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FROM KAILASA TO KATARAGAMA:
SACRED GEOGRAPHY IN THE CULT OF SKANDA-MURUKAN

Why do you search for the Lover
Who has taken his abode in your heart?
He is the light of Katirkdmam!

In most world religions, pilgrimage is given
relatively low status in the hierarchy of religious
practices? But in one ancient yet still vibrant Sri Lankan
tradition, the practice of Pdda yatra or foot pilgrimage
demonstrably embodies profound metaphysical truths
while serving as a working framework or matrix for the
exploration of progressively subtler levels of religious
practice that have long escaped the attention of non-
participant observers. Far from being a merely outward
practice suitable only for laity or the exceptionally naive
religious specialist, pilgrimage in the Kataragama Péada
Yatra tradition is a comprehensive exercise of body,
mind and spirit having ramifications far exceeding the
suppositions of 20th century indological scholarship.

Despite its great antiquity, stature and symbolic
importance in Sri Lanka's multi-ethnic society, the
tradition of annual Kataragama Padd Yatrd has never
been the object of modern scholarly study. This is partly
because it takes place in remote districts in the North
and East - precisely the districts most affected by the
ongoing conflict between insurgents and Government
security forces-and partly because pdda ydtrd survives
as a rural village 'little tradition", beneath the purview
of older scholarship. Studies of kataragama to date have
tended to underplay the religious dimension of
kataragama as the tradition's custodians themselves
understand it, focusing instead upon emerging social
trends and regarding the Kataragama festival less as a
religious tradition than as a release-value for social
tensions in post-Independence Sri Lanka.> This study,
however, surveys Sri Lanka's longest and perhaps oldest
pilgrimage tradition from the religious perspective as
articulated by the tradition's practitioners themselves and
assumes that a religious tradition is best understood
within its own frame of reference.

-Nallir Yogaswami

Among the ancient living traditionsl that survive
in island Sri Lanka's rich cultural environment, few are
as well-known or as poorly - understood as that of the
Kataragama Padi Yitrd. Starting from the island's far
north and ending up to two months and several hundred
kilometres later at the Kataragama shrine in the island's
remote southeastern jungle, the Kataragama Pada Yatra
tradition has played a major role in propagating and
perpetuating traditions of Kataragama through out Sri
Lanka and South India. Predating the arrival of all four
of Sri Lanka's major religions, it is essentially a tradition
inherited from the island's indigenous forest - dwellers,
the Wanniya - laeto or Veddas, as the Kataragama shrine's
sinhalese kapurala priest - custodians themselves readily
concede.

Prior to 1950 when a motorable road was extended
up to Kataragama from Tissamaharama, the only way
pilgrims could reach Kataragama was on foot or by
bullock cart. All that has changed since "then, now
Kataragama is cheaply and easily reachable by regular
bus service directly from Colombo and other districts
including the Eastern Province where the Pada yatra
tradition nervertheless continues to flourish in an air of
revival. Easy access has entailed a drastic change in the
makeup of the pilgrims who flock to Kataragama for
the Asala (July - August) festival season; while a few
thousand still walk through Yala National Park to the
east of Kataragama, now hundreds of thousands of Sri
Lankan visitors come as pilgrims and even as casual
tourists. This has inevitably eroded the consensus among
pilgrims which gave Kataragama its air of sanctity and
mystery, replacing it with a carnival - like atmosphere.
And while the more devout pilgrims may regret the
process of progressive secularization that continues to
affect Kataragama, they also tend to explain these
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changes in emicterms as being the will of the Kataragama
god who, after so many centuries, remains alive and
mysterious as ever in his ways of relating to humanity.

