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Kataragama is a fountain of mercy and boundless life for those who 

surrender to Him, whose hearts have been softened through long 

suffering, dukkha. 

His devotees know that he will come again, because he has promised to 

come back. He is the guardian angel of India and Sri Lanka. There are 

other such archangels as well.  

http://kataragama.org/sages/murugan-shaitan_showdown.htm  

 

Whatever the derivation you may give to the word, Kataragama, the Tamil form of 

the word Kathirgamam, is not without its meaning; Kathir, a pure Tamil word, 

stands for two things, one is the sun and the other an ear of corn. Kathirgamam is 

the town of the burning sun or one smiling with rich paddy fields. Ruhuna Rata, of 

which Kathirgamam on the Menika Ganga was only a small spot, was indeed a 

land of eternal sunshine, with rain for only two months of the year during the 

North-east monsoon. The climate is so dry that, given an abundant supply of water 

for irrigation purposes, you can raise all manner of crops. It is a land flowing not 

only with milk and honey, but also with curd and ghee and all sorts of luscious 

fruits and vegetables, that are unknown in other areas, where the climate is less 

sunny and more wet. You have seen how in your house in Colombo you tried to 

raise a few vegetables like pumpkins and snake gourds and fruits like 

pomegranates, and how you miserably failed, owing to all sorts of diseases and the 

attacks of insects and of Kalutara snails. 

http://sangam.org/2011/08/Aryan_Theory.php?uid=4437 

http://kataragama.org/sages/murugan-shaitan_showdown.htm
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Chapter 1

Kataragama deviyo

For other uses, see Kataragama (disambiguation).
Kataragama deviyo (also called: Skanda Kumara,

A painting of Kataragama deviyo

Sinhala:  කතරගම දෙවියෝ) is a guardian deity of Sri
Lanka. Sinhalese Buddhists believe him also as a protec-
tor of the Buddhasasana in the country. A major tem-
ple dedicated to 'God Kataragama', which is known as
Ruhunu Maha Kataragama devalaya is situated in the
town of Kataragama in Southeastern Sri Lanka. He
is identified with Skanda of the Hindu tradition, who

is called as Murugan or Kartikeya in the Tamil lan-
guage. There is also an identical guardian deity of Bud-
dhism, known as Skanda in the Mahayana Buddhism.
Theosophists identify Kataragama deviyo as Sanat Ku-
mara, the king or regent of the world and the lord of
humanity.[1]

1.1 See also
• Kataragama devalaya

• Kataragama

1.2 References
[1] Pinkham, Mark Amaru (July–August 2007). “The Return

of the King of the World”. Atlantis Rising. Retrieved 12
June 2014.

• Bastin, Rohan (December 2002). The Domain of
Constant Excess: Plural Worship at the Munnes-
varam Temples in Sri Lanka. Berghahn Books.
ISBN 1-57181-252-0.

1.3 External links
• Kataragama.org the Kataragama-Skanda website
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Chapter 2

Kataragama

For other uses, see Kataragama (disambiguation).

Kataragama (Sinhala: කතරගම (katharagama), Tamil:
கதிர்காமம் (katirkāmam)) is a pilgrimage town sacred
to Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim and indigenous Vedda peo-
ple of Sri Lanka. People from South India also come
there to worship. The town has the Ruhunu Maha
Kataragama devalaya, a shrine dedicated to Skanda-
Murukan also known as Kataragamadevio. Kataragama
is in the Monaragala District of Uva province, Sri Lanka.
It is 228 km ESE of Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka.
Although Kataragama was a small village in medieval
times, today it is a fast-developing township surrounded
by jungle in the southeastern region of Sri Lanka. It
houses the ancient Kiri Vehera Buddhist stupa. The town
has a venerable history dating back to the last centuries
BCE. It was the seat of government of many Sinhalese
kings during the days of Rohana kingdom. Since the
1950s the city has undergone many improvements with
successive governments investing in public transporta-
tion, medical facilities, and business development and ho-
tel services. It adjoins the popular Yala National Park.

2.1 History

2.1.1 Early history

The general vicinity of Kataragama has yielded evidence
of human habitation at least 125,000 years ago. It
has also yielded evidence of Mesolithic and Neolithic
habitations.[1]

2.1.2 Historic period

During the historic period, the general area was char-
acterized by small reservoirs for water conservation and
associated paddy cultivation. Kataragama village is first
mentioned in the historical annals known as Mahavamsa
written in the 5th century CE. It mentions a town named
Kajjaragama from which important dignitaries came to
receive the sacred Bo sapling sent from Asoka’s Mauryan
Empire in 288 BCE.
It functioned as the capital of number of kings of the
Ruhuna kingdom. It provided refuge to many kings from
the north when the north was invaded by South Indian
kingdoms. It is believed that the area was abandoned
around the 13th century.[1]

Based on archeological evidence found, it is believed that
the Kiri Vehera was either renovated to build during the
first century BCE. There are number of others inscrip-
tions and ruins. By the 16th century the Kataragamade-
vio shrine at Kataragama had become synonymous with
Skanda-Kumara who was a guardian deity of Sinhala
Buddhism.[2] The town was popular as a place of pil-
grimage for Hindus from India and Sri Lanka by the 15th
century. The popularity of the deity at the Kataragama
temple was recorded by the Pali chronicles of Thailand
such as Jinkalmali in the 16th century. There are Bud-
dhist and Hindu legends that attribute supernatural events
to the locality.[2] Scholars such as Paul Younger and
Heinz Bechert speculate that rituals practiced by the na-
tive priests of Kataragama temple betray Vedda ideals of
propitiation. Hence they believe the area was of Vedda
veneration that was taken over by the Buddhist and Hin-
dus in the medieval period.[3]
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2.2 Kataragama temple

Main article: Kataragama temple

2.2.1 Temple of Syncretism

Kataragama is a multi-religious sacred town as it contains
an Islamic Mosque within its temple complex as well.
In spite of the differences of caste and creed, many
Sri Lankans show great reverence to God Kataragama.
They honor him as a very powerful deity and beg divine
help to overcome their personal problems or for success
in business enterprises, etc., with the fervent hope that
their requests will be granted. They believe that God
Kataragama exists and is vested with extraordinary power
to assist those who appeal to him with faith and devotion
in times of distress or calamity.

