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FOR 

IVO
ABACUS MAGICIAN,
RACONTEUR, EPICURE 



"Well , I can’t put i t any
more clearly, s ir ,  for i t

isn't clear to me."

LEWIS CARROLL
ALICE'S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND 

1871



ONE

PROPER ,
IMPROPER



Proper gu idebooks to Kandy  lay  ou t  in f ine
anatomical detai l  the his tory,  economy,  and
topography  of the place ,  w i th i ts si tes and

serv ices l is ted in a usefu l  and functional order .

Sadly,  this book does not do that .  I t  is an
improper gu ide ,  the documentat ion of a
personal quest (sometimes a struggle)  to

understand a l i t t le of what real ly  makes Kandy,
Kandy;  what is most especial ly  worth seeing;  and

why.

Kandy’s inimitable repu ta t ion belies the fact that
the ci ty  is barely  500  years old ,  an adolescent in

Sri Lankan terms ,  given that the country’s
recorded history  goes back w i th s ty l ish ease for

at least 2,500  years .

Not that anyone dares tel l  Kandy i tes this
part icu lar fact .  Kandy  regards i tsel f  –  and to be
fair ,  is great ly  regarded by  much of the rest of
the country  –  as Sri Lanka ’s true and real sou l .

I t ’s heart .

This characteris t ic is not something acqu i red
merely  because i t  houses the is land ’s most

precious possession –  the tooth of Lord Buddha .

I t  is also due to the ci ty’s record in hav ing
w i thstood wave af ter wave of colonial invasions .

Kandy  was the last  is land kingdom to fal l  to
foreigners .



By  the t ime of i ts formal capture in 1815,  i t  had
already  resis ted and surv ived over 300  years of
colonial ru le that had engu l fed the rest of the
is land .  For over 3  centur ies ,  the kingdom held
firm .  In doing so ,  i t  was able to foster ,  protect ,
and develop the dist inct ive Singhala cu l ture that
had once permeated the entire is land .  I t  kept the

l ight burning .

Bu t  i t  was ever a cu l ture under threat .  From the
arrival of the f irs t  European soldiers ,

administrators ,  priests ,  businessmen and
planters in 1505,  the country’s priori t ies

changed radical ly.  Every thing became secondary
to making money  –  f i rs t  from cinnamon and

other spices;  then from coffee and tea .

No one has yet at tempted to pu t  a value on the
goods shipped by  the colonists from the is land
–  bu t  given that 90%  of the world ’s cinnamon
came from here ,  i t  is impossible to escape the
conclusion that the money  Sri Lanka generated

for i ts occupiers was big .  Very  big .  And the
au thor of a recent book on crooks and thieves
remarked :  “All money  corrupts ,  and big money

corrupts bigly.”

As the rest of the country  was turned into a
cinnamon -producing farm ,  Kandy  s tood ou t ,  a

Sinhalese ci tadel ,  offering i ts shel ter to the rest
of the country  for al l  bu t  the 133  years that the

Bri t ish occupied i t . .  This ,  more than



any thing else ,  is what makes Kandy  so very
important across the is land .  In a mu l t icu l tural
country  s t i l l  working on how  best to present

i tsel f ,  this part icu lar legacy  is endur ingly
important .

I t  is ,  al l  the same ,  a ci ty  that demands your fu l l
a t tent ion i f  you  are ever to get beneath i ts

interminable congest ion;  edif ices inspired by
recent Sov iet -sty le planning decisions;  and

traff ic plans that donkeys cou ld do bet ter .  As
stressed pedestr ians pirouet te on impossibly

narrow  pavements ,  cars hoot past on w ide roads ,
once shaded by  mara trees –  before heal th and

safety  got to work .  I f  ever there is a ci ty
weeping for love and at tent ion ,  for common

sense and cour teous urban planning ,  i t  is Kandy.
I t  is a ci ty  that has fal len v ic t im to the grim
concerns of business ,  bureaucrats ,  t raff ic

warlords ,  and the unfu l f i l led promises of passing
poli t icians .



TWO

SHOP NOT



Kandy  is not a mecca for hardened shoppers .
This most addict ive of modern hobbies may  have

replaced rel igion in most other countries ,  bu t
here ,  in this most rel igious of ci t ies ,  i t  takes a
back seat .  Niche bou t iques are few  -  though

there is no shortage of shops stocked w i th the
essentials .  An old bazaar ,  the Kandy  Bazaar ,

sel ls every thing from bananas to bags ,  bat iks to
bangles .  Kandy  Ci ty  Centre ,  a ten -storey  mal l

bu i l t  in an almost inoffensive archi tectural s ty le
in the ci ty  centre ,  offers a more sophist icated

range of i tems .

Bucking the trend is Waruna ’s Antique Shop ,  a
cavernous Aladdin ’s Cave of marvel lous

discoveries ,  i ts shelves and drawers stu f fed w i th
ancient f lags ,  wood carv ings ,  paint ings ,

jewel lery,  and cur ios .

And then there is the very  Sri Lankan approach
to special ised products .  Every  so of ten ,  as you

t ravel the is land .  You  hi t  upon a v i l lage
dedicated to the obsessive product ion of just

one i tem .

There is one that only  does large ceramic pots .
Another is l ined w i th cane weavers .

One ,  more peri lously,  is devoted to the creat ion
of f ireworks .  Down sou th is one for moonstones;
another for masks .  And in Pi l imathalawa ,  nex t  to

Kandy,  is one dedicated to brass and copper .
The ribbon v i l lage of shops and



and workshops keep al ive an expert ise that goes
back to the kings of Kandy,  for whom they

turned ou t  bow ls ,  ornaments ,  rel igious objects ,
and body  decorat ions .  Three hundred years

later ,  the craf tsman remains ,  mel t ing and
mou lding ,  designing ,  decorat ing ,  s tamping ,

seal ing ,  engrav ing ,  and polishing .



THRE E

OF F  STR E E T
S ECR ETS



A surer path to sat isfact ion is to park your purse
and your crav ings for new  c lothes ,  shoes ,  phone

accessories ,  or mass -manu factured ornaments
and head to Kandy’s Royal Bar &  Hotel .  This old
walawwa is typical of many  of the bu i ldings that
haunt the ci ty’s t iny,  crowded streets ,  betray ing ,
w i th hints of bashfu l  sorrow,  the st i l l -remaining
traces of s tr iking 17 th - ,  18 th - ,  and 19 th -century

vernacu lar archi tecture .

Walauwas –  or mansions ,  as they  are cal led in
the West –  abound in the ci ty,  as Kandyan

nobles set up their family  residences as close to
the royal palace as possible .  Prox imity  is power -

bu t  af ter the king was deposed ,  this part icu lar
force lost i ts draw;  and their ci ty  address

became of diminishing importance .

The ci ty’s greatest walauwe is now  The Queen ’s
Hotel .  I t  was f irs t  turned into a mansion for the
Bri t ish Governors ,  before transcending into the

hotel equ ivalent of an ageing maiden aunt ,
chasing an elusive restorat ion as an improv ised
Jane Austen bride might a su i tor .  I ts unequal led
si te ,  on a corner overlooking both the temple ,
the lake ,  and the palace ,  makes you  want to go

round and round the block to take i t  a l l  in
properly.

Many  other such bu i ldings hide down other ci ty
streets ,  balconies and verandas ,  screened

w indows ,  and opaque cour tyards ,  squ i rrel led
away  secret ly  behind shop hoardings that have
yet to be bet tered anywhere on the is land for



their chronic ugliness .  Kandy  is nothing i f  not
the most secret ive of ci t ies .  I ts wonders reveal

themselves best to those who look most .

“Secrets ,”  noted James Joyce ,  “si lent ,  s tony  s i t
in the dark palaces of both our hearts :  secrets
weary  of their tyranny:  tyrants w i l l ing to be

dethroned .”

Bu t  Kandy’s many  secrets ,  held by  old famil ies in
lof ty  mansions high above the ci ty,  in the

unspoken concerns of the people who walk i ts
s treets ,  may  be weary  now  –  bu t  they  are most

unw i l l ing ever to be dethroned .  Like threads you
pick at ,  they  unw ind from way,  way  back -  to

explain almost every thing .

Here ,  his tory  is not dead ,  not even sleeping or
dazed .  I t  is instead ever on the lookou t .

Before you  even get to the ci ty’s colonial
tr ibu la t ions ,  s t i l l  less i ts modern -day  ones ,  i ts
deeper his tory  is a s t i l l  more byzantine tale of

competing plot l ines in which kings ,  caste ,
money,  and rel igion ,  complete w i th such

complex i ty  as to make the Human Genome
Project look l ike a walk in the park .

