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Editor’s Note

To our esteemed readers,

December, 2013

Merry X’ mas

The anniversary of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth,
a spiritual leader whose teachings form the basis of
Christianity, falls in the month of December. Two
millennia Christians around the world celebrate
Christmas. An important feature of this celebration
is that “Santa” said to be leaving presents for
well-behaved children at their homes on Christmas
Eve, every year. With each annual celebration, we
spend time with our families and friends and learn
from them.

Traditions, such as Vaikuntha FEkadashi, and
Paavai Nonbu keep us together with our families
and in keeping with customs. These traditions teach
us values and morals and by practicing these, we
understand the reasons behind the actions of our an-
cestors and why they had followed them.

In the same way, the history of Sri Lanka as well
as Myanmar fascinates you a lot. There are a
number of unique works of heritage built hundreds
of years ago that still stand tall to the present day.
Lankathilaka at Pilimatalawa to Mandalay Palace in
Myanmar explain to us the country's history as well
as the creative architecture of ancient times.

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

Happy reading and safe journey!
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Santa Claus

anta Claus, Saint Nicholas, Father Christmas,

or simply “Santa”, is said to leave presents for

well-behaved children at their homes the night
before Christmas, December 24, every year.

The modern figure of Santa Claus was derived from
the Dutch figure of Sinterklaas, which, in turn, was
part of its basis in tales concerning the historical fig-
ure of Christian bishop and gitt giver Saint Nicholas.

Santa Claus is generally depicted as a portly, joy-
ous, white-bearded man sometimes with his specta-
cles, wearing a red coat with white collar and cuffs,
white-cuffed red trousers, and black leather belt
and boots. Historically, Santa wears a green cloak,
which has been changed to the more commonly
known red suit. According to a tradition, it is be-
lieved that Santa Claus lives at the North Pole.

Writing letters to Santa Claus has been a Christ-
mas tradition for children for many years. These
letters normally contain a wish list of toys and
assertions of good behavior. The good behav-
ior of children are actually said to be recorded by
Santa. It is believed that he makes a list of children
throughout the world, categorizing them according
to their behavior and delivering presents, including
toys, to all of the well-behaved children in the world.
The bag he carries every night is said to be full of
these gifts. However, his operations for making and
delivering presents are still unknown!

The story of Santa’s entrance into homes on Christ-
mas Eve, via the chimney, evolved into tradition. On
this night children leave Santa a glass of milk and
a plate of cookies, rice. porridge, or Christmas pud-
ding, and sometimes he is given sherry or beer and
mince pies instead. Aligning stockings at the man-
telpiece or other place where Santa cannot fail to
see them, peeking up the chimney in homes with a
fireplace, glancing out a window and scanning the
heavens for Santa’s sleigh, and in homes without a
fireplace unlocking an exterior door so that Santa can
easily enter the house and place the gifts for children
is a last minute ritual that is followed by the children
before they go to bed. v
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Valkuntha Ekadashi

he famous Vaikuntha Ekadashi, or Mok-

I shada Ekadashi, is a day dedicated to Lord

Vishnu. It is held on the eleventh day of

the bright fortnight in the month of Margasira or

Margali, corresponding to the English months of

December — January. The occasion is said to secure

vrata, freedom from birth and death and liberation

from the worldly feelings like love, affection, and
care, for the observer.

According to legend, it is said that the Devas were
unable to bear the tyranny of Muran, a demon, and
approached Shiva to kill the demon. Lord Shiva,
however, directed them to Lord Vishnu. A battle
then ensued between Vishnu and the demon, dur-
ing which Vishnu realized that a new weapon was
needed to slay Muran.

In order to take rest and create a new weapon,
Vishnu retired to a cave named for the goddess
Haimavati in Bhadrikashrama. When Muran tried
to slay Vishnu, who was sleeping, the female power
that emerged from Vishnu burned Muran to ashes
with her glance.

Vishnu, who was pleased, named the goddess
“Ekadashi” and asked her to claim a boon. Eka-
dashi, instead, beseeched Vishnu that people who
observed a fast on this day should be redeemed of
their sins. Vishnu thus declared that people who ob-
served a fast on this day and worshipped the god-
dess Ekadashi would attain Vaikuntha, known as
the Gates of Heaven.



