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ABSTRACT 

The Gaṃgārohaṇa is an ancient Buddhist religious festival originated in India and was later celebrated 

in Sri Lanka. The festival is believed to have been introduced to Sri Lanka in the early 19th century, with 

the earliest recorded celebrations taking place in the southern coastal town of Matara. The research 

problem is to determine the historical significance of the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā in understanding 

contemporary conditions. The data for this study were collected using two methods: literature surveys 

and field surveys. Literature surveys were conducted using both secondary and primary sources, with 

most primary sources dating back to the 19th century. Field investigations were conducted in selected 

places that have a close association with the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā, such as the Hiththetiya Rajamaha 

Viharaya, Godapitiya Jethavanaramaya, and Saram Mudali's walauwa. In-depth interviews were also 

conducted with selected key informants. The collected historical data were analyzed using the content 

analysis method. The research findings reveal that the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā cannot merely be described 

as a religious offering as it was organized based on the political, social, and cultural needs of the time. 

This research highlights the importance of understanding the historical context and significance of 

religious festivals in order to assess their role and impact on the contemporary society. 
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1. Introduction 

The roots of Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā 

can be traced to Lord Budhha's period in 

India. However, this research is focused on 

recent Gaṃgārohaṇa festivals which 

occurred in the first decade of the 19th 

century in Matara. Those Gaṃgārohaṇa 

Pūjā festivals were organized based on the 

Nilvala River in Matara. The main sponsor 

of these Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā festivals was an 

aristocrat named Saram Mudali. Although 

he was known as Saram Mudali, his real 

name was David de Seram Wijayasekara 

Jayatilakaratne. The Book on meritorious 

deeds written by Saram Mudali states that 

he organized five such festivals/ Pūjā s 

(Saram Mudalithumage Pin Pota 2008, 13-

17).  

The Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā in Matara, 

which cannot be described as a mere 

religious festival, reflects the socio-

cultural, political, and economic conditions 

of the era. Through this research, it is also 

attempted to deeply examine the historical 

significance of one of the rare cultural 

events that historians have not observed 

previously. Therefore, this research would 

provide new details to historical data 

collection regarding Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This qualitative research mainly 

incorporates a literature survey and field 

investigations. Field investigations were 

conducted in Hiththetiya Raja Maha 

Viharaya, Godapitiya Jethavanaramaya, 

and the walauwa of Saram Mudali. Those 

places are directly associated with the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. In-depth interviews 

were conducted with selected key 

informants. All of them were elderly 

persons and some of them were eye-

witnesses of this Pūjā. The data were 

analyzed along the content analysis 

method.   

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1. Verbal Meaning of Gaṃgārohaṇa 

It is essential to consider the verbal 

meaning of Gaṃgāhoraṇa. Gaṃgārohaṇa 

seems to be derived from the two 'Gaṃgā + 

Arohaṇa' connections. Then Gaṃgārohaṇa 

means going up the river. Some argue that 

it must be a 'Gaṃgā + Orohaṇa' because 

there is no rising but descending into the 

river. Therefore, some point out that the 

disjoint of the word is 'Gaṃgā + Orohaṇa' 

and that it is a word used in Pali for Sanskrit 

Awarohana (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva 

1997, 11). 

3.2. Historical Background of 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā  

Dhammapadatthakatha (The 

Commentaries on the Dhammapada) 

contains accounts of the visit paid by the 

Buddha to Vesali to drive out the fears of 

famine and pestilence from there.  There 

the Buddha returned to RajagahaNuwara 

along the Gaṃgā River and the celebrations 

alongside are described in detail. This 

journey is called Gaṃgārohaṇa 

(Dhammapadaattakatha. iii 1912, 436). 
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Furthermore, The Khuddakapata has 

described this incident (The Minor 

Readings Vol. 1. 1960, 162). Dampiya 

Atuwa Gatapadaya, Buthsarana, Pūjā 

valiya, Saddharmaratnavaliya, Sarartha 

Sangraha, etc. are some of the books that 

bring details about the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. 

The story of the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā is the 

subject of the Buduguna Alankaraya too.  

The report's summary is as follows. 

In the Lichchavi kingdom, there was a great 

and prosperous city called Visala (Vesali, 

Vaishali). There was no rain during a 

certain period, the crops got destroyed, and 

a famine situation occurred. The city's most 

impoverished people were the first to die of 

starvation. When their corpses were rotting 

all over the city, inhuman demons came to 

eat them. 

Thereafter many more people 

became victims of the illness, and the 

number of deaths gradually increased. The 

kings started to discuss as to what should be 

done to get rid of this catastrophe. The first 

suggestion was to bring in the six masters 

to remedy this. However, some said that the 

Gautama Buddha should be invited as he 

has come to the world by then. The kings 

agreed. They heard that the Buddha was 

preparing to complete the Vassana Kala or 

the rainy season vacation in Rajagaha, 

situated on the other side of the river 

Gaṃgā, ruled by King Bimbisara. The 

Lichchavi kings sent a group of people with 

offerings to persuade King Bimbisara to 

bring the Buddha to Visala. King 

Bimbisara has told them to ask the Buddha 

themselves. The Buddha agreed to visit 

Visala. Knowing this, King Bimbisara 

prepared the road from Rajagaha to the 

Gaṃgā River and escorted the Buddha and 

five hundred monks for five days. The King 

built a ferry with two ships, seated the 

Buddha and the monks on board, and 

facilitated their journey across the river. 

Gods, Brahmans, and Nagas performed 

significant rituals. The Lichchavi kings 

accepted the Buddha by giving him double 

the adornment that King Bimbisara did, to 

avoid being second to him. (Pujawaliya 

1997, ch. 21). 

When the Buddha and his 

entourage arrived in Visala within three 

days, they were greeted by the main deity, 

Sakra, at the city entrance. The Buddha 

addressed the Ananda Thero and preached 

the Rathana Sutta, asking him to walk 

around the city preaching these sutras. 

