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Upulvan, the Patron God of the Sinhalese:

An attempt to rediscover the God’s identity through
literary and archaeological evidence

by

A.D.T. E. PERERA
Encyclopaedia of Buddhism, Ceylon.

The Sinhaless trace their historical origin to the Indian prince named
Vijaya who is said to have arrived in the island from north India. According
to the earliest historical chronicles of the Sinhalese, namely, the Dipavamsa
and the Mahavamsa, this prince and his seven hundred followers had the
blessings of a god named Upulvan (Palt: Uppalavanna) when their ship
anchored near Tambapanni (var : Tamméanna) in Ceylon.

Both Vijaya and Tambapanni and also other proper names that occur in
the narrative of this prince as found 1n the Island’s chronicles have become
nothing more than legendary on account of the abserice of acceptable data
regarding their historicity. Thus Vyaya, Tambapanni, Kuveni and other
names have receded into oblivion with the passage of time. But one individual
in the Vijaya episode has left a lasting impression on the minds of the Sinhalese
people and his presence was felt even after several centuries of his initial appea-
rance. This was Uppalavanna, the god who undertock to protect the fore-
father o)f the Sinhalese and the religion of the Buddha in the island of Lanka
(Ceylon). |

God Upulvan who initially appeared in the Vijava legend had receded into
background until he appeared for the second tiine after a passage of several
canturles. His second appearance known to literary sources was 1n the scventh
or the zighth century A.D. Then again after a lapse of several centuries he
appaared as the god par-excellence in the fourteenth-fifteenth centuries, only
to be forgotten thercafter by his votaries, after a short span of recognition.
The disappearance of this once puissant god-head who has played no less signi-
ficant a role in the socio-religicus history of the island, is quite puzziing to the
student of history who is pliant on finding the hidden history of the god. Seve-
ral messages invoking the blessings of the god Upulvan on the ruling monarch
of Ceylon and his subjects were sent in the form of poems versified by men of
letters of the day, in the mediaeval centuries, tc the most famous shrine of the
god. These errands were to end at the city of the god (Devapura) known as
Devundara in modern times, in the extreme south of Ceylon where lies the
special abode of the divine-being.

In the sixteenth century this famous seat of god Upulvan was sacked by
the Portuguese! who conquered the southern and western litteral of
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1. S. Paranavitana, The Shrine of Upulvan at Devundara, Memoirs of the Archaeological
Survey of Ceylon, vol. vi, Colombo 1953, p. 21 ; Paul E. Peir1s, Ceylon and the Portuguese,
Telippalai, 1920, p. 109. f. |
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Ceylon. After the pillage and destruction of the Divine abode of god Upulvan
the Portuguese have set up a Roman Catholic church within the very precincts
of the city of god Upulvan. But this church was not to last long as a subsequent
Sinhalese monarch (Rajasimha I of Kandy) in one of his retaliatory campaigns
against the Portuguese, razed this church to the ground and re-instated the
propriety of the premises to the custodians of the Upulvan shrine at Devun-
dara.?  These notices 1in regard to the study of god Upulvan need not be
mentioned at length here as these were already made known to the reader in a
specific study of the god Upulvan by Dr. Senarat Paranavitana who had pub-
lished a memoire in an attempt to identify this famous god-head of Ceylon.3

Numerous were the atteinpts made before S. Paranavitana towards disclosing
the identity of god Upulvan, but none of them were specific studies than cur-
sory remarks just made while writing on other topics.

In a study to trace the historical origin of this god, the writings of Sencrat
Paranavitana could be considered most valuable, as this scholar has seemingly
not kept a single stone unturned in the gravel-yard of literary references, in his
attempt to bring out the god’s hidden identity. We feel that this scholar’s
identification of god Upulvan could not be correct in view of further evidence
that has come to light through recent researches. Ergo, it 1s expected to make
a fresh attempt to identify the god Upulvan in the light of current material and
counter evidence that are available to us.4

We believe, Paranavitana has struck very close to correctness in bis identi-
fication of the god Upulvan with the all embracing Mahayana Bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara when he made a passing remark on the god. This identifica-
tion was made by Paranavitana before he embarked on a deeper study of the
god in a subsequent attenipt, to prove that god Upulvan is a syncretistic form of
the Vedic god ** Varuna”. To quote Paranavitana’s own words—*‘ In my
paper on Mahayanism in Ceylon,” afier having conclusively established that
the god now known in Ceylon as Natha is none other than Avalokite$vara, I
suggested that Upulvan, too, might have originally been a form of that all
embracing Bodhisattva ™.

Bat, further investigation by this scholar seem to have convinced him
that the origin of Upulvan had to be looked in a different direction.? Thus
he devotes a complete memolre, a result of several years, if not decades, of
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2. S. Paranavitana, op. cit, p. 3.
Ibid.

3.

4. S.Paranavitana in his attempt to identify divine cult worship in early Ceylon, seems to
have for some time been obsessed with the belief that ancient Ceylon, in pre-Buddhist
times was a veritable source of Vedic and Epic culture of Indian origin. Thus he tries
to identify the Isurumuniya sculpture of a man and a horse’s head with Vedic Parjanya
and Agm respectively. The God Saman of Sri-Pada (Adam’s Peak) he identifies
with Yama of Vedic Indian tradition and again in regard to God Upulvan he brings in
Varuna of the Vedic repertory. See, S. Paranavitana, The God of Adam’s Peak Ascona
1958 ; 1d, The sculpture of a man and a horse’s near Tisavava at Anuradhapura,
(AAs) Artibus Asiae, Vol. xvi, 1953, pp. 167 ff ;1d. The Shrine of Upulvan, op. cit.

5. S. Paranavitana, Mahayamism in Ceylon, Ceylon Journal of Science, Sect. G, Vol. ii,

pp. 35-71.
6. Ibid.
7. Toid.
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exhaustive study on Upulvan in an attempt to identify the god with the Vedic
Varuna. Our own observations in regard to Upulvan have convinced us that
the explanations given by Dr. Paranavitana in identifying god Upulvan with
Varuna: have to bz re-examinzd on more recent researches. On the other
hand the original belief of Dr. Paranavitana, that Upulvan could be an aspect
of the all embracing Buddhist divine concept, namely Bodhisattva Avalokite$-
vara, could be better substantiated with more evidence. Hence it is hoped in
this papzar to pursue a study for a new identification of god Upulvan, who
among the present day Sinhalese, is only a fadmg divinity having lost both his
former glamour and popularity. |

In our study of a relief sculpture at Isurumuniya we made a passing
remmark on an inscription of the earliest period discovered in the
precints of this early Buddhist shrine at Anuridhapura (Ceylon).®
In this particular inscription, one can find the word ® Bo-Upulvan ’ as part of
the name given by a Sinhalese monarch to this shrine in the fifth century A.D.
(King Kassapa I, cir. 473-491 A.D.). We do not wish to make this instance
whare the word © Upulvan® occurs in an early inscription as a specific case for
th> prevalencs of the cult of Upulvan worship in early Ceylon. But we can
assuradly say that there is no justification in the explanation (given by the
Mahavamm author) that the two shrines built by King Kassapa I, were given
the name ‘ Bo-Upulvan’ to perpetuate the name of his two daughters, Bodhi
and Uppalavannd. It is true that in ancient times the donors’ names were
associated in naming the edifices which they cause to be built. But in this
particular instance 1t is rather difficult to understand that the iwo princesses
in whose memory the shrines are believed to be so named, were the donors.

