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The Dathavansa:
Unraveling the
History of the
Buddha's Tooth
Relic
The Dathavansa, meaning "The Chronicle of
the Tooth," is a sacred text detailing the
fascinating and often tumultuous journey of
the Buddha's tooth relic. This Pali chronicle
recounts the relic's acquisition, preservation,
and veneration across centuries, providing a
captivating narrative interwoven with political
intrigue, religious devotion, and cultural
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exchange. This article delves into the rich
history documented in the Dathavansa,
exploring its significance in Buddhist traditions
and highlighting key events in the saga of this
revered artifact. Key aspects we'll examine
include the tooth relic's origins, its journey
to Sri Lanka, its role in Sri Lankan royalty,
the cultural impact of its veneration, and
the ongoing significance of this sacred
object.

The Origins and Early
Journey of the Tooth Relic
The Dathavansa begins its account with the
cremation of the Buddha. Following his death
in Kushinagar, India, around 483 BCE, his
body was cremated, and various relics were
distributed among different kingdoms.
According to the text, his tooth was one of
these highly prized relics, initially kept by the
rulers of Kalinga (modern-day Odisha, India).
The story recounts how the tooth was
meticulously preserved, eventually being
passed down through various royal hands. Its
subsequent journey highlights the reverence
with which the relic was treated, illustrating
the fervent faith it inspired. The text
meticulously documents the royal lineages
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involved in the relic's safeguarding, often
emphasizing the importance of the tooth's
protection as a symbol of royal legitimacy and
spiritual power. This period also highlights the
early development of the cult of the tooth
relic, laying the foundation for the future
reverence it would command.

The Tooth Relic's Arrival in
Sri Lanka: A Pivotal
Moment
The Dathavansa dedicates a significant
portion of its narrative to the arrival of the
tooth relic in Sri Lanka. The text describes the
perilous journey undertaken by Princess
Hemamala and her husband, Prince Danta,
who, fearing persecution, smuggled the relic
out of India. This covert operation, recounted
in vivid detail, underscores the high stakes
involved in protecting this priceless
possession. The successful transportation of
the tooth to Sri Lanka, according to the
Dathavansa, marked a turning point in the
island's history, transforming it into a major
center of Buddhist pilgrimage and scholarship.
The arrival of the tooth in Sri Lanka and
its subsequent enshrinement in the sacred
Temple of the Tooth in Kandy established its
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prominence and laid the groundwork for its
continued importance. This event dramatically
shaped Sri Lankan Buddhism's religious
landscape and cultural identity.

The Tooth Relic and Sri
Lankan Royalty: A Symbol
of Power and Legitimacy
The Dathavansa illustrates how the tooth relic
became inextricably linked to the Sri Lankan
monarchy. Over the centuries, Sri Lankan
kings considered themselves custodians of the
sacred relic, believing that possession of the
tooth conferred legitimacy and divine right to
rule. The chronicle narrates numerous
instances where the tooth relic played a
pivotal role in royal coronations, political
maneuvering, and even warfare. The text
often portrays kings as actively participating
in rituals and ceremonies surrounding the
tooth, showcasing their deep devotion and
highlighting the significant symbolic power
invested in the relic. The Sri Lankan kings'
role in preserving and venerating the
tooth was essential not only to their religious
beliefs but also to their political authority.
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The Cultural Impact of the
Tooth Relic: A Lasting
Legacy
The veneration of the tooth relic significantly
shaped Sri Lankan culture and art. The
Dathavansa provides valuable insight into the
elaborate rituals, artistic expressions, and
architectural marvels created in honor of the
relic. The text describes the construction of
magnificent temples, the creation of intricate
sculptures, and the composition of devotional
hymns and poems, showcasing the vast
cultural impact of this sacred object. The
cultural impact of the tooth relic
continues to this day, influencing Sri Lankan
identity, art, architecture, and religious
practices. This demonstrates the enduring
power of religious artifacts to shape a nation’s
cultural landscape.

The Ongoing Significance
of the Dathavansa and the
Tooth Relic
The Dathavansa remains an invaluable
historical document, shedding light not only
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on the journey of the tooth relic but also on
the socio-political dynamics of ancient and
medieval Sri Lanka and parts of India. The
chronicle's detailed accounts of royal lineages,
political alliances, and religious practices offer
crucial insights into the history and culture of
the region. The ongoing veneration of the
tooth relic in Kandy continues to draw pilgrims
from all corners of the world, demonstrating
the enduring significance of this sacred object.
The ongoing relevance of the tooth relic
emphasizes its continued power as a symbol
of faith, unity, and cultural identity. Its
enduring story serves as a testament to the
power of belief and the profound impact of
religious artifacts on societies throughout
history.

FAQ: The Dathavansa and
the Tooth Relic
Q1: Is the tooth relic actually a tooth of
the Buddha?

A1: The authenticity of the tooth relic is a
matter of faith for Buddhists. While scientific
verification is impossible, the Dathavansa and
other historical accounts strongly support the
tradition that it is indeed a relic of the Buddha,
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passed down through generations with
meticulous care.

Q2: What are the main themes explored
in the Dathavansa?

A2: The Dathavansa explores themes of royal
power, religious devotion, the importance of
relics in Buddhism, the preservation of sacred
objects, and the cultural exchange and
political dynamics between different
kingdoms.

Q3: How does the Dathavansa differ from
other historical accounts of the tooth
relic?

A3: While other texts and traditions mention
the tooth relic, the Dathavansa provides the
most detailed and comprehensive account of
its journey, emphasizing Sri Lankan
perspectives and integrating the relic’s history
into the narrative of the island's kings and
rulers.

