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Naseema Mohamed 

Note on the Early History of the Maldives 

Very little is known of the history of Maldives, but when we examine the 
legends and the tangible evidence of her past, we know that this is an old nation. 
According to an old legend from a southern atoll of Maldives, these islands have 
been populated for well over 2500 years. This legend was written down in 
Arabic by Allama Ahmed Shihabuddine (Allama Shihab al-Din) of Meedhoo in 
Addu Atoll, who lived in the 17th century, during the reign of Sultan Ibrahim 
Iskandar I. Allama Shihabuddine' s book was called Kitab fi athar Midhu al- 
qadima ("On the Ancient Ruins of Meedhoo"). The story tallies remarkably 
with known South Asian history, even mentioning the great Indian ruler, 
Emperor Asoka. It also corroborates some of the information written in old 
Maldivian documents and in the copperplates known as loamaafaanu. The story 
of the heritage of Maldives is told in legends from the past, in facts recorded on 
old copperplates, in ancient scripts carved on coral artifacts, and echoed in the 
language, traditions and the different ethnicities of the people. 

First Settlers 
According to the legend written down by Shihabuddine, the first settlers 

were people known as Dheyvis, and are said to have come from Kalibanga in 
India. The legend says that the time of these people's arrival is unknown, but 
it was before Emperor Asoka's kingdom was established in India (c. 269-232 
BC). These people worshipped objects of nature such as the sun, moon and 
stars. They had no king, but were led by a religious leader whom they called 
Sawamia (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). This legend agrees with the theory 
that the first religion of Maldives was probably a form of nature- worship. 
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8 Naseema Mohamed 

A 4th century notice, written by Ammianus Marcellinus in 362 AD, 
speaks of a deputation from the Divi nation sending gifts to the Roman 
Emperor Julian. (Rolfe 1937). The name Divi is very similar to Dheyvi, and 
could in fact be a variant of the same name. 

Settlers who arrived at a later time included the Redi and the Kunibee 
who both came from a region in India called Mahrast. During the 6th-5th 
century BC, about three centuries before Emperor Asoka established his 
kingdom in India, the Aryas (Aryans) came to Maldives. The legend says 
that they were not originally from India, but had come there from another 
country. This was also the time when Hinduism was introduced to Maldives 
(Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). A few Hindu artifacts have been found in the 
islands, which would indicate the presence of Hinduism in Maldives in pre- 
Islamic times. 

Ruin of buddhist monastery at Kaashidhoo 

According to the legend, the northern atolls were populated by other 
tribes who had darker coloured skins, and came from southern India. These 
people are said to have named the islands they populated varam, such as 
Nolhivaram, Kuruhinnavaram and Giravaram (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). 
The present day names of these islands are Nolhivaramu, Hinnavaru and 
Giravaru. It is possible that the names have changed to their present form 
over many centuries. 

The Dheyvis are said to have settled in Suvadinmathi (Huvadhu Atoll) 
too, but during a later period, people came from Serendib (Sri Lanka) and 
settled in the same atoll. (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). 
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A short time later, the first kingdom was established in Maldives, known 
then as Dheeva Maari. The king was the son of King Brahmaadittiya, ruler 
of Kalinga in India, who was displeased with his son and sent him to Dheeva 
Maari. This prince, Sri Soorudasaruna Adeettiya, established a kingdom of 
the Adeetta Dynasty in Maldives. These were kings of the Solar Dynasty 
(Shihabuddine c. 1650- 1687). The Isdoo Loamaafaanu copperplates written 
in 1195/96 AD mentions a former king named Dasa Radun (Maniku, 
Wijeyawardhana 1986 : 14). It is possible that Dasa Radun was a shorter 
version of Soorudasaruna Radun (Radun means king in Maldivian), and that 
this was a reference to the first king of Maldives. 

Emperor Asoka sent emissaries to many countries of South Asia during 
the 3rd century BC, to spread Buddhism. Legend indicates that Buddhism 
was brought to Maldives at about the same time. The story relates that 
Buddhists from a place called Bairat in India came to Maldives "to teach the 
religion and writings of Buddha". These people are said to have arrived here 
a short time after Asoka had established his kingdom in India. At this time 
Maldives was known as Dheeva Mahal. 

Although the first kings of Maldives were of the Solar Dynasty, the last 
queen of this Dynasty is said to have married a prince of the Lunar Dynasty 
(Soma Vansa) who came from Kalinga and thus established the line of the 
Soma Vansas, who later ruled the Maldives. 