I ts f irs t  l ine of kings from the Sir i  Sanga Bo
family  wrested the kingdom ’s independence

from an older Sri Lankan kingdom .  Bu t  beset by
forcible catholic conversions ,  fever ,  and internal
s tr i fe ,  they  petered ou t ,  exhausted and baff led ,

in 1609,  barely  a hundred years later .



I ts nex t  k ings ,  the Dinajara ,  came from an
aris tocrat ic hi l l -country  family  of 150  years .

Dur ing this dynasty’s 150  year ru le ,  the kingdom
entered into what doctors sometimes refer to as
Dissociat ive Identi ty  Disorder (DID) ,  the kings

hav ing to look defensively  ou twards against the
encroaching colonists as wel l  as inwards as a
never -ending l ine of rebel princes ,  nobles ,

dissat isf ied monks ,  pu t -upon peasants and angry
matriarchs forced a spaghett i  of shif t ing

al l iances that are al l  bu t  impossible to track
clearly.  That i t  surv ived this long was a

remarkable achievement in i tsel f .

I ts last  kings ,  the Nayakars ,  reigned for only  76
years .  In a sense ,  they  never real ly  s tood much
of a chance .  Coming from India ,  their ru le was

forever undermined by  the unceasing power
struggle they  faced against the older establ ished
interests of the monks and nobles they  inheri ted

w i th their new  kingdom .

And yet ,  despite al l  this ,  the kingdom surv ived
for 300  years ,  bu i lding ou t  as an elegant capital
in a web of t ight s treets around a vast new  lake ,

surrounded by  hi l ls .  I t  is said that nearly  500
historical bu i ldings hide in plain sight in this
way  along ci ty  s treets that s t i l l  fol low  the old

medieval grid that f irs t  encompassed the capital .

To have progressed from a jungle to a ci ty  w i th
qu i te so many  s ignif icant bu i ldings in barely



300  years was remarkable .  For most of Sri
Lanka ’s recorded history,  progress i tsel f ,  and al l

that came w i th i t  –  wr i t ing ,  rel igion ,
archi tecture ,  war ,  kingdoms ,  t rade -  happened

on i ts coast l ine and across the dry  northern
plains of the is land .  The centre –  the highlands ,
w i th Kandy  at  i ts bel ly  -  was merely  part of an

impenetrable and economical ly  irrelevant mass
of mountains and moors .  I t  was a usefu l  place

from which to capture elephants ,  hunt ,  and carry
ou t  a few  aspects of hort icu l ture .  Bu t  that was

abou t  i t .

I t  took Sri Lanka ’s ru lers 19  centur ies before
they  bothered to tame and colonise the interior

seriously,  the moment coming around 1357,
when one of the descendant refugee kings of the

Polonnaruwa kingdom set up a new,  smal ler
kingdom in Dambadeniya ,  headquartered for a

while in Kurunegala .

This brought Kandy  w i thin reach .  Within abou t  a
hundred years ,  the ci ty  gained i ts own f irs t  king
when Vikramabahu  declared UDI ,  seceding from

his l iege cousin ,  the Kot te king ,  and breaking
away  from his governorship of the region around

1469.

Picture i t :  from that period unti l  the kingdom ’s
fal l  in 1815,  the ci ty  was deliberately  locked in a

narrow  val ley  surrounded by  hi l ls ,  and those
hi l ls were themselves surrounded by  ta l ler

mountains .  I t  was a poli t ical and geographical
arrangement that .



certainly  kept the kingdom safe .  Bu t  in another
sense ,  i t  was also l ike sending i tsel f  to jai l ,  the
ci ty  taking on some of those aspects that gated

communit ies have today:  insu lar ,  argumentat ive ,
w i th everyone know ing every thing abou t  one

another .

As the aris tocrat ic classes blossomed ,  bu i lding
their walauwe houses cheek by  jow l  c lose to the
royal place ,  i t  became a petr i  dish for secrets
and poli t ical r ivalr ies ,  magnif ied many  t imes

over by  the absence of any  greater contex t  than
what was going on in the temple and palace .

Hardly  surprising ,  then ,  that secrets remain so
deeply  embedded in the ci ty’s DNA .

“Democrat ic social is t  republic”,  which Sri Lanka
states i t  is in i ts current documentat ion ,  is also

an ol igarchy.  Of the 100  or so famil ies who
dominate poli t ics ,  administrat ion ,  and business ,

almost half  ei ther come from Kandy  or are
related to such prominent Kandyan famil ies as

the Moll igodas ,  Madugal les ,  Ehelepolas ,
Ratwat tes ,  Weerasekeras ,  Pieris ,  and include
ministers ,  MNPs ,  judges ,  generals ,  and such

presidents as Sir imavo Bandaranaike .  Many  of
those who can ’ t  c laim such l inks of ten keep

houses in these areas .



FOUR

F IND ING GOLD



Nearly  al l  of the ci ty’s s tunning and historic
bu i ldings hide down scru f fy  s treets as enigmatic
as the famil ies who bu i l t  them .  Waluwa -spot t ing

is a rewarding game to play  in the ci ty,  though i t
is easier to detect public bu i ldings -  the

wonderfu l ,  tormented art  deco rai lway  s tat ion ,
for example ,  Ehelepola Walauwa ,  now  a wreck;
the 1920  Post Off ice;  the Dunuw i l le Walawwa ,
now  the headquarters of the Kandy  Municipal

Counci l;  or Giragama Walauwa ,  now  given over
to shops .

A public bu i lding that especial ly  s tands ou t  is
the Kataragama Devalaya ,  a Hindu  shrine bu i l t

by  an 18 th -century  Buddhist king .

I t  is a perfect example of a rare surv iv ing
treasure –  i ts archi tecture enl ivened by  the most
intr icate carv ings ,  and colours chosen to banish
grey  forever .  St i l l  more dazz l ing is the nearby

Pil laiyar Kov i l ,  a Hindu  temple dedicated to
Ganesh ,  the elephant -headed son of Siva ,  and
bu i l t  by  a Buddhist king for his Tamil devotee .

I ts Musl im equ ivalent is the arrest ing Red
Mosque ,  bu i l t  around 100  years ago w i th a
candy-str iped façade in reds and whites .

Spott ing hidden wonders l ike these is l ike
play ing hide and seek w i th a part icu lar naughty
chi ld .  You  eventual ly  get the hang of i t .  I t  is l ike

coming ou t  of a major cataract operat ion and
seeing the world as i t  once was .  Kandy  has

plenty  of beau ty  to reveal to the pat ient eye .



Up and alongside the Royal Palace is an ant ique
road of s treet lawyers and notaries ,  their signs

embossed w i th their professional achievements -
and the chunky-as -chu tney  neo -classical mansion ,
now  cal led the President 's Pav i l ion ,  which wai ts ,

Miss Haversham - l ike ,  for the elusive head of
state to drop by.  Bu i l t  in the late eighteenth
century  and embell ished w i th a trowel in the

nineteenth ,  i t  is a two -storey  edif ice w i th nine
bays ,  sport ing balustraded parapets and looking

ou t  over lawns and gardens forbidden to the
public and rarely  seen by  anyone else ei ther .

Much more accessible ,  just down from this
ghost ly  palace ,  is Kandy’s main Anglican

Church ,  the Church of St Pau l .  The church ’s
terracot ta bricks -  now  weathered to a red -ochre

hue –  have w i thstood more than the most
expected tests of t ime .

Just two years af ter i ts complet ion ,  i t  weathered
the shat tering 1848  Matale Rebel l ion –  and then

al l  the succeeding wars and insurrect ions that
beset the is land ,  protected by  vast gates of

wrought iron fabricated far away  in Edwardian
England .  Inside the dimly  l i t  church is a majest ic

pipe organ donated by  Musl im businessmen
from Bradford ,  a si lver -gil t  communion set gif ted

by  the King of England –  and a blaz ing 1874
stained glass w indow  of the Crucif ix ion ,  the
Ascension ,  the Angel in the Tomb ,  and the

Nativ i ty,  the gif t  of a planter ’s w idow.



The church i tsel f  was bu i l t  in 1846.  This ,  i t
turned ou t ,  was just two years before one of the
most popu lar hymns in the Anglian songbook ,
Hymns Ancient &  Modern ,  was f irs t  published .
“All things bright and beau t i fu l ,  Al l  creatures

great and smal l ,  Al l  things w ise and wonderfu l ,
The Lord God made them al l ,”  was one of the

Anglican fai th ’s catchiest songs ,  wr i t ten by  Mrs
Ceci l  Alexander 's for “Hymns for Li t t le
Children ,”  and published in that most

revolu t ionary  of years –  1848.

