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Editor’s Note

To our esteemed readers,

November, 2013

This month, Hindus all over the world are
celebrating Deepavali, the Festival of Lights. For
over five days, devotees will light lamps, clean their
houses, and greet their family, neighbors, and
friends to celebrate the victory of Lord Krishna over
the demon Narakasura.

Festivals, such as Deepavali, keep us anchored to
our families and customs. In essence, these festivals
teach us values and morals through the celebration
of our cultures. With each annual celebration, we
spend time with our families and friends and learn
from them.

In the same way, the monuments left behind by
our ancestors, also explain our history. From the
Gal Vihara at Polonnaruwa to the Shwedagon
Pagoda in Yangon and the evolution of the Kandyan
dress, we understand the reasons behind the actions
of our ancestors.

We hope that reading these articles will encourage
you to further learn about the celebrations of diverse
cultures and the monuments that surround you.

Happy reading and safe journeys!
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Shwedagon Pagoda

Gleaming in gold and decorated
with diamonds, the huge Shwed-
agon Pagoda, officially titled as
Shwedagon Zedi Daw and known
as Golden Pagoda in English, is
a spectacular work of Burmese
temple architecture. The Shwed-
agon Pagoda, also referred to as
Showe Dagon Pagoda or Shwed-
agon Paya, is said to enshrine the
strands of Buddha’s hair and other
holy relics. It is located west of the
Royal Lake on 114 -acre Singuttara
Hill in Yangon, Myanmar.




he Shwedagon Pagoda is one of the

most sacred Buddhist sites in Myan-
mar. The pagoda is covered with hundreds
of gold plates and the top of the stupa is en-
crusted with 4,531 diamonds, the largest of
which is a 72 carat diamond.

Archaeologists estimate that Shwedagon
was first built sometime between the 6th
and 10th centuries AD. The pagoda emerges
from legend into history in 1485 and evi-
dence of this is provided by the dating of an
inscription near the top of the eastern stair-
way.

It was around this time that the tradition of
gilding the stupa began. Queen Shinsawbu,
who ruled Myanmar from 1453 to 1472,
provided her own weight in gold which was
made into a gold leaf and used to cover the
surface of the stupa. The queen’s son-in-
law, Dhammazedi, offered four times his
own weight, plus that of his wife, in gold
and provided the above mentioned 1485
inscription. It has been rebuilt many times
~since then due to earthquakes. The current
structure dates from its rebuilding under
King Hsinbyushin in 1769.

After the first Anglo-Burmese War in
1824, British troops occupied the Shwed-
agon Pagoda complex. In 1852, during the
second war, the British occupied the pagoda
for 77 years and pillaged its treasures. In
1871, King Mindon Min from Mandalay
provided a new decorative top. As a symbol
of national identity, the Shwedagon Pagoda
was the scene of much political activity dur-
ing the Myanmar independence movement
in the 20th century. Amazingly, the huge
earthquake of 1930 caused only minor dam-
age to the Yangon stupa. But the following
year, it suffered from a disastrous fire. After
a minor earthquake in 1970, the main stupa
was fully refurbished.

The great Shwedagon Pagoda stands
on a platform covering over 5 hectares on
a hill 58m above sea-level. It can be seen
from virtually anywhere in the city, and the
citizens of Yangon literally live out their

% kaLakesar
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everyday lives in its shadow. There are four covered
walkways that lead up to the pagoda’s platform.
Both the southern and northern entrances have the
choice of an elevator or stairs; the western entrance
has escalators instead of stairs and is the only en-
trance without vendors. The eastern stairway has
the most authentic ambience, as it passes monaster-
ies and vendors selling monastic necessities.

The platform is full of glittering, colorful stupas,
but the huge main stupa is the center of attention for
most pilgrims. A mat pathway has been laid around
it to protect the bare feet of the visitors from burn-
ing on the hot marble platform. The stupa is com-
pletely solid, every inch covered in gold, and the
upper parts studded with diamonds totaling over
2,000 carats.

