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In bits and pieces I had read about this subject but never got hold of a book that gave me a comprehensive view. Luckily for me I came across a book Cultural Heritage of India by the Ramakrishna Mission. Here is it for you verbatim from the book. The article has three chapters, one covers Sri Lanka, two covers Cambodia, Thailand, Laos and Malaysia, three covers Indonesia and ends with the words of Swami Vivekananda – thoughts on the globalization. 

Sri Lanka






Chapter One

Culturally Sri Lanka (SL) has always been very close to India from the dawn of history. Buddhism, introduced into the island during the reign of D Tissa 247 to 207 BC by Asoka’s son and daughter, is the greatest link between the two countries. The earliest records of Ceylon are in the Brahmi script of Asoka’s time esp. noticed in Western and Southern India. As there was no alternative system of writing in SL in the pre BC era, the earlier literature probably belonged to the domain of unwritten folk literature. The introduction of Buddhism gave the first impetus to usher the writing age in SL and the Brahmi inscriptions bear testimony to this fact.

Pali Literature

The sacred texts of Buddhism in SL are in Pali, which developed from the North Indian dialect known as Magadhi. There is hardly any doubt that the greater part of the canonical texts of the Theravada school was fashioned in India and possibly given final approval in the Third Buddhist Council held at Patna during the reign of Asoka and then transmitted to Ceylon. For the next two centuries the cannon circulated orally. Later on it was realized that this way knowledge of the cannon would reduce so during the reign of Vattagamani in the 1st century BC it was put down in writing. 

It seems reasonable to hold the view that the earliest canonical texts were brought to SL from India by Asoka’s children Mahinda and Sanghamitta but the atthakathas (commentaries) thereon written in Old Sinhalese were gradually drawn up locally and when ever necessary retranslated into Pali. It is usually believed that upon these commentaries were based the two famous Pali chronicles of SL, the Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, of which the former was composed at the close of the 4th century by an unknown author and the latter towards the end of the 5th century a.d. by Thera Mahanama. The style of these two texts reminds us of Sanskrit kavyas.

The most outstanding author in the history of Pali literature is doubtless Buddhahosa, an Indian Brahmin who became a Buddhist, came to SL during the reign of King Mahanama 409-31 a.d. One of his works Samantapasadika, a commentary on the Vinaya Pitaka was translated into Chinese into 489 a.d. By his many scholarly works in Pali he firmly established the language in the Buddhist world.

Pali and Sanskrit studies received great impetus during the Polun-naruva-Dambadeniya period 9th to 13th centuries. One of the earliest and best known authors of the time was Moggallana, whose Moggallana Vyakarana, a Pali grammar, was very popular and led to the growth of a new school of Pali grammar in the island. The most versatile scholar of the period was Sariputta whose work in the field of Sanskrit grammar and linguistics was matched by his compositions in the field of Pali literature. His various Buddhist works bear the imprint of his knowledge of Sanskrit language and literature. The Bodhivamsa by Upatissa, which seems to have been composed in the last quarter of the 10th century bears the beginning of Sanskrit, is called Sanskritized Pali. 

Sanskrit Literature

Sanskrit inscriptions and the existence of a fairly extensive Sanskrit literature attest to the importance of Sanskrit in SL’s cultural and religious life. One of the earliest texts written in the 4th century was Sarartha-sangraha by King Buddhadasa. Sanskrit grammars and lexicographical texts were introduced from India to facilitate the study of Sanskrit and sometimes served as models of Sinhalese texts. Not only was Candragomin’s grammar Candra Vyakarana studied in SL but was used by Moggallana as a model for his Pali grammar. Sariputta who lived between the 9th-12th centuries composed a Sanskrit grammar Padavatara. Another great scholar during the period 1153-86 was Dimbulagala Mahakasyapa who wrote the Sanskrit grammar Balavabodhana. 