It is also somewhat difficult to explain a feminine name-ending In the
compound form wherein the word ‘ Bo-Upulvan’ occurs. If the princesses’
names were intended to be incorporated in naming the shrine (or shrines) it
would have been a form at least equivalent to * Bo-Uppalavasna ’ or * Bodhi-
Uppalavannd - Kasubgiri - Radmahavehera . Anﬂlagcus are the names cf
such early shrines like for example - Subhadda Cetiya,” Rupavati Cetiya,
Sunetradevi Pirivena, Scmavatl Cetiva, Padmavati Pirivena (at Karezgala),
which have received their names after female benefactors. The naming of these
monuments however, had not resulted in the elimination of the feminine
name-endings peculiar to Sinhalese (or Indian languages). An early inscrip-
tion dzsmveled sometime back at the (modern) Vessagiri premises gives the
form ¢ Bovya-Opulavana - Kaaaplgarl - Rajamahavehera’.10 Here too 1t
could not be possible that an original feminine term caused the derivative form
in the compound. These earlier records are of Mahayina character and would
help to determine substantially the type of worship that had prevailed at Isuru-
muniya in the early centuries of the present era, (here we do not wish to discuss
the Mahaydna affinities of the early records discovered at Isurumuniya). Hence
we may surmise that these early inscriptic:ns were evidence to prove that the
shrine Isurumuniya was once dedicated in honour of the great divine concept
of the Sinhalese Buddhists, namely the god Upulvan. However in view of the

_8. A.D. T.E. Perera, A possible identification of a significant sculpture at Isurumuniya
Temple, Anuradhapura. A man and a horse’s head. East & West (EW) vol. 20, nos.
1-2, March-June 1970, pp. 122.

9. Mhv. 78, verse 51.
10. EZ, vol. 1v, p. 132.
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non-availability of further evidence we do not wish to make a positive claim
that ¢ Bo-Upulvan’ and. ¢ Boya-Opulavana ’ in these early inscriptions were
compound forms of the name of god Upulvan, conceived as an aspect of the
Mahiyina Bodhisattva Avalokite§vara in his special attitude of the lotus
bearer, that is, ‘“ Padmapani”. 1! - |

' Nonetheless we take these inscriptional references to be the earliest ins-
tances where the word ¢ Upulvan ’ occurs in literary sources. In this connec-
tion we wish to quote a remark made by S. Paranavitana — “The name of
Upulvan or any of its equivalents has not been met with in an inscription of the
Anuradhapura or Polonnaruva period, nor has any representation of the god 1n
sculpture or painting come to light which can be assigned to a date earlier than
the fifteenth century, and with. the exception of the shrine at Devundara no
remains are known to exist of a temple dedicated to this god at any ancient site

in Ceylon .12

The inscriptions which yield the names ‘ Opulavana’ and ‘ Upulvan’
amongst other personal names found in the very lithic records make the above
contention of Paranavitana somewhat puzzling. The discovery of the existence
of images and shrines that were dedicated to this particular god in sites other
than Dzvundara makes the statement of Paranavitapa still more faulty and
inaccaptable in the face of critical reasoning.!’

We have mentioned elsewhere that the possibility of identifying god Upul-
van with the Bodhisattva Avalokite$vara has been facilitated further by more
recent investigations. With this intent we may discuss the cult of Upulvan as it
had originated and prevailed in Ceylon. Only when and where 1t is necessary
we may take into consideration those contradictory theories that have been
propcsed by others in regard to the identification of Upulvan.

God Upulvan’s first appearance was on the day when prince Vijaya is
supposed to have arrived in Ceylon. This was In the sixth century before
Christ.!4 This incident has however been recorded in the chronicles, the
Dipavamsa and the Mahdvamsa several centuries after the Christian era, pos-
sibly thousand years after the supposed landing of Vijaya (cir : 544 B.C.).P°

The next occurrence of the name of god Upulvan (f the lithic records
referred to above are excluded) is in the fifteenth century panegyric Pdrakumba-
siritalé  which ascribes to King Dapulasen the installaticn at Devundara of a
red sandalwood image of god Upulvan. The reference to god Upulvan in the

11. See. A.D.T.E. Perera, op. cit. p. 142, n. 70.

12. S.Paranavitana, The Shrine of Upulvan, op. cit. p. 19 ; see also, id, The God of Adam’s
Peak, op. cit, p. 45 f, and fig. 6, where he observes the existence of an 1mage of Upulvan
painted in green at the Dambulla shrine which he ascribes to the date of King Nissanka-

malla (13th. cent. A.D.)

13. N. Mfudiyanse, Sastriva Lipi Sangrahaya (in Sinhalese) Colombo, 1971 ; Mhv. 90, verse
101, 1.
14. Dpv. 9, verse, 24 ; Mhyv. vu, verses, 2-9.

15. S.Paranavitana believes that the reference to Upulvan in connection with the legend of
Vijaya indicates that he was one of the gods worshipped by the Sinhalese before they
embraced Buddhism. See, S. Paranavitana, The Shrine of Upulvan, op. cit, p. 22.

16. Plrakumbdasirvita, ed. Sri Charles de Silva, Colombo 1954, verse, 24.
01
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reiga of King Dapulasen is further corroborated by the Cilavamsa which records
that King Dappula I (cir : 659 A.D.) the south Ceylon (Rohana)potentate, had
erected the Khadirali Vihara and offered it to the god. According to the same
reference King Dappula 1 had also caused to be built a statue of the Bodhisattva
Maitreya (Péli : Metteyya), about fifteen cubits (approx : 22 1/2 ft.) in height.!?

In the Dambadeniya period, prince Virabahu, the sister’s son of king
Parakramabahu II (cir : 1270 A.D.), having defeated the Javaka forces betook
himselt to Devanagara (Devundara), worshipped there the god Upulvan and
celebrated a divine sacrifice te the god. He also erected there a pirivena named
Nandana.' In the reign of the same king Parakramabahu 11 (of Dambtadeniya)
the shrine of god Upulvan was renovated and an Asala (Pali : Asalha, Skt :
Asidha) festival was instituted by the king himself.19

Uppalavanna (Upulvan) god is mentioned again in the reign of king Para-
kramabahu IV of Kurundgala (cir : 1302-1326 A.D.). This king is said to have
tounded a new town in the Mayadunurata and there he had erected a shrine for
the god Upulvan and celebrated a great cacrificial festival.20 This king had
earlier constructed new wings at the Devundara shrine of god Upulvan.?!

Dainbulusirita, an edict of a royal grant by king Viraparakrama Narendra-
stmha of Kandy (1707-1739 A.D.) given to a monk named Atthadassi and
Dambuluvihira Tudapata, a siwilaredict of a grant by king Kicti Sri Rijasimha
of Kandy (1747-1787 A.D.) to a monk named Potuhara Ratanapaila, enumerate

among other cults of god worship at the shrine of Dambulla, the cult of the god
Upulvan.??

[T I
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17. Mhv. 45, verses, 55, 56 & 62, 63. Note that the statue of Metteyya (Maitreya Bodhi-
sattva) erected by king Dappula I, was mentioned 1n the Culavamsa which keeps a noto-
rious silence on the name of the god at Devundara patronised by the same king.