Q4: What is the significance of the
Temple of the Tooth in Kandy?

A4: The Temple of the Tooth is the primary
site of veneration for the tooth relic in Sri
Lanka. It is a UNESCO World Heritage site and
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a crucial center of Buddhist pilgrimage and
religious activity, holding immense cultural
and religious importance for Sri Lanka.

Q5: What role did the tooth relic play in
Sri Lankan politics?

A5: The tooth relic was a potent symbol of
legitimacy and power for Sri Lankan kings.
Control over the relic often translated into
political control and enhanced a king's
authority and claim to the throne.

Q6: How is the Dathavansa viewed within
Buddhist scholarship?

A6: The Dathavansa is a valuable primary
source for understanding Buddhist history and
traditions in Sri Lanka. Scholars use it
alongside other texts and archaeological
evidence to reconstruct the past. Its value is
both historical and religious, providing insight
into the development of Buddhist beliefs and
practices.

Q7: What is the language of the
Dathavansa?

A7: The Dathavansa is primarily written in
Pali, the sacred language of Theravada
Buddhism.
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Q8: Where can I find translations of the
Dathavansa?

A8: Several translations of the Dathavansa
exist in various languages, including English.
These translations are usually found in
academic libraries, specialized bookstores,
and online through digital archives. Searching
for "Dathavansa translation" online will yield
various options.

The Dathavamsa: Tracing
the Remarkable Journey of
the Buddha's Tooth Relic
The Dathavamsa, or the Chronicle of the
Tooth Relic, is far more than a simple
chronological account. It's a captivating
narrative that intertwines faith-based
devotion, political tactics, and cultural
exchange across centuries. This magnificent
saga follows the dangerous path of a
seemingly insignificant object – a tooth
believed to be from the awakened Gautama
Buddha – as it becomes a potent symbol of
influence and solidarity for Buddhist societies
across South and Southeast Asia. This article
delves into the intricate details of the
Dathavamsa, exploring its literary significance
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and its lasting influence on Buddhist culture.

The legend begins in the immediate aftermath
of the Buddha's parinirvana. According to the
Dathavamsa, following the cremation of the
Buddha's body, his left canine tooth | upper
canine tooth | canine tooth was obtained
amongst the relics. This blessed relic, thought
to possess significant spiritual energy,
immediately became an object of veneration.
The Dathavamsa meticulously records the
travel of this tooth, tracing its movement from
its original custodianship in Kalinga (present-
day Odisha, India) through numerous states
and across vast geographical distances.

The text describes how the relic became a
cause of both devotion and conflict. Its
possession was seen as a symbol of legitimate
rule and authority. The Dathavamsa provides
vivid accounts of its transfer between rulers,
often marked by exciting events, including
battles, treachery, and miraculous
occurrences. For instance, the tale of its
safeguarding during a intense naval
engagement showcases the lengths to which
rulers went to protect their sacred possession.

The stylistic style of the Dathavamsa is a
combination of lyrical prose and specific
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historical accounts. It utilizes a range of
narrative devices to enhance its narrative
impact, including similes and vivid
descriptions of events. The author masterfully
connects together spiritual motifs with
political developments, offering a richly
textured representation of a specific historical
period.

The Dathavamsa isn't merely a chronological
document; it's a key source for understanding
the religious interaction between India and Sri
Lanka, and later other Southeast Asian
countries. The relic's journey played a crucial
role in the spread and development of
Buddhism across these regions, reinforcing
existing religious communities and inspiring
new ones. The text provides invaluable
insights into the economic systems of the
various empires it mentions and the cultural
significance of Buddhism within them. By
analyzing the Dathavamsa, scholars can
obtain a deeper appreciation of the subtle
interplay between religion, politics, and
culture in shaping the history of South and
Southeast Asia.

The practical benefits of studying the
Dathavamsa are many. It provides valuable
understandings into the evolution of Buddhist
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traditions, the development of political
structures in the region, and the role of
religious relics in shaping cultural identity.
Implementation strategies for using the
Dathavamsa in educational contexts could
include incorporating excerpts into history and
religious studies courses, using it as a case
study for exploring cultural narrative, and
encouraging critical analysis of its cultural
context and viewpoints.

In closing, the Dathavamsa offers a
engrossing and comprehensive account of the
exceptional journey of the Buddha's tooth
relic. More than a mere catalog of events, it's
a deeply textured narrative that illuminates
the layered interplay between religion,
politics, and culture in shaping the history of
South and Southeast Asia. Its historical
significance extends beyond its historical
value, providing a window into the spiritual
principles and cultural practices of numerous
societies across centuries.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is the authenticity of the tooth relic
confirmed? A: The authenticity of the tooth
relic remains a matter of belief for many
Buddhists. While scientific verification is
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challenging, its historical and cultural
significance is undeniable.

2. Q: What is the significance of the
Dathavamsa's narrative style? A: The
Dathavamsa's narrative style blends historical
accounts with religious themes, creating a
powerful story that conveys both religious
devotion and political events.

3. Q: How has the Dathavamsa shaped
Buddhist culture? A: The Dathavamsa's
narratives have reinforced Buddhist traditions
and shaped the religious and cultural identity
of communities across South and Southeast
Asia, adding to the shared heritage and
identity within these communities.

4. Q: Where can I obtain a copy of the
Dathavamsa? A: Several versions of the
Dathavamsa are available in various editions.
You can look online libraries and academic
databases to find accessible versions.
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