Vaikuntha Ekadashi fasting is an important aspect
of those associated with it. People fast the whole day
and keep vigil. Special prayers are offered to Vish-
nu and devotees engage in the chanting of Vishnu’s
name and in meditation. On ‘Dashami’, the previ-
ous day of the observance, devotees who take up
Vaikuntha Ekadashi fasting are to take only lunch.
On Ekadashi, the next day, they have to maintain a
complete fast and engage in prayers and meditation
of Vishnu. They are strictly prohibited from taking
rice. That night, people keep vigil the whole night
and visit the temple of Vishnu, mostly in the wee
hours of the morning.

On this Vaikuntha Ekadashi day, the Vaikuntha
Dwaram or the Swarga Vaasal, ‘The Gates of Heav-
en’ are believed to be kept open. The area encircling
the sanctum is referred to Swarga Vaasal and devo-
tees throng to gain entry into the temple, to seek
Vishnu.

The demon Muran stands for the bad qualities in
people, attributed to lust, passion, inertia, and ar-

%‘.KALA}HESARI

rogance. When one conquers these tendencies, one
attains the purity of mind or satva, indispensable for
the attainment of moksha, the liberation from the
worldly life. Fasting helps to keep at bay tendencies
which could be triggered by intake of certain foods.
Keeping vigil in the night is symbolic of awareness,
or being watchful of the contents of the mind. This
is symbolic of the mind automatically being ab-
sorbed at the sight of Vishnu after the arduous fast
and vigil.

The belief that rice is prohibited, because Muran
dwells in it, symbolically signifies that the eating
of rice makes one feel heavy and hampers the vigil.
This signifies that entertaining negative tendencies
could hamper one’s progress towards awareness or
consciousness.

Observance of the rituals on this auspicious day
even without understanding their importance is ben-
eficial. Hence, the merit accrued through observing
them with piety is believed to be immeasurable. '.i/

1
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ristmas

hristmas is a sacred

religious  holiday

and a worldwide
cultural and commercial
phenomenon.

For two millennia, people
around the world have been
observing Christmas with
traditions and practices that
are both religious and secu-
lar in nature. Christmas Day
is celebrated on the 25th of
December, as the anniver-
sary of the birth of Jesus of
Nazareth, a spiritual leader
whose teachings form the
basis of Christianity. The
birth year of Jesus is esti-
%#* 3 mated somewhere between

] . ¢« and 2 BC, the exact month
#*." tsand day of his birth are un-
Fa % AEEknown,

: éw'”' It is one of the most im-

:‘g“ " portant and popular days for
attending church services.
The Nativity is often time
re-enacted. Nativity scenes
are traditionally set in a
stable with livestock and
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infant Jesus in the manger, the three
wise men, the shepherds and their
sheep, the angels, and the Star of
Bethlehem. Some children re-enact
these events with animals to create
more realism. In addition, they sing
carols that reference the event. An-
other artistic tradition is the painting
of depictions of nativity in art.

Red, green, and gold are considered
the traditional colours of Christmas.
Red symbolizes the blood of Jesus,
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which was shed in his crucifixion. Green
symbolizes eternal life, and, in particular,
the evergreen tree, which does not lose its
leaves in the winter. Gold, believed to be the
first colour associated with Christmas, was
given as a gift by the three wise men, and
symbolizes royalty.

The act of exchanging gifts is one of the
core aspects of the modern Christmas cel-
ebration. On Christmas, people exchange
gifts based on the tradition associated with
St. Nicholas, and the gifts of gold, frankin-
cense, and myrrh which were given to the
baby Jesus by the three wise men.

A number of figures are associated with
Christmas and the seasonal giving of gifts.
Among them, Father Christmas, also known
as Santa Claus, is the best known figure.

Santa Claus, known in modern times to
be dressed in red and generally depicted
with a long beard, traditionally appeared in
bishop’s attire. Accompanied by helpers, he
would inquire into the behaviour of children
during the past year before deciding whether

they deserved a gift or not.

On the day of Christmas, a special Christ-
mas meal is served. The meal varies greatly
from region to region. A standard Christmas
meal includes turkey or goose, meat, gravy,
potatocs, vegetables, sometimes bread, and
cider. Special desserts are also prepared,
such as Christmas pudding, mince pies, and
fruit cake.

