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Editor’s Note

To our esteemed readers,

September, 2013

Culture is the collective manifestation of
human intellectual achievement. It is demonstrated
through rituals and traditions, language, religion,
food, music, architecture, and the arts.

Culture can be specific, such as language, music,
food, and connects us with other members of
society. For example, the nathaswarm, a classical
musical instrument in South India, is an auspicious
instrument played during weddings and other
religious ceremonies. It is often recognized by
South Indians in its many social or religious
contexts. Material culture, such as sculpture and
architecture, connects us universally through shared
heritage. The Pyramids, whether of Egypt or
Central America, tell us of the lifestyle that existed
in the days of our ancestors.

Culture is a higher level of aesthetics. It is through
observing, understanding, and experiencing
cultures that we learn about our ancestors,
ourselves, and our future.

We hope you will enjoy this issue, which
focuses on the cultural achievements of

mankind.
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The Potala Palace

he Potala Palace, a Sanskrit word meaning

Abode of Avalokitesvara (Bodhisattva of

Compassion), is a religious and administrative
complex in Lhasa, Tibet, atop the Marpo Ri (Red Hill
or Mountain), 130m above the Lhasa river valley. It
consists of two palaces. The Potrang Karpo (the White
Palace), which once served as the seat of the Tibetan
government and the main residence of the Dalai Lama,
and the Potrang Marpo (the Red Palace), which houses
several chapels, sacred statues and the tombs of eight
Dalai Lamas. In the 18th century, it was used as a win-
ter palace. Today, the Palace, declared a World Heritage

This ancient architectural complex is 3,700 meters
above sea level and covers an area of over 360,000
square meters, measuring 400 meters from east to west
and 350 meters from north to south, with sloping stone
walls averaging 3m thick. It is a building of thirteen
stories containing over 1,000 rooms, 10,000 shrines
and about 200,000 statues.

The construction of the Potala Palace began during
the time of Songtsen Gampo of the Thubet or Tubo dy-
nasty in the 7th century AD. Songtsen Gampo played
a very important role in the political, economical, and

Site by UNESCO in 1994, remains a major pilgrimage  cultural development of Tibet. He united Tibet and,

site for Tibetan Buddhists. el gl L i Foﬁﬁgﬁﬁi{?ﬁtical and military reasons, moved the capital
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from Lalong to Lhasa, where he built a palace on the Red
Mountain in the centre of the city.

Special mention should be made of the fact that the
Meditation Cave of the Dharma King, situated at the top
of the mountain where Songtsen Gampo is said to have
studied, and the Lokeshvara Chapel, both of which pre-
ceded the building of the present Palace, have been incor-
porated into the complex.

Following the collapse of the Tubo Dynasty in the 9th
century, Tibetan society was plunged into a long period
of turmoil, during which the Red Mountain Palace fell
into disrepair. However, it began to assume the role of a
religious site.

The 5th Dalai Lama defeated the Karmapa Dynasty in
the mid 17th century and founded the Ganden Phodrang
Dynasty. The dynasty’s first seat of gov@ﬂ\
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Drepung Monastery; however, since the Red Mountain
Palace had been the residence of Songtsen Gampo and
was close to the three major temples of Drepung, Sera,
and Ganden, it was decided to rebuild it in order to facili-
tate joint political and religious leadership.

The construction began in 1645, after one of his spir-
itual advisers, Konchog Chophel, pointed out that the site
was ideal as a seat of government, situated as it is between
Drepung and Sera monasteries and the old city of Lhasa.
The external structure was built in 3 years, while the in-
terior, together with its furnishings took 45 years to com-
plete. The Dalai Lama and his government moved into
the Potrang Karpo, White Palace, in 1649. Ever since that
time, the Potala Palace has been the residence and seat of
government of succeeding Dalai Lamas.

Construction lasted until 1694, twelve years after the
5th Dalai Lama’s death. The Potala was used as a winter
palace by the Dalai Lama from that time. The palace was
for secular use and contained offices, the seminary and
the printing house. A central, yellow-painted courtyard
known as a Deyangshar separates the living quarters of
the Lama and his monks with the Red Palace.