I ts accompany ing music –  the sort that ,  once in
your head ,  never leaves i t -  propel led this modest
number to worldw ide fame ,  the score wr i t ten by

Will iam Monk ,  bet ter remembered for “Abide
w i th Me .”So i t  is perhaps of l i t t le real surprise

to come across Monk ’s own grandson laid to rest
in the graveyard adjacent to St Pau l ’s .

The Bri t ish Garrison Cemetery,  created in 1817  -
two years af ter the formal annexation of Kandy  –
is typical of many  crumbling imperial graveyards

found across Asia ,  their s tones spel l ing ou t  in
the most personal of ways the story  and

behav iours of the Bri t ish occupiers .  This one is a
home to almost two hundred sou ls ,  laid ou t  l ike
crazy  pav ing ,  including John Robertson ,  the last

European to be ki l led by  a w i ld elephant in
Cey lon ,  and the colonial ru ler ,  Sir John D ’Oy ly,
whose penchant for sarongs and beards made

him the country’s f irs t  foreign .



hippie .  A v is i t ing Englishman wrote that “a
stranger v is i t ing this spot wou ld be charmed at
the magnif icent scenery  which surrounds i t .  In

this lonely  spot l ie many  hundreds of kindly
Scots ,  who cu t  off  in the very  prime and v igour
of their manhood ,  s leep the sleep which knows

no waking ,  under the rank weeds and w i ry
grasses which cover their neglected graves .

Many  a sad tale of hardship ,  agony,  and pain
cou ld the tenants of these nameless graves tel l ,

were they  permit ted to speak .”

In equal sorrow  -  i f  not the same disorder -  l ie
two hundred of the eighty- f ive mil l ion v ic t ims of

World War Two ,  intombed in perfect order at
the f law lessly  maintained Commonweal th War

Graves Cemetery.  Cey lon escaped much of the
horrors of that confl ict  bu t  rather eccentr ical ly

found i tsel f  the locat ion of Sou theast Asia
Command ,  set up in Kandy  under Lord

Mountbat ten to be in overal l  charge of Al l ied
operat ions .



F IVE

THE  BU I LD INGS
OF  BUSY  K INGS



Kipling believed that to understand a country
and i ts his tory,  you  had to smel l  i t .  Yet the past

is documented in so many  other ways -  in books ,
or archi tecture;  in music or even food .  In Sri

Lanka ,  i t  is the temples that best hold i ts s tory.
Even so ,  their s tories ,  l ike their secrets ,  are

often hard to capture ,  and harder st i l l  to
comprehend .  I t  is thought that there are wel l
over 1,000  temples scat tered in and around
Kandy  and i ts hinter land .  Few  are properly

documented and remain secrets to al l  bu t  the
people l iv ing nex t  to them .  Each one wou ld have

once had a pivotal posi t ion in i ts society,  i ts
inf luence cast ing i tsel f  ou t  l ike a f ishing net to
encompass the administrat ion ,  governance ,  and
poli t ics of i ts local society  in ways that are now
long lost .  To see such places today,  shorn of al l

this contex t ,  is l ike being told something
int imate and confidential  bu t  hav ing l i t t le

wherew i thal to interpret their mystery  properly.

The is land ’s temples are far more than just
places of worship .  I f  you  can read them

correct ly,  you  w i l l  read the true record of the
land .  They  are garru lous w i tnesses to i ts kings
and wars ,  i ts fest ivals and customs ,  every thing ,
in fact ,  that ref lects the country’s l i fe for over

two thousand years .  Many  of the is land ’s
greatest medieval and early  modern temples l ie
in and around Kandy.  And many  of these were

bu i l t  or restored by  Kir t i  Sri Rajasinha ,  the
second Kandyan king from i ts third and f inal
royal family,  the Nayak Dynasty  of Madurai ,



India .  An especial ly  passionate Buddhist devotee
w i th a fondness for the rel igion ’s more

aris tocrat ic expressions ,  he was responsible for
reforms that did much to restore Buddhism ,

which had been badly  damaged by  the
unrelent ing forces of colonial ism ,  especial ly  at

the t ime by  the Du tch .

Given Rajasinha ’s many  other chal lenges ,
including f ighting the Du tch and suppressing

serial  internal rebel l ions ,  i t  is surprising that he
was so successfu l  in his rel igious priori t ies .

To jump -star t  what was by  then a most depleted
Buddhist Sanga and to purge i t  of what he saw
as pract ices inconsistent w i th the teachings of

the Lord Buddha ,  he enl is ted the help of
Buddhist monks from Thai land .  He backed the

founding of what became the Siam Nikaya ,
which is now  the largest of the two most

prominent Buddhist chapters on the is land .

This most establ ished of establ ishment orders is
located at the Malwatu  Maha Viharaya ,  a

complex  of temples and monasteries that were
given the 14 th -century  pleasure gardens of the
earl iest Kandyan kings as their new  address .

Like the White House or the Vatican ,  Malwatu
Maha is a power magnet ,  fusing rel igion and

poli t ics into such a certain draw  that ,  shou ld you
ever have problems locat ing the President ,

important ministers ,  or notable f igures .



When v is i t ing foreign digni taries ,  ambit ious
poli t icians ,  or celebri t ies ,  there is a more than
certain chance that you  w i l l  f ind them queu ing

ou ts ide the doors of the chief prelate of the
Chapter here .

Barely  f ive miles away  from Malwatu  Maha is
another of Kir t i  Sri Rajasigha ’s temples :  the
Galmaduwa ,  the loneliest temple in Kandy.

Barely  anyone goes there;  indeed ,  i t  is not even
a proper temple ,  i ts construct ion hav ing been
abandoned by  the king whose busy  mind had

shif ted from temple -making to fresco paint ing .

Yet i t  is an arrest ing bu i lding ,  the most Hindu  of
Buddhist shrines w i th a high tapering gateway

exact ly  l ike those used to highlight the entrances
to temples across Tamil Nadu.

The frescos the king abandoned Galmaduwa
Viharaya for can be seen a mile or so up the
road at the Degaldoruwa Raja Maha Vihara .

With hindsight ,  the king ’s change of priori ty  was
bang on ,  for the frescos that cover the wal ls of

this temple are among the very  greatest ever
commissioned by  any  of the is land ’s kings .

Despite being inev i tably  rel igious in character
and told w i th due piety,  the story  of the Lord
Buddha ,  their subtex t ,  as wel l  as their sheer

art is try,  mark them ou t  as exceptional .



Into their scenes are incorporated the images of
their t imes –  Portuguese f irearms ,  for example ,

the uniformed at tendants of the kings ,
processional elephants ,  f ish ,  t rees as sty l ised as
corals ,  the inside of homes ,  f lowers ,  furni ture ,

coaches ,  queens ,  guest arr ivals and dinner
part ies .



S I X

THE
MASTER P E IC ES



On the opposi te ,  western side of Kandy  are
several other incomparable temples –  albei t

ones whose dai ly  v is i tor numbers can be
counted on the forlorn f ingers of a single hand .

The greatest by  a whisker is the Lankat i laka
Rajamaha ,  bu i l t  around 1350  by  the kings of

Gampola ,  Versi l l ian ru lers w i th a repu ta t ion for
enjoy ing al l  the f iner points of cu l ture .

As the Black Death devastated distant Europe ,
Sri Lanka ’s late -medieval kings enl is ted the

art is try  of a Tamil archi tect renowned for his
Hindu  temples to create a Buddhist edif ice that

blended the Sinhalese archi tecture of the
Polonnaruwa period w i th Drav idian and Indo -

Chinese f lour ishes .

I t  cou ld have been a car crash or a bu i lding
col lapse;  instead ,  Sthapati  Rayar ,  the archi tect ,

pu l led off a masterpiece .  Elegant ,  highly  incised
white wal ls s tretch into a roof of pat terned t i les
across three grani te s tories ,  the inside adorned

w i th frescos .

A few  miles on is the Gadaladeniya Temple .
Bu i l t  around the same t ime as the Lankat i laka

Rajamaha ,  by  the same kings ,  to the design of
another renowned Tamil archi tect ,  Ganes

Varachari ,  this temple is ,  i f  any thing ,  yet more
dist inct ive ,  i ts Vijayanagar archi tecture blending

Drav idian ,  Deccan ,  Is lamic ,  Hindu  and Rajpu t
features w i th other more common Singhala

qual i t ies .



Remarkable though these temples are ,  there is
another that is yet more heart -stopping for i ts

sheer ,  naked beau ty.  I t  is best appreciated –  at
f irs t  at  least –  from afar .  Very  afar .  From the

Presence Chamber in London ’s Kensington
Palace ,  in fact .  For here ,  where English

monarchs received foreign ambassadors ,  is a
f ireplace of l imewood carv ings and cherubs by

Grinl ing Gibbons .

