
	
	

	
	

Prince	Prisdang	Jinavaravansa	-	A	former	Siamese	ambassador	
turned	Buddhist	monk	influences	the	fate	of	the	Piprahwa	relics.	

	
	 One	of	the	most	overlooked	aspects	of	the	Piprahwa	discovery	is	the	visit	of	a	
Siamese	monk	at	Birdpur	House	after	the	discovery.	Prince	Prisdang	Chumsai	was	
educated	at	King’s	College	in	London	and	had	been	singled	out	by	Prime	Minister	
William	Gladstone	for	special	commendation	at	his	graduation.	Prisdang	
subsequently	operated	as	Siam’s	ambassador	to	twelve	different	European	
countries	and	was	also	credited	for	initiating	the	draft	for	the	first	Siamese	
Constitution	in	1885.	His	insistence	that	a	European	style	constitutional	monarchy	
was	the	way	forward	for	Siam	was	not	appreciated	by	his	cousin,	King	
Chulalongkorn,	and	he	was	swiftly	recalled	and	moved	into	the	new	Post	and	
Telegraph	Dept.		
	
	 In	1896	Prisdang	left	Siam	and	decided	to	become	a	monk,	he	was	ordained	
as	the	Ven.	P.C.	Jinavaravansa	by	the	Ven.	Sri	Subhuti	at	the	Waskaduwe	Vihara	in	
Ceylon	(Subhuti	was	a	respected	Pali	scholar	who	had	assisted	Alexander	
Cunningham,	the	director	general	of	the	Architectural	Survey	of	India	with	his	
excavations	at	Sanchi	and	Bharut).	At	the	time	of	the	Piprahwa	discovery	
Jinavaravansa	was	touring	Buddhist	sites	in	Northern	India,	as	soon	as	heard	about	
the	find	he	made	his	way	to	Birdpur	house.	Letter	No.	8	puts	his	arrival	there	as	no	
later	than	February	1st	1898.	
	
	 In	a	letter	written	to,	W.	C.	Peppé,	he	lays	out	a	persuasive	argument	for	the	
donation	of	the	relics	to	the	world’s	only	Buddhist	monarch,	the	King	of	Siam.	This	
letter	was	written	to	Peppé	while	the	Prince	Priest	was	staying	as	a	guest	in	his	
home,	one	can	assume	that	it	was	written	for	Peppé	to	pass	on	to	the	relevant	
authorities,	which	is	indeed	what	happened.			



	
In	the	letter,	he	urges	Peppé	to	‘obtain	the	consent	of	government	to	hand	over	the	
whole	of	the	relics	to	the	King	of	Siam’	and	notes	that	the	purpose	of	his	touring	the	
Buddhist	sites	of	India	was	to	return	to	Ceylon	with	a	relic.		If	the	relics	were	to	be	
given	to	the	King	before	he	returned	home,	‘the	Buddhist	community	of	Ceylon	
would	be	satisfied	with	me,	for	they	will	feel	certain	of	receiving	their	legitimate	
share	in	due	time’.	
	
	
The	rest	of	his	argument	is	presented	as	a	series	of	points	in	a	memorandum:	
	
	
	
	

	



	



	 On	the	same	day	that	he	wrote	the	letter	above,	the	Prince	Priest	also	replied	
to	Vincent	Smith	thanking	him	for	the	letter	of	introduction	to	Dr.	W.	Hoey,	the	
Commissioner	of	Gorakhpur	Division.		Hoey	was	also	a	respected	Indologist	and	had	
visited	the	Piprahwa	site	on	February	27th.		He	had	offered	an	early	translation	of	
the	inscription.	(See	‘History	of	the	Translation	’	in	Analysis)	
	
	 The	Prince	Priest’s	arguments	clearly	made	an	impression	on	Hoey.		
Donating	the	relic	portion	of	the	find	to	the	King	of	Siam	made	sense	for	the	British.		
To	the	dismay	of	Buddhists,	Bodh	Gaya,	the	place	of	the	Buddha’s	enlightenment,	
had	remained	a	Hindu	temple	following	its	discovery	by	the	British.		Furthermore,	
any	civil	servant	could	see	that	a	gesture	of	goodwill	towards	Siam	would	be	in	
British	interests.	Despite	being	courted	by	France,	Russia	and	Britain,	Siam	had	so	
far	managed	to	remain	neutral.	
	
