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Editor’s Note

To our esteemed readers,

January, 2014

New Year and Thai Pongal greetings to our
esteemed readers

We are glad to say that the Kalaikesari which
enjoys a unique place in the world of magazines,
enters its fifth year in 2014.

Kalaikesari which comes out monthly, has shown
much concern not only in its appearance but also in
its contents also.

Last year, the Kalaikesari had presented, on the
spot findings to its readers, accounts on the lifestyle
of the people of Valvettiturai, the eight hundred
year old Embekke Devalaya, the famous
Lankathilaka Viharaya, Manipallavam known as
Nagadeepam, the lifestyles of Veddas and in
addition, research articles by intellectuals.

Another notable feature is an effort by the
Kalaikesari to present articles on important
subjects, in the English language, for the benefit of
readers abroad.

We are also happy to say that the Kalaikesari will
endeavour to work on new topics in a manner to
attract readers, with the support of intellectuals, as
usual.

We hope that you will continue to extend your
support and encouragement for us to bring you
more of diverse cultures and traditions.

Wish you a Happy and Prosperous New Year!
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A Day of Thanksgiving

fter Christmas and New Year festivities, the focus turns to the

Pongal harvest festival, popularly known as Pongal or Thai

Pongal, referencing the first day of the month of Thai. It is cel-
ebrated by Hindus the world over making the end of the harvest season
on January 14th every year. Traditionally, Thai Pongal is the festival of
farmers who depend on Mother Earth, the sun, rain, other natural ele-
ments and buffaloes for a bountiful harvest for their staple food, rice.
It is a time when the poor, the rich, the villager, and the city-dweller
offer thanks to the gods, worship the sun, the earth, the cattle, and their
bounty with devotion. On a full scale, Thai Pongal is a three-day fes-
tival of nature-worship.

The word pongal itself refers to the “boiling over” of milk and rice
during the month of Thai.The saying “Thai Pirandhal Vazhi Pirakkum”
meaning “the commencement of Thai paves the way for new opportu-
nities” is often quoted regarding the Pongal festival.

Thai Pongal celebrations generally express the jubilation over the
renewal of life. On this day, Hindu families rise early in the morning,
bathe, wear new clothes, and gather in the garden to cook the tradition-
al Pongal. The garden is pre-prepared for this ceremonious cooking.




A flat square pitch is made and decorated with kolam
drawings, patterns drawn using rice flour. A fire wood
hearth is built utilizing three bricks, the cooking be-
gins by placing a clay pot with water on the hearth.

A senior member of the family conducts the cook-
ing and the rest of the family dutifully assists him or
her. When the water has boiled the rice is put into the
pot. The senior member of the family ceremoniously
puts three handfuls of rice in first. The other ingredi-
ents added to this special dish are brown cane sugar
or sugar candy, fresh milk or coconut milk, roasted
green gram, raisins, cashew nuts, and a few pods of
cardamom.

When the Pongal is ready, it is first put on a banana
leaf and the family prays for a few minutes to thank
the nature sprit, the sun, and farmers. Then, the Pon-
gal is served with fruits, like bananas and mangoes,
among the family. Later, it will be shared with neigh-
bors, friends, and relatives. Although every house-
hold makes food, sharing each others ‘Pongal’ is part
of the important features of the festival.

Hindus believe that the rice is ceremoniously
cooked on the Thai Pongal day because of its impor-
tance as a potent symbol of auspiciousness and fertil-
ity. Evenings are spent attending cultural events or
visiting relatives and friends.

The day after Pongal is called Maattu Pongal. On
this day, cattle are felicitated. Cattle play an impor-
tant role as they are used for ploughing, transporta-
tion and fertilization. This explains the Tamil refer-
ence to cattle as wealth. Maattu Pongal is intended to
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Maattu Pongal day is
celebrated by the village
people as conveying their
thanks to the cattle.

demonstrate recognition and affection to cattle. They
are decorated with garlands, kungumam is applied on
their foreheads, and they are fed with a mixture of
venn pongal, jaggery, honey, banana and other fruits.

On this Maattu Pongal day, people bathe their cattle
and colourfully paint their horns. In the evening, peo-
ple offer prayers to the miniature of Lord Ganesha
made out of mud and all the cattle of the village are
gathered together and are decorated with garlands.