No wood scu lptors are the equal of this
Michelangelo of woodcarv ing ,  who immortal ised
Restorat ion England and his patron ,  Charles I I ,
w i th his “unequal led abi l i ty  to transform sol id ,
uny ie lding wood and stone into something tru ly

ethereal .

None -  except one pract is ing at a similar t ime in
the middle of Sri Lanka -  Delmada Devendra
Mu lachari .  Mu lachari is renowned for many

things ,  bu t  the rarest by  far is Embekke Devale .

A medieval masterpiece ,  the temple had
w i thstood wars ,  weather and most especial ly  the
interminable confl ict  waged by  the Portuguese

and Du tch on the is land ’s last  kingdom –  in
nearby  Kandy.

By  the 1750s ,  i t  was in a sorry  s tate ,  i ts
di lapidated wal ls noted by  the ris ing young

art is t ,  Mu lachari ,  who l ived nearby,  his family,
one of several Singhala art is ts from the Sou th ,

hav ing come north to seek work .



Wood carver ,  scu lptor ,  archi tect ,  and art is t ,
Mu lachari worked for the last  three kings of
Kandy,  and most especial ly  for Rajasinha .  In

this ,  the king was great ly  helped by  Mu lachari ,
who bu i l t  for him the Audience Hal l  and the
Octagon in the Temple of the Tooth ,  and the

Cloud Wall that surrounds i ts lake .

Travel lers ,  whether local or foreign ,  w i th a
temple in mind ,  head w i th unfai l ing sureness to

The Temple of the Tooth ,  and not Embekke
Devale .  Al though just f i f teen ki lometres apart ,

the two temples are worlds apart in art is try.  The
Temple of the Tooth has a stol id ,  almost

bourgeois respectabi l i ty.  By  comparison ,  at
Embekke Devale ,  you  enter instead a magical
world in which formali ty  occupies bu t  the

smal lest of parts .

In every  sect ion ,  in every  place ,  are the
surv iv ing 500  s tatues of the great ar t is t ,  each a

stroke of ar t is t ic genius in i tsel f .  Exqu is i tely
carved models of entw ined swans and ropes ,
mothers breastfeeding their chi ldren ,  double -

headed eagles ,  soldiers ,  horses ,  wrest lers ,  and
elephants –  al l  of which val idate why  this temple
is famed across Asia for i ts world -class carv ings .
Bu t  there is more .  Fantasy  intervenes .  Erupting
from a vein is a f igure of a woman;  a bird takes
on human at tr ibu tes ,  a s leight of hand reveals
that an elephant is a bu l l;  another ,  that i t  is a

l ion .



S I X

THE  T EMPL E  OF
T EMPL ES



"For my  al ly  is the Force ,  and a powerfu l  a l ly  i t
is ,"  said Yoda in Star Wars .  I f  measured simply

by  fai th alone ,  nothing on the is land ,  s t i l l  less in
Kandy,  competes w i th the Temple of the Tooth ,

located in the centre of the ci ty.  Proof of i ts
appeal is ev ident every  year in the half  mil l ion
people who at tend i ts 7-day  Perehera ,  when the

tooth is paraded through the town on the back of
a large elephant .

From Canada to Japan ,  several hundred mil l ion
Buddhists watch the fest ival ’s telev ised

coverage .  And every  16  years or so ,  a s t i l l  more
popu lar fest ival occurs when the tooth is

uncovered and shown to i ts worshippers .  In
2025,  the last  recorded event ,  almost 2  mil l ion
people at tended –  around 20%  of the is land ’s

entire popu la t ion .

With crowds such as these ,  i t  is no surprise to
learn how  great ly  the ci ty’s economy  depends on

rel igion in one way  or another .  “Those who
believe rel igion and poli t ics aren ' t  connected
don ' t  understand ei ther ,”  remarked Mahatma

Gandhi .  Rel igion ,  money,  poli t ics ,  fai th ,  power ,
and moral i ty:  in Kandy  they  dance around the

same stupa –  as they  have always done .

Within the temple ’s grounds are also found al l
the structures and bu i ldings of the is land ’s last
royal palace .  The whole complex  merges one

into the other ,  a confusion that makes clear that
the unremit t ing opaci ty  of the l ine between
rel igion and state has always ex is ted in the

country.



To most Sri Lankans ,  the Temple is hol ier even
than St Peter ’s is to Catholics and at least as

sacred as the Kaaba ’s Black Stone is to Musl ims .
Even so ,  i t  is merely  the last  and latest temple to

give a home to the rel ic that makes i t  so
important .  The rel ic -  said to be Lord Buddha ’s
lef t  upper canine tooth -  arr ived on the is land

around 371  CE hidden in the hair ornamentat ion
of an Indian princess .

Almost immediately,  i t  became the is land ’s most
precious possession ,  legi t imising the reign of

kings and val idat ing a priest ly  theocracy.  Often
on the move to escape war ,  capture ,  thieves ,
frenz ied Catholics ,  r ival warlords ,  or Tamil
invaders ,  i t  l ived in almost a dozen other

temples in Anuradhapura ,  Polonnaruwa ,  and
Dambadeniya ,  to Yapahuwa ,  Gampola ,

Av issawel la ,  Kot te before coming to rest in
Kandy.

As a rel ic ,  i t  has plenty  of competi t ion .  Scores
of al ternat ive artefacts assert a connection to
Lord Buddha –  including bow ls ,  hairs ,  and
bones .  Bu t  the tooth is considered the most

important ,  for i t  touched the words he u t tered as
he prayed .  Across the world ,  thir ty- two other

places claim ownership of Buddha ’s teeth .  I f  a l l
are credible ,  i t  wou ld account for the teacher ’s
entire set -  eight incisors ,  four canines ,  eight

premolars ,  and twelve molars .  Bu t  somehow,  by
dint of custom ,  his tory,  worship ,  fai th and

record ,  the tooth now  in Kandy  is by  far the



The most celebrated one .  And as for the tale that
the original tooth was pounded to dust by  the

Portuguese Archbishop of Goa in a f i t  of
excessive evangelical cathol ic exci tement :  wel l ,

no one real ly  bel ieves that .

The rel ic ’s continu ing importance is ev ident in
the fact that a v ic torious President or Prime
Minister ’s f irs t  cal l  upon w inning an elect ion

here is to the Temple of the Tooth .  There ,  l ike
hundreds of thousands of devotees ,  the w inning

leader receives a monkish blessing .

For much of i ts ex is tence ,  the temple has also
been a target ,  destroyed by  both the Portuguese

and the Du tch;  by  weather ,  war ,  and
insurrect ion;  and the temple you  v is i t  today  is in

i ts four th or f i f th edit ion (depending on your
defini t ion of restorat ion) .

The bu i lding ,  designed in classic ,  gracious
Kandyan sty le ,  has double -peaked t i led roofs
underpinned by  a panoply  of pure gold and is

surrounded by  a golden fence .  Elaborate
frescoes adorn i ts wal ls .  The chamber is r ichly
decorated w i th elephants ,  guardian stones ,  and
moonstones restored af ter LTTE bomb blasts .

Seven caskets s tudded w i th gems and shaped
like stupas f i t  one into another ,  the last  holding

the rel ic i tsel f .  Ri tuals are performed three t imes
dai ly:  at  dawn ,  noon ,  and dusk .  Once a week ,

the tooth is symbolical ly  bathed in water .



scented w i th herbs and f lowers .  And once a
year ,  i t  is paraded through the ci ty  s treets in a
vast Perehera procession of elephants ,  priests ,

f i re -eaters ,  dancers ,  and acrobats .

The palace that surrounds the temple is a
poignant shadow  of i ts old self ,  the Bri t ish

hav ing destroyed half  of i ts bu i ldings .

Even so ,  the ones that remain are ou ts tanding
examples of the zen - l ike elegance of patr ician
hi l l  country  archi tecture ,  w i th wooden pi l lars ,

decorat ive carv ings ,  dis t inct ively  pi tched roofs ,
and wal ls and w indows that open ou t  interior
spaces w i th so art fu l  a restraint as to give the

resu l t ing l ight a unique and calming luminosi ty.

This is most ev ident in the Royal Audience Hal l ,
the Magu l  Maduwa ,  a wooden structure bu i l t  by

King Sri Vikrama Rajasinha in 1783.

Much good i t  did him -  for here i t  was ,  in 1815,
that the Kandyan Convention was signed ,  bru ta l ly

ending the is land ’s last  kingdom .

Unhappily,  many  of the palace ’s bu i ldings have
become squats for lucky  civ i l  servants ,  their

unbending bureaucrat ic domici le ,  tw i tching w i th
room part i t ions ,  plast ic furni ture ,  and rusty  fans ,

distort ing most of the original archi tectural
features that once made these bu i ldings so

exqu is i te .