There were also Sanskrit treatise on Silpa-sastras, particularly on statuary art e.g. Sariputra. In about 1245 a Brahmin scholar from Gauda (Bengal) named R Kavibharati came to SL, became Buddhist, received a title of Bauddhagama Cakravarti for writing a work titled Bhakti-sataka in glorifications of Buddha. It is essentially a Hindu poem as far as its idea and treatment is concerned. He is also credited with the composition of Vritta-ratnakara-panjika, which is a commentary on the famous Indian Sanskrit texts on prosody called Vrtta-ratnakara by Kedara Bhatta. 

There is hardly any doubt that Sinhalese monks of the Mahayana school used Sanskrit as a vehicle of their ideas and studied the language and its literature extensively. 

India’s Contribution to Sinhalese Literature

The language and literary tradition of India made a great impact upon the Sinhalese (SH) language and literature. They fashioned their growth from the formative stage. SH emerged as any other Indian language like Bengali, Hindi, Marathi etc. The contribution of Sanskrit and Pali to the corpus of SH  vocabulary and literature are immense. There was a strong Tamil influence too. Said W F Gunawardhana ‘while in regard to its word equipment, SH is the child of Pali and Sanskrit, it is, with regard to its physical structure, essentially the daughter of Tamil’. 

In the matter of script there is the influence of the Grantha script of South India, which is a form of Brahmi, can be noticed in the current script of SL and scholars believe that the latter is derived from the former. Of the extant SH works, the oldest is Siyabasalankara, a text on poetics composed in the 9th century after the Kavyasarsa of Dandin. Works of Kalidasa were very popular in Ceylon. His masterpieces like Meghaduta, Raghuvamsa were regarded as models of poetic composition and were an inspiration to SH writers and poets. 

Although writers of the Polunnaruva period 9-12 th centuries showed greater inclination to promote the study of Sanskrit and Pali some important Sinhalese works were composed during this period. Such works include Sasa-davata, which is a versification of the Pali Sasa Jataka and was probably composed around 1197 a.d. The famous work called the Amavatura is a sort of prose poem in 18 chapters written by Gurulugomi, dealing with the progress of Buddhism. There were numerous other works in SH literature that contains innumerable references to and quotations from Buddhist – Sanskrit texts.

A novel feature in the late medieval SH literature was the introduction of the sandesa-kavyas after Kalidasa’s Meghaduta with a few changes though. The reign of Parakramabahu 1348-60 witnessed the appearance of the first sandesa-kavyas in SH.

The foregoing survey makes it abundantly clear that Pali and Sanskrit literatures not only inspired SH scholars and writers to compose excellent works in these languages, but also led the growth of a fairly extensive literature in the language of the land, which shone with multi-faceted brilliance. The Contribution of South Indian languages particularly Tamil, in the evolution of SH language cannot be ignored.

South-East Asia





Chapter 2

This chapter covers Cambodia, Thailand, Laos and Malaysia. The countries of South-East Asia formed a stronghold of Indian culture from the early centuries of the Christian era. The extent of Indian influence is remarkable. Scholars have detected that the spoken languages of this region, have adopted, without loosing their basic character, Sanskrit abstract and material terms, but were also influenced by Sanskrit rhetoric and prosody and sometimes even by grammatical rules of euphony.

In Siamese, the number of Sanskrit and Pali words would be 1,362 in a total of 40,000. In the Malay dictionary some Sanskrit words have been listed. Words of Sanskrit extraction have penetrated the vocabulary of Burmese, Tagalog language of Philippines. But the largest influx has occurred in Old Javanese. In its dictionary Sanskrit words number no less than 6,790 and the ratio of Sanskrit to Old Javanese in some old texts would be as high as 4 to 9, while the proposition in the kakavins (poetical compositions) is often 1 to 4 or 2 to 7. But whereas a vast Sanskrit literature has come down to us from the Hindu Javanese period, preserved mainly in Bali, hardly anything of the same period has reached us from Kambuja, Burma, Thailand, Malaya or Sumatra. 