Ananda Thero preached the Rathana Sutta 

and sprayed water of the Buddha's bowl. 

Suddenly the sky thundered, lightning 

struck, and heavy rain began to fall. It is 

said that the floodwaters washed away all 

the corpses scattered in the city and washed 

them into the river.  It removed the fear of 

disease in the city and healed the people 

(Pujawaliya 1997, ch. 21). 

The three fears of Vesali were 

dispelled by preaching the Rathana Sutta 

under the guidance of the Supreme Buddha. 

A beautiful ceremony was held in honor of 

the Buddha. The two boats of the river were 
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joined together, and a pavilion was built on 

it. The Buddha proceeded to the city of 

Rajagaha along the river in the pavilion of 

the two boats, and the journey also was 

called 'Gaṃgārohaṇa,' and the festival was 

called 'Gaṃgārohaṇa' (Returning through 

the Ganges) (The Minor Readings Vol. 1. 

1960, 204-205; Catubhanavaraattakatha 

97). Pujavaliya contains long descriptions 

of a Pūjā performed by groups of gods, 

Nagas and Brahmas called Gaṃgārohaṇa 

(Pujawaliya 1997, ch. 21).    

The Mahvamsa (Great Chronicle) 

refers to a sutta related to Gaṃgā Rohana 

(Mahavamsa 1838, ch. 37. s.191). During 

ancient times in Sri Lanka, a ceremony 

referred to as the "Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā " was 

conducted with the intended purpose of 

mitigating the perceived risks posed by 

malevolent supernatural entities, as well as 

addressing issues of food scarcity and 

drought. The underlying objective of this 

religious ritual was to generate positive 

outcomes for the well-being of the nation. 

There is evidence that King Upatissa I (362 

- 409 C.E.), the son of King Buddhadasa, 

performed this ritual for the first time on the 

island. During the reign of this King, there 

was a serious drought. There was also the 

fear of disease and the fear of inhumanity. 

The King asked the monks   as to what 

needs to be done in such a situation. The 

monks also informed the King how the 

Rathana Sutta was preached to eliminate 

the three fears in Visala Mahanuvara and 

how the three fears were removed after 

sprinkling Pirith Pan, the holy water 

(blessing water) (Rathanasara Thero 2021, 

30). Accordingly, the King made a golden 

Buddha statue, placed a bowl full of water 

on the statue's hands, placed it in a chariot, 

and drove it around the city. The monks 

followed the chariot chanting Pirith. 

Blessed water was sprinkled all over the 

city. Once all the dangers were removed, it 

started to rain. The King told them to act 

the same way if a similar famine situation 

occurs in the future (Mahavamsa 1838, ch. 

37. ss. 189 - 198). In India, offerings are 

made to a stone bowl of the Supreme 

Buddha which, also known as the Pattha 

Maha (Rahula Himi 2009, 289). 

The King Sena II also performed a 

similar ceremony just like King Upatissa I, 

but it is not referred to as Gaṃgārohaṇa 

Pūjā. It is said that the King Sena II had 

pirith pan (blessed water) sprinkled 

throughout the city during a plague 

outbreak which occurred during his reign.  

When an epidemic hit the island, the monks 

marched around the city preaching Pirith, 

and a vehicle with a statue of Ananda Thera   

went in front of it. It can be considered as a 

symbol of the sprinkling of Pirith Pan 

(blessing water) by Ananda Thera during 

the three fears of Vesali (Mahavamsa 1838, 

ch. 51. ss.  80 - 81). It is also mentioned that 

King wrote the Rathana Sutta on gold 

plates.  

The Mahavamsa informs that these 

types of 'Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā s' were 

performed during the reigns of king 
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Kasyapa V and king Agbo IV (Rathanasara 

Thero 2021, 30-31). 

3.3. Nilvala River 

Nilwala is one of the major rivers 

in the Southern Province of Sri Lanka and 

it originates from Sinharaja Forest Reserve 

and drains to the sea in Matara. This river 

is 72 km long (Environment Foundation). 

There is no consensus on how this river got 

its name. It is believed that the river got its 

name because, in the past, the river's water 

was very pure blue and flowed like a blue 

cloud. The Nilwala River was mentioned as 

Neelavahini and Neelawalanadi River in 

ancient sources. The most straightforward 

meaning is 'blue bearer,' 'Blue River.' 

Dhammika Hewage thinks the word 'blue' 

is used to refer to black in the epitaphs, 

meaning that there was black water and that 

the name might have been used because of 

the dark nature of the water resulted by the 

shade of the large trees on either side of the 

river (Hewage 2011, 11). 

3.4. Saram Mudali 

Saram Mudali is the son of 

Dumingu de Seram Wijesekera 

Abhayaratne Gardige Muhandiram, a 

descendant of the Thamankadu 

Government Agent. David de Seram 

Wijayasekara Jayatillekeratne, Mudali of 

Matara Gaṃgābadapattu and Batgam, was 

a Mudali since 1760. In 1760, the Dutch 

gave him a post in charge of the Matara 

area. Saram Mudali was the Mudali of 

Gaṃgābada Pattu for about fifty years. 

Mudali (Mudaliyar) was one of the colonial 

titles in Sri Lanka that had been a part of 

the native headman system. The Portuguese 

colonials created the Mudaliyar class by 

enlisting natives of different castes, 

especially from coastal areas (Ekanayaka 

1876, 302.). The post of Mudali was 

created by adding more privileges to the 

position of Mudali-Muhandiramrala, which 

existed during the Kandyan Kingdom. The 

Dutch also continued the practice of the 

Portuguese. Although Mudali-Muhandiram 

held the post of Government Agent during 

the native ruling period, it was second only 

to the position of the Governor during the 

Dutch rule. This position was based on 

genealogy. Still, the British re-established a 

Mudaliar class, with appointments to the 

positions of Mudali, which ceased to exist 

in the 1930s when the British government 

closed the Home Department in Ceylon. 

