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Introduction

Newar life-cycle rituals as performed by Ra- 

jopadhyaya Brahmins follow a certain pattern 

or basic structures that are given in the nor­

mative texts and widely followed in the ritual 

practice (partly also by Buddhist priests).

Any ritual starts with a more or less extend­

ed preparatory phase which includes fixing 

the auspicious moment (salt), purifying (nisi 

ydyegu) the specialists and family members 

involved, arranging the sacred place with sa­

cred vases and pots, and drawing diagrams 

on the ground. Part of these preparations also 

consists of the ritual commitments made by 

the priest and ritual specialists: the ritual bath 

(abhiseka) with water from a certain pot (ar- 

ghyapatra), mental commitment (nyasa), and 

the ritual decision (samkalpa).

Among the preliminary rites, the worship 

of the ancestors (nandi- or vrddhisraddha), 

the worship of the sacred vase (kalasapujd) 

or the Buddhist gurumandalapuja, and the 

fire sacrifice (homa, yajna) are the most elab­

orate.

The actual ritual normally begins with 

handing over the sacred vase (kalasa) and 

a plate with flowers and other items to the 

priest, who then recites the puspabhajana- 

mantra.

I salute the sacred vase which is full with 

water from all the religious places, which 

is decorated with many leaves (and flowery 

garlands), which is the object of sacrifice in 

a sacrificial ritual, which is eulogised by the 

sages (and) which has the presence of Siva 

and Sakti. (Dkvf 8V etpassim)

This is followed by the invocation and sal­

utation of the sacred vases, which represent 

deities, with flowers. Afterwards a share of 

the puja is sent to the local Ganesa shrine. 

Then the main participants are ritually wel­

comed (lasakusa) by the senior-most male 

(nayah) or female (nakhi) elder of the clan or 

household, during which the priest recites the 

mantra asuraghnam (RVKh 2.4.1b). After 

that the smoke of mustard seeds on charcoal is 

wafted over the sacred place and participants 

in order to ward off any evil influence; the 

priest then recites raksohanam (VS 5.23).

An essential part of the rituals is the con­

stant use of light (dipo). Mostly it is provided 

in the form of oil lamps or the sukuda lamp 

accompanied by reciting tejo ‘si (VS 22.1). 

In addition, quite frequently a clay cup with 

fire, together with other things, is sent to the 

protective and absorbing stones in front of the 

house (pikhalakhu, chvasah). Also common 

is the sprinkling of purifying water while re­

citing devasya tva (VS 1.10) and the auspi­

cious worship with a lamp, a wooden mea­

suring vessel, and iron key(s) mostly reciting 

agnir murdha (VS 3.12), trataram indram 

(VS 20.50) and asuraghnam (RVKh 2.4.1 b). 

This is performed by waving all three items to­

gether over the head of the person concerned. 

Another purifying sub-rite is the offering of 

svaga with dadhi kravno (VS 23.32) and an 

oil-cake reciting kandat kandat (VS 13.20) 

or dirghayutvaya (KS 3.9.6), often followed 

by the recitation of the ratnosadhi hymn (see 

Dkvl fol. 8v). Fragrant materials as well as 

the application of a tikd made of sandalwood 

(candana) paste given to the deities is mostly 

accompanied by yad adya kac (VS 33.35), 

whereas the tikd made of vermilion and rice is 

more often than not applied to humans while 

reciting tvam yavistho da (VS 13.52). A reg­

ular part of worshipping deities and persons 

is the use of husked, uncooked and unbro­

ken rice (aksata), quite often while reciting 

askannam adya (VS 2.8) or dirgayutvaya 

(KS 3.9.6). Also quite frequent is a change of 

the dress or the presentation of new clothes to 

the priest or participants while reciting vasoh 

pavitram asi(VS 1.3).

The main parts of the ritual, such as the ini­

tiation or the marriage rites, are followed by a
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number of recurrent ritual elements: sending 

leftovers to the absorbing stone, waving the 

wooden measuring vessel with yah phalinir 

(VS 12.89), or the lamp with tejo ‘si (VS 

22.1). Frequently performed is a rite called 

pratistha in which the participants scatter 

popped rice over the deities, the sacred place 

and the ritual specialists while the priest re­

cites mano jutir (VS 2.13). A feature of 

the concluding rites is annasamkalpa, liter­

ally “the decision for food,” but in practice a 

kind of offering of rice to the Brahmin priest, 

whereas the daksina mostly consists of an of­

fering of money. At the end of a ritual follows 

asirvdda or the blessing of the participants by 

the Brahmin priest. In the final rites, the sa­

cred vases and other holy items are removed 

(yisarjana), a tikd is given to the participants 

reciting devasya tva (VS 1.10), and a mirror 

is shown to everybody to clean their soul or 

as a witness of the change. Finally the witness 

deities such as the Sun or Visnu are released 

and a share of the puja material is sent to the 

Kumar! or any other Mother Goddess shrine. 

The very last part is khe svaga, the offering of 

eggs and alcohol, or a joint meal (bvay, Skt. 

bhojana).

This procedure frames the life-cycle rit­

ual, which is itself framed or introduced by 

accompanying rites such as the fire ritual 

(homo), the ancestor rituals (sraddha), or the 

Buddhist gurumandalapuja. All life-cycle 

rituals are characterised by some special fea­

tures or by core events which are related to 

age, function and social group. In the follow­

ing we will chiefly concentrate on these char­

acteristics.

Pregnancy and Birth Rituals

Newars generally do not perform the various 

pre-natal rites prescribed in the Dharmasastra 

(Hiisken 2008). However, it is quite common 

to offer yoghurt and flattened rice along with 

yahmari and sweets during pregnancy in a 

rite called dhau baji nakegu (lit. “the feeding 

of yoghurt and flattened rice”) or dhau baji 

nake vanegu (“to go to feed yoghurt and flat­

tened rice”). The ritual is normally performed 

a few weeks before delivery. The food, which 

also includes meat, eggs and sweets, is then 

sent from the wife’s house to the husband’s 

house. The pregnant woman can also demand 

food she is especially fond of. It is believed 

that the foetus refuses to be born “unless the 

mother is adequately fed with dhau and baji" 

(Nepali 1965: 88). The food is offered by the 

wife’s natal women relatives.

It has been argued that the giving of yoghurt 

is a substitute for the pre-natal pumsavana 

rite (Pradhan 1986: 77), because yoghurt in 

Newar rituals stands not only for auspicious­

ness but also for male semen. However, even 

Pradhan’s informants reject such generalisa­

tions.

Birth is regarded as impure in Hinduism. 

According to wide-spread Brahminical views 

it is only the ritual birth or second birth, i.e. 

the initiation, that purifies the boy. In gen­

eral, Newars also regard birth as polluting, 

and thus one is born polluted and becomes 

purified only after the macabu byekegu (Skt. 

jatakarma) rite on the forth, sixth or tenth 

day after childbirth. This pollution affects the 

families of both the mother and the father. 

Only after sending sweets, nutmeg, ginger 

and other food items to the mother’s natal 

home - the first of a series of affinal gift ex­

changes - does the family become pure.

The birth rituals include the delivery with 

the (ritual) help of the midwife, who among 

other things worships the Chvasah Ajima; 

the cutting of the umbilical cord (pl dhenegu) 

done by the Suddhakar women, of whom 

only one family is now left in Bhaktapur; 

the birth purification (jatakarma, macabu 

byekegu)', the sixth day ritual (chaitht), when 

the father’s sister (nini) worships various 

deities, among them the Sasth! goddess; and
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various affinal gift exchanges. Brahmins say 

that they used to go to the newborn and touch 

its tongue with a golden needle (vdcpujd) in 

order to enable the child to speak and to make 

him or her intelligent.

Among the Jyapu of Bhaktapur the name 

giving ceremony (Nev. nd chuyegu, Skt. nd- 

makarana) is celebrated without a Brahmin 

priest, sometimes without any ritual. It often 

takes place on the day of birth purification 

when the eldest of the patrilineage, the nayah, 

whispers a real and a secret name into the 

child’s right ear, if it is a boy, or into the left 

ear if it is a girl. The secret name, written in 

the horoscope, is never revealed to strangers. 

Sometimes the public name is also given or 

announced during the rice-feeding ceremony. 

According to Dkv„ the name is written on a 

betel leaf, and the Josi has the right to write 

the name on the horoscope and the eldest 

member of the clan, the nayah, whispers the 

name in the ear of the child:

After smearing ghee on a betel leaf, write 

the name (of the child on it). Place the 

betel leaf on the sacred vase. The Josi has the 

right to write the name of the child with san­

dalwood paste on the horoscope. The nayah 

should spell the name in the ear of the child. 

The nayah should feed (the child) with ghee 

(and the mantra) pranaya svahapanaya ... 

(Dkv2, fol.2v)

The child is then fed with ghee and receives a 

new dress on which is placed a gvesvd flower 

and a small clay saucer with oil, rice, a ring 

and a case with black soot (Skt. ahjana). Af­

terwards the child gets a betel leaf besmeared 

with ghee.

The First Feeding of Solid Food: 

Maca jakva or Annaprasana

The Maca jakva or Annaprasana ritual" is a 

joyful event in which lots of family members 

come together in order to celebrate the child’s 

first feeding of solid food as a sign and wish 

of his or her future strength and prosperity. It 

is a ritual in which the child is transformed 

and transferred on various levels, from moth­

er (or mother’s brother) to the father, from 

the female side to the male side, from naked 

to dressed, from being fed with breast milk to 

being fed with solid food and alcohol, from 

a presocial to a social being, from impure to 

pure, from a human being to a deity.

The ritual is probably celebrated among all 

high caste Newars but only Chatharlya and 

Pancthariya Newars perform it according to 

Brahminical prescriptions. In Bhaktapur, Jya­

pu rarely perform the Maca jakva ritual. If so, 

they worship the Ganesa shrine of their quar­

ter and bring rice from the Taleju temple after 

feeding rice pudding to the child. The barbers 

or Nau never employ a Rajopadhyaya, but 

instead “fallen” Brahmins, so-called lakhe 

bhdjus or Dvivedis.

When a Rajopadhyaya Brahmin priest 

is involved, the Maca jakva normally takes 

place during the sixth or eighth month af­

ter delivery in the case of a boy, and during 

the fifth or seventh month in the case of a 

girl.

The Setting

The following description is based on the 

Annaprasana ritual of Ishan Joshi, son of 

Ishvarananda Joshi and his wife Sahan Shila. 

It took place on the 10th of November 2006 

at Sukuldhoka in Bhaktapur. The Brahmin 

priest was Lava Kush Sharma, a Rajopa­

dhyaya; the nayah was Damodhar Joshi. The 

ritual text used by the priest was the Dasakar- 

mavidhi (Dkv2).

11 Nep. pasni, also called Nev. 

(macagja nakegu, “to feed 

cooked rice (to the child)”, 

or cipa thiyakegu, “to feed”, 

lit. “to make impure” (cipa); 

for further descriptions see 

Pradhan 1986: 88-95, Shakya 

2006: 101-102; for a compara­

tive study see Parpola 1986.
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A few words on the family background 

and on the ritual situation may be useful to 

introduce the setting. Three generations ago, 

at the time before the 1934 earthquake, three 

brothers shared a house near the Bhusanani, a 

courtyard behind Sukuldhoka, one of the main 

market places along the main street of Bhak- 

tapur. To this day, the grandchildren refer to 

this house as their ancestral home (kulche). 

One of the three brothers, the grandfather 

of Ishvarananda, was allotted the plot along 

the main road to build a new building after 

the earthquake, which houses a pharmacy on 

ground floor level. Even today the inhabitants 

of the new house discard their ritual waste 

(like kalah vayegu) on a stone (chvasah) in 

front of the ancestral house, although the new 

location is usually connected to a stone lo­

cated nearer to the house (see map).

Ishvarananda’s father Kamalananda was 

born in the ancestral house in 1911, but mar­

ried in the new house. His first wife was 

Tulsi Maya, whose son Charananda died in 

an accident in the Terai. His second wife, Ga- 

nesh Maya, had two sons, of whom the first, 

Damodar, acts as the nayah of the lineage, the 

phuki. To date he has remained unmarried, so 

the wife of his brother Bimalananda acts as 

the mistress of the household (nakhi). Kama­

lananda’s third wife, Nhuche Maya - now 

86 years old - has no more ritual role to play 

since her husband died in 1988, one month 

after his jakva was celebrated on the occasion 

of his 77th birthday.

Nhuche Maya had eight children, of whom 

two died at the age of two and five years. Of 

the remaining six sons, besides Ishvarananda, 

four were present on the occasion of the rice 

feeding ceremony of Ishan. Since the two sons 

of the second wife have moved to a new loca­

tion at Surya Binayak south of Bhaktapur, it 

is Hiranya, the eldest son of the third wife, 

who guides the rituals of the house. He has to 

be asked first, and if he says that the child’s 

maternal uncle, the pdju, is not to be invit­

ed to carry the child to be introduced to the 

quarter’s main deity, Dahibinayak, his word 

is binding. His decisions or orders are nev­

er discussed but accepted at once. His wife, 

Ramani, is actively involved in the ritual as 

she will accompany the nakhi to discard the 

food (kalah) dedicated to the ancestors at the 

absorbing chvasah stone. Hiranya also car­

ries the water pitcher (karuva) with which he 

marks a line of water that leads to that stone.

The second brother, Padma, carries the 

used bodice of the child to discard it at a street 

crossing. Surendra and Jagya, the two follow­

ing brothers do not have any specific role but 

they constantly caress the child. Ishvarananda, 

the fifth of the six brothers and father of the 

celebrated boy has no role in the ritual except 

to ceremoniously receive his son from the na- 

yah. He is busy with his digital camera and has 

repeatedly to promise his second daughter ice 

cream or sweets to pacify her as she jealously 

tries to occupy her mother’s lap.

His younger brother, Nirmalananda, did 

not attend the occasion because he has not 

been on speaking terms with Ishvarananda 

for many years. He has established his own 

kitchen, which also serves his brother Jagya, 

who is not yet married. Hiranya established 

his own residence in Kathmandu years ago, 

and Padma as well as Surendra have built 

their own house south of Bhaktapur. Their 

children stay with their grandmother, while 

Ishvarananda has moved to a new location 

east of Bhaktapur.

Although five of the six brothers have now 

moved from the parental house, they return 

there for life-cycle rituals and they continue 

to occupy some symbolic space to indicate 

their presence and thereby their right to in­

heritance. Thus, only two of a total of eight 

brothers remain in the parental house, but 

all of them pretend to live under one roof. It 

seems impossible to start the process of divid­

ing up the parental property while the mother 

is still alive.
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Besides the five brothers, their wives and 

five children, three researchers from Hei­

delberg were present on the occasion of Is- 

han Joshi’s Annaprasana. Ishvarananda has 

learned German at the Goethe Institute in 

Kathmandu and came to Germany in 1998 as 

the guest of Niels Gutschow. Since 2003 he 

and his wife run an orphanage called Kinder- 

haus for a charitable organisation from Co­

logne. (A few of the children of that orphan­

age had been invited to watch the ceremony, 

but preferred to watch TV in another room.) 

Axel Michaels has known Ishvarananda for 

a decade, Katharina Weiler, a PhD student 

in Art History from Heidelberg, has already 

been staying in Bhaktapur for several weeks.

Three people photographing, making notes 

and repeatedly interrupting the Brahmin priest 

to identify all the items used in the ritual and 

not to miss the right sequence in the prepa­

ratory stages - all this added to the elevated 

spirit of the event. Almost twenty people, a 

Brahmin and a drake acting in a small space 

of some twelve square metres produced an 

intense atmosphere without the slightest feel­

ing of disturbance.

The Preparations

Before the priest arrived, the eldest housewife 

had already purified the floor of the kitchen 

with cow dung and red mud. The ritual thus 

takes place in that part of the house where 

traditionally the pure and auspicious rituals 

are performed: the kitchen on the top floor 

(baigah). It is the place where family mem­

bers share food, thereby constituting and 

demonstrating social unity.

The priest takes his seat at the western wall, 

facing east, and prepares a yantra, which the 

women of the household identify as (Nev.) 

mandah irrespective of the fact that the di­

agram is not based on a circle (mandala). 

He uses fine rice flour (pacu) the colour of 

which changes to light yellow when some

Brahmin Priest
Nayah (a) Brahmin Priest

Mother and Child

turmeric is added, and in a second go he adds 

a dark red pigment (abir), which is usually 

employed for the svaga mark painted on the 

forehead above the tikd, mixed together with 

yoghurt and popped and husked rice. In a fin­

ishing gesture, the priest scatters a handful of 

popped rice across the diagram.

The diagram is made up of three rectangles 

of equal size: on the central one he draws a lo­

tus flower (padma), onto which the priest lat­

er puts a heap of unhusked rice which later on 

receives the sacred vase, the kalasa, bearing a 

twig of jasmine (daphahsva). The rectangles 

to the left and right are divided into two equal 

parts, thus producing a total of five rectangles, 

with triangles to the east, representing thepan- 

cayatana group of deities present in many 

rituals: from south to north Surya, Sadasiva, 

Narayana, Laksmi and the lineage deity (ista- 

devata) of the extended family (phuki). An 

offering of watered rice is given to these dei­

ties on a piece of the jeldlapte leaf. In addi­

tion, rice is offered on the tips of the triangles 

(aksata). The central tip - called gajura, like 

the pinnacle of a temple - of the central tri-

The site of the Annaprasana 

ritual for Ishan Joshi at 

Sukuldhoka in Bhaktapur on 

10"' November 2006.

Left

The purified site with yantras 

made of fine rice powder 

mixed with turmeric.

Right

Location of ritual instruments:

1 sacred vase (kalasa),

2 mirror (jvdlanhayka),

3 vermillion container 

(sinhamhu), 4 wooden 

container (kule) filled with 

husked and unhusked rice,

5 key of the house (taca),

6 lamp (sukuda), 7 plate with 

items for ‘‘the examination of 

life” (jivana pariksa), 8plate 

with full meal (thaybvah)

on a tripod, 9 stainless steel 

bowl surrounded by lumps of 

mashed banana, the one in the 

axis is dedicated to the child. 

The head (nayah) of the clan 

acts beside the priest (a) or 

face on to the child (b).
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The Brahmin priest Lava Kush 

Sharma prepares the ground 

with the wooden container 

bearing the face ofBhairava.

angle remains without any offering as it indi­

cates the location of the sacred vase. Below 

the sacred vase, two squares called bhupura 

are formed, which serve as the base for the 

mirror (left/north).

Within the northern rectangle a svastika is 

inscribed, and on the far left a kalasa, receiv­

ing an offering to Kumari, while an offering 

to the cow called gogras is placed below. A 

square at the bottom indicates the place for 

an offering dedicated to Ganesa. A circle on 

the rectangle south of the centre indicates 

the fivefold sacrifice (pancabali) dedicated 

to Bhailahdyah (Bhairava). A square to the 

far right (south) indicates the position of the 

sukiida lamp, which is included in all rituals 

to demonstrate the presence of the sun-god 

Surya as a witness and Ganesa for success 

and auspiciousness.

All thirteen offerings made on fragments 

of jelalapte leaves include watered husked 

rice (jaki) and watered flattened rice (baji). 

Ritually speaking, these are kigah and nijd, 

unbroken rice and cooked rice (see Levy 

1990: 640f.). Being watered with pure water 

(nina), the husked rice attains the quality of 

unbroken rice and the flattened rice attains 

the quality of cooked rice.

The priest also uses yellow and red pig­

ment to create two seats (asana) in the shape 

of a svastika, contained within a circle. One 

seat is dedicated to a wooden measuring ves­

sel or container (kale) measuring two mana 

(1 mana - 0,545 litre or ca. 0.5 kg), one to the 

place where mother and child would sit.

To the north he places two cups with soy­

beans (musya) and ritual, unbroken rice 

(aksata). To the south the ritual lamp and a 

plate with various offerings representing the 

future ownership of land (a lump of black 

mud), house (a piece of a fired brick), food 

(unhusked rice), a knife for the way of the 

warrior, a garland with auspicious things 

(teeth of animals etc.) as protection against 

ghosts (raksasa), and a pen and a small book­

let (Bhagavadgita). These objects are for a 

sub-ritual in which the child has to choose his 

or her future (see below).

The wooden container measuring two 

mana is filled with vakijaki (mixed husked 

and unhusked rice) and on top of it a coin and 

the iron key of the main door of the house, the 

shelter of the extended family, in many cases 

the fragmented lineage (phukt) which wel­

comes the child as a social being on this oc-
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casion. On one side of the container the priest 

moulds the face of Bhairava in cooked rice, 

complete with nose, soybeans as eyes, tikd, 

and red lips. The Dasakarmavidhq, says:

Make the eyes on the Bhairavi (or Bhairava?) 

out of watered beaten rice (moulded on the 

body of the wooden measuring vessel). Hang 

the garland related to the Navagraha (graha- 

mala) on the kalasa. (Dkvp fol. 8r)

The requisite ritual paraphernalia and items 

have already been brought and arranged by 

the family. In a corner of the room are about 

ten plates and baskets containing items that 

will be used during the ritual: cooked food, 

fruit, clothes, different kinds of rice, flower 

garlands etc., as well as the above-mentioned 

plate with a silver garland, etc. The boy’s fa­

ther, Ishvarananda Joshi, says that the priest’s 

requirements are unpredictable. The latter had 

said that for the first ritual a living drake would 

be needed. He therefore went to the quarter of 

the untouchables who raise ducks and asked 

for one. They however had demanded 300 ru­

pees (ca. 3 Euros) to use the drake for just one 

hour. He went home and saw a drake on the 

road that belonged to a farmer. The owner al­

lowed him to “use” the drake for an hour and 

did not ask for any payment.

The Ritual

The priest comes into the house of the fam­

ily concerned about an hour before the aus­

picious moment (sait) ascertained by the 

astrologer: quarter past ten on the 10lh of No­

vember, 2006. He arrives at his clients (yaja- 

mdna) with only the manuscript or text, his 

personal Dasakarmavidhi, which has been 

edited in the present volume (for Annaprasa- 

na see Dkv2, fols. 8r to 10v).

After half an hour the eldest man of the lin­

eage (phukt), Damodar Joshi, takes his seat 

north of the priest, who then prepares him­

self and the other participants for the ritual 

by mental commitment (nyasa), hand ges­

tures (mudra), and by the exchange of tikas: 

the priest gives him as the head of the fam­

ily (ndyah) a tikd on his forehead, while he 

in turn places a tikd onto the forehead of the 

priest. The priest then formulates the ritual 

decision (samkalpa) in the name of the nayah 

according to the handbook (Nev. thyasaphu), 

asking for the name of the boy.

Afterwards he worships the deities and dec­

orates them with flowers, ritual rice (aksata), 

and a sacred thread (yajnopavita), and recites 

mantras from the manuscript which he places 

to the left on his lap. This is almost the only 

time during the ritual when he consults the 

text. He also hangs a garland of nine pipal 

leaves representing the Nine Planets (Nava­

graha) around the central kalasa.

After about fifteen minutes, the mother, 

Sahan Shila, and her son Ishan, almost naked 

and wrapped in a towel, take their seat ready 

for the ritual. The mother wears a red sari 

and precious ornaments, among them a ring. 

In a first act, the mother removes the child’s 

ornaments from his toes and returns them to 

his 86 year-old grandmother, Nhuche Maya, 

who stores them in one of the small bags 

(mhecd, Nep. taili) in her wrapped cloth-belt. 

The mother has applied big lines of black 

soot around the eyes of the child. Naked as 

the boy is, he is setting out into a new phase 

of life.

Meanwhile a used small bodice (Nev. bva- 

td) has been placed on the wooden measuring 

vessel. This bodice is traditionally given by 

the father’s sister (nini) on the sixth day after 

delivery, i.e. on Chaithi. The bodice the boy 

has used till now will later be discarded on 

the absorbing-stone (chvasah) of the house 

- like the clothes of the deceased during the 

death rituals.

Following the instructions of the priest, the 

nayah, who now sits between priest and child, 

gives a tikd to the boy and pours water on the
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child’s hands, mouth and head. He receives 

the water from the eldest married woman of 

the clan, the nakhi.

About ten minutes later the feeding of the 

boy with fruits commences. This part of the 

ritual is called phalaprasana, which is not 

performed as a separate ritual as described by 

some Grhyasutra or Dharmasastra texts. Three 

heaps of mashed banana are placed around a 

bowl - which is used for cleaning the fingers 

- on small pieces of jelalapte together with 

a seed of betel (gvemu) and a kernel of the 

coconut (makyamu). The priest (later) says 

that this is to prepare the child’s stomach 

for the solid food, which it would otherwise 

vomit. He then lights a wick in front of the 

child.

