
Marketing Thailand & Marketing Thailand & SEAsiaSEAsia
for a Mythical Ramayana for a Mythical Ramayana 

instead of Historical Buddhist instead of Historical Buddhist 
SitesSites

HemaHema GoonatilakeGoonatilake



Sri Lanka tourist authorities Sri Lanka tourist authorities 
promote Ramayanapromote Ramayana

Sri Lanka tourist authorities promote Sri Lanka tourist authorities promote 
Ramayana in Thailand instead of Buddhist Ramayana in Thailand instead of Buddhist 
sitessites
This is a gross travestyThis is a gross travesty



Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia & Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia & 
Laos culture shaped by Sri Lankan Laos culture shaped by Sri Lankan 

Buddhism  Buddhism  
Over 90% of the populations in Thailand, Over 90% of the populations in Thailand, 
Myanmar, Cambodia & Laos profess Myanmar, Cambodia & Laos profess 
Theravada Buddhism, introduced by Theravada Buddhism, introduced by 
SinhalaSinhala monks during the period 11monks during the period 11thth --1515thth

centuries. centuries. 
Their cultures & civilizations were shaped Their cultures & civilizations were shaped 
by by SinhalaSinhala Buddhist culture and Buddhist culture and 
civilization.   civilization.   



Our Buddhist sites highly Our Buddhist sites highly 
venerated by themvenerated by them

Thai & other tourists can be attracted mainly by Thai & other tourists can be attracted mainly by 
promoting Sri Lankan Buddhist sites that have promoting Sri Lankan Buddhist sites that have 
historical connections with Thai & other historical connections with Thai & other 
Southeast Asian countries.Southeast Asian countries.
AnuradhapuraAnuradhapura, Sacred Tooth Relic (considered , Sacred Tooth Relic (considered 
the most sacred), the most sacred), SamantakutaSamantakuta, , MahiyanganaMahiyangana, , 
DimulagalaDimulagala, , GadaladeniyaGadaladeniya, , LankatilakaLankatilaka & the & the 
rest of 16 sacred sites have inspired their rest of 16 sacred sites have inspired their 
devotion for centuries.      devotion for centuries.      



Ramayana: popular art form Ramayana: popular art form 

The Ramayana story was hardly known in The Ramayana story was hardly known in 
Sri Lanka except among the educated and Sri Lanka except among the educated and 
those who studied Sanskrit. those who studied Sanskrit. 
But it is very popular in Thailand, But it is very popular in Thailand, 
Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, Malaysia, and Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia. Indonesia. 



Ramayana: popular art formRamayana: popular art form
In Thailand, it is considered a national epic In Thailand, it is considered a national epic 
which was partly written by King which was partly written by King RamaRama I in 18I in 18thth

century. The most dominant theme of dance century. The most dominant theme of dance 
dramas and shadow plays, puppetry in these dramas and shadow plays, puppetry in these 
countries up to now is the countries up to now is the RamaRama--RavanaRavana story. story. 
There are an annual Ramayana theatre festivals There are an annual Ramayana theatre festivals 
in these countries to which dance dramas from in these countries to which dance dramas from 
Thailand, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines Thailand, Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines 
and India are presented.  and India are presented.  



Today Hindu elements remain Today Hindu elements remain 
only in royal ceremoniesonly in royal ceremonies

How did Ramayana spread in these countries? How did Ramayana spread in these countries? 
Hinduism was the first religion to spread in these Hinduism was the first religion to spread in these 
countries through Indian traders who settled countries through Indian traders who settled 
down there.  down there.  
Then came Mahayana Buddhism from India Then came Mahayana Buddhism from India 
which was which was practisedpractised by the royalty, court officials by the royalty, court officials 
and the elite classes. and the elite classes. 
It is Sinhalese Buddhism that was embraced by It is Sinhalese Buddhism that was embraced by 
the masses, and remain so to this day.  the masses, and remain so to this day.  



