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The Mataya festival is one of the most prominent, significant, and unique festivals in the Newar 
Buddhist tradition, celebrated annually during the auspicious month of Gunla Dharma. Mataya is 
commonly and literally translated into English as “Light Pilgrimage,” as participants in the 
pilgrimage customarily carry butter or wax lamps while visiting the four important Asokan Stupas, 
as well as various bahas, bahis, caityas, stupas, and other sacred sites around the city of Lalitpur. 
Before delving into the details of Mataya and the two other related pilgrimage festivals—Bogi 
Wanegu and Ganesa Puja—it is appropriate to first introduce the Gunla festival.  
 
 
Gunla Dharma 
 
Gunla Dharma holds deep spiritual significance for Newar Buddhists, much like Yarne does for 
Tibetan Buddhists and Varsavasa for Theravada Buddhists. This sacred month extends from the 
first day of the bright half of the month of Sravana to the end of the dark half of Bhadra and is 
marked by special religious observances and fasts, primarily in honor of Sakyamuni Buddha. 
According to Newar Buddhist tradition, it was on the full moon day of Sravana that Buddha 
attained enlightenment, triumphed over the Maras, and delivered his first sermon in the deer park 
of Sarnath. As mentioned earlier, the observance of Gunla Dharma also reflects the ancient 
Buddhist monastic tradition of the monsoon retreat (Varsavasa), a three-month period when 
Bhiksus would pause their wandering due to the inclement weather and live in community. 
 
For the Newar Buddhist community, especially those residing in Kathmandu, the month of Gunla 
centers around Svayambhu. Every morning, people from all classes, particularly Vajracaryas, 
Sakyas, Udas, and Jyapus, can be seen making their way to Svayambhu, accompanied by the 
sounds of drums and cymbals, to perform puja and recite bhajanas at dawn. Throughout the day 
and into the evening, lectures and sermons on the Dharma are given at Svayambhu. Additionally, 
festivals like Pancadana take place during this month. 
 
It is customary during Gunla for the recitation of the nine Vaipulya Dharmas, which form the 
Dharma mandala in Newar Buddhism, to occur in Baha, bahis, and even in individual homes. 
These nine texts are the Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita Sutra, Gandavyuha Sutra, Dasabhumisvara 
Sutra, Samadhiraja Sutra, Lankavatara Sutra, Saddharmapundarika Sutra, Suvarnaprabhasa Sutra, 
Lalitavistara Sutra, and Tathagataguhyaka Sutra (now often replaced by the Guhyasamaja Tantra). 
According to Ratnakaji Bajracharya, the name "Gunla" is derived from these nine Vaipulya Sutras, 
which are recited in different Baha and bahis during this month. Additionally, "Gunla" is also 
associated with the traditional name "Syangu," which refers to the Svayambhu Mahacaitya.  
  
The inhabitants of the Kathmandu Valley observe and celebrate Gunla Dharma in their own unique 
ways. During the month of Gunla, various festivals, religious rituals, and ceremonies are held. 
Among these, Mataya stands out as the most significant, with exclusive celebrations in Lalitpur, 
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including events like Yala Pancadana, Bahidyo Boyegu, lucidya thayegu and others. The 
pilgrimage tours related to Mataya include Bogi Wanegu and Ganesa Puja. During the Bogi 
Wanegu tours, a traditional horn trumpet known as Nyeku Baja in Nepal Bhasa is used. The 
Sringabheri Avadana references the immense and inconceivable merit gained from the caitya 
worship accompanied by the playing of musical instruments, including the buffalo horn trumpet.  
 
 
Sringabheri Avadana 
 
According to the Sringabheri Avadana, Sakyamuni Buddha explained to Sariputra the immense 
and inconceivable merits that can be attained by worshipping and blowing the horn trumpet in 
front of the Caityas, specially during the month of Sravana and Kartika. The Lord Buddha went 
on to explain the teachings of Vipasvi Buddha, whom Prince Puspaketu encountered in the city of 
Bandhumati. According to these teachings, during these two months, if one performs a ritual bath 
in the morning and then circumambulates caityas or viharas while playing drums, cymbals, and 
blowing horns, they will accumulate good fortune and religious merit in this life and be reborn 
into a noble family in the next.. If one circumambulates the caitya while blowing horns and then 
offers gifts in the name of the deceased, they will avoid unfavorable destinies and be reborn into a 
noble family. Moreover, anyone who sits in front of a caitya, seeks refuge in the Triratna with a 
purified mind, will either attain supreme enlightenment or be reborn in heaven as Indra, the King 
of Gods. Similarly, if one whitewashes a caitya with lime, decorates it with flags and garlands, and 
worships with a fivefold offering (pañcopacara puja), they will accumulate a great deal of religious 
merit. To illustrate his point, Buddha shared the story of King Simhaketu and Queen Suraksini, 
ruling over the Kingdom of Sashiketu. King Suvarnaketu, who had committed numerous sins by 
killing many animals during his hunting sprees, was reborn as a buffalo due to his evil deeds. In 
contrast, the queen was reborn as a princess named Rupavati because of her virtuous actions. 
Unaware that the buffalo was her former husband, Rupavati took care of it and led it into the forest. 
 