The boy is fed by the ndyah five times from 

the heap placed on the central axis. Follow­

ing the instructions of the priest, the ndyah 

feeds the boy, always using different fingers 

which he cleans afterwards in the water bowl: 

1st thumb and ring finger, 2nd thumb and small 

finger, 3rd thumb and middle finger, 4th thumb 

and index finger, 5th all fingers together. This 

way of feeding in five handfuls is called 

pahcagrasa, which according to the priest re­

sponds to the five vital breaths (prana, apana, 

udana, by ana and samana).

Meanwhile somebody has prepared two 

leaf plates (kalah) with cooked rice, vah (a 

kind of pancake), khe (egg), potato, ka.su 

(pie made of small dried and ground peas), 

mu (green lentils), may (black lentils), nya 

(fish), mhay yayegu la (buffalo meat), and 

blood cake (Nep. ragaf). There now follows 

the Maca jakva ritual. A large ritual plate 

(thdybhu) with not only these food items but 

also the head of a wild chicken or bird (guka} 

is placed on an iron tripod (Nep. trikutte) in 

front of the child, on which in other rituals 

the kalasa is placed. The tripod is regarded 

as a symbol of the domestic fire since in ear­

lier times food was cooked on it. The food 

is supposed to consist of eighty-four varieties 

(cyepeta ghasa, Nep. caurasl byahjan). but 

the main part consists of boiled rice.

It is said that the food is cipa, “polluted”, 

the moment the boy touches it with his mouth. 

Similarly, the food of a single plate, from 

which the newly married couple takes food, 

is also called cipa. It is also said that the boy 

eats the leftovers from the deities. In Nevari 

“to feed” literally means to make impure. 

After feeding the boy, the ndyah takes three 

handfuls (vlragrdsa) from the plate. This 

portion is later sent to the absorbing-stone 

(chvasah); the rest eats the mother.

The ndyah also hands the child (or rather 

the mother) a plate with new brocade dresses, 

a cap, a flower garland and the sheet of paper 

bearing the auspicious time (sdii), which is 

later fixed on the wall of the kitchen after the 

priest has first drawn a red svastika on it.

There now follows a sub-rite called 

sparsaphala, “touching the fruits (of life)”, in 

Dkv, fol. 9r or jlvana-parlksa, “examination 

of the (future) life” (Pradhan 1986: 91). In 

this sub-rite (see also Pandey 1969: 46, and 

Parpola 1986: 78-79), the ndyah hands over 

to the mother the plate with various items 

of which one is to be chosen by the boy. He 

grabs this and that, clings to the knife, but the 

plate is turned around until he grabs the small 

booklet of the Bhagavadgita. All items sym­

bolise the future life: the brick means that the 

child will not lack a house, the soil that he 

will have or own a lot of land, the knife that 

he will become strong, the pencil that he will 

become a poet, the ornaments that he will be 

rich. The book means that he will be learned 

(yidvari) and follow the pious path of dharma. 

According to the Dasakarmavidhij the items 

bear the following fruits:

When he or she takes the rice, then (he or she 

will have a lot of food in her future life); if he 

or she takes the book, he or she will become 

the king of poets; with (taking) the ornaments 

he or she will be lucky; if the pen (is chosen),

ka.su
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he or she will be respected; if clay is taken, he 

or she will get land; such as the child takes. 

(Dkvp fol. 9r)

The nayah feeds the child five times with 

cooked rice (dedicated to the five deities or 

pahcayatana) in the way described above. 

Taking the plate, he feeds the child va (a kind 

of bread), egg, fish, meat and ginger as well as 

pieces of boiled eggs, fish, yoghurt and vege­

tables, again using all five fingers of his right 

hand in the prescribed way. Afterwards other 

members of the family, especially the mother 

and the brothers, feed the child, although the 

child eats only tiny little parts of what it is of­

fered. The priest says that previously others 

were not allowed to feed the child.

By now about one and a half hours have 

passed. The nephew of the father, replacing 

the mother’s brother who was not allowed 

to show up, brings a drake representing the 

goose (hamsa), the vehicle of SarasvatL The 

nayah takes the drake’s mouth and touches 

it to the boy’s mouth. It is believed that by 

this kiss the breath of the hamsa will enter 

the child so that he or she becomes strong and 

will not lack wisdom in his or her life:

(Now) the worship of the white goose.12 

Touch with the mouth of the goose the 

mouth of the child. Imagine this as the tak­

ing of the (inner) fire of the goose (and giv­

ing it to the child). (Recite) irmantasah ... 

(VS 29.21). (DkVpfol. 10v)

Afterwards the child is again fed five times 

with rice and other food (dedicated to the five 

deities). Finally yoghurt is added to the full 

plate of food, as is always done at the end of 

a thdybhu meal. Particularly noteworthy here 

is the costly head of the wild chicken and the 

right eye13 of a goat that the nayah presents 

to the boy. The goat had been sacrificed at 

the temple of Taleju three days earlier by the 

neighbouring Karmacarya. The nayah also

The Annaprasana ritual for 

Ishan Joshi at Sukuldhoka in 

Bhaktapur on 10'h November 

2006.

Above

By kissing the beak of a drake, 

the breath of hamsa is believed 

to enter the child, making him 

strong and wise.

Below

The head of the lineage feeds 

the child with mashed banana, 

phalaprdsana.

gives the boy a small brass cup filled with 

milk as a declared substitute for alcohol.

Then new clothes are handed over, and the 

mother clads her son with the new brocade 

dress bought by the parents, along with or­

naments, i.e. silver anklets around the feet, 

bracelets around the wrists and the traditional 

safeguarding necklace (raksamala). After­

wards the grandmother worships the child, 

followed by the brothers of the father, who 

also feed the boy again.

Opposite

Ishan Joshi on the lap of his 

mother Sahan Shila, dressed in 

brocade and complete with his 

cap, anklets and a protective 

necklace, raksamala.

12 The hamsa is the vehicle of 

SarasvatL

13 The right eye is the privi­

leged part of syu - the head of 

a sacrificial animal; see Gut- 

schow and Michaels 2005: 121.
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While the ritual of feeding continues, two 

leaf plates bearing rice, meat and fish are 

brought from the back: one is dedicated to 

Surya (given to the pot with waste water and 

the earlier leftover food (banana)), and one 

to kalahdyah - the usual plate set aside for 

the ancestors, always offered to the absorbing 

stone (chvasah) at the end of a collective meal, 

an action called kalah vaygu. The nakhi of the 

household and the second oldest woman take 

the brass container and the three handfuls of 

the thdybhu mentioned above together with 

the T-shirt (bvato) outside the house. The 

food is discarded at the chvasah of the an­

cestral house, a large moulded stone, whereas 

the uncle of the boy discards the bodice on a 

crossroad (unmarked by a stone) that is iden­

tified as the chvasah of the new house (see 

map). The father takes photographs, while 

three of his brothers accompany the women; 

one leads the group with a pitcher of water, 

helping to clean the plates at the chvasah.

Afterwards the nakhi hands out flowers 

and popped rice to all of the participants to 

scatter on the boy. In an almost final act the 

nayah takes water that has been poured onto 

the mirror (jvalanhdyka) by the priest and 

sprays it in the direction of the boy. Then he 

shows the mirror to the boy and in a hectic 

gesture to those round about. Subsequently 

the Brahmin takes the jasmine twig from 

the sacred vase and sprinkles water into the 

crowd, thereby bringing the main ritual to its 

end (visarjana). He again gives a tika to the 

nayah, and the nakhi offers another tika to the 

child. The priest hands over the garland of the 

main sacred vase to the nayah and gives tikas 

and flowers to all the participants, in return 

for which he receives between five and fifty 

rupees as daksina.

In an important gesture the nayah, the el­

dest man in the household, takes the boy from 

his mother and hands him over to his father, 

who has had no part to play during the entire 

ritual. In most cases, it is the mother’s brother 

(paju) who hands over the child, since he also 

has to carry the child out of the house. In the 

ritual described here, this was done shortly af­

ter by Manish Joshi, son of Hiranya. This part 

of the ritual is known as (Skt.) niskramana, 

the first outing of the child and showing him 

or her to the sun. Traditionally, the child does 

not leave the house before Maca jakva, but 

this does not hold true for Bhaktapur today. 

Sometimes it is held to be necessary that the 

mother takes a tika from the dust of the feet 

of the child before leaving the house.

A small procession which is joined by the 

father and his brothers (but not by the nayah) 

leads to the Ganesa in the adjoining court­

yard, where the boy is also made to touch the 

sivalinga with his head. The lihga is called 

Bhupatesvara, Lord of the Earth, established 

by the ancestors of the Joshi clan. In reference 

to this lihga, the place is called Bhusanani.

Meanwhile the nak/ifbrings leftovers, which 

had been forgotten earlier to the chvasah. She 

takes the symbolic key of the main door of the 

house and knocks the chvasah to announce 

“the end”. According to the nakhi, this deity is 

half deaf and has to be woken up. Apart from 

the deity, the ancestors are also addressed. By 

saying “the work is done” (jya sida la) she an­

nounces the successful end of the ritual per­

formance. The procession then heads to Da- 

hibinayak, the Ganesa of the Ilaka, the larger 

area of Tibukche. The boy is made to touch the 

stone of the deity with his head.

Until the 1970s the child was not only 

taken to the neighbourhood deity but also to 

Taleju, the royal goddess. The paternal uncle 

carried the child under a ceremonial umbrella 

and the procession was headed by Jugi-musi- 

cians playing shawm, drum and cymbals (see 

illustration).

After returning to the house, the boy is again 

offered food, the usual khe svaga, which is 

blessed by the nayah before it is distributed. 

The first portion the boy only touches because 

it is dedicated to Bhagawan, “god”. From
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Bhaktapur, religious 

infrastructure ofTibukche, 

one of the city’s 24 quarters. 

For life cycle rituals people 

either turn to Dahibinayak (no. 

6 on the map) or Candesvari 

(no. 8), the two non-iconic 

shrines of the quarter.

In the case of the Annaprasana 

ritual of Ishan Joshi on 10th 

November 2006, the boy was 

first carried from his parental 

house (no. 1) to Bhusanani 

Ganesa (no. 3) and then to 

Dahibinayak. The non-iconic 

representation of the deity 

is located on ground floor 

level in an open arcade, the 

iconic representation on first 

floor level. Part of the first 

meal offered to the child was 

discarded on the chvasah stone 

(no. 4) in front of the ancestral 

house (no. 2), while the old 

bodice was discarded on a 

different chvasah stone (no. 5), 

located in between the old and 

the new house.
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the second portion he receives egg and wine 

(aila). Then the nayah receives food from the 

nakhi- va, fish, meat, a boiled egg and wine. 

Afterwards the guests receive the same food. 

In the afternoon there is a major feast for all 

family members and friends. The actual ritual 

normally takes about two hours.

In older times, the midwife (ajima) visited 

the newborn child for the first six days to 

massage it and do phu (a kind of shamanistic 

blowing) in order to protect the child against 

evil spirits. After the sixth day she only came 

when called to do phu in cases of sickness. Af­

ter the rice feeding ceremony, instead of her 

the Vaidya is called, the local physician. In a 

way the ajima protects the child for the first 

six months. On the occasion of the rice feeding 

ceremony it was her duty to take the bvato- 

shirt to the chvasah. With this act she cuts her 

relationship to the child. From now on Bhai- 

rava is the protector (as the priest says).

The midwife used to discard a special of­

fering of cvaki, a mixture of broken rice with 

turmeric (halu) and mustard oil (cikd) at the 

threshold stone, the pikhalakhu, which is of­

ten identified with Kumar. Cvaki rice is oth­

erwise only used to make beer. Cvaki holegu 

(“to scatter rice”) is also observed if the child 

is sick and the Vaidya physician advises to 

do so. One option is to scatter the cvaki offer­

ing at the Cvaki Ajima, a specific absorbing 

stone separate from other chvasah stones. In 

the case of the house of Ishvarananda Joshi 

it is an upright stone standing at the south­

east corner of the Candesvari temple (see no. 

11 on the map). A similar offering would 

have been placed there on the sixth day af­

ter birth. Tulsi Maya Rajchai, the midwife of 

Ishvarananda’s family, even mentions a third 

option for getting rid of the cvaki offering. It 

could have been given to the untouchables, 

the Pvah, who represent the planet Rahu and 

as such absorb offerings of food - in many 

cases in order to protect the child and avert 

bad luck.

Conclusion

The Maca jakva or Annaprasana ritual as 

performed by the high caste Newars of Bhak- 

tapur consists of various parts, some of which 

are common to other rituals (see introduction 

to chapter 2), while others are specific. Thus, 

the basic structure of the ritual - worship of 

the kalasa and other deities, ritual welcoming 

and farewell of deities and guests, worship 

of clan deities - are also parts of other (life­

cycle) rituals. The same holds true for many 

ritual items, e.g. kalasa, wooden measuring 

vessel, key, sukuda, etc.

The specific parts or core events mainly 

concern the feeding of the child. Here he 

or she receives a variety of food, especially 

cooked rice which is the social marker par 

excellence in a caste society (cp. Levy 1990: 

641f., Lbwdin 1985: 118f.). It has been men­

tioned that sharing boiled rice is to be con­

sidered the same as sharing the same bodily 

substance (Inden/Nicholas 1977). Without 

doubt, through the Maca jakva ritual the child 

becomes a member of the social group that 

shares cooked rice. By this ritual the child not

Bhaktapur, Annaprasana 

ritual on 24,h November 1971. 

After having fed the child 

with its first solid food, the 

maternal uncle carries it 

across the square of Khaumd 

to the Taleju and Bhairava 

temples for darsana. The 

maternal uncle is accompanied 

by the child’s grandfather, 

Padma Sunder Malla (with 

flower garland), a helper from 

the Jydpu caste carrying a 

ceremonial umbrella, Ekchatra 

Rajopadhyaya as the acting 

Brahmin priest (to the right of 

the grandfather), and Ganesh 

Man Kannacharya (behind the 

umbrella carrier) as assistant 

priest. Five musicians from the 

Jugi caste (purity specialists) 

playing shawm, cymbals 

and drum are heading the 

procession.
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only receives solid food for the first time in 

her or his life, he or she also becomes socially 

accepted as a member of the family.

This is clear from the fact that normally 

children before Maca jakva are buried with­

out further death rituals and agnates observe 

only one day of pollution and mourning 

rules, whereas after Maca jakva the child is 

cremated and a mourning period of four days 

is observed by the closest family members. 

Sharing cooked rice is also used legally to 

demarcate the border of a caste or subcaste. 

This is clearly expressed in the Muluki Ain 

of 1854, where social groups are inter alia 

separated by the expression bhat calne (or 

nacalne) jat, i.e. castes with which one can 

share boiled rice or not (see Hofer 1979/2004 

and Michaels 2005b).

Moreover, by taking the child in festive 

dresses to the shrines outside of the house he 

or she is shown in public to neighbours and 

others, and it is by this ritual alone that the 

child is ritually and socially accepted into the 

family. The child spatially “shifts from the 

womb to the delivery room, house, mother’s 

brother’s house and the neighbourhood [of 

the] Ganesa shrine” (Pradhan 1986: 94). By 

visiting Dahibinayak’s shrine the child ar­

rives in his quarter (tvah) of the city, i.e. at 

that location which will later be visited on al­

most all ritual occasions.

The social acceptance of the child is espe­

cially visible when he or she is handed over 

by the maternal uncle (or his substitute) to the 

father. Before the feeding of cooked food, the 

child more or less completely “belongs” to 

the breast-feeding mother and the midwife, 

but through the solid food, which all the oth­

er members of the household eat, he or she 

partly shifts from the maternal to the paternal 

side. Until that point the child is endangered 

by evil spirits, which the midwife has to ward 

off. To a certain extent, the child is not yet 

born, and the new clothes symbolise perhaps 

the birth as a new family member.

A similar ritual scene is performed during 

the initiation when the child eats “for the last 

time” together with his or her mother. To a 

certain extent, the birth of the child extends 

until initiation, the Maca jakva ritual being a 

ritual step in-between to shape a certain kind 

of individuality. This is best symbolised per­

haps by the part where the horoscope is fixed 

to the wall, and when the child is allowed to 

select his or her own future by choosing an 

item that indicates a future profession from 

the plate.

However, apart from the social aspects of 

the Maca jakva ritual it is also a deifying ritual 

for the child who is worshipped, who blesses 

the svaga, is given a sacred seat (asana) with 

a svastika diagram, and divine food such as 

the plate with eighty-four varieties of food.

No less important than the creation of a 

god-like child is the removal of impurity and 

the placation of the Chvasah Ajima, the deity 

that absorbs impurity at death rituals. Pra­

dhan (1986: 91) reports for Kathmandu that 

the mother adds a few drops of milk from 

both breasts to an iron measure containing 

the garment the child has previously worn. 

This is offered along with food offerings (sisa 

palu) to Chvasah Ajima. According to the 

priest Lava Kush Sharma, it even used to be 

taken by the midwife beyond the city walls. 

He never witnessed this, but he imagined that 

such an impurity has to be discarded outside 

the city bounds. This sub-rite is almost iden­

tical with what the midwife performs during 

the purificatory rituals of childbirth. It seems 

that the Maca jakva ritual is also a kind of 

death ritual creating a new life for the child 

by ritually concluding the former life of a 

pre-social being.
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The Birthday Ritual

Celebrating birthdays is by no means a com­

mon event in South Asia. Among the Jyapu 

of Bhaktapur, however, it is usual to celebrate 

the second (nedapunhi) and fourth (pedapun- 

hi) birthdays. The grandmother of the boy or 

girl brings a pujd and an outer garment from 

the maternal home. Should the grandmother 

have died, this is done by the mother’s sis­

ter (jama). And should the maternal home be 

polluted by death, the paternal grandmother 

brings the pujd. This was the case on the sec­

ond birthday of Anis Yakami on the 19th of 

December 2005.

On the second birthday a shirt with two 

knots above each shoulder, called pvacd, is 

presented. Small children sometimes wear a 

garment that is open underneath to allow def­

ecation at any time. On the fourth birthday the 

first formal jacket with four knots, called phu- 

tuna, is given to the child - two inner knots 

and two outer knots each made in two strips of 

cloth. Often, this total of eight strips is seen as 

a representation of the Astamatrka, the Mother 

Goddesses that guard the city’s space.

For these birthday rituals the household 

will prepare offerings to the boy or girl, 

which must include sugar cane, peas and rad­

ish. Dhaubaji, yoghurt mixed with flattened 

rice, is prepared and offered on a separate 

dish to all of the guests present. It is distribut­

ed from the stone that guards the entrance of 

the house. The grandmother paints a red mark 

on the forehead of the boy or girl. In addi­

tion, boys receive a stroke of yoghurt on their 

right temple, girls on their left temple. After 

the pujd the boy receives the jacket, trousers, 

two or four cones of steamed rice flour filled 

with cream (yahmari), and a coin as a ritual 

gift (daksina). The paternal grandmother also 

presents a shawl (gaca) to the boy. Finally, 

she offers svaga, ritual food that includes a 

boiled egg, liquor (alia), beaten rice, fish, 

ginger and black soybeans.

Bhaktapur, birthday 

celebrations.

Top and middle

Fourth birthday (pedapunhi 

- lit. "fourth full moon ”) of 

As is Yakami on 19th December 

2005 (Mangsir, Suklapaksa, 

caturthi).

The boy (left his father Mohan, 

right his aunt, father’s sister) 

wears for the first time a jacket 

with four knots (phutuna). He 

is garlanded with flowers, 

has a mark of vermillion with 

cooked rice and curd on his 

forehead and a stroke of curd 

on his right temple.

Three plates with special 

offerings characterise the 

fourth birthday: below carrots, 

radish and orange, right sugar 

cane and peas, left dhaubaji, 

a mixture of flattened rice 

and curd, with a bit of black 

sesame. Dhaubaji is offered 

to all the visitors before they 

enter the house.

Bottom

Celebrating the 39"' birthday 

of Bijay Basukala on 23rd 

November 2000.

His wife Kalpana presents him 

with a new shirt, with fruit and 

flowers, after he has placed 

offerings dedicated to the 

ancestors on a jelalapte leaf. 

Wrapped into the leaf, these 

offerings will not be discarded 

but kept under the ceiling.
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As in many other life-cycle rituals, it is op­

tional to make a round to the Eight Goddess­

es that guard the urban space at the periphery 

(pithap uja).

The subsequent offering of a T-shirt (bva- 

to), a shirt with two knots (pvaca) and a jack­

et with four knots (phutund) demonstrates the 

process of growing up. Obviously at the age 

of four, the boy or girl has reached the age in 

which they can control their excretions. The 

second and fourth birthdays mark stages in 

the development of the individual as a social 

being. Offerings of clothes are not gifts given 

according to personal likings. The following 

birthdays are less important, but it is worth 

noting that up to the sixth birthday, cones of 

steamed rice flour (yahmari) are offered.

Later birthdays are often not celebrated at 

all. It depends on family tradition whether ritu­

als are performed, although it becomes almost 

compulsory if a person is of a sickly disposi­

tion. We can look at the 39th birthday of Bijay 

Basukala on 23rd November 2000 as a case 

in point. His wife, Kalpana, had been visiting 

the astrologer to find a suitable date for the 

initiation of her son Bibek and the seclusion 

ritual of her daughter Benita. (Both rituals 

are documented in the present volume.) On 

that occasion she asked for advice concerning 

her husband’s birthday. The astrologer asked 

her to visit the three important shrines of her 

neighbourhood, Chuma Ganesa, Mahakali, 

the seventh, and Indrayani, the sixth mother 

goddess, whose shrine was within easy reach. 

As it was a Saturday, she was asked to pre­

pare offerings in black in order to appease Sa- 

naiscara, the powerful and often threatening 

planet Saturn. Full - not half- lentils of black 

colour were to be offered to Mahakali, and 

black cotton thread and lights lit with black 

wicks. The three shrines received an offering 

of an egg, and three more eggs were offered 

to a medium, a young lady who is believed to 

be possessed by the Bhimsen of Dolakha. She 

is known for her healing powers, so Kalpana 

visited her to gain protection for her husband. 

The eggs were dedicated to Siva, Visnu and 

Bhimsen.

At home, Bijay performed the usual pujd 

for Ganesa and offered food and vermilion on 

a jelalapte leaf to feed and honour his ances­

tors. He received a tika from his wife who 

in a concluding gesture touched his feet. She 

took the leaf, folded it into a small packet 

and stored it above the ceiling joist to ensure 

well-being (svaga kaygu).
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The First Shaving of a Boy’s Head: 

Busa khayegu (cudakaranaj

The tonsure or first head shaving of the boy 

(Skt. cudakarana, Nev. busa khayegu or 

busdkhd) is mostly performed at the ages be­

tween five and nine. It depends on caste and 

religion whether this rite is performed as an 

independent initiation ritual or as a prelimi­

nary rite to the fixing of the loincloth (Skt. 

mekhalabandhana, Nev. kaytapuja), or the 

Hindu girding with the sacred thread (Skt. 

upanayana, vratabandha(na)', Nev. buhrd 

tayegu, Nep. bartaman), or the Buddhist mo­

nastic initiation (Skt. pravrajya, Nev. bare 

chuyegu).

Members of all castes below the status of 

Brahmin, Chathariya and Pancthariya (see 

list on page 23, groups I-IIa and c) perform 

the first head shaving on the occasion of the 

knotting of the loincloth (kaytapuja). Mem­

bers of those castes who consider themselves 

to be of “high” status perform the first head 

shaving a couple of years in advance of being 

girded with the sacred thread (Skt. upanayana 

or vratabandhana). Few sub-castes such as 

the Kayastha and Hada do not perform a sa­

cred fire on the occasion of Cudakarana, with 

the consequence that assistant priests such as 

Josi and Karmacarya are not needed.

The Ritual

The following case was observed on the 

fourth day of the bright half of the moon in 

the month of Caitra, on 2nd and 3rd April 2006. 

Nimesh Joshi of Svamala lane near Tauma- 

dhi, the central square of the lower town, was 

undergoing the ritual at the age of nine.

In the evening of the day of preparation 

(dusva), the Brahmin priest (Mahendra Shar­

ma) first arranges the site of the sacred fire 

and the seat (asana) for the sacred vase (ka- 

lasa) using unfired bricks, before then attend­

ing to the ritual of identifying the tuft of hair 

that will be left after the boy’s head is shaven 

on the following day. The Brahmin himself 

takes no active part in this. Taking his seat 

north of the initiate, his reading of stotras 

provides the singular sound that accompanies 

such rituals.

The boy takes his place on a wooden seat 

and turns east while his grand uncle, the el­

dest of the household, first offers him puja.

It is now the maternal uncle’s turn to iden­

tify the tuft of hair (sikha) with the lower end 

of a peacock feather. This should have been 

done with a porcupine bristle (dumsi cyusa- 

pa) but as none was at hand, a peacock feath­

er was used instead. Tying a golden ring with 

nine jewels (navaratna) to the tuft required 

the help of many hands. Finally, the eldest of 

the patrilineage offered puja to the boy. The 

father of the boy had no role whatsoever in 

this preparatory act.