SinhalaSinhala monks introduce Buddhism monks introduce Buddhism 
first to first to NakhonNakhon SiSi ThammaratThammarat in in 

Thailand Thailand –– 1313thth CC



““SihingaSihinga BuddhaBuddha”” ((SinhalaSinhala
Buddha): Cultural heritage of Buddha): Cultural heritage of 

ThailandThailand
After After ChandrabhanuChandrabhanu invaded Sri Lanka to obtain invaded Sri Lanka to obtain 
a miraculous Buddha image & failed, the effort a miraculous Buddha image & failed, the effort 
succeeded through a delegation sent by succeeded through a delegation sent by RamaRama
KhamhengKhamheng, the 1, the 1stst King of King of SukhothaiSukhothai, the 1, the 1stst

capital of Thailand. capital of Thailand. 
The image was gifted in 13The image was gifted in 13thth C by C by 
ParakramabahuParakramabahu II of II of DambadeniyaDambadeniya. It was . It was 
known as known as ““SihingaSihinga BuddhaBuddha”” ((SinhalaSinhala Buddha) & Buddha) & 
rulers of kingdoms fought wars to obtain it rulers of kingdoms fought wars to obtain it 
because its possession gave them the right to because its possession gave them the right to 
rule. rule. 



SihingaSihinga Buddha (13Buddha (13thth C): Bangkok C): Bangkok 
MuseumMuseum



UpasampadaUpasampada from from DimbulagalaDimbulagala
monkmonk

Rulers of all kingdoms in Thailand, i.e. Rulers of all kingdoms in Thailand, i.e. 
SukhothaiSukhothai, , ChiangmaiChiangmai, , LamphunLamphun & & 
SuwankhalokSuwankhalok requested Sri Lankan monk requested Sri Lankan monk 
UdumbaraUdumbara [[DimbulagalaDimbulagala] ] MahasamiMahasami
((SangharajaSangharaja MedhankaraMedhankara)  who was then )  who was then 
in lower Burma to send monks to perform. in lower Burma to send monks to perform. 
UdumbaraUdumbara MahasamiMahasami sent Thai monks sent Thai monks 
who had received who had received upasampadaupasampada from him. from him. 



““SihalaSihala SanghaSangha”” in Thailandin Thailand

Thus Thus UdumbaraUdumbara MahasamiMahasami’’ss Thai Thai 
disciples established the disciples established the SihalaSihala SanghaSangha
((SinhalaSinhala SanghaSangha) sect in the entire ) sect in the entire 
Northern Thailand. Northern Thailand. 



Thai King receives Thai King receives upasampadaupasampada
from SL from SL SangharajaSangharaja

King King LuthaiLuthai (1347(1347--1368) received with 1368) received with 
great celebrations, the Sinhalese great celebrations, the Sinhalese 
SangharajaSangharaja MedhankaraMedhankara & & SinhalaSinhala
monks arriving from lower Burma. monks arriving from lower Burma. 
King studied under him & at the end of King studied under him & at the end of 
vassavassa, received temporary ordination, received temporary ordination..



The BuddhaThe Buddha’’s Footprints Footprint

The The SamantakutaparbataSamantakutaparbata inscription (1359 inscription (1359 
or 1369 CE) of King or 1369 CE) of King LuthaiLuthai records that his records that his 
artisans made several copies of the artisans made several copies of the 
Buddha's Footprint from Sri Lanka. Buddha's Footprint from Sri Lanka. 
A mountain in Thailand was given the A mountain in Thailand was given the 
name name SamantakutaSamantakuta. . 
Many copies of Many copies of ““BuddhapadBuddhapad”” [Buddha [Buddha 
footprints] all over Thailand.  footprints] all over Thailand.  



Sacred footprint Sacred footprint 



Thai Prince Monk in Sri LankaThai Prince Monk in Sri Lanka

Sri Sri SraddhaSraddha ((SiSi SathaSatha), a nephew of king ), a nephew of king RamaRama
KhamhengKhamheng visited Sri Lanka in 1347 and stayed visited Sri Lanka in 1347 and stayed 
at at GampolaGampola and and MahiyanganaMahiyangana for 10 years. for 10 years. 
He received the 'He received the 'MahasamiMahasami' title & also visited ' title & also visited 
SamantakutaSamantakuta & repaired & repaired RuwanRuwan WeliWeli Seya, Seya, 
MahaviharaMahavihara & & MahiyanganaMahiyangana CetiyaCetiya. . 
He also took back a He also took back a KesadhatuKesadhatu and a and a GivadhatuGivadhatu
to to SukhothaiSukhothai. . 
He also took a group of Sinhalese craftsmen He also took a group of Sinhalese craftsmen 
from from GampolaGampola, and settled them in five villages , and settled them in five villages 
in in SukhothaiSukhothai. . 