2.2.2 Hindu Katirkamam

Interior of the Maha Devale, the Yantra is kept behind a curtain
that figures Murukan with his two wives

Tamil Hindus of Sri Lanka and South India refer to the
place as Katirkamam. Lord Katirkaman is associated
with Skanda-Murukan. Saivite Hindus of South India
call him Subrahmanya as well. He is known as Kan-
dasamy, Katiradeva, Katiravel, Kartikeya, and Taraka-
jith. Some of these names are derived from the root katir
from Katirkamam. “Katir” means formless light. The
Deity is depicted with six faces and twelve hands or one
face and four hands. Out of love for Lord Murugan and

to mitigate bad karma, bhaktars pierce their cheeks and
tongues with vels, pull large chariots carrying murthi of
Murugan with large hooks pierced through the skin of
their backs. This practice is known as kavadi. Murugan’s
vahana or vehicle is Mayil, the peacock.
There is a related shrine called Sella Katirkamam dedi-
cated to the beloved elephant-faced God Ganesha nearby,
who is known as Lord Murugan’s elder brother. The lo-
cal Manik Ganga or Manika Gangai (River of Gems) is
a place of ablution where a sacred bath is taken to purify
oneself. Local residents declare that one can be healed
of ailments by bathing in it from its high gem content and
the medicinal properties of the roots of trees that line the
river through the jungle.

2.2.3 Buddhist Kataragama

Many Sinhala Buddhists of Sri Lanka believe that
Kataragama deviyo is a guardian deity of Buddhism
and he is the presiding deity of Kataragama temple.
Kataragama is one of the 16 principal places of Buddhist
pilgrimage to be visited in Sri Lanka. According to
the chronicle of Sri Lankan history, the Mahawamsa,
when the Bo sapling of Bodhi Tree, under which Go-
tama Buddha attained enlightenment in North India was
brought to the city of Anuradhapura 2,300 years ago, the
warriors or Kshatriyas from Kataragama were present on
the occasion to pay homage and respect.

Kiri Vehera Dagoba at Night

The Bo tree behind the Kataragama temple is one of the
eight saplings (Ashta Phala Ruhu Bodhi) of Sri Maha
Bodhiya in Anuradapura, Sri Lanka. This tree was
planted in the 3rd century BC.[4]

The Buddhist Kiri Vehera Dagoba which stands in close
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to the Kataragama devalaya was built by the King Ma-
hasena. According to the legend, Lord Buddha, on his
third and the last visit to Sri Lanka, was believed to have
met King Mahasena, who ruled over the Kataragama area
in 580 BC. It is said that King Mahasena met Lord Bud-
dha and listened to his discourse. As a token of grati-
tude, the Dagoba was built on that exact spot where it
now stands. Thus the local Sinhalese Buddhists believe
that Kataragama was sanctified by Lord Buddha.

2.2.4 Pre-Hindu and Buddhist origins

The deity at Kataragama is indigenous and long-
celebrated in Sri Lankan lore and legend, and originally
resides on the top of mountain called Wædahiti Kanda
(or hill of the indigenous Vedda people) just outside of
the Kataragama town. Since ancient times an inseparable
connection between the Kataragama God and his domain
has existed. At one time the local deity was identified
with God Saman, a guardian deity of Buddhism and Sri
Lanka.
As was the Sinhalese tradition, local ancestors, rulers and
kings, who did a great service to the country or commu-
nity were ordained as deities. According to the legendary
hisrtory, God Saman was an ancient ruler of the Deva
people in the Sabaragamuwa area of Sri Lanka. There-
fore, some believe that King Mahasena, who built Kiri
Vehera in Kataragama later came to be worshiped as God
Kataragama.
Till today the indigenous Vedda people come to venerate
at the temple complex from their forest abodes. As a link
to the Vedda past, the temple holds its annual festival that
celebrates the God’s courtship and marriage to a Vedda
princess in July to August.

2.3 Education

There are local government schools that provide educa-
tion to primary, secondary and higher secondary students
in the Sinhala medium.