Early in the morning of the following day 

the Brahmin priest had prepared the ritual 

place with the help of the nayah and a Josi as 

well as a Karmacarya as assistant priests. The 

seats of the ten regional guardians, the Dasa- 

dikpalas, were marked out around the firepit 

by means of circles in yellow flour, while one 

more diagram in the south marked the seat 

of the teacher, Brahma, and a diagram in the 

north the seat of Visnu. Since no tripod of 

the right size was available, the sacred vase 

was placed on top of a heap of unhusked rice. 

Then a mirror and container with vermilion 

were arranged between the sacred vase and 

the firepit, representing the ever-present god­

desses Sri and Laksmi.

The sacred fire was lit early - at seven in 

the morning, so twenty-six minutes were left 

to reach the auspicious time (sdit) for the act 

of shaving the head. First, the nayah leads the 

initiate to his seat (see B in the site plan) and 

performs the welcoming ritual (lasakusa): he 

touches the boy’s head, shoulders and knees 

with the key of the house and produces smoke 

from an offering of rape and mustard seeds
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The Cudakarana ritual for Nimesh 

Joshi on 3rd April 2006 at Taumadhi in 

Bhaktapur.

Site plan of the ritual place, identifying 

three separate sites for ritual actions: 

A: The performance of the sacred fire 

(homa) by a Brahmin priest (1) facing 

east, with two assistant priests, a Josi 

(2) and a Karmacarya (3). The eldest 

male person (nayah, 4) of the lineage 

and his wife (nakht, 5) take their seat 

on the right. The second Brahmin (6)

reads texts and guides the initiate (7). 

B: The ritual welcome by the nay ah (4) 

for the initiate (7) is performed at the 

southern edge of the courtyard; there, 

the maternal uncle (8) touches the 

initiate's head with a razor.

C: The nayah leads the boy to the 

northern edge of the courtyard, where 

the barber’s wife (9) shaves his head. 

Four paternal aunts (10, 11, 12, 13) 

surround the initiate with plates to 

receive their share of his hair.

(ikapaka) in an earthen cup, as well as raw 

cotton and charcoal in a second cup. Both 

the welcoming ritual and the production of 

smoke to ward off evil spirits are preparatory 

steps prescribed by the ritual “grammar”.

The following step, tying four curls of hair, 

turns the head into an image of the cosmos. The 

use of four pieces of wood from different trees 

that are tied in the four directions once again 

mirrors a particular item of the “grammar” that 

ensures protection and well-being. Leaves from 

these trees, for example, form a garland that 

surrounds a new house when a placatory ritual 

(chebau biyegu) is performed. Identifying the 

four directions of an object or hanging a garland 

around it has an identical purpose: it demarcates 

the object or the realm that is purified.

The acting Brahmin priest is very specific 

in his guidance and relies on his text, which 

reads:

Bind wood and leaves (in the hair). (For) 

it is said: Tn the east (above the forehead, 

a piece of) the banyan tree (Skt. vatavrksa, 

syn. nyagrodha, Nev. bar, cl. Nev. barhasi; 

Ficus bengalensis L.), in the south (above 

the right ear, a piece of) the country fig tree 

(Skt. udumbara, syn. sadaphala, Nev. dubasi, 

cl. Nev. dumbalasi', Ficus racemosa L.), on 

the left (i.e. north, above the left ear, a piece 

of) the bo tree (Skt. asvattha, syn. pippala, 

Nev. valasi, cl. Nev. varangatasi; Ficus reli- 

giosa), in the west also (above the right ear, 

a piece of) the bastard teak or flame of the 

forest tree (Skt. palasa, Nev. palasi, cl. Nev. 

palasasim, Idhdsr, Butea frondosa L.). (Dkvp 

fol. lr)

The priest then utters a mantra while bind­

ing the wood: at the auspicious moment, the 

initiate’s maternal uncle touches the boy’s 

hair with an old-fashioned razor at the very 

spot where the barber’s wife, the nauni, starts 

her work. The boy is led to her, who in the 

meantime has taken a seat at the edge of the
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courtyard, at due distance from the sacred 

fire (see C on the sketch). Four paternal aunts 

(nini) virtually encircle the boy so as to fulfil 

their duty of receiving a share of the boy’s 

hair on plates.

Finally the nauni should pierce the boy’s 

earlobes with a needle (muluj, which is then 

put aside on a plate next to a number of of­

ferings dedicated to her, the Brahmin and his 

assistants. According to Dkvr a golden nee­

dle should be used for the right ear and a sil­

ver needle for the left. The actual action, the 

piercing of the earlobes (Skt. karnavedhd), 

proves to be much more profane. A helper is 

sent out and returns with a motorbike a few 

minutes later with a young man from a jew­

ellery shop. The maternal uncle marks the 

spots on the ears with a ballpoint pen while 

the young boy pierces the ears with a pistol. 

The paternal aunts produce balls of cotton 

(katu) that are hung across the earlobes and 

never stop asking whether the piercing was 

painful. Originally, the cotton thread had to 

pass through the earlobes. The modern pistol 

inserts a metal pin into the hole, thus reduc­

ing the cotton thread to a mere decoration.

Having finished the two central acts of the 

day - shaving and piercing - the nauni re­

ceives a small tray (mimica) with the usual 

offerings of a small lump of meat and a clay 

cup with rice, a coin and a betel-nut. Faithful 

to the text, the ball of sweetmeat (laddu) is 

not handed over but thrown rather in her di­

rection - to the merriment of the entire court­

yard. The nauni has to fight for her right to 

receive the sweetmeat.

After having been bathed in the house with 

water and pulverised mustard oil-cake, in 

keeping with the prescription of the text, the 

boy is led to his earlier position to be wel­

comed again by the ndyah with the usual se­

quence of acts (lasakusa). The Karmacarya 

assistant, who has arrived late, is now continu­

ing to decorate the boy’s head. The spine of a 

porcupine (dumsi cyusapa) and the shortened 

feather of a peacock are stuck into the tuft of 

hair. Nine betel-nut flowers (gvesva), braided 

and sold by the women of the sub-caste of 

Gatha, are tied to the tuft and to a peculiar 

cylinder made of paper. The purple betel-nut 

flowers dry very slowly and are thus consid­

ered to symbolise longevity. The paper cylin­

der (cvaphi) is painted by a Citrakar with a 

svastika and trident (trisul) at the bottom end 

and filled with jasmine flowers (daphahsvd) 

and ritual rice.

The Cudakarana ritual for 

Nimesh Joshi on 3rd April 2006 

at Taumadhi in Bhaktapur.

Left

Before his head is shaved, 

pieces of four types of wood 

are tied to the hair to mark the 

four cardinal directions: to 

the east (above the forehead) 

from the banyan tree, above 

the right ear (south) from the 

udumbara tree, the back (west) 

from the bastard teak, above 

the left ear (north) from the fig 

tree. The tuft of hair that will 

not be cut had already been 

isolated on the preparatory 

day by a ring of gold and a 

peacock feather.

Right

After shaving, the head is 

anointed with sandalwood 

paste, and the spine of the 

porcupine and a peacock 

feather is stuck into the 

remaining tuft of hair. To 

this are added nine lilac­

colouredflowers which 

indicate longevity, and a 

painted cylinder of paper 

containing jasmine flowers 

and ritual rice. Finally, the 

head is encircled by three 

rings of cotton thread, serving 

as a protection against evil 

spirits.
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14 Srisukta: “I shall invite the 

goddess who is as patient and 

forgiving as the earth, who is 

always prosperous, and who 

is the supreme mistress of all 

creatures.”

15 The white or yellow cotton 

thread measuring one-hundred- 

and-eight times the height of 

the boy or - as in the Ihi ritual 

- the girl. For this, a stick

is placed on their head and 

underneath their feet and the 

thread is wound round them 

108 times.

The previous action is prescribed in the 

Dkv! as follows:

Draw on the head of the boy a svastika 

with sandalwood paste. Apply this (san­

dalwood paste) on the whole head (recit­

ing) gandhadvarani (RVKh 2.6.9)14. Place 

some white sesame on the head (of the 

boy). Bind the kumbhaka thread15 (around 

on the head with) raksohanam (VS 5.23). 

Bind a silk thread (around the head with) 

pavitre ’stho (VS 1.12). Stick a porcupine 

bristle, stick a traditional comb (usually 

made of ivory), stick a piece of kusa grass 

(in the hair again with) pavitre ’stho. (Dkvp 

fol. 2')

A couple of weeks later, the cylinder is of­

fered to the ancestor deity (dugudyah) on the 

occasion of annual worship. The family of 

the initiate do not reserve a particular day for 

this event; it can be any Thursday or Sunday 

in May or June. Moreover, a small strip of or­

ange-coloured silk is tied to the tuft, which is 

said to ease the stress of the shaven skin. One 

of the paternal aunts opens a tiny medallion 

containing black soot (kajal) and touches the 

eyes of the boy symbolically. Almost all of 

the women present on the occasion touch the 

kajal with the tip of their fingers and apply a 

black mark to their forehead. Finally, white 

cotton thread (kumahkah.) is wound around 

the boy’s head. The officiating priest con­

firms that the thread protects the boy against 

evil spirits (raksasa).

The ritual ends with the offering of new 

clothes, all ready-made and imported from 

China. To the surprise of the German field 

worker, the boy first puts on a white T-shirt 

and on top of it another T-shirt with the 

strange inscription “NSU-Kettenkrad”, allud­

ing to a German military motorbike invented 

in 1943 and equipped with a chain track to 

negotiate the morass in Russia. Since the end 

of the 1990s, clothes are no longer ordered 

from the nearby tailor and priests have given 

up protesting against unsuitable garments. 

With his black jeans and traditional Nepal­

ese cap, the boy has become part of global 

youth.

The following thirty minutes are devoted to 

exchanging gifts. The two Brahmins and the 

Josi as well as the Karmacarya receive a piece 

of cloth and 101 rupees. Everybody throws 

rice into the fire and takes prasad from the 

ladle and tika from the vermilion container. 

The entire ritual takes little over two hours.

Later in the day a goat is sacrificed at the 

nearby shrine of Bhairava and a feast will 

conclude the day.

Conclusion

With the shaving of his head, the boy grows 

up. He becomes male, because only males are 

regularly shaved. The ritual is a gendered and 

gendering ritual that marks, to a certain ex­

tent, the end of childhood. From now on he 

is identified as a potential member of his clan 

for which he has to assume more and more 

duties. The Cudakarana ritual is not an educa­

tional samskara as Kaytapuja and Vrataban- 

dhana are - at least theoretically - when the 

boys assume ritual and moral obligations and 

observe purity rules. The Cudakarana also 

does not yet stand for full membership of the 

boy to his clan or sub-caste. However, boys 

who have undergone the Cudakarana have to 

shave off their hair as part of the purificatory 

rites when a death or birth occurs in their lin­

eage.

The close relationship of the Cudakarana 

to lineage and clan is also seen by the im­

portance of the tuft of hair that is not shaved 

off in the Hindu variant of this ritual. In an­

cient India, the tuft of hair was a clear sign 

of distinction between Brahmin subcastes 

or schools. Some wore it on the right, oth­

ers on the left. In the Sanskritic-Brahminical 

tradition, the tuft is the sign of the paternal
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line. According to a prevalent belief, the in­

dividual soul escapes from the body through 

the crown of the head during cremation to be­

gin its journey to the forefathers. Cutting the 

tuft (by the maternal uncle) means cutting the 

patrilinear line and keeping the ancestors in 

a deplorable in-between state, unable to get 

to heaven. Cutting the tuft also means cutting 

the Vedic sacrifice and giving up the domestic 

fire because the lock of hair, like the Sacred 

Thread, increasingly came to be identified 

with the right to sacrifice. Those who want 

to renounce this life and the obligations to 

the forefathers have their heads shaven com­

pletely. Accordingly, in the Newar-Buddhist 

monastic initiation boys have their tuft of hair 

cut off at their consecration, even though the 

other parts of the rite are based on the Hindu 

initiation.

From the time of the tonsure until his new 

birth from the Veda, i.e. the Kaytapuja or 

Vratabandhana, in ritual terms the initiate is 

a kind of embryo that requires special protec­

tion. He is in a liminal state that is overcome 

by the initiation through which a boy becomes 

a man entitled to take part in or exercise the 

domestic sacrificial rituals, and the marriage 

and death rites.
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The Boy’s Hindu Initiation: 

Kaytapuja or Mekhalabandhana

The Kaytapuja (Skt. mekhalabandhana), the 

“worship of the loincloth (kayta)" or “bind­

ing (bandhana) of the girdle (mekhala)” is 

the boy’s initiation ritual performed by al­

most all Hindu and Buddhist Newars at an 

odd-numbered age, mostly between three and 

eleven. It is one of the major life-cycle rituals 

and transforms a boy into a man and a full 

member of his clan and caste. The ritual is 

celebrated with a lot of preparation, numer­

ous subrites, and considerable financial out­

lay.

The loincloth ritual is part of a stratified 

system of Newar initiation: some lower castes 

do not perform it at all, Jyapu castes perform 

it as their major initiation ritual, higher Hindu 

and Buddhist castes have it as the first part 

of a twofold initiation - first Kaytapuja, then 

the Hindu investiture ritual (vratabandha or 

upanayana), or first Kaytapuja, then Bud­

dhist monastic ordination (bare chuyegu) - 

and some Hindu and Buddhist castes (Acaju, 

Vajracarya) go additionally for a Tantric ini­

tiation (diksd, abhiseka).

The celebration of the Kaytapuja therefore 

varies considerably, but the binding of a loin­

cloth is an essential part of all variants. It de­

pends on caste whether the Kaytapuja is an 

independent ritual, celebrated separately, or 

part of the investiture ritual, i.e. the binding 

of the sacred thread. Both rituals are some­

times called Vratabandha, although the term 

kaytapuja is more often used when the initia­

tion does not include the investiture with the 

sacred thread. However, the usual invitation 

cards (nimantrana) for a Kaytapuja (without 

sacred thread) also invite the recipient to a 

subha vratabandha.

Among Chathariyas and Pancthariyas, 

Cudiikarana and Kaytapuja are often com­

bined or performed with only a few days in 

between. The Rajopadhyaya Brahmins, Josi, 

Tini and Acajus generally separate Cudakarana 

and Kaytapuja and perform the Kaytapuja 

when the boys are much older. The higher 

castes (Tini and above) are also invested with 

the sacred thread and combine Kaytapuja with 

the upanayana ritual. However, as mentioned 

in the Preface, we will refrain from describing 

the girding with the sacred thread (vrataban- 

dhana) because this ritual has been dealt with 

elsewhere (Michaels 2004: 71-110) and will 

be part of a separate study by Christof Zotter.

The Setting

In the following we shall describe the events 

of the Kaytapuja of Bibek Basukala, son of 

Bijay Basukala and his wife Kalpana, which 

took place in their new house north of Byasi 

between October 2004 and January 2005 - 

the main day being the 30th of January, 2005. 

Bibek’s father has called his hereditary house 

priest, Prabhu Saran Sharma from Lalache, to 

guide the ritual. Likewise, the barber (Nau) 

who was called from Yache has served the 

family for generations. Earlier the same day, 

Purushotama, an Acaju from Kiche, comes to 

prepare the ritual place. The hereditary Acaju 

felt too weak to come and as his son has not 

followed his father, Bibek’s father followed 

the advice of his paternal uncle’s wife to call 

the Acaju who performs for that family.

A total of twelve people act as helpers, who 

as husbands of father’s, grandfather’s and 

great-grandfather’s sisters or as their daugh­

ter’s husbands qualify as jicabhaju. They are 

those who took wives from the lineage of the 

initiate and thus are obliged to return service 

on the occasion of life-cycle rituals.

Thirteen more helpers come from the ini­

tiate’s mother’s house, the thache: these are 

her father, his four brothers from Khala, plus 

three maternal uncles (paju) and two sis­

ters from Talakva, Kathmandu and Banepa. 

Moreover, his mother’s maternal uncles and 

aunts from Talakva were also present.
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) of Bibek Basukala on 30"' January 2005.

Location of ritual specialists: priests (Brahmin, Acaju and Josi), barber 

(Nau), butcher (Nay), purity specialist (Jugi) and the maternal uncle 

(pdju) as the key person.

Location of lineage members (phuki), husbands of paternal aunts 

(jicdbhaju) and maternal brothers/uncles as well as father’s maternal 

uncles as helpers (jyahcvanipu).

Paternal aunts (nini), whose husbands (jicabhaju) act as helpers: 

Father’s sister (1), grandfather’s sisters (2, 3, 4), their daughters (5, 

6, 7), great-great-grandfather’s niece (father’s niniaji, 10) and her 

daughter (9), great-grand-uncle’s daughter (8), great-great­

grandfather ’s grand-niece (11) and great-great-grandfather’s 

daughter (12).

Helpers (jyahcvanipu):

Maternal: mother's father (1), his four brothers (2, 3, 4, 5), her 

maternal uncles (6, 7, 8) and maternal sisters (9, 10).

Paternal: father’s maternal uncle (11) and his cousins (male: 12, 

female: 13).
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The Preparatory Phase

A number of activities foreshadow the event 

four months in advance, involving maternal 

as well as paternal relatives of the initiate. 

Already in early October, the liquor making 

had to be planned: 50 kg of wheat was bought 

- in the case of Bibek Basukala from his ma­

ternal grandfather - as well as raw sugar. In 

early November the fermentation allowed 40 

litres to be produced on a fire that was fed 

from two o’clock in the morning for a period 

of over eighteen hours. This was done in the 

house of his paternal aunt because she was 

known for her experience in this field. At that 

time 500 kg of husked rice (jaki) was bought 

to produce flattened rice (baji) later on, and 

the same quantity (of the taichin type) to 

make beer.

Also, an advance payment was made to 

the musical group (bhajan mandal) of the 

Mahakali shrine to reserve the adjacent 

ground for the planned feast, since a large 

space of more than 300 square metres was 

needed to host 650 people.

In mid-November the lists of invitees were 

prepared: first the father’s grandmother was 

asked to figure out which of her relatives 

qualifies for such an invitation, then the fa­

ther’s maternal uncle (pdju), in whose house 

the initiate’s father spent many years as a 

young boy in the early 1970s. That was not 

at all difficult, because the uncle’s father had 

died the year before and lists of relatives had 

been prepared for the ensuing feasts. In fact 

the uncle seems to love such lists, which he 

constantly carries in his shirt pocket. It even 

mentions people who were considered rela­

tives, although the common ancestor lived 

four or five generations earlier and could no 

longer be named. Some people keep an up­

dated list of deceased relatives to be named 

on the occasion of the annual ancestor wor­

ship (sohrasraddha) in the dark half of the 

moon in September (pitrpaksa). In mid­

November the wife of the father’s maternal 

uncle, the maleju, came to plan the brewing 

of the beer. The making of red beer (hyautva) 

had to be started soon, while in winter normal 

beer needs only three weeks before it is ready 

for consumption.

By the end of November it was decided to 

invite the Navadurga troupe, the deities who 

effectively protect the city and its people 

against evil influences, for the day follow­

ing the offering of the loincloth. Moreover, 

the butcher was booked to make sure that an 

expert is present to sacrifice the five animals 

(pancabali) at Mahakali’s shrine (pith) on the 

day of Kaytapuja.

In early December the family had to solve 

an important problem of succession that 

would enable them to handle the forthcoming 

rituals. The head of the lineage, the nayah, 

had died a year earlier and it was now time 

to discuss the succession. The initiate’s father 

was the eldest male of four families that con­

stitute this lineage, but as the father’s grand­

uncle’s son belongs to the previous genera­

tion, the family priest advised that he should 

be appointed as the officiating elder of the 

lineage, who would first have to enact the an­

cestor ritual (sohrasraddha) before Bibek’s 

initiation could be performed.

More preconditions had to be fulfilled as 

the family moved to its new house: the house 

had to be consecrated on the day before the 

dark moon in early January (lukhdpuja and 

chebau biyegu), and the day before the fol­

lowing full moon the family priest had to 

come to perform the rudri ritual and purify 

the house by sprinkling water from the sacred 

vase and fanning fumes (the usual offering 

of ikhdpakd, not cotton) to banish and ward 

off evil spirits. This smoke has to be kept go­

ing for eight days. A fivefold prm/kd-thread 

was tied to the ceiling and connected to the 

sacred vase to turn the house into a livable 

space, ready now to be entered by the family 

(grhapravesa). The thread was later torn into
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pieces to be tied around the neck of each fam­

ily member.

By mid-December a group of flute play­

ers (basuribaja) was booked for the proces­

sion to bring the Navadurga to the ancestral 

quarter of Bhaktapur, Byasi, and to lead the 

procession of all lineage members and help­

ers to Mahakali’s shrine. A friend had to go 

to Thimi to order a cotton shawl (pugaca) for 

the initiate, because that is where the only two 

remaining households of weavers (Tati) are 

located that still produce this kind of shawl, 

which is used exclusively for rituals.

The initiate’s mother went once again 

to the astrologer to confirm the auspicious 

time frame for the offering of the loincloth, 

but was told to come back three days before 

the event to ask for the exact time. She also 

bought cloth for the clothing that will be 

handed over to the five wife-takers, the jicd- 

bhaju, saris for the seven paternal aunts, and 

the length of golden silk for the loincloth. 

Named pitambar, this special cloth is also 

used by Brahmins to wrap their books. The 

initiate is taken to a tailor by his paternal aunt 

to take his measurements for the suit that will 

be needed.

Also in mid-December thoughts had to be 

turned to setting up the temporary kitchen that 

would be required. It would be necessary to 

fell two of the large willow trees (tisima) that 

line the water channel in the father’s fields, 

and all of the paternal aunts (nini) were in­

vited to discuss the duties of their husbands 

as wife-takers. By the end of December al­

most all of the material preparations had been 

made. The search for a ram in the nearby vil­

lages was commenced early on, but proved to 

be difficult. Not before mid-January was the 

ram brought from the village of Jaukhhel and 

the goat from the neighbouring town Thimi, 

while for the piglet (bahari), which was to be 

offered to the Navadurga troupe, an advance 

payment had to be handed over to the butch­

er, who would also supply two buffalos. A to­

tal of 45,000 rupees (equivalent to 500 euros) 

were spent on the five sacrificial animals and 

in addition for one cock and a buffalo for the 

feasts preceding the final celebration when 

650 guests will be hosted.

In early January the Jyapu Acaju, whose 

duty is to prepare the ritual ground and to in­

troduce the initiate to the deity of his urban 

quarter, the ildkd, and who prepares the of­

ferings to the spirits (gvajd and bau), came to 

discuss the requisite items with the parents. 

This was also the time to have the initiate’s 

clothes readied, to prepare the garlands of 

popped rice (taymdla), which were to be of­

fered to the Navadurga and to the shrine of 

Mahakali, and to bring the flattened rice from 

the mill. Quite a few evenings were spent 

writing the invitation cards and once again 

discussing who had to be invited and how 

many friends or colleagues from the mother’s 

governmental department should be invited 

to the feast.

A week before the initiation the father in­

vited key persons from the lineage, the wife­

takers and the wife-givers to discuss the 

various duties in the forthcoming event. The 

following days saw many people joining the 

household to prepare paper flags (kaypakha 

and kalapaka) as offerings for the Navadurga 

and Mahakali, bringing nine flower pots with 

paper flowers, large leaves from sal trees 

which had been ordered well in advance, and 

five bunches (mutha) of dubo grass needed to 

garland the sacred vase of the ritual made by 

the initiate’s maternal aunt. The large garland 

of dubo grass provided for the initiate by his 

father was brought by his paternal uncle in 

Kathmandu the day preceding the initiation.

Seven days beforehand, the initiate’s mother 

sewed the seams of the loincloth by hand - a 

sewing machine would never be used in a ritu­

al context. The following day she bought the 

cap for her son to complete the boy’s outfit.

Four days before the ritual the household 

was bustling with visitors. The wife-takers
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arrived to build the temporary kitchen, and 

the eldest of them was formally requested 

to take responsibility for the offerings to the 

Navadurga troupe, the dyah bvaykegu. The 

maternal aunts came to clean the house and 

all the plates that would be used in the ritual, 

and to wash the family’s clothes. It was such 

a challenging task that they engaged a pro­

fessional woman from the farmer’s caste. In 

the late 1990s the last family of the washer­

men (Dhobi) sold their house in a prime lo­

cation and left Bhaktapur. Finally, the eldest 

woman and the eldest man of the lineage 

came to inspect the site and to make sure that 

all of the arrangements had been made. The 

jydhcvanipil, the husbands of father’s and 

grandfather’s sisters, who as wife-takers act 

as helpers, joined the inspection and started 

constructing a temporary kitchen. The pots 

with dhacasva and musva flowers that are 

needed for the ritual were brought by a Yaka- 

mi neighbour. The initiate’s mother contacted 

her maternal uncles to confirm the invitation 

and his father visited his father’s and grand­

father’s sisters to confirm the invitation.