GadaladeniyaGadaladeniya style stucco style stucco makaramakara
toranatorana in in SukhothaiSukhothai



GadaladeniyaGadaladeniya style elephants on style elephants on 
bell shaped bell shaped stupasstupas, , SukhothaiSukhothai

Wat Sorasak, 

Sukothai



LankaramaLankarama in in AyutthayaAyutthaya, , 
ThailandThailand

A Thai monk from A Thai monk from AyutthayaAyutthaya studied and studied and 
received received upasampadaupasampada under the under the SangharajaSangharaja at at 
GadaladeniGadaladeni during during BuvanekabahuBuvanekabahu V (1372V (1372--
1408). 1408). 
This Thai This Thai MahatheraMahathera DhammakittiDhammakitti MahasamiMahasami, on , on 
return to return to AyutthayaAyutthaya, stayed at the city, stayed at the city’’s s 
LankaramaLankarama [Lanka monastery], built by [Lanka monastery], built by 
BoromarajaBoromaraja ((ParamarajaParamaraja) (1370) (1370--1388). 1388). 
He composed the text He composed the text SaddhammasangahaSaddhammasangaha, a , a 
history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. 



WatWat SihalaramSihalaram ((SinhalaSinhala
AramayaAramaya))

WatWat SihalaramSihalaram in in ChiangmaiChiangmai became the 1became the 1stst

centre of centre of PaliPali studies in Thailand. studies in Thailand. 
WatWat SihalaramSihalaram was so called because King was so called because King 
TilokarajaTilokaraja (1448(1448--1488 A. C.) planted a 1488 A. C.) planted a BodhiBodhi
branch brought from Sri Lanka. branch brought from Sri Lanka. 
A general named A general named SihalagottaSihalagotta [[““SinhalaSinhala gothragothra””, , 
so possibly a Sinhalese], by the order of the so possibly a Sinhalese], by the order of the 
king, rebuilt the shrine called king, rebuilt the shrine called RajakutaRajakuta & & 
deposited a relic from Sri Lanka. deposited a relic from Sri Lanka. 



WatWat SihalaramSihalaram (Sinhala (Sinhala AramayaAramaya))



Hundreds of Lanka style bell Hundreds of Lanka style bell 
stupasstupas in in AyutthyaAyutthya

Wat Phra Si Samphet, Ayuththaya



Most recent religious bonds with Most recent religious bonds with 
ThailandThailand

In 1753, with the introduction of In 1753, with the introduction of uupasampadapasampada
from Thailand began the Buddhist revival. from Thailand began the Buddhist revival. 
MahamakutMahamakut RajavidyalayaRajavidyalaya in Bangkok in 1893 in Bangkok in 1893 
modeled after modeled after VidyodayaVidyodaya (1873) and (1873) and 
VidyalankaraVidyalankara (1875) (1875) pirivenaspirivenas. . 
Thai Prince Thai Prince PrisdongPrisdong was ordained in Sri Lanka was ordained in Sri Lanka 
as as VenVen. . JinavaravamsaJinavaravamsa and became active in and became active in 
the Sri Lanka Buddhist educational movement. the Sri Lanka Buddhist educational movement. 



VenVen. . SubhutiSubhuti & Prince & Prince PrisdangPrisdang



BorobudurBorobudur in Java, Indonesia: in Java, Indonesia: 
Sinhala Style Sinhala Style StupaStupa



MyanmarMyanmar

1212thth C murals depicting scenes from the C murals depicting scenes from the 
MahavamsaMahavamsa, four abodes of , four abodes of SinhalaSinhala monks in monks in 
the 13the 13thth C and 260 large monuments influenced C and 260 large monuments influenced 
by Sinhalese reflect close connections. by Sinhalese reflect close connections. 
Sacred Tooth Relic was the most revered. Hairs Sacred Tooth Relic was the most revered. Hairs 
sent by kings & queens were made into brooms sent by kings & queens were made into brooms 
& used in the Temple of the Tooth.  & used in the Temple of the Tooth.  
Replicas were taken & several temples, built. Replicas were taken & several temples, built. 