One day, Bodhisattva Suparaga revealed to Rupavati that the buffalo was her previous husband 
and foretold that it would be killed by wild animals in the jungle. As predicted, the buffalo was 
indeed killed. Following the Bodhisattva's instructions, Rupavati built a caitya on one of the 
buffalo's horns and worshipped it while blowing the other horn and reciting “Refuge in the three 
jewels viz. Buddha, Dharma and Sangha (Skt: triratna saranam) for a month. Her devotion led to 
the miraculous appearance of a bejeweled caitya in the sky, emitting radiant light in all directions. 
Overwhelmed with reverence, Rupavati folded her hands and gazed skyward. The bejeweled caitya 
then descended to the earth and merged with the sand caitya that held the buffalo's bones. As the 
two caityas combined, a young man, who was her husband in his previous life, emerged from the 
caitya, and the couple was reunited. This story was originally narrated by Vipasvi Buddha and later 
declared by Sakyamuni Buddha.  
 
   
Bogi Wanegu  
 
A few days before the Mataya pilgrimage tour festival begins, the Bogi pilgrimage starts on the 
first day (Paru) of the waxing half of the ninth month (Gunlathva) in the Nepal Sambat calendar.  
Specifically, any community in a locality can embark on a Bogi pilgrimage tour, regardless of 
whether their locality is hosting the Mataya festival or not. Pilgrims visit Viharas and stupas early 
in the morning, completing their pilgrimage to 10 Viharas and 4 stupas within four or five days. 
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The pilgrimage tour continues until the shadow cast by the morning sun appears because it is 
generally believed that the pilgrim must not trample over the shadow of Caityas and continue his 
journey the next day. The Bogi pilgrimage tour must conclude before the date of Pancadana. Bogi 
is a corrupted version of the term ‘Buddhagita’,meaning ‘Hymns to the Buddha’, which are 
chanted during the worship and circumambulation of Caityas. The musical instruments played 
during the pilgrimage include Gunla drums (Dhah), more than fourteen new musical instruments 
(Navabaja), and especially the horn trumpet (Nyeku Baja), which resonates with the invocation 
“Refuge in the Triple Gem viz. Buddha, Dharma and Sangha (Triratna sarana)”  
   
 
Mataya and Its Eve 
 
As a precursor to the Mataya pilgrimage tour the following day, Newar Buddhist devotees and 
practitioners visit the Four Asokan Stupas early in the morning to accumulate merit and ensure a 
good rebirth for themselves and the deceased, while avoiding bad rebirths. According to 
Svayambhu Mahacaitya, Emperor Asoka visited Nepal during the reign of the Kiranti King 
Sthunko in 250 BC. He was filled with joy when he glimpsed the majestic Sri Svayambhu, the 
primordial leader of all Caityas, perched upon Samhengu Hill from afar. Upon reaching the top of 
the hill, he circumambulated the caitya in reverence, reciting praises he had learned from his 
teacher Upagupta: "Great! Great! O Svayambhu Great Caitya, founder of Nepal Mandala, you are 
great indeed!" During his time in Nepal, he visited many famous tirthas and recognized Lalitpur 
as a beautiful and sacred city, deciding to stay there for a while. In honor of his visit, he erected 
four large stupas in the four cardinal directions of the city, symbolizing the four Yugas, which still 
stand today as living testaments to his presence. 
 

1. The Stupa At Pulchowk to the West - Erected on the Trayodasi day of the dark half of the 
Sravana month (August), on the foothills of Silapura Danagiri (Pulchowk), 
commemorating the Satya Yuga (The Age of Truth) 

2. The Stupa at Teta to the east of the Lalitpur city - Erected at Teta on the full moon day of 
the dark half of Magha (February), commemorating the Tretayuga. 

3. The Stupa at Ibahi to the north - Erected by the bank of Bagmati river on the third day of 
the dark half of the Vaisakh month (April), commemorating the Dvapara Yuga. 