Three days before the ritual, the initiate’s 

mother visited the astrologer again, who gave 

her a sheet of paper that announced the sait, 

the auspicious time, for presenting the loin­

cloth as 9:28 to 9:34 on 30th of January in 

the morning. The same day, a member of the 

lineage known for his professionalism in per­

forming sacrifices and slaughtering animals 

bought two buffalos in Bhelukhel, the animal 

market south of Bhaktapur, and the cotton 

shawl was brought from Thimi and handed 

over to the maternal uncle of the initiate.

Expenditure

By mid-January, not only had the sacrificial 

animals been obtained, but also 65 items were 

bought for the final feast at a price of 20,000 

rupees (250 euros). During the following 

two weeks, 22 bowls of yoghurt, vegetables, 

beans, potatoes, red pepper, eggs, cooking oil, 

chicken meat and fish were bought. Adding 

the costs for preparing rice beer and liquor, 

cold drinks and the catering for 650 guests, 

130,000 rupees (or 1,500 euros) were spent. 

To sum up, a total 2,350 euros was spent on 

feeding the wife-takers and wife-givers, the 

Navadurga troupe, and 650 guests.

Catering was hired to provide services that 

included cooking at the price of less than half 

a euro per person. The initiate’s family was 

in charge of providing the raw material for 

cooking, beer, liquor and soft drinks.

The second group of expenditures per­

tains to offerings of clothes to various rela­

tives. The initiate’s grandmother received a 

blouse, two saris, a petticoat and a shawl at 

the expense of 2,370 rupees, the five hus­

bands of his father’s paternal aunts and pa­

ternal grandfather’s aunt (the wife-takers, 

jicabhaju) received a set of shirt and trousers 

(suruvdl), the eldest of those received a safari 

suit and an additional two shirts, amounting to 

2,922 rupees. The initiate’s mother received 

a blouse and a blue sari, his sister clothing 

and shoes for 3,500 rupees, and his paternal 

aunt, his father’s three paternal aunts and 

his grandfather’s paternal aunt as well as his 

great-granduncle’s daughter one sari each at 

a total cost of 6,200 rupees. The initiate him­

self received a suit, shoes, a jacket and a cap. 

Moreover, white cloth for his turban (betali) 

was needed and the golden cloth (pitamber') 

for his loincloth, costing altogether 5,395 ru­

pees. The paternal aunt, who has to receive 

the initiate’s hair and toenails, received a sari, 

a shawl together with the plate needed to re­

ceive the body’s impurities, toenails and hair. 

In this way about 250 euros was spent.

The third group of expenditures concerns 

puja material and fees (Nev. desnd, Skt. 

daksina) paid to the ritual specialists. Fruit 

(khaist), small cups (sinhathala), plates 

(kvatah) and a small pot for the ritual use of 

liquor, a tray (hasah), a broom (tuphi), sweets
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and nuts as masala gifts, incense, vermilion 

and a coconut amounted to a cost of 4,315 

rupees. Cloth of five colours (pahcarahgi) 

for the flags dedicated to Mahakali had to be 

bought, white cloth for the 10 turbans for the 

Navadurga troupe, red cloth for the lineage’s 

eldest woman, the nakhi, and on the occa­

sion of ritually closing down the store (bari 

tanegu) 32 pieces of red cloth were distrib­

uted among the female relatives and 32 caps 

to the male relatives - the twelve wife-takers 

each receiving a cap at the cost of 90 rupees 

each, while the 20 wife-givers received a cap 

costing only 50 rupees. In addition, they all 

received a gift of 101 rupees each. The main 

gift (mudaksina) of 600 rupees was received 

by the officiating Brahmin, 600 rupees by 

the Acaju, who prepared the ritual ground, 

250 rupees by the barber and his wife and 

100 rupees by the Tvaju (as the jugirii is usu­

ally called) who came to collect the jugibvah, 

a plate of food dedicated to the ancestors. 

The Navadurga received a lump sum of just 

300 rupees, while Kumari received 1,500 

and Bhairava 1,000 to meet the costs of a 

new skirt. Moreover, 2,500 rupees had to be 

spent for the sacrificial animal offered to the 

Navadurga. It was a piglet ordered weeks in 

advance from the butcher, the heart of which 

is extracted by Bhairava from the living crea­

ture. Finally, the butcher was paid 1,500 for 

his work sacrificing the second buffalo at the 

shrine of Mahakali. A total of 17,500 rupees 

(190 euros) were spent for material, offerings 

and monetary gifts.

To sum up, over two thousand five hun­

dred euros were spent for the ritual, the main 

feast (mubhvay) in which the wife-takers and 

wife-givers joined, and the final feast (of bhoj 

character) for 650 guests.

The Death Ritual on the First Day

The first day is dedicated to the performance 

of a death ritual in a bid to propitiate the an­

cestors and probably also to prepare them to 

incorporate the present initiate, Bibek Basu- 

kala, into their community. Without a loin­

cloth, a kayta, a male person is not a potential 

ancestor. Should such a person die, the house 

will be purified after five or six days; no sacri­

ficial balls (pinda) will be offered. However, 

a symbolic cow is offered on the occasion 

of Galjatra in August to cross the frighten­

ing river VaitaranI into the underworld on an 

otherwise unspecified journey to the other 

world. Once the loincloth is offered, the boy 

qualifies as a full member of the lineage and 

as a bridegroom. In case of the death of the 

boy, the usual rituals will be performed for 

a period of two years until nedatithi, and the 

death ritual after twenty-four months, includ­

ing the prescribed offering of pindas. The an­

nual death ritual will not be performed, but he 

will be remembered on the sohrasraddha, the 

annual death ritual of the lineage.

The father of the initiate. Bijay, is guided 

by his family priest, in this case Prabhu Sha- 

rana Sharma from Lalache, the youngest of 

three brothers practicing as priests.

In the early morning, women arrived at the 

house to deliver their share of peki, the raw 

material needed for the making of the pindas, 

namely wheat flour, flowers and a coin. In 

contrast to other, similar occasions when peki 

is brought, not only the three members of the 

lineage, the phuki, contributed peki, but also 

the married women of the past four patrilin­

eal generations. In an exceptional act of re­

spect to the initiate, the extended family of 

his mother, those who had given a wife to the 

family, contributed as well. These were her 

father, his four brothers, her three maternal 

uncles and two sisters of her mother.

In reality, instead of 29 women, only seven­

teen appeared with their contribution to the 

sacrificial balls: the wife (nakhi) of the eldest 

of the lineage, his mother in place of his un­

married brother, his cousin Purushottam, and 

even Purushottam’s brother Pushkal, who had
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala.

The origin of the offerings 

(pekhi/pinda) for the death 

ritual (sraddha) on 29,h 

January 2005, the day 

preceding the offering of the 

loincloth.

The first offerings are brought 

by the five households of 

lineage members (phuki). The 

remaining offerings are from 

eight households of wife-takers 

(paternal aunts 7, 8, 9,10, 

father’s great-grand-aunt II, 

grand-aunts 12, 13 and grand­

niece 14) and six households 

of wife-givers from the 

paternal grandmother’s side 

(father’s maternal uncle 15, 

his cousins 16, 17) and from 

mother’s side (maternal uncles 

18, 19 and grandmother’s 

maternal uncle 20).

The initiate was introduced 

to the ancestor deity on 12"' 

May 2005 as a full member of 

the lineage. He also became 

full member of the death 

association (siguthi).
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left the lineage a couple of years earlier fol­

lowing a quarrel within the lineage concerning 

the right sequence of turnholdership. Finally, 

the wife of Anil, Bijay’s younger brother, also 

contributed. From the second group, the patri­

lineal married women or mhdymacd, Bijay’s 

sister made a contribution, as did the three 

daughters of Bijay’s paternal aunts and two 

granddaughters of Bijay’s great-grandfather. 

Three people came from the third group, the 

wife-givers who gave the mother of the ini­

tiate: her brother’s wife, the daughter of her 

paternal uncle and her father’s mother came. 

And from the fourth group, those who gave 

the grandmother of the initiate, the grand­

mother’s brother’s wife came to contribute.

While Pushkal temporarily overcame his 

enmity towards his “brothers”, one paternal 

aunt of Bijay did not accept the invitation, 

because she had agitated against Bijay’s wife 

right from the beginning, laying the foun­

dations for a rift between the two brothers’ 

wives which finally led to separation in 2003. 

The story of separation of brothers and the 

inevitable squabble between their wives usu­

ally develops along similar lines: mother, 

grandmother and paternal aunts prefer to take 

sides with the younger brother, while the el­

der brother bears the burden of acting as the 

chief of the household who has to maintain 

the annual rituals.

The initiation of the son is one of those 

events when enmities are overcome. The 

joint efforts of the paternal uncles - those 

who have taken women - and the maternal 

uncles of the mother and father of the initiate 

- those who have given women - make the 

initiation possible. The maternal uncle of the 

initiate is the unquestioned temporary mas­

ter of the entire household, but all the others, 

the jydhcvanipu (Nev. jyd, “work”, cvanipu, 

“to be present”) help to prepare food, serve 

food and make sure that puja materials and 

offerings to the goddess Mahakall are at the 

ready.

The death ritual follows exactly the scheme 

of the annual sohrasraddha after full moon 

in September, to be carried out by the eldest 

of the lineage group, the nay ah of the phuki. 

However, nobody uses the term Sraddha in 

this context but says that korsi pyatagu is to 

be performed. Pyatagu is the usual Nevari al­

ternative term for Sraddha. but the meaning 

of the term korsi could not be clarified.

The paternal uncle of the initiate helps his 

father knead the dough for the sacrificial balls. 

First the bikalapinda, the pinda for the “unhap­

py” (i.e. unknown deceased and miscarriages), 

is shaped and put aside for the unknown dead, 

the five pindas are made by his father, who 

dedicates these to his mother, father and, as 

his grandmother is still alive, only his grandfa­

ther as well as his great-grandfather and great­

grandmother. Some 30 small pindas are added 

for identified as well as unidentified deceased. 

The entire set-up is framed by three unshaped 

lumps of dough, dedicated to those who suf­

fered an untimely death. The lumps also serve 

to frame the heap of sacrificial balls, as one is 

put beyond and two placed flanking it.

Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala on 30"' January 

2005.

Death ritual (sraddha) 

The day preceding the tying 

of the knot of the loincloth, 

the eldest male member of the 

household, the nayah, 

performs a death ritual to 

invite the ancestors to the 

occasion.

The initiate worships the 

deities presiding over the 

death ritual with rice, 

flowers and daksina.

His father has finished making 

the sacrificial balls, and raises 

his right knee in reverence to 

the ancestors.
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala on 30"' January 

2005.

At the end of the death ritual 

on the preceding day, the 

nephews and nieces receive 

puja - a red mark on the 

forehead, flower petals and 

rice. Bijay Basukala, the father 

of the initiate, has invited the 

sons and daughters of his sister 

(Anis, Anisa, Elisa) and his 

paternal aunt’s grandchildren 

(Rohan and Lepisa).

Once all the pindas are formed, the initiate 

offers puja to them, while his mother raises 

her hands in a gesture of salutation. Simi­

larly, Bijay lifts his right leg in an effort to 

prepare for namakaranamudra, the gesture of 

salutation.

In a concluding rite, Bijay worships the 

four sons and one daughter of his sister and 

his paternal aunts (bicapuja). The children 

of those who took women of his family are 

thus blessed as if to pay tribute to those who 

in future will be of help (as jicabhaju or 

mhaymaca) to the family in case of a death. 

It is they who will be only marginally 

polluted and thus fit to contribute to the per­

formance of the necessary rituals on the 7th, 

10th, 11th, 45th, 360th, 361st and 720th day after 

death.

The procession to Kalighat to cast the sacri­

ficial balls into the river is headed by Pushkal, 

the former member of the lineage group, bear­

ing the bikalapinda in a brass container. Bi­

jay, the father of the initiate, follows with the 

pindapatra or copper bowl containing the five 

pindas, the three lumps and 30 small pindas. 

Third in line is Tulsi Suval, the husband of one 

of Bijay’s paternal aunts, with the khusibvah, a 

full meal (bvalf) dedicated to the ancestors but 

offered to the crows as messengers of death on 

the banks of the river (khusi).

Bijay’s younger brother Anil and the nay ah 

Julum also join the procession. Upon their
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return from the river, Bijay as the acting sra- 

ddhayaimha (yaimha, “the body that is doing 

something”) throws kigah rice onto five leaf 

plates of food, which are collected by the Jugi, 

the purity specialist who absorbs impurities. 

The plate dedicated to the river as well as 

those collected by the Jugi had been cooked 

by one of Bijay’s paternal aunts, a nini who 

cooks the food dedicated to the ancestors for 

all of the death rituals. As the mhaymacd, the 

daughter or sister of the deceased who pre­

pares the nhenumha food, she is only margin­

ally polluted by death and returns to the state 

of purity on the fourth day after using pul­

verised oil-cake in an act of purification and 

after having her toenails pared by the nauni, 

the wife of the barber.

Only after the Jugi has removed the jugi- 

bvah from the house is samaya food offered to 

all of the lineage members and all of the help­

ers present. In the evening, a feast is offered 

to the lineage members in which the helpers 

also join in: it is always said that joining the 

kalah vayegu bhvay is auspicious, it brings 

luck. However, the male lineage members 

alone leave part of their food to be put with 

the leaf plate (kalah) that is reserved for the 

protective stone on the nearest street cross­

ing, the chvasah. The mistress of the lineage 

will discard this plate with all the leftovers on 

that stone at midnight.

The Rituals of the Second Day

Purification: Shaving the Head and Paring 

the Toenails

The main ritual begins early on the 30th of 

January 2005 in the new house of Bijay Ba- 

sukala north of Byasi. Shortly after midnight, 

the husband of Bibek’s nini brings water from 

the Kasankhusi River for the initiate’s ritual 

washing, which follows later.

At five o’clock, the Acaju arrives to pre­

pare the diagram (yantra) for the kalasapuja, 

with three heaps of unhusked rice and one 

lampstand each at the sides and, in the mid­

dle, the sacred vase (kalasa) representing the 

deities and the puja plate with dubo grass, a 

banana, the loincloth, ear decorations (tasva), 

kisli cups, wicks, popped rice and a coin. Be­

hind the kalasa he places the puja plate with 

dubo grass and other ritual items required by 

the Brahmin priest. The Acaju will not show 

up again until the early afternoon.

Around seven o’clock, the barber enters the 

house with his wife and son to shave Bibek’s 

head. A few minutes later, Ujul Prajapati ar­

rives, the maternal uncle (paju) and most im­

portant family member for the ritual. He im­

mediately unpacks a miniature golden knife 

that he had bought from the goldsmith.

After a short while, the paju touches 

Bibek’s head with the small knife (kvaca). 

Theoretically it is he who has to cut off the 

first lock of hair after he has touched the lat­

ter in the four directions. According to Dkvt 

(fol. 2V), in that moment he has to recite a 

verse addressing the barber:

O Barber! You are the cutter of the hair. 

Cut and shave the head of the child with that 

swift soft razor. Do not decrease (cut or shor­

ten) the child’s life. (Asvalayanagrhyasutra 

1.17.15)

The paju then hands over the knife to the bar­

ber, who shaves the boy’s head (sa kayegu) 

- all except for the tuft of hair (sikha). The 

nini, Anita Makah, holds a plate (kaybhu) 

under the boy’s face in order to collect the 

shorn hair. On the plate are several gifts for 

her: a shawl and a sari, a piece of white cloth 

in which the hair and the toenails are bound 

and later brought to the nearby river, as well 

as 105,25 rupees as daksind.

As soon as the hair is cut, the participants 

laugh all and make jokes. Some say that Bibek 

now looks like a member of the Krishna Con­

sciousness Movement, which is also active in 

Bhaktapur. The barber receives 55 rupees, to
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala on SO"1 January 

2005.

Upper left

The maternal uncle touches 

the initiate’s head symbolically 

with a golden knife before the 

barber shaves his hair.

Upper right

In an act of purification, the 

initiate’s father takes dubo 

grass, meat, cow-dung and 

svdva rice from the offerings to 

the barber’s wife and places it 

onto his shaved head.

Below

The barber’s wife pares the 

toes of the initiate while his 

paternal aunt, the nini, holds 

a plate below his feet to collect 

the waste. A small leaf plate 

with curd and beaten rice is 

added in place of the hair that 

should have been kept from 

his first haircut at the age of 

18 months.
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which the paju adds another 105 rupees, but 

the barber asks for more. Finally, Bibek’s fa­

ther gives him 100,25 rupees.

A few minutes before nine o’clock, the 

Brahmin priest commences the ritual. After 

his purification, he purifies the hands of the 

nauni, the barber’s wife, and the sharp chisel 

(cahla) with which the nauni is about to pare 

the boy’s toenails. Meanwhile the senior- 

most male elder of the lineage, the nayah, 

binds five kisli cups filled with ritual rice, a 

betel-nut and a coin into white cotton cloth 

and hangs them on a wooden scaffold in or­

der to ward off the ghosts and evil spirits in 

all four directions and in the centre. In a tra­

ditional house, these cups would actually be 

fixed to the ceiling joists.

There now follows a rite during which the 

father lets his son touch an iron key, the sym­

bol of a Newar household. Bijay, the father, 

also takes a mimica tray and places all the 

items on Bibek’s head: some dubo blades, a 

piece of meat, rice (svava) and a piece of cow 

dung which the son gives to the barber.

Afterwards the nauni pares the toenails 

with a sharp chisel (cahla) that the Brahmin 

has purified. The clippings fall onto the kay- 

bhu plate held by the nini. The nauni also co­

lours the boy’s feet with red pigment. Then 

the boy takes off his clothes, and the nini puts 

khau, pulverised oil-cake, on his head. He is 

now washed by the nini with the water that 

the jicabhaju brought early that morning and 

with pulverised oil-cake.

The Girding of the Loincloth

In the meantime the Brahmin has placed a 

kisli cup on the sacred vase together with 

a tahsi fruit and a garland of jasmine twigs 

which connects the kalasa with the ceiling. 

He asks for ikdpakha, rape and mustard seeds 

which are burnt in a clay pot with charcoal. 

The father takes this pot, touches it to the 

body of his son, and then places it on the 

pikhalakhu stone in front of the house. Bijay 

now touches his son again with the iron key 

and the wooden measuring vessel filled with 

fruits, which are supposed to ensure longev­

ity or even immortality. These include bitter 

orange (Skt. dantasa, Nev. khaisl, Nep. kipa), 

Indian jujube (Skt. badara, Nev. bay ar), 

sugar-cane (Nev. tu, Nep. ukhu) and emblic

Initiation (Kaytapuja) of 

Dayaram Duval on 23rd 

October 2004.

Left

The wife of the barber pares 

the initiate’s toenails, while 

his paternal aunt, the nini 

Vishnukeshari receives the 

waste on a plate.

Right

The paternal aunts of the 

initiate cast away hair and 

toenails at the embankment 

of Pekhilaca - the place, 

where on the tenth day after 

death purification rituals are 

performed.
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myrobalan (Skt. amalakl, Nev. aba, Nep. 

amala). He then also touches the boy with 

the sukuda lamp and throws popped rice {lay) 

over him.

After a while, Bijay hands a plate with 

a yellow loincloth, an earring (tdsva) and 

dubo grass to the Brahmin for consecration. 

The boy now stands naked on a wooden seat 

{asana) under which the Brahmin has drawn 

a svastika diagram.

In the meantime the Brahmin recites man­

tras and the boy performs puja to the sacred 

vase {kalasa).

As Bijay, the father, starts to bind the loin­

cloth brought by the maternal uncle {paju), he 

realises that the cloth is wet and asks for some 

charcoal to dry it before he can fix it. After a 

while he fastens the loincloth und worships 

the knot at the right hip with vermilion, ritual 

rice {aksata), flowers (svd) and a small sacred 

thread (yajnopavlta) which, however, should 

not be confused with the long sacred thread 

that hangs over the left shoulder of a twice- 

born Hindu. He gives him a tika and at 9.28 

a.m., the auspicious time {sait), he binds the 

cloth through the boy’s crotch and folds it 

around the thread above his hindquarters, an 

act called kayta ciyegu. The elaborate wor­

ship of the knot is obligatory:

The nayah should place the boy on the seat 

(marked) with a svastika by pulling (his) hand. 

Let the nails (of the boy) be pared (by the 

barber’s wife). The father’s sister should col­

lect the cut nails. After a ritual bath bring (the 

boy) by holding (his) hand and place (him) 

on the seat (marked) with a svastika. Purifica­

tion etc. as mentioned above. Hand over the 

silk loincloth (with) flowers (reciting) vasoh 

pavitram asi... (VS 1.3). At the (calculated) 

auspicious time the loincloth should be tied by 

the nayah (around the hip of the boy). Keep 

the knot on the right side (reciting) svasti no 

mimitam (i.e. svastivdcana). Sprinkle water 

on the knot (reciting) devasya tva (VS 1.10). 

(Worship the knot with) sandalwood (recit­

ing) yad adya kac (VS 33.35). (Worship the 

knot with) vermilion (reciting) tvarn javistha 

(VS 13.52). (Worship the knot with) flowers 

(reciting) yah phalanir{VS 12.89). Worship 

with aksata (reciting) jenendra (AV 1.9.3). 

(Dkv,, fol. 20v)

The boy now receives new clothes: a shirt and 

trousers, a vest, a jacket, a tie, a cap {topi), 

two earrings {tasva) made of lilac strawflow­

ers {gvesva) which earlier had been ordered 

from the Mali women from the sub-caste of 

the Gatha. The nini helps the boy to dress. 

Subsequently, the garland of dubo grass is 

hung around his neck. Dubo grass is believed 

not to wither and thus often represents longe­

vity and even immortality. Finally, Bijay 

and the priest bind a white turban for Bibek. 

Dressed now in worldly clothes, the father 

showers popped rice from the wooden mea­

suring vessel over his son {sipharati).

The maternal uncle then hands over the 

cotton shawl from Thimi to the boy. The son 

is worshipped with a kisli cup held at his right 

temple. This cup is then given to the nini, 

who now carries the hair and toenails to the 

Kalighat, north of Byasi. Various items are 

added to the plate: a piece of white cotton, 

which is used later to wrap up the hair, a leaf 

with a small lump of cow dung, and a small 

leaf plate with a mixture of flattened rice and 

yoghurt {dhaubaji). This offering replaces the 

hair that had been cut by the maternal uncle at 

the age of eighteen months. The first hair that 

is cut after birth should in fact have been kept 

for this occasion. As the parents of the initi­

ate had forgotten to keep the hair, the pure 

quality of dhaubaji makes up for this deficit 

symbolically.

Normally, the hair is simply dumped by 

the river banks with an offering of light, but 

in other cases it is discarded into the flowing 

water. In the Kaytapuja for Jewal, the son of 

the nayah of Bibek’s phuki, two ninis care-
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Initiation (Kaytapiija) ofBibek 

Basukala on 30”1 January 

2005.

Left

The initiate offers puja to 

the kalasa to the instruction 

of the Brahmin priest before 

receiving the loin-cloth.

Right

The initiate with the first, 

golden loin-cloth and a new 

cap. On his right can be 

seen the knot that has been 

worshipped by his father.

fully put the hair onto a small piece of white 

cloth and made a bundle, closing it with a 

thread. They then made a small pit in the sand 

of the river, and placed the white bundle in­

side as if burying something precious, some­

thing that has indeed been part of the boy’s 

body. In this case it looked like a meaningful 

ritual act: the ninis put some dhaubaji (yo­

ghurt with flattened rice) onto the spot, then 

discarded the rest and let the leaf plate flow 

away. Finally, a kisli offering was placed on 

the spot. Before returning home, the ninis 

crossed below the bridge to the ghat, purified 

their bodies, stepped up the embankment and 

worshipped the lihgas on top of the platform 

of Kalighat.

Shortly after, the Brahmin leaves the house 

because he has to go to another ritual, but after 

forty minutes he appears again to complete the 

ritual. He still has to perform the concluding 

rites, among them the offering of light, arati, 

with three thin sticks inserted into a fruit; this 

will afterwards be brought to the pikhdldkhu, 

the guardian stone in front of the house.
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala on 30th January 

2005.

Left

The father of the initiate holds 

a threefold torch (top) as an 

offering of light (draft), which 

is placed beside the guardian 

stone of the threshold, the 

pikhaldkhu (bottom).

Right

The Brahmin priest 

consecrates the mirror with 

vermilion (top) and the 

initiate’s father exposes it to 

sunlight before he asks him to 

look into it (below).