The main stupa is supported on a square plinth
that stands 6.4m above the platform, setting it apart
from the other stupas. On this raised platform are
smaller stupas: large ones on the four cardinal di-
rections, medium ones at the four corners, and 60
small ones around the perimeter. With the per-
mission of the pagoda trustees, men may climb
up onto the plinth terrace, which is about 6m
wide, to meditate.

The large platform that supports the great
stupa contains a variety of other stupas, prayer
halls, sculptures and shrines.

Rising from the base are three terraces,
followed by octagonal sections, and then
five circular bands. Together these parts
add up to 30m in height and make the
transition from the square base to the
round elements above. The stupa’s
great bell is covered in gold
leaf and is re-gilded every

year. The shoulder of the bell is decorated with 16
“flower” shapes. The bell is topped by an “inverted
bowl” shape and above this are the moldings and
“lotus petals” - a band of down-turned petals fol-
lowed by a band of up-turned petals.

The final element of the stupa itself is the “banana
bud,” which is covered with 13,153 plates of gold
as opposed to the gold leaf of the lower sections,
each measuring 30sq cm.

Topping the stupa is the spectacular spire
decoration which has seven tiers. Made of iron and
covered in gold plates, it weighs well over a ton.
To this is added gold bells, silver bells and various
jewellery.

The highest tier carries a flag and turns with the
wind. It is gold and silver-plated and studded with

1,100 diamonds that total 278 carats, plus 1,383
other precious stones.
At the very top of the spire is the diamond orb

- a hollow gold sphere studded with 4,351 dia-

monds totaling 1,800 carats. On the very tip rests

a single 76-carat diamond.

Shwedagon is located to the north of central
Yangon between People’s Park and Kandaw-
gyi. An admission fee must be paid to enter.
This admission fee which goes to the govern-
ment, includes a lift ride to the raised platform
of the stupa. Of course, like most local visi-
tors, one can walk up the long graceful en-
trances, by far the more exciting method
of entry. There is also a $5 camera fee.
The Shwedagon Pagoda is governed
by a Board of Trustees which is re-
sponsible for the oversight of the

pagoda. iﬁ
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cious moments to mark and symbolize luck and
happiness. Preparing and serving kiribath has be-
come a very important aspect of the Sinhala and
Tamil New Year. This is the first meal cooked and
served soon after the dawn of New Year. Most
people prepare this dish on the first day of every
month and year in order to start off the New Year
with good luck. The dish is also served at wed-
dings and opening ceremonies. This is also a tra-
ditional breakfast in Sri Lanka.

Grain rice, thick coconut milk, water, and salt
are generally used to prepare kiribath. First, the
rice is washed and cleaned before it is put to boil
in water. After a few minutes, coconut milk and
salt are added. Then, it is left to cook until all the
milk is absorbed by the rice. Once cooked, the
rice is transferred onto a large plate or dish, and
while still warm, flattened and cut into diamond-
shaped pieces.

The diamond shaped kiribath pieces are nor-
mally served with side dishes such as Lunu Miris,

Kiribath

Kiribath, which literally translates to milk (kiri)
rice (bath), is a traditional Sri Lankan dish pre-
pared by cooking rice with coconut milk. In Tamil,
it is known as paalchoru (paal - milk, choru — rice).
This traditional dish is prepared in almost all house-
holds in Sri Lanka.