	 Hoey	promptly	wrote	to	his	superiors	to	make	them	aware	of	the	situation.		
He	included	the	letter	and	memorandum	(written	only	four	days	previously)	that	
the	Prince	Priest	wrote	to	Peppé	while	staying	with	him.		
	
	
	

	
	
	
												



	 			
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
										



Hoey’s	letter	also	recommends	that	the	Prince	Priest’s	course	of	action	should	be	
adopted	but	that	he	should	be	cut	out	of	the	proceedings.		The	Prince	Priest	had	
hoped	to	be	the	one	presenting	the	relics	to	the	King	and	probably	hoped	that	it	
would	help	restore	relations	with	his	cousin,	King	Chulalongkorn.	

The	following	month,	Vincent	Smith	sent	a	letter	to	the	Secretary	to	the	
Government	of	India	making	similar	recommendations	to	Hoey’s.	He	adds	that,	if	the	
government	decides	not	to	give	the	relics	to	Siam,	then	the	Buddhist	countries	of	
Burma	or	Ceylon	should	be	considered	as	recipients.		Ultimately	both	scenarios	
were	achieved:	the	relics	were	donated	to	Siam	with	the	understanding	that	they		
would	be	distributed	to	other	nations	specifically	Burma	and	Ceylon.	
	

	



	
	



	
Smith	also	suggests	eliminating	the	Prince	Priest	from	the	proceedings.	A	few	weeks	
later,	a	letter	from	the	Prince	Priest	to	W.	C.	Peppé	finds	him	still	waiting	to	hear	an	
outcome.	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Gaya	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 27	June	1898		

My	dear	Mr.	Peppé,	
I	was	very	glad	indeed	to	receive	your	kind	letter	of	the	l5th	inst.,	which	had	been	

following	me	about	till	today	while	I	was	away	on	my	tour	of	Rajgir	etc,	which	had	been	
kindly	arranged	for	me	by	the	magistrate	of	Gaya	and	the	zamindars	of	the	different	places	
on	the	route.	

I	have	been	wondering	sometime	past	why	you	had	not	replied	to	my	letter,	but	I	
supposed	that	you	have	been	very	busy	as	I	have	seen	that	you	always	are,	and	I	settle	down	
to	wait	patiently.	

I	suppose	by	this	time	you	have	received	the	decision	of	the	Government.	regarding	
the	disposal	of	the	relics?	

If	you	will	direct	your	letter	to	the	care	of	the	magistrate	of	Gaya,	it	will	always	reach	
me	safely.	
	 Hoping	you	are	all	well	and	with	very	kind	regards.	
	 Yours	very	truly	
	 P.C.	Jinawarawansa	

	
	
	 In	the	following	letter,	the	Prince	Priest	has	learned	that	the	outcome	is	to	
exclude	him	from	the	rewards	he	had	hoped	to	reap	from	his	endeavours.		He	
expresses	his	disappointment	but	remains	characteristically	chipper.	
	