At the end, the Brahmin worships the mir­

ror and gives it to the father, who shows it 

to his son. The Brahmin gives the vermilion 

container to the senior-most woman elder of 

the lineage (nakhi) who touches it to the sa­

cred vase (kalasd). After that, the kalasa is 

carried away. The Brahmin sprinkles water 

using the jasmine twig from the sacred vase 

on to all the participants, who then throw 

popped rice on to the boy, before he is taken 

up to the roof of the house in order to wor­

ship the sun as witness. Finally, the Brahmin 

receives his daksina, two hundred rupees.

In a final act, the Brahmin places a bundle 

of five kinds of wood (pancapallavd) on top 

of the sacred vase. A few minutes later, Bijay 

takes the bundle and a hammer to nail it into 

the lintel of the ground floor doorframe to 

protect the house from evil influences.
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Offerings to Nllvarahi in Bode and Cvaga 

Ganesa

While the house prepares for the procession 

to the seat of the goddess, Mahakali, to which 

the household is tied through its specific lo­

cation, two groups of helpers are heading for 

two separate shrines with small offerings to 

ensure the well-being of the initiate and the 

smooth running of the forthcoming rituals. 

The first destination is the non-iconic shrine 

of Nilvarahi in Bode, some five kilometres 

northwest of Bhaktapur. There is no clear-cut 

answer as to why this particular shrine is vis­

ited. But as the deity is also known under the 

name of Dhanvarahi, the family speculates 

that the goddess must grant affluence (Nep. 

dhani). Visiting the shrine is not an option. By 

noon more than one hundred pujd offerings 

have arrived from the entire district of Bhak­

tapur. Many helpers enjoy a rest in the forest 

around the shrine with a light meal (samayd), 

which is inevitably offered in the context of a 

pujd. The second group heads for the shrine 

of Cvaga Ganesa, whose non-iconic represen­

tation is located in an inconspicuous structure 

in the pine forest west of Bhaktapur, high

Initiation (Kaytapiija) of Bibek 

Basukala on 30"'.January 2005. 

In the early morning the 

Acaju priest worships the 

Astamatrka, whose non-iconic 

shrines encircle the city. The 

hair and toenails of the initiate 

are carried to Kalighat to be 

cast into the river.

Around noon a helper 

carries pujd to the shrine of 

Nilavdraht. At the same time, 

another helper heads for the 

shrine of Cvaga Ganesa.
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Initiation (Kaytapuja) ofBibek 

Basukala on 30"' January 

2005.

The initiate received a second 

white loin-cloth from his 

maternal uncle at the seat of 

Mahakalt, the deity that pre­

sides over the city quarter of 

his home. He stands barefoot 

in sacrificial blood.

above the confluence of the two rivers that 

demarcate the wider territory of Kvapade. In 

this case it is said that an offering to Ganesa 

ensures an abundance of well-fermented rice 

beer, which will be served the same evening.

The Mahakalipuja and the Girding of the 

Second Loincloth

At 12.10 the entire group sets out for the sec­

ond Kaytapuja at the seat (pith) of Mahakalt. 

The bdsurlbdjd music group - twelve musi­

cians with flutes, drums (dholak) and cym­

bals - leads the procession. The subsequent 

line of twelve people walking barefoot and 

carrying offerings is led by the head of the 

lineage (ndyah), followed by the Acaju as the 

ritual specialist. Then come the two sons of 

the initiate’s father’s grand-uncle, who carry 

fruits and flowers, as well as the initiate’s 

father with the sukuda lamp and pure water 

(jal), and his paternal uncle. Behind these 

representatives of the lineage come the sons 

of the wife-takers and wife-givers with flower 

pots and garlands of popped rice and leaves 

of the white butterfly bush (Nev. sinhasva, 

Nep. bhimsen pate).

A large crowd is waiting for them by the seat 

of the goddess on top of a hill crowned with 

large trees populated with crawing crows (for 

the site plan see Gutschow 1996a: 204): the 

fivefold sacrifice of a buffalo, a ram, a goat, 

a duck and a cock is to be celebrated. It takes 

almost an hour for Bibek’s group to enter the 

inner space of a fenced-off area surrounding 

a couple of stones, a couple of sculptures of 

frightening ghosts, and several swords that 

symbolise the Great Kali. The Acaju and the 

ndyah offer puja to the deity, Bijay places 

the decorative offerings in the corners of the 

quadrangle, and a lineage member installs 

the fire to collect soot (mvahni) while the five 

animals are sacrificed.

Almost unnoticed but of immense impor­

tance is the offering of small plates of gold 

and silver measuring three by four milli­

metres to the unworked stone representing 

Mahakalt. Later, the Acaju confirms that 

these pairs of small silver and gold sheets are 

used exclusively for the Ihi ritual and for Kay­

tapuja. The incorporation of the two plates in 

initiation rituals of both sexes hints at a layer 

of meaning that reaches beyond the “Golden 

Boy” (Suvarnakumara) of the Ihi ritual. Girls 

are said to get married, but what happens to 

the boys on the occasion of reaching sym­

bolically at least manhood when they receive 

the loincloth? Does the deity (not all of these 

deties have a female connotation) represent a 

chthonic power that stands for creativity and 

fertility? The small folded packet in which 

the two sheets of gold and silver are sold is 

marked with a stamp, saying pratima, thus 

indicating the “image” (of a deity). The im­

age or the images have no particular names.
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It is a unique offering that marks the decisive 

step from undifferentiated childhood to be­

coming a social being with rights and obliga­

tions within the lineage and among the wider 

family of wife-givers and wife-takers.

As soon as the sacrifice is completed and 

more groups are about to storm the narrow 

space, Bibek steps into the quadrangle and the 

Acaju consecrates his palms and gives the plate 

with a white loincloth to his mother’s brother, 

the paju. While the initiate’s father helps un­

dress the boy in the midst of the crowd, the 

paju girdles the loincloth and worships the 

knot. Then the initiate leaves the shrine proper 

and completely changes his clothes by putting 

on the ones brought by his paju.

The whole party now moves down the hill. 

Some 60 people - the entire families of the 

lineage members and all the helpers (jyahcva- 

nipit) with their wives and children - are pre­

sented tika, a black stroke (mvahni) made of 

the soot that had been collected during the 

blood sacrifice and a tika from the blood of 

the sacrificial animals. In the end the whole 

crowd including the Acaju and the musicians 

takes a seat in two long lines to engage in a 

modest feast that includes beer and liquor.

Late that evening, the entire party meets 

again for the main feast (mubhvay) of the 

Kaytapuja, at which meat from all five sac­

rificial animals is collectively consumed. The 

head of the billy goat is divided into nine 

pieces (Gutschow and Michaels 2005: 121) 

of which the Acaju receives the right horn and 

the initiate the left horn. The remaining seven 

parts are distributed among the lineage mem­

bers according to seniority. A slight problem 

arises when the second most senior not only 

claims the right ear but also the right leg of 

every sacrificial animal. The paju intervenes, 

arguing that each participant in the feast will 

receive only one piece. Nobody is drunk at 

this time, so the customary quarrelling fails 

to emerge; everybody is happy to close the 

day in peace. Most rituals tend to be accom­

panied by arguments and even quarrels. One 

could say that the group’s unity and identity 

has occasionally to be contested in order to go 

through a crisis. The crisis reflects a certain 

chaos, which could include physical violence, 

but all this has a welcome cathartic effect that 

ends up in reconfirming group solidarity.

It is indeed a busy day in Bhaktapur: the 

30th January (the 18th day of the month of 

Magha) 2005. More than one hundred Kayta- 

pujas were performed, along with numerous 

marriages and two Ihi rituals with 30 and 128 

participants. The music of the Jyapus fills the 

air of urban space.

In the evening of the second day, the ma­

ternal uncle formally sets up a store (bhari 

svanegw, from bhari, “cook”, and svanegu, 

“to instal”) with all the provisions needed for 

the various feasts over the coming days. The 

helpers have been busy the whole time set­

ting up a temporary kitchen and cutting up the 

second buffalo. In addition to the provisions 

that have been secured during the preceding 

weeks, the maternal uncle brings large quanti­

ties of cooked foodstuffs, which are required 

for providing all the helpers with syukabhvay 

at the feast on the final day. Moreover, he 

brings khe svaga and dhau svaga, varieties of 

ritual food with egg and yoghurt. The mater­

nal uncle places a plate with food, beer and 

liquor in a corner of the room. It is dedicated 

to the gods but without specifying any desig­

nation. Early in the morning of the next three 

days he enters the room to which he alone 

has access and renews the water in a sacred 

vase (kalasa), and in the evening he lights the 

wick on a lamp stand (tvariva).

Besides taking care of the foodstuffs and 

worshipping the god who presides over the 

room, the uncle has brought the set of clothes 

for the initiate which he offered on the oc­

casion of girdling the white loincloth at the 

shrine of Mahakall. Pieces of cloth were pre­

sented to the boy’s parents, his great-grand­

mother, and to the boy’s paternal uncle.
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The Third Day

The Feeding of the Navadurga Troupe (dyah 

bvaykegu)

At the end of the third day, pujd offerings are 

again sent to the shrines of Nilavarahi near 

Bode and Cvaga Ganesa at Sallaghari (see 

map). To conclude the offerings to Mahakali, 

a cock is sacrificed at the goddess’s shrine.

In addition to the lavish sacrifices, the ini­

tiate’s family wants to add a special event to 

the Kaytapuja. The motives for such a costly 

event are certainly twofold: it demonstrates 

the family’s social status, and ensures the 

well-being of the initiate. On that day the 

Navadurga gods have to respond to a total of 

five invitations. In the evening twenty of the 

initiate’s relatives follow a group of musi­

cians with two people waving large incense 

vessels and the initiated boy carrying incense 

sticks to meet the gods and lead them to the 

house in which the boy grew up before mov­

ing with his family beyond the limits of the 

historic urban core. The gods move in a fes­

tive procession to their destination, where a 

piglet is sacrificed and twenty trays with a 

large variety of food (dyahbvah) are offered: 

the first four to the oleander goddess (sipha- 

dyah), Mahalaksmi, the skull cup and Siva, 

then to Bhairava and one to Chuma Ganesa, 

the powerful deity of the quarter (ilaka) 

whose shrine is located nearby. The follow­

ing four trays are offered to the four musi­

cal instruments, the mistress (nakhi) of the 

deity’s household, and to the ten remaining 

deities of the troupe.

These offerings to each of the divine objects 

or deities are followed by the formal introduc­

tion of the initiate to the Navadurga. A helper 

of the Navadurga troupe hands an egg and fish 

to the boy, who presents it to the deity. The 

boy’s father, other members of the lineage and 

even the paternal aunts follow with offerings 

of beer, thick beer, red beer and finally milk. 

The formal offerings at the feast, of which the 

gods do not eat anything, are concluded by an 

offering to Bhairava of dhaubaji, a mixture of 

flattened rice and yoghurt. All of the people 

present, including the neighbours from the 

lane, happily receive some dhaubaji as divine 

food, while Bhairava and Mahakali just act as 

if they were doing the same.

The Fourth Day

The Formal Feast (bhoj)

Following the initiation, more than 600 guests 

are invited to attend a large feast (bhoj). Two 

kinds of guests are invited. All of the mem­

bers of the first group, the bhvah paha, are 

invited. These may be as many as 20 or more 

people when brothers have not already divid­

ed up their property and households. Of the 

second group, the yaka paha, only a single 

representative is expected.

The initiate’s parents have already booked 

the ground below the shrine of Mahakali for 

the feast, to which the families of the lineage, 

maternal relatives, friends and colleagues are 

invited in their hundreds. But later the place 

seemed too small, so the parking lot that is 

normally reserved for tourist traffic during 

the daytime was hired from the municipal­

ity. A kitchen is set up by the catering agency 

together with a large tent with hundreds of 

chairs in long rows.

The initiated boy will be seated together 

with the eldest woman of the family, who in 

this case is his great-grandmother, while his 

father and mother receive the guests. Hun­

dreds of presents pile up and a lot of people 

put 50 or 100 rupee notes into the pockets of 

the boy’s suit. A generation ago this would 

have been one or five rupees, and just a sim­

ple length of cloth rather than fancy clothes 

from China.

Invited Families (bhvah paha)

The male agnates of the initiate, the phuki, 

are essentially part of the ritual scene; they
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are there to fulfill their duties, without a for­

mal invitation.

Father’s sisters, grandfather’s sisters, 

great-grandfather’s sisters and his brother’s 

daughters, great-great-grandfather’s brother’s 

daughters and likewise great-grandmother’s 

brother’s (paju) and her parent’s male de­

scendents qualify as bhvah paha. Thirty-two 

families qualified as such.

Two of the paternal grandfather’s four sis­

ters and the paternal grandmother’s sister did 

not take up the invitation because they dis­

agreed with the way the initiate’s mother had 

led the household before his father separated 

from his brother. The initiate’s grandfather 

and grandmother died early at the ages of 48 

and 45, before his father Bijay had married. 

After he had married a girl of his choice from 

the sub-caste of potters (Kumah/Prajapati), 

access of his paternal aunts to their paternal 

house, the thache, became more restricted. 

They left in bitterness and never returned. 

Only after Bijay split from his younger 

brother and left the house have they started 

to return regularly to their parental home 

for annual events. One more case needs to 

be mentioned: one of the great-greatuncles 

daughter’s (see Tvati in the diagram) sons 

married the daughter of the sub-caste of Jugi, 

the purity-specialists. This misalliance has 

had desastrous consequences, for now he is 

never invited to any of the feasts.

Invited Individuals (yaka paha)

Other relatives who qualify as yaka paha are 

expected to send only one representative, ei­

ther female or male, to attend the feast. These 

51 guests are invariably from the families of 

the daughters of grandfather’s or great-grand­

fathers grandnieces and their female as well 

as male descendents.

The Fifth Day

Closing down the Store (bhari thanegu)

The final day of the Kaytapuja is dedicated 

to closing down the store and the concluding 

distribution of syu or parts of the sacrificial 

animals. The verb thanegu suggests a variety 

of actions in Nevari: to resolve, to close, to 

complete while bhari is the cook. In this case, 

some ten helpers acted as cooks, while the 

maternal uncle controlled the room in which 

the foodstuffs and pitja items for the entire 

period of five days were stored. The act of 

closing down restores the room to the house­

hold, marks the end of the ritual, and express­

es gratitude to all of the lineage members, the 

jyahcvanipu helpers, and their wives.

Before these 40 people gather together for 

the final feast, a few distant relatives, who did 

not have the chance earlier to welcome and 

acknowledge the initiated boy as a member 

of the larger group, arrive to meet the family 

and to hand over presents. It is in fact their 

duty to appear. The presentation of apples, 

grapes and sweet cakes may indicate a newly 

developed demonstration of affluence that the 

rising middle classes have embraced. Never­

theless, marking the forehead with vermil­

ion (tika) and the temple with yoghurt (dhan 

svaga) is a ritual act that confirms their rela­

tionship to the initiated boy, his great-grand­

mother and his father. The prescribed present 

is no longer a piece of cloth but readymade 

clothes in fancy wraps. By this time, there are 

already piles of such presents in the house.

Early in the afternoon the jugim also ap­

pears, the wife of the purity specialist who 

regularly absorbs ritual waste in the context 

of death rituals (Gutschow and Michaels 

2005: 62) and who collects her share of food 

(jugibvah) on six festive occasions of the 

year. On the first day of the Kaytapuja she 

had already come to collect her share after the 

death ritual that had been performed by the

Opposite

Chart of the initiate’s relatives 

from his paternal father’s line. 

18 families are identified 

(prin-ted in bold) who are 

invited to the feast at the 

conclusion of the initiation as 

bhvah paha, i.e. all members 

of the family are expected to 

accept the invitation.

22 more families are invited 

as yaka paha, i.e. only one 

member of the family is 

expected to join the feast. 

Bvah paha are the sisters 

of the initiate’s father and 

grandfather, the daughters 

of great-grand-father’s and 

great-great-grandfather’s 

brothers, as well as great­

grandmother ’s brother’s sons 

and her mother’s brother's 

grandsons.

To the lineage (phuki) belong 

the father’s brother and the 

great-grandfather’s brother’s 

sons.

Four such charts would have 

to be presented in order to 

identify all guests related to 

the initiate’s two grandmothers 

and two grandfathers.
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Bibek Basukala’s Initiation (Kaytapuja 30th January 2005) - Chart of Paternal Relatives
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Location of 33 maternal 

relatives who were invited to 

join the feast upon completion 

of the initiation of Bibek 

Basukala.

From the initiate’s 

grandfather’s side: of 14 

families all members (bhvah 

paha) were invited and of one 

family only one representative 

(ydka paha); from his 

grandmother’s side: 9 bhvah 

paha and 1 yaka paha.- Three 

more guests (bhvah paha) 

came from Kathmandu and 

Banepa, and invitations were 

sent to 28 guests (ydka paha) 

from Thimi, Bode, Kathmandu, 

Patan, Gorkha, India and 

North America.
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Location of 79 paternal 

relatives who were invited to 

join the feast upon completion 

of the initiation of Bibek 

Basukala.

From the initiate’s father’s 

side: of 14 families all members 

(bhvah paha) were invited, 

and of 22 families only one 

representative (yaka paha).

From the initiates paternal 

grandmother’s side (father’s 

pajukhalah): of 14 families all 

members (bhvah paha) were 

invited and of 29 families only 

one representative (yaka paha).



82 The Rituals

initiate’s father. Now she comes to collect a 

full meal (Jugibhvah) that had been set aside 

for the ancestors (pitr).

Finally, the entire group sits down in a large 

room, with the male helpers facing west and 

their wives facing east. The nayah of the lin­

eage hands out strips of the red cloth (r«Z) to 

the initiated boy, Bibek. The cloth had been 

consecrated during the sacrifice at the shrine 

of Mahakali and is now welcomed as prasdd 

from the goddess. The boy offers these strips 

to the people who are seated there in order 

of seniority. The first is his maternal uncle, 

the paju, followed by his maternal grandfa­

ther and members of the group of wife-takers 

(jicdbhdju) and their sons. The boy’s paternal 

uncle marks the foreheads of all the male and 

females present, again with a black stroke, 

after the nayah has marked their foreheads 

with vermilion. In a second round the boy’s 

father and mother distribute a cap contain­

ing a five-rupee note and five paisa coin to 

each of the male helpers and a piece of red 

cloth along with the same money to each of 

the female helpers. Asha Maya Tachamva, a 

paternal great-grandaunt, receives a piece of 

green cloth because her husband had died six 

months earlier.

The concluding feast is called syukabhvay, 

because syu, privileged pieces of the five sac­

rificial animals, are distributed. It starts while 

the gifts are being handed out, and it is con­

cluded with a portion of yoghurt, a few green 

peas and slices of radish. At the very end syu 

is handed out by the boy’s father while his 

wife pours out liquor. The boy’s maternal 

uncle receives the head of the drake, the ma­

ternal uncle the head of the cock to honour 

the representatives of the wife-givers. Others 

receive unidentified pieces as well as the eyes 

of the buffalo.

Those few helpers who could not attend 

the feast get a plate set apart, complete with 

the offering of the cap or piece of cloth. The 

message is that in theory, all members of the 

lineage, the group of wife-givers and wife­

takers, are present to share the sacrifice in or­

der to confirm the identity of the larger group 

of obliged helpers. From now on the initiated 

boy is a member of this group. Should an ini­

tiation occur in the house of a member of this 

group it would be his turn to help.

At the end of the day, two large trays with a 

whole range of food that had been offered to 

the Navadurga troupe and the local guardian 

deity, Churna Ganesa on the third day, remain 

in the storeroom. One set was produced by 

mistake; the other is dedicated to the house 

and thus called chebhvay (from che, “house”, 

and bhvay, “feast”). The family of the initi­

ated boy consumes it on the following day.

The feast has come to an end and pieces of 

the sacrificial animal have been distributed to 

the satisfaction of all, but the three butchers 

who helped perform the sacrifice of the buf­

falo and cut up the corpse have still to be fed. 

As members of an unclean caste with whom 

farmers do not share water or food, they can­

not enter the house. But they receive their 

share, separate from all the others.

Conclusion

The boy’s initiation culminates in receiving 

a loincloth from his father or grandfather to 

announce his adulthood. He is now not only a 

full member of his lineage and marriageable, 

but the one who has received the agency of 

ensuring that his father will merge with the 

ancestors upon his death. The final feast has 

to be seen as a powerful demonstration of this 

agency. These happy tidings have not only to 

be brought to the notice of relatives of both 

categories - those who are invited with their 

entire family (bhvah paha) and those who 

are invited individually (yaka paha) — but to 

friends and colleagues alike. Such a feast re­

confirms relationships that might turn out to 

be vital to the new member of the lineage. 

The list of invitees is considered for days and
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weeks to ensure no one is forgotten. Those 

who should be but are not invited will inevi­

tably understand this as an active discontinu­

ation of an earlier relationship. Relatives and 

friends are never forced to come, but the pa­

ternal aunts, the much respected and at times 

feared ninis, will carefully watch who came 

and who did not come. It is not an offence 

not to join the feast, but a sense of disrespect 

is felt.

The western observer is all too often fasci­

nated by the expenditure involved in meeting 

ritual and social obligations. The opulence 

of a feast seems irrational but rituals are ir­

rational practices that develop their own dy­

namics. The advent of a son who ensures that 

his father will eventually be turned into an 

ancestor is reason enough to ruin the house­

hold economy. We have earlier documented 

(Gutschow/Michaels 2005: 198) how local 

initiatives have moved to discontinue the tra­

dition of inviting relatives to feasts on the oc­

casion of death rituals. This move has never 

affected the initiation of boys and marriage. 

The newspapers regularly report on attempts 

to organise collective marriage rituals and 

initiations, but they have never had any im­

pact on Bhaktapur. In the name of upholding 

“traditions”, various associations proposed to 

economise on rituals, but this has provided 

little or no relief. There is no avoiding the 

ensuing feasts with the obligatory number of 

invitees.

The main ritual act of the Kaytapuja is the 

tying of the loincloth. This does not involve 

any educational aspects, such as are prevalent 

in the upanayana ritual for members of high 

castes, where the sacred thread stands for the 

Veda: in this case the sacred thread is more or 

less an umbilical cord which binds the initiate 

to the sacrifice and the Veda. It symbolises 

the right to sacrifice, to light the domestic fire 

and to study the Veda. The Jyapu Kaytapuja, 

however, has a different atmosphere. The 

girdle around the boy’s hips together with the 

loincloth can also be seen as a second birth - 

the boy, after all, is completely naked before 

the father binds the loincloth - but the initiate 

neither receives a Vedic mantra, nor does he 

threaten to leave his parental house and be­

come an ascetic (brahmacarin) and study in 

foreign parts (desantara) under a (spiritual) 

teacher, rather than his father. What is more 

important for the farmer community is the 

celebration of pubescence and membership 

of the lineage. It is a ritual in which all mem­

bers of the phuki join in a communal feast in 

order to welcome a new member.

As in many life-cycle rituals, the role of the 

cognate relatives is of great significance. In 

the Hindu initiation it is the maternal uncle 

(paju) who not only cuts off the first lock of 

hair but who also brings the loincloth. In one 

case we observed that the paju marked the 

boy’s penis with vermilion before the loin­

cloth was girdled. Marking the penis certain­

ly demonstrates the very core of the ritual, 

which symbolically transforms the child into 

a sexually mature being and as such a full 

member of society.

Despite the rich symbolism that can be 

seen in the many plants and ritual objects, 

the girdling does not require any understand­

ing of religious content. The initiates are told 

what to do and they never ask why it has to 

be done.

Given the complexity of Newar ritual ele­

ments used during the Kaytapuja, this ritual 

cannot be seen as an imitation of the upana­

yana ritual. It is independent of the Vedic 

initiation, although Vedic mantras are used. 

The initiates become a member of a social 

group that defines itself by rules of purity and 

commensality, and they also acquire the right 

to perform many domestic rituals, including 

the death rituals.
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The Boy’s Buddhist Initiation: 

Kaytapuja

Newar Buddhist initiation is threefold: one is 

the Kaytapuja ritual performed by Buddhist 

castes such as the Citrakars (painters), Di- 

vakar, Ranjitkar and Nakarmi; it resembles in 

many aspects the Hindu Kaytapuja, although 

it is performed by a Buddhist priest.16 The sec­

ond initiation ritual is Bare chuyegu, the mo­

nastic initiation for Sakyas and Bajracharyas, 

and the third is the esoteric Tantric initiation 

(acaluyegu) for the Tantric masters which, 

however, is not necessarily a youth ritual 

(and will therefore not be treated here). The 

ritual seems already to have been practiced 

in the 15th century in much the same way as 

today (von Rospatt 2005: 21 Of.).

The Kaytapuja

The Kaytapuja among Buddhist castes is pre­

dominantly performed by a Vajracarya priest 

who is the family’s house priest. The ritual 

is mostly carried out in the private house of 

the intitiate’s father, but sometimes also in a 

monastery courtyard. Despite the many varia­

tions, common to all Buddhist Kaytapuja cel­

ebrations is that the boy’s hair is (again) cut, 

that he is introduced into the agache or the 

Ganesa temple of the lineage or city quarter, 

that he receives a bow and arrow, pretends 

to run away but is held back by the maternal 

uncle who also presents him with his loin­

cloth, and finally the procession through the 

city quarter.