The other side of the sacred Potala is completely de-
voted to religious study and prayer. It contains the sacred

Wﬁ%@'&t@m Fooldastupas, the tombs of eight Dalai Lamas, the monks’
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assembly hall, numerous chapels and shrines, and librar-
ies for the important Buddhist scriptures. The yellow
building at the side of the White Palace in the courtyard
between the main palaces houses giant banners embroi-
dered with holy symbols.

The Potrang Marpo, Red Palace, was added between
1690 and 1694 by Sangye Gyatsho, the chief executive
official of the time, as a memorial to him and to accom-
modate his funerary stupa. It was completed four years
later, in 1694, and is second in size only to the White Pal-
ace. With its construction, the Potala Palace became a vast
complex of palace halls, Buddha halls, and stupas.

This hall was completely devoted to religious study and
Buddhist prayer. It consists of a complicated layout of
many different halls, chapels and libraries on many dif-
ferent levels with a complex array of smaller galleries and
winding passages. The Great West Hall is the main cen-
tral hall of the Red Palace which consists of four great
chapels. The hall is noted for its fine murals reminiscent
of Persian miniatures, depicting events in the fifth Dalai
Lama’s life. The famous scene of his visit to Emperor
Shun Zhi in Beijing is located on the east wall outside
the entrance. Special cloth from Bhutan wraps the Hall’s
numerous columns and pillars.

The Saint’s Chapel is on the north side of this wall
which is an important shrine of the Potala. The chapel,
like the Dharma cave below, dates from the 7th century. It
.contmns_asrnall ancient jewel encrusted ¢ ;

many divinities. A large blue and gold inscription over the
door was written by the 19th century Tongzhi Emperor of
the Qing Empire, proclaiming Buddhism.

Funerary stupas were added in memory of the 7th, 8th,
9th, and 13th Dalai Lamas, each within its own hall. The
most recent is that of the 13th Dalai Lama, the building of
which lasted from 1934 to 1936.

The new palace got its name from a hill on Cape Co-
morin at the southern tip of India, a rocky point sacred to
the Bodhisattva of Compassion. The Tibetans themselves
rarely speak of the sacred place as the Potala, but rather
as Peak Potala.

The palace was slightly damaged during the Tibetan up-
rising against the Chinese in 1959 when Chinese shells
were launched into the palace’s windows. It also escaped
damage during the Cultural Revolution in 1966 through
the personal intervention of Zhou Enlai, who was then the
Premier of the People’s Republic of China.

Today, the Potala Palace is used as a museum. It houses
the statues of the Tubo King as well as the most venerat-
ed statue, the Arya Lokeshvara, the Phapka Lhakhang. It
draws thousands of Tibetan pilgrims each day. The tombs
of Srongtsan Gamoi, his wife Princess Wen Cheng, and 8
tomb pagodas of the Dalai Lamas are situated within the
complex Other treasures mclude gold hand-wrltten Bud-




ungumam, also known as thilakam, pottu,

and bindi is an auspicious adornment on

the forehead of Hindu women and girls,
and sometimes men. Generally red or maroon in
colour, it is a traditional decoration. Today, it is
also a beautiful fashion accessory in various col-
ours and sizes.

This red dot is generally worn for social and re-
ligious settings. It is applied to a girl or married
woman as a sign of blessing and respect, and men
wear this dot as a mark of spiritual intelligence.
The little red kungumam dot has a long and an-
cient tradition along with a 5,000 year-old Hindu
culture. It is presumed that the origin of “kungum-
am” goes back to “Amman Devi” who is devoutly

%‘, KALAIKESARI
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o The Red Dot....

prayed to by Hindus. It is believed that this great
ritual of adornment began when her husband Lord
Shiva applied the first “pottu” to her forehead.

Wearing kungumam on the forehead between
the eyebrows is believed to retain energy, control
the various levels of concentration, and regularize
the wave length. The reason for this particular lo-
cation has to do with the ancient Hindu belief that
the human body is divided into seven vortices of
energy, called chakras, beginning at the base of the
spine and ending at the top of the head. The sixth
chakra, also known as the third eye, is centered in
the forehead directly between the eyebrows and is
believed to be the channel through which human-
kind opens spiritually to the Divine.
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To a girl, kungumam is more
valuable than a precious
stone. She wears it proudly

as it depicts religion, culture,
conjugal love, happiness and
prosperity, as well as pain and
solitude.