18. Mhv. 83, vv. 49-50 ;: Geiger commenting on the incident states thus :-
“Here for the first time we have a notice of the shrine of Visnu celebrated in the middle
ages. According to tradition, it was built in 790 A.D. It was plundered and destroyed
by the Portuguese, in 1588 A.D. (Sec Paul E. Peiris, op. cit. p. 109 f.), It is signi-
ficant that Vikramabahu offered his sacrifice of victory in a Hindu sanctuary. At the
same time, however, he builds a Pirivena for the Buddhist order thus puatting his attitude
towards their parity beyond doubt. Even today a Hindu Devalaya and a Buddhist
Vihara stand side by side in Devundara, (see, Cilavansa, 11, Geiger’s translation,
p- 152, note. 3). Geiger's misconception of the personality of Upulvan is excusable,
as no research has been done on this particular god when Geiger embarked on his
magnum-opus, the translation of the Great Chronicle of the Sinhalese, The Mahdvamsa.

19. Mhv. 85, v. 85.
20. Mhyv. 90. vv. 101 f.

21. If Devundara was the exclusive seat of God Upulvan as S. Paranavitana believes, it is
very unbecoming of King Parakramabéhu 1v, to erect a new shrine for the god at Maya-
dunurata, after having attended to construction works at the shrine of Upulvan at
Devundara. Mayadunurata was the district of which the capital was Sitavaka, the
present township by that name, about twenty five miles east of Colombo (see Geiger’s
translation of the Cilavarisa, 11, chapt. 90, v. 100, and p. 209, note. 8). This is yet another
shrine of God Upulvan which S. Paranavitana has unwittingly or consciously omitted
to recognise 1n his study of God Upulvan (but see, S. Paranavitana, The God of Adam’s
Peak, op. cit, p. 43 ; University History of Ceylon, ed. LaBrooy, Nicholas, Natesan and
Paranavitana, I, pt. 2, p. 578 ; In the Gadaladeniya inscriptions Upulvan is mentioned,
see. EZ.1v, p. 93.  ; JRASCB, vol. x. no. 34, pp. 83 ff.

22.  N. Mudiyanse, op. cit, pp. 50-70.
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According to the first edict of king Narendrasimha (i.e. Dambulusirita),
king Valagamba (Vatthagami:ni Abhaya, cir : 103-37 B.C.) was the founder of
the original Viharas at Dambulla. One of «hese Viharas was named (in subse-
quent times) the Maharaja Vihara, in which was erected a stone statue of the
Buddha under a wooden arch, flanked by the statues of the gcds - Maitreya,
Natha, Upulvan and Saman.?> Herein was also crected a portrait sculptuse of
the king Valagamba bimself. During the reign of king Vimaladhramastiriya 11,
a village that originally belonged tc the Upulvan shrine in Kandy was trans-
ferred to the Dambulla Vihara.24

According to the second edict, namely the Dambuluvihara Tudapata of king
Kirtisri Ré&jasimha (1747-1782 A.D.), two images of Upulvan were installed
in the cave shrine of Dambulla by king Valagambi.”®> According to this
edict, king Vatthagdminl not only erected two images of god Upulvan, but
also caused to be built statues of gods Maitri, Natha and Saman and his own
portrait sculpture in the vihara wherein he constructed recumbant images of
the Buddha and an image of thera Ananda.26 The same edict further records
that king Narendrasimha of Kandy renovated the * Ot Pilima Vihara” at
Dambulla which has the recumbant Buddha images, the image of Ananda and
god Upulvan. Further more he reconstructed the ““Maharaja Vihara > which
has a wooden Makara arch, a stone seated image of the Buddha and forty six
other images of the Buddha, the statues of Maitri, Natha, Upulvan and Saman
and other statues of kings Valagamba and Nissankamalla.2’

These notices would suffice to prove thatthe cult of Upulvan was not re-
stricted to a particuiar shrine in south Ceylonat Devundara (as we were led to
believe in the thesis on ‘Upulvan’by Dr.S. Paranavitana). Evidenceisample
to accept that god Upulvan had a special niche in the shrines at the famous
Buddhist site at Dambuila and separate shrine in honour of god Upulvan had
existed in Kandy 1n the time of king Vimaladharmasuriya If which in all pro-
bability would have bzen founded before thatking. Upulvan was worshipped
in the Mavadunurata (a mediaeval territorial division close to Colombo). At
Lankatilaka and Gadaladeniva viharas near Kandy, god Upulvan was haloed
as the supreme protector of the country and was elevated above god Vignu.?®

!

23. Ibid. p. 63.

24. Vatthagamini Abhaya, cir. 103-77 B.C.; Ibid. pp. 65. f ; Mhv. is silent on any such 1mage
of God Upulvan being erected at Dambulla by king Vatthagdmml A later lithic record
tends to prove that the ancient site known asVessagirli where Vatthagamini had associated
himself with during his exile was the same as the present day Dambulla (S. Paranavitana,
]i)argbulla n arg,ient times, The Vesak Number, 2513, Dept. of Cultural Affairs, Ceylon,

969, pp- 65

25. N. Mudlyanse, op. cit. p. 65 ; What 1s noticeable 1n the two edict i1s that the Devamja
Vihéra i the former edlct 1S the same as the Ot Pilima Vihéra of the later, as 1t was 1n
this Vihara where the statue of There Ananda was found. The former edict however
confuses the statue of Upulvan with Visnu. Again the refcrence to two images of Upul-
van too 1s confusing. It is probable that in later records the Upulvan images set up
separately m two different caves, namely, the Ot Pilima Vihara and the Maharaja
Vihara, were listed together. One can also surmise that original smaller caves at Dam-
bulla were at subsequent times enlarged by breaking the separating natural wall of the
cave 1n order to provide more room for the devotees to gather and also for the cult
images that were 1nstalled periodically.

26. N. Mudiyanse, op. cit. pp. 67-68.
27. 1Ibxd, p. 68.
28. JRASCB,vol. x,no.34,op. 83 : EZ.1v.no. 2, pp- 8¢, 27 f.
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The ‘¢ Alutnuvara Devale’ in the Kegalle district was originally a shrine dedi-

cated to god Upulvan, but at present is believed to be dedicated to a local deity
of the name of Dédimunda Bandara.”® When such was the wide prevalence of
the cult of Upulvan up to the mediaeval times in Ceylon, it is extremely unrea-
sonable to pronounce that Upulvan cult was confined to a temple in the southern-
most corner of Ceylon, at Devundara (Anglicised Dondra).30

- We have already observed thatin the ancient chronicles, namely, the Dipa-
vamsa and the Mahavamsa, Upulvan acted as the saviour god of the supposed
fore-father of the Simhala people, who was prince Vijaya in this instance. The
Vijaya tradition was preserved by the Theravada fraternity of Mahavihara at
Anuradhapura. According to another legend preserved in the Mahayéana
tradition (which often rejects the Mahavihdra tradition in Ceylon), the first
human colonisation (Aryanisation) of the island was begun bty one Simhala,
a merchant prince from India.3  In the case of Simhala he was saved from the
blandishments of raksasis by a divine horse whom the narrators identified with
the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara.

This could be considered as an early instance in which god Upulvan’s
position was taken by the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara. Tke two legends,
although belonging to two traditions, both speak of a smgle episode that 1s, the
earliest colontsation of the island of Lanka (Ceylon). The appearance of Upul—
van and Avalokitesvara in the same instance to render divine help (in the two
legends) speak of the preservation of an original tradition by two separate
schools oftent opposed to each other — namely, the Theravadins and the Maha-
vanists. It could be presumed that the worship of Upulvan was practised widely
and was highly recognised by the early Sinhalese when one cconsiders the fact
that this god has taken such a prominent role in the origin of the nation, however
mythical or legendary it may appear today.