Sanskrit inscriptions discovered in these regions numbering several hundreds indicate that Sanskrit was widely studied there. The inscriptions, usually written in flawless kavya style, may be treated as specimens of Sanskrit literature. The languages of South-East Asia are mostly derived in scripts derived from the old Brahmi alphabet of India.

Cambodia

Some inscriptions have over 200 verses written in various ornate metres, besides the sloka or anustunh and the upajati-indravajra-upendravajra group. Some of the inscriptions were written in gaudi style.

Many of the rulers as queens and princesses were accomplished Sanskrit scholars, in particular King Suryavarman II 1116 A.D., Queen Indradevi and Prince Suryakumara 1186 AD. A number of kings were adept in Vedic learning. Thus Suryavarman I 100-50 has been described as proficient in the Vedangas. A Saiva Brahmin called Sakrasvamin figures in an inscription of 713 AD as being well versed in Vedanta and Tattiriya. All these studies proliferated in the Angkorian period 800-1150 and continued atleast till 1307. The study of the grammar of Panini, six systems of philosophy, Dharma-satras was pursued vigorously. King Yasaovarman 889-900 is said to have composed a commentary on the Mahabhasya of Patanjali.

A Brahman named Vidyavisesa is said to have mastered besides grammar, 3 of the 6 systems of philosophy and the texts on Buddhism. The Hora-sastra (astrology), Siddhanta-sastra (astronomy), Ayurveda (medicine) and Gandharvavidya (music) were also studied.

A record of the 6th century tells us that Somasarman, brother-in-law of King Bhavavarman I, dedicated a copy of the Ramayana, Mahabharata, Puranas for daily recitation before a deity named Tribhuvanesvara. Scholars proficient in the recitation the epics have been referred to in Cambodian inscriptions.

As the royal house worshipped the Devaraja-linga for many centuries, the deities of the Saiva-Tantric pantheon were especially honored in Cambodia. Inscriptions refer to the teachings of the doctrines of the Saiva sect of the Pasupatas and of the Vaishnava sect of the Pancaratras by competent instructors. Among the other treatise, the Siva Samhita, the Saivite Yoga manuals, Sivadharma and Guhya-tika have been mentioned in local inscriptions. The inscriptions talk of many Indian authors who traveled to Cambodia like Bharavi and Mayura.

Buddhist texts were also studied in ancient Cambodia. Mention has been made in epigraphic records of the Pratityotpadana, Brahmaghosa amongst others. Some Pali inscriptions also attest to the growing popularity of Hinayana Buddhism during the last days of Kambuja’s greatness.

Thailand and Laos

The earliest written records in Thailand are some archaic Mon inscriptions in South Indian characters of the 6th or 7th century a.d. These inscriptions contain some Sanskrit and Pali words. Thai literature proper did not develop till the 14th century. With the establishment of Ayut-thaya as the capital of the Thai kingdom, poetic compositions by the court to divine beings before the commencement of the a trial by ordeal, all of non-Buddhist texture, were made or inspired by the Brahmanas who inherited the traditions of Angkor.

The Burmese law of Code called Wagaru Dhammasattha, which largely drew upon the Manu Samhita, was introduced in Thailand. Ritualistic poems are said to have been composed by the court Brahamanas brought from Cambodia after her defeat in the 13th century. In 1345 a.d. Lu Thai, grandson of the famous Rama Khambaeng, composed the Traibhumikatha (story of the Three Worlds), a voluminous texts on Buddhist cosmology, and it has come down to us in a Siamese tradition. 

A poem entitled Lilit Yuen Pay, which is full of Sanskrit words, was composed during 1448-1495. A session of the Great Council was held at Chieng Mai on 1475 a.d. to revise the Pali scriptures. Sinhalese monks settled there also contributed to the dissemination of knowledge of the Buddhist scriptures in Pali. The fillip thus imparted led to the production of two notable works, the Mangaladispani and Dhammapada-atthakatha. The latter was translated into Modern Siamese during the reign of King Rama III 1824-51.