The red color symbolizes love,
honor, purity, prosperity,
good will and good fortune,
and auspiciousness

and happiness.

Kungumam is applied by pressing the powder between
the eyebrows. It is believed that pressure given between
the eyebrows while pressing will cool the forehead, pro-
tect us, and helps prevent energy loss, colds, coughs, fa-
tigue, and headaches. It is marked only with the use of
the fourth finger of the right hand as there is a belief that
in any important event conducted priority is given to the
4th finger.

Kungumam fosters a feeling of sanctity. It is the symbol
of marriage, as it indicates the social status as well as the
marital status of Hindu women. Wearing kungumam dur-
ing a wedding is mandatory. The bride might wear make-
up and costlier jewels, but her attire remains incomplete
without kungumam. It is considered an adornment that
brings a glow to a woman’s face and provides a focal
point. The colour should be red, as it is believed that this

will bring good fortune to the family and makes the bride
the protector of family welfare and honor.

Kungumam is applied for the first time to a Hindu wom-
an during her marriage ceremony when the bridegroom
himself adorns her with it. Every day, married Hindu
women apply red kungumam in front of their parting on
their forehead as a symbol of marriage. If any youth ap-
plies kungumam on a girl, it implies that they are mutually
bound to each other. In addition, when a girl or a married
woman visits a house, it is a sign of respect or blessings to
offer kungumam to the women when they leave.

Howeyver, it is not offered to widows as it is an auspi-
cious material which is deemed unsuitable for a woman
who has lost her husband. If there is a death or a state of
mourning in a family, or the woman is menstruating, she
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is also restricted from wearing it. At this point, kungu-
mam plays the role of a silent communicator.

Kungumam is also widely used for worshiping the Hin-
du goddesses, especially Shakti and Lakshmi. The col-
our red is said to represent Shakthi. Some believe that it
symbolizes the far more ancient practice of offering blood
sacrifices to propitiate the Gods - particularly the Goddess
Shakthi. It is believed that the red colour symbolizes love,
honor, purity, prosperity, good will and good fortune aus-
piciousness and happiness in the family.

The saffron for this subtle powder is made from the
flower Crocus sativus, in the family Iridaceous. The saf-

-------
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fron contains a dye consisting of 8 to 13.4% of the volatile
oils crocin and picrococin. It is either made from turmeric
or saffron. The turmeric is dried and powdered with a bit
of slaked lime, which turns the rich yellow powder into a
red colour.

It is the most beautiful show of identity in the Hindu
culture. To a girl it is more valuable than a precious stone.
For her, it is a proud ornament as it depicts religion, cul-
ture, conjugal love, happiness, prosperity as well as pain
and solitude, which are a part and parcel of life. One
should appreciate its beauty and power. It carries a wealth
of significance with it and it acts as a link between age-old
traditions and the future.

Today, the kungumum has been largely replaced by the
“sticker-pottu,” made of felt, with gum on one side; this
Is an ingenious easy-to-use substitute. The sticker-pot-
tu comes in all colours, all shapes and a variety of siz-
es. Some are truly exotic creations, using thin metal, in
gold and silver colours, encrusted with glittering stones.
Today, kungumanm is a fashion statement. vig
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The Pyramid — A Monument to Mystery

he Pyramid. A structure in which all visible sides
I are triangular, converging to a single point at the
top with a quadrilateral base. A simple idea, yet
one which appears to have fascinated our ancestors to the
point of them being driven to build them, before the in-
vention of the wheel and certainly before any advanced
construction methodology had even been conceived. On
top of it, they managed to build them so well that they
have lasted, with little glory lost, for thousands of years.
As with our ancestors, the pyramid continues to fascinate
many of us today and has driven a dedicated few to find-
ing out why and how they were built. On the fringe there
are even those who ponder if we did build them at all.