DutugemunuDutugemunu’’ss Elephant Elephant KandulaKandula in in 
1212thth C Myanmar paintingC Myanmar painting



King King Elara'sElara s Justice Bell in 12Justice Bell in 12thth C C 
Myanmar painting Myanmar painting 



Worship of Worship of 
ThuparamaThuparama

in 12in 12thth C C 
Myanmar Myanmar 
paintingpainting



KingKing’’ marriages with Sri Lankan marriages with Sri Lankan 
princesses princesses 

From 12From 12thth C, Myanmar kings married Sri C, Myanmar kings married Sri 
Lanka princesses.Lanka princesses.
In 13In 13thth C, Myanmar KingC, Myanmar King’’s s ““most most favouredfavoured””
queen & a Minister were Sri Lankan.   queen & a Minister were Sri Lankan.   



Cambodia:Cambodia: SinhalaSinhala style style stupastupa
(1181(1181--1215) in 1215) in PhraPhra Khan, Angkor, Khan, Angkor, 

Cambodia Cambodia 



Main Main Cambodian Cambodian temples  temples  
associated with Sinhalese associated with Sinhalese 

monksmonks
WatWat Lanka was where Lanka was where SinhalaSinhala monks monks 
taught the taught the PaliPali TripitakaTripitaka to Cambodian to Cambodian 
monks.monks.
Several other main temples were built in Several other main temples were built in 
memory of memory of SinhalaSinhala monks who taught monks who taught 
there.there.



Sri Lankan monks introduce Sri Lankan monks introduce 
Buddhism to Laos Buddhism to Laos 

King of Cambodia sent three of his advisors to King of Cambodia sent three of his advisors to 
Laos to introduce Buddhism there. Laos to introduce Buddhism there. 
He also sent his proudest possession, a He also sent his proudest possession, a 
miraculous Buddha image, gifted to him by a Sri miraculous Buddha image, gifted to him by a Sri 
Lankan king. Lankan king. 
It became the palladium of Laos & the capital It became the palladium of Laos & the capital 
city was named after the image as city was named after the image as LuangLuang
PrabangPrabang..
The chief Sinhalese monk became the first The chief Sinhalese monk became the first 
SangharajaSangharaja there.there.



PrabangPrabang Buddha ImageBuddha Image



Lanka Lanka BodhiBodhi ViharaVihara –– the 1the 1stst

viharavihara in Laos in Laos 
The Sri Lankan monks also planted a The Sri Lankan monks also planted a 
BodhiBodhi sapling from Sri Lanka and the sapling from Sri Lanka and the 
viharavihara built there was named built there was named WatWat Po Po 
Lanka (Lanka Lanka (Lanka BodhiBodhi ViharaVihara).).



Current culture & civilization in Current culture & civilization in 
SE Asia were shaped mainly by SE Asia were shaped mainly by 

Sri Lankan BuddhismSri Lankan Buddhism
SinhalaSinhala BhikkhusBhikkhus introduced the Theravada introduced the Theravada 
form of ordination into these countries, taught form of ordination into these countries, taught 
PaliPali in in SinhalaSinhala script thenscript then. . 
SinhalaSinhala monks guided SE Asia monks in the monks guided SE Asia monks in the 
writing of history with writing of history with MahavamsaMahavamsa as the model.as the model.
SinhalaSinhala BhikkhusBhikkhus also introduced also introduced SinhalaSinhala forms forms 
of sculpture, architecture, literature and painting, of sculpture, architecture, literature and painting, 
and thus helped found a new civilization in these and thus helped found a new civilization in these 
countries.countries.



ConclusionConclusion
Thais, Burmese, Cambodians, Laotians, Thais, Burmese, Cambodians, Laotians, 
Southern Vietnamese & the Chinese in Southern Southern Vietnamese & the Chinese in Southern 
KunminKunmin province, consider our sacred sites, e.g. province, consider our sacred sites, e.g. 
AnuradhapuraAnuradhapura, , PolonnaruwaPolonnaruwa, Temple of the , Temple of the 
Tooth, Tooth, SamantakutaSamantakuta & other sites as belonging & other sites as belonging 
to their cultural heritage. to their cultural heritage. 
The The MahavamsaMahavamsa episode is so entrenched into episode is so entrenched into 
their consciousness that the Burmese believe their consciousness that the Burmese believe 
DutugemunuDutugemunu is their hero.is their hero.
If we wish to market Sri Lankan for Southeast If we wish to market Sri Lankan for Southeast 
tourists, it should be the ancient Buddhist sites, tourists, it should be the ancient Buddhist sites, 
not a fictional Ramayana.not a fictional Ramayana.



Thank you!Thank you!