The Ritual

The following is the description of a Kayta­

puja of two Citrakar boys that took place at 

Yata in the quarter of Tacapah on 28 Janu­

ary 2007 (Magha sukla dasami) in the house 

of their grandfather Ram Chitrakar. Ananda 

Muni Bajracharya of Pasubaha acts as Bud­

dhist priest. Two boys of the house, Pranaya 

(aged around ten) and Prasun (aged around 

eight) receive various loincloths. The Nau 

barber appears to shave their heads and their 

pdju (maternal uncle) goes with them to the 

adjoining terrace to assist washing them with 

sarvakhau (pulverised oilcake). For Pranaya 

his pdju was Jagat Krishna from Thimi and 

his father’s sister (nini) was Sarda from 

Mashangalli in Kathmandu.

The ritual starts with the gurumandalapujd 

and other preparatory rites. After this the boys 

are ritually welcomed by the nakhi, the eldest 

woman of the lineage (phuki). The shaving 

of the boys’ heads is performed by the Nau 

barber after his hand has been venerated and 

empowered by the Vajracarya priest. How­

ever, it is the maternal uncle who cuts off the 

first lock, using a small golden razor blade. 

The hair falls on a plate (thdybhu) bearing a 

red cloth and a five-rupee banknote, which is 

held by the boy’s father’s sister. Importantly, 

the tuft or topknot (sikha) remains unshorn. 

This demonstrates that the boys are not be­

ing initiated into a monastic order (samgha'), 

although afterwards they are asked by the 

priest to worship the Three Jewels - Buddha, 

Dharma and Samgha (see also KMb pp. 2f.).

The head shaving is completed by 9:15. 

The paring of the toenails is simply ignored 

because a butcher (Kasai) woman, whose 

duty this would be, is no longer called in: 

having a Kasai woman enter the house would 

be deemed by Citrakars to be highly polluting 

and a great stigma. The hair is discarded by 

the two ninis at Hanumanghat.

After the mothers have washed their boys, 

the nakhi of the lineage performs the lasaku- 

sa ritual for them with the sipha container, 

the iron key, and a vajra, the Buddhist scep­

tre. The boys wear red cotton shawls but no 

robes. They are taught to perform the worship 

of the sacred vase (kalasapuja).

At ten minutes past ten, the nayah hands 

over the loincloth to the boy while the pdju

16 For a description according 

to a Jatakarmavidhi manuscript 

see Lienhard 1999: 106-112;

cf. also Toffin 1984: 139f.
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Buddhist initiation (Kaytapiijd) 

ofPranaya Chitrakar of the 

sub-caste of painters on 

28'1' January 2007.

Above

The initiate is instructed by 

the priest how to hold bow 

and arrow, while his maternal 

uncles are helping.

Below

Having worshipped the local 

Ganesa temple on the formal 

journey to the forest, the two 

initiates return home across 

the Dattdtreya square in the 

company of paternal as well 

as maternal relatives.

worships the knot. What is peculiar to the 

Citrakars is the offering of a white cotton 

loincloth and, in addition, a belt made of five 

times double red threads interwoven with 

pieces of cotton wool. A similar rite can also 

be seen in the monastic initiation described 

below. A small bundle is fastened at the knot 

containing a coin and a betel-nut.

The priest offers dhau svaga with his right 

index finger and a yellow tika with his central 

finger and red tika with his ring finger.

The boys are then clad in a golden dhoti 

and a shawl of raw cotton. One of them has 

been borrowed from Krishna Ram Chitrakar 

at Nagpukhu, the other one comes from the 

paju’s house in Patan. They are also present­

ed with a garland of flowers (mala).

After forty minutes, three handfuls of rice 

are offered together with oranges and banan­

as, first to the priest, then to the boys. The 

marks for the “Seven Steps” (saptapadi, Nev. 

nhepala) are now prepared with powder by 

the priest. On each of the lotus-like diagrams 

he places pipal leaves, a coin and a betel-nut. 

The boys carry a stick containing provisions 

in two bags, a bow and an arrow, and a deer­

skin. A small piece of (Nep.) jamdne mdndro 

(Mahonia nepalensis DC.) has been attached 

to the wrapped skin: this is not a flower, but a 

stick - the same stick that was fixed to the ku- 

mahkdh thread of the Ihi girls. The boy walks 

along these Seven Steps, which are some­

times said to mark the Seven Worlds (loka, 

seePradhan 1986: 108).

The entire group heads for the Salan Ganesa 

temple, which houses the non-iconic repre­

sentation of the deity. The temple is entered 

by the boys for worship. In front of the tem­

ple, the boys shoot arrows whose tips have 

been coated with an undisclosed substance by 

the priest. One shot is fired upwards, one to 

the east, and one straight to the south - i. e. to 

heaven, to the netherworld, and to the earth. 

The text says:

After reciting auspicious verses (svasti) and 

offering a jasmine flower (daphahsva) to the 

pikhalakhu (threshold stone) let (the boy run 

away) casting an arrow each to the heaven, 

the netherworld and the earth. (KMb p. 7)

Then the boys step forwards, starting their 

formal journey to the forest, but the mater­

nal uncle catches them immediately - to the 

laughter of the crowd. This episode is part 

of a dialogue in the Kaytapuja texts, which
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are sometimes read or related by the priest. 

The son threatens to leave his home and his 

parents to become an ascetic in the forest. 

In the Brahminical context this is the period 

of brahmacarya that involves studying the 

Veda with a teacher at his place. However, 

the maternal uncle has to catch him and to 

remind him that the son has first to fulfill his 

domestic duties. The problem is solved by 

the “Seven Steps”, which might be seen as a 

symbolic way into the forest and giving alms 

to the son. In the Kaytabiya-Mekhalabandha- 

na, the text used during the ritual, the dispute 

between the boy and the parents and guru is 

given in the following dialogue:

‘O teacher, you must do me a favour. I wish 

to perform vanavasa (i.e. live in the forest), 

so allow me to leave.’

‘O boy, o disciple, you are only five or six 

years old. You cannot go for vanavasa. You 

must not talk about it.’

‘O teacher, o mother, o father, you must not 

worry about anything. Is not there (a) god to 

protect me?17 Please do not stop me. It is time 

for me to go.’

‘O disciple, going for vanavasa is very dan­

gerous. (You do not know) how dangerous it 

is. O boy, if you go out from the house, there 

will be no friends. There will be dangers from 

rivers, streams, mountains (and also) danger­

ous animals like tigers, bears, elephants, li­

ons, black cobras, and crocodiles. [During 

the Kaytapuja of the Citrakars in Bhaktapur, 

the relatives teased the boy by pointing to the 

dangers of the Maoists living in the forest.] 

Are you able to face such a danger? If you 

are, only then it is good to go for vanavasa, 

o boy.’

‘O teacher, o mother, o father, you do not 

have to worry. If there is a danger of an ocean 

(or) a river, I will cross it by creating a bridge 

with (my) bow (and arrow). I will hit all the 

animals with (my) bow. The local Ganesa and 

other gods will protect (me). The forest god 

will also compassionately protect a boy like 

me. You should not worry. Let me go.’

‘O son, o boy, who will run away from the 

house, the lineage (and) the dharma of lin­

eage (kula)? A son must do this (sort of duty), 

o son.’

‘O mother, o father, it is God who let (you) 

care for the dharma of lineage. It is God who 

gives birth and death. It is God who gives 

plenty of grains (food). Nevertheless, one has 

to go for vanavasa. It does not matter wheth­

er one should go now or later. One shall not 

(always) stay (at home). O mother, o father, 

I am going to leave (now) for vanavasa. Let 

me go. Do not worry at all. O mother, o father 

bless me.’

‘O son, wherever you go, nothing bad may 

happen. You may not fall down. May your 

enemy not defeat you. May you return soon 

in order to continue your kuladharma.’

Let (the boy) take seven steps while sprin­

kling water. Recite svasti verses by sweeping 

a broom (in front of the boy). The mother, 

father and maternal uncle should give three 

times alms. (KMb pp. 5-6)

The procession turns towards the house along 

the southern edge of the pond, towards Milak- 

va where the small temple of Seto Bhairava is 

circumambulated. Reaching again the house, 

the boys stand on the pikhalakhu threshold 

stone, facing the house, to receive the golden 

loincloth from their maternal uncle and an­

other set of new “Western” clothes including 

a cap (topi) that from now on has to be worn 

on many ritual and official occasions. Fully 

dressed, they enter the house.

Conclusion

It seems the Kaytapuja of the Citrakar boys 

does not contain many Buddhist elements. 

Most of the rites - the ritual welcoming, cut­

ting off the hair apart from the tuft, washing 

and purifying oneself with oil-cake, the tikas,

17 The fact that Buddha is not 

mentioned here as a protector 

makes it likely that this part 

has been taken from similar 

Hindu texts, e.g. Desantara- 

katha: see Boullier 1985 and 

Michaels 1986.
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the loincloth, the “Seven Steps”, the alms­

giving and the new clothes - parallel the 

Hindu Kaytapuja. Different in part are dei­

ties that are addressed, the gurumandalapuja, 

and the mantras recited. Moreover, the Bud­

dhist Kaytapuja or Mekhalabandhana of the 

Citrakars does not point to any monastic or 

esoteric background, does not refer to Bud­

dhist doctrines, and does not include the wor­

ship of Buddhist shrines in the vicinity. In 

the Kaytapuja, the boys do not really become 

monks or take the five upasaka vows. It is not 

an initiation into Buddhist life, into a samgha 

or monastic order. It is the initiation into the 

clan, into the central social group of the New- 

ars. To a certain extent this also holds true for 

the Buddhist monastic initiation.

The Boy’s Buddhist Monastic 

Initiation: Bare chuyegu 

(pravrajyd)

The ritual of shaving the head, as performed 

by Rajopadhyaya priests, looks as though it 

could be a purely Vedic Hindu ritual: the use 

of Vedic mantras, the significance of the tuft 

(sikha) as part of the Hindu lineage (gotra) 

system, and the celebration of the entrance 

into the first life-stage (dsrama) are all too 

evident. After all, it is the sikha that is cut by 

Dasanami ascetics when they enter into their 

monastic order and become full ascetics. The 

Vedic fire and the sikha best symbolise the 

life of a twice-born Hindu.

However, the Cudakarana or Cudakarman 

ritual is also part of the boy’s monastic ini­

tiation among Buddhist Newars, especially 

Vajracaryas and Sakyas. This transformation, 

called bare chuyegu (Skt. pravrajya), “be­

coming a monk (bare)”, provides an excel­

lent example of how ritual sequences can be 

transformed into a new religious context and 

thus give space for new interpretations. It is 

a ritual through which all male member of a 

samgha become a monk for three days, after 

which they disrobe to live the life of a Bud­

dhist householder. However, more than that it 

is a ritual by which certain boys become full 

members of their caste. Consequently, this is 

more a life-cycle ritual than a ritual based on 

the individual’s decision to become a monk.

Moreover, it is noteworthy that a boy only 

becomes a member of a samgha by patrilineal 

descent; in other words, the father has to be 

a member of the same “monastery”. It must 

also be taken into account that Newar Bud­

dhists do not have the institution of vocation­

al monks. The Bare chuyegu initiation does 

not lead to full ordination (upasampada). 

Thus, the status of the initiation has far more 

to do with caste and social implications than 

with esoteric Buddhist doctrines, as was aptly 

shown by Alexander von Rospatt (2005). In
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the following, we shall try to underline the 

overall importance of membership to line­

age groups or clans that characterises most 

adolescence rituals. We will refer to a text, 

the Kaytabiya-Mekhalabandhana[puj avidhi], 

used during Bare chuyegu rituals in Bhak- 

tapur and a more elaborate performance 

in Patan. However, we will not include the 

variants, subrites and Tantric elements that 

are performed prior to, during and after the 

main rites, because these aspects are mostly 

beyond the scope of our book.

The Ritual

The following short description18 is based on 

a Cudakarana and Bare chuyegu ritual that 

took place on the 21st of November 2006 in 

Patan at Ukubaha or Rudravarna Mahavi- 

hara, and focuses on those rites that are most 

important to make comparisons. A total of 21 

boys, all from Sakya families from Ukubaha, 

were initiated by Vajracarya priests from 

Bhtchebaha. The ritual started at around 9:45 

in the morning although 9 o’clock had been 

given as the ritually auspicious time (sail). 

Due to the cold weather it was postponed so 

that the children would not catch a cold while 

they are being shaved and undressed during 

the ritual. Only the three Vajracarya priests 

and some elder men (nayah) from the com­

munity were present in the morning, because 

the ritual starts with the usual gurumandala- 

puja and the dharmadhatupuja that frames 

many Newar Buddhist rituals (see Gellner 

1991a, Locke 1980, Shima 1991), among 

them the Ihi ritual (see below).

The Cudakarana ritual begins with the 

asmaropana rite, in which black lentils are 

ground. On their way to their tonsure, the 

boys step on a mortar and pestle and grind 

black sesame seeds three times in order to de­

stroy all evil. This rite is also celebrated in 

other Hindu and Buddhist rituals.

Shortly after comes the tonsure. The com­

plete head of hair apart from a topknot (sikha) 

is shorn off by the barber and his wife. As in 

the Kaytapuja, the hair is collected on a plate 

(thaybhu) on a tripod and afterwards cast off 

by the father’s sister (nini) in a nearby river. 

The plate bears a piece of cloth with money 

(generally a hundred rupees) as a gift to the 

nini, as well as a girdle with white and red cot­

ton strings, which will later be bound around 

the boy’s hips, plus another small plate of 

reed (mimica) bearing in turn a betel-nut, un­

husked rice, a piece of ginger, oil in a clay 

saucer, wheat flour, salt, and money for the 

barber (but no meat, as in the Hindu rituals, 

where the mimica is also used). The barber’s 

wife also symbolically pares the toenails 

and colours the boys’ feet with red pigment 

- again a rite that parallels Hindu variants.

Afterwards the boys are taken by their moth­

ers, who are dressed in their festive red saris, 

together with the nini into a special room in 

the monastery where they are prepared for the 

monastic initiation. Up until this point they are 

still laymen (updsaka); in a way they are even 

Hindus because the barber has not cut of the 

tuft (sikha, cuda) on their heads, which is a tra­

ditional mark of being a Hindu.

At the entrance of the room the boy is re­

ceived by the nakhi, who pours water and 

some oil over the boy after he has been com­

pletely undressed by his mother. Naked, he 

is then taken by hand into the room by the 

eldest woman of the samgha.

The boys all sit on long matresses in a row, 

in order of age, the oldest being six years, the 

youngest only fourteen months. With them 

are their mothers. For the time being they 

only wear a yellow or orange towel to pro­

tect them against the cold and out of modesty. 

Set out in front of them on various trays is 

the material for the ritual elements to follow: 

a plate with the robe and paraphernalia of a 

Buddhist monk, the usual puja plate with ver­

milion and turmeric, a ritual lamp and mirror, 

and flowers and fruits.

18 For more detailed descrip­

tions see Gellner 1988 and 

Lienhard 1999: 54-102; for 

other photographic documenta­

tion see also Muhlich 2004.
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Buddhist initiation, Bare 

chuyegu, on 21s' November 

2006 at Ukubaha in Patan. 

The thakali, the head of the 

Sakya community associated 

with the monastery cuts the 

tuft of hair of the neophyte 

symbolically with a golden 

razor blade. The actual 

cutting is done by a helper.

After a while the nakhi performs sipharati 

as another means of purification. Some moth­

ers tie a golden ring to their son’s topknot and 

declare it to be Buddha’s jewel (cudamani).

This is followed by the cutting of the tuft 

by the ndyah, who wears a black brocade 

jacket. He is very old so he only cuts the tuft 

symbolically - with a small golden razor 

blade. The actual cutting is done by a helper. 

The hair is simply left on the ground and not 

removed afterwards.

Then the mother binds the girdle around 

the boy’s hip. Afterwards the boy is taken out 

to the courtyard of the monastery where four 

thakdlis in white robes and no jackets or head 

covering are waiting in the northeast corner. 

They are holding small copper vessels (kalasa) 

each containing a twig of flowering white jas­

mine. The water is from the main sacred vase 

(mulakalasa) of the gurumandalapuja and 

represents the water of the four oceans (catuh- 

samudrajala). The naked boy now stands un­

der a provisional brass canopy erected for this 

purpose, and the four thakdlis pour the water 

on him. This (Tantric) ritual element is also 

called catuhsdgara-abhiseka, “washing with 

water of the four oceans”.

Back in the dressing room, the nakhi hands 

the boys the monastic ochre robes (Skt. 

clvara) together with a small brocade bag 

(Nev. jhold). Directly after this, the moth­

ers dress their children in a skirt, shirt and 

a shawl. The youngest monk even wears a 

Pampers nappy.

The main Vajracarya priest who had per­

formed the gurumandalapuja now marks the 

head of the boys with a svastika. For this, he 

uses cotton strings dipped in turmeric paste. 

The boys also receive a thread with white cot­

ton strips bound around their head.

Then the ndyah hands over the ritual 

paraphernalia, especially the ascetic’s staff 

(Skt. khakkara) and the begging bowl (Skt. 

pindapatra), which were lying on a tray in 

front of the boy.

After a little while, the yajamana, in this 

case the father of the eldest boy, marks the 

foreheads of all the boys with a black tika 

made of the ashes from the homa fire.

This is followed by sipha luyegu, which is 

conducted by by the main priest. He uses the 

vajra bell to pour popped rice, fruit pieces 

and flowers three times over the boys’ heads. 

After this, a woman from the household 

blesses the boys with svaga on the right tem­

ple and a tika on the forehead. She receives a 

piece of cloth and some money from each in 

return.

Meanwhile the homa fire has been rekin­

dled and a triple deity called the Three Jew­

els, or Buddha, Samgha and Dharma, has 

been brought from the dgache. However, the 

focus of attraction is now a ritual element 

that is called saptapadi, “Seven Steps”. For 

this, a svastika with a curved line and seven 

marked spots has been drawn on the ground 

along the western front of the courtyard. The 

boys stand there with their mothers behind
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Buddhist initiation, Bare 

chuyegu, on 21st November 

2006 at Ukubdha in Patan.

Left

Ritual welcoming (lasakusa) 

of the neophyte by the eldest 

woman (nakhi) of the Sakya 

community at the threshold 

of the secondary courtyard 

of the monastery.

Right

Performance of the seven 

steps, saptapadi, believed 

to commemorate the first 

seven steps of the Buddha. 

The Vajracarya priest pours 

water onto the diagrams 

marking the seven steps. 

The neophyte in a saffron 

robe and his head marked 

with svastika of turmeric 

paste, carries the sceptre and 

begging bowl. As the golden 

mark, suvarnatilaka, the 

svastika is regarded as one 

of the auspicious signs of the 

Buddha.

and an honorific parasol (Skt. chattra) above 

them. The boys put wooden chapals on their 

feet, and with the sceptre and the begging 

bowl in their hands, they execute the “Seven 

Steps”. It is believed that this commemorates 

the first seven steps of the Buddha after his 

birth. Meanwhile the main Vajracarya priest 

pours water onto the diagram. At the end, the 

mother’s brother (paju) welcomes the boy 

and leads or carries him into the main shrine 

of the monastery compound, where a statue 

of Buddha Sakyamuni is kept and where the 

caretaker, a Sakya, receives the children one 

by one. For the first time in their life, they are 

now allowed to worship and to circumambu­

late the statue.

After a while, the concluding rites com­

mence. First comes the purndhuti where all 

the ritual specialists throw grains into the fire 

to mantras spoken by the chief priest. After­

wards the priest gives a tika to the yajamana 

and receives daksina in return. Both perform 

the visarjana, i.e. the release of the dei­

ties and the cleaning of the sacrificial place. 

Somebody is sent with a lump of cooked rice 

(ball) dedicated to Bhairava and a painting 

depicting the deity to the pikhdldkhu stone in 

front of the monastery.

Finally, the boys, the main Vajracarya 

priest, the ten eldest of the monastery, the 

caretaker of the temple, the barber and the 

musicians sit or stand in a row in order to re-
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ceive kisli as well as rice and money from the 

women of the participating households. This 

is considered to be the first alms-giving (Skt. 

bhiksa) activity by the new monks.

At the end of the day, all of the boys along 

with the ritual specialists and the umbrellas 

procede to a few shrines nearby and join in 

a feast. Some are carried by their maternal 

uncles.

Three days later, they disrobe.

Conclusion

Newar Buddhism has often been declared to 

be “Buddhism without monks” (Allen 1973) 

- a phrase that is appropriate if one consid­

ers monkhood as an ascetic stage of life, 

which Newars do not aspire to. Sakyas and 

Vajracaryas see themselves rather as “monks 

who have turned householders without really 

giving up their identity as monks” (von Ro- 

spatt 2005: 219). For them initiation means 

both a rite de passage and a new identity. 

Consequently, Bare chuyegu has two parts: 

firstly all of the initiate’s hair is cut off apart 

from the tuft (cudakarana), then he is asked 

if he really wants to go forth (pravrajyd). The 

first part is adopted from the Hindu variant 

and only slightly transformed into a Buddhist 

ritual by addressing Buddhist deities and us­

ing Buddhist ritual objects. The second part 

is the act by which the initiate is cut off from 

Brahminical society. It is similar to Hindu, 

especially Dasanami ascetic practice where 

the tuft (and the sacred thread) is also cut be­

fore renouncing the world.

There are also several other Hindu ritual el­

ements that have been transformed here into a 

Buddhist context. Thus, the offering of water 

from the four oceans replaces the ritual bath 

after the tonsure; the immediate disrobing 

could be seen as a parallel to the samavartana 

or desantarci part of Hindu initiation, which 

also condenses an ideally long period to a 

short moment. The “tonsure is ritualized as 

in Brahminical practice” (von Rospatt 2005: 

212), and that also holds true for the incorpo­

ration of the “Seven Steps”, and the tying of 

the girdle - all rituals that do not really make 

sense in a Vinaya-Buddhist context.

So in Bare chuyegu the boy does not really 

become a monk, just as in the Vratabandha 

rituals of the Hindus the boy does not really 

become a Vedic student. If at all, through 

Bare chuyegu the boy is transformed to the 

status of a married monk - even if the mar­

riage only happens later. Despite the fact that 

the boy receives monastic paraphernalia such 

as a robe, alms bowl, water pot and staff, the 

Bare chuyegu does not reveal any Vinaya 

context; the full ordination (upasampadd) is 

never performed, and the Bare chuyegu itself 

transforms the initiate into a full member of 

the lineage responsible for death rituals, but 

not into the intermediary status of novice.

It must be concluded that the social im­

plications of the initiation ritual are stronger 

than the scholastic and esoteric connotations 

structuring and accompanying the ritual. 

What is modelled after the initiation of the 

religious virtuosi is in fact the celebration of 

the social status of the initiate and his social 

and kinship group. In other words, what is 

called “becoming a bare or monk” is in fact 

becoming a marriagable male adult.

As in all male initiation rituals, this celebra­

tion of sexual maturity is extremely impor­

tant. The boys have to become temporarily 

chaste, symbolised by the ascetic loincloth, 

before being transformed into an adult, sym­

bolised by the worldly clothes of the male 

adults, especially a cap (topi), suit, and some­

times tie. However, the actual way in which 

the ritual is performed marks social differ­

ences. The boys do not become a member of 

a religious community or church, as in the 

Protestant confirmation or Catholic baptism; 

they become members of their social group 

that regards itself different from similar and 

neighbouring groups.
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Buddhist initiation, Bare 

chuyegu, on 21s' November 

2006 at Ukubaha in Patan. 

Diagram used by Bijay Raj 

Bajracharya from Bhtchebaha 

to prepare the ritual place. 

Above left “cudakarmaya 

halam jvalam ” with the objects 

left of the mukalasa and right 

of the vijayakalasa; below the 

row the fire pit (jajnasala) 

surrounded by the right 

protectors.

Below right the diagram for 

the seven steps to be per­

formed by the neophytes.
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19 According to an unpublished 

overview of approx. 58 Ihi 

manuscripts microfilmed for 

the Nepal-German Manuscript 

Preservation Project, the 

earliest such manuscript dates 

back to N.S. 724 (1605 A.D.).