4. The Stupa at Lagankhel to the south - Erected on open ground at Lagankhel on the ninth 
day of the dark half of the Kartika month (November), commemorating the advent of the 
Kali Yuga (the Dark or Degenerate Age). 

 
Some historians believe that the giant caitya at Pimbaha, located beside the Pimbaha pond in 
Lalitpur, should be recognized as representing the center of Lalitpur, complementing the four other 
stupas mentioned earlier. Other historians argue that the mound at Patuka, Lalitpur, is actually the 
remnants of the main stupa.  
 
The following day, the Mataya or Lamp pilgrimage tour takes place, which is the most significant 
of all the festive ceremonies. Mataya is also known as Sringa Bheri, or Dipa Jatra. The name 
"Mataya" comes from two Newari words: "Mata," meaning "Light," and "Ya," a short form of 
"yatra," meaning "Travelling." Thus, Mataya means "Travelling with Lights." This festival, part of 
the annual cycle of events, serves as a local pilgrimage and plays a vital role in preserving the 
cultural heritage of the Kathmandu Valley. As mentioned earlier, this festival is celebrated on the 
second day of the waning half of Bhadra. 
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Participants in the Mataya pilgrimage tour pray for their deceased relatives and loved ones, hoping 
they will avoid evil realms and attain a good rebirth, or even be reborn in the Sukhavati heaven of 
Amitabha Buddha. Mataya is primarily a group pilgrimage through various Bahas, Bahis, Stupas, 
Caityas, and holy sanctuaries in Lalitpur city, where participants offer worship to Buddhas, 
Bodhisattvas, and Caityas. The pilgrimage tour attracts participants not only from Lalitpur but also 
from Kathmandu, Bhaktapur, and even remote areas, sometimes gathering between 3,000 to 5,000 
people, although participation has declined in recent years. 
 
Participants gather in the organizer's area early in the morning, often before dawn, and continue 
walking until 6 or 7 in the evening. Although Mataya is celebrated only in various localities of 
Lalitpur, it has become one of the major festivals in the Kathmandu Valley. Each year, the Mataya 
pilgrimage tour festival is organized by a different one of ten localities (toles) in Lalitpur, which 
are: 1) Nakabahil, 2) Mangalbazar, 3) Cakrabahil, 4) Ikhaachen, 5) Bubahal, 6) Haugal, 7) 
Okubahal, 8) Ikhalakhu, 9) Kwobahal, and 10) Saugal. 
 
Devotees participating in the Mataya pilgrimage tour offer a variety of items, including wicks, 
incense, nevaidya, confectioneries, ghee, butter lamps, camphor, coins, vermillion powder, 
uncooked rice, flowers, tika marks, and myrobalan to Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Caityas, and other 
temples. These offerings are made in dedication to deceased neighbors and relatives, with the hope 
that they may be reborn in favorable realms. Some participants join the pilgrimage tour for the 
enjoyment of the event, while others bring feast materials and spices. There are also those who 
purify themselves, abstain from meals for the entire day, and prostrate at every caitya, Buddha, 
Bodhisattva, and holy site along the Mataya route. 
 
This is particularly a Patan celebration and takes its name mataya from the lighted tapers most 
participants carry. It is restricted to men, who rush by the hundreds in a breathless procession from 
dawn to dark, paying their respects and leaving token offerings at all the important Buddhist sites 
of the city. They wear the traditional Nepali white Daura Suruwal outfit, walking barefoot with a 
Nepali cap and a wax candle in hand. As they move, small bells attached to their feet create a 
distinctive musical sound. Nowadays, young women also participate in this traditional attire. Most 
participants wear elaborate or amusing costumes-a clown, a mendicant Siva in a tiger skin, a group 
masked and dressed like women, another group gowned as the Five Tathagatas, and often an entire 
guthi association identically costumed. A number of men who have suffered a death in the family 
during the year perform a special penance by undertaking the day-long ceremony fasting and naked 
except for a loin cloth and a cummerbund. At each of the scores of sacred sites they prostrate 
themselves in the dust, until by sundown they can barely rise to continue the final sites. 
 
Some participants don skeleton masks or female costumes, joining the pilgrimage tour at various 
points. They entertain spectators with props like wooden snakes and musical instruments, 
performing as clumsy clowns and symbolic demons (Mara) who once tried to disrupt Sakyamuni 
Buddha's meditation. 
 
The Mataya festival also serves as a public display of traditional music, featuring instruments like 
the Dha Khin and the many new musical instruments (Nava Baajaa). 
 