In the modern collective conscience, Egypt is almost
synonymous with the pyramid. This is much to do with
the exciting discoveries made by Egyptologists about the
wonderful ancient civilization that once thrived by the
banks of the Blue Nile. It is exciting to note that pyra-
mids are present in a myriad of places apart from Egypt. A
pyramid need not have a quadrilateral base and may have
a trilateral or even polygonal base. They are a constant
feature of advanced ancient civilizations the world over,
present in Africa, India, Europe and South America.

The Great pyramid of Cholula

The pyramids in South America, Mesoamerica are some
of the most wonderful pyramid structures in the world.
They are more intricate and numerous than similar struc-
tures elsewhere. In fact, the single largest pyramid ever
discovered, in terms of volume, is the Great Pyramid of
Cholula in the Mexican State of Puebla. The base of this
gargantuan construction measures 1480 feet by 1480 feet.

[t stands 217 feet tall. The Guinness Book of Records
lists it not only as the largest pyramid by volume but also
the largest monument ever built, worldwide. With a to-
tal approximate volume of 4.45 million cubic metres, it
comfortably beats even the Great Pyramid of Giza, which
comes in at approximately 2.5 million cubic metres. It is,
however, important to note that the Great Pyramid of Giza
is much taller at 455 feet. The Great Pyramid of Cholula
was so huge that over time it had become what appeared
to be a natural hill on the landscape until archacologists
discovered what it actually was.

Kukulkan’s Pyramid

The Kukulkan’s Pyramid at the Chichen Itza Pyramid
Complex is another famous Mesoamerican pyramid built
by the Mayans. One of the most interesting things about
this pyramid, apart from the magnificent architecture, 1s
the way in which it is aligned with the Sun’s path. Every
year at the vernal (March 20) and autumnal (September
21) equinoxes, at approximately 3.00pm, the pyramid
lines up with the sun creating the illusion of the body
of a serpent, 37 yards long, descending down the
main stairway of the Pyramid to join with
its head, which is carved of stone, at the /
base of the Pyramid. Researchers be-
lieve that the illusion depicts the
symbolic decent of Kukulkan
the mythological Mayan
Snake Deity, which im:-
may have had sig- /4

nificance to ag- i
ricultural :
rituals. - A

P g




Kuklkan’s Pyramid,

Chichen Itza Pyramid
Complex, during the
’ vernal Equinox.
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Pyramid of the Sun - Teotihuacan

No discussion on pyramids, especially the pyramids
of Mesoamerica, would be complete without mention
of the Complex at Teotihuacan, which is about 30 miles
from modern day Mexico City. It is a vast urban complex
and city centre with two pyramids of great significance:
the Pyramid of the Sun and the Pyramid of the Moon.
The Pyramid of the Sun is the 3rd largest pyramid in the
world. Archaeologists believe that an altar, and possibly a
temple, was built atop this pyramid.

However, destruction by both natural and deliberate
forces has left little to no trace of it today and no particu-
lar deity has been identified with it as yet. It is interest-
ing to note that like Kukulkan’s Pyramid there appears
to be significance to the vernal equinox, and to this day
the natives conduct a ceremony on the day of the equi-
nox atop the pyramid. In recent times though, this cer-
emony has become diluted and polluted with the influx
of tourists, especially on the day of the vernal equinox.
It is deeply fascinating to think that a ceremony dating
back thousands of years may still survive today, in some
form or another. These kinds of equinox related events of
significance seem to be common to many ancient Mayan,
pyramids and other structures.

Theories

The ancient Mesoamericans and other builders of pyra-
mids the world over were excellent astronomers. Their
knowledge of astronomy has gained so much attention
and may have been so advanced that an entirely separate
study has emerged around it called Archacoastronomy.
So, were the pyramids in Mesoamerica and elsewhere
built with astronomical significance? It would appear so.
Most of these buildings have some sort of astronomical
significance. In the case of the pyramids in Egypt, for ex-
ample, the Pyramids of Giza appear to align with the stars
in Orion’s Belt. Similar instances can be seen elsewhere
in the world. Even in Sri Lanka researchers find that the
Great Stupas built during the Anuradhapura Period do, in
fact, line up with celestial bodies.