The Girl’s Hindu Marriage 

to the Bel Fruit: Ihi

Ihi is a ritual in which girls of certain Newar 

castes are married to the bel fruit or a deity 

called Suvarnakumara, who is mostly regard­

ed as Visnu or Buddha. The ritual is com­

monly denoted as a mock marriage, but we 

will argue that in fact it is more a kind of ini­

tiation ritual. In the following, we shall pres­

ent general material on Ihi with regards to the 

placement of the ritual in time and space as 

well as to organisers, participants and ritual 

specialists, before turning to the description 

and analysis of a particular Ihi event that took 

place in December 2006. The Ihipujavidhi 

and Suvarnakumaravivahavidhi of Part III, 

texts that were used during the rituals de­

scribed in the present volume, are the first 

Ihi manuscripts ever to have been edited and 

translated.19

The Timing: Framing the Season

Like other life-cycle rituals, the Ihi marriage 

must be performed either within the first 

three months of the year from Vaisakha to 

Asadha (14th April to 15th July) or in winter 

and spring (14th November to 15th December 

and 14th January to 13th March). In rare cases 

an auspicious date is also found in the month 

of Pausa (December/January). The season for 

Ihi usually starts on a day of the first month, 

the “Indestructible Third’’ (aksaya trtiya) of 

the bright half of the moon in April, the very 

day the mythic beginning of the Golden Age 

is remembered. It was on this day that the 

Gahga waters descended from heaven and it 

was Siva’s hair that had distributed the wa­

ters. In a reference to this myth, the chariot 

of Matsyendranatha, the powerful rainmaker 

of Nepal, starts his ritual journey on this day 

in Patan - a lengthy journey on a chariot that 

should be completed by the onset of the rains. 

In Bhaktapur, this day assumes additional 

significance because it heralds the beginning 

of the season for worshipping the ancestor 

deities (dugudyahpuja).

The end of the season is equally strict. By 

mid March the full moon of the month of 

Phalguna, Holipunhi, marks the end of the 

period. Occasionally - as in 2004/2005 (V.S. 

2061) the season was even more restricted 

and ended a month earlier with the Spring’s 

Fifth (Basant- or Sripancami) of the bright 

half of the moon in the month of Magha. In 

2004, for example, the Indestructible Third 

fell on 22nd April while Sripancami fell on 

13th February, thus limiting the period for 

the performance of Ihi to a mere 140 days. 

Apart from the Indestructible Third and the 

Spring’s Fifth, the remaining ten days of that 

season that qualify for the performance of Ihi 

rituals fell exclusively in Margasirsa/Maiigsir 

(November/December) and Magha (January/ 

February). While the initiation ritual for boys 

(kaytapuja) is occasionally scheduled by the 

astrologers for the month of Caitra (March/ 

April), neither the Ihi marriage, nor marriag­

es or pre-menarche rituals (barha) are per­

formed in this month.

In 2003/2004 (V.S. 2060), a total of elev­

en days were considered auspicious for Ihi 

and fourteen days for the initiation of boys. 

In 2004/2005 (V.S. 2061) twelve days were 

auspicious for Ihi while the situation for the 

initiation of boys was somewhat dramat­

ic. Apart from the four fixed dates (aksaya 

trtiya, dasdidasami, bibdhapancami, sripan­

cami), only three other days were designated 

by the astrologers. Many families underwent 

a lot of stress trying to find a suitable day in 

a dialogue with the astrologer. The problem 

of finding such a day becomes all the more 

pressing if the boy’s or girl’s birthday falls in 

Vaisakha or Magha, because initiation ritu­

als have to be avoided in such months. In 

2005/2006 (V.S. 2062) the ratio was twelve 

days for the Ihi rituals to thirteen days for the 

initiation of boys. Against these few days,
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the days designated by the regular calen­

dar for marriage ceremonies were 45 days 

in 2004/2005 and 48 in 2005/2006. More­

over, in that season two days (29 Jyestha = 

12th June and 26 Magha = 8lh February) were 

also designated for marriage as well as for 

the boys’ initiation, while in the following 

year four such days occurred. Similar over­

lappings happen with Ihi. In 2005/2006, for 

example, of the designated twelve days for 

Ihi seven were also considered auspicious for 

marriages.

For economical and organisational reasons 

it is highly desirable to perform as many of 

those life-cycle rituals that are fixed accord­

ing to the horoscope - i.e. the rice feeding cer­

emony (annaprasana), Ihi, the boys’ initia­

tion (kaytapuja) and the marriage (bibaha) of 

sons, daughters and grand- and great-grand­

children within a single family - all on the 

same day. In rare cases the astrologer finds 

a way to reconcile the client’s needs with 

the position of the planets. Sometimes, for 

one or even two of the initiates the prescrip­

tions of the horoscope have to be stretched 

and liberally interpreted. Such was the case 

of Tulsi Bahadur Duval, a farmer from 

Itache in Bhaktapur, in December 2004. On 

9th December his two grandsons received 

their loincloth (kayta) at the auspicious time 

of 9.45 in the morning, while the formal “of­

fering of the virgin” (kanyaddna) was enact­

ed an hour later. Tulsi Bahadur acted as the 

organiser and principle worshipper, the kaji 

of the Ihi ritual. His granddaughter and sis­

ter of one of the two boys who were initiated 

had the privilege of presiding over the long 

row of Ihi girls as mistress (nakhi). The nakhi 

and four more girls who collectively were ad­

dressed as the “five virgins” (pancakanya) 

were positioned east of the sacred fire, while 

two long rows formed by the remaining 108 

girls and their mothers (and later also their 

fathers) framed the wide lane in front of the 

organiser’s house. On the following day,

Kaytapuja and Ihi: designated auspicious days in the period of 2003-2007 AD
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Days designated for the 

performance of Kaytapuja 

and Ihi from April 2003 to 

April 2007.

Two days in the year - Aksay a 

trtiyd, the Indestructible 

Third and Sripancamt, the 

first day of spring, are freely 

chosen without consulting an 

astrologer.

Vijayadasaml, the Victorious 

Tenth is reserved for Kaytd- 

puja.

Kaytapuja is mostly performed 

in the month ofMagha, 

but also in Phdlguna and 

occasionally in Jyestha.

The “season "for Ihi begins 

with the Indestructible Third 

in April/May and resumes 

after a gap of six months either 

the day after full moon in 

November (Kartikpurnimd) or 

a month later. Most Ihi rituals 

are performed in the months 

ofMagha and Phdlguna.

Tulsi Bahadur’s daughter married. The or­

ganiser and his two sons had to work hard to 

feed 900 guests. The Ihi girls also had to be 

fed two times and offered the obligatory vest 

with four knots (putuna). The costs exceeded 

two thousand euros, enough to buy more than 

twenty water buffalos.

In a similar case, the officiating Rajopa- 

dhyaya priest brought eight boys and eight 

girls together for the performance of initia­

tion rituals on the platform of the Navayogini 

temple in Kathmandu (see also p. 156). The 

initiation of the boys was performed on the 

preparatory day (dusva) of the Ihi ritual on the 

occasion of the Indestructible Third (aksaya 

trtiyd = 30th April 2006), while the “Gift of 

the Virgin’’ (kanyaddna) was performed the 

following day.

A more complex case was also observed in 

November 2005. In the house of Divya Bajra- 

charya at Napukhu in Bhaktapur the old-age 

ritual (jakvd) was performed for his ninety- 

four-years-old grandmother Pancamaya at the 

same time as his son was married. For one of 

his granddaughters the Ihi marriage was per­

formed and for another granddaughter the rice 

feeding ceremony. Likewise, Bagat Bahadur 

Lava organised an Ihi ritual in Sano Byasi on 

6th December 2006 for three granddaughters, 

an initiation for two grandsons (kaytapuja) 

and a marriage (hukegu) for one grandson, 

the decisive actions for all events being per­

formed within a period of two hours.

The Ritual Places

Ihi rituals are chiefly performed in Bhak­

tapur, Kathmandu and Patan. Families from 

neighbouring towns and villages, from far­

away districts of Nepal or from overseas are 

free to join in on any such occasion in these 

main cities, which stand for the urban culture 

of the Newars. In places like Thimi, Banepa 

and Panauti Ihi marriages are organised on 

the occasion of the Indestructible Third in 

late April or early May, but the ritual exper­

tise comes from Brahmins who are invited 

from Bhaktapur. Every couple of years Brah­

mins from Bhaktapur are also called to Dol- 

akha in the east, Gulmi in the west or Birgunj, 

Narayanghat or Nepalgunj in the Himalayan 

footlands to act as ritual specialists for the 

performance of Ihi.

In most cases, the ritual is performed in 

public space. Posts rammed into the pave­

ment appropriate such space for two succes­

sive days. Often, organisers from the farmer’s 

caste use the courtyard on which their resi­

dence stands as the ritual place. Only rarely 

will the officiating Brahmin use the third 

floor of his residence for the Ihi ritual. In 

these cases, families from a high caste level 

or those that claim higher status do so in or­

der to avoid the public sphere.

When performed in public, the ritual place 

is organised around the holy fire, the pit of 

which is constructed with unbaked bricks. The 

acting Brahmin faces east or north, while the 

platform for the nine main ceremonial pots is 

positioned beyond it, i.e. east or north of the 

firepit. The privileged Ihi girls, in most cases 

the granddaughters and grandnieces of the or­

ganiser, are seated behind or beside this plat­

form facing west. The remaining Ihi girls are 

seated in clockwise order around the firepit. 

There is no obligatory scheme for the seating. 

According to the number of participating girls, 

they may either be placed in long rows when 

the site is in a narrow square or courtyard, such 

as at Yache (see the site plan), or arranged in a 

square around a centre, as for example at Nara- 

incok. At the latter the pit for the fire and the 

platform for the nine ceremonial earthen pots 

are actually indicated in the pavement of the 

courtyard. At the Navayogini temple in Kath­

mandu, the platform for the three copper vases 

has even been raised to form a kind of altar 

while the shape of the firepit has been cast in 

brass to allow a cursory fire that produces little 

waste that has to be cast into the river.
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Place, date, organisor and number of 

initiates (ihimaca)

1 Naraincok, Taumddhi, 21/22 April, Vaidyaguthl, 

41 girls; 2 Khauma, 27/28 November, house of 

Mahendra Sharma, 3 girls; 3 Khiche, 5/6 December, 

Tirnalal Karmacharya, 82 girls; 4 Itache, 

8/9 December, Tulsi Bahadur Duval, 113 ihimaca;

5 Khauma, 8/9 December, house of Mahendra 

Sharma, 13 girls; 6 Khauma, 21/22 January, 

house of Mahendra Sharma, 10 girls;

7 Ramghat, 21/22 January, Tulsi Madhikarmi, 

33 girls; 8 Muldhoka, 21/22 January, Punyaram 

Lavaju, 83 girls; 9 Pasubaha, Kvathadau, 

24/25 January, 31 girls; 10 Khauma, 28/29 January, 

house of Mahendra Sharma, 10 girls; 11 Cvache, 

29/30 January, Premlal Thusa, 60 girls; 12 Itache, 

29/30 January, Mohan Duval, 30 girls; 13 Khauma, 

29/30 January, house of Mahendra Sharma, 10 girls;

14 Yata, Golmddhi, 30/31 January, Lakshmi Bhakta 

Tajale, 137girls; 15 Yache, 2/3 February, Samaj 

SewaSamiti, 65 girls; 16 Naraincok, Taumadhi, 

12/13 February, Sri Tilamadhava Ndrayana Bhajan 

Mandal, 76 girls; 17 Bardhisthdn, 12/13 February, 

Bdrahi Pith Bikas Samiti, 99 girls; 18 Khauma, 

12/13 February, house of Mahendra Sharma, 16 girls;

19 Palikhel, Golmddhi, 12/13 February, Tejbahadur 

Pailikhel, 12 girls.

Location of places for 19 

Ihi rituals for 924 initiates 

(ihimaca) in 2004/05 

(performed in 2061 VS, from 

aksaya trtiya, 22 April 2004 

to Sripancami, 13 February 

2005).

The Visvakarma guthi of 11 

Citrakar families perform 

the concluding pujd at the 

shrine of Chumd Ganesa.

The AlTdyahpuja is invariably 

performed on the square of 

Talakva.
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In Patan, a Buddhist school of ritual 

was recently initiated at Nyakhacuka, the 

Vajracarya Pujavidhi Adhyayana Samiti, 

with the aim of maintaining Newar traditions. 

Posters advertised the Ihi ritual on 24th and 

25th November 2006 weeks in advance. Girls 

from 46 Vajracarya and Sakya families con­

vened, together with one sole girl from a Raj- 

karnikar family. Similar to the practice of the 

associations recently founded in Bhaktapur, 

the principle worshipper was chosen from the 

school’s teachers.

In the season 2004/2005 nineteen Ihi ritu­

als were performed in Bhaktapur for 839 girls 

at thirteen places, of which only Barahisthan, 

the square in front of the seat of the goddess 

Varahi is located outside of Kvapade, the ex­

tended territory of Bhaktapur. In the follow­

ing season (V.S. 2062) the twenty-four Ihi 

rituals were performed at eighteen places, of 

which one was located at Nikosera, a small 

potters’ settlement three kilometres west of 

Bhaktapur, and at the new settlement along 

the highway that has run past Bhaktapur 

since 1972. Six places were utilised for the 

ritual in both seasons. These were those six at 

which the organisation is always in the same 

hands: at Naraincok and at Palikhel since de­

cades in fulfilment of a vow, at Yache and at 

Barahisthan within the context of a recently 

registered society, and at Dipahkarbaha as an 

institutionalised event put on by Bhaktapur’s 

Buddhist community. In 2004/2005, six ritu­

als were performed in Khauma at the house 

of a Brahmin priest, Mahendra Sharma; in 

2005/2006 only three such rituals were per­

formed in the Brahmin’s house. While in pub­

lic or semi-public squares twelve to over 130 

Ihi girls may be seated, only three to sixteen 

girls convened in Mahendra Sharma’s house. 

In 2006/2007 (V.S. 2063) fourteen Ihi rituals 

were performed for 685 girls at ten places, 

albeit none of these in the Brahmin’s house.

Ihi Organisations

Until a generation ago, Ihi rituals were or­

ganised by individual organisers (kajt), often 

following a vow to bear all the expenses in­

cluding those of the concluding feast. News 

of the event spreads throughout the immedi­

ate neighbourhood several weeks beforehand 

- time enough for families with daughters to 

decide to join. Since the 1970s, organisations 

have been founded that offer more possibili­

ties for families to join in.

The Ritual at Naraincok (initiated 

by Krishneshvari Vaidya)

The Ihi ritual at Naraincok was initiated as late 

as 1978 by one Krishneshvari Vaidya, who 

was born as the daughter of a Timila family 

near the square of Taumadhi. She had married 

a Vaidya from nearby Balakhu Square and 

later moved to Kathmandu, where she died in 

1999. As a widow without issue, she initiated 

the annual Ihi ritual in front of the prominent 

temple dedicated to Visnu, the Tilmadhava 

Narayana. She is said to have been a devout 

vaisnava who was always seen walking bare­

foot. With the establishment of an Ihi guthi, 

she wanted to gain so much merit that in her 

next life she would beget many children. 

Taking care of a group of girls and bearing 

the costs of the ritual turned them symboli­

cally into her own children, if only temporar­

ily. She established a guthi association with 

25,000 rupees, and appointed fifteen mem­

bers to take care of the annual performance. 

Her younger brother was the leading mem­

ber, followed by the acting priest and his as­

sistant priests, a Rajopadhyaya from Tauma­

dhi, a Josi from Lakulache, a Sivacarya from 

Vajrankhal, and a Karmacarya from Tauma­

dhi. The first Ihi ritual was performed in 

1978 in Krishneshvari Vaidya’s presence on 

the occasion of the Spring’s Fifth (Sri- or Ba- 

santpancami) in early February. At that time, 

her younger brother’s daughter acted as the
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Taumadhi Square Ihi ritual on 13th and 14,h 

February 2005 at Naraincok. 

The ritual place is prepared 

on the axis of the Tilmadhav 

Narayana temple:

I the Brahmin at the sacred 

fire, facing east, 2 the chief 

worshipper, performing 

nandikasraddha, 3 the 

Sivacarya performing the 

belpitjd, 4 the Ganesa pot,

5 the Altdyah, 6 the 

purnakalasa (Brahma) 

surrounded by the 

astamahgala pots, in front 

yaksa/yaksini, Laksmi/Sri 

andNagaraja, 8 the barber’s 

wife paring nails, 9 a pot 

with sarvakhau for purifica­

tion on the rim of a well, 

10 performing the seven steps,

II returning to the ritual place,

12 circumambulating the fire,

13 welcome ritual for the 

Altdyah, 14 final place for the 

Altdyah.

munakht, the privileged Ihi girl who heads 

the row of girls.

Newar organisations in Bhaktapur often do 

not last long. The annual meetings are often 

dominated by debates about the correctness 

of the accounts and the rules of seniority and 

membership, and may well end up in quar­

relling. The quarrels tend to intensify with 

the amount of alcohol consumed. They rarely 

lead to a consensus, but rather to the decision 

to adjourn the debate to the following year. 

In the case of the Ihi guthi initiated by Krish- 

neshvari Vaidya, her brother who acted in 

her place already faced a crisis in the third 

year. He wanted to reserve the right to ap­

point the principle worshipper and his wife 

who perform the preceding death ritual, roles 

normally reserved for the eldest male fnayah) 

of the lineage and his wife (nakhi). The lo­

cal community, however, demanded that this 

couple should be selected from among them­

selves. As the donor family outrightly re­

jected the proposal, the association split. The 

original donor family started to call in Ma­

hendra Sharma from Khauma to officiate as 

priest and appointed a potter from Talakva as 

helper (jnhaynayah) together with a barber. 

Finally, the association of painters (Citrakar)
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was invited to join. In 1995, a new conflict 

arose when the painters did not receive their 

regular share. However, since the Ihi guthl 

of the painters monopolises the supply of 

painted earthenware necessitated by the rit­

ual, the organisers promised to abide by the 

rules. The ritual was subsequently shifted to 

the Indestructible Third of the bright half of 

the moon in early May. In 2004, forty-one Ihi 

girls participated in the ritual, in 2005 there 

were only 33 girls and in 2006 the ritual was 

cancelled.

The original deposit had vanished by 2004. 

In the following year, fees were collected to 

meet the expenses for the ritual specialists 

and the painters. For the first day each girl 

had to pay fifty rupees and ten rupees for the 

services of the female barber. On the second 

day, the girls had to pay 100 rupees. The ten 

privileged girls, called nakhi, paid twice the 

amount. Moreover, each girl had to offer 

twenty mana (c. ten kg) of rice. The entire in­

come was divided into nine shares. The first 

eight shares went to the Brahmin priest, his 

wife, the Josi (astrologer), the Karmacarya 

(Tantric priest), the Sivacarya, the painter’s 

association, the helper (jnhayndyah) and the 

barber. The final share went to the associa­

tion.

The Ritual at Naraincok (organised 

by Bhajan Mandal)

An association established in 1980 centres 

around the music group of the locality that 

goes under the name Sri Tilmadhav Narayan 

Bhajan Mandal. The ritual is performed an­

nually on the Spring’s Fifth in early Febru­

ary. In 2004, 76 girls joined the ritual, in 

2005 there were 85 girls and in 2007 there 

were 72. While in 2003 only 100 rupees were 

charged, the fee rose in 2005 to 150 rupees. 

In addition, sixteen mana (c. eight kg) of rice 

had to be offered. A substantial income of 

8.400 rupees was raised from the fee the nine 

privileged girls had to pay - ranging from 

the privileged munakhi who paid 2000 to the 

ninth girl who paid 400 rupees. In 2007, the 

rates were the same. The income was divided 

into nine shares of which two went to the or­

ganisers.

The Ritual at Barahisthan

A third Ihi guthi was established in 1997 

by Ratna Gopal Sainju from the quarter of 

Nasahmana, who mobilised quite a num­

ber of people from the western quarters of 

Bhaktapur - Nhesahtvah, literally “the 700 

quarters”. Ratna Gopal calls himself a “so­

cial servant” (samaj seva), who established 

the Barahi Pith Vikas Samiti, the “Commit­

tee for the Development of the Area (around 

the) Seat of Varalli”. The guiding wish was 

to reduce the burden of expenses incurred by 

life-cycle rituals. At the same time, the com­

mittee takes care of the seat of the goddess, 

rents utensils needed to perform sacrifices, 

and provides shelter (dharmasala) for those 

attending the ensuing feast. A pamphlet dated 

November 1999 justifies the establishment of 

the committee and presents the accounts. It 

says that the collective ritual is performed 

annually on the occasion of Spring’s Fifth 

(Sri Pancami) in early February in order “to 

stop the discontinuation of an ancestral tradi­

tion, to enact these rituals according to tra­

dition but in harmony with modern times, to 

avoid unnecessary expenditures for such a 

ritual act, and to initiate social reforms.” The 

document states that the initiation was per­

formed in 1998 for 126 girls and for sixteen 

boys. Donations were received and spent for 

its performance, and the remaining amount 

of 22,476 rupees (at that time some 300 eu­

ros) deposited in a bank. The minutes of the 

meeting in the following year state that the 

ritual was performed for 85 girls and 25 boys 

in the presence of the priest (purohita), the 

astrologer (Josi), the ritual expert who con­

secrates the bel fruits (Sivacarya), the painter 

(Citrakar), the barber (Napit) and the helper
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of the priest and his wife, mhaynayah and 

nakhi. The document again stresses the need 

to keep up traditions, to avoid unnecessary 

feasts in view of increasing prices, and to per­

form lifecycle rituals in an economical way. 

A mass meeting was held on the occasion of 

which a number of officials of His Majesty’s 

Government stressed the need for the contin­

uation of the Ihi and Vratabandha rites. The 

document lists nineteen persons who donated 

the sacrificial goat, rice, vegetables, yoghurt, 

milk and sweets (Nep. jeri, haluvd, lamohan, 

rot, khajuri, peda, gudapdk, besanako ladclu) 

and 90 persons who made cash donations. 

The largest sum came from a brickmaker in 

Degamana, who gave 5,025 rupees. For the 

following season in the year 2000, a docu­

ment states that the ritual was performed for 

85 girls and 25 boys. Donations came from 

109 persons, the balance at the bank rose to 

75,000 rupees.

The ultimate aim of the committee is to 

accumulate enough money to meet all the 

expenses for the entire ritual solely from the 

interest on the deposit. In 2005, every girl or 

boy had only to pay 110 rupees (little more 

than one euro), of which ten rupees went to 

the committee’s expenditures. The fee in­

cluded the payment of the barber’s wife who 

pares the girls’ and boys’ toenails, but not 

the five rupees that every girl hands over to 

the painter who prepares and hands out the 

block print that she fixes to her forehead. The 

sacrificial goat for the boy’s initiation would 

cost the family some 5,000 rupees (60 euros), 

a heavy burden for people who rarely earn 

that much in a month. The goat for the col­

lective ritual at the seat of Varahi is normally 

donated.

On 12th February 2005, 99 girls and 50 

boys participated in the ritual. Along with the 

contribution in cash, every girl had to bring 

two to three kilograms of sweets, four pathi 

(corresponding 4.36 1) of rice, and 50 to 60 

coins that are needed as donations (daksina) 

to the priest. Weeks in advance a banner ad­

vertised the “simple and economical” perfor­

mance of the Ihi marriage (belbibaha) and 

the boy’s initiation (vratabandha), organised 

by the Barahi Pith Bikas Samiti. In the early 

morning of the first day (dusva), an even lon­

ger list documented donations in cash and 

kind. A considerable income was once again 

secured from the nine privileged girls, whose 

parents had to pay between 2,500 rupees for 

the first seat (munakhi) and 110 for the ninth 

seat. The Committee covers the entire costs 

for one or two girls from a poor background. 

The income from the Ihi girls is divided into 

nine shares, of which seven shares are divid­

ed between the Brahmin priest and his wife, 

the three assistant priests (Josi, Karmacarya, 

Sivacarya), the barber, the Brahmin’s helpers 

(the mhaynayah and his wife, the mhaynakhi), 

and the associations of painters.

The person behind these activities at Barahi 

Pith, Ratna Gopal Sainju, says that the aim of 

his first initiative in 1997 was to bring a num­

ber of couples together for a group marriage. 

The couples agreed but complaints from the 

parents caused him to give up. Similarly, he 

also did not succeed in organising a collec­

tive old age ritual (jakva). Collective Ihi ritu­

als seem to have been performed for many 

generations if not for centuries.

It is different with the collective boys’ ini­

tiation. A barber from Bhaktapur tells stories 

of collective initiations at Pasupatinath and 

at the village Bagesvari (east of Bhaktapur), 

with over 70 boys participating. Returning to 

Bhaktapur, the boys were - with reference to 

the sacred fire, which is unusual for the ini­

tiation of boys in a Newar context - teased 

as “kotihom, kotihom” (thus referring to the 

sacred fire entertained on that occasion) and 

eventually the initiation had to be performed 

again in the parental house under the direction 

and with the support of the lineage members.

Ratna Gopal presented another story in 

some way to justify his initiative. Often told,
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this story could rise to the status of a legend. 

The story goes, “once (upon a time) a boy met 

the mayor of Bhaktapur in search of a job. 