The first known Siamese version of the Ramayana called Ramakien composed by King P Chakri between 1770-80 is incomplete. It was completed during the reign of King Rama I 1782-1809. Ramakien has been utilized by many later Thai writers. The dramatic literature of Thailand owes its origin to, and was influenced by, the Rama saga of India, although its affiliation is to a certain floating Rama legends including the story of the Dasaratha Jataka. 18th century Thai literature included 14 plays, the themes of which were borrowed from the Jataka stories.

The literature of Laos is but a dialectical variation of Thai literature. Among it’s important productions are some edifying religious works of which the best known are the ‘Fifty Jataka Stories’ and the Laotian version of the Pancatantra consisting four collections of stories.

Malaysia

The ancient Malay inscriptions, which belong to the last part of the 7th century A.D., contain some Sanskrit words pertaining mainly to the calendar and religion. The Trengganu 1327-7 or 1386-87 a.d. and Pasai 1380 stone inscriptions contain many Sanskrit words. The artificial world created by Malaysian folk-tales is linked with the folk-world of India. While some stories are influenced by the Ramayana, many have been traced in the Kathasarit-sagara and a large number have their counterparts in the Jataka stories, Panca-tantra and Katha literature. 

The Malay romances have episodes speaking of merchants, princes, and ascetics from India, while Hindu fairies, sages; gods jostle in them with Islamic sages, heroes and fairies. In a general way 1350-1450 a.d. may be taken to be the period when the Islamic matrix of Malay literature was laid, but it has not yet shed the traits of its earlier Indian character.

The Malay Ramayana, known as Hikayat Seri Rama has two versions in which the flotsam from the east, west and southwest of India were gathered to produce the prototype of Malay texts. Some of these Indians elements might have arrived in the 12th century and woven into the texture of the Hikayat Seri Rama between the 12th and 17th centuries. The Javanese Mahabharata known as Bharata-yuddha is represented in Malays by Hikayat Perang. Hikayat Rajaraja Pasai in prose contains a tag translated from the Tamil Manimekalai.

The shadow plays of Malaysia draw their themes from the Ramayana and Mahabharata, and they were presented by invoking the deities of the Hindu pantheon like Siva, Ganesha as well as important figures of the epics like Rama, Ravana, Indrajit and Arjuna.

Indonesia





Chapter 3 

The earliest records of Java, such as the inscriptions of King Purnavarman 5th century a.d. of West Java and of the Sailendra rulers are all written in Sanskrit. No old Javanese texts are available prior to the 9th century. The earliest inscriptions in Old Javanese reveal the growing infiltration of Sanskrit words into the vocabulary of the former. The Indo-Javanese language took literary shape in the period between 650 to 850 A.D. when Sanskrit-Old Javanese dictionaries and simple grammars appear to have been written. The lexicon Amaramala belongs to a period prior to the 10th century to which the Old Javanese Ramayana is usually assigned.

Indo-Javanese literature began to flower in Central Java, but it developed its golden age at the courts of the east Javanese kings from about 925 to 1400 a.d. The literary output of this period i.e. about five centuries may be reviewed under the following heads – 

Vedas and Puranas

The Vedas were studied in Java, as in Indo-China, in the ancient period but what now pass under this name are mantras and stutis meant for different deities of the Hindus and Buddhist pantheons. It is worth noting that no complete mantra, as given in these texts, has been found in India. What has been preserved in Bali are called Rk, Yajus and Samavedasiras, which are sung and not recited on the first day of the bright half of the month and on full-moon nights. Other mantras containing many subsidiary mantras which are to be accompanied by various mudras and by pranayama, nyasa etc. In fact no Vedic mantra has been found anywhere in Indonesia, except a fragment of the gayatri which also occurs in post-Vedic and post-epic Indian literature. Besides a number of Buddhist hymns, dedicated to Surya, Sri, vayu, Prithvi and others have been discovered in Bali. The spiritual tenor of these mantras is Indian, but no full text of the hymns have been traced in India. 