(Patrick, 1995, 256). The Governor made 

all official appointments of the Mudaliyars 

of the island during this period. Positions 

for natives could not be transferred from 

wealthy and influential families loyal to the 

British Crown and they were generally 

hereditary (Silva 1988, 367). The position 

of Mudali was also the highest aristocratic 

position available to the bourgeoisie 

without any genetic heritage (Demala 

Sinhala Shabda Koshaya, 2000, 39). These 

Mudaliars became the link between the 

colonial Governor and the indigenous 

people. Therefore, they had great socio-

political and economic privileges. 
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Saram Mudali lived as a lay 

aristocrat with civilian power among the 

ordinary people oppressed by the Western 

nations. His walauwa was constructed in a 

grandiose style that was fashionable during 

that era. He was married to the daughter of 

Don Abraham Illangakoon Mudali of the 

Illangakoon Walauwa in Matara.  

According to his book on 

meritorious deeds (Pin Potha), Saram 

Mudali was a Buddhist who had performed 

great meritorious deeds since 1780. Lord 

Anepindu, a significant contributor to the 

time of the Buddha, dedicated the 

Jetavanaramaya in Savathnuwara to the 

Buddha and the Maha Sangha (Cullavagga 

Pali 2013, 168). Saram Mudali also built a 

three-storied walauwa at the Godapitiya 

Jethavanarama Temple as a replica of it. 

First, Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā was performed to 

bring the relic to this temple. Saram Mudali 

placed the offerings in the three-storied 

Dharma Mansion built at the Godapitiya 

Raja Maha Viharaya on the model of 

Jetavanaramaya in Savathnuwara. 

The bronze Buddha statue of 

walking posture in Godapitiya 

Jethavanarama Raja Maha Viharaya is 

particularly important. This Buddha statue 

is the most significant offering made by 

Saram Mudali.  This is the first time a 

Buddha statue of walking posture has been 

found in Sri Lanka. The right foot of this 

statue which was carved according to the 

Kandyan art tradition, shows a walking 

posture. This Buddha statue was housed in 

a small wooden hut. Four statues of deities 

surround it. The model of the Jethawana 

Vihara decorated with ivory doors can also 

be seen among the offerings of the temple. 

Among his donations is a six-foot-tall silver 

bodhi tree. A Dolosmahe Pahana (twelve-

month lamp) can be seen here with hundred 

wicks. A giant Piruvana book has also been 

offered but is not to be seen today. This can 

only be seen in the container box. Saram 

Mudali has arranged his hair as a Musna 

(broom) and offered it to the temple. Such 

ceremonies were performed during the 

Kandyan period by King Keerthi Sri 

Rajasinghe too (1747 - 782). Among the 

artifacts in the Temple of the Tooth in 

Kandy is the Musna made of the King's 

hair. At the Jethawana Viharaya, a 6-feet-

long cloth necklace and a comb used by 

Saram Mudali can be seen. There are also 

hundreds of tiny rings. 

Ven. Agalakada Ratanapala, The 

Chief Incumbent of the Godapitiya 

Jethawanarama Rajamaha Viharaya, said 

that it was a custom for the procession to 

wear the ring. [Key informant interviews 

on 20.10.2021] The famous walauwa 

where Mr. Saram Mudali lived was handed 

over to Rahula College, Matara. Mr. Odiris 

Silva donated them in 1939. The college 

sports ground is preserved as an 

archaeological heritage. The 8364 sq. ft. 

walauwa is built in the shape of the letter O 

of the English alphabet. As per the Merit 

Book written by Saram Mudali, in addition 

to the Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā, he has also 
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performed many other meritorious 

activities. Maha Kanaha Jataka has been 

composed by himself. He was the one who 

carried the sand on his shoulders to build 

the Buddha statue and the pagoda of the 

Hitthetiya Raja Maha Viharaya. The 

Nadugala Dam was completed in one day, 

according to his Merit Book which is kept 

in the Department of National Archives. He 

passed away in 1815 (Key informant 

interviews on 20.10.2021). 

3.5. Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā in Nilvala 

River 

Saram Mudali has conducted five 

magnificent Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā s (Saram 

Mudalithumage Pin Pota 2008, 13-17; 

Vanaratana himi 1994, 237). We don’t find 

any other evidence of such a beautiful 

procession which was held along a river in 

Sri Lanka.  

3.5.1. The first Pūjā from Athuraliya to 

Godapitiya 

The first Pūjā was performed from 

Athuraliya to Godapitiya. According to 

Saram Mudali's merit book, the river bank 

was first cleared of rubbish and decorated 

on both sides. There are seven Dhamma 

halls (Dhamshabhamandapa) built on both 

sides of the river. It is reported in the Merit 

                                        
1 ˜;jo w;=r,sfha úydria:dkfha mgka f.dvmsáfha úydria:dkh olajd .Õ fomi uq,a W.=¨jd iulr 
le,sli, yrjd Wiia l=v Oc j,ska myka weÕe n|jd fof.dv nK uvq i;la ;kajd úis;=re ieris,s 
fldg kej; f,dl= mdohla f.k tys ueo Bhka lvodis ;E, hkdÈfhka o'''˜ “tavada aturaliye 

vihārasthānaya paṭan gŏḍapiṭiye vihārasthānaya dakvā gan̆ga dĕpasa ruk mul uguḷuvā samakara 

kæ,skasaḷa haravā usas kuḍa dhaja valin pahan ægæ ban̆davā dĕgŏḍa baṇa maḍu satak tanvā visituru 

særasili kŏṭa nævata lŏku pādayak gĕna ĕhi mæda īyan kaḍadāsi tǣla yanādiyĕnda…” (Saram 

Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 13 -14) 
2 ˜fï wd§ uyd mQfcda;aijfhka f.dv msáfha úydrdikak f;dgqmf,ka msg;aj Od;= mqo flfrñka 

l%ufhka hg .x n,d f.dia ysre Wodfjk fõ,djg w;=r,sfha úydria:dk f;dgqmf,a irid ;snQ fouy,a 

book that they too were decorated 

colorfully.1  

Two large vessels were decorated 

for this purpose. Valuable sacred objects 

were placed on the first vessel. The second 

vessel was reserved for monks preaching 

Pirith. Hundreds of boats had been cruising 

the river for seven days preaching the 

Pirith.  

