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Hokos and Elephants

Kyoto and Kandy. (Sri Lanka) :
Some IFascinating Culture Parallels

Chandrasekera M.Bandara
Guest Professor
(Univ. of Peradeniya. Sri Lanka)

One of the most memorable experiences. I had during my
sojourn in Kyoto University (2007) as a Guest Professor, was
the opportunity of seeing the spectacular Gion Matsuri
festival. that resembled in many ways the Esala Perahera
(Pageant) of my own home city of Kandy in Sri Lanka. On the
surface the visible difference was that between the exquisitely
designed Hokos at the O'Matsurt and the beautifully dressed
and decorated elephants of the Esala Perahera. both being
related to religious festivals of two different sorts. This casual
observation made my mind to wander across the histories of
the two great World Heritage cities that appear to form
fascinating culture parallels. Thereafter. I was indeed
determined to visit all the 17 world heritage sites during my
stay in Kyoto. which to my understanding is the only city in
the world with so numerous sites of World Heritage.

Like Kyoto, Kandy had been a historic Capital City of Sri
Lanka. and the seat of political power of an ancient monarchy.
Situated in the hills and surrounded by the majestic river-
Mahaweli Ganga. it formed a veritable natural fortress against
many waves of invading alien forces. With indigenous rulers.
the city continued to flourish from 17" to 19" Centuries. Even
today. despite the colossal destruction caused by the British
forces after the Great Rebellion of 1818, Kandy. like Kyoto for
Japan. forms the “cultural heartland” of Sri Lanka. with its own
characteristic costume. jewelry, custom, law. painting. dance
forms and architecture. The annual Esala pageant, popularly
known as the Esala Perahara. held in the month of Esala
(July - August) in Kandy, needs no introduction to the Asiatic
Buddhist world. Originating from Indo-Aryan traditions. Esala
festivities signify the victories of the Hindu God Indra over the
demon Vritra who prevented the burst of rain clouds. In fact.
Fsala pageant was a ritual invoking the blessings of the gods
to cause rainfall after prolonged periods of droughts. Later the

Kandyan Kings who assumed the role of the guardians of the
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sacred Tooth Relic of the Buddha. coupled that event with the
pageant in honour of Buddhism. while maintaining some of
the ancient rituals of yore.

The sacred Tooth Relic of the Buddha was brought to
Anuradhapura - the celebrated ancient capital of Sri Lanka that
lasted for over 1200 years. from Kalinga in India during the
03 - 331). Legend has

it that. the Buddha's tooth relic was brought to Sri Lanka in the

reign of the King Kitsiri Mevan (A.D. 3

third century. hidden in the tresses of a princess who made a
hazardous journey from India to Sri Lanka. That was about
300 years since the arrival of Ven. Theri Sanghamitta (the
daughter of Emperor Asoka of India) and the planting of the
sacred Bodhi Tree (ficus religiosa) in Anuradhapura. under
which the Buddha is believed to have attained supreme
enlightenment.

The eminent Chinese traveler. Fa Hien (A.D. 399-414) had
given an account of the rituals associated with the sacred Relic
when it was taken to a main temple -Abhayagiri vihara. for the
annual festival during the month of Esala. By this time the
island was known to the Chinese as ‘Sihaladvip™ or the land of
the Sinhalese. The fourteenth century Sinhala text “Dalada
Sirita”™ gives a vivid description of the associated rituals. There
was a strong conviction particularly among the Sinhala
Buddhists that the legitimate claim for the Kingship could be
made only by the guardian and possessor of the sacred Tooth
Relic. The belief that. the sacred Tooth Relic was a harbinger
of rain never diminished even after the British occupation of
Kandy. As narrated by the local people. when the Perahara
was suspended by the colonial rulers in 1815. a severe drought
and a crop failure was ensued. Due to public protest the
Perahara was finally allowed. It was reported that heavy
torrential rains followed the initiation of Perhara rituals.

The Perahera procession includes. whip crackers.
sumptuously-decorated elephants. traditional dancers. oboe-
tooting musicians, banners. palanquins. torch bearers and
thousands of barefoot pilgrims. The action is made even more
exhilarating because it takes place at night except on the last
day. An old cannon booms twice after dusk signifving the
beginning and the Perahera (paraders) that takes to the streets
for ten nights and the following day. The parades grow longer
each night until the final night of pageantry. when the parade is
at its finest. The most treasured item in the procession is a
replica of a golden reliquary holding the sacred tooth of the

Buddha mountaed on to of a giant tusker elephant.




The author of “Dalada Sirita™ an ancient writing gives a
vivid description of the perahera. It was held to invoke the
blessings of the gods for rain, fertility, successful crops and
good health. Elephants feature heavily in the pageant as they
symbolize the abundance and fertility. Every year, over 100
elephants with highly decorated and illuminated costumes take
part in the parade. with traditional dancers and musicians.
along with the Kandyan Chieftains wearing majestic dresses
walking among them.

