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Vesak Festival in Colombo and the Sinhalese Nationalism

<Summary>
Toshio Shibuya

The first Buddhist temple was built at Colombo in 1806. The Buddhist revival
was beginning in the coastal area. They included the establishment of the Amarapura
sect and the Ramanna sect, and, building monastery schools. H. S. Olcott of the
Theosophical Society came to Sri Lanka in 1880, and joined the Buddhist revival
movement. Scon after that, the Buddhist Theosophical Society was established in
order to build Buddhist schoels and to promote education based on Buddhism. The
Vesak Festival was attached importance to, and was ranked as a higher festival so
that it might cope with the other religious ceremonies such as those by Christianity
and so forth. Olcott succeeded in making Vesak a public holiday and he pursued a
variety of ideas following to Christmas. In reality A. Dharmapala, an Olcott’s assis-
tant, took the initiative in carrying out these ideas. The decoration now called Vesak
kuduva originated from an imported lantern. In 1889 QOlcott went to Japan with
Dharmapala, who brought back a Japanese lantern. The Sinhalese news paper, issued
by the Buddhist Theosophical Society begin to advertise the Japanese lantern from
the following year.

Meanwhile Dharmapala started to establish a base of the Sinhalese nationalism
referring to the Mahavamsa: the island of Dharma, the island of lions, and the island
of the Aryans. In the book the full moon day of the month of Vesak was made the day
of Buddha’s birth, Enlightenment and the death,the day of Buddha’s third visit to Sri
Lanka, and also the day of landing at the island by Prince Wijaya who established the
Sinhalese dynasty. Reorganizaing the Vesak Festival was, then, closely related to
form the Sinhalese nationalism.

The leaders of the Buddhist revival momevement endeavored to revitalize Bud-
dhism and the ethnic consciousness, by carrying out a greater celebration of the Vesak
Festival. The celebration, at which streets were positively made use of, was the tac-
tics to demonstrate Buddhism and the Buddhists at Colombo to the other ethnic and
religious groups.