Kiribath is unique to the island’s cuisine. There
are several varieties of kiribath especially mung ata

kiribath, where green gram is added, and the deli- Seeni Sambol, or Katta Sambol, which are spicy.
cious imbul kiribath, with its center filled with co- It can also be eaten with banana, sugar or jaggery,
conut and jaggery. The exact place of origin of this which are sweet. During special occasions, this
dish is not known. simple thick rice is served along with sweet items

The preparation of the dish occurs during auspi- like Kevum, Kokis, and Athirasa. ﬁ
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The Grandeur of the

andyan

andy, situated in the central province of the island of

Sri Lanka approximately 129 km away from
Colombo, is a place of great historical and cultural
significance. At the dawn of the 15™ century, the
Portuguese arrived on the island. Subsequently, the Dutch
and English colonized Sri Lanka during the 17" century
until the 19" century. Although much of the island came
under the domain of European powers, the interior, up
country region of the island remained independent, with
its capital in Kandy.

The arrival of the Europeans played a huge part in
cultural changes and a new Sri Lankan middle class, who
favored western culture and ideology, eventually formed.
The European dress code adopted by this new class
changed the traditional concepts of Sri Lankan society.
This led traditional upper class Sri Lankan families to
develop a better dress code, and the result was the
Kandyan dress design, which combined Sri Lanka’s rich
cultural heritage and style.

In the ancient times, only the kings and his immediate
family had the privilege of wearing what is known as the
nilame dress. The colours of the dress describe the
wearer’s designation and status in society. For instance,
red represented the king.

The king’s ministers and other officials also had
uniforms reflecting their designations and status.
However, their clothes looked less exclusive and more
ordinary than the attire used by the royal family.

In the 19* century, the nilame attire was reserved only
for the most upper class and traditional families. They
wore them at special occasions such as weddings and
cultural and religious events as a symbol of family status.



Earlier the Kandyan dress
design was specially made by
tailors who came down from
South India during the Nay-
akka period (1739 — 1815).
These tailors kept the art of
making these distinctive
clothing styles a secret. How-
ever, the Indian tailors ob-
tained assistance from local
men, and over time the local
tailors acquired the art to a
certain extent and began to
sew and create the designs
themselves.

Nilame attire was made in
silk or sheik textiles with em-
bedded jewels and extensive
embroidery work. It is not a
single unit but is comprised
of more than 10 sections
combined together.
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The first is the jacket which is of a colourful vel-
vet material. It is stitched in maroon, dark blue,
and pale yellow colours with minute decorative
design worked in gold colour. Flowers and creep-
ers are embroidered on the front of the jacket,
while on the back is the emblem of the peacock,
lion, swan, or sparrow. It truly captures the view-
er’s gaze.

The next part of the costume is the reli kalisama,
a white coloured frilled trouser. Above this, a white
or red coloured material is worn around the stom-
ach in order to add beauty to the dress. Thereafter,
a golden yellow shawl, known as “kawaniya” is
placed around the hip. All this is tightened and kept
in place by a broad belt with bronze hooks. A
sword, tucked into the hip, adds more grandeur to
the outfit. The outfit is topped with a round, white
coloured hat, which gradually evolved into a 4 an-
gled decorative hat. The nilame dress includes a
gold plated ring, a long jewel hanging from the
hip, and a decorative shoe.

Today, the ancient tradition is more relaxed and
the nilame dress is no longer confined to one class.
The dress is often worn to temple ceremonies, by
the bridegroom in traditional Buddhist weddings,
and in national events by Kandyan representatives.

OSARI

Sri Lankan women wear sarees either in the
South Indian style or the Osariya style. Most wom-
en of the royal court draped their saree in the Os-
ariya style, which is a combination of the South
Indian and Sinhala style. It is thought to have been
introduced by the Portuguese lady Dona Catharina.

A small section of the saree was worn around the
hip, like the men wearing the kawaniya. The chest
is completely covered with a long sleeved jacket or
shirt. The end of the saree piece, or thuppatta, is
then brought to the front, covering the chest, and
stacked to the hip.
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The designs on the sarees were often made in gold or
silver thread, with pearls, stones, beads, and sequins
adding an extra sparkle to the already eye catching de-
signs. The sarees were made from pure silk and in soft,
pale coloured silk.