2.4 Population

Since its abandonment, during the 1800s the population
of the village did not exceed over a few dozen. Since

the 1950s the town has experienced and increase in pop-
ulation. Most of the residents are Sinhalese apart from
residents of nearby Tanjanagaram who are Sri Lankan
Tamils. During July and August the population swells to
a few hundred thousand due to the annual festival held in
the honor of the deity.
Kataragama has a total population of over 20,000
(2010).[5]

Source: Statistical Information of Kataragama Divisional
Secretariat

2.5 Transport

Colombo-Kataragama Main Road

Most of the many thousands who visit Kataragama travel
by vehicles. Even today, despite the lure of modern trans-
port, hundreds of dedicated pilgrims stick to the ancient
practice of journeying to Kataragama on foot.[6]

In 1992, it was proposed to extend the railway from
Matara to Kataragama and beyond. The Kataragama rail-
way extension is being constructed under a three-phase
accelerated development program. The first phase has
begun and will consist of the 27 km stretch from Matara
to Beliatta costing 60 million rupees; construction has al-
ready commenced on the bridge over the Nilwala River
by the State Engineering Corporation. The entire project
is expected to take six years to complete and will cost
around 3 billion rupees. The project is funded by the Chi-
nese government and it is expected to be completed by
2015.[7]
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2.6 See also
• Kartikay

• Kartikkeya

2.7 References
[1] Jayaratne, D.K. (May 5, 2009). “Rescue Archeology of

Ruhuna, Veheralgala project.”. Peradeniya University.
Retrieved 5 October 2010.

[2] Pathmanathan, S (September 1999). “The guardian
deities of Sri Lanka: Skanda-Murgan and Kataragama”.
The Journal of the Institute of Asian Studies (Institute of
Asian Studies).

[3] Bechert, Heinz (1970). “Skandakumara and Kataragama:
An Aspect of the Relation of Hinduism and Buddhism in
Sri Lanka”. Proceedings of the Third International Tamil
Conference Seminar (Paris: International Association of
Tamil Research).

[4] “Kataragama”. Travel Sri Lanka. Retrieved June 11,
2010.

[5] “Kataragama Divisional Secretariat”. Government of Sri
Lanka. Retrieved 6 October 2010.

[6] “On Foot by Faith to Kataragama”. The Sunday Leader.

[7] “Chinese company to get 600 mln USD railway project
in Sri Lanka”. Global Times, China. Retrieved 4 April
2014.
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Chapter 3

Kataragama temple

For other uses, see Kataragama (disambiguation).

Kataragamam temple (Sinhala: කතරගම, Tamil:
கதிர்காமம் Katirkāmam) in Kataragama, Sri Lanka,
is a Hindu and Buddhist temple complex dedicated to
Skanda-Murukan also known as Kataragama deviyo. It
is one of the few religious sites in Sri Lanka that is ven-
erated by the majority Sinhala Buddhists, Hindu minor-
ity Sri Lankan Tamil people, Sri Lankan Moors and the
Vedda people.[3] It is a collection of modest shrines, of
which the one dedicated to Skanda-Murukan, also known
as Kataragama deviyo, is the most important. For most
of the past millennia, it was a jungle shrine very difficult
to access; today it is accessible by an all-weather road.
Almost all the shrines— and the nearby Kiri Vehera—
are managed by Buddhists, apart from shrines dedicated
to Teyvāṉai and Shiva and the Muslim mosque.
Up until the 1940s a majority of the pilgrims were Tamil
Hindus from Sri Lanka and South India who undertook
an arduous padayatra or “pilgrimage on foot”. Since
then most pilgrims tend to be Sinhala Buddhists and the
cult of Kataragama deviyo has become the most popular
amongst the Sinhalese people.
A number of legends and myths are associated with
the deity and the location, differing by religion, ethnic
affiliation and time. These legends are changing with
the deities’ burgeoning popularity with Buddhists, as the
Buddhist ritual specialists and clergy try to accommodate
the deity within Buddhist ideals of nontheism. With the
change in devotees, the mode of worship and festivals
has changed from that of Hindu orientation to one that
accommodates Buddhist rituals and theology. It is dif-
ficult to reconstruct the factual history of the place and
the reason for its popularity amongst Sri Lankans and In-
dians based on legends and available archeological and

literary evidence alone, although the place seems to have
a venerable history. The lack of clear historic records
and resultant legends and myths fuel the conflict between
Buddhists and Hindus as to the ownership and the mode
of worship at Kataragama.[4]

The priests of the temple are known as Kapuralas and
are believed to be descended from Vedda people. Ved-
das, too, have a claim on the temple, a nearby mountain
peak and locality through a number of legends. There is
a Muslim mosque and a few tombs of Muslim pious men
buried nearby. The temple complex is also connected to
other similar temples in the Eastern Province dedicated
to Murugan which are along the path of pilgrimage from
Jaffna in the north to Kataragama in the south of the is-
land; Arunagirinathar traversed this pilgrimage route in
the 1400s.[5] The vicinity of the temple complex is used
for secretive practices of sorcery and cursing peculiar to
Sri Lanka. The entire temple complex was declared a
holy place by the government of Sri Lanka in the 1950s;
since then political leaders have contributed for its main-
tenance and upkeep.

3.1 History

3.1.1 Origin theories

There are number of theories as to the origin of
the shrine. According to Heinz Bechert[6] and Paul
Younger,[7] the mode of veneration and rituals connected
with Kataragama deviyo is a survival of indigenous Vedda
mode of veneration that preceded the arrival of Bud-
dhist and Indo-Aryan cultural influences from North In-
dia in Sri Lanka in the last centuries BCE, although Hin-
dus, Buddhists and even Muslims have tried to co-opt
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the deity, rituals and the shrine. But according to S.
Pathmanathan,[1] the original Kataragama shrine was es-
tablished as an adjunct guardian deity shrine to Skanda-
Kumara within a Buddhist temple complex. This partic-
ular shrine then became idealized as the very spot where
Valli met Murukan amongst local Tamils and Sinhalese,
and Kataragama deviyo subsumed the identity of Skanda-
Kumara and became a deity on his own right with rituals
and pilgrimage. According to Pathmanathan, it happened
after the 13th century CE when Murukan became popu-
lar amongst Tamils and before the 15th century CE when
the poet Arunagirinathar identified the very location as a
sacred spot.[1]