The third day of Pongal is known as Kaanum Pon-
gal. It is a time for family reunions. On this day, the
brothers pay special tribute to their married sisters by
giving gifts as affirmation of their filial love. Land-
lords present gifts of food, clothes, and money to
their workforce. During Kaanum Pongal, people visit
relatives and friends to enjoy the festive season. They
also chew sugar cane and decorate their houses with
kolam. This day is dedicated to thank relatives and
friends for their support in the harvest. This festival
also marks the end of the Pongal festivities for the
year.

Pongal festivities is an occasion in which old enmi-
ties, personal animosities, and rivalries are forgotten.
Indeed, Thai Pongal is a festival of freedom, peace,
unity, and compassion crystallized in the last hymn
on unity in the Indian spiritual text the Rig Veda.
Thus, love and peace are the central themes of Thai
Pongal. Rituals and celebrations revolved around the
appreciation of the renewal of the life circle; the pass-
ing of the old and welcoming the new. ﬁ



haipusam

Yhaipusam is a Hindu festival celebrated by Hindus on
the full moon day in the Tamil month of Thai, (Janu-
ary). This festival is about faith, endurance and pen-
ance, and it is a time for Hindus of all castes and cultures
to say thank you and show their appreciation to one of their
Gods, Lord Murugan, a son of Lord Shiva. It is mainly ob-
served in countries such as India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Singa-
pore, Thailand, and Myanmar.

Thaipusam comes from an amalgam of the words “Thai”-
referring to the Tamil month of Thai (January — February)—

—



and Pusam — the brightest star during
this period. Falling between 15 Janu-
ary and 15 February every year, Thai-
pusam is a celebration of Lord Muru-
gan’s victory over the tyranny of the
demon Soorapadman.

Soorapadman believed himself in-
vincible since he could not be killed
by anything other than a being that
was a manifestation of Lord Shiva,
one of the most important Hindu dei-
ties. Unluckily for him, Lord Muru-
gan was one such being and he used
his spear or vel, which was given to
him by Lord Shiva’s consort, Parvati,
to defeat Soorapadman.

Murugan was born during one of
the battles between the Asuras and the
Devas. At one point, the latter were
defeated several times by the former.
The Devas were not in a position
to resist the onslaught of the Asura
forces. In despair, they approached
Shiva and entreated him to give them

an able leader under whose heroic
leadership they might achieve victory
over the Asuras. They surrendered
themselves completely and prayed
to Shiva. Shiva granted their request
by creating the mighty warrior Muru-
gan out of his own power or Achintya
Shakti. He at once assumed leader-
ship of the celestial forces, inspired
them, and defeated the Asura forces.

To recognize that day, the people
created the festival Thaipusam. The
motive of this festival is to pray to
God, to receive his grace so that bad
traits are eradicated.

So, it is that during Thaipusam,
the people thank Lord Murugan for
granting their wishes and defeating
the “daily demons” that plague their
lives, be it illnesses, career blocks, or
infertility. Believers not only thank
Lord Murugan, they also ask forgive-
ness for trangressions made, as well
as pray for blessings.
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Devotees prepare for the celebration
by cleansing themselves through prayer
and fasting for 48 days before Thai-
pusam. Kavadi-bearers have to perform
elaborate ceremonies at the time of as-
suming the kavadi and at the time of of-
fering it to Murugan. The kavadi-bearer
observes celibacy and take only pure,
Satvik food, once a day, while continu-
ously thinking of God.

On the day of the festival, devotees
will shave their heads and undertake a
pilgrimage along a set route while en-
gaging in various acts of devotion, no-
tably carrying various types of kavadi
(burdens). At its simplest, this may en-
tail carrying a pot of milk, but mortifi-
cation of the flesh by piercing the skin,
tongue, or cheeks with vel skewers is
also common. Then, devotees offer
Lord Murugan orange and yellow flow-
ers and fruit and dress in orange and
yellow clothing as part of the ceremony.

The simplest kavadi is a decorated

canopy supported by a wooden rod,
that is carried on the shoulders, to the
temple.

In addition, some devotees have a
small spear through their tongue, or a
spear through the cheeks. The spear
pierced through his tongue or cheeks
reminds him constantly of Lord Muru-
gan. It also prevents him from speaking
and gives immense power of endurance.
Other types of kavadi involve hooks
stuck into the back and either pulled
by another person who walks behind or
hung from a decorated bullock cart or
a tractor, with the point of incisions of
the hooks varying the level of pain.