We have alrecady suggested that god Upulvan could e identified with the
“ lotus-bearer ”’ — Padmapani aspect of Bodhisattva Avalckiteévara and this
has been alluded to in a study that wes not directly meant for this purpose.3?

-

29. EZ.1v, no. 34, p. 261, note 1 ; H. C. P. Bell, Report on the Kegalle District, Colombo.
1904, pp. 46. T ; Prof : G. P. Malalasekera, informs the present writer that according
to an early version of the ongin of God Dédimunda, this god 1s said to be the sole divine-
bemng who braved Méra’s attack on the Buddha when the rest of the gods took to their
heels. According to a rare ola manuscript discovered in the Kegalle district and quoted
by H. C. P. Bell (v:de, his Report) the shrine at Alutnuvara was constructed 1n order to
install the image of God Upulvan, which had been brought there from Devundara. This
image was on a subsequent date transfered to another shrine in Kandy. This indicates
that the ruling monarch was desirous of bringing God Upulvan, or at least his 1mage,
within his capital. The tradition of Diddimunda’s faithfulness tc the Buddha at the
time of Mara’s attack tallies with the Kokila Sandesaya reference.

See further, the foot-note. 44 below.
30. S. Paranavitana, The Shrine of Upulvan, op. cit.

31. S.Beal, Chinese Accounts of India, S1-Yu-Ki, Indian edition, Calcutia, 1958, vol. ivs
po. 438-442 ; See also Simhala Avadana in the Divy@vadana, ed. Cowell and Neils

Cambridge, 1886 pPp. 522-23.

32. See, A.D.T.E. Perera, op. cit, p. 141, note. 70. Mitravin, Vivasvan, Cyavan, Ravan,
Raghavan, Kesavan, Bhagavan, Sﬂdvan are analogous forms that could be adduced 1n
regard to the possessive meaning in compounds with vat/van (also mat/man, e.g. Hanu-
man) suffix, forming a pOSsess1ve compound 1n early Sinhalese. Although S. Parana-~
vitana believes * Upulvan * has stood as * Uppala Vanna and the second part of the
compaund was derived from an onginal Vanna which gives Varuna, we consider that
such a ponssibiiiiy 1s 1oo far fetched.

0%



A.D. T . E.PERERA

In early and mediaeval forms inlithic and literary records ‘ Upulvan’, ‘Opula-
vana’ (also Uppalavanna), preserves a dental ‘N’ in the van/vana suffix
which againdentes a derivative from an original vana (meaning varuna or varna)
signifying the Vedic god Varuna and colour, respectively, which has always
retained a cerebral ‘n .33

Although Avalokitesvara is often depicted in more than one aspect of
which the most prominent was the  lotus-bearer > aspect, we cannot be definite
if this particular form of the ° lotus-bearer’ god is of true Mahayana origin.
Tentatively we may suggest that this form of the lotus-bearer god had had a
pre-Mahayana origin both in Ceylon and in India. Whatever be the origin
of the lotus-bearer god it could be definitely said that Avalokite$vara Bodhi-
sattva had acquired this special attribute with the passage of time.

By the time the ancient chronicles of the Sinhalese, namely the Dipavamsa
and the Mahdvamsa were compiled, Mahdyanism was well established and
widespread in Ceylon as is evident from innumerable finds of Mahayana cult
objects, and particularly those relating to the worship of Avalokite$vara Bod-
hisattva. Innumerable representations of Avalokite$vara in various aspects
but with this distinctive attribute of the ‘lotus’ could be cited from various
places within and outside Ceylon. Thus we may suggest that the lotus-bearer
form of Avalokiteévara was named ** Upulvan ” (he who possesses a lotus -
Upul) by the Pili chronicler, who did not and could not wish to do away with a
religious cult that had by the time gained wide and popular currency. With
the further spread of Mahayana Buddhism, this particular form of Avalokite$-
vara would have crept into the popular religion of the Sinhalese.34

Evidence is not sufficient to believe that the cult of Upulvan was wide
spread tn ancient Ceylon, but the cult of Avalokite§vara was prevailing through-
out the island from the very early centuries of the present era. The discovery
of 1cons of this particular Bodhisattva from such a wide range of localities
enables one to believe that no other god concept had received so much popula-
rity in ancient Ceylon. The only reason for the Pali tradition in Ceylon to
have disregarded the popularity of the worship of Avalokitesvara or any other
aspect of the Bodhisattvais his Mahayana affiliation. Upulvan weuld have by
the time of the late Anuradhapura period, become well established as an aspect
of Avalokitesvara. By bringing Upulvan (the lotus bearer national god) below
the position of Sakra, the Theravada bhikkhus of Mahavihdra had contrived
to lessen the importance of Upulvan.?’

33. EZ.1, No. 2, pp. 29, 31, 33, 35, 38,; EZ, 1v, No. 2, pp. 83, 131: EZ. iv, No. 2, pp- 15,
ff ; EZ. 1v, No. 3, 4, pp. 261.

34. This particular aspect of Avalokitesvara, if at all it had originated in Ceylon, would have
resulted 1n subsequent times, the formation of the * Padmapani® aspect of Avalokites-
vara in analogous to Vajrapidni, Vidvapani, Ratnapani, and so forth during the course
of its spread abroad. It could be noted here of other Mahayana divine cults of exclusive
Sinhalese origin, e.g. Simhaladvipe Arogyasalda Lokanatha, Simhaladvipe Jambalah,
Simhaladvipe Marici (A. K. Coomaraswami, Bronzes of Ceylon, chiefly in the Colombo

%Iusiﬂmb Colombo, 1914,; A. Foucher, L’Iconographie Bouddhigue de L’ Inde, catalogue
o. I, 20).

35. Mhv. vii, verses, 2-9.
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Most of the original Bodhisattva icons discovered in Ceylon (identified or
not with Avalokite$vara), do emphasize the * lotus-bearer’ aspect of the god,
which came to be known by the popular title *“ Padmapani” by later Maha-
yanists.3¢ In many of the early bronze figures, the lotus flower is missing, but
there is evidence that these icons were once depicted with a lotus flower 1n one
hand. The thumb and the fore-finger of the left or right hand in most of the
early icons were brought so close and kept in a position as 1f to hold a flower
stalk. Faint traces of a stalk are not invisible in most of these icons. In other
types the lotus flower is shown arising from the seat and emerging above the
shoulder (cf. Budaruvagala (Fig. 1) and other finds from Ceylon (Fig. 2) with
the ¢ Padmapani’ forms from India quoted in t.n. 37). 'lhe best representation
of the lotus-bearer aspect of Avalokite$vara is available from Ajanta cave
paintings (Fig. 3) where the great Bodhisattva is depicted holding a white lotus
flower in his right hand. This figure from Ajanta recalls the ™ Tribhanga ™
bronze miniature of Nathe$vara (Fig. 4) from Anurddhapura.’? It ceems
that in early Indian cave temples of the Buddhists (e.g. Aurangabad, Bagh,
Ajantd etc.,), the lotus bearer aspect of the great Bodhisattva AvalokiteSvara

had taken a prominent place.

Sinhalese literary works in and after the fifteenth century furnish evidence
for the prevalence of a separate cult of Upulvan worship. The number of so-
called ¢ Sandesa Poems’ (of mediaeval Sinhalese literature) dedicated to this
particular god is oft quoted by Dr. Senerat Paranavitana in his thesis on Upul-
van. . Documents of two Kandyan kings, recently discovered, making allusions

to this deity have already been cited.