Christmas Day is celebrated as a major
festival and a public holiday in countries
around the world, including many whose
populations are mostly non-Christian. Coun-
tries, such as Japan, have adopted many
of the secular aspects of Christmas, such
as gift giving, Christmas music and carol-
ing, exchanging of Christmas cards, church
celebrations, a special family meal, and the
display of various Christmas decorations,
including Christmas trees, Christmas lights,
nativity scenes, garlands, wreaths, and holly.
Christmas celebrations around the world can
vary markedly in form, reflecting differing
cultural and national traditions.
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Tradition

Paavai Nonbu [

he “Paavai Nonbu” is a penance ob-

served by unmarried girls to get good

husbands. The Paavai Nonbu is an im-
portant Tamil tradition practiced since very
ancient times. The history of Paavai Nonbu is
more than 2,000 years old and is mentioned in
the Tamil scriptures. It is said that the goddess
Andal performed Paavai Nonbu to merge with
Sri Ranganatha (Lord Vishnu). It is generally
observed in the month of December by Hindus
and has become a training period for mental
and physical purification.

Young girls are supposed to wake each other
up early and, while singing and dancing, make
their way to the ponds and streams for their
baths. They then worship Paavai, the woman
goddess, and request her to bless them with
suitable husbands. This observance of “Thiru-
vempaavai festival” signifies the wake up from
the state of ignorance to the state of spiritual
enlightenment.

To get up early morning, particularly in the
cold month of December and take a bath keeps
one physically fit and mentally alert. When the
Tamil poet Manikkavasagar went on a pil-
grimage to Thiruvannamalai, a state in Tamil
Nadu, India, he noticed young girls waking up
very early in December, singing the praises of
Lord Shiva, calling their friends and going to
the Lotus pond for a bath. Seeing these young
maidens, Manikkavasagar composed the

“Thiruvempaavai”, a collection of twenty hymns
in which Manikkavasagar had imagined himself
as a woman following the “Paavai Nonbu” and
praising Lord Shiva. The twenty songs of “Thiru-
vempaavai” and ten songs of “Thiruppallieluchi”
were sung all over Tamil Nadu in the holy month
of Maargali December.

The lyrics of Thiruvempaavai enable the young
girls to sing more beautifully the praises of Lord
Shiva as they wind their way to the pond. After the
bath they would worship Goddess Gowri, praying
not only for prosperity, but also for good husbands
who are sincere devotees of Lord Shiva.ﬁ
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The Vihara at Lankathilaka

The entrance to
the image house
of Lankathilaka,
note the dragon
arch above the
door way

ka’s own spans 2,500 years, and there are

a number of unique works of architecture
built hundreds of years ago that still stand tall
to the present day.

Lankathilaka, built entirely out of granite
within the huge Panhangala Rock, is consid-
ered one of the biggest temples in the country.

The temple’s history dates back to the
Gampola Kingdom in the 14th century. King
Buwanekabahu IV built this temple in 1344
AD. The King’s Chief Minister Senalanka-
dhikara was then entrusted to carry out the
remaining construction work of the temple,
which was designed by the South Indian ar-
chitect Sthapati Rayar.

In 1344 AD, the temple was four stories and
rose some 25 meters high, constructed on the
uneven surface of the rock with a granite base
foundation. The plan of the temple protrudes
to the four sides like a cross. However, to-
day only the ground floor and a section of the
first floor, covered with a tiled wooden roof,
of the old structure is visible. The “dragon

If it is history that fascinates you, Sri Lan-
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The Image House which
consists the figures of the
four guardian dieties
Vishnu, Saman,
Vibhishana & Ganapathi

An overall
side view of
Lankathilaka
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The missive stone
inscription at the
site which reveals a
detailed information
about the temple

arch,” an arch with the face of a dragon facing east,
was carved on the wall of the main entrance and is
accessed from a long stone stairway leading from
the village at the base of the rock.

A unique feature of the temple is that its Image
House contains a Buddhist shrine room with a
massive seated Buddha statue underneath another
dragon arch.

The wall of the Image House is filled with paint-
ings of 24 former Buddhas. The Gods Ganesha and
Kataragama are represented in the niches facing
east, and Saman, Vishnu, and Vibishana face north,
west, and south. This Image House also comprises
four devales to the four guardian deities Vishnu, Sa-
man, Vibhishana, and Ganapathi.

The exterior of the Image House is decorated with
sculpted elephants and other decorative designs like
lions. The arched passage of the Image House leads
into an inner sanctum which is decorated with floral

The bodhi-tree
at Lankathilaka

premises

designs. The two side walls and the ceiling are cov-
ered with paintings and the inner sanctum contains
a huge statue of the seated Buddha.

Outside the temple premises is a raised platform
known as the sinhasanaya. This platform was a
throne which was used by the king to watch the
Perahera - the annual pageant of the temple.