What was the purpose of building these pyramids? One
theory suggests that this is all part of the evolution of civi-
lization. The theory posits that at first human settlements
were hunter-gatherer communities, which in time began
to make semi-permanent settlements. Once the discovery

Pyramid of the Sun - Teotihuacan Complex

possible since people did not need to travel much to find
food. With farming came a surplus of food allowing time
for various other activities like building and learning,
which ultimately led to religious thought and so on. This
theory would have that these monuments were built as
offerings to the gods and places of worship. It is also pos-
sible within the framework of this theory that as farming
grew more complex, people realized the importance of
predicting the seasons and the weather accurately. This
spurred the growth of astronomy resulting in the construc-
tion of these buildings mainly for the purpose of predict-
ing the seasons in order to protect and maximize the crop.

There is much evidence to show that the pyramids of
Mesoamerica were indeed temples. The tales and evi-
dence of human and other sacrifice are plenty. It is diffi-
cult for us in the modern age and society in which we live
to comprehend the idea of human sacrifice. Perhaps the
sacrificial person was a willing participant or perhaps not.
It is recorded that for the re-consecration in 1487 of the
Great Pyramid of Tenochtitlan, part of the Templo Mayor
Complex, 80,400 people were sacrificed over a period of
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The answer to the question of what the pyramids were
used for is not completely clear. Obviously, some of them
were temples. Could others have been astronomical build-
ings? Some pyramids, especially in Egypt, are evidently
tombs. If the purpose of these buildings is ambiguous at
best, how they were constructed at a time when the wheel
was not yet discovered is even more perplexing.

As expected, there are many theories. The most com-
mon is that hundreds if not thousands of slaves and or
workers along with animals were employed to chisel rock
from quarries and transport them to the building site by
dragging or using logs as rollers. Once the rock arrived
at the building site, it was hauled into place by sheer
manpower or levers and other rudimentary machinery.
However logical, this theory does not explain how stone-
masonry of such exquisite finesse, it would be difficult
to duplicate even today, was possible at the time of the
building of the ancient pyramids of Mesoamerica, Egypt
and other places.

There is another theory, somewhat far-fetched and fan-
tastic but still plausible. It suggests that the precision cuts
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were obtained by using some sort of sound wave con-
struction technology and the placement achieved by an
anti-gravity system. It does sound absurd, however, the
people who did build these structures never left any tools
behind. Some believe this is by design.

The theory ultimately claims that the structures were not
built by humans at all, but by an extra-terrestrial intel-
ligence or by humans with the aid of such an extra-ter-
restrial intelligence. Proponents of this theory claim that
because the technology and tools needed to build these
megalithic structures were greater than anything the peo-
ple had at that time, they must have had assistance. The
many legends from around the world of the ‘Lost Civili-
zation’, for example the mythical cities of Atlantis, Dhu-
waraka and El Dorado are often cited as evidence that this
may have been so.

It is fascinating to note that many cultures around the
world have built pyramids or pyramid like monuments.
The proponents of the extra-terrestrial theory use this as
justification, stating that since cultures were isolated it
is unlikely that they would have built similar structures
without external influence. There is also a theory that the
shape of the pyramid and the angle of the slope influence
certain ‘energies’ in the earth and these can have heal-
ing powers and other beneficial effects. Actual research
into this is ongoing and yielding apparently encouraging
results.

Ultimately, the pyramids of Mesoamerica and the world
seem to have had a myriad of uses and influences regard-
less of how or who built them. It is clear that when we ask
questions about the pyramids and other ancient structures
that appear to be man-made, the answers raise even more
questions. Did they have knowledge that was, at some
point in history, lost? The Mayans for example had the
most advanced written language in Pre-Columbian Amer-
ica. They used it to create advanced, intricate works of
literature, many of which were destroyed by the Church
when the Spanish invaded South America. Perhaps in-
stead of asking questions like who built the pyramids,
why did they do so and how did they achieve such feats,
maybe we should be asking the question, were the ancient
peoples of the world wiser than we give them credit for?
Were they, perhaps, even wiser and more learned than we

are today? .‘g
¢ Abbasali Rozais
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