We may quote a few more of these already referred to, literary sources,
whereby we would be able to bring further weight on our new theory on the

36. A recently discovered original statue of God Natha from Kandy bear close resemblance
to the earlier Padmapani icons of the Mahayanists in the Maharajalila or the pose of
‘ royal-ease ’ (see, A. D. T. E. Perera, the discovery of the original statue of God Natha
in Kandy, Sun, published by the Independent Newspapers of Ceylon Ltd., 10th. June
1971, p. 5; Id. The evolution of a great Bodhisattva cult 1n Ceylon, The Buddhist,
Vol. xlii, No. 1, YMBA, Colombo, May 1971, pp. 18. ff ; Id, [surumunilya, an Abode of
Mahayana divinities, The Buddhis: vol. xLlii, No. I p. 1972, pp. 42 fI). The close resem-
blance of this icon to the early type Avalokitesvara seated images, tempts the present
writer to take this particular statue to be that of Upulvan which was once enshrined In
the Upulvan Shrine in Kandy. One can never say that this could be the icon that had
experienced transportation from Devundara to Alutnuvara and thence to another shrine
in the kingdom of Kandy (see H. C. P. Bell, The Report of the Kegalle District, op. cit,

pp. 46 f.)

37. For other examples of the Lotus-bearer aspect of the Mahayana Bodhisattva Avalokites-
vara see, G. Tucci, EW, Vol. 19 for 1958. No. 4, pp. 279-328, figs ; 4, 10, 13, 14, 18,19, 22,
from Gandhara :; The Way of the Buddha, Govt. of India Publication, 1956, p. 171, fig. 84,
from Nalanda, p. 174, fig. 90, Vajrapani, but he holds a lotus in the left hand, p. 197,
fig. 20, Vajrapani, with a lotus rising from the seat of the left side. p. 198, fig. 21, Padma-
pani only the stalk is visible, the flower missing. p. 200, fig. 25, Lotus-bearer 1n the aspect
of Manjusri, from Bengal. p. 201, fig. 29, Manjusn, p. 203, fig - 32, Lotus-bearer in
the aspect of Simhanédda from Mahoba, p. 203, fig : 33, Lotus-bearer Lokanéatha from
Bihar, p. 205, fig : 35, Lotus-bearer Lokesvara from, Nalanda, p. 205, fig. 36, Lotus-

bearer Avalokitesvara from Kurkihar ; Ency. Bsm, Vol. ii, fascle, 3, pl. xxui, Lotus-bearer
T.okanatha from Bihar, pl. xxvi, Lotus-bearer Avalokitesvara from Aurangabada Cave

temple, ; Anil De Silva — Vigier, The Life of the Buddha, Phaidon Press, London. 1955,
pl. 38, from Bagh caves, 7th century A.D., op. cit, pl. 48, Padmapéni from Ajanta. For
the association of Mahayana Bodhisattvas with the ‘ lotus ’ see, Ency. Bsm. Vol. 11, fascle,

3, p. 400 f, ¢ Avaivartacakra .
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identification of god Upulvan. According to the Tisara Sandesaya® (verse
22) :-

“ Naran rakina lesa sapdmini mesura radun—
Lalanu vavanu kima amutuva mitara nadun ™.

Upulvan seemingly gave up his divine happiness to come down to earth and
protect human beings through compassion. This is quite consistent with the
ideal and trait of a Bodhisattva and even more so in the case of Avalokitesvara,
According to the Bodhisattva doctrine of Mahayana, the Bodhisattvas gave up
their happiness for the sake of human beings through sheer compassion. In
the Mayiira Sandesaya®®, verse 142, the palm of the god Upulvan 1s likened
to the lotus flower. One can even guess an allusion to a lotus flower in the

pod’s hand :-

“ Iti aqtulé nam padarutanuri kale
Himi alulé siri sirikofida melotale .

In verse 148 of the same poem, the god’s compassionate nature i1s again
emphasised, which is peculiar not to a divine-being of the Hindu pantheon but to
the Mahayina Bodhisattva pantheon :-

““ Suranindu kulunu safida vadi sidi vannéya—
Sihikala safidama ama siri pamunannéya—
Sihinendutev parihala duralannéya—
Yasateda suva nuvana asiri dennéya’.

In verse 163 :-

“ Losel kara bibdli kihirdli’ pul surinduveta — Sata mil sumit riaki — Me!
silila piri sayurev’ .

Here too the emphasis is on the compassionate nature (Metta-Karuna)
of the god Kihirdli — Upulvan. In the Paravi Sandesaya®® (verse. 4) -

“ Vipul Kulunu men met gunayen levpusna—-
Kopul ata dalasa lesa teda ras isna—
Tepul gena surifidu rakinev lev sasna—
Upulvan surifidu dika dev me asna’.

Here again his compassionate nature is menticned. In the verse (194
of the same poem Upulvan is addressed as ° Lo-18uru ", that 15 * Lokesvara
which recalls the similar epithet of Avalokitesvara -

“ Desavan namdsan Suranifidu Lo-Isuru’ .

In the same poem (verse 195), reference is made to Upulvan as * Kihirdls
Upulvan ’ of ¢ Girihela Pura’. Verses 200 and 201 of this pcem refer to the

L — — —u -
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38. Tissarasandesaya, ed. M. Cumaranatunga, Ratnakara publishers, Buddhist era, 2456.
2nd edition, verse. 22.
39. Mayiirasandesaya, ed. M. Cumaranatunga, Cclombo, 1959 v, 142,

40. Paravisandesyaya, ed. W. F. Dharmavardana, Colombo 1949, v. 4.
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divine consort of Upulvan ‘ Safidavan Bisd’ and his companion, ¢ Dunudev-
r 9
raja’ -

“ Safidavan yasa rdsin helikala mulu divata—
Saridavan sirin danamana konda kala dimuia-—
Satidavan surifidu piya (unuran karafidu pata—
Saiidavan Biso safida vitida kiyava mepuvaia®.

“ Dunukam ramraju men lova puvaiarava—
Dunuparasuram gana ran dunu saradarava—
Dunupulvan devraja kula garutarava—
Dunudev raju hatada melepul sdilakarava.”

In the Hindu pantheon Siva is often depicted with his consort Uma and
two sons Gana and Kartikeya. But according to the Mahayana pantheon
Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara i1s shown attended by his consort * Tara’ and
“Sudhankumaira’ his compere, on either side. The best representation of
Avalokitesvara with the two attendant deities Tara and Sudhankumara is
available from Burduruvagala near Willavaya (Ceylon). In some early Indian
cave temples of the Buddhists, the trio 1s represented 1n their relief carvings.4!
We may surmise that before the Upulvan shrine at Devundara was devastated
by the Portuguese, there was installed in the shrine an image of Upulvan flanked
on either side by his consort the Safidavan Biso goddess and the male devinity
Dunudevraja, just in the same manner the Buduruvagala Avaldkite§vara is
depicted with the attendant deities. Such a depiction of a divine being is not in
conformity with Hindu concepts. However as we have mentioned above Siva
alone is sometimes shown in Indian sculpture with his conscrt and two sons.42

The description of Upulvan as found in ‘ Sandesa Poems’ referred to
above, tallies with the portrayal of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara in Mahayana
legends. His compassion towards worldly beings (metta-karuni), his liberality
(dana-varada) varada is incidentally one of Avalokitedvara’s best known poses
in iconography), his fame spread in all quarters, his power to grant wisdom
(Tara the consort of Avalokite§vara 1s also personified as Prajita 1.e. wisdom).