According to the legend, the atolls of ancient Maldives were the 
following : 

1 . Malikatholhu 8. Felide Atholhu 
2. Thiladummathi 9. Mulakatholhu 
3. Miladummaduva 10. Nilande Atholhu 
4. Maalhosmaduva 1 1 . Kolhumaduva 
5. Faadu Bur (probably Faadu Pur) 12. Isaddummathi (earlier called 

Isduvammathi) 
6. Mahal Atholhu 13. Suvadinmathi 
7. Ari Adhe Atholhu 14. Addu Fuvah Mulakatholhu 

Until a few centuries ago, Addu and Fuah Mulaku were administered as 
one atoll. 

Legend speaks of the Indian ruler Raja Dada (Rajaraja) who had captured 
the two northern-most atolls, Malikatholhu (present-day Minicoy) and 
Thiladummathi. This invasion is said to have taken place during the early 
years of the Soma Vansa Dynasty, possibly during the early 11th century 
AD. This part of the legend is corroborated by the inscriptions of the Chola 
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A deity before the conversion to Islam (mid-twelfth century) 

Emperor Rajaraja (985-1014 AD) which claim control over the Laccadive- 
Maldives archipelago (Ragupathy 1994 : 3). The Soma Vansa ruler King 
Mahaabarana Adeettiya (1121-1142 AD) ascended the throne after he 
defeated the Indians who had occupied these two atolls. After this victory he was 
named "the ruler of fourteen atolls and two thousand islands". His kingdom 
of Deeva Mahal was the territory that lay between Malikaddu (Minicoy) and 
Addu Atoll (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). 

King Mahaabarana Adeettiya was succeeded by his nephew Sri 
Sandaneyka Buvana Adeettiya (Tribuvana Adeettiya). This was the famous 
Darumavantha Radun (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). Maldives converted to 
Islam in 1153 AD, during this king's reign. 

Copperplates 
The earliest mentioned copperplates were called Maapanansa. It is said 

that when the cousin of King Mahaabarana Adeettiya (c. 1121-1142 AD), 
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Princess Kamanhaar, was banished to the island of Is Midu (Meedhoo in 
Addu Atoll), she took with her the copperplates called Maapanansa. 
According to legend, the history of the kings of Adeetta Vansa, the Solar 
Dynasty, was inscribed on these copperplates. An early 14th century scholar 
of Meedhoo, Al Muhaddith Hassan, is said to have stated in his writings that 
he was able to read the whole of the Maapanansa copperplates, and that after 
reading them, he buried them in the ground (Shihabuddine c. 1650-1687). 
These copperplates have never been found. 

The oldest copperplates in existence now are the Isdhoo Loamaafaanu, 
and the Dhan'bidhoo Loamaafaanu written in the old script called Eveyla 
Akuru, during 1195/96 and 1196/97 AD respectively. These copperplates 
were official grants made by the king for the upkeep of the mosques he built 
on the islands of Isdhoo and Dhan'bidhoo. They record the name and 
dynasty of the king, and the names of the four kings who ruled before him. 
They also elaborately describe the king's achievements and the customs of 
the time. The names of the ministers who acted as witnesses are recorded at 
the end of the document (Maniku, Wijeyawardhana 1986 : 1-40). 

Ancient mounds 
The early settlers built large structures out of coral stone which 

constituted the reefs they found in the sea. They called these reefs giri and 
paru, Sanskrit words meaning mountain (Monier- Williams 1995 : 355, 605), 
probably in memory of the mountains and hills in the country that had been 
their former home. The structures they built were about fifteen to thirty feet 

Isdu Lomafanu dated 1 194 AD 
(Atoll in south Maldives) 

Archipel 70, Paris, 2005 



1 2 Naseema Mohamed 

in height and were made of large coral blocks that were cut and fitted 
together with amazing mastery. Regrettably, all that exists now of these structures 
are the mounds which contain the foundations, or at most, the lower parts of 
what must once have been strong edifices. In some islands there are 
references to these places, associated with the folklore of the country. 

The first reference to Buddhist remains on the islands was made by 
visitors in 1835. In 1900, Mr. Stanley Gardiner conducted a scientific expedition 
to Maldives to study coral reefs. He noticed mounds on several islands and 
made observations on some that included those in South Miladhummadulu, 
Haddhunmathi, Huvadhu, Fua Mulaku and Addu Atolls. He observed that 
Gan in Haddhunmathi was evidently a great religious centre, having fourteen 
ruins, some of these with smooth sides of squared coral stone. He also 
observed one in Landhu in Miladhummadulu Atoll, made of squared blocks 
of hard coral forming a pit or well in the centre (Maniku 1993 : 40). In 1987, 
archaeologists from the Archaeological Survey of India examined the 
Landhu site and some of the other ancient sites in Miladhummadulu and 
concluded that these were the ruins of old Buddhist monasteries (Luthufee 
1994: 116, 117). 