3.1.2 Literary evidence

The first literary mention of Kataragama in a context
of a sacred place to Skanda-Murukan is in its Tamil
form Kathirkamam in the 15th-century devotional po-
ems of Arunagirinathar. Tradition claims that he vis-
ited the forest shrine when he composed the poems.
According to his poems, the deity dwelt on top of a
mountain.[1] The first mention of Kataragama deviyo in
the form Khattugama, as a guardian deity of Sri Lanka
and its Buddhist relics, was in the Pali chronicle of
Jinakalamali written during the 16th century in what is
today Thailand.[8][9] (see Jatukham Rammathep a popular
Thai amulet, based on Khattugama, a deity from Sri Lanka)
Kataragama village is first mentioned in the historical an-
nals known as Mahavamsa written down in the 5th cen-
tury CE. It mentions a town named Kajjaragama from
which important dignitaries came to receive the sacred
Bo sapling sent from Asoka’s Mauryan Empire on 288
BCE.[10] (According to Ponnambalam Arunachalam Ka-
jjaragama is derived from Kârttikeya Grâma (“City of
Kartikeya extquotedbl)[11] shortened to Kajara-gama[11])

3.1.3 Archeological evidence

The vicinity of the temple has number of ancient ruins
and inscriptions. Based on dated inscriptions found, the
nearby Kiri Vehera is believed to be have been built or
renovated around the 1st century BCE.[12] There is an in-
scription, a votive offering to the Mangala Mahacetiya,
apparently the former name of Kiri Vehera on the orders
of one Mahadathika Mahanaga, a son of king Tiritara
who ruled in 447 CE.[13] There is also an inscription of
Dapula I dated to the 7th century CE who built a sanctu-

ary for Buddhist monks, but the inscription does not men-
tion Kataragama by name. Nearby Tissamaharama was
a trading town of antiquity by the 2nd century BCE, as
indicated by Prakrit and Tamil Brahmi legends in coins
and potsherds unearthed on the site.[14] The region was
part of the ancient kingdom of Ruhuna which played an
important role in the political history of the island.[7]

3.1.4 Role of Kalyangiri Swamy

The medieval phase of the history of the shrine began
with the arrival of one Kalyanagiri Swamy from North
India sometimes during the 16th or 17th century.[15] He
identified the very spot of the shrines and their mythic
associations with characters and events as expounded in
Skanda Purana.[15] Following his re-establishment of the
forest shrine, it again became a place of pilgrimage for
Indian and Sri Lankan Hindus. The shrine also attracted
local Sinhala Buddhist devotees.[15] The caretakers of the
shrines were people of the forest who were of indige-
nous Vedda or mixed Vedda and Sinhalese lineages. The
shrines popularity increased with the veneration of the
place by the kings of the Kandyan kingdom, the last in-
digenous kingdom before colonial occupation of the is-
land. When Indian indentured workers were brought in
after the British occupation in 1815, they too began to
participate in the pilgrimage in droves,[16] thus the popu-
larity of the shrine increased amongst all sections of the
people.[17]

3.2 Legends

3.2.1 Hindu legends

According to Hindus and some Buddhist texts, the main
shrine is dedicated to Kartikeya (also known as Murukan
in Tamil sources). Kartikeya, also known as Kumara,
Skanda, Saravanabhava, Visakha or Mahasena, is a god
of war. Rulers such as Kushanas and Yaudheyas had his
likeness minted in coins that they issued in the last cen-
turies BCE. The deity’s popularity has waned in North
India but has survived in South India. In South India,
he became known as Subrahmaniya and was eventually
fused with another local god of war known as Murukan
among Tamils.[18] Murukan is known independently from
Cankam literature dated from 2nd century BCE to 6th
century CE.[19] Along the way number of legends were
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woven about the deity’s birth, accomplishments, and mar-
riages including one to a tribal princess known amongst
Tamil and Sinhalese sources as Valli. Skanda Purana
written in Sanskrit in the 7th or 8th century CE is the
primary corpus of all literature about him.[20] A Tamil
rendition of Skanda Purana, known as Kandha Puranam
written in the 14th century CE, also expands on legends
of Valli meeting Murukan. Kandha Puranam plays an
important role amongst Sri Lankan Tamils than Tamils
from India, who hardly know it.[21]

In Sri Lanka the Sinhala Buddhists also worshiped Kar-
tikeya as Kumaradevio or Skanda-Kumara since at least
the 4th century CE if not earlier.[1] Skanda-Kumara was
known as one of the guardian deities until the 14th cen-
tury, invoked to protect the island; they are accommo-
dated within the non-theistic Buddhist religion.[1] During
the 11th and 12th century CE, the worship of Skanda-
Kumara was documented even among the royal family.[1]

At some point in the past Skanda-Kumara was identi-
fied with the deity in Kataragama shrine, also known as
Kataragama deviyo and Kataragama deviyo, became one
of the guardian deities of Sri Lanka.[1] Numerous legends
have sprung about Kataragama deviyo, some of which try
to find an independent origin for Katargamadevio from
the Hindu roots of Skanda-Kumara.[22]