As I came to know, the Gion Matsuri has a similarly long
history beginning from 9" Century. Gion festival was started in
869 A.D when a bad plague spread through Kyoto. In the
original festival, young men carried a number of simple
wooden floats seeking divine intervention to get over the
plague. The plague soon ended after the festival. and this
became a popular annual event. In the Edo Era. the current
form of the exquisitely decorated floats began to appear in the
festival.

Gion o'matsuri by Yasaka shrine is one of the largest and
most colourful festivals in Japan. It begins in early July and
lasts until the end of the month. At this time, there are
hundreds of street vendors with games and Japanese traditional
foods who gather along the streets. Also, many people who go
to this festival wear yukata and geta, which are traditional
Japanese outfits. Among the many events held during the

festival, the highlights are Yoi-yama on the 16" and

th

Yamahoko-junko on the 17" of July. At Yoi-yama. some city

An exquisitely Designed Hoko at the
Gion Matsuri Festival in Kyoto

Elephants parading the Streets of Kandy

residents open the doors of their houses to show their
traditional treasures and old folding screens. Yamahoko-junko
is the parade of colorful floats through downtown area of
Kvoto. The floats are pulled through the streets by teams of
men dressed in traditional Japanese costumes. Each of the
large floats carries musicians playing flutes and other
traditional musical instruments.

As my learned guide explained. there are two kinds of fioats:
yama and hoko. Yama are smaller floats and carried by people
on their shoulders. Hokos are giant floats moving on large
wooden wheels and pulled by a large group people. This year
there were some 32 floats in the parade including 25 yama
fioats and 7 hoko floats. The floats are decorated with tapestries
or fabrics from Nishijin, Kyoto. Many of them were imported
from India. Belgium. Persia. Turkey and other countries
several centuries ago.

The most exciting experience was to see during yama hoko
parade was the turns of big floats on their wooden wheels at a
road junction. They are guided by blocks of wood and planks
of bamboo to get them turn at right angles. Men pulling the
floats chant loudly. “yoi, yoi. voi to sei! ™ accompanied with
traditional Japanese music played by people who are on the
floats. On the front of the deck of the hook two guides in
traditional costumes with Japanese uchiwa like fans in their
hands pilot the /iokos like band masters at an orchestra.

While watching the graceful progress of Hokos at o"matsuri.

I was not only mesmerized by its charm and beauty, but also

A Caparisoned Elephant with the Relic Casket
at the Kandy Perahera

Hokos parading the streets of K;'oto




by the unexpected degree of comparability in detail in the
parades of two ancient cultures. In the place of “whip crackers’
who appear first symbolically to clear the passage for Perahera
in Kandy. there were the *bamboo pole carriers” or bearers of
long bamboo poles who preceded the o'matsuri hoko parade.
In the place of Nilames (or Kandyan Chieftains) at Kandy. the
gentry of Kyoto wearing traditional dresses walked beside and
in front of the Hokos with much pomp and pageantry.

The whole city of Kyoto was in a festive mood from the
beginning of religious rites, with ladies in kimonos and men
Yikatas. Even some of the small children were dressed in
traditional costumes appropriate for the occasion. In Kandy too
the ladies wear the "Osari’ —the Sri Lankan form of Indian
Saree. but men hardly wear any festive costumes. except those
chieftains taking part in the parade. A part of the Kyoto City
where the Hokos were located and the parade was to be held
had been closed for traffic for a few weeks. However. the
traders by the way side had a great opportunity to sell all kinds
of Japanese handicrafts. toys and a countless number of local
food items.

One of the reasons that attracts me to Japan so often is its
cleanliness, courtesy. orderliness and harmony. On no occasion
during this period of highly crowded streets. I have witnessed
any drunk or unruly behaviour. In Japan eating and drinking is
not normally observed while a person is standing or moving.
However. during the festive seasons it was fascinating to see
families with little children sitting by the road side and
enjoying food but not leaving a speck of garbage when they
leave.

In Kandy too. many rural folks sit by the road sides for

hours before the beginning of Perahera move into the streets.
They too bring food and water to continue sitting in for long
hours. Those who can afford go into the seating galleries by
the road side by making a payment. The description of the
environment at the Gion Matsuri as presented above would
have been greatly similar to that prevailed during the time of
Kandyan Kings as recorded by early visitors. However. today
the order and cleanliness maintained by the people appears to
have diminished to the extent that Kandy Perahera is almost
impossible without deploying a massive police force and a
huge labour force by the Kandy Municipality. However. the
main cultural elements continue to stay with their timeless

beauty and harmony.
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