The woman further adorns herself with more than
twenty jewels and ornaments. Her neck is comprised of
chains. Padakkam, or pendants, are important part of
the chains. Starting from the Nalalpata pendant chain
placed at the base of the neck, each successive chain
shows off beautiful pendants, with typical Sinhala
designs. The Peti Malaya is the last and longest chain
which encircles the others. The design of the pendants
may vary; some may choose a flower or animals as the
designs for the pendants of the chains. The swan or the
hansa, which stands for purity and is considered
auspicious, is a famous bird design commonly used.

The Kandyan bridal jewellery also consists of seven
pendants. It is said that the custom of wearing seven
chains may have been due to the practice of observing
Goddess Pattini who is clad in similar jewellery. This
practice is said to have been there since the Kandy
period.

The earrings worn are known as Dimithi and take the
shape of an over-turned cup. Tiny pearls dangle from
the Dimithi. The Gedi Valalu, or the bangle of fruits - a
bangle that is made up of various local seeds strung on
a wire, is worn around the wrist. In addition, the Seri
Valalu, a broad bangle with three smaller bangles
joined together, often accompanies the Gedi Valalu.
Armlets, made of gold or silver and studded with gems,
are said to warn off ill luck.

Today, young girls wear their saree in osariya style,
in spite of their age differences, at all occasions. A
woman wearing osari is compared to a newly bloom-
ing lotus flower. Osari has become the national dress
code for Sinhala women.

Men with nilame dress and women with osari attend-
ing an occasion together are thought to represent the
Kandyan King and the Queen.g
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Polonnaruwa
An Ancient Capital

Some of Sri Lanka’s richest archaeological heritage sites are located in the Cultural
Triangle, the area formed by linking the ancient capitals of Anuradhapura,
Polonnaruwa and Kandy, with Sigiriya and Dambulla in the centre.

Polonnaruwa, designated a World Heritage Site,
is a city of great historical importance. The an-
cient capital Anuradhapura was established in the
3rd century BC. In 993 AD, Indian King Rajaraja
of the Cholas, after conquering Anuradhapura, used
Polonnaruwa, which was being used as a temporary
royal residence during the 8th century, as the capi-
tal. Around 1070 AD, the Sri Lankan King Vijaya-
bahu, harboring hopes of unifying the island again,
launched a three pronged attack on Polonnaruwa
and succeeded in wrestling control from the Cholas.
Having reunified the land and restored Sri Lankan
rule, King Vijayabahu declared Polonnaruwa as the
nation’s capital.

- The Golden Era of Polonnaruwa began in the 12th
century AD, and it was during this time massive ir-
rigation tanks were built for the extensive develop-
ment of agriculture as well as breathtaking works of

art and sculpture.

Today, all roads to the archaeological sites start
from the Polonnaruwa Museum from where for-
eign visitors have to purchase their tickets. From
here, the main site in which many of the significant
places of interest surrounded by dense jungle are
located, is only a ten minute drive away.

The first stop made by each visitor is at the ancient
devala, or temple of Shiva. The Hindu shring, near
Pabalu Vehera and known as Shiva Devala No.02,
had been built during Chola administration in Pol-
onnaruwa. It is dedicated to Chola King Rajaraja’s
Queen Vanavanmadevi. In the center of the shrine
is a Sivalinga, a form of God Shiva, which follows
the usual Saivite worship of the linga.

Then after climbing a flight of stairs, one comes

" across a large building in front of the Circular Relic

House known as Hatadage. The building is con-
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sidered the third one to have been constructed to
house the Tooth Relic. King Nissankamalla (1187
- 1196) is said to have offered his son and daugh-
ter to the buddhist order and redeemed them af-
ter building this Relic Shrine, which houses three
Buddha statues.

Opposite the Hatadage on the left is the Vatad-
age, a circular building. A beautiful moonstone
and two guard stones at the base of the flight of
steps adorn the entrance of the Vatadage. All guard
stones here are of exceptional quality. The Vatad-
age is reached by climbing eight steps flanked
by dwarf figures. There is a figure of the seven
hooded cobra and the stone structure is adorned
with carvings.

