Kumbh Mel

n 1978, two million people. from all corners of India and some from other
countries took the holy dip at the confluence of the three sacred. rivers at Prayag
(Allahabad), now also known as, the famous Ganga, the. Yamuna and the now

subterrinean Saraéwati all three of which form the substance of myr_hologicnl lore. -

A dip at their sangam (confluence) is considered 4 route to salvation and lucky are
those who travel wide and are able to make it. Inwh990, exactly 12 years later in the -

time cycle stpulated for the holy dip, the figure rose to millions of lucky or plucky |
onesl Though Prayag is the holiest of spots becduse-it is‘the meeting point of three
rwcrs there are three other towns which have also earned the holy status for tl'us 12-

“year cycle. They are Haridwar in the north, Ujjain in central India and NnSJ.k in the

west, all home to the Ganga, but also lucky recipients of holy. nectar- in 2

s mytho ogical story which gave them an alternate status. Here too, the ICumbh Mela

or fau is held in a 12-year-cycle, and all because they became mc1dcntal bcncﬁctancs -
of a war between the demons and the gods! '

~ In India, historical facts are clothed in mythology Mythology carries, the mante
of belief, and belief carries the weight of both. Perhaps, in a very fundamental sense
this would be true of all nations with a ‘teeming past and with mermories carried
forward through thousands of years. In addmon Af you have 2 multi- -lingual, muld-
cultural,” multi- gcographtcal cauldron in, which are brewed :mcu:nt memories and
future hopes, you have an unbehevable diversity which can be, and is, mind-
boggling. It is t‘hls dwerstty which is revealed in'its mulnfanous forms at the Kumbh
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Mela in Prayag Not only do you have
‘masses. congregating in an unbelievable
kaleidoscope of humanity, but you have
the flag waving, iasignia-holders of
saintly orders in a variety that. is
brcathﬁaking. Amongst these, you have
even Eoréigners:.f'rom various 'cogn tries
who have adqp}ed'-sor__nc saintly order or
the other, and are clothed in the
'mandatory saffron robes, even 'to
carrying' the wooden bowl as the only
‘worldly possession. But it is ‘the Maga
sadbus, with their naked bodiés smeared
with%ash which fascinates the onlookers,
‘and are acccptcd with near’ equani nity
by the vast ma]onry who understand that
it is a symbol of- total renunciation,
There is the belief, for instance, that
when Lord Mahavira, the Jain saint,
attained enhghtcnmcnt he” became
tocally naked. That is when a white robe
~ came waftmg- down the skies and slid
.over him. The Naga sadbus prefer to
‘haye ash as cover, yet it is amazing .how -
coolly the:crowd accepts this nudits as
the ultimate in the renunciaton of all
- worldly encumbrances. |
The fact that-three other submdtary

IKKumbh. . melas are held ‘at Haridwar,
NaSLk and Unam relates- to. yct another
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mythologica! legend. These was apparendy an unending fight betwern the
gods and demons, which i zeally only another way of saying berween good

and evil, 2nd nobody could win over the othez. On d‘.scovcring that a pitcher

3y 1t the bottom of the ocean contained nectar and a sip

®

‘of which ensured immoztality, anothes £ght took D!acc when the pitch :r was

spatched away by God Indma's son to give to his father, with the demons

running in pursuit. The drops, which {ell from the p::chc. during the flight
adwaz, Nasik and Ujjain, gave theselowns the sanctity to hold
the Xumbs Mels (Faiz of the Pitches). The mls do not involve anly a
gathering of believess. You must take a dip in the holy waters. Prayag holds
the uldmate promise because it is the towh at the holy confluence of three
venerated rivess, 1nd above all, where the River Ganga flows.

- v -
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T he idea of 2 rchgious fair in Incha is only a htdc different from. a rchgious fcsnval
which, by and large, is confined to a religion ot a religious sect. The town of Pushkar,

only'a short distance away from Ajmer | in'the north-western state of Ra;sdmn has -

become a popular destirtation for two kinds of visitors: one, for the Hindus it s, yet
again,a place for-holy Eﬂgnmagc and two, for tourists from all corners of the world |
"who come to see its famous cattle fair, partake of the revelry ;that surrounds the

event, and thcn feel with the devotion that makes millions of believers go thcrc

every year to relive its ancient devotional lore. In recent-years, Pushkar has becorne
_a’'pardcularly fascmanng destination for- foreign tourists because of thc hvehncss the
frenzy, the colour that is. mgramcd in the legends and topography of: Ra)asthan
" Pushkar-is so haloed 2 rchgxous placc for the Hindus that.it. draws devotces from all
corners of Incha, and with each devotee.or group of dcvotces comcs an individual
code of beliefs, dress and style that could entrance anyone — fcorn the ‘Frénch
fashion designer to\a rural innocent from Bihar. Pushkar seems to havé become
really the international hub for those curious about the cult of thc ash-smeared
naked sadbus or religious ‘mendicants who have, forsaken 4ll, or for thosc who want

to see Indi4 in its most intriguing religious colours. - : N

For behind the obvious rivalries of colour pageanuy and rituhl, r.her is the ongm
of Pushkar. There are four acknowlc ged centres of . Hmdu behef Baznnath Pug,

R

Rameshwaram and Dwarka. Pushkar it is said, is the fifth, If you havc niot taken the -

- mandatory bath 1 in Pushkar’s famed lake, yowwill ot be able to visit the four other.

