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1 N BET w E EN MY two trips to Batti, I headed up-country from 

Colombo to Kandy on New Year's Eve. The govemment had just 

finished building a Golden Canopy over the sacred Temple of the 

Tooth and was celebrating with a daylong series of dedication cere­

monies and processions. Said to be a bicuspid of the Lord Buddha 

himself, the tooth relic was perhaps the most enduring sign of the 

continuing role that religion had in legitimizing secular power. Ac­

cording to legend, the relic was spirited out of India by a beautiful 

princess who had hidden it in her hair when forces hostile to Bud­

dhism tried to crush the religion in the fourth century A.D. 

The tooth was considered a symbol of the Buddha's righteous­

ness, and in ancient times the mere possession of it was enough to 

confer legitimacy on the king. Conversely, without the tooth no king 

could command a mandate. As a result, it was fought over constantly. 

In the Great Rebellion of 1818 against British rule, British cap­

ture of the tooth relic was a great victory, signalling that the British 

were fated to rule Ceylon. While the disestablishment of Buddhism 

caused the relic to lose its official aura, as Sinhalese Buddhist nation­

alism mounted, the tooth relic regained its lost force. It was now 

symbolic of an idea of national sovereignty that was exclusively 

Sinhalese. "As long as our great shrines such as that of the sacred 

tooth relic exist on the soil of this island," a leading archconservative 
