The stunningly  gracefu l  Ulpange ,  bu i l t  in 1806
by  King Sri Wickrama Rajasinha as a bathing

pav i l ion for queens ,  is a police post .  The
Wadahindina Mandappe Audience Palace is

home to the stu f fed remains of Rajah ,  the chief
elephant in the Kandy  Perahera ,  who died in

1988,  prompting a fu l l  day  of nat ional mourning .

The Pat t ir ippuwa ,  an immeasurably  s ty l ish
octagonal pav i l ion ,  has been commandeered by
a l ibrary.  The King ’s Palace ,  the Raja Wasala ,  is

a Museum .  The Queens '  Chambers ,  the Meda
Wasala ,  w i th i ts fetching cour tyard and veranda ,
has been commandeered by  the Department of
Archaeology,  and w i ld horses are not l ikely  to
drive them ou t .  Bu t  a t  least the Maha Maluwa ,
the boundless terrace adjacent to Kandy  Lake ,

has not been encroached upon;  and at one end
bears a stone memorial beneath which is bur ied

the sku l l  of Keppetipola Disawe ,  who led the
fai led rebel l ion against the Bri t ish in 1818.



E IGHT

FROM R E B E L  TO
HERO



Keppetipola Disawe ’s repu ta t ion grew  greater in
every  year fol low ing his ki l l ing and especial ly  in

the years fol low ing Independence in 1948.
Others had stood ou t  against the Bri t ish ,  bu t
none w i th such public s tanding and few  w i th

such fatal  resu l ts .

His last  hours were described by  his improbable
fr iend ,  Henry  Marshal l ,  a Bri t ish government

agent fol low ing the November 15,  1818,  Cour t
Mart ia l  that prescribed his execu t ion .

Marshal l  wrote :  “Kneeling before the priest upon
the threshold of the sanctuary,  the reposi tory  of

the Sacred Relic ,  the Chief detai led the
principal meri torious act ions of his l i fe such as
the benefi ts he had conferred on the priests ,

together w i th the gif ts which he had bestowed
on the temples and other acts of piety.  He then

pronounced the last  w ish ,  namely  that in his nex t
bir th ,  he might be born in the mountains of the

Himalayas and f inal ly  obtain nirvana .”

In the oddest set of circumstances ,  his sku l l ,
fol low ing his execu t ion ,  found i ts way  to the

Phrenological Society  of Edinburgh .  I t  took 136
years before i t  was returned to the ci ty  of his

death to l ie now  beneath this monument
overlooking the lake .  High off icial ,  landowner ,

aris tocrat ,  patr iot ,  freedom fighter ,
Keppetipola ’s l i fe and death also show  that he



real ly  was the hero he is considered to be today.

The Sri Lankan Sunday  Times reported later ,  “ the
sku l l ,  which was returned to Sri Lanka af ter yet

another bat t le waged by  the Keppetipola
descendants ,  was transported on a gun carriage
from Colombo port to Kandy  and ceremonial ly
interred amidst mil i tary  honours on November
26,  1954,  in a memorial which was constructed

at the Kandy  Esplanade opposi te the Dalada
Maligawa .”

Bu t  i f  Keppetipola Disawe is the is land ’s most
obv ious s tate hero ,  the country’s folk hero is

undoubtedly  Sura Saradiel ,  a bandit  and a gang
leader from the nineteenth century.  Dubbed Sri

Lanka ’s Robin Hood ,  Saradiel was hanged by  the
Bri t ish on 7  May  1864  in Bogambara Prison ,

Kandy,  along w i th his chi ldhood fr iend ,
Mammale Marikkar -  the last  two people to be

publicly  execu ted .

To the Bri t ish ,  Saradiel was l i t t le more than a
gangster ,  though today  his exceptional good
looks wou ld have won him model l ing and TV

contracts aplenty.

Dacoit  though he may  have been ,  his penchant
for redistr ibu t ing some of his s tolen i tems

amongst poor v i l lagers won him ,  and w ins him
sti l l ,  many  fans .



One of these has made him a love song in
concrete ,  and he is recreat ing i t  in Saradiel

Vi l lage .  Located near his mother ’s v i l lage and a
few  miles from Kandy  on the Colombo road ,  this

l i t t le fantasy  hamlet is peopled w i th tableaus
from the past :  craf tsmen and cooks ,  the hero ’s

family,  farmers ,  a gypsy  snake charmer;  a coffee
shop ,  toddy  drinkers in a tavern;  an astrologer ’s
house ,  workshops for carpenters and goldsmiths .

I t  is perhaps no mere coincidence that two such
famous rebels shou ld have come from around

Kandy.

The Bri t ish annexation of the kingdom in 1815
entirely  fai led to seal the deal .  Keppetipola was
no lone wolf .  His leadership of the 1817  Uwa -

Wellassa Uprising ,  or Great Liberat ion War ,  as i t
is also known ,  gained the support of numerous

other Kandyan chiefs –  and ,  for a moment ,
Bri t ish control was almost broken .

The shat tering scorched earth policy  pursued by
the Bri t ish colonial government af ter the war was

responsible for thousands of deaths and the
economic dest i tu t ion of huge areas of the hi l l

country.

Bu t  things did not end there .  Just 30  years later
in Matale ,  just up the road from Kandy,  a second

massive uprising broke ou t  as poor farmers
objected to the sweeping land reforms that were

dispossessing them .



Once again ,  Bri t ish control over the country
hung in the balance .  Kandy  and the hi l l

country’s guardianship of Singhala
independence may  have been defeated –  bu t  i t