3.2.2 Buddhist legends

One of the Sinhala legends tells that when Skanda-
Kumara moved to Sri Lanka, he asked for refuge from
Tamils. The Tamils refused, and he came to live with the
Sinhalese in Kataragama. As a penance for their refusal,
the deity forced Tamils to indulge in body piercing and
fire walking in his annual festival.[23] This legend tries to
explain the location of the shrine as well as the traditional
patterns of worship by Tamils. Another Sinhala legends
attests that Kataragama deviyo was the deity worshiped
by Dutthagamini in the first century BCE, before his war
with Elara, and that Dutugamunu had the shrine erected
to Skanda-Kumara at Kataragama after his victory.[12]

This legend has no corroboration in Mahavamsa, the his-
toric annals about Dutugamunu.[1] Another Sinhala leg-
end makes Kataragama deviyo a deification of a Tamil
spy sent by Elara to live amongst the Sinhalese or a
Tamil juggler who made the locals deify him after his
death.[24][25] Yet another legend says that Kataragama de-
viyo is a deification of the legendary king Mahasena, who
is born as a Bodhisattva or Buddha in waiting.[26] Anthro-

pologists Richard Gombrich and Gananath Obeyesekere
were able to identify new strands of these legends and the
originators of these legends since the 1970s, with the bur-
geoning popularity of the shrine and its deity amongst the
Sinhala Buddhists.[27]

According to the practice of cursing and sorcery pe-
culiar to Sinhala Buddhists, Kataragama deviyo has his
dark side represented by Getabaru and Kadavara.[28] The
current Getabaru shrine is located in an isolated place
near Morawaka. The shrine for Kadavara is in the town
of Kataragama.[28] His power to curse is carried out in
secret outside the Main Kataragama deviyo shrine at a
place at the Menik ganga river, where he receives animal
sacrifices.[28] Katagama devio is also directly invoked in
sorcery practices.[29]

3.2.3 Muslim legends

People of Coast Vedda descent taking a pilgrimage on foot (Pada
Yatra) from the town of Muttur in the east of Sri Lanka to the
temple

Muslim or Islamic legends about Kataragama are rela-
tively newer. According Muslims Kataragama is referred
to as al-Khidr or land of Khidr.[30] A number of Mus-
lim pious and holy men seems to have migrated from In-
dia and settled down in the vicinity. The earliest known
one is one Hayathu, whose simple residence became the
mosque. Another one called Karima Nabi is supposed
to have discovered a source of water that when drunk
provides immortality.[31] Historic figures such as Jabbar
Ali Sha (died 1872) and Meer Syed Mohhamed Alisha
Bawa (died 1945) also have mausoleums built over their
tombs.[32]
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3.2.4 Vedda legends

The Veddas who have kept out of the mainstream culture
of Sri Lanka do not subscribe to Kataragama deviyo as
their deity. Unassimilated Veddas consider Kande Yakka
or Gale Yakka (Lord of the Rock) as their primarily deity
to be propitiated before hunts. They propitiate the de-
ity by building a shrine made out of thatched leaves with
a lance or arrow planted in the middle of the structure.
They dance around the shrine with the shaman becom-
ing possessed with the spirits of the dead ancestors who
guide the hunting party in techniques and places to go
hunt. Anthropologist Charles Gabriel Seligman felt that
the Kataragama deviyo cult has taken on some aspects
of the Kande Yakka rituals and traditions.[33] A clan of
Veddas who lived near to the shrine was known as Kovil
Vanam (Temple precincts). As a clan they are extinct but
were to be found in the eastern province during the 19th
century. Local Veddas believed that the nearby moun-
tain peak of Vaedihitti Kande (The Mountain of Veddas)
was the abode of the deity. The deity after coming over
the shore married a local Vedda woman named Valli, a
daughter of a Vedda chief and resided in the mountain.[34]

Eventually he was coaxed into settling down at the current
location.[33]

3.3 Temple layout

Entrance of the temple complex

Almost all the shrines are nondescript small rectangular
buildings without any ornamentation. There is no repre-
sentative of deities adorning the outside of the buildings.
This is in contrast to any other Hindu temple in Sri Lanka
or India. Almost all shrines are built of stone except that

Path towards the Kiri Vehera, on the temple complex

one dedicated to Valli which shows timber construction.
They have been left as originally constructed and there are
not any plans to improve upon them, because people are
reluctant to tamper with the original shrine complex.[35]

The most important one is known as Maha Devale or
Maha Kovil and is dedicated to Skanda-Murugan known
amongst the Sinhalese as Kataragama deviyo. It does not
have a statute of the deity; instead it holds a Yantra, a spir-
itual drawing of the deity’s power.[36] Of all the shrines in
the complex, it is the largest and the first that all pilgrims
come to visit. Although it does not have a representation
of the deity, kept in an adjoining room is a statue of Shiva
also known amongst Sinhalese as Karanduva. Within it
there is a clay arm chair known as Kalana Mandima that
supposedly belonged to Kalyanagiri Swamy. It is cov-
ered by a leopard’s skin and on it has all the ceremonial
instruments. To the left of the main shrine lies a smaller
shrine dedicated to Hindu god Ganesha who is known as
Ganapatidevio amongst Sinhalese. Tamils refer to him as
the Manica Pillaiyar as well. It too is a small rectangular
building without any decoration. To the left of Ganesha
shrine stands the Vishnu Devale the shrine dedicated to
Vishnu within which there is also a Buddha image. Be-
hind this is a large Bo tree that tradition holds as sprung
from the sapling of the original Bo tree in Anuradhapura,
hence is very much held in high esteem by the visiting
Buddhists.[35]