Because of the sheer length of the Kataragama
Pada Yatrd, since ancient times those who walk the
distance (much of it through uninhabited jungle even
today) have tended to be dedicated religious specialists.
The great majority of Pada Yatrd swimis and bawis
remain anonymous, but among them have been more
than a few great saints, sages and siddhas beginning, it
- is said, with Skanda - Murukan himself who is the first
among pdda ydtra pilgrims according to the tradition.
These have included, notably, the renowned fifteenth
century Tamil psalmist Arunakiri, who composed at least
one Tiruppukal hymn at Tirukkdnamalai (modern
Trincomalee, a major sacred site on the traditional
~ Kataragama Pada Yatrd route) and fourteen at Katir-
Kamam. '(the Place of) brilliance and passion’, i.e.
Kataragama.* More recent well-known pilgrims include
Pilkuti Biwi and Yogaswami of Nallir. The following
account of Yogaswami's pilgrimage to Kataragama
remains typical even today:

Subsequently by about the middle of 1910, Swami
left on a solitary sojourn by foot along the Island's
coastal belt eastward, and met many ascetics on
the way. He moved freely with certain Muslim
Sufi saints, Buddhist monks, and Veddha chiefs.
He communed with Murugan in Kathirkamam, the
Holy of Holies skirted by the Manica Ganga...
from 1910, he had taken solitary long distance
pilgrimages to Tiruketheeswaram, and on to
Wattapalai and Koneswaram at Trincomalee, and
skirting the east coast by the foot path, he had spent
his recluse days at Sittankudi, Batticaloa and
Tirukkovil. Many a time, he had related incidents
when he trekked the Vedda tracts of Moneragala
and Bibile to reach the abode of Murugan at
Kathirkamam, skirted by the Manica Ganga and
the seven hills of Kathiramalai.’

Almost no records survive written in the pilgrims'’
own words, although British government agents made
exhaustive records of the colonial government's efforts

to discourage or restrict a practice considered to be
unhealthy and unproductive.® The perspective of
dedicated foot pilgrims, however, was and remains
redically different from that of most scholars and
government administrators.

This study is based on the researcher's
participation in the Pdda Yatra from Jaffna to
Kataragama in 1972 and a further ten times since 1988.
Especially invaluable has been detailed instruction from
the renowned Swami Gauribala Giri, a German
sannyasin-disciple of Nallir Yogaswami. After meeting
Yogaswami in 1947, 'German Swami' (as he was best
known throughout Ceylon) walked from Jaffna to
Kataragama annually from 1948 to 1972 when this
researcher as an undergraduate had the exceptional
opportunity to join the Pada Yatra from Celvaccanniti
Murukankovil (Jaffna district) in his company. Although
Swami Gauribdla never published the results of his life-
long study of sacred geography, his observations inspired
many and provided the basis for Paul Wirz's Kataragama
die heiligste Staette Ceylons (1954), still the most
comprehensive account of Kataragama's religious
traditions.’

The present study may be regarded as a
continuation of German Swami's 'Mu research’ (as he
termed it) applied to the theory and practice of
Kataragama Pada Yitrd, of which German Swami was
widely acknowledged as an accomplished expert. His
distinctly antiquarian approach, developed through
decades of field-work and patient study of diverse literary
and oral traditions, informs the content and methological
approach of the present study. German Swami deplored
the approach of Western-trained researchers who insist
on imposing modern values and assumptions upon
oriental traditions whose raison d'etre lies entirely
outside the scope of their research. In his view, the
sincere researcher should seek to duplicate the findings
of oriental traditions by replicating their methods
whenever possible rather than to apply alien methods
and assumptions. The present study therefore is derived
from this researcher's efforts to duplicate the findings of
German Swami and other practitioners before him.

Big gafl

Gougarefiu sugLd miudl - wrrsf



The perilous passage through an Active Door or
'narrow gate' is' a common motif of folklore traditions
worldwide and has been the subject of a vast literature,
of which Ananda
"Symplegades" is arguably the best.® His description of

Coomaraswamy's €ssay
the hero who undertakes the Grail Quest aptly describes
the late German Swami Gauribéla:

The expert, for whom the antitheses are never
absolute values but only the logical extremities of a
divided form (for example, past and present of the eternal
now), is not overcome by, but much rather transits their
"north-and-southness" or, as we should say, "polarity,”
while the empiricist if crushed or devoured by the
perilous alternatives (to be or not to be, etc.) that he
cannot evade.’