According to stenza 28 in the Kokila Sandésaya, Upulvan was the only god
who dared to remain at the Buddha’s side when the hosts of the Evil One
(Mara) began to unleash his attack on the great sage seated on the adamantine
throne under the Bedhi Tree. Pali Nidhana Katha says that all the denizens
of the heavenly worids and the nagas of the ncther world who had come to

41. N. Mudiyvanse, Mahayana Monuments in Ceylon, Colombo 1967, pp. 28, 28, 39 ; D. T,
Devendra, Classical Sinhalese Sculpture, London, 1958, p. 80.

42. Paranavitana elsewhere identifies the god Saman of Ratnapura with Yama. But a
mediaeval Sinahala Poem, viz. Savul Sandesaya, referring to this god (verses, 203-205)
mentions his consort ¢ Bisobanddra’ and attendent ‘ Kumaradevidun’. Here again
the trio is in conformity with the depiction of Mah&yana Bodhisattvas, Avalokitesvara
and Mahasthama, see S. Paranavitana, The God of Adam’s Peak, op. cit. pp. 23, 27, 39,
40, 60. According to the same poem, God Saman has a green coloured body, (verse.
147). At Dambulla Upulvan too is painted 1n dark green colour, S. Paranavitana, op,
cit, p. 45 : it is mentioned in Mahayana literature that the primodial Bodhisattvas are
having similar physical features. The colour of their bodies too 1s same (M. T. De
Mallmann, Introduction A L’etude D’ Avalokitesvara, Paris, 1948, pp. 22. ff). Thus when
Upulvan was depicted in green it is not disagreeable to portray Saman too in green if
these gods had been originally associated with the Mahayanists of Ceylon.
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attend on the Buddha on the supreme occassion of his Enlightenment took to
their heels when they saw Mara and the Evil One’s myrmidons.43  Senarat
Paranavitana, however, simply rejects the above stanza as of no value. Although
Pali tradition in Ceylon (from Mahanama of the Mahavamsa onwards) asso-
ciates Upulvan with Sakka (Devanamifidd, the lord of gods) the Kokila Sande-
saya (verse 28) shows that there was yet another tradition that did not take
into account the power of the divine denizens represented in the Pali tradition.
If Sakka was one of the first to flee at the sight of Mara, Upulvan who was
subordinate to Sakka according to Pali tradition would not have dared to stay
at the Buddha’s side. However we get a clue to the Kokila Sandésaya reterence,
from the Mahayana tradition, according to which the Bodhisattva Avalokites-
vara stood by the Buddha’s side when Maéra unleashed his attack.44

The above notices would suffice to strengthen our thesis that Upulvan
was the original Buddhist god concept Avalokitegvara derived from Mahayana
tradition. The diversified character of Bodhisattva Avalokitegvara in the
Mahayina field however did not have much effect in Ceylon, where Theravada
predominated. Only few aspects of this all embracing Bodhisaitva have re-
mained, having been mixed up with Theravada cults. Thus Néatha, Upulvan,
and such syncretistic gods like Diddimunda, Aiyanayaka, Galebandara, CGam-
bara could be several aspects of the same divine concept, developed and sur-
vived in Ceylon, just as in the same process Avalokitesvara cult ramified mto
various cults in other Mahdyana countries. The introduction of Bodhisattva
Maitreya (Metteyya) by the early Theravadins of Ceylon and also in several
other Buddhist countries, seems not to have mattered in constituting a challenge
to the popularity of the Upulvan — Natha cults of Avalokitesvara worship In
Ceylon.

- Few more tactors could be adumbraded for the identification of Upulvan
with the all embracing Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara.

It is meationed that the famous shrine of Upulvan at Devundara received
presents {from the Chinese imperial court tco.  One wonders why the Chirese
emperor had recognised the divine authority of a fading divinity in Ceyion.®
This could be possible only if the Chinese emperor had pursued an carlier
practice of recognising the divine authority of Bedlusattva Avalokitesvara who
had become famous amongst the Chinese Buddhists as * Kuan-Yin ’, (Kuan-Yin
is more famous among the mariners as their patron-ged).  Surely there 1s no
necessity for a Chinese Buddhist emperor to send zifts to a Hindu god worship-
ped at Devundara. Although Upulvan was popular as Visnu in the fifteenth
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43. §. Paranavitana, The Shrine of Upulvan, op. cit, p. 50.

44. A.Grunwedel’s Buddhist Art in India, translated by Agnes C. Gibson, 2nd edition,
edited by Susii Gupta, London, 1965, p. 76.  S. Paranavitana who takes the authority
of Sandesa poems and other mediaeval literature in his atternpt to identify Unulvan with
Varuna, simply brushes aside the above reference in the Kokila Sandesaya with the fol-
lowing comment— °‘ One could well helieve this statemernt if one were to give credence
to the stories told in the epics, of the gods from Brahma downwards and with Asvaghosa
take Mara to be no other than Kamadeva > (S. Paranavitana, op. cit, p. 50). When
S. Paranavitana wished to prove his own idiocyncracies, he takes into authority the very
Fnics and other literary sources, but when they fail to give any clue or support to hus
theories. he casts aside the very literary references as of no value (see also, foot-note.
29 above). On Mara’s attack see Mahavasiu, 11, 238 ; Lalitavistara, 327.

45. EZ.III, pp. 335, f. S. Paranavitana, op. cit, p. 2.
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century, when the Chinese mission arrived, the fame of Upulvan as an aspect

of Bodhisattva Avalokite§vara would have still persisted in other Buddhist
lands, including China, and the most famous shrine of Upulvan (Avalokites-
vara-Kuanyin) could not have so easily been forgotten by the Mahayana Budd-
hists outside Ceylon even as far as China.

Senarat Paranavitana believes that the shrine of Upulvan was buiit close
to the sea-shore in order to eniphasise the god’s association with the element of
water (1.e. the ocean) as Varuna of Vedic tradition.46  The discovery of shrines
dedicated to Upulvan, {urther away from the sea-shore and especially in the
hilly-regions of the country would however render nugatory Paranavitana’s
tnesis.  On the other hand the very sarine of Upulvan (or the Galge at Devun-
dara) which Paranavitana identifies as the exclusive abode of the god, is nearly
two miles away from the sea-shore, as the crow flies and is on a small hill. 1f
at all the ancient patrons of Upulven who regarded him to be the sea-god
Varuna the original shrine of Upulvan (sic) would have been fcunded close to
the sea-shore. In tact there are later Hindu shrines erected close to the sea-
shore at Devundara, just in the same manner the sea-shore shrines of the Palla-
vas at Mamallapuram were constricted.