In Nallur, Jaffna, Thai Pusam festi-
val is conducted at Nallur Kandasamy
Temple. Many Tamil devotees, irre-
spective of religion, take part in the
celebrations. Even Tamils from Roman
Catholic faith and Muslims take part in
Thai Pusam celebrations and take ka-
vadis. &‘/



he Kustarajagala archeological site

is a beautiful rock face relief of

the king known as Kustarajagala,
tucked away in a lovely little garden by the
main road at the western end of the town.
The figure dates back to the 8" century CE
and is said to be that of a king (statue of the
Leper King) who was afflicted with a ter-
rible skin disease, that was cured by a three
month diet of king coconut water.

Coming there, one can see a relief facing
southeast and a board carrying the name
‘Kustarajagala’ which means, the king
plagued with a skin disease. Legend has
it that a king (Leper King) from a foreign
country, who suffered from a skin disease
was treated here by a local physician, and
was miraculously cured by obeying a di-
vine command to subsist entirely on coco-
nut water for a period of three months. As
a memorial of this, a figure was carved on
the existing rock, and this king is, is hitherto
unidentified.

Contrary to popular belief, however, the
figure is not a representation of a king but
a Bodhisatthva (a future Buddha according
to Buddhist belief) which measures 12 feet
7 inches in height from the top of the head-
gear where four Buddha figures are visible,
to the feet.

Kustarajagala is situated between Gal-
le and Matara, 145 km south of Colombo
about 1, 200 meters northeast of Weligama,
a coastal town in the wet zone in the Matara
district. v
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Kustarajagala
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Lyre

The lyre, a stringed musical instru-
ment consisting of a sound box with
two arms and a crossbar to which
the strings extending from the
sound box are attached, has proven
enduringly popular in many parts of
the world since 2,500 BCE.

yres were of two types, the

Kithara and the Lyre. The

latter had a rounded body
and a curved back often made of
tortoise shell and a skin belly. The
lyre was the instrument of the ama-
teur, while professionals used the
more elaborate Kithara. In ancient
Greece, both the Lyre and Kitha-
ra are an attribute of wisdom and
moderation.

A lyre has a hollow body or
soundbox traditionally made out
of turtle shell. Extending from
this soundbox are two raised arms,
which are sometimes hollow, and
are curved both outward and for-
ward. They are connected near the
top by a crossbar. An additional
crossbar, fixed to the soundbox,
makes the bridge which transmits
the vibrations of the strings. The
deepest note was that farthest from
the player’s body, as the strings did

e



not differ much in length. More weight may
have been gained for the deeper notes by
thicker strings, as in the violin and similar
modern instruments, or they were tuned by
having a slacker tension. The strings, which
were thin tough chords usually made from
the intestines of animals, usually sheep, were
stretched between the yoke and bridge, or to
a tailpiece below the bridge. There are two
ways of tuning: one is to fasten the strings to
pegs which could be turned; the other is to
change the place of the string upon the cross-
bar. Both expedients were probably used si-
multaneously.
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The lyre of classical antiquity was ordinar-
ily played by being strummed with a plec-
trum, like a guitar or a zither, rather than be-
ing plucked, like a harp. The fingers of the
free hand silenced the unwanted strings in
the chord.

The number of strings on the lyre varied
at different epochs, and possibly in dif-
ferent localities. Four, four, seven, and ten
were often times favorite numbers. As the
four strings led to seven and eight by dou-
bling the tetrachord, or series of four tones
filling in the interval of a perfect fourth, the
trichord is connected with the hexachord or
six-stringed lyre.

They were used without a fingerboard, the
flat sound-board being an insuperable im-
pediment. It was held in the right hand to set
the upper strings in vibration. When a Lyre
is not in use, it is hung by a ribbon. 'ﬁ



em, beliefs against harm
from the Sanskrit wor
_may have ex1sted in St

vestil g season approaches, farmers p

one is to sprinkle sanctified water aroun

the harvest bursting from their own weight

~ place a coconut adorned with chalk lines ru

above ground and pray to the deities. Once t
successful, the farmers boil coconut milk and offe
deities and thank them for protecting the harvest.