Necessary arrangements were 

made to conduct all-night sermons at the 

Banamadu mentioned above. Decorated 

boats, as well as the river, were adorned 

with various lamps and candles. Fireworks 

were lit on both sides of the river to 

celebrate the same occasion. The 

procession started its journey at night and 

reached the Athuraliya Temple at dawn the 

next day. As hundreds of boats approached 

the river, people on both sides went to 

Athuraliya on foot. Afterward, for about an 

hour, Aloka Pūjā was held at the Athuraliya 

Temple Ferry near the three-storied 

Dharma Mandiraya. Relic offerings were 

also held afterward. The relics, the monks 

who preached the Pirith, also visited the 

Athuraliya Temple and performed various 

rituals to mark the conclusion of the 

ceremony.2 
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3.5.2. Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā in Nilvala 

River in 1806 

The Gaṃgārohaṇa Varnana 

describes a Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā done in 

1806. According to Siri Thilakasiri, it is the 

first Pūjā mentioned in the Merit book. 

There is a contradiction here. No similarity 

can be seen between this Pūjā and the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā mentioned in Saram 

Mudali's merit book. According to the 

Gaṃgā Rohana Varnana, the Gaṃgā 

Rohana Pūjā performed in 1806 is the 

greatest one. However, in the merit book, it 

is said that the fifth one was performed 

most gloriously. According to Ven. 

Kamburupitiye Vanaratana Thero, the 

festival described in the Gaṃgārohaṇa 

Varnana and the fifth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā 

mentioned in Saram Mudali's merit book 

are the same. It is difficult to comprehend 

the contradictions in the description of the 

                                        
O¾u ukaÈrh iómhg meñ‚ l,ays fof.däka kD;H.S;dÈh mj;ajñka .sh uyck iuQyhdg Od;= 

jevujd f.k .sh mdoho msß;a jodrñka ix>hd isá mdohg fjk;a fndfyda Tre wÕ=,a mdre o t;ekays 

kj;ajd mdka jQ fomehla jdf.a fjk;=re .sksu,a mQcdj mj;ajd kej; o rKa u,a iqj| u,a wdÈfhka 

Od;= mQcd fldg fojkq t;eka mgka mQ¾fjdala; mQcd fmryeßka Od;+ka jykafia,d yd msß;a jod< 

ix>hd jykafia,d úydrhg jevujd iq.kaO mqIafmdamydr wdÈfhka Wodr;r mQfcda;aij mj;ajd 

.x.dfrdayk mQcd fldg ksujQ'''˜ “me ādī mahā pūjotsavayĕn gŏḍapiṭiye vihārāāsanna tŏṭupalĕn piṭatva 

dhātu puda kĕrĕmin kramayĕn yaṭa gaṁ balā gŏs hiru udāvĕvĕvelāvaṭa aturaliye vihārasthāna tŏṭupale 

sarasā tibū tĕmahal dharma mandiraya samīpayaṭa pæmiṇi kalhi dĕgŏḍin nr̥tyagītādiya pavatvamin 

giya mahajana samūhayāṭa dhātu væḍamavā gĕna giya pādayada pirit vadāramin saṁghayā siṭi 

pādayaṭa vĕnat bŏho ŏru agul pāru da ĕtænhi navatvā pān vū dĕpæyak vāge vĕnaturu gini mal pūjāva 

pavatvā nævata da raṇ mal suvan̆da mal ādiyĕn dhātupūjākŏṭa dĕvanu ĕtæn paṭan pūrvokta pūjā 

pĕrahærin dhātūn vahanselā hā pirit vadāḷa saṁghayā vahanselā vihārayaṭa væḍamavā sugandha 

puṣpopahārādiyĕn udāratara pūjotsava pavatvā gaṁgārohana pūjā kŏṭa nimavū” (Saram 

Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 15) 

 
3 zzmjr il jiska tlajdoyia i;aishla hq;a 

úis wáksZ÷ jma uiays kel;a j;a fudfyd;a ,;a 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Varnana and the merit book 

of Saram Mudali. It is essential to inquire 

why the merit book is silent on the arrival 

of relics at the Godapitiya Temple and the 

32 Yugasana Sermons.  

Based on the above, The Pūjā 

performed in 1806 was described in the 

Gaṃgā Rohana Varnanava. It is 

challenging to conclude which of the 

Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā s was mentioned in 

Saram Mudali's merit book. However, it is 

also not easy to understand the failure to 

record his glorious devotion in his book. 

However, in addition to the five Pūjā s, the 

Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā mentioned in the merit 

book is considered as an additional Pūjā , 

which  is described in the Gaṃgā Rohana 

Varnana, This magnificent Gaṃgā Rohana 

Pūjā  was first performed on November 8, 

1806 (Atavaka) on two crescent days.3  
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In 1806, an 18 km Gaṃgārohaṇa 

procession passed along the Nilwala River 

from Matara to Godapitiya. This has been 

mentioned in Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā 

Varnanava.4 The journey commenced near 

the confluence of the Nilwala River with 

the ocean, specifically at the present 

location of the Matara Co-operative 

Hospital, adjacent to the Illangakoon 

walauwa. The journey followed the course 

of the Nilwala River. During this 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā ritual, people sailed 

from the river's bottom to the top, 

performing ceremonies. This 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā procession has started 

from Matara and continued up to 

Godapitiya. It has ended at the Jetavana 

Rajamaha Viharaya in Godapitiya, 

Akuressa. Nilwala Gaṃgā may have been 

used for the procession by Saram Mudali, 

as there was no public highway to travel 

from Matara to Akuressa. 