The elevated position selected ior tie erection of the shrine of god Upulvan,
tends to give a better clue to our 1dentification of the god with Avalckiteévara.
According to Mahayana tradition the abode of Avalokitesvara is associated
with a mountain and the Mahayanists named it * Potaiaka.4>  As if in keeping
with this tradition the Mahayanists of Ceylon too would have always selected
a mountain or a hilly place 1n erecting shrines for Avalokitesvara., The later
syncretistic gods like Galé Deiyo, Gale Bandéra (Gala = rock) whese crigin
could be traced back to the Avaiokitesvara cult in Ceylon could be mentioned
in favour of the above thesis. In the like manner the shrine of Upulvan too
was built on an clevated place at Devundara and not close to the sea-shore.
The original shrine at Devundara 1s referred today cven by the name * Galgé’
(= rock house). It is also pertinant herc to note that most of the fanes of ged
Upulvan which we have tentatively identified above were eitler censtructed
entirely 1n neatly dressed slabs of stone (e.g. the Gaigé at Devundera, the Natha
Devalaya at Kandy, the Alutnuvara Devalava near Kcegalle.4® the Béarand:
Kovii near Sitavaka) or founded in reck-hewn caves (e.g. Dambulia) as 11 to
cmphasize the rocky nature of the god’s domain.®

God Upulvan was described by several writers in the past decades as cf
blue in colour. This could possibly be an error in cenfusing the literal mecaning
of the word ‘ n1l” (in Sinhalese) as prevailing in the present day.  The Sinhalese
word ‘nil’ stands for both blue and green colour. Monier Wiihiams in his
Sanskrit-English Dicticnary gives the meaning * green ’ teo fer ke werd * nila’
(according to the same Dictionary ** Manhjusri  an aspect of Avalokitesvera 1s
called Nilabhatta).

46. Ibid.
47. See, A.D.T. E. Perera, EW. op. cit, p. 131.
48. See, ** Diadimunda’ in H. C. P. Bell’s Report of the Kegalle District, op. cit.

49. This should not however be taken as an absolute factor in support of our thesis. Itisa
custom 1n the ancient Orient that Shrines of gods alone should be constructed in perma-
nent material. Even kings dared to construct their palaces with anything other than
perishable material in many Asian kingdoms, probabaly in pursuance of this tradition.
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The image of Upulvan in the Dambulla rock temple (see note : 12) is
coloured in green. We have already mentioned that the image of god Saman
(in the Sabaragamuva Devalaya near Ratnapura, Ceylon) whom we prefer to
identity as another aspect of Bodhisattva Mahasthama (Maitreya ?), developed
in Ceylon, was referred to by a mediaeval writer as green in colour (see above
note : 42). On the same analogy it would not be incorrect if we suggest that
the god Upulvan at Devundara too was coloured green. Nikayasamgrahaya®
a mediaeval book on the history of the Buddhist Church in Ceylon refers to a
heretical doctrine (darsana) called * Nilapata ? One could conjecture that
this was a reference to 2 Mahdyana Tantric practice centered round the worship
of Avalokitesvara or Tara, dressed in green, (Nila pata == green robe). Tara
too was at certain instances represented in green colour.’! In the thirteenth
century a Tibetan itinerary monk named Dharmasvamin (Chaglo-isa-ba-Chos-
rje-dpal) wno had visited India, found in the famous Mahiyana Buddhist
centre at Nalanda, a four-armed life size image of Jiidnanatha (an aspect of
Lokanatha Avalokitesvara) green in colour.? The colour of god Upulvan
given in Sinhalese as ““Nil” if taken to mean green would provide further strength

for our identification of Upulvan with the all embracing Mahayina Bodhisattva
Avalokitesvara.

We have observed in the preceding pages that god Upulvan could be a
development of the cult of Avalokitesvara worship that spread in Ceylon with
the advent ol Mahayanism after the first few centuries of the Christian era.
The spread of the cult of Upulvan too is noticed above with the location of
shrines dedicated to this god at places other than Devundara.

It is very hkely that the Theravada opposition had reduced the popularity
of Upulvan, although he figured as the patron god of the Sinhalese. The intro-
duction of various forms of Mahéayana divine cults headed by the cult of the
all embracing Bodhisattva Avalckitesvara had to be checked by whatever means
by the Mahéaviharins. The chronicles (Dpv and the MAv) record the continuous
religicus feuds between the two factions, namely the Mahavihara of the Thera-
vadins and the Mahayanists of Ceylon. But the Mahayana which was the
more popular creed always had the support of the masses and could not be
suppressed totally by the Theravadins. Hence means other than open attack
had to be adopted by the Mahavihiara fraternity.

It could be presumed that the Bodhisattva cult with Maitreva was one such
device adopted by the Theravadins. But subsequent to the fifth, sixth centuries
there was an absorption of Mahdyana forms of cult worship by the Theravadins.
Maitreya a Theravada Bodhisattva, himself was depicted in the same garb and
described in similar terms, as @ Mahayana Bodhisattva. The physical features
in the images of Avalokite§vara (Natha) Maitreya and Upulvan, Saman found
in the Dambulla cave shrine (Svarnagiri guha) bear close affinity to one another.
In later literary references ‘ natha , which was originally an exclusive epithet
of Avalokite§vara was used in reference to Maitreva too.>

fr— — —— -—awe
P -

50. N. Mudiyanse, Mahayana Monuments in Ceylon, op. cit. p. 9,
51. N. Mudiyanse, op. cit, p. 56.

52. George Roerich, Biography of Dharmasvamin, K. P. Jayaswal Research Institute
Patna, 1959, pp. 552, f. :

53. 1In the time of king Kassapa V, (cir. 914—923 A.D.), Bodhisattva Metteyya was called
Lokanatha (Mhv. 52, verse, 47).
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Thus 1t 1s not strange that the Theravada Bodhisattva cult too had become
engulfed in the tidal waves of the wide-spread Mahayana cult worship. This
phenomenon could be well documented by tracing the development of Maitreya
(Metteyya) cult in Ceylon, for which this paper does not warrant space or oppor-
tunity. With the evolution of the Metteyya cult, the necessity for the cult-
image of the Bodhisattva too had arisen. The result was the fashioning of the
image of Bodhisattva Maitreya too in the same manner whereby the earlier
Avalokitesvara icons were made. Thus the most noteworthy attributes of the
great Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara were absorbed into the cult images of Mettey-
ya. A Dhyéni Buddha in the head-dress a lotus flower in hand, standing with
eycs turned downwards (Avaldkana), attired in princely garb.”*

We cannot be precise as to the exact date in which this new trend in Thera-
vada cult worship originated. But by the end of the Anurachapura period
these new developments in the religicus structure of the Sinhalese would have
been firmly cstablished. The gap in the development of socio-religious culture
of the Sinhalese, that was caused by the Tamil invasions under tke Colas proved
to be rather chactic. More than the Cola invasion, its aftermath that resulted
in unrest, neglect of ancient Institutions and ecifices that preserved traditional
cults, internecine warfare between Sinhalese war-lords, the shifting of early
capitals, etc. created further confusion. People have failed to distinguish bet-
ween the Theravada and Mahiyana differences. Tamils too had by this, time
introduced their own forms of cult worship e.g. the cult of Kartikeya, Siva,
Visnu, Gana and the cult of female divinities like Uma, Ammal, Patting, Kl