The researcher's methodological approach
therefore is both critical and problematic, for while most
pilgrims will gladly speak about their experience of Pada
Yatrd, only a very few pilgrims among hundreds are
qualified to speak authoritatively about the essential
inner pilgrimage. And since the interior pilgrims who
have penetrated deeply will not or cannot express their
experiences except by allusion and metaphor, the earnest
researcher has to build a picture of the essential mystical
practice based partly upon the example or testimony of
others but based to a greater extent upon firsthand
experience.

SACRED GEOGRAPHY AND THE CULT OF
SKANDA -MURUKAN

The Kataragama Pada Yatrd was Swami
Gauribila's practical introduction to cosmography or
sacred geography as he called it, the systematic study of
what Eliade termed hierophanies, those rare, divine spots
at which divinity reveals itself on earth.! Island Lankd
preserves a wealth of folklore said to originate from
remote prehistory and puranic sources, including notably
the Ramayana, which still survives in the form of local
place legends. Swami Gauribala's approach involved
analyzing the relationship between sacred places and
their associated legends. Having re-searched and dis-
covered the principles of traditional oriental

cosmography, he concluded that they should remain
sacred and secret, i.e. evident but unarticulated. His
contention was that anyone qualified to study a sacred
science who studies that science that science in depth
would arrive at the same principles and, hence, similar
conclusions. Decades later, his contention appears at
least partly confirmed.

The cult of Murukan (Tamil: ‘tender or fragrant
one') or Skanda (Sanskfit: 'leaper or attacker' from skand
'to leap or spurt’), like the god himself, has a complex,
composite history. Western-trained scholars are quick
to point out the composite nature of the god as an
amalgam of two distinct yet structurally analogous
deities, Dravidian and Sanskritic respectively. But
among indigenous religious specialists and millions of
devotees at large, there is no question that the diverse
body of lore in Tamil, Sanskrit, Sinhala and other
languages describes a single vigorous and complex deity
familiar to both northern and southern traditions since

antiquity.
QUALITATIVE SPACE AND
CHRONOLOGICAL TIME

Whereas Semitic and other nomadic peoples tend
to think historically in terms of time and genealogy,
people of long sedentary heritage and markedly cultic
outlook think in terms of space, typically postulating a
'center of the world' in their own midst.' In Séuth Asia,
the geographical environment has played a major role
in shaping Indian thought. India thinks in terms of
qualitative or mythical space in which each place has
not only its own outward characteristics but alsoits own
significance for those beings who inhabit that space.
Hence, in the traditional worldview of India, spatial
differences are also qualitative differences. In qualitative
places are space, not all equal and the directions of space
also have non-spatial qualities, in contrast to purely
mathematical Euclidean space in which all points and
all directions are content-less. quality-less and equal.
Of course, South Asia is no stranger to the concept of
sacred time, either, since most of the calendar is
sacrealized; even the modern Gregorian calendar remains
sacralized to a certain extent. Yet nowhere else in the
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world has the tradition of pilgrimage and sacred
geography remained as pervasive and vibrant as in the
Indian subcontinent.

ARU PATAI VITU: THE SIX STATIONS OF
SKANDA - MURUKAN

In the context of Tamil Nadu, sacred geography
is invariably associated with the aru patai viu,
Murukan's 'camps’ or sacred sites associated with
particular episodes in His divine career that are scattered
across the length and breadth of Tamil Nadu, effectively
homologizing the landscape of Tamil Nadu with the
career of Murukan. In fact, there are only five patai
vitu; the number six should be understood not as a
statistical tally but rather a significant number in
numerology and sacred geometry, a sister science of
sacred geography. The number six signifies, among
other things, the six 'rays' of the three - dimensional cross,
i.e. the six cardinal directions of space. This structural
relation of the number six to three-di-mensional space
is directly related to the genesis of Skanda from six rays
of light that coalescs and integrate as the Sanatkumara
or Perpetual Youth personified.