Bankipore	
6th	Aug.	1898	

My	dear	Mr.	Peppé	
										I	received	your	letter	of	the	29th	ult.	two	days	ago,	and	I	am	very	much	obliged	to	you	
for	the	replies	to	my	memo.	
										I	deplore	the	loss	of	opportunity	of	counting	the	number	of	bone	relics,	now	that	they	
are	going	out	of	your	possession,	but	as	these	relics	will	now	be	offered	to	the	King	of	Siam,	I	
am	satisfied	with	the	result	of	my	mission,	and	can	now	leave	India	with	satisfaction	at	any	
time.	I	remain	so	long	in	India	on	account	of	these	relics	in	order	to	hear	the	decision	of	the	
Govt.	To	me	it	matters	not	in	the	least	who	takes	the	relics	to	Siam,	so	long	as	the	King	is	
recognised	as	having	claim	to	them	as	the	head	of	the	Buddhist	religion,	and	I	am	only	sorry	
that	you	were	not	selected,	as	I	had	hoped	that	you	would	be,	to	take	the	relics	to	Siam,	but	
that	the	Siamese	Govt.	is	to	send	a	deputation	to	receive	them.	I	don't	know	if	you	have	been	
informed	of	this,	but	if	not,	this	must	be	treated	as	confidential.	
										I	know	that	you	are	entitled	to	retain	a	number	of	duplicates	of	the	ornamental	
offerings	for	your	private	use,	and	as	they	are	very	numerous,	I	would	ask	you	to	let	me	have	
one	of	the	Buddhist	crosses	which	is	quite	unknown	in	Siam,	as	a	specimen,	and	one	or	two	of	
the	different	kinds	of	flowers,	which	are	the	characteristic	of	themas	also	one	trident,	for	
exchange	with	anything	you	may	consider	equivalent	and	like	to	have,	either	from	Siam	or	
Ceylon,	and	I	hope	you	will	let	me	have	them	if	you	could	possibly	spare	them	as	souvenirs	of	
my	visit	to	your	home.	
										You	can	write	still	write	to	me	care	of	the	Collector	of	Gaya	as	I	shall	soon	be	going	there.		



Hoping	soon	to	hear	from	you.	
		 	 Yours	very	truly	
			 P.C.	Jinawarawansa	

	
	 The	Prince	Priest’s	final	letter	to	Peppé	is	to	ask	about	an	album	of	Siamese	
stamps	he	has	sent	as	a	gift.	

Buddha	Gaya	
3rd		Sept.	1898	

My	dear	Mr.	Peppé	
About	a	fortnight	ago	I	sent	you	an	album	of	a	complete	collection	of	Siamese	
	postage	&	revenue	stamps	which	contains	all	the	stamps	are	[sic]	are	in	Siam	even	in	
the	present	day	except	one	[sic]	one	"alt"	stamp	which	has	since	been	introduced.	
Several	of	these	are	not	issued	and	are	therefore	very	rare.	I	hope	you	have	received	it	
all	right.	
		 Yours	very	truly	
	 P.C.	Jinawarawansa	
	

		 The	above	correspondence	shows	that	the	initiative	to	donate	the	relics	to	Siam	
began	with	a	Buddhist	monk.		His	idea	was	so	appealing	to	the	British	that	it	also	became	
an	issue	of	colonial	politics	and	he	was	omitted	from	the	very	proceedings	he	had	
lobbied	so	hard	to	push	through.	
	 	
	 After	returning	to	an	austere	life	in	Ceylon,	the	Ven.	P.	C.	Jinavaravansa	
became	the	abbot	of	Dipaduttamarama	Vihara	in	Colombo.	He	set	about	restoring	
the	dilapidated	temple	and	also	founded	two	schools	that	provided,	for	the	first	time,	
non-sectarian	education	for	young	Ceylonese	Buddhists.	The	principle	share	of	the	
relics	from	Piprahwa	were	placed	in	the	Golden	Mount	Temple	in	Bangkok	but	some	
were	also	enshrined	by	the	Prince	Priest	in	the	Ratna	Chetiya	at	Dipaduttamarama.	
	
	 When	King	Chulalongkorn	died	in	1910	the	Ven.	Prince	Priest	returned	to	
Siam	for	the	his	cremation,	but	was	forbidden	to	remain	a	monk	by	the	new	
monarch	and	accordingly	returned	to	secular	life	as	Prince	Prisdang	Chumsai,	dying	
in	1935.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	