was not dead .  I t  merely  hid ,  wai t ing for the
chance to break free .
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	FOR  IVO ABACUS MAGICIAN, RACONTEUR, EPICURE
	"Well, I can’t put it any more clearly, sir, for it isn't clear to me."
	ONE
	PROPER, IMPROPER
	Proper guidebooks to Kandy lay out in fine anatomical detail the history, economy, and topography of the place, with its sites and services listed in a useful and functional order.
	Sadly, this book does not do that. It is an improper guide, the documentation of a personal quest (sometimes a struggle) to understand a little of what really makes Kandy, Kandy; what is most especially worth seeing; and why.
	Kandy’s inimitable reputation belies the fact that the city is barely 500 years old, an adolescent in Sri Lankan terms, given that the country’s recorded history goes back with stylish ease for at least 2,500 years.
	Not that anyone dares tell Kandyites this particular fact. Kandy regards itself – and to be fair, is greatly regarded by much of the rest of the country – as Sri Lanka’s true and real soul. It’s heart.
	This characteristic is not something acquired merely because it houses the island’s most precious possession – the tooth of Lord Buddha.
	It is also due to the city’s record in having withstood wave after wave of colonial invasions. Kandy was the last island kingdom to fall to foreigners.
	By the time of its formal capture in 1815, it had already resisted and survived over 300 years of colonial rule that had engulfed the rest of the island. For over 3 centuries, the kingdom held firm. In doing so, it was able to foster, protect, and develop the distinctive Singhala culture that had once permeated the entire island. It kept the light burning.
	But it was ever a culture under threat. From the arrival of the first European soldiers, administrators, priests, businessmen and planters in 1505, the country’s priorities changed radically. Everything became secondary to making money – first from cinnamon and other spices; then from coffee and tea.
	No one has yet attempted to put a value on the goods shipped by the colonists from the island – but given that 90% of the world’s cinnamon came from here, it is impossible to escape the conclusion that the money Sri Lanka generated for its occupiers was big. Very big. And the author of a recent book on crooks and thieves remarked: “All money corrupts, and big money corrupts bigly.”
	As the rest of the country was turned into a cinnamon-producing farm, Kandy stood out, a Sinhalese citadel, offering its shelter to the rest of the country for all but the 133 years that the British occupied it.. This, more than
	anything else, is what makes Kandy so very important across the island. In a multicultural country still working on how best to present itself, this particular legacy is enduringly important.
	It is, all the same, a city that demands your full attention if you are ever to get beneath its interminable congestion; edifices inspired by recent Soviet-style planning decisions; and traffic plans that donkeys could do better. As stressed pedestrians pirouette on impossibly narrow pavements, cars hoot past on wide roads, once shaded by mara trees – before health and safety got to work. If ever there is a city weeping for love and attention, for common sense and courteous urban planning, it is Kandy. It is a city that has fallen victim to the grim concerns of business, bureaucrats, traffic warlords, and the unfulfilled promises of passing politicians.
	TWO
	SHOP NOT
	Kandy is not a mecca for hardened shoppers. This most addictive of modern hobbies may have replaced religion in most other countries, but here, in this most religious of cities, it takes a back seat. Niche boutiques are few - though there is no shortage of shops stocked with the essentials. An old bazaar, the Kandy Bazaar, sells everything from bananas to bags, batiks to bangles. Kandy City Centre, a ten-storey mall built in an almost inoffensive architectural style in the city centre, offers a more sophisticated range of items.
	Bucking the trend is Waruna’s Antique Shop, a cavernous Aladdin’s Cave of marvellous discoveries, its shelves and drawers stuffed with ancient flags, wood carvings, paintings, jewellery, and curios.
	And then there is the very Sri Lankan approach to specialised products. Every so often, as you travel the island. You hit upon a village dedicated to the obsessive production of just one item.
	There is one that only does large ceramic pots. Another is lined with cane weavers.
	One, more perilously, is devoted to the creation of fireworks. Down south is one for moonstones; another for masks. And in Pilimathalawa, next to Kandy, is one dedicated to brass and copper. The ribbon village of shops and
	and workshops keep alive an expertise that goes back to the kings of Kandy, for whom they turned out bowls, ornaments, religious objects, and body decorations. Three hundred years later, the craftsman remains, melting and moulding, designing, decorating, stamping, sealing, engraving, and polishing.
	THREE
	OFF STREET SECRETS
	A surer path to satisfaction is to park your purse and your cravings for new clothes, shoes, phone accessories, or mass-manufactured ornaments and head to Kandy’s Royal Bar & Hotel. This old walawwa is typical of many of the buildings that haunt the city’s tiny, crowded streets, betraying, with hints of bashful sorrow, the still-remaining traces of striking 17th-, 18th-, and 19th-century vernacular architecture.
	Walauwas – or mansions, as they are called in the West – abound in the city, as Kandyan nobles set up their family residences as close to the royal palace as possible. Proximity is power - but after the king was deposed, this particular force lost its draw; and their city address became of diminishing importance.
	The city’s greatest walauwe is now The Queen’s Hotel. It was first turned into a mansion for the British Governors, before transcending into the hotel equivalent of an ageing maiden aunt, chasing an elusive restoration as an improvised Jane Austen bride might a suitor. Its unequalled site, on a corner overlooking both the temple, the lake, and the palace, makes you want to go round and round the block to take it all in properly.
	Many other such buildings hide down other city streets, balconies and verandas, screened windows, and opaque courtyards, squirrelled away secretly behind shop hoardings that have yet to be bettered anywhere on the island for
	their chronic ugliness. Kandy is nothing if not the most secretive of cities. Its wonders reveal themselves best to those who look most.
	“Secrets,” noted James Joyce, “silent, stony sit in the dark palaces of both our hearts: secrets weary of their tyranny: tyrants willing to be dethroned.”
	But Kandy’s many secrets, held by old families in lofty mansions high above the city, in the unspoken concerns of the people who walk its streets, may be weary now – but they are most unwilling ever to be dethroned. Like threads you pick at, they unwind from way, way back - to explain almost everything.
	Here, history is not dead, not even sleeping or dazed. It is instead ever on the lookout.
	Before you even get to the city’s colonial tribulations, still less its modern-day ones, its deeper history is a still more byzantine tale of competing plot lines in which kings, caste, money, and religion, complete with such complexity as to make the Human Genome Project look like a walk in the park.
	Its first line of kings from the Siri Sanga Bo family wrested the kingdom’s independence from an older Sri Lankan kingdom. But beset by forcible catholic conversions, fever, and internal strife, they petered out, exhausted and baffled, in 1609, barely a hundred years later.
	Its next kings, the Dinajara, came from an aristocratic hill-country family of 150 years. During this dynasty’s 150 year rule, the kingdom entered into what doctors sometimes refer to as Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID), the kings having to look defensively outwards against the encroaching colonists as well as inwards as a never-ending line of rebel princes, nobles, dissatisfied monks, put-upon peasants and angry matriarchs forced a spaghetti of shifting alliances that are all but impossible to track clearly. That it survived this long was a remarkable achievement in itself.
	Its last kings, the Nayakars, reigned for only 76 years. In a sense, they never really stood much of a chance. Coming from India, their rule was forever undermined by the unceasing power struggle they faced against the older established interests of the monks and nobles they inherited with their new kingdom.
	And yet, despite all this, the kingdom survived for 300 years, building out as an elegant capital in a web of tight streets around a vast new lake, surrounded by hills. It is said that nearly 500 historical buildings hide in plain sight in this way along city streets that still follow the old medieval grid that first encompassed the capital.
	To have progressed from a jungle to a city with quite so many significant buildings in barely
	300 years was remarkable. For most of Sri Lanka’s recorded history, progress itself, and all that came with it – writing, religion, architecture, war, kingdoms, trade - happened on its coastline and across the dry northern plains of the island. The centre – the highlands, with Kandy at its belly - was merely part of an impenetrable and economically irrelevant mass of mountains and moors. It was a useful place from which to capture elephants, hunt, and carry out a few aspects of horticulture. But that was about it.
	It took Sri Lanka’s rulers 19 centuries before they bothered to tame and colonise the interior seriously, the moment coming around 1357, when one of the descendant refugee kings of the Polonnaruwa kingdom set up a new, smaller kingdom in Dambadeniya, headquartered for a while in Kurunegala.
	This brought Kandy within reach. Within about a hundred years, the city gained its own first king when Vikramabahu declared UDI, seceding from his liege cousin, the Kotte king, and breaking away from his governorship of the region around 1469.
	Picture it: from that period until the kingdom’s fall in 1815, the city was deliberately locked in a narrow valley surrounded by hills, and those hills were themselves surrounded by taller mountains. It was a political and geographical arrangement that.
	certainly kept the kingdom safe. But in another sense, it was also like sending itself to jail, the city taking on some of those aspects that gated communities have today: insular, argumentative, with everyone knowing everything about one another.
	As the aristocratic classes blossomed, building their walauwe houses cheek by jowl close to the royal place, it became a petri dish for secrets and political rivalries, magnified many times over by the absence of any greater context than what was going on in the temple and palace. Hardly surprising, then, that secrets remain so deeply embedded in the city’s DNA.
	“Democratic socialist republic”, which Sri Lanka states it is in its current documentation, is also an oligarchy. Of the 100 or so families who dominate politics, administration, and business, almost half either come from Kandy or are related to such prominent Kandyan families as the Molligodas, Madugalles, Ehelepolas, Ratwattes, Weerasekeras, Pieris, and include ministers, MNPs, judges, generals, and such presidents as Sirimavo Bandaranaike. Many of those who can’t claim such links often keep houses in these areas.
	FOUR
	FINDING GOLD