Attached to the western wall of the shrine complex are
shrines dedicated Kali, Pattini, Managaradevio, Ded-
imunda and Suniyam.[10] Outside the temple yard and be-
yond the northern gate lies the shrine to Teyvanai, the
consort of Murugan. Teyvanai shrine is managed by the
Sankara Mutt from Sringeri in Karnataka, India. The
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shrine dedicated to Valli, the consort of the main deity
lies in front of the mosque. Close to the Valli shrine is
a Kadamba tree that is sacred to Murugan. Within the
mosque are number of tombs of Muslim holy men. There
is also a separate shrine dedicated to the tomb of Kalayan-
giri swamy known amongst Tamils as Mutuligaswamy
kovil. It is also known as the Siva Devale.[17][35]

3.4 Murukan and Kataragama de-
viyo cults

The interior of the Maha Devale. The Yantra is kept behind a
curtain that figures Murukan with his two wives

Buddhism doesn’t encourage beliefs in gods or their ven-
eration and yet Buddhists in Sri Lanka make an annual
pilgrimage to Kataragama.[23] The deity has attained the
position of national god amongst the Sinhalese. This
reflects the similar position held by Murukan amongst
Tamils.[37]

3.4.1 Murukan cult

Murukan is known from Sangam Tamil literature.[38] The
earliest reference to Murukan was as a god who was pro-
pitiated to help in good hunting. He was the primary god
of hunter gatherer people from the mountainous region of
Southern Tamil Nadu, very much like the Veddas of Sri
Lanka. With the advancement of settled agriculture, Mu-
rukan became identified with the tribal chieftains as a god
of war, becoming popular among all segments of the so-
ciety. He was worshiped symbolically as lance and trees
such as Kadamba (Anthocephalus cadamba) were consid-
ered to be sacred to him. Birds such as peacock or rooster
were also identified with the deity. Velans were a special
class of priests identified with his worship.[39] With ad-
vent of North Indian traditions to South with dynasties
such as Pallavas and Kadambas, Murukan was infused
with the aspects of Kartikeya or Skanda, a god of war
from North India.[40] All legends that were attributed to
Kartikeya were also attributed to Murukan. The syncretic
deity has six major temples in Tamil Nadu and count-
less many other smaller temples.[41] Legends developed
that bound the worship of syncretic Skanda-Murukan to
Tamil Nadu as a god of Tamils. It included his marriage
of Valli from Tondaimandalam.

3.4.2 Katargamadevio cult

Legends in Sri Lanka claimed that Valli was a daughter
of a Vedda chief from Kataragama in the south of the is-
land. The town of Kalutara, known in some sources as
Velapura, became associated with Murukan worship as
well.[42] The cult of Murukan was grafted onto the wor-
ship of Skanda-Kumara that was prevalent in Sri Lanka.
Amongst the Sinhalese he became known as the god of
Kataragama village, thus Kataragamdevio. Shrines of
Katargamadevio are found in almost all Sinhala Bud-
dhist villages and towns. He is recognized as one of the
guardian deities. Worshipers take an arduous pilgrim-
age on foot through jungles to fulfill their vows to the
deity. The pilgrimage included both Tamils from India
and Sri Lanka as well as Sinhalese. Number of tem-
ples mostly in the east coast of Sri Lanka became identi-
fied with Kataragama temple and synchronized their fes-
tivals based on the arrival of pilgrims all the way from
the north of the island. These include temples in Verugal,
Mandur, Tirukovil and Okanda.[43] In the interior of the
island temples such as Embekke were built in the 15 to
17 the century CE to propitiate the Murukan aspect of
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Kataragamdevio by the Sinhalese elite.[44]

Since the 1950s the cult of Kataragama has taken a na-
tionalistic tone amongst the Sinhalese people. People
visit the shrine year long, and during the annual festival it
looks like a carnival.[30] People get into trance and indulge
in ecstatic rituals formerly associated with Hindus such
as fire walking, Kavadi and even body piercing or hook
swinging.[16] These ecstatic rituals have carried through
the island and are widely practiced. Prominent Sinhalese
politicians such as Dudley Senanayake and Ranasinghe
Premadasa have associated with the temple upkeep by
building, renovation and cleaning projects.[45]

3.5 Festivals

The festivals and daily rituals do not adhere to standard
Hindu Agamic or Buddhist rituals. It follows what Paul
Younger calls as ancient Vedda traditions of worship. Al-
though since the medieval period Hindus, Buddhists and
even Muslims have tried to co-opt the temple, deity and
its worship as their own, the rituals maintained by the na-
tive priests are still intact.[10] The main festival known in
Sinhalese as Esela Perehera. It is celebrated during the
months of July and August. About 45 days before the
festival begins, the priests go into the forest and find two
forked branches of a sacred tree. The branches are then
immersed in the local river and kept at the shrines ded-
icated to Kataragama deviyo and Vali. When the main
festival begins, the Yantra representing the deity is re-
trieved from its storage location, paraded through a street
on top of an elephant, and carried to the Valli shrine. Af-
ter two hours it is returned. On the last day of the festival
the Yantra is left overnight at the Valli shrine and brought
back to the main shrine. The priests conduct the rituals
in silence, covering their mouths with white cloth. Asso-
ciated with the main festival is fire walking arranged by a
master of the ritual. Hundreds of devotees participate in
fire walking, yet others participate in ecstatic dance forms
called Kavadi and body piercing. Many of the pilgrims
exhibit signs of being possessed.[46][47]

3.6 Hindu and Buddhist conflicts

Sri Lanka has had a history of conflict between its mi-
nority Hindu Tamils and majority Buddhists since its po-
litical independence from Great Britain in 1948. Paul