Thus the centuries that followed saw the emergence of a hoard of new culis
that caused to becloud the glory of once famous local divine cults of Avalokite$-
vara and Maitreva and of female divinities like Tard. The confusion of Ava-
lokitesvara (Natha) and Mettevya, that was there even before this pericd was
further accentuated. Monuments of the Buddhists incluiding the shrines of
Upulvan were either appropriated by Hindus cr converted into Kovils or shrines
of new divinities of the Hindu pantheon, thus bringing further ccnfusicn so that
the subsequent generations were complctely debarrec from dGistinguishing their
original scats of worship. The shrine of Upulvan at Devundara thus became a
“Visnu Devalaya’. The shrine of Upulvan at Alutnuvara becane a ** Dadi-
munda Devalaya . We would not be surprised if one were to trace the Upul-
van shrine of Mayadunurata in the so-called Bérdndi Kovil near Sitdvaka now
in ruins.” The Upulvan shrine in Kandy could not be traced, but we may
suggest that the present Natha Devalaya could be the same monument that
onced enshrined the ‘ Patron God of Sri Lanka’. It was in this shrine that we
have discovered an image of Avalokitesvara in the ‘lotus-bearer’ attitude
(mentioned above), that was discarded into a corner at the time the discovery

was made. The present Kadiradeva shrine at Kataragama famous for its

54. The present writer had observed in Buddhist temples in Ceylon, of not very recent origin,
Metteyya Bodhisativa statues with the exact litkeness of Avalokitesvara (e.g. Keselvatta
Rajamahaviharaya, near Panadura ; in the previous decade at the famous temple at Bel-
lanvila, near Colombo, too had been erected a statue of Maitreya with a lotus flower 1n
the right-hand and a Dhyani Buddha 1n the head-dress) The present writer 1s grateful to
late Mr. D. T. Devendra for the following observation :- Maitreva holding a blue-lotus
from Fondukistan, M. Hallade, The Gandhara Styieand the Evolution of Buddhist Art,
Thames-Hudson, London, 1968.

55. See H. C. P. Bell, Report of the Kegalle District, op. cit, s. v. Biardndikovil.
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Fig: 1. Metal seated image of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva from a treasure trove at Budu-
ruvagala, now in the Colombo Museum. (Courtesy Dept. of National Museums,

Ceylon).




Fig: 2.

Bronze statue of a Bodhisattva from Giridara, now in the Colombo
(Courtesy Dept. of National Museums, Ceylon).
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Fig: 3.

Padmapani Avalokitesvara from Ajantd caves (Courtesy Dept. of Archaeology,
India).
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annual *“ Asala” festival, too could be an original abode of ¢ Kadirali Upul-
van’, but appropriated on a subsequent date (probably during the chaotic
times after the Cola invasion of the country) by Hindus, who had converted this
shrine to a fane of god Skanda. The epithet ¢ Kadiradeva ’ by which the present
day Sinhalese votaries refer to the god of Kataragama still echoes faint traces
of the god’s original name, e.g. Kadirali Upulvan.’® Not very far from the
present Kataragama, at Situlpauva, the Ceylon Archaeological Survey has
discovered several cult images of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara in stone. This
factor gives decessive proof of the prevalence of the cult of Avalokitesvara
etther in the form of * Padmapani > (Upulvan) or other aspects, in the region of
Kataragama.

It has to be mentioned that in our attempt to bring out a possible identi-
fication of Upulvan we have dealt with several aspects of the data available
that are germane to the historical behaviour of god Upulvan. But some of
these aspects have not been treated very elaborately. This would possibly
lead to confusion.

Hence 1t was deemed appropriate to discuss further some of the arguments
already adduced. If Upulvan and Natha were one and the same god Avalo-
kitesvara, one may question how it could be possible to imagine the presence
of the worship and the cult images of these gods in the same shrine during the
same period, e.g. Dambulla, Lankatillaka etc.

The presence of the cult images of Natha, Maitreya, and Saman at the
Dambulla shrine and the enumeration of these gods along with Upulvan in the
inscriptional records at Lankatilaka and Gadaladeniya and in the li¢erary re-
cords already cited (see note 22), will render nugatory an attempt to identify
Upulvan with Avalokite§vara or Niatha. On the contrary it may look ludi-
crous, as one could easily argue that the presence of the cults of these gods in
the same shrine at the same time is a better proof for the recognition of these
gods as separate individuals by the early Sinhalese.

It has to be noted that the recognition of Upulvan and Saman, Natha and
Maitreya at Dambulla as individual gods, distinct from each other and the
enumeration of these gods separately at Lankatilaka and Gadaladeniya belongs
to the period after the thirteenth century. We have already discussed above
that by this period of Ceylon’s history, much confusion had set in with regard to
religious practices and beliefs, and people had obviously forgotten their pre-
vious traditions, religious observances etc. It has already been pointed out
how the cult of Maitreya Bodhisattva, initiated by the Theravada Buddhists
to curb the inroads of Mahayana Bodhisattva worship, eventually became
engulfed itself in Mahayanism.

In the Mahayana tradition there were two primary Bodhisattvas, t he Bodhi-
sattva Avalokitesvara and the Bodhisattva Mahasthdma.” According to
the Mahayana texts, the two Bodhisattvas Avalokite$vara and Mahasthama
are represented on the left and the right side respectively of the Buddha Amita-

56. See, A.D.T.E. Perera, The Evolution of a great Bodhisattva Cult in Ceylon The
Buddhist, op. cit, pp. 18-20.

57.  Sukhavativyiha, SBE, 1894, vol. XLIX, 1, pp. 1-72 ; Amitayurbuddhanusmrti-Sdtra,
SBE, 1894, Vol. xlix, pt. i1, pp. 161, 201 ; M. T. De Mallmann, op. cit, pp. 21-27.
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yus. The bast iconographaical representation of these two Bodlusattvas as
defined in the Mahdyana texts is found in the Candi Mendhut Shrine in central
Java. The Mahiyana texts state that these two Bodhisattvas are exactly alike

in physical features.”®

In certain Gandhara stone carvings and in rock-cut Chaitya shrines in
wastern I[ndia and Deccan, these two Bodhisattvas are depicted flanking the
Buddha. One cannot assuredly say the Buddha shown in these Gandhara and
west Indian carvings is meant to represent the historical Buddha or a Mahayana
«« Adi-Buddha . It could be surmised that at Dambulla too this practise had
been followed at a certain early date when Mahayanism was flourishing in
Ceylon. A subsequent donor or a royal patron would have added yet another
pair just behind the original couple. This could be the only explanation for the
app:arance of four images of gods, having similar physical features in the same
shrine at Dambulla. The naming of these four -images of gods came to us
only from a date subsequent to the thirteenth century. No description of the
images of ths four gods at the Darabulla shrine prior to this date 1s available
either in a literary or a lithic record so far discovered.

It has already been mentioned that most of the earlier religious practices,
cults and beliefs, have tended to be forgotten by about this period and this
factor had led to the confusion of naming of the icons of Bodhisattvas (or gods)
etc., in and after the thirteenth century. :

Hence at the Daimbulla shrine the original Avalokitesvara (Natha or
Upulvan) and Mahasthama (Maitreya or Saman) would have been named by
the Theravadins as the gods Natha and Maitreya respectively, as they thought
that there is not much distinction between the two names (Maitreya often
being called Natha) and also by so naming they would have (correctly) thought
that the Mahayana trait of the icons could be gradually wiped out. Their
attempt would have been successful to an extent, but with the passage of the
disturbed centuries (mentioned above) the Theravadins themselves had forgotten
the real identification. Thus the images of Upulvan and Saman, Natha and
Maitreya were taken to be icons of four distinct gods, thereby making more
gods from one.® The appearance of these names to distinguish separate dei-
ties in and after the thirteenth century could thus be justified and need not

confuse our identification of Upulvan with Avalokitesvara.

58. Ibid, p. 24.

59. Also if our tentative identifications of Saman with Maitreya (Mahasthama) could be
corroborated (which we hope to do in a subsequent study) it would naturally follow

that ¢ Upulvan’ is same as ° Natha'’.
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