A three-storied pavilion was also 

built on boats to carry the relics of the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. The reliquary was 

placed on the third floor (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa 

                                        
mi`v uigjla fmdaod mgka iõ i;ka is;a 

i;=gqlr ks;ska n;a meka foñka ta is;=fiaZZ  

“pavara saka vasin ĕkvādahas sat siyak yut 

visi aṭanin̆du vap mashi nækæt vat mŏhŏt lat 

pasan̆ḍa masaṭavak podā paṭan sav satan sit 

satuṭukara nitin bat pæn dĕmin e situse” (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 10) 

4 zzf.dvmsáh mgka foõf,da isßka iõ ieme;a hq;a 

uyf;dg mqr olajd oE ;=f¾ fï fkdù isiaZZ 

 "Godapitiya patan devlo sirin sav sepat  yut 

Mahatota pura dakva de ture me novi  sis” (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 11 ) 

 

Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 12). The Maha Sangha 

preached Pirith from a pirith pavilion set up 

in the second pavilion (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa 

Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 20).  A dance troupe 

was dancing on the first floor. There was 

also a pharmacy. In addition, hundreds of 

other boats were beautifully decorated. 

Some of them also had paintings. There 

were fairs on both sides of the river, and 

they had plenty of items, including food 

and drink. 

When one such procession traveled 

from Matara, another procession arrived 

from Godapitiya. The two processions met 

together at Balakavala. The two 

processions then proceeded back to 

Godapitiya as one. The journey began after 

an all-night Pirith chanting at the venue. 

Mr. Abhaya Hewawasam's doctoral 

dissertation on Matara Literary Scholars 

and Literary Essays describes how the 

ordinary people were associated with the 
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Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā.5 The Gaṃgārohaṇa 

Pūjā  was held for ten days, and twenty-two 

Yugasana sermons were preached.6 

The monks who attended the 

sermons were great preachers such as Ven. 

Karathota Dhammarama Thero and Ven. 

Bowala Dhammananda Thero. The first of 

the 22 Yugasana Dhamma Sermons were 

delivered at the Dhamma Hall (Bana 

Maduwa) in the Illangakoon Maha 

Walawwa with the participation of Ven. 

Karathota Dhammarama Thera and Ven. 

Bowala Dhammananda Thero (Gamage 

1980, 112). During that sermon, a Sanskrit 

                                        
5 zziqokka ksjeis" ;,a fmd,a j;= yd l=Uqre j,ska f.dv f.dvmsáh kï iqkaor .uls' foõf,dj fuka iõ 

isßka msß ud;r kï iuDoaêu;a k.rfhls' fï fjoE;+f¾ mia mshqñka ieÈ ks,aj,d .Õ Èfha fouy,a 

;=kauy,a oyï uvq idod rka f;drK rU f;drK yd rkariq oe,a wdÈfhka w,xldr fldg" tA tla tla 

u`vqjg iÕ=ka foku ne.ska jevujd" ;=kahï /fhys msß;a foiqula wiajk ,È' fï nK uvq iys; 

c,hdkhka ueo" tA yeugu jvd w,xldr mvjqfjl foõ úukla jeks ;=ka uy,a f.hla ù' tys nqÿka 

jykafiaf.a Od;+ka jevujd" .S /Õ=ï" jegqma u,a wd§ kd kd oehska oyia .Kka ckhd mQcdjg mgka .ks;s' 

tA wdrxÑh wik wik ;eke;a;d is;a fia ye| me,| Od;= jkaokdj ms‚i .Õg meñfKhs'ZZ “sudanan 

nivæsi talpŏl vatu hā kum̆buruvalin yut gŏḍapiṭiya nam sundara gamĕki. dĕvlŏva mĕn savsirin piri 

mātŏṭa nam samr̥dhimat nagarayĕki. vĕdǣture pas piyumin sædi nilvalā gan̆ga diye dĕmahal, tunmahal 

daham maḍu sādā ran tŏraṇa, ram̆ba tŏraṇa hā ranrasudæl ādiyĕn alaṁkāra kŏṭa, e ĕk ĕk maḍuvaṭa san̆gun 

dĕnama bægin væḍamavā tun yam ræyĕhi pirit dĕsumak asvana ladī. me baṇa maḍu sahita jala yānayak 

mæda e hæmaṭama vaḍā alaṁkāra paḍavuvĕka dĕvmanak væni tunmahal gĕyagĕ vī, ĕhi budun 

vahansege dhātūn væḍamavā gī ræn̆gum, væṭupmal ādī nānā dĕyin dahas gaṇan janayā pūjāvaṭa paṭan 

ganiti. e āraṁciya asana asana tænættā sit se hæn̆da pæḷan̆da dhātu vandanāva piṇisa gan̆gaṭa pæmiṇĕyi” 

(Hewawasam 1966, 306) 

6 zzoi Èfkl ojia ? ta .f`.a fï mqfoka iõ 

iq;=re úis folla fk;a ? nKla foiajjïksZZ  

“Dasa dinĕka davas rǣ e gan̆ge me pudĕn sav 

suturu visidĕkak nĕt rǣ baṇak dĕsvavamni” (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva, 2000, 69) 

 
7 zzfk;a l,a f;drka ;sr úhka l=iqñka ird,d  

yïnï mvõ Tre ke.S ue;s÷ka ñKka fkla 

is;al,a l;=ka oeis oiqka b`.so;a ke‚ka hq;a 

 lõ .S okka msßjrd tysm;a jqfkda f.diaZZ 

 “nĕtkal tŏran tira viyan kusumin sarālā 

stanza is said to have been composed and 

chanted by Ven. Karathota Dhammarama 

Thero at the invitation of Illangakoon Maha 

Mudali. 