Following this is the Atadage, the Dalada Man-
dira (Tooth Relic Shrine) built by King Vijaya-
bahu L. The Tooth Relic had been deposited and
held on the upper floor along with the Bowl Relic,
while the ground floor had been used as the image
house. An inscription in Tamil near the building

provides instructions on guarding the Tooth Relic

The Thuparamaya is found on the same square
next to the Atadage. This vaulted brick shrine,
known as gedige, is similar to the Lankathilaka
and Tivanka Image Houses situated in Polonnaru-
wa itself. The architectural features here closely

resemble those of the Anuradhapura period. The
perfect state of preservation of this building which
had been abandoned for about six centuries, bears
testimony to the excellence of the ancient archi-
tectural styles.

Next within the complex is the Polonnaruwa
Sathmahal Prasadaya, an unusual stepped pyrami-
dal stupa of brick masonry. Northern Thailand and
South East Asia possess similar structures. It is
believed that this structure was introduced here to
consolidate the relationship these Buddhist coun-
tries had with one another.

Leaving the Sacred Quadrangle, one walks
down a muddy road, flanked on either side by
thick jungle, towards the Tivanka Image House.
One of the tallest brick — built images of the Bud-
dha is housed here and is called Tivanka, meaning
bent at three places, namely, the shoulder, hip and
the knee. Between the first and the second walls is
a two foot space for the devotees to circumambu-
late and pay homage to the Buddha.

The shrine also contains a unique collection of
murals. The most important paintings are those
of the interior walls. The porch and the vestibule
contain jataka tales, stories of the past lives of the
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Buddha, while in the entresol on the mezzanine
floor a Bodhisattva, a being who has halted his
enlightenment to help others, in the heavens be-
ing requested by the gods to be born in the human
world.

The inner chamber apparently displays the life
incidents of the Buddha. One mural that is still
discernible represents the “Descent of the Bud-

dha from Heaven,” while the exterior walls dis-
play decorative motifs of gods on thrones, other
divinities, dwarfs, Bodhisattvas, swans, lions and
the lotus.

To the west of the Tivanka Image House is the
Lotus Pond, which is a stone carved pond that
takes the form of a Lotus. It is also known as Ne-
lum Pokuna.
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Next, on the left of the Alahana Parivena com-
plex is the Rankoth Viharaya, a large stupa on-high
ground. Work on this was believed to have been
started by King Parakramabahu I and completed by
King Nissankamalla.

The stupa, which is about 160 feet in height, had
collapsed and restorations were done during the
British period. The final restoration was done by
UNESCO - Sri Lanka Cultural Triangle Project.
There are several ponds constructed on the left to
provide water for the bhikkhus.

The Lankathilaka Image House, a large brick —
built structure is seen next. There is a Buddha stat-
ue, whose head is missing, is about 42 feet in height.
Bricks of relatively large size have been used in the
construction and decorated with moldings. Another
noteworthy architectural feature is the small flight
of steps to reach the upper gallery.

N "“ ..\\ ""A

An exit was made in the vestibule so that devotees
could leave the shrine without turning their back on
the Buddha statue, a convention maintained by Bud-
dhist devotees. The Image House, which is 124 by
66 feet, may have reached about 100 feet in height
in its original state.

The final destination is the Gal Viharaya, also
known as Uttararama, or the Northern Monastery in
the chronicles.

This is one of the most outstanding sites symbolic
of Polonnaruwa art. In this great religious com-
plex founded by King Parakramabahu, there are
four stone statues carved out of the existing granite
rock. First, there is the seated Buddha in medita-
tive pose, then the Seated Buddha in the cavern with
an inscription alongside, and this is followed by the
standing Buddha. The last colossal image depicts
the Buddha in parinirvana. @
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