In Buddhism, Lord Siva or Mahadeva is considered one of the protector deities. The inclusion of 
Lord Siva in this pilgrimage tour can be linked to the Karandavyuha Sutra. In this text, it is 
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mentioned that Lord Siva sought teachings from Lord Buddha, who not only provided him with 
instructions but also foretold that Siva would eventually attain full enlightenment as a Tathagata, 
taking the name Bhasmesvara. In a Jnanamala song, he is portrayed as welcoming Lord Buddha 
upon his return to Lumbini, Nepal, his birthplace and hometown, by beating his drum. The song 
begins with the words, "Victory and Salutations to Lord Buddha who is coming to Lumbini... ‘Jaya 
nama sri Buddha Bhagavan, Lumbini Vanasa Bijyata...’” The song also describes Brahma, Vishnu, 
Sarasvati, Lakshmi, and others welcoming Lord Buddha in their own unique ways. It is believed 
that Lord Shiva also embarks on a pilgrimage to circumambulate the Buddha, represented by the 
Caitya, a tradition said to have originated during the Buddha's time. During the Mataya pilgrimage 
tour, the protector deity Mahadeva must adhere to certain precepts. He walks barefoot throughout 
the entire journey, wearing a tiger skin loincloth, playing his drum and making offerings to every 
caitya or deity he encounters on the Mataya pilgrimage route.   
 
The Mataya festival is held to commemorate Lord Buddha's victory over Mara. According to 
David Gellner (Monks, Householder and Tantric Priest), the traditional date for celebrating 
Buddha’s attainment of enlightenment aligns with the Mataya festival. The Lalitavistara sutra 
describes how, on the full moon day of Sravana, Lord Buddha was deeply absorbed in meditation 
when four types of demons approached to disturb him. Buddha overcame all four Maras: the Mara 
of Aggregates (skandha mara), the Mara of Defilements (klesa mara), the Mara of Death 
(mrtyumara), and the devaputra mara. He defeated the devaputra mara (Mara of Desire) on the 
full moon day of Sravana, the skandha mara the following day (Gaijatra), and on the second day 
of the waning half of Sravana. In spite of their indefagitable efforts, the Maras could not distract 
Sakyamuni Buddha from his spiritual pursuit to perfect enlightenment. Eventually they accepted 
their complete defeat and are bound to respect the awesome power of Lord Buddha. That is called 
“Victory over Maras (Maradharsana)” and is one of the twelve principal deeds of Lord Buddha.  
 
According to Wright’s chronicle, Lichchavi King Gunakamadeva, (the grandson of King 
Balarchana Deva) was the first king who instituted the tradition of Mataya Festival together with 
Sringabheri Jatra.. During the reign of King Siddhi Narsingh Malla of Lalitpur, the country faced 
severe natural disasters. Driven by faith and devotion, Siddhi Narsingh Malla undertook a 
pilgrimage journey, circumambulating Caityas, Gods, Goddesses, Bahas, and Bahis, and playing 
more than fourteen new musical instruments (navabaja) to seek relief from the calamities. His 
efforts were successful, and the disasters ceased. Following consultations with Raj Guru 
Vajracaryas, he decided to establish the Mataya festival as an annual event. He instructed the 
people of ten localities to organize the Mataya festival on a rotating basis.  
 
Originally, Mataya was not referred to as Nyeku Jatra, and its textual reference is not found in the 
Sringabheri Avadana. During the entire Mataya pilgrimage procession, no Mataya pilgrim is seen 
blowing a buffalo horn. Therefore, calling it Nyeku Jatra Mataya is entirely misleading. 
Furthermore, Mataya is not a Jatra in the strictest sense of the word. Bajra Raj Shakya explains 
that a Jatra refers to any festival that involves the pulling or carrying of a chariot that houses a 
deity.  According to Lok Ratna Shakya, it is Siddhi Narasimha Malla himself who introduced the 
term "Nyeku Jatra" in front of Mataya, renaming it the Nyeku Jatra Mataya festival. The term 
Nyeku Jatra may derive from the procession that occurs after the Mataya pilgrimage tour 
concludes. Specifically, in the evening, musical experts from the host locality travel through the 
main crossroads of Lalitpur's key cities—those traversed by the Mataya pilgrims—playing buffalo 
horns and beating traditional drums known as damokhin in Nepalbhasa.  
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Ganesa Puja 
 
In line with the annual tradition, the Ganesa Puja procession is organized by the host locality 
(Tole), with a lot of participants. They visited over 63 Ganesa temples scattered throughout 
Lalitpur city. It is customary to hold the Ganesa Puja procession four days after the Mataya festival. 
Specifically, participants in the procession offer the main ingredients required to create a large 
mound of Samaya Baji items in front of the Ganesa shrine or statues. 
 