“maṃtrījayāditilakādirilaṃgakŏnyuk 

śrī vardhanŏbhaya itiśrætavaiśyakĕtuḥ 

puṇyŏtsavĕ tadanugītayatirmudā dau 

vacmīha sampratisudarśanasūtradharmam” 

(Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 29) 

Although exaggerated, it contains 

information about the people involved in 

the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā.7 
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3.5.3. The second Pūjā Athuraliya to 

Godapitiya 

The second Pūjā was also 

performed in this way from Athuraliya to 

Godapitiya. Bana and Pirith were recited 

for a week in two pavilions built on the 

other side of the river. After preaching in 

two other pavilions at night for a week, 

sermons were preached all night in all 

seven pavilions, and at the end of the eighth 

day, the relics were brought in. It is said that 

this time the vessel carrying the relics and 

the vessel where the monks preached Pirith 

were more beautiful than ever before. It is 

said that during the Gaṃgārohaṇa 

ceremony, robes were offered to one 

hundred and two monks who preached 

Dhamma and Pirith. Food was generously 

served to all who came to see the sacrifice.8  

                                        
hambam paḍav ŏru nægī mætidun miṇan nĕk 

sit kal katun dæsi dasun in̆gidat næṇin yut 

kavgī danan pirivarā ĕhipat vuno gŏs” (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva, 2000, v. 24) 

 
8 ˜fojk .x.dfrdayK mQcdj ksud l< blaì;s nK msß;a fol jod< mKia kula muK ix>hdyg o i¾j 

rd;%S nK jod< mKia fokula muK ix>hdg hk tlish fokulg isjqre msßlr mqo l<dh'''˜ “dĕvana 

gaṁgārohaṇa pūjāva nimā kaḷa ikbiti baṇa pirit dĕka vadāḷa paṇas namak pamaṇa saṁghayā haṭa da 

sāravat le baṇa vadāla paṇas dĕnamak pamaṇa saṁghayāṭa yana ĕkasiya dĕnamakaṭa sivuru pirikara 

puda kaḷāya.” (Saram Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 16) 

9 zz;jo fjfyr.ïmsg úydria:dkfhys mgka kdhsuk f;dgm, olajd uÕ fomi myka jeg ne| tu 

f;dgqm< fof.dv O¾u ukaÈrhla kxjd kdkdm%ldr úis;=re ieris,s fldg m<uq .x.dfrdayK mskalï 

folg jvd Tre mdre wdÈh /iafldg˜ “tavada vĕhĕragampiṭa vihārasthānayĕhi paṭan nāyimana tŏṭapala 

dakvā maga dĕpasa pahan væṭa bæn̆da ĕma tŏṭupala dĕgŏḍa dharma mandirayak naṃvā nānā prakāra 

visituru særasili kŏṭa paḷamu gaṃgārohaṇa pinkam dĕkaṭa vaḍā ŏru pāru ādiya ræs kŏṭa” (Saram 

Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 16) 

 

3.5.4. The third Pūjā Navimana to 

Bandattara 

The third Pūjā was held in the 

Navimana ferry from Matara to Bandattara. 

For some reason, the ceremony was made 

only one day. The sources do not go into 

much detail about the third Gaṃgā Rohana 

Pūjā. Both sides of the river were reported 

to have been lavishly decorated. It is also 

stated that the two Dharma halls were built 

on both sides. The description also states 

that more boatloads were involved than the 

first and second Pūjā s.9 

3.5.5. The fourth Pūjā Navimana 

to Bandattara 

Saram Mudali's Merit Book does 

not go into more detail about the Fourth 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. According to it, three 

sermons were preached all night long and 

made a significant donation with robes, and 

the ceremony was concluded. According to 

Saram Mudali's Merit Book, the Pūjā was 
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performed from Navimana to Bandattara, 

but according to Ven. Kamburugamuwe 

Vanarathana, the fourth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā  

was performed from Thalgahagoda to 

Attudawa (Vanaratana Himi 1994, 237). 

Nine boats were tied up, and a three-story 

pavilion was built. Upstairs were the relics 

casket and on the second floor were the 

monks preaching Pirith.  Dance choirs were 

on the first floor. 

3.5.6. The Fifth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā  

The fifth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā 

mentioned in the Merit Book was the one 

that went uphill from Attuda to 

Thalgahagoda Oya. The Gaṃgā Rohana 

Pūjā performed in 1807 was the greatest 

Pūjā. The Merit Book states that the fifth 

ceremony was performed most gloriously. 

During this Pūjā, nine boats were tied 

together to form a three-storied Mandapa. 

Upstairs was the relics casket, on the 

second floor were the monks preaching 

Pirith, and on the first floor were the dance 

and choir groups. A medicine boat 

consisting of two people was also on hand 

to provide free medication.10  

The fifth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā is 

described in the book Gaṃgārupuda Kaw. 