Kiri Vehera also known as Mangala Mahacetiya

Wirz in the 1930s wrote about tensions between Hin-
dus and Buddhists regarding the ownership and mode
of ritual practice in Kataragama.[48] For the past millen-
nia the majority of the pilgrims were Hindus from Sri
Lanka and South India who undertook an arduous pil-
grimage on foot.[49] By the 1940 roads were constructed
and more and more Sinhala Buddhists began to take the
pilgrimage.[30][50] This increased the tensions between
the local Hindus and Buddhists about the ownership and
type of rituals to be used.[48][51] The government inter-
ceded on behalf of the Buddhists and enabled the com-
plete takeover of the temple complex and in effect the
shrines have become an adjunct to the Buddhist Kiri
Vehera.[28][52] Protests occurred upon this development
in the 1940s, particularly when restrictions were placed
on Tamil worship at the shrine.[53][54]

Typical Tamil Hindu rituals at Kataragama such as fire
walking, Kavadi dance and body piercing have been taken
over by the Buddhists and have been spread to the rest
of the island.[16][28] The Buddhist takeover of the tem-
ple and its rituals has profoundly affected the rationale
nature of austere Theravada Buddhism practiced in Sri
Lanka to that of the personal Bhakti veneration of deities
found amongst the Hindus of Sri Lanka and South In-
dia. The loss of Hindu influence within the temple com-
plex has negatively affected the Sri Lankan Tamil Hindu
society.[55] According to Paul Younger, the Buddhist
takeover was precipitated by the overwhelming partici-
pation of Buddhists in what are essentially Hindu ritu-
als that worried the Buddhist establishment. There is a
strong political and religious pressure to further modify
the temple rituals to conform within an orthodox Ther-
avada Buddhist world view.[17][56]
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http://books.google.ca/books?id=1Ts1khhfXm8C&pg=PA94&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=YKt7TIToLM-RnAfC0aCdCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4&ved=0CDkQ6AEwAw#v=onepage&q=Kataragama&f=false
http://books.google.ca/books?id=1Ts1khhfXm8C&pg=PA94&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=YKt7TIToLM-RnAfC0aCdCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4&ved=0CDkQ6AEwAw#v=onepage&q=Kataragama&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_Number
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-7614-1477-0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-7614-1477-0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OCLC
https://www.worldcat.org/oclc/9662399
http://books.google.ca/books?id=Op0_dOXZrWkC&pg=PA25&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=8OR7TJjqGYSnngf6rqidCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=10&ved=0CF8Q6AEwCTgo#v=onepage&q=Kataragama&f=false
http://books.google.ca/books?id=Op0_dOXZrWkC&pg=PA25&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=8OR7TJjqGYSnngf6rqidCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=10&ved=0CF8Q6AEwCTgo#v=onepage&q=Kataragama&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_Number
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-7591-0322-4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-7591-0322-4
http://books.google.ca/books?id=FEULEi4YTywC&pg=PA26&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=H797TPilFJWjngfk-fT4AQ&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7&ved=0CE8Q6AEwBjgK#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.ca/books?id=FEULEi4YTywC&pg=PA26&dq=Kataragama&hl=en&ei=H797TPilFJWjngfk-fT4AQ&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=7&ved=0CE8Q6AEwBjgK#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Standard_Book_Number
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Special:BookSources/0-19-514044-3
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kartikay
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kartikkeya
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3.10 External links
• The Kataragama-Skanda website

• Pictures of Kataragama

• Embekke Kataragama temple

• On Foot by Faith to Kataragama

http://kataragama.org/
http://kataragama.org/sansoni/index.htm
http://embekke.org/dishan.html
http://padayatra.org/clip5.htm
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3.11 Text and image sources, contributors, and licenses

3.11.1 Text
• Kataragama deviyo Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama_deviyo?oldid=613247128 Contributors: Kanatonian, Shehanw,

R'n'B, SchreiberBike, Addbot, 4twenty42o, Helpful Pixie Bot, K.shayanthan, BattyBot, Faizan and Anonymous: 3
• Kataragama Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama?oldid=627302424 Contributors: Soman, Kwamikagami, Anthony Apple-

yard, Black Falcon, Kanatonian, Cydebot, MER-C, JaGa, Shehanw, Naniwako, Excirial, SchreiberBike, XLinkBot, Addbot, AnomieBOT,
Obi2canibe, Sudar123, SriSuren, Rcsprinter123, ClueBot NG, Bhagyapwc, Nillninetyone, PhnomPencil, Wiki Police (Sri Lanka Affairs),
AntanO, Jeremy112233, Cyberbot II, ChrisGualtieri, All Worlds, Cwobeel, Adbar, Pitchperfect110 and Anonymous: 16

• Kataragama temple Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama_temple?oldid=627301766 Contributors: Wetman, Lunkwill,
Michael Devore, Karol Langner, Bumm13, Szquirrel, Ogress, Anthony Appleyard, RJFJR, Vadakkan, Firsfron, Woohookitty, Tabletop,
Aiyana, Dangerous-Boy, SDC, Rjwilmsi, RussBot, Pyrotec, Black Falcon, Nlu, Closedmouth, SinhalaPOWEr, SmackBot, AlbertHerring,
A. Parrot, Makyen, Kanatonian, Parakrama, Cydebot, Supermod, Thijs!bot, Barticus88, Krankman, Honeplus, James086, Kataragama,
MER-C, Jllm06, The Anomebot2, KConWiki, JaGa, Shehanw, Lifebonzza, Naniwako, MartinBotIII, Redtigerxyz, DSGruss, Allebor-
goBot, Svm1 63, Plastikspork, Alexbot, SchreiberBike, Uksharma3, Channag, Fyrael, Leszek Jańczuk, Xenobot, Yobot, GOR42, Jim1138,
Blackknight12, Obi2canibe, Xqbot, Kapidis, Astronomyinertia, Tamilan101, Plasticspork, Trappist the monk, RjwilmsiBot, John of Read-
ing, Baccy, SporkBot, ClaretAsh, Nillninetyone, Helpful Pixie Bot, MediaJet, K.shayanthan, Robert Keiden, All Worlds, Kkvinojkumar,
Adbar, Aathavan jaffna and Anonymous: 40