	Nearly all of the city’s stunning and historic buildings hide down scruffy streets as enigmatic as the families who built them. Waluwa-spotting is a rewarding game to play in the city, though it is easier to detect public buildings - the wonderful, tormented art deco railway station, for example, Ehelepola Walauwa, now a wreck; the 1920 Post Office; the Dunuwille Walawwa, now the headquarters of the Kandy Municipal Council; or Giragama Walauwa, now given over to shops.
	A public building that especially stands out is the Kataragama Devalaya, a Hindu shrine built by an 18th-century Buddhist king.
	It is a perfect example of a rare surviving treasure – its architecture enlivened by the most intricate carvings, and colours chosen to banish grey forever. Still more dazzling is the nearby Pillaiyar Kovil, a Hindu temple dedicated to Ganesh, the elephant-headed son of Siva, and built by a Buddhist king for his Tamil devotee. Its Muslim equivalent is the arresting Red Mosque, built around 100 years ago with a candy-striped façade in reds and whites.
	Spotting hidden wonders like these is like playing hide and seek with a particular naughty child. You eventually get the hang of it. It is like coming out of a major cataract operation and seeing the world as it once was. Kandy has plenty of beauty to reveal to the patient eye.
	Up and alongside the Royal Palace is an antique road of street lawyers and notaries, their signs embossed with their professional achievements - and the chunky-as-chutney neo-classical mansion, now called the President's Pavilion, which waits, Miss Haversham-like, for the elusive head of state to drop by. Built in the late eighteenth century and embellished with a trowel in the nineteenth, it is a two-storey edifice with nine bays, sporting balustraded parapets and looking out over lawns and gardens forbidden to the public and rarely seen by anyone else either.
	Much more accessible, just down from this ghostly palace, is Kandy’s main Anglican Church, the Church of St Paul. The church’s terracotta bricks - now weathered to a red-ochre hue – have withstood more than the most expected tests of time.
	Just two years after its completion, it weathered the shattering 1848 Matale Rebellion – and then all the succeeding wars and insurrections that beset the island, protected by vast gates of wrought iron fabricated far away in Edwardian England. Inside the dimly lit church is a majestic pipe organ donated by Muslim businessmen from Bradford, a silver-gilt communion set gifted by the King of England – and a blazing 1874 stained glass window of the Crucifixion, the Ascension, the Angel in the Tomb, and the Nativity, the gift of a planter’s widow.
	The church itself was built in 1846. This, it turned out, was just two years before one of the most popular hymns in the Anglian songbook, Hymns Ancient & Modern, was first published. “All things bright and beautiful, All creatures great and small, All things wise and wonderful, The Lord God made them all,” was one of the Anglican faith’s catchiest songs, written by Mrs Cecil Alexander's for “Hymns for Little Children,” and published in that most revolutionary of years – 1848.
	Its accompanying music – the sort that, once in your head, never leaves it- propelled this modest number to worldwide fame, the score written by William Monk, better remembered for “Abide with Me.”So it is perhaps of little real surprise to come across Monk’s own grandson laid to rest in the graveyard adjacent to St Paul’s.
	The British Garrison Cemetery, created in 1817 - two years after the formal annexation of Kandy – is typical of many crumbling imperial graveyards found across Asia, their stones spelling out in the most personal of ways the story and behaviours of the British occupiers. This one is a home to almost two hundred souls, laid out like crazy paving, including John Robertson, the last European to be killed by a wild elephant in Ceylon, and the colonial ruler, Sir John D’Oyly, whose penchant for sarongs and beards made him the country’s first foreign.
	hippie. A visiting Englishman wrote that “a stranger visiting this spot would be charmed at the magnificent scenery which surrounds it. In this lonely spot lie many hundreds of kindly Scots, who cut off in the very prime and vigour of their manhood, sleep the sleep which knows no waking, under the rank weeds and wiry grasses which cover their neglected graves. Many a sad tale of hardship, agony, and pain could the tenants of these nameless graves tell, were they permitted to speak.”
	In equal sorrow - if not the same disorder - lie two hundred of the eighty-five million victims of World War Two, intombed in perfect order at the flawlessly maintained Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery. Ceylon escaped much of the horrors of that conflict but rather eccentrically found itself the location of Southeast Asia Command, set up in Kandy under Lord Mountbatten to be in overall charge of Allied operations.
	FIVE
	THE BUILDINGS OF BUSY KINGS
	Kipling believed that to understand a country and its history, you had to smell it. Yet the past is documented in so many other ways - in books, or architecture; in music or even food. In Sri Lanka, it is the temples that best hold its story. Even so, their stories, like their secrets, are often hard to capture, and harder still to comprehend. It is thought that there are well over 1,000 temples scattered in and around Kandy and its hinterland. Few are properly documented and remain secrets to all but the people living next to them. Each one would have once had a pivotal position in its society, its influence casting itself out like a fishing net to encompass the administration, governance, and politics of its local society in ways that are now long lost. To see such places today, shorn of all this context, is like being told something intimate and confidential but having little wherewithal to interpret their mystery properly.
	The island’s temples are far more than just places of worship. If you can read them correctly, you will read the true record of the land. They are garrulous witnesses to its kings and wars, its festivals and customs, everything,  in fact, that reflects the country’s life for over two thousand years. Many of the island’s greatest medieval and early modern temples lie in and around Kandy. And many of these were built or restored by Kirti Sri Rajasinha, the second Kandyan king from its third and final royal family, the Nayak Dynasty of Madurai,
	India. An especially passionate Buddhist devotee with a fondness for the religion’s more aristocratic expressions, he was responsible for reforms that did much to restore Buddhism, which had been badly damaged by the unrelenting forces of colonialism, especially at the time by the Dutch.
	Given Rajasinha’s many other challenges, including fighting the Dutch and suppressing serial internal rebellions, it is surprising that he was so successful in his religious priorities.
	To jump-start what was by then a most depleted Buddhist Sanga and to purge it of what he saw as practices inconsistent with the teachings of the Lord Buddha, he enlisted the help of Buddhist monks from Thailand. He backed the founding of what became the Siam Nikaya, which is now the largest of the two most prominent Buddhist chapters on the island.
	This most established of establishment orders is located at the Malwatu Maha Viharaya, a complex of temples and monasteries that were given the 14th-century pleasure gardens of the earliest Kandyan kings as their new address.
	Like the White House or the Vatican, Malwatu Maha is a power magnet, fusing religion and politics into such a certain draw that, should you ever have problems locating the President, important ministers, or notable figures.
	When visiting foreign dignitaries, ambitious politicians, or celebrities, there is a more than certain chance that you will find them queuing outside the doors of the chief prelate of the Chapter here.
	Barely five miles away from Malwatu Maha is another of Kirti Sri Rajasigha’s temples: the Galmaduwa, the loneliest temple in Kandy.
	Barely anyone goes there; indeed, it is not even a proper temple, its construction having been abandoned by the king whose busy mind had shifted from temple-making to fresco painting.
	Yet it is an arresting building, the most Hindu of Buddhist shrines with a high tapering gateway exactly like those used to highlight the entrances to temples across Tamil Nadu.
	The frescos the king abandoned Galmaduwa Viharaya for can be seen a mile or so up the road at the Degaldoruwa Raja Maha Vihara.
	With hindsight, the king’s change of priority was bang on, for the frescos that cover the walls of this temple are among the very greatest ever commissioned by any of the island’s kings.
	Despite being inevitably religious in character and told with due piety, the story of the Lord Buddha, their subtext, as well as their sheer artistry, mark them out as exceptional.
	Into their scenes are incorporated the images of their times – Portuguese firearms, for example, the uniformed attendants of the kings, processional elephants, fish, trees as stylised as corals, the inside of homes, flowers, furniture, coaches, queens, guest arrivals and dinner parties.
	SIX
	THE MASTERPEICES
	On the opposite, western side of Kandy are several other incomparable temples – albeit ones whose daily visitor numbers can be counted on the forlorn fingers of a single hand. The greatest by a whisker is the Lankatilaka Rajamaha, built around 1350 by the kings of Gampola, Versillian rulers with a reputation for enjoying all the finer points of culture.
	As the Black Death devastated distant Europe, Sri Lanka’s late-medieval kings enlisted the artistry of a Tamil architect renowned for his Hindu temples to create a Buddhist edifice that blended the Sinhalese architecture of the Polonnaruwa period with Dravidian and Indo-Chinese flourishes.
	It could have been a car crash or a building collapse; instead, Sthapati Rayar, the architect, pulled off a masterpiece. Elegant, highly incised white walls stretch into a roof of patterned tiles across three granite stories, the inside adorned with frescos.
	A few miles on is the Gadaladeniya Temple. Built around the same time as the Lankatilaka Rajamaha, by the same kings, to the design of another renowned Tamil architect, Ganes Varachari, this temple is, if anything, yet more distinctive, its Vijayanagar architecture blending Dravidian, Deccan, Islamic, Hindu and Rajput features with other more common Singhala qualities.
	Remarkable though these temples are, there is another that is yet more heart-stopping for its sheer, naked beauty. It is best appreciated – at first at least – from afar. Very afar. From the Presence Chamber in London’s Kensington Palace, in fact. For here, where English monarchs received foreign ambassadors, is a fireplace of limewood carvings and cherubs by Grinling Gibbons.
	No wood sculptors are the equal of this Michelangelo of woodcarving, who immortalised Restoration England and his patron, Charles II, with his “unequalled ability to transform solid, unyielding wood and stone into something truly ethereal.
	None - except one practising at a similar time in the middle of Sri Lanka - Delmada Devendra Mulachari. Mulachari is renowned for many things, but the rarest by far is Embekke Devale.
	A medieval masterpiece, the temple had withstood wars, weather and most especially the interminable conflict waged by the Portuguese and Dutch on the island’s last kingdom – in nearby Kandy.