In Newar Buddhism, Ganesa is viewed as a protector deity, sharply distinguished from the Hindu 
Ganesa, who is considered the son of Lord Siva and Parvati. The Newar Buddhist version of 
Ganesa has twelve arms, and notably, laddu (a type of sweet confectionery) is not included in his 
worship. This form of Ganesa, known as Twelve-Armed Ganesa, is depicted as white and in a 
dancing posture (ardhaparyanka tandava). His right hands hold a kuthat, arrow, goad, vajra, 
sword, and sula, while his left hands carry a musala, chapa, khatvanga, asrika, skull cup, and 
kapalaphatka. This unique representation is highly revered among Newar Buddhists. A caryagita 
dedicated to Adi Ganesa is still performed by Vajracarya during ganacakra ceremonies. In the 
Tibetan Sakyapa tradition, the twelve-armed red Ganesa is recognized as one of the dharmapala 
deities, with descriptions in Sadhanamala matching the Newar Buddhist depiction. Before 
beginning any Newar Buddhist (Vajrayana) rituals, it is essential to honor and worship Ganesa as 
a witness. The main reason behind honoring Ganesh in every Buddhist activity can be found in 
Svayambhu Purana. According to that text, Vignantaka instructed Acarya Oddiyanacarya to 
respect Sri Ganesa when he perform any kind of activity or ceremony otherwise, he would have to 
face disturbances from him. According to Hem Raj Shakya (Svayambhu Mahacaitya), the 
Svayambhu jungle is considered to be the outer limits of the Dharmadhatu Mandala. Ganapati or 
Ganesa then represent the outermost group of deities, including Brahma, dwelling at the steps 
outside the Dharmadhatu caitya. They are intended as gatekeepers to curb the onslaught of different 
types of demons or obstacles if any cropping up from outside.  
 
Particularly before events like Budha Jamko, marriage ceremonies, and similar occasions, Newar 
Buddhists visit a Ganesa temple to offer prayers, seeking his blessings for a smooth and obstacle-
free ceremony. Once the ceremony has been successfully completed, it is customary for them to 
return to the temple to express their heartfelt gratitude to Ganesa. Similarly before the Mataya 
procession begins, Newar Buddhists traditionally worship Ganesa, praying for a smooth and 
obstacle-free celebration. Since the Mataya procession was completed without any hindrances, this 
is a day of thanksgiving to the Twelve-Armed Adi Ganesa for successfully making the festival go 
off without issues. As a result, a grand procession was held by the host locality following the 
Mataya celebration to express gratitude to Ganesa. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Newar Buddhism which features both form of Mahayana Buddhism, Sutrayana and Vajrayana is 
a unique tradition in that it has not only colorful rituals exclusive to it but also festivals and 
practices based on Mahayana Sutras, Tantras and Avadanas. Newar Buddhism is often 
misunderstood as a tradition that is not connected to mainstream Buddhism. However, this is a 
misconception because those who practice or experience Newar Buddhism recognize that it is 
deeply rooted in mainstream Mahayana Buddhism, with Sravakayana as its foundational vehicle. 
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One such practice is Gunla Dharma, which is comparable to the Rainy Season Retreat in the 
Sravakayana tradition, as observed in Theravada Buddhism and Yarne in the Tibetan Buddhism. 
Among the manifold Buddhist practices engaged in during the month of Gunla, Mataya is both a 
Buddhist practice for accumulating merit and a festival that is connected to two other practices: 
Bogi Wanegu, which takes place before the Mataya festival, and Ganesa Puja, which follows it. 
This article examines all three of these Buddhist events, while also introducing the month of Gunla 
Dharma, during which these festivals occur in succession. It also includes a summary of the 
Sringabheri Avadana, which serves as a literary source for the caitya worship practices of Bogi 
wanegu (Bogi Pilgrimage tour), accompanied by the sound of the buffalo horn trumpet. It is 
unfortunate that many participants in the Mataya or Bogi rituals are becoming increasingly 
unaware of their Buddhist significance. Some individuals join these events solely because a family 
member has passed away this year, while others participate merely for enjoyment or celebration. 
This article, though brief, aims to enlighten them about the true meaning of Gunla, Bogi, Mataya, 
and the Ganesa puja procession. Although it cannot be claimed that this article is perfect and fully 
academic, it still gives ample information to both researchers and practitioners of Newar 
Buddhism.    
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