Next to the Image House is a large stone inscrip-
tion written in Pali that mentions the details of the
lands that are assigned to the temple. It records the
valuable gifts given to craftsman who worked on
the temple.

One of three famous ancient temples near Perad-
eniya, Lankathilaka (the others being Gadaladeniya
and Embekke) can be reached by taking the Kandy-
Colombo highway, turning left near 104 km post at
Pilimatalawa, along the Daulagala road leading to
Hiyarapitiya village. The temple is about four kilo-
meters from the turn off. g
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ly 716km north of Yangon in Mayanmar, is the last royal palace

of the last Burmese monarchy. Mandalay, named after Mandalay
Hill, is the second largest city after Yangon and was the last capital of the
Myanmar Kingdom.

Founded along the Irrawaddy River, the Palace was the primary royal
residence of King Mindon Min (1853 - 1878) and his son King Thibaw
(1878 - 1886), the last two kings of the country. When King Mindon Min
founded Mandalay, he ordered construction of a new Royal Palace called
the Mandalay Palace. The old Royal Palace, in the former capital Amara-
pura, was dismantled and transported to Mandalay to be rebuilt there. It
was the last Palace built by the Burmese Royals.

In 1885, the British took Mandalay, ending the Konbaung dynasty (1752
- 1885). The Palace was looted and converted into a fort by the British

T he Mandalay Palace, located in the city of Mandalay approximate-




army. During World War I (1939 - 1945), the Royal
Palace was destroyed by fire after a bombing raid.
The only two original buildings that survived were
the Royal Mint and the Watch Tower. In the 1990s,
the Palace was rebuilt following the original design.

Today, the Palace is primarily a symbol of Man-
dalay. The Palace and the surrounding gardens are
a major tourist destination. This large complex con-
tains dozens of buildings including audience halls,
throne halls, a monastery, a watch tower, a court
building, a building to hold the tooth relic, and a
library where the Buddhist scriptures are kept.

Made from teak, the square Mandalay Palace was
surrounded by four walls, 2 kilometers long with a
total of 48 turrets. In the walls were 12 gates, one
for each sign of the zodiac. Around the walls was
a 60 meter wide moat, which could be crossed by
bridges.

Artifacts as well as the reproductions of the
thrones are on display within the Palace. Several
rooms of the Palace also display life size statues of
King Mindon Min and his successor King Thibaw
Min, the last Burmese King.

i KALAIKESARI

The watch tower is a solid cylindrical tower, red-
dish brown in colour and measuring 24 meters high.
It is topped by a golden seven tiered pyatthat (spires
at regular intervals) roof. The stairway winding
around the tower can be climbed and provides a
good overview of the Palace and great views of
Mandalay. It is one of only two original buildings
left, the other one being the Royal Mint.

Adjacent to the main entrance of the Watch Tower
is the Burmese style Tooth Relic Tower. The com-
pletely white square structure has a small square
relic chamber on top and a steep stairway leading
up to it. In spite of its name, the building never con-
tained a relic from the Buddha; instead it houses a
statue of Buddha.

The Supreme Court building is an impressive
structure used by the king to dispense justice. Both
the building and the multi-tiered roof are a dark red-
dish brown colour, while the finials and roof lines
are intricately decorated in gold colours. With the
Supreme Court building, a number of royal mauso-
leums were erected for the remains of several mem-
bers of the Burmese Royal Family, including King
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Mindon Min. The Great Audience Hall is intricately
decorated. The hall is approximately 75 meters long
and topped with a seven tiered pyatthat roof. The
wooden barge boards and eave boards on the roof
are all carved in flower patterns and were said to
have been gilded.

In total, there were eight thrones in the Palace,
of which the Lion Throne was the most important.
The Lion Throne was placed in the Lion Throne
room. The richly decorated and ornamented wood-
en throne belonged only to the King and it was con-
sidered high treason for anyone else to occupy it.
On top of the Lion Throne room is a seven tiered
pyatthat roof, the same building which is mentioned
above.

The Glass Palace is one of the largest and most
beautiful buildings. This building was used as
King Mindon’s personal living quarters. [t contains
two large rooms, one of which contained the Bee

Throne. The other one was separated into a num-
ber of smaller rooms which were the King’s living
room and bed room, as well as a number of rooms
for his Queens.

This famous tourist destination in Myanmar is lo-
cated in the north end of Mandalay and is found
between 12th street in the North and 26th street Na-
tional Highway 3 in the South. The Palace opens
daily from 7:30 am until 5 pm. The entrance is the
East gate of the citadel. 'g
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