiness 

and commotion among Thudhamma bhikkhus and all lay devotes who were long accustomed to 
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Buddhist ceremonies and rituals. But fortunately, Hnget Twin Sayadaw never attempted to form 

another sect.  

Oak Hpo Sayadaw also did not break away from the established order (Thudhamma sect), 

to set up another sectarians group. They were outspoken reformists but not separatists. They were 

not guilty of causing disunity to the Sangha.  

Shwegyin Sayadaw, a native of a place named Shwegyin in near Shwebo, was another 

reformist who tried to bring the entire Sangha back to the fold of Vinaya. He even prohibited his 

disciple monks chewing betel and tobacco after noon time. He said that observing the Vinya 

discipline was one of the good qualities of bhikkhus. If bhikkhus could maintain the code of 

conduct according to Vinaya, no authority was needed to enforce in by law.  

Thingaza Sayadaw was a popular preacher. He preached the Dhamma with insertion of 

humorous tales so that general public could understand. Like Shwegyin Sayadaw he was a 

reformist. He held that bhikkhus should go back to the very essence of Buddhism rather then 

being involved in learning and scholarship. He was a purist and he emphasized the importance of 

practicing the code of conduct as prescribed by Vinaya.  

He was a member the Thudhamma council. King Mindon honoured him by building grand 

monasteries for him. But Thingaza Sayadaw spent most of his time in forest recluses. He did not 

harbor any intention to set up a new sect but he remained member of Thudhamma council. The 

serious problem was in British Myanmar (Lower Myanmar), where bhikkhus being away from 

both temporal and ecclesiastical authorities became lax in disciplines. The king felt that it was his 

duty to do something about Sasana in Lower Myanmar.  

The 5
th

 Buddhist council 

 Under king Mindon‟s patronage and with his support the 5
th

 Buddhist council was held at 

the capital Mandalay from 1868 to 1871 (three years). Learned bhikkhus from at home and abroad 

were invited who sat in the assembly and daily recited and corrected all canonical texts (Tipitaka). 

The edited texts were inscribed on Sagyin marble slabs for reference. There are 111 slabs on 

which Vinaya was recorded, 410 slabs on which Suttas were recorded and 208 slabs on which 

Abhidhamma was recorded. The total number of slabs was 729. They were set up in serial order 

in the spacious precinct of Maha Loka Marazein Pagoda which King Mindon dedicated in 1857. 

In this Pagoda a duplicate of the sacred Tooth relic of the Buddha from Srilanka was enshrined. If 
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you pie up these 729 marble slabs you will get the height of a 13 storey high-rise building the 

world‟s largest book perhaps.  

A new hti on Shwedagon Pagoda 

 Mindon‟s next religious deed was the dedication of a new hti (umbrella or crown), on 

Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon. Myanmar Buddhists in British Burma appealed to the king to 

renovate the hti that was in decay due to old age and elements. Mindon made a new hti made at 

his capital. But the British did not allow him to come down to Yangon and donate it personally to 

Shwedagon Pagoda because they were afraid Myanmar patriotism would be aroused and their 

authority is undermined. Not even Mindon‟s minister was allowed. Myanmar Buddhists in British 

Burma as British subject put the new hti on the Pagoda. Nevertheless Mindon‟s new hti on 

Shwedagon Pagoda had the effect of reviving Theravada Buddhism in lower Myanmar religious 

and psychological gain of this event was the prestige of Mindon as a pious Buddhist king.  

A great marble Buddha Image 

 Among many religious monuments Mindon built a colossal Buddha image of marble 

deserves attention sculpted out of a big monolith from the quarries of Sagyin hills, north of 

Mandalay. This great image is popularly known as Kyauk Taw Gyi Phaya. But its official title is 

Maha Thet Kya Marazein. Ten thousand devotes contributed their physical labour for 13 days to 

transport the big stone to the temple site via a canal dug for ferrying it. On 16 May 1865, king 

Mindon came out in state to perform the rite of consecration of the Image. Mindon also built 

Thudhamma Zayats and Pathan Zayat (religious examination halls and Dhamma Sala). A big 

grand brick monastery was known as Atumashi (the incomparable), Maha Atula Wayan 

Monastery. 

The last Myanmar king Thibaw (1878-1885 AD) 

 Though he was a weak king politically he was a good scholar. He was the only son of 

Mindon who passed difficult religious examinations. His religious works were the holding of 

religious examinations, patronizing and supporting Theravada Buddhism and building of Man 

Aung Yadana Pagoda. The third Anglo-Myanmar war broke out in 1885. The British deposed him 

and deported him and his family to Ratanagiri in India where he and his family died.  

See more: https://baganpaper.com/ac/buddhism-in-late-kongbaung-period/  

https://baganpaper.com/buddhism-in-late-kongbaung-period/
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