                                        
10  ˜hï hï wdndOfhla ù kï Bg m%;sldr lrKq ms‚i .=,s fnfy;a pQ¾K l,al yd fkdfhla ff;, 

j¾. j,ska o fjk;a wñ;dkq Ndjiïmkak kdkd úO T!IO øjHhka o iïmQ¾K lr ffjoHjre 

fofofkla iys; fkdfhla w;jeis okka we;s fnfy;a uq,a" fld<" M," mqIam j¾.dÈfhka irik ,o uy 

wÕ=,la o'''˜ “yam yam ābādhayĕk vī nam īṭa pratikāra karaṇu piṇisa guli bĕhĕt cūrṇa kalka hā nŏyĕk 

taila varga valin da vĕnat amitānubhāva sampanna nānā vidha auṣadha dravyayan da sampūrṇa kara 

vaidyavaru dĕdĕnĕk sahita atavæsi danan æti bĕhĕt mul, kŏḷa, phala, puṣpa varga ādiyĕn sarasana lada 

maha agulak da” (Saram Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 18) 

According to it, several vessels joined the 

procession. In addition to the boat in which 

the relics were deposited, there were 

vessels in which the monks preached 

Pirith. There was a vessel with various 

confectionery and a vessel with a pharmacy 

to treat accidents and illnesses. A vessel 

loaded with ammunition for the fireworks 

sailed next. Among the boats involved in 

the sacrifice was a vessel with Hindu 

priests and a vessel adorned with leaves of 

trees. The boat, which consisted of Kolam 

dance, sailed the next. Foreigners also 

came to watch this festival. Gaṃgā Puda 

Kaw states that European women were also 

involved in the fifth Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā. 

The book records how they were delighted 

to utter the Portuguese words 'Oten Bon 

Muyutu Premusu Alagriya' with the idea 

that 'it brings me great pleasure' 

(Gangrupuda Kaw 2016, vs. 150, 151). The 

book states that several did not participate 

and instead, criticized just as many people 

who attended the ceremony. 

3.6. Importance of 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Ceremonies 

Although the Gaṃgā Rohana 

ceremony took on a religious face, it is not 
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only the Buddhists who attended it.11 It is 

reported that Gentiles and non-believers 

participated in this as it contained many 

cultural elements. Furthermore, it is said 

that a Tamil king and queen with an 

entourage also participated in this Pūjā.12 

That reference is extraordinary. Who is that 

King? Where did he come from for this 

sacrifice? What was the purpose for which 

he was involved? There is no enough 

contribution from the sources to 

investigate. It is possible that a king 

belonging to the Nayakkara dynasty, the 

rulers of the Kandy kingdom may have 

come in this manner, but this is only a 

conjecture. It can be said that the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā may have helped to 

establish Sinhala-Tamil-Buddhist-Hindu 

relations in the coastal region at a time 

when colonial power was on the rise. 

The Gaṃgāru Puda Kaw also 

mentions the arrival of a foreign king to 

                                        
11 ˜wd.ug ke;;a ñ;=re neõ i|yd wjq;a úfhda," rúls[a[" uoao, wdÈh kdo lrñka ima; ix.S; 
iajrdkaú; lú iskaÿ lshñka Od;= n, n,d isák fiajl ckhdf.ka yd øúv ckhdf.ka msreKq˜ “āgamaṭa 

nætat mituru bæv san̆dahā avut viyola, ravikiñña, maddala ādiya nāda karamin sapta svarānvita kavi 

sindu kiyamin dhātu bala balā siṭina sevaka janayan hā draviḍa janayāgĕn piruṇu” (Saram Mudalitumage 

Pin Pota 2008, 19) 
 
12 zzOd;= mQQQQcdjg imsßjr rc flfKl= iy ìij flfKl= tñka isá iqÿ ms<s iys; kdv.ï w`.=,la oZZ  
"dhātu pūjāvaṭa sapirivara dĕmaḷa raja kĕnaṇaku saha bisava kĕnaṇaku ĕmin siṭi sudu piḷi sahita 

nāḍagam agulakda" (Saram Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 19). 
13 zzoUÈj úÿre foi 

rï ro;=ud .=K /i 

fumqog tk ú,i 

lshñ lúfhka wiõ iyf;diZZ 

“dam̆badiva viduru dĕsa 

ram radatumā guṇa ræsa 

mĕpudaṭa ĕna vilasa 

kiyami kaviyĕn asav sahatŏsa” 

(Gangrupuda Kaw 2016, v. 161) 

 

attend the Gaṃgā Rohana Pūjā.13 Siri 

Thilakasiri's idea is that this may be about 

a Thai king. It should also be noted that 

several kings who were contemporaries of 

the same name were rulers of Thailand. 

It is clear from the Gaṃgāru Puda 

Kaw that this was not a local Tamil king. 

This king had boarded a ship and landed at 

Colombo. He came with his queen. She is 

also known as Somavadani. It is possible 

that Chandrawathi was translated like this 

into poetry. 

Considering these similarities, it 

can be inferred that the Pūjā described in 

the book 'Gaṃgāru Puda Kaw' is the fifth 

Pūjā mentioned in Saram Mudali's merit 

book. 

Sources reveal that the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā was an occasion to 

show contemporary cultural fusion. During 

the Gaṃgārohaṇa festival, there were 
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occasions that displayed the features of 

Hindu culture and European culture. This is 

evident from the focus on the musical 

instruments that are said to have been 

played by those involved in the river-

climbing ceremony and how the vessels 

and the surrounding environment were 

adorned. Among the instruments played 

were violins and Ravikinjas. These musical 

instruments were incorporated into the Sri 

Lankan culture under the influence of the 

Portuguese. There is a particular interest in 

devil worship and pacification in the 

lowlands. It is revealed that the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā also had cultural 

elements associated with it.14 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Varnana reported 

that the people representing different 

classes of society were involved in this. The 

various measures taken during the 

Portuguese and Dutch rule and in the early 

days of the English rule had posed a threat 

to the local culture and the religious 

features in the coastal region. In such a 

background, this Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā might 

have been a great help in uniting the 

indigenous people. This might further have 

given rise to some sense of local identity 

among the natives. 

