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Pilgrims and Merits: History of Buddhist
Religious Tourism and Related cultural Aspects
in Ancient Sri Lanka

M. K. Amila Indika

Abstract

Buddhist religious tourism has been very popular since Anuradhapura
period with participation of kings, Buddhist monks, elites and ordinary
people, which was facilitated by rulers providing accommodation,
access, sometimes foods and so on. This concept was motivated by some
teachings of Buddhist doctrinal works such as Maha Parinibbana Sutta
and the commentary of Deegha Nikaya.

Rasavahini and Pali commentaries reveal about large and small
groups of pilgrims comprising five hundred to a few pilgrims and
Kelaniya, Nagadeepa, Ruvanveliseya, Sri Maha Bodhi and Tissamaharama
were most popular pilgrim destinations. According to epigraphical and
literary sources, kings like Vijayabahu I, Nissankamalla and Kerti Sri
Rajasinghe visited some famous religious sites of the island. Sri Lankan
pilgrims went to famous Buddhist pilgrim sites of India. Clay votive
tablets with Nagari letters and some other artifacts with foreign origin
found from various places of the island may have been brought by these
pilgrims. Inbound and outbound Buddhist religious tourism cause to the
exchange of the teachings of various Buddhist schools and other cultural
elements as well.

Sometimes, ancient rulers patronize to upgrade the facilities not
only for domestic religious tourists but also outbound Sri Lankan tourists
in India as well. They established Ambalam or way house rests and
pilgrim rests, renovated pilgrim roads and bridges, donated villages and
other sources of revenue to the pilgrim destinations and so on. There was
a building known as Doratupenmadiva in urban monasteries of
Anuradhapura to provide some facilities for religious tourists.

During Kandian period, with popularization of Buddhist religious
tourism, emergence of pilgrim literature can be observed comprising
from pilgrim poetries and Pali verses for worshiping famous Buddhist
shrines. According to above facts, it can be concluded that there was a
Buddhist pilgrim culture in ancient Sri Lanka.



