
99Where Valli Meets Murukan

Anih‘ropos 92.1997

Let us leave the main site and go to Sella Kata
ragama. In the middle of the Mena Ganga, lashed
by raging waters, lies a small island with a temple
dedicated to Ganesa. This sort of sacred site is

exceptional in South Asia. If, however, one makes
a typological comparison, such arrangements, in
the most different variations, are well known in is
land Southeast Asia. A vertically structured world-
view in three parts usually underlies sites of this
sort, in the centre of which is the area of human
life (the middle world or intermediate world), and
above and below the other two worlds, which for
sirnplicity’s sake are called in the literature the
World above and the underworld, even though we
should not let ourselves be guided by Christian
connotations, especially in respect of the term “un
derworld.” Transitions from one world to another

require specially sacred observances. Passages into
the underworld are to be found in grottos, caves,
holes in the ground and crevices, in natural ponds
and lakes, at the confluence of tributaries with the
rnain river, as well as on riverine islands where the

actual crossing points are depths and whirlpools,
depths and whirlpools are preferred halting places
f°r underworld deities, for example, in the shape of
a water snake, which even in Indonesia, including
many tribal areas, are known by the name naga, of
Indian origin. Also in Indonesia, sacred elephants
ar e, like water snakes, sometimes described as

n dga. It is in such places that people preferably
come into contact with autochthonous deities, and
they decorate them as sacred places of adoration.

Crossing places between the human world and
the world above in island Southeast Asia are pref-
crably mountains and giant sacred trees such as the
ficus religiosa, known in India as the banyan or bo
tr ee. The mountains on which such trees stand are

destined to be places of adoration for heavenly
deities. These trees are often seen as the axis of

the world (axis mundi), linking heaven and earth,
^here crossing places to the underworld and the
^orld above occur side by side, we usually have
the epitome of a sacred place. One need only recall
the significance of volcanoes in Indonesia, whose
cones provide access to the world above and whose
Cr aters open a way deep into the underworld.

With its riverine island of Sella Kataragama and
Ve ti-itti-kanta Hill hard by it, Kataragama is a com
parable site of the greatest sacredness. Through the
Wdda girl Valli and the Vedda taking part in great
s acred festivals, it is brought into connection with
^ non-Hindu and non-Buddhist people, equally
Ve dda. It is as if this people has endowed the
w hole arrangement of Kataragama with its model
°f order, a model which obviously does not obey

the continental worldview, involving the cardinal
points (Windrose).

If these thoughts so far are understandable, we
are dealing with another worldview, a model that
links the island of Sri Lanka in its pre-Buddhist
and pre-Hindu substratum or at least the pilgrim
age site of Kataragama with the parts of island
Southeast Asia where reflexes of the three-part
worldview with a maritime orientation in space
predominate. This maritime orientation in space
follows not a system of coordinates, but the pairs
of opposites “upriver/downriver, uphill/seawards”
or “towards the sea/towards the land.” The main

site of Kataragama also appears to me to be shaped
in accordance with this maritime system, whose
arrangement of buildings is orientated towards the
flow of the Mena Ganga river and the positions of
the sacred trees standing there (for example, the
ficus religiosa).

The limits of using Old Tamil symbolism in the
interpretation of Kataragama are shown in all their
clarity: particular thematic fields are opened up in
poetry as well as in, for example, the layout of
a sacred place, each in its own symbolic speech
with its specific symbolic “grammar.” There are
symbolic structures out of which quite different
poems, stories, but also sacred places are shaped
and which refer to one theme, such as a particular
type of love: in connection with veti-itti-kanta Hill,
for example, to the love theme of the type porul-
akam-kalavu-aintinai-kurinci. However, just as the
form itself does not determine the contents of the
poem or story, so too it does not determine the
worldview according to which the sacred place is
orientated. In other words, the form or thematic
field and the grammar of symbolism associated
with it are open to different contents and allow
themselves to be applied, in connection with a sa
cred place, to different worldviews: for example, to
a three-part worldview with a maritime orientation
of space, as in Kataragama.
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