Of the Puranas, only Brahmanda Purana has been discovered in Java. The subject matter of the prose recension has been borrowed for the most part directly from a Sanskrit recension, though in certain respects the text tallies with relevant portions of the Vayu, Matsya and Varaha Puranas. The versified recension, called Brahmanda Purana-kakavin was composed in 18 cantos probably in the 12th century.

Many works written in Puranic style and of a cosmological nature have been discovered in Bali. Most of the Old Javanese works contain anustubh stanzas in Sanskrit with Old Javanese elucidation. A work of a Puranic nature is Agastyaparva containing some Sanskrit stanzas and Agastya’s answers to the questions of his son Srdhasya. There were other works too.

Agamas and Dharma-Sastras

Among the works, which constitute the Agamas and Dharma-Sastras, Bhuvanakosa and Bhuvanasamksepa of the Saiva Tantric School contain some Sanskrit stanzas. Tattva Sang Hyang Mahajnana expounds the implications of linga worship and Vrhaspatitattva contains many Sanskrit verses, and discussed various doctrines of Saiva theology. 

Among the works of the Niti class Kunjarakarna, an Old Javanese text composed between the 12th and 14th centuries, recounts how the yaksa Kunjarakarna sought the advice of Vairocana for gaining birth as a higher being. Sara-samuccaya, another text of the Niti class, has about 517 slokhas, of which 321 have already been traced in the Mahabharata, Pancatantra and Hitopadesa. It was so important that an old Javanese text called Purvadhigama refers to it among the texts, which a judge must study.

On the books of statecraft and allied matters, mention should be made of the Rajapatigundala of King Bhatati, Raja Kapa Kapa. Ethical matters mixed with statecraft form the subject of Nitisastra-kakavin (9second half of the 15th century). In the old Javanese texts called Nitipraya, Sage Vyasa played a leading role. A large number of old Javanese texts such as Kutaramanava, Svarajambu and Adigama belonging to Smriti literature of Java and Bali, are based on the Manu Samhita.

Kanda Works

Adisvara, Krtavasa, Suksavasa are some of the works on grammar. The references to Panini and Katantra Vyakarana in Karaka-sangraha in the inscriptions of ancient Java seem to be indicative of the tradition of the study of Sanskrit grammatical literature in Java. 

Of the works on prosody, the most outstanding is the Vrttasancaya, written by Mpu Tanakung, probably in the 12th century. It deals with more than 100 Sanskrit verses. The impact of Sanskrit rhetoric on the Old Javanese kakavins is considerable. These remind one of the Buddha-carita, Raghuvamsa etc. Some works dealing with medicine, astrology, astronomy has been found in Java, which contains may words of Sanskrit origin.

Epic Works

The oldest Javanese Ramayana was probably composed about the first quarter of the 10th century by Yogisvara, whose real name, according to Balinese tradition seemed to be Rajakusuma. The text contains 2,774 stanzas, divided into 26 cantos and written in Sanskrit metres. The story broadly follows Valmiki’s Ramayana, but ends with the return of Lord Ram, Sita, Lakshman and their entourage to Ayodhya. The old Javanese Uttarakanda, is not part of Yogisvara’s Ramayana but constitutes an independent work. There are also later recensions like Rama Kling, Serat Kanda and many others of lesser importance. The Ramayana stories furnished the themes of local shadow plays, and were depicted on temple relief’s. There were numerous other stories based on the epic.

No less popular was the Old Javanese Mahabharata, of which the Adi, Virata, Udyoga and Bhisma parvans were composed under orders of King Dharmavamsa 991-1007, some other portions were composed as late as the 14th century. Bharta-yuddha-kakavin dealing with the middle section of the epic was completed by the Buddhist author Mpu Panuluh in 1157. The text has 52 cantos with 731 stanzas and is written in various Sanskrit metres.