In this aspect as Sanmukha 'the Six- Faced,'
Skanda-Murukan is the Lord of Space, the Unmoved
Mover abiding as a conscious presence at the source
and center of the matrix of infinite possibilities-- our
own three-dimensional world of embodied existence. It
is precisely this aspect of Skanda-Murukan that is
celebrated at Kataragama, where no icon is worshipped
but only a small casket containing (or said to contain,
for it is never displayed) the sadkona yantra or six-
pointed magical diagram etched upon a metal plate.
Indeed, in contradistinction to the tradition of Tamil
Nadu, in Sri Lanka the entire career of Skanda-Murukan
is said to take place at Kataragama, such that the god's
six stations or directions of space collapse, or rather
return, back into their souurce-- undifferentiated
singularity.

At Kataragama this principle also finds
embodiment in the élu Malai or Seven Hills, where the
highest (417 m.) and 'best’ peak, Katira Malai ('Mountain

of Light") or Vedahitikanda ('The Peak Where He Was'),
is homologized to the number seven signifying reversal,
return, integration and completion or perfection in
childlike innocence and simplicity (Tamil: Cumma
iruttal), which is the specific objective of Kaumara
sadhana or praxis for aspirants in the tradition of Skanda-
Murukan. This holographic quality of Kataragama,
where the whole may be seen within any given part,
permeates Kataragama, not only on the levels of myth
and ritual but even on the physical level of geography.
Mention may be made here that in ancient times when
sacred geography played an important role in the
identification of powerful sites, a configuration of seven
hills was considered to be the ideal location for the capital
of a kingdom, i.e. its seat of power. Notable examples
include Athens, Rome, Constantinople and Jerusalem
as well as Kataragama, the capital of a virtual kingdom.

FROM KAILASA TO KATARAGAMA: THE
MYTHICAL CAREER OF SKANDA-MURUGAN

In the cult of Kataragama Skanda, pada Yatra has
mythological significance. In most versions of the legend
current in Sri Lanka, Skanda-Murukan originates as six
rays emitted from his father Siva's third eye, which fall
to earth where six water nymphs, the Krttika maidens
(hence his name Karttikeya), discover him in a marshy
lake (saravana) in the Himalayas, a birth motif familiar
elsewhere in the birth of Moses and Osiris. In the puranic
accounts considered authoritative among Hindus today,
Karttikeya's childhood is spent upon on Mount Kailisa, .
a real geographical place in the trans-Himalaya which
in the pan-Indian cosographical conception is regarded
as the stambha or axis mundi, the center and axis of the
COSMOS.

Anticipating the momentous career that awaits
Karttikeya in the southern continent of Jambudvipa
(South Asia), the devarsi or divine sage (and
troublemaker) Narada instigates a contest between
Karttikeya and his rotund elder brother the elephant-god
Ganapati. With his parents' connivance, Ganapati falls
back on his natural rat - like cunning to cheat Karttikeya
and claim the prize. His sense of justice enflamed,
Karttikeya leaves home to never return. He discards his
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divine raiments and, with only a kaupine - loincloth and
a staff, storms down from the Himalayas to the Gangetic
plain of India and continues southward to South India.
In the South Indian recension, the god's greatest exploits
occur in Tamil Nadu. But in the Sri Lankan recension,
he crosses by boat to island Lanka and proceeds on foot
to Katir - Kamam or Kataragama where he leads the
army of the devas to victory over theasura - titans before
the crowning event of his career -- his secretive courtship
and marriage with Valli Amma, daughter of the local
chieftain of the Veddas or Wanniyala - aeto, the
indigenous forest inhabitants.

From the conventional standpoint, this union of
high god and low - born earthly maiden is a gross mis-
match. And yet, representing as it does the "illicit union’
of Spirit with the earth-bound soul, the legend of
Kataragama has long served as a creative frame - work
for the most diverse forms of mysticism imagfnable
-the very hallmark of Kataragama down the ages and
the wellspring of its well - deserved reputation for

mystery and sanctity.