L]
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placeS"mﬁhdgted by zeligious belief, 'I"hefc; 15
as usual 2 mythological-cum-legend-cum-
historical ‘hint with reference to the Padama.
Purana, about how the great ‘Brahma
~ himself performed a yafna at .‘-P_qshkar,
hence its, halloed air. But the Jajna has, as
usual, a symboljcal..cum;mymol'ogical l
woven around it. And, as usual,
multfadous history, and

egend
with India’s
and ts. 5,000 years of
past, one does not know where le’gfen'd ends
and history begins or where legend takes
over and where history gets lost in tme, -
For instance, -there qre three ! temples
which do actually exist i Pushkar, Thege
are dedicated (g ng Bzalnna_hit}x'self, 'to
.Saﬁul, his u}i‘f:e and '_t'o 'Ga'y-atr-i.. A@:cérding
#2.again, as. quoted by

i s 3 Jistorian,. Dr B, N, '_S_harma,'
{ When Lord Brahma ‘decideq - |

LEFT =~ °

From the mists of the
past.—Z ... -

———
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ABOVE
From the past — a

jarrjtale ;esannnce' ,

harassed Brahma created Shap -Mohini, on seeing whom the curse would be
lifted. But in practical terms, the circumstances led to the creation of thtee
temples in Pushkar, which are now hallowed spots: Two temples, dedi:ated
to Savitzi and Gayatri, rest above a hill-top below which is a lake. It has 52
steps down.which pcoplc descend to take a. d.lp in the bchef that this-w oxlzld

wash- them of their sins.

With devotion allied to .one of the most p1cturcsquc landscapcs of
Rajasthan and with legend giving fairytale resonance to rehgmus belief, and
as.a tourist centre which draws more apd more visitors to it every year,

India’ s~tryst wuh the pqst

-
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“'Rath Yatra

= very fesdval celcbmted in India, cven in the foU\ teadition, is woven round some

~mythological story which has been handed down, the ages tbrough word ‘of ‘mouth,
- from generadon to generation, in vﬂlage after village. If anything binds India into

- one, with its.vast range of official and non-offi¢ial languages, diale¢ts and réligions,

it is ‘its mythologlcal treasure-trove of stories and anecdotes. This has become so
embedded in the subconscious culrurc of the land that they tcna-'to become almost

like refe ‘cncopomts in defining what is wrong, what is right, what is good and what
is bad. There is so much rooted in 5Q many lost ccntuncs that the culrure cames - with
it'a load of primeval memories.

The lagannath-temple at. Puri in Onssa embodies this mergihg of the pa'st w1th
the present in all the stones\ that abound about the origin of the statue of Lord

: quannath But the festival in which devotees pull three massive chariots with the

idols of Jagannath, his brother Balabhadra and sister Subhadra, over 3 kilometres
followed by, now over the years, a gathering of half 2 million devotees, has become

 the fesdval of all festivals! It is held in‘the.months of june-July, again in relation. to

the Indian calendar i in the lunar fortnight, on the ﬁccond day/ The deities are rested
for 15 days at gundzt/)ag/;am, and then returned back to the temple. So everywhcrc in
Orissa waere the festival takes place on a smaller scale, the place where they are
placed for 15 days.is also called gundicha gbamﬁ 16 modern p’aarla-ncc,‘it has begun to
be called the ‘car_yatra- - | : .

‘
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th Yatra, -

The antecedents -of this festival to'comxﬁemomte the' placing of Lord
]agannath in the temple at Puri go back to at least 1,000 years. And again 1t
is the all-embracing God Vishau who plays with his many manifestations. It
makes 2 lovelv intriguing. story. King Indradyumna had a premon: ton that

the presencc of God Vishnu lay embedded in 2 hidden statue sornewhere.
He wanted that statue, and in anticipation, it was he who built “he great

" Jagannath temple, now such 2 well-known pilgrim centre. But the temple

kept lying in wait for the idol. It was one of. the four scholars that the king

" sent to- far off corners, the young Vidyapat, ‘who followed his’ father-in-law

. a2 liidden cave, found the statue.and took it to the king, It was sraall; The

RIGHT -

The “car yatra’ —
celebrating hidden
-bruths

~

_ gteat Vishwakarma, master crafismin | n dlsgmsc, promised to make ajbigger
- one, but in wood. On being disn.ubcd against his instrucdons, he left it

incomplete. So it has come to rest in Puri as the cynosure of all eyes — in
its incomplete form but the object of nevcr-endmg devonon It Ts Tnc of- .-
the rarest examples in Indian architecrure of an idol in wood. "

So fervent was the devotion that people even believed, accordmg to an_
account by Manoj Das, that they would achieve moksha or eternity if they got
crushed under the 16 wheels of the Jagannath chanotl lee TNOSt : ehg10u5

~ festivals, there are' anecdotes galore and stories symbohc of the narrative

richness- of Indian mythology — where truth -and fiction, fict and
interpretation, romance and theology, play hide and seek with historical facts
and myrhologlcal references. Despite the change in the nomenclaturs of the

~ rath or old-time chariot, the ‘car yatrd’ in modern patlance of the Jagannath

phenomenon continues to live and celebrate its hidden truths. In the last
rirual of the Rath Yatra cclcbranons the temple inside.resounds to the
verses of. Jayadevs htcrary mastcrplccc,, the Geet Govinda, Manoj Das has
gone to extensive . Lcngths to paint the drama of this happcm.ng and‘in
writing about the'10 i incarnpations of Vishnu'mentioned by-Jayadev, J. P. Das,
the Well-known poet, translates Jayadev’s verse about the last one . Kalki,
who is supposed to be the avatar of the future:
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