In the process of harvesting the rice, farmers d1g
called a threshing floor, the place where the paddy is
brought for threshing. At an auspicious time, the farmers
place several auspicious items like betel, arecanut, coconut,
turmeric, a bronze plate, in which a mantra is printed, mar-
gosa wood, a piece of iron, bronze coins, seashells, leaves
of certain trees, and a small round stone along with some
paddy inside the pit. When the pit is closed, the trisula,
arrow, and sword (symbolizing charms) are drawna on the
surface of the pit with ash in three parallel circles, which
are meant to protect the harvest from invisible forces and
Spirits. :

Some farmers soak a piece of cloth with a mixture of res-
in oil and pinch a rope at the edge of the cloth In the early
morning before farmers drag the cloth across the padd

insects to_ trapped in the




Some farmers used to sprink
field after planting the
structive worms from prolife
lings. :

Similarly there are simple
which are usually reserved for
dromes. Therefore we usual
“Not today ‘Balagiri’ come to
ten with chalk on the front doors by protec-
tive parents in order to ward off the evil spir-
its from harming their new born babies. They
write this message for the evil spirit named
Balagiri hoping to deceive the spirits to turn
back every time they sees the message on the
door.

Likewise, in case of a toothache there are
a few methods recommended. One requires
a fresh betel leaf and diligent chanting of a
mantra seven times continuously. Once the
charmed betel leaf is ready, the one suffer-
ing from the toothache has to bite the betel
leaf to ease the pain. Touching the aching
tooth slightly with slaked lime after chanting
a mantra and drawing a star or a cross on a
wooden pole or such inside the house is an-
~other remedy used to alleviate the pain of an
i aching tooth.
_Many people say ¢

. waking before sun-
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Jallikattu

allikattu is a bull taming game played in Tamil Nadu

as part of Thai Pongal celebrations on January 15th,

Mattu Pongal day. Jallikattu is based on the concept
of “fight or flight.” The event is open to all.

Jallikattu, as well as bull cuddling or holding, is a Ta-
mil tradition which was popular amongst Tamil warriors
during the classical period. According to legend, in an-
cient days, women used this game to choose husbands;
successful “matadors” were chosen as grooms. The term
Jallikattu comes from the term Calli (coins) and kattu
(meaning a package) tied to the horns of the bulls as prize
money. During the colonial period, the word became
Jallikattu, which is the term used today.




e
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Jallikattu, a bull taming
game based on the concept
of “fight of flight” is a game
which no adventure loving
spectator can afford to miss.

The majority of Jallikattu bulls belong to the Puliku-
lam breed of cattle, a specific breed of cattle bred for
this purpose known as Jellicut and from the place of a
big breeder Pulikulam. These cattle are reared in huge
herds numbering hundreds with a few cowherds tend-
ing to them. These cattle are, for all practical compari-
sons, wild and only experienced cowherds can mingle
with them safely. It is from these herds that calves with
competent characteristics and body conformation are
selected and reared to become Jallikattu bulls.

Calves that are chosen to become Jallikattu bulls are
fed a nutritious diet so that they develop into strong,
sturdy beasts. The bulls are made to swim for exer-
cise. The calves, once they reach adolescence are tak-
en to small Jallikattu events to familiarize them with
the atmosphere. Specific training is given to vadam
manju virattu bulls to understand the restraints of the
rope. Apart from this, no other training is provided to
Jallikattu bulls. Once the bulls are released, then
instinct takes over. However, there are three types of
Jallikattu such as vati manju virattu, veli virattu and
vatam manjuvirattu.

The first version takes place mostly in the districts of
Madurai, Trichy, Pudukkottai, Dindugal, Theni, Than-
javur, and Salem. In this version, the bull is released
from an enclosure with an opening. As the bull 1s out
of the enclosure, one person clings to the hump of the
bull. The bull, in its attempt to shake him off, will bolt,
but some will hook the guy with their horns and throw
him off. The person has to hold on to the running bull
for a predetermined distance to win the prize. Only one
person is supposed to attempt catching the bull.

The second version is more popular in the districts of
Sivagangai and Madurai. The bull is released in open
ground. This version is the most natural as the bulls
are not restricted in any way. The bulls, once released,
just run away from the field in any direction that they
prefer.

In the third version of Jallikattu, the bull is tied to a
50-feet-long rope and is free to move within this space.
A team of 7 or 9 members must attempt to subdue the
bull within 30 minutes. This version is very safe for
spectators as the bull is fastened and the spectators are
shielded by barricades. Jallikattu is one of the oldest
traditional sports of India, which no adventure-loving
spectator can afford to miss. v
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