PADA YATRA AS PASSAGE INTO THE
LABYRINTH

In traditions the world over, pilgrimage essentially
refers to the passage or transformation of the soul that
turns away from the periphary of the outward world of
multiplicity and turns inward through progressively
deeper levels of awareness to arrive at the sacred center.
The sacred center is entirely within the contingent being's
inherent range of 'infinite possibilities,’ and as such it
may also mainfest outwardly at certain times and certain
places in the socially - conditioned world of sense
perception. When the essential sacred center within is
seen to have its counterpart in a sacred geographical site,
the 'two' passages may be combined or integrated or,
rather, comprehended to be inward and outward
reflections of one and same sacred passage: the return
from multiplicity to one's original nature at the center of
the world. In kaumdra sddhand, this passage is also
understood as the return to one's orginal childlike nature

of wonder and innocence, in Tamil called cumma iruttal,

a multivalent expression meaning 'being still,' remaining
simple, or 'just being."

In Kaumira tradition, the God's active yet covert
involvement is the vital or margical ingredient that
transforms pd&a yatrd from a mere walking journey into
the experience of spiritual Vpassage through a maze of
subtle dimensions that escape the attention of non-
participant observers. By the power of an underlying
presence that none can claim to understand, earnest
pilgrims traverse through the shadowy world of outward
appearances and penetrate deep into an affulgent interior
realm of Katir-Kamam or 'light and delight.' For them
the spiritual journey is not empty metaphor but intensely
vivid and real. In this sense, only experienced pilgrims
can appreciate what it means to cross invisible thresholds
and plunge into strange realms of sacred space. Hence,
the motif of the labyrinth or passage to the innermost
sanctum finds application in spiritual traditions
worldwide, particularly in the context of pilgrimage in
the dual sense of outward journey and inward passage
to one's metaphysical source or center.

Through a process of release from conventional
notions of self, time, space and causation by 'coursing
against the stream' of worldly opinion and habitual
ideation, veterans of the tradition consciously aim to
recover the amrta or ma 'ul hayat, the Water of Life that
others are said to have found before them. In order to
arrive at its source, they may enter dimensions where
what was once thought impossible can come to pass in
the twinkling of an eye. Despite hunger, thirst, fatigue,
illness and a host of very real dangers one may encounter
when traversing jungle and areas of civil conflict, most
foot pilgrims reach their destination in the outward sense
at least. But the longer and deeper passage to the sacred
center within is beset with trials and obstacles of even
greater diversity and subtlety (often depicted as walls of
fire or water) which effectively screen out all but the
most dedicated and resourceful pilgrims.

(Will be continued in the next issue)
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Mahatma Gandhi was perhaps the most successful
of all national leaders of recent times. He exploded the
myth among modern researchers that Hinduism is an
essentially personal religion. His commitment to the
faith and its attendant feelings for fellow-men enabled
him to give Hinduism a political, social and economic
dimension. Thanks to his spiritual genius amply
displayed during the freedom struggle, the integrity of
the nation remained almost intact despite severe strains.
His conception of a vast country knit together as a
federation of village republics may not have had legal
sanction. He did yearn to retain the beauty and simplicity
of the religious life and the village as the unit was the
experience of history. He dreaded the possibility of total
alienation and the dehumanised forms that is experienced
by some advanced countries. Independence however,
demanded the formalities of constitution making to
herald the birth of a nation. And this may have stood in
the way. But Gandhiji's dream gained be facto status
when he himself became the symbol of national ethos.
This enabled his followers to boldly declare the country
a secular republic. They were convinced that native
religiosity would not surrender to alien values.

M. Gnanapragasam

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP

Constitution and other legal safeguards are of
mere secondary significance compared to the role of
effective leadership. The latter refers to charismatic
figures that could speak with authority at all levels of
human activity be it politics, economic activity, the
school or the family. Men are spurred into honest and
creative activity by the example and guidance of
developed souls. Human institutions are made to tick by
the presence of this sacred lineage. Other wise social
arrangements become far too formal to be of meaning
and value. These external forces are significant only to
the extent of the given in human affairs. They constitute
the mere tools with which human will- power seeks to
shape the course of events for history in the final analysis
is man-made. We are, what we will to be. Anything short
of such self- confidence ‘reduces men to mere chattel,

exposing them to the vile manipulations of crafty ones.

M. Gnanapragasma.
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