The various groups mentioned 

above, travelling in different vessels, joined 

                                        
14 ˜oekg furg w;r úhjydr j ;sfnk iuhka" rg hl=ka .sks hl=ka" .rjqka hkdÈh l%Svd 

ms‚i kgjñka˜ “dænaṭa mĕraṭa vyavahārava tibĕna samayan, raṭayakun, giniyakun, garavun 

yanādiya krīḍā piṇisa naṭavamin” (Saram Mudalitumage Pin Pota 2008, 19) 

 

the Pūjā. ''pahuru ŏru agul hambam paḍavu 

pāruvĕn gŏs 

ĕgan̆ga turu nŏvī ræsvī visū e puā 

dā'' (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva 2000, v. 

33) 

These details indicate that many 

ferries were moving along the Nilwala 

River. 

The relics brought in procession 

from Matara to Godapitiya 

Jethavanaramaya along the river are kept at 

the Godapitiya Rajamaha Viharaya. The 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā ended after that. The 

three-storied walauwas built by Saram 

Mudali at Godapitiya Jethavanaramaya 

have been demolished about 65 years ago 

with the connivance of Ven. Welihene 

Indasara due to its dilapidated condition. 

Portuguese and the Dutch did not 

give high-ranking administrative positions 

such as Muladani to anyone who did not 

embrace Christianity. The result was that 

the natives became pseudo-Christians to 

gain and maintain high positions. Realizing 

this, the English sought to get the support 

of the natives by allowing the natives to 

practice their faith instead of seeking the 

help of the pseudo-Christians; (Vanaratana 

Himi 1994, 31). Under these 

circumstances, the Buddhists were able to 
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establish significant authority in Matara, 

and the power of the British was 

established making use of the said   power 

gained by the Buddhists. 

The Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā, organized 

by Saram Mudali and others, was a reason 

for the Buddhist revival in the southern part 

of the island. However, the Buddhist 

revival created in Matara by Saram Mudali, 

Illangakoon Mahamudali, and others 

created worries to the leaders of the British 

colonial rule in the country. The letter sent 

in 1807 by Thomas Metland, and then 

Governor, to the Agent in Matara 

(Vanaratana Himi 1994, 85), bears 

evidence for this. The letter explains the 

rise of the powers of Saram Mudali and 

Ven. Karathota Dhammarama Thero, and 

the Ven. Bowala Dhammananda Thero and 

that this must be subtly reduced as they 

could threaten the English rule. Moreover, 

The Governor could not tolerate the unity 

of the two as Illangakoon Mahamudali, 

who was married to a daughter of Saram 

Mudali, was the Chief Mudali of the Matara 

Disawe at that time. 

The Governor believed that the 

British government should always show 

respect for Buddhism, wish for Buddhist’s 

betterment, and win the favor of the monks 

and the Buddhists. The Governor 

                                        
15 zziir irK iõi;a oï wudfjka if;diajd 

i. mj. iem;a ÿka oïrÿka oï iÕ=ka fiõ  

fmr ueo.jkska fï ;=ka f.fKa uq,a flfuka kï  

m;<  ue;sif|la ù fï mqf¾ls;a fofola jkazz 

 “sasara saraṇā savsatdam amāvĕn satŏsvā 

emphasized that Ven. Bowala 

Dhammananda Thero and Saram Mudali 

were very close friends, and that their 

government could benefit by splitting the 

two. With foresight, the Governor 

understood that these groups could pose a 

severe threat to his power. The Governor 

has observed the probable rivalry that could 

be created between Ven. Karathota Thera 

and Saram Mudali. Therefore, Thomas 

Maitland's recommendation was to divide 

the Buddhist power in the area by giving a 

leadership position to the Karathota Thera 

to break the power of Saram Mudali 

(Vanaratana Himi 1994, 85). 

Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva is a 

book written contemporaneously with the 

event in praise of the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā . 

A word quoted in the book led to the 

emergence of a well-known scholarly 

discourse called Sawsatdamism 

(Sawsatdamvadaya). It is not a secret that 

Sawsatdamism arose because Ven. 

Mihiripenne Dhammaratana's pointed out 

that Saram Mudali, who contributed to this 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā, was mentioned in the 

book 'Gaṃgārohaṇa Varnanawa' as 

'Saradam' Mudali. The following is the 

poem that influenced the emerging 

debate.15 
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This debate greatly influenced the 

resurgence of Sinhala language and 

literature which was on the verge of 

decline. Accordingly, the Gaṃgā Rohana 

Pūjā has influenced the modern 

development of the Sinhala language and 

literature. 

In the early years of the 21st 

century, Pūjā of the same name was 

performed, renewing the memory of the 

Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā held in the early 19th 

century. The Pūjā was performed grandly 

on the Nilwala River for seven days from 

August 3 to 10, 2000. It is said that 

Mangala Samaraweera, the then Hon. 

Minister of Posts, Telecommunications, 

and Mass Media contributed to this 

(Nootana Gaṃgārohaṇa Varnanava 

Kavyaya 2000, v. 5). 

4. Conclusion 

The Gaṃgārohaṇa festivals organized by 

Saram Mudali had significantly contributed 

to the religious and cultural revival of the 

city of Matara and its environs when 

colonial policies hampered the 

perpetuation of Buddhism. Only a handful 

of aristocrats have taken positions from the 

Western imperialists and made an 

outstanding contribution to the revival of 

Buddhism. There was hardly any other 

Mudali who worked so hard to bring about 

                                        
sagapa vĕga sæpat dun dam radun dam san̆gun sĕv 

pĕra mæda gavanin me tun gĕṇe mul kĕmĕn nam 

patal̤a mæti san̆dĕk vī me pure kit dĕdĕk vat” (Gaṃgā Rohaṇa Varṇanāva 2000, v. 01) 

 

a popular Buddhist revival. The Gaṃgā 

Rohana Pūjā also laid the foundation for the 

revival of Sinhala language and literature. 

Therefore, the Gaṃgārohaṇa Pūjā could not 

be described as a mere religious offering. 

The Pūjā s were organized based on 

political, social, and cultural needs of the 

contemporary period. 
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