Some excavations by Mr. H.C.P. Bell in 1922 (Bell 1940 : 107), and 
others by local teams in the 1950s, revealed that these mounds were indeed 
the ruins of Buddhist religious structures, built during the early and 
mid-centuries of the first millennium AD. Early examples of footprints, railings, 
images and miniature stupas have been found in some islands. Pottery 
evidence suggests that this sect of Buddhism continued in Maldives until the 
12th century AD. Several images, caskets and other artifacts belonging to 
another sect, the Vajrayana sect of Buddhism, have also been found. 
Vajrayana Buddhism was a combination of Buddhism and Tantric Hinduism, 
popular in Bengal and Orissa in the 8th and 9th century AD, and had been 
persecuted by other sects for its strange religious rites. A recent 
archaeological find of Vajrayana context, displays carvings of Hindu deities, Siva, and 
Lakshmi among others (Ragupathy 1994 : 4). 

The ancient archaeological site at Kaashidhoo in Male' Atoll was 
excavated during 1996-1998 by a team of Norwegian archaeologists led by 
Professer Egil Mikkelsen of the University of Oslo. The excavations 
revealed that a Buddhist culture had been established there in the first part of 
the first millennium AD, probably founded on an Indian origin. Trade 
relations had been established with South Asia and according to written sources, 
also with the Roman world, and later with China. A Chinese bronze coin, a 
cash coin from the Northern Song Dynasty struck under Emperor T'ai Tsung 
in 990-94 AD was found at the site (Mikkelsen 2000 : 21), indicating trading 
links with China. 
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Language and scripts 
The Maldivian language known as Dhivehi is an Indo-European language 

with its roots in Sanskrit. A close relative of Dhivehi is the Sinhalese 
language, spoken in Sri Lanka. Linguists who have researched Dhivehi believe 
that these two languages have a common mother language which may or 
may not be in existence at the present time. This language now called Proto- 
Dhivehi-Sinhala, was brought to the Maldives and became the vehicular 
idiom of a diverse population (Cain 2000 : 3). Dhivehi is believed to have 
developed as an independent language by the 1st century BC or 1st century 
AD (Cain 2000 : 274). 

The philologist De Silva says that Dhivehi shows Indie features which are 
older than the 10th century AD, and elements belonging to several pre-10th 
century strata are discernible (De Silva 1970 : 151). The language also 
shows some Dravidian influence. The names of many islands are of 
Dravidian origin, as are most of the Dhivehi terms relating to fishing and 
seafaring (Maloney 1980 : 67, 68). 

The oldest writing in Maldives is possibly the inscription discovered 
recently on a coral stone from an ancient monastery site in Landhoo. This 
inscription is written in a script resembling some South Indian scripts of the 
6th -8th centuries, and is older than Eveyla Akuru, hitherto regarded as the 
oldest Maldivian script. 

The earliest instances of Eveyla Akuru are found on images of Vajrayana 
Buddhism and artifacts, which are datable from the 9th- 10th century AD. 
Eveyla Akuru found on the Loamaafaanu copperplates is from the 12th- 13th 
century AD (Ragupathy 1994 : 4). This script developed into Dhives Akuru 
in later centuries, the earliest example of which is from copperplates dating 
to 1356 AD. Dhives Akuru was used in Maldives until the late 18th century 
when it was superseded by the Thana script which is in use today. 

A Sanskrit inscription of the Vajrayana Buddhist sect, datable to the 9th 
century AD, was found in an island in Ari Atoll. This inscription is in the 
Nagari alphabet, and is the oldest such inscription found so far (Ragupathy 
1994 : 4). This script is also found in some passages of the Loamaafaanu 
copperplates. 

Conclusion 
Maldives has a history that goes back more than 2500 years. The legends 

and oral traditions, as well as the old historical sites are evidence of this 
history. There are few available sources of information about the ancient period 
of Maldives, and much more research is necessary to gain a fuller picture of 
her centuries-old heritage. Although small in population and hitherto little 
known, the Maldives' heritage is a unique part of the South Asian region's 
history. 
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