The Old Javanese Bhagwad Gita, which contains many Sanskrit slokhas, is an abridged version of the original. There were many kakavins belonging to the Mahabharta cycle of stories, Arjuna-vivaha was composed in 36 cantos by Mpu Kanava between 1019-42 a.d. There are numerous other works on individuals of the epic like Abhimanyu, Ghatotokach.

Smaradahana, written in the 12th century by Mpu Dhamaja in 40 cantos, describes the burning of Kama by Siva’s wrath. Sutasoma, narrates how Purusada, who had conquered all the kings of Bharatavarsha was ultimately subdued by Sutasoma, an incarnation of Bodhisattva. Krsna-vijaya deals with the fight between Krishna and Kamsa. Bhomakavya, written perhaps in the 14th century by Mpu Bradah, relates the fight between Krishna and Bhoma (Narakasura). The story supplied material for shadow plays of the entire Malayo-Indonesian world. 

The Indian epics and Puranas supplied many themes for the shadow plays of Indonesia. These plays, which have kept alive the Indian epic and Puranic stories even in Muslim Indonesia, were popular as the beginning of the 11 century. 

After the fall of the Hinduized state of Majapahit around 1500 a.d., Javanese literature became divided into two streams, the main one in Bali laying there the matrix of the Middle Javanese literature as an offshoot of Old Javanese and distinct from Old Balinese. The other stream continued in Java under stagnant conditions. The preservation of the much of the Indian legacy was owing to the fact that when Majapahit was destroyed, the princes, elite and priestly community fled to Bali taking with them their earthly possessions including books. 

The age which marked the end of the Middle Javanese literature and the beginning of the New Javanese literature may be taken as 1628 a.d. Indonesian literature of the Middle and New periods has been greatly influenced by the penetration of Islamic theology and literary ideals and have been responsible for creating a hybrid composition of a very peculiar type.

It has been mentioned earlier that the order of the Devanagari alphabet was followed in the Sumatran and Celebes languages. The impact of Indian influence was also felt in the domain of loan words in these areas. Moreover, there is every reason to believe that in the pre-Islamic period there existed a rich Indian and Indianized literature in Sumatra. 

The foregoing survey would convince any one of the appropriateness of the remarks of S. Levi, quoted by G. Coedes: “Mother of wisdom, India gave her mythology to her neighbors who went to teach it to the whole world. Mother of law and philosophy, she gave to three quarters of Asia, a god, a religion, a doctrine, an art. She carried her sacred language, her literature, her institutions into Indonesia, to the limits of the known world, and from there they spread back to Madagascar and perhaps to the coast of Africa, where the present flow of Indian immigrants seems to follow the faint traces of the past”.

Globalization is the mantra of the nineties. Some say it is a tool to increase market access for Multinational corporations while others think it is a means to export the Western way of life – values and Christianity. After reading the above article and the one on China Japan I am convinced that Indians were amongst the earliest proponents of Globalization. In the absence of modern means of transport - communication how did Indians of earlier times travel to lands as distant as Japan, Indonesia and China. The beauty is that they exported their culture, language and literature without attempting to rule others or exercise political domination. Their influence enhanced the quality of local language and literature, sometimes created it.

Post independence we are caught in the chains of Socialism such that interaction with the world was reduced to the minimum. Our share of world trade has kept on going down. Said Swami Vivekananda " India must conquer the world and nothing less is my ideal. Our eternal foreign policy must be the preaching of the Shastras to the nations of the world. One of the reasons for India's downfall was that she narrowed herself, went into a shell, as the oyster does and refused to give her treasures and jewels to the other races of mankind, refused to give the life giving truths to thirsting nations outside the Aryan fold ". 

I would urge all of you to increase your interaction with the world but on equal terms. The Indian Americans have shown us the way na. We are fortunate to have access to the Internet, a medium that will help Indians communicate as never before. Having said that, our progress would be limited unless we learn to work in teams. Individual brilliance is great but it is teams that will help Bharat gain its rightful place under the Sun. '

Email feedback to esamskriti@suryaconsulting.net