3.11.2 Images
• File:Colombo-Kataragama_Main_Road.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b6/Colombo-Kataragama_Main_

Road.jpg License: ? Contributors: ? Original artist: ?
• File:Commons-logo.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/4/4a/Commons-logo.svg License: ? Contributors: ? Original
artist: ?

• File:Dharma_Wheel.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/df/Dharma_Wheel.svg License: CC-BY-SA-3.0
Contributors: ? Original artist: ?

• File:Flag-map_of_Sri_Lanka.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b7/Flag-map_of_Sri_Lanka.svg License:
CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Blackknight12

• File:Gold_temple_icon.png Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bc/Gold_temple_icon.png License: CC-BY-
SA-3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Himalayan Explorer based on Paul_012

• File:KarttikeyaWithSpearAndCockYaudheyas.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7e/
KarttikeyaWithSpearAndCockYaudheyas.jpg License: CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: self-made, photographed at the British Mu-
seum Original artist: PHGCOM

• File:Kataragama_interior.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9c/Kataragama_interior.jpg License: CC-
BY-SA-2.0 Contributors: originally posted to Flickr as Making Poya Original artist: Michael Coghlan

• File:Kataragama_path_towards_Kiri_Vehera.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/41/Kataragama_path_
towards_Kiri_Vehera.jpg License: CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Adbar

• File:Kataragama_temple_entrance.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c5/Kataragama_temple_entrance.
jpg License: CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Adbar

• File:Kiri_Vehera.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/a/a5/Kiri_Vehera.jpg License: ? Contributors: ? Original artist:
?

• File:MahasenaHuvishka.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/de/MahasenaHuvishka.jpg License: CC-BY-
SA-3.0 Contributors: self-made, photographed at the British Museum. Original artist: PHGCOM

• File:Murugan_by_Raja_Ravi_Varma.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/81/Murugan_by_Raja_Ravi_
Varma.jpg License: Public domain Contributors: C. Cunniah & co. Glass Merchants 248-249 Devaraja Mudaly Street Madras.(Ravi
Varma Press,Karla Lonavla) Original artist: Raja Ravi Varma

• File:Muttur_padayatra.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/13/Muttur_padayatra.jpg License: Public do-
main Contributors: Patrick Harrigan’s e-mail me( editor@kataragama.org ) Original artist: Patrick Harrigan

• File:Red_pog.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/0/0c/Red_pog.svg License: ? Contributors: ? Original artist: ?
• File:Sri_Lanka_location_map.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6e/Sri_Lanka_location_map.svg Li-
cense: CC-BY-SA-3.0 Contributors: Own work Original artist: Uwe Dedering

• File:Symbol_support_vote.svg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/9/94/Symbol_support_vote.svg License: ? Contribu-
tors: ? Original artist: ?

• File:Temple_Interior.jpg Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/32/Temple_Interior.jpg License: CC-BY-SA-2.0
Contributors: originally posted to Flickr as Temple Interior Original artist: Michael Coghlan

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama_deviyo?oldid=613247128
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama?oldid=627302424
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kataragama_temple?oldid=627301766
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b6/Colombo-Kataragama_Main_Road.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b6/Colombo-Kataragama_Main_Road.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/4/4a/Commons-logo.svg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/df/Dharma_Wheel.svg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b7/Flag-map_of_Sri_Lanka.svg
//commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Blackknight12&action=edit&redlink=1
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bc/Gold_temple_icon.png
//commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Paul_012
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7e/KarttikeyaWithSpearAndCockYaudheyas.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7e/KarttikeyaWithSpearAndCockYaudheyas.jpg
//commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:PHGCOM
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/9/9c/Kataragama_interior.jpg
http://flickr.com/photos/89165847@N00/4493218521
http://flickr.com/people/89165847@N00
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/41/Kataragama_path_towards_Kiri_Vehera.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/41/Kataragama_path_towards_Kiri_Vehera.jpg
//commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Adbar
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/c5/Kataragama_temple_entrance.jpg
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//commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Adbar
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3.11.3 Content license
• Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

	Kataragama deviyo
	See also
	References
	External links

	Kataragama
	History
	Early history
	Historic period

	Kataragama temple
	Temple of Syncretism
	Hindu Katirkamam
	Buddhist Kataragama
	Pre-Hindu and Buddhist origins

	Education
	Population
	Transport 
	See also
	References 
	External links 

	Kataragama temple
	History
	Origin theories
	Literary evidence
	Archeological evidence
	Role of Kalyangiri Swamy

	Legends
	Hindu legends
	Buddhist legends
	Muslim legends
	Vedda legends

	Temple layout
	Murukan and Kataragama deviyo cults
	Murukan cult
	Katargamadevio cult

	Festivals
	Hindu and Buddhist conflicts
	Notes
	Cited literature
	See also
	External links
	Text and image sources, contributors, and licenses
	Text
	Images
	Content license