	By the 1750s, it was in a sorry state, its dilapidated walls noted by the rising young artist, Mulachari, who lived nearby, his family, one of several Singhala artists from the South, having come north to seek work.
	Wood carver, sculptor, architect, and artist, Mulachari worked for the last three kings of Kandy, and most especially for Rajasinha. In this, the king was greatly helped by Mulachari, who built for him the Audience Hall and the Octagon in the Temple of the Tooth, and the Cloud Wall that surrounds its lake.
	Travellers, whether local or foreign, with a temple in mind, head with unfailing sureness to The Temple of the Tooth, and not Embekke Devale. Although just fifteen kilometres apart, the two temples are worlds apart in artistry. The Temple of the Tooth has a stolid, almost bourgeois respectability. By comparison, at Embekke Devale, you enter instead a magical world in which formality occupies but the smallest of parts.
	In every section, in every place, are the surviving 500 statues of the great artist, each a stroke of artistic genius in itself. Exquisitely carved models of entwined swans and ropes, mothers breastfeeding their children, double-headed eagles, soldiers, horses, wrestlers, and elephants – all of which validate why this temple is famed across Asia for its world-class carvings. But there is more. Fantasy intervenes. Erupting from a vein is a figure of a woman; a bird takes on human attributes, a sleight of hand reveals that an elephant is a bull; another, that it is a lion.
	SIX
	THE TEMPLE OF TEMPLES
	"For my ally is the Force, and a powerful ally it is," said Yoda in Star Wars. If measured simply by faith alone, nothing on the island, still less in Kandy, competes with the Temple of the Tooth, located in the centre of the city. Proof of its appeal is evident every year in the half million people who attend its 7-day Perehera, when the tooth is paraded through the town on the back of a large elephant.
	From Canada to Japan, several hundred million Buddhists watch the festival’s televised coverage. And every 16 years or so, a still more popular festival occurs when the tooth is uncovered and shown to its worshippers. In 2025, the last recorded event, almost 2 million people attended – around 20% of the island’s entire population.
	With crowds such as these, it is no surprise to learn how greatly the city’s economy depends on religion in one way or another. “Those who believe religion and politics aren't connected don't understand either,” remarked Mahatma Gandhi. Religion, money, politics, faith, power, and morality: in Kandy they dance around the same stupa – as they have always done.
	Within the temple’s grounds are also found all the structures and buildings of the island’s last royal palace. The whole complex merges one into the other, a confusion that makes clear that the unremitting opacity of the line between religion and state has always existed in the country.
	To most Sri Lankans, the Temple is holier even than St Peter’s is to Catholics and at least as sacred as the Kaaba’s Black Stone is to Muslims. Even so, it is merely the last and latest temple to give a home to the relic that makes it so important. The relic - said to be Lord Buddha’s left upper canine tooth - arrived on the island around 371 CE hidden in the hair ornamentation of an Indian princess.
	Almost immediately, it became the island’s most precious possession, legitimising the reign of kings and validating a priestly theocracy. Often on the move to escape war, capture, thieves, frenzied Catholics, rival warlords, or Tamil invaders, it lived in almost a dozen other temples in Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, and Dambadeniya, to Yapahuwa, Gampola, Avissawella, Kotte before coming to rest in Kandy.
	As a relic, it has plenty of competition. Scores of alternative artefacts assert a connection to Lord Buddha – including bowls, hairs, and bones. But the tooth is considered the most important, for it touched the words he uttered as he prayed. Across the world, thirty-two other places claim ownership of Buddha’s teeth. If all are credible, it would account for the teacher’s entire set - eight incisors, four canines, eight premolars, and twelve molars. But somehow, by dint of custom, history, worship, faith and record, the tooth now in Kandy is by far the
	The most celebrated one. And as for the tale that the original tooth was pounded to dust by the Portuguese Archbishop of Goa in a fit of excessive evangelical catholic excitement: well, no one really believes that.
	The relic’s continuing importance is evident in the fact that a victorious President or Prime Minister’s first call upon winning an election here is to the Temple of the Tooth. There, like hundreds of thousands of devotees, the winning leader receives a monkish blessing.
	For much of its existence, the temple has also been a target, destroyed by both the Portuguese and the Dutch; by weather, war, and insurrection; and the temple you visit today is in its fourth or fifth edition (depending on your definition of restoration).
	The building, designed in classic, gracious Kandyan style, has double-peaked tiled roofs underpinned by a panoply of pure gold and is surrounded by a golden fence. Elaborate frescoes adorn its walls. The chamber is richly decorated with elephants, guardian stones, and moonstones restored after LTTE bomb blasts.
	Seven caskets studded with gems and shaped like stupas fit one into another, the last holding the relic itself. Rituals are performed three times daily: at dawn, noon, and dusk. Once a week, the tooth is symbolically bathed in water.
	scented with herbs and flowers. And once a year, it is paraded through the city streets in a vast Perehera procession of elephants, priests, fire-eaters, dancers, and acrobats.
	The palace that surrounds the temple is a poignant shadow of its old self, the British having destroyed half of its buildings.
	Even so, the ones that remain are outstanding examples of the zen-like elegance of patrician hill country architecture, with wooden pillars, decorative carvings, distinctively pitched roofs, and walls and windows that open out interior spaces with so artful a restraint as to give the resulting light a unique and calming luminosity.
	This is most evident in the Royal Audience Hall, the Magul Maduwa, a wooden structure built by King Sri Vikrama Rajasinha in 1783.
	Much good it did him - for here it was, in 1815, that the Kandyan Convention was signed, brutally ending the island’s last kingdom.
	Unhappily, many of the palace’s buildings have become squats for lucky civil servants, their unbending bureaucratic domicile, twitching with room partitions, plastic furniture, and rusty fans, distorting most of the original architectural features that once made these buildings so exquisite.
	The stunningly graceful Ulpange, built in 1806 by King Sri Wickrama Rajasinha as a bathing pavilion for queens, is a police post. The Wadahindina Mandappe Audience Palace is home to the stuffed remains of Rajah, the chief elephant in the Kandy Perahera, who died in 1988, prompting a full day of national mourning.
	The Pattirippuwa, an immeasurably stylish octagonal pavilion, has been commandeered by a library. The King’s Palace, the Raja Wasala, is a Museum. The Queens' Chambers, the Meda Wasala, with its fetching courtyard and veranda, has been commandeered by the Department of Archaeology, and wild horses are not likely to drive them out. But at least the Maha Maluwa, the boundless terrace adjacent to Kandy Lake, has not been encroached upon; and at one end bears a stone memorial beneath which is buried the skull of Keppetipola Disawe, who led the failed rebellion against the British in 1818.
	EIGHT
	FROM REBEL TO HERO
	Keppetipola Disawe’s reputation grew greater in every year following his killing and especially in the years following Independence in 1948. Others had stood out against the British, but none with such public standing and few with such fatal results.
	His last hours were described by his improbable friend, Henry Marshall, a British government agent following the November 15, 1818, Court Martial that prescribed his execution.
	Marshall wrote: “Kneeling before the priest upon the threshold of the sanctuary, the repository of the Sacred Relic, the Chief detailed the principal meritorious actions of his life such as the benefits he had conferred on the priests, together with the gifts which he had bestowed on the temples and other acts of piety. He then pronounced the last wish, namely that in his next birth, he might be born in the mountains of the Himalayas and finally obtain nirvana.”
	In the oddest set of circumstances, his skull, following his execution, found its way to the Phrenological Society of Edinburgh. It took 136 years before it was returned to the city of his death to lie now beneath this monument overlooking the lake. High official, landowner, aristocrat, patriot, freedom fighter, Keppetipola’s life and death also show that he
	really was the hero he is considered to be today.
	The Sri Lankan Sunday Times reported later, “the skull, which was returned to Sri Lanka after yet another battle waged by the Keppetipola descendants, was transported on a gun carriage from Colombo port to Kandy and ceremonially interred amidst military honours on November 26, 1954, in a memorial which was constructed at the Kandy Esplanade opposite the Dalada Maligawa.”
	But if Keppetipola Disawe is the island’s most obvious state hero, the country’s folk hero is undoubtedly Sura Saradiel, a bandit and a gang leader from the nineteenth century. Dubbed Sri Lanka’s Robin Hood, Saradiel was hanged by the British on 7 May 1864 in Bogambara Prison, Kandy, along with his childhood friend, Mammale Marikkar - the last two people to be publicly executed.
	To the British, Saradiel was little more than a gangster, though today his exceptional good looks would have won him modelling and TV contracts aplenty.
	Dacoit though he may have been, his penchant for redistributing some of his stolen items amongst poor villagers won him, and wins him still, many fans.
	One of these has made him a love song in concrete, and he is recreating it in Saradiel Village. Located near his mother’s village and a few miles from Kandy on the Colombo road, this little fantasy hamlet is peopled with tableaus from the past: craftsmen and cooks, the hero’s family, farmers, a gypsy snake charmer; a coffee shop, toddy drinkers in a tavern; an astrologer’s house, workshops for carpenters and goldsmiths.
	It is perhaps no mere coincidence that two such famous rebels should have come from around Kandy.
	The British annexation of the kingdom in 1815 entirely failed to seal the deal. Keppetipola was no lone wolf. His leadership of the 1817 Uwa-Wellassa Uprising, or Great Liberation War, as it is also known, gained the support of numerous other Kandyan chiefs – and, for a moment, British control was almost broken.
	The shattering scorched earth policy pursued by the British colonial government after the war was responsible for thousands of deaths and the economic destitution of huge areas of the hill country.
	But things did not end there. Just 30 years later in Matale, just up the road from Kandy, a second massive uprising broke out as poor farmers objected to the sweeping land reforms that were dispossessing them.
	Once again, British control over the country hung in the balance. Kandy and the hill country’s guardianship of Singhala independence may have been defeated – but it was not dead. It merely hid, waiting for the chance to break free.
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