While enquiring into the boy’s background, 

the mayor realised that since the boy was an 

orphan he needed money to have his initia­

tion performed.” Ratna Gopal points to the 

fact that due to a lack of funds, boys are often 

initiated not before but after puberty, even at 

the age of eighteen. Despite all efforts, the or­

ganiser did not succeed in persuading families 

to have their boys take part in a collective ini­

tiation. Thus, on 23rd January 2007, 111 girls 

participated in the event, but no boys.

The Ritual at Palikhel

A fourth Ihi guthi is performed annually 

in the area of Palikhel and Gvamadhi by 

a Palikhel family, who belong to the status 

group of Chathariya. The present caretaker of 

the Ihi association, Tej Bahadur Palikhel, has 

to organise the ritual every ten years. It was 

the grandfather of his grandfather, Dhanca 

Thaku who initiated the annual performance. 

This must have been some 150 years ago, as 

Tej Bahadur is already 71 years old and his fa­

ther died at the age of 98. As the founder had 

no children he donated some land, and with 

the income from it the descendants of his two 

brothers had to perform the annual death ritual 

(.sraddha) for him on the day of kijdpitja in 

November (the second day of the New Year 

according to Nepal Samvat), which is dedi­

cated to the worship of brothers. In addition, 

the descendents had to finance an annual Ihi 

ritual on the Spring’s Fifth in early February 

(Sripancami). The founder also built a well on 

the square behind his house and two shelter 

structures (sattal and pati) at Kamalbinayak, 

one of the important non-iconic shrines dedi­

cated to Ganesa. One of Dhanca’s brothers 

had four descendants, the other eight. Thus 

the caretakership between the two branches 

of the family for the ritual rotates on a ratio 

of one to two. Since the land reform of 1962 

secured half of a field for the tiller, the Ihi 

association faced increasing difficulties in re­

ceiving the second half of the field’s income 

in kind, because there was no adequate proof 

of the inherited rights. After years of quar­

relling with the tiller, a Duval-Jyapu, the as­

sociation deposited 134,000 rupees in 1993 

(at that time 1,500 euros). Since the annual 

interest is not enough to support the ritual, the 

feast following the ancestor ritual (sraddha) 

has been cancelled to save money. The an­

nual caretaker has to meet the missing funds. 

A special feature of the Ihi ritual organised by 

the family from Palikhel is the fact the only 

privileged girl, the nakhi, does not have to 

pay a fee. If no daughter of the Palikhel lin­

eage (phukT) occupies that seat, any other girl 

could ask for the privilege.

For the present caretaker, Tej Bahadur, 

the Ihi ritual presents a burden that his sons 

probably will refuse to bear. To quote only 

one example: in 1988, the Brahmin priest 

received a reward (daksina) of a symbolic 

seventeen paisa; in 2006, he received 1,000 

rupees without being satisfied. His wife re­

ceived 500 rupees, the assistant priests (Josi 

and Karmacarya) 500 each. As the Sivacarya 

was not invited in order to save money, it was 

the Karmacarya who performed the belpuja, 

the consecration of the fruits of the wood­

apple tree.

However, Tej Bahadur is also proud of the 

fact that in the past decades the Ihi ritual at 

Palikhel was a famous event to which girls 

came from as far as Barabise and Kakani 

participated. However, in February 2005, 

only eleven girls participated: besides a Josi 

girl (the munakhT) there was the Karmacarya 

daughter of the priest, four more girls of Panc- 

thariya status, four Jyapu girls (Sulu from 

Lakilagaon near Jaukhel) and a dyer’s daugh­

ter (Ranjitkar).

In February 2005 the ritual faced a small 

crisis that could eventually be solved by re­

locating the place for its performance to the
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Ihi ritual on 2nd and 3rd 

February 2005 on the square 

ofYache, one of those squares 

that define the centre of an 

urban quarter, with the non- 

iconic shrine (pitha) of Ganesa 

and the adjoining god-house 

as the principal religious 

infrastructure.

Since 2004 the Samaj Sewa 

Samiti, a social service 

committee organises the event, 

in which 61 girls have taken 

part. The Brahmin maintains 

the sacred fire facing east, 

while the nine principal girls, 

the nava nakhi behind the 

purnakalasa face west. The 

remaining girls are lined up in 

four groups along the borders 

of the square.

courtyard of a nearby former Buddhist mon­

astery (bdhd). The caretaker’s mother had 

died fifteen days before and, since he had had 

the latyd ritual performed, he was no longer 

polluted (dumha). The relocation of the place 

was nonetheless necessary to keep a distance 

to the place where death had occurred. In 

January 2007, the ritual returned to the mon­

astery courtyard, with 28 girls participating.

The Ritual at Yache

A fifth Ihi ritual has been performed every 

year since February 1994 at Yache Square. 

The organiser, the Samaj Seva Samiti, brought 

together 34 founding members from the quar­

ter ofYache. Among these were ten members 

from sub-castes of Pancthariya (like Josi, 

Piya, Mui, Saiju etc.), eight farmers (Jyapu), 

eight barbers (Napit), two carpenters (Sil- 

pakar), two dyers (Ranjitkar), and one black­

smith (Nakarmi). The only painter (Citrakar) 

is Purna, who lives in the nearby Dyahsattal, a 

house in which one wing is reserved for mak­

ing the masks of the Navadurga. In contrast 

to the committees at Barahisthan and at Nara- 

incok, the Samaj Seva Samiti has no Brahmin
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priest as a member, although the performing 

priest is always called in from the neighbour­

ing Lalache Square.

On the 2nd and 3rd of February 2005, a to­

tal of 61 Ihi girls convened on the square, 

of which nine obtained the privileged role 

as nakhi: two Srestha, one Nakarmi (black­

smith), one Silpakar (carpenter), one Ran- 

jitkar (dyer) and four Jyapu (farmer). The 

sequence demonstrates that traditional caste 

barriers do not exist in such a ritual, at least 

not among farmers and occupational castes. 

In Bhaktapur, the designation Srestha does 

not indicate a superior status because it is a 

name that is adopted to veil an intercaste mar­

riage. The sequence of girls from the fami­

lies of a blacksmith, a carpenter and a dyer 

is easily concluded by four daughters from 

farmers’ families. Among the Ihi girls there 

was even the daughter of a Vajracarya, the 

community of Buddhist priests. For unknown 

reasons she obviously missed the annual Ihi 

ritual performed exclusively for the Buddhist 

community. Her presence demonstrated that 

the ritual has neither a Buddhist nor a Hindu 

core. It is a life-cycle ritual that enables the 

girls to cross a decisive threshold to enter into 

the father’s lineage - a community to which 

she belongs until her marriage with a human 

groom.

On the second day of the Ihi ritual, photo­

graphs of the first day documenting the tying 

of the yellow kumahkah thread were exhib­

ited on the wall of a neighbouring house, to­

gether with a list of donors. An advertisement 

in a nearby shop invited all of the participants 

to order a VCD that documents all the stages 

of the ritual.

Individual Organisers and Participants

Most families try to have two or three daugh­

ters join the same ritual. It is said that the 

horoscopes must match but there are obvi­

ously very few restrictions. Economical con­

siderations, not the age of the girls inform 

the planning of the event. The ritual cannot, 

for example, be performed in the month the 

girl is born. For families in Dhulikhel or Pan- 

auti whose daughters are born in the month 

of Baisakh (mid April to mid May) this may 

cause additional difficulties, because the only 

available date for the performance of the 

ritual in these villages is the Indestructible 

Third, which always falls in Baisakh. They 

will have to join an Ihi ritual in Bhaktapur. In 

Thimi, the annual Ihi ritual in a Hindu context 

is performed on Spring’s Fifth in the month 

of Magh (mid January to mid February), in a 

Buddhist context it is performed only every 

two to three years.

The astrologer of the family concerned 

knows well in advance where an Ihi ritual will 

be performed in the forthcoming season from 

November until February. There is a certain 

choice: one might, for instance, prefer to join 

a place in the near neighbourhood or the in­

timate companionship offered by a Rajopa- 

dhyaya Brahmin priest from Khauma, who 

organises the ritual in his house with three (as 

for example on 28th November 2004 and 22nd 

January 2006) to sixteen participants (on 23rd 

November 2005). In the season 2004/2005 

six such occasions occurred, in 2005/2006 

only three and in 2006/2007 none. Often, 

families of Chathariya and Pancthariya status 

and in particular Sresthas, whose children’s 

status as offspring of an intercaste marriage 

remains ambiguous, prefer the privacy of 

the Brahmin’s house. The Brahmin arranges 

everything, pays the painters and the assistant 

priests directly and charges his clients a lump 

sum. He does not invite the Sivacarya to con­

secrate the bel fruits with the simple excuse 

that the Sivacarya is a thief.

Besides the Brahmin in Khauma, the Vajra­

carya at Dipahkarbaha and the organisations 

at Naraincok, Barahisthan, Palikhel and 

Yache, there were seven rituals in 2004/2005 

that were organised by individuals, fourteen
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in 2005/2006 and nine in 2006/2007. In such 

cases the organiser bears the basic costs, while 

the participating girls pay the barber’s wife, 

the painter, the Brahmin and his wife and the 

assistant priests directly in cash and in kind 

- a mixture of husked and unhusked rice, 

fruits and sweets. No more than 1,000 rupees 

(c. ten euros) had to be borne by the family 

of the girl, to which came only the cost of the 

marriage sari, the gift of new clothes and the 

feast offered to those who had fed the girl on 

the days preceding the ritual.

The organiser calls the barber couple with 

whom he has a hereditary client relationship. 

Both are needed for purificatory performanc­

es. He also calls his family priest, who not 

only brings his wife along, but in the case of 

many participants also his brother, son, or 

nephew. It is his duty to call in the assistant 

priests - the Josi and the Karmacarya or Jya- 

pu Acarya - who usually cooperate with him 

in Ihi rituals.

The granddaughter of the individual or­

ganiser will inevitably occupy the place of 

the most privileged girl, the munakhi. Four 

or eight girls, who are more privileged, will 

be found sitting at the top of the row or even 

forming a separate row (see the site plans for 

Yache and Naraincok). No class distinctions 

could be observed in the 2004/2005 season. 

However, if the organiser is a farmer no 

family of higher status would join the ritu­

al. The ritual organised in December 2006 

in Sano Byasi by a Jyapu prompted only a 

few girls of carpenter status to join in, and 

on the second day five Gatha girls joined. Of 

ten rituals for which a detailed survey of the 

participants’ family background was under­

taken, the daughters of those families that are 

considered to be high status (Chathariya and 

Pancthariya) mixed easily with the daughters 

of blacksmiths, barbers, potters, brickmak­

ers and carpenters. The farmers (Jyapu), who 

represent the majority of the city’s popula­

tion, dominate the majority of rituals, consti­

tuting up to 84 percent of the participants (as 

at Yata on 30th/31st January 2005).

Of the 74 girls who convened at Naraincok 

on 22nd/23rd January 2007, eight girls were 

of Chathariya status while 29 registered un­

der the name of Srestha. Exceptional was the 

participation of the daughter of a Buddhist 

Sakya family, which would usually belong to 

the goldsmiths community. As an offspring 

of an interethnic marriage, the girl retained 

her father’s name but her participation in the 

Buddhist Ihi ritual was obviously rejected by 

the officiating priest.

The Making of the Marriage Sari (ihiparasi)

A few days before or during the period of 

feeding the Ihi girls (ihimaca nakegu), the 

special sari for the girls, the ihiparasi, is wo­

ven by a relative. The woman weaving the 

sari should do so in one go in the early morn­

ing, without stopping. She should also fast 

during the process, i.e. she is not allowed any 

food before she has finished the task.

Since weaving has largely been given up 

as a result of imported readymade clothes, 

nowadays women only produce the ihiparasi 

in response to an order from those few shops 

which sell the saris. One of these women is 

the wife of a carpenter, Satya Maya Shilpa- 

kar in Bharbacva, who weaves ihiparasi for 

a shop in Nasahmana. During the season of 

2006/2007 she made 150 ihiparasi for the 

shop and 40 as personal orders. The shop 

gives her twenty rupees per piece, for ordered 

ones she charges 100 rupees, which also cov­

ers the expenses for the material. To complete 

one sari, she works from 5:30 to 8:50 in the 

morning, i.e. more than three hours. The ihi­

parasi is 305 centimetres long, which is sat 

hat (seven ells). The five black lines with red 

stripes on both sides represent pahcadyah, 

five deities, whose names cannot be named. 

It is probably the pancayatana configuration 

Ganesa, Surya, Narayana and Durga, with
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Ihi ritual at Yache, 

7,h February 2005, 

ticket for participation.

samaja seva samiti 

yachem-5, khvapa 

samuha 'ka ’ 

nam 50

ihim munajyah gvasami - 

ihim maca ya nam:. . . .

ne. sam. 1125 pohelaga, astaml - navami 

bi. sam. 2061 magha 20-21

sivarama piya 

ihi munajyaya naya 

smaja seva samiti

gvasakhalah pakhem viyagu samana

1) salapa -1

2) sapakhva -1

3) vela -1

4) miniica -1

ihimmaca pakhem heymagu samana

1) sarvokhau

2) kusuma candana

3) dusoka khe hanegu samana

4) ci, pdlu, caku, mikusl, dkhe, gogugve, 

jelalapte, sujapho, malepho, tay, sanga,

5) vakijaki

6) khacigu Id adha pau

notd: bau jupisam kanyadana pheyta 

tapult puyo jhayta inapa yaha cvand 

gvasakhalah

Translation:

Social Service Committee

Yache - 5, Bhaktapur

Group A', No. 50

Volunteer Group for Managing Ihi

Name of Ihi girl:. . . . .

(On the) 8-9,h day of Pohelaga, NS 1125 (or)

20-2Is' day of Magha, VS 2061

Sivarama Piya,

Head of the Ihi Organising

Social Service Committee

(verso)

Materials which are supplied by the Managing 

Committee:

1 salapa (earthen plate) -1

2 sapakhva (block print) -1

3 bel fruit -1

4 mimica (bamboo plate) -1

Material which should be brought by the Ihi girls:

1 sarvakhau (pulverized oil cake for purification)

2 flowers, sandal wood paste;

3 materials to be knotted to the dusoka thread;

4 salt, ginger, raw sugar, mikusi stick (jamane 

mandro), unbroken husked rice, betel-nut (gogugve), 

a large leaf used to serve cooked rice at a feast 

(jelalapte), Cardiospermum halicaeabum (sujapho), 

an unidentified fruit (malepho), popped rice (tay), 

dried fish (saga)

5 mixed husked and unhusked rice (vakijaki)

6 200 gm of raw meat (kacigu la)

Note: We request the fathers who are offering their 

daughters as a gift (kanyadana) to wear a (Nepali) cap. 

Managing Committee.

one black line defining the centre (represent­

ing Siva), and with lines on either side at a 

distance of 77 centimetres and two at the ends 

at a spacing of 72 centimetres.

Acquiring Ritual Items

Once a proper group and place has been 

identified by the girl’s family, the organiser, 

called the kaji or gvasa khalah, responsible 

for the enactment of the ritual hands out a 

list of items required to ensure the ritual runs

smoothly. In Kathmandu, the acting Brahmin 

priest is often also the organiser. As such he 

provides the necessary items, of which he 

keeps a substantial stock. In Bhaktapur, how­

ever, the organisers even issue orders regard­

ing the etiquette: the numbered ticket (see il­

lustration), which gives the name of the girl, 

asks the accompanying father to wear a cap 

on the occasion of the “Gift of the Virgin” 

(kanyadana). A good example of this kind of 

organisation is presented by the committee 

(Samaj Seva Samiti) of the quarter of Yache,
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where the Ihi marriage was performed on 2nd 

and 3rd February 2005 (the ticket mentions 

the lunar days as astami and navami of the 

month of Pohela in the year Nepal Samvat 

1125, and as days the 20th and 21st of the 

month of Magha in the year Bikram Samvat 

2061). The ticket lists the four items which 

the organiser will provide: the earthen bowl 

(salapa), the block print which is fixed to 

the girl’s forehead (sapakhvah) - both being 

supplied by the painter who for that season 

is the caretaker of the organisation of paint­

ers - the bel fruit and the small circular trays 

(mimica) which are woven by a butcher from 

bamboo or reed. Six more items and groups 

of items are listed which the Ihi girl should 

bring along. These are crushed oilcake for 

purification, sandalwood paste, the yellow 

thread, and eleven food items: salt, ginger, 

raw sugar, sticks from the mikusi plant, ritual 

rice, five betel-nuts, two mysterious fruits 

(sujaphva and malephva) which are never 

used in the domestic context, popped rice and 

dried fish (saga), and husked and unhusked 

rice (vdkijdki).

The woven tray is needed for the first day, 

when it is handed over with offerings to the 

barber’s wife after the purifying act of paring 

the girl’s toenails. Half a pau (100 g) of raw 

buffalo meat (kacigu la) is the required offer­

ing to her.

The earthen bowl is handed over on the 

second day, the Citrakar or the organiser 

hands out the block print for an offering in 

cash, while the Sivacarya - or in his absence 

the Josi or the helper - hands out the bel fruit 

after a collective consecration of all bel fruits 

by the Sivacarya.

About a week before the event, the organ­

iser will inform the potter and the painter 

how many salapa bowls will be needed be­

side the obligatory Ganesa pot, which has to 

be painted in advance in order to be available 

in the early morning of the preparatory day. 

All other pots will be carried to the house of 

the organiser to be painted on the spot by rep­

resentatives of the eleven member families of 

the Ihi guthi.

Painting the Ritual Pots

In the evening of dusva, the first day of the 

Ihi ritual, the potter has to bring fifteen pots 

to the organiser’s house where they are to 

be painted by the Citrakar. Moreover, every 

family attending with their Ihi girls has to 

bring an earthen bowl called salapa, which 

can be bought at any time in a shop specializ­

ing in ritual pots, cups and baskets - products 

of Kumah (potters) and Pvah (sweepers). In 

many cases, the organiser supplies the earthen 

bowl.

The Citrakar of Bhaktapur

Each extended family of Citrakar has to 

deputise one member to participate in the col­

lective exercise. In the season of 2005/2006, 

eleven painters turned up to perform what is 

their duty, because already in the 1960s the 

city’s community of painters, the deguthi, 

(Nev. de - the place of origin, also “country”, 

“city” or “territory” as in Kvapade) decided 

to form an Ihi guthi, to which all families are 

tied. This community of 16 painter-families 

convenes once a year for a collective ritual at 

Surjabinayak, a non-iconic shrine dedicated 

to Ganesa as guardian (vinayaka) and located 

south of Bhaktapur. Those who do not ful­

fill their duty have to pay a fine that is in­

creased every year - money that is added to 

the income of the guthi, which is divided up 

equally at the end of the ritual season six days 

after full moon in March (Holipunhi).

In contrast to the rather strict organisation 

of the painters’ community in Bhaktapur, the 

scene is quite different in Kathmandu and Pa- 

tan. There it is the organiser who orders the 

painted pots and bowls from a Citrakar of his 

choice. Very few Citrakar from Masangalli in 

Kathmandu still supply the necessary salapa
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20 JIvarama’s notebook is kept 

in the S. K. Neotia collection, 

Calcutta. See Huntington/ 

Bangdel 2003:136 and Lowry 

1977.

21 Cf. Pal 1985:153-181 and 

Kreijger 1999: figs. 48-51. See 

also the dissertation by Mar- 

griet L. B. Blom (1989), who 

mostly relies on model books 

in the possession of painters 

and carpenters in Bhaktapur.

22 See the iconographical 

drawings in the possession of 

Madhu Chitrakar: Gutschow 

2006: 29-34.

bowls or the pots according to requirements. 

More often, the organiser buys salapd bowls 

and in many cases a simple painting is pasted 

onto the bowl as a substitute for the work of 

the Citrakars (see illustration). The acting 

priest keeps a stock of such objects, which the 

Citrakars call “fake” and he readily supplies 

the Ihi girls with simple paintings of a bell to 

substitute the sapakhvah, the blockprints that 

have to be tied to the girls’ foreheads. The 

Citrakars of Patan still hold command over 

their traditional trade, but often the earthen 

bowl is substituted by a brass plate, on which 

a version of the svastika is painted.

The Sketchbooks of the Citrakars

Every Citrakar family owns a variety of 

sketchbooks (also called model books or 

notebooks), which have been handed down 

through the centuries and are regarded as trea­

sures. Ever since Brian Houghton Hodgson 

began collecting manuscripts in the 1840s, 

these sketchbooks came to be regarded as ob­

jects of art and with that sold. Scattered across 

collections and museums all over the world, 

we find examples of these books (cf. Blom 

1988) that guided the painters and sculptors 

as well as carpenters on iconographical mat­

ters. The earliest dated copy is ascribed to 

one Jivarama and probably made for a Kagyu 

client in Tibet in 143520. Other model books 

from the Jucker Collection or the Los Ange­

les County Museum of Art are dated to the 

18th and 19th century and record iconographi­

cal drawings in black and white; they identify 

specific hand gestures (mudraprakarana')1', 

or present the major scenes in the life of Krsna 

in rough outlines. Many such iconographical 

drawings contain notes concerning the re­

quired colours. Syllables indicate the colour­

ing: ri blue, pi yellow, ra red, tu white and va 

grey22. The first published model book, which 

presents symbols representing the ten guard­

ians of the directions (dasadikpala, the car­

dinal and intermediate directions, nadir and 

zenith) and the Nine Planets (Navagraha), 

was edited by Anne Vergati (1982a: 34-38), 

albeit without fully identifying it and without 

presenting the ritual context. Vergati received 

the sketchbook in 1975 from Bishnu Bahadur 

Chitrakar in Bhaktapur, the father of Surje 

Chitrakar, whose paintings are published in 

the following. These recent sketchbooks, also 

partly reproduced here, are richly coloured to 

guide the next generation in painting the pots 

needed for life-cycle rituals like Ihi, Jakva, 

Bare chuyegu, and pujas to Narayana. Sur­

prisingly, this collection of symbols does not 

include the iconography of Ganesa and Brah­

ma that is painted on the large pots. The eight 

auspicious signs, which in all cases surround 

the central sacred vase, the piirnakalasa, al­

ways appear arranged in a fixed sequence 

in a circle around a vase. The symbols to be 

painted on the pots representing yaksa/yaksi, 

Sri/Laksmi and Nagaraja are also depicted 

in a fixed sequence: either on pots or as iso­

lated symbols. In Buddhist Ihi rituals and in 

old age rituals, the ten guardians of the world 

mark the corners of the firepit that is shaped 

like a twenty-cornered mandala. In the 

sketchbooks, their symbolic representations 

are either framed by a radish (Ganesa) and 

book (Guru) (Vergati 1982a: 37 and 38) or 

in addition by a skull-staff (Ksetrapala) and 

skull (Yogini). A specific Newar tradition 

can be seen in the depiction of a citrus fruit 

(tahsi) representing Kubera, who guards the 

north and is widely worshipped as the lord of 

wealth. This citrus fruit stands for longevity 

and fertility and in Ihi rituals is often seen on 

top of the central vase. The symbols repre­

senting the nine planets are presented in a cir­

cle and are only painted on pots in the context 

of old age rituals. In Ihi rituals an offering to 

Jupiter (Brhaspati) might be performed by in­

dividual girls, but not collectively. A regular 

feature of the sketchbooks appears also in the 

shape of five serpents representing pisamu- 

dra, the five oceans that - painted on small
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pots - are invoked on the occasion of age-old 

rituals.

The Two Main Pots of the Ihi ritual

The Main Pot Dedicated to Ganesa

The first pot has to be brought to the Citrakar 

by the principle worshipper, or, if an organi­

sation is in charge, the potter himself. To en­

sure that the pot is painted, this is done a day 

or two in advance of the ritual. After having 

been collected from the painter in return for 

the gift of a kisli cup with rice, a betel-nut on 

top and a coin, the pot is taken by the Kar- 

macarya or Jyapu Acaju to the Inaganesa at 

the western periphery of the town (see map) 

for the pratisthapuja, which turns the object 

into a deity prior to the opening of the eyes on 

the first day of the Ihi ritual.

The fourhanded Ganesa is seen under a tri- 

lobed arch with his mount, the shrew, in blue. 

He carries an axe (parasu) and sweets (laddu) 

in his left hands. The upper right hand holds a 

rosary (aksamala) while the lower one is seen

Detail of a sketchbook in the 

possession ofSurje Chitrakar 

from Tacapah with an inven­

tory of symbols, 25 of which 

are also used on gapaca pots 

on the occasion of Ihi and 

Bare chuyegu.
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in the gesture of protection (abhayamudra). 

Similar Ganesa pots in Patan (see illustration) 

depict the deity with a radish (Nep. mulct) in 

the lower right hand, while in Bhaktapur the 

radish appears in the cup that covers the pot. 

Within the context of Newar rituals, the ra­

dish invariably represents Ganesa, even if a 

real radish replaces the painted form, which 

is never pure white in colour but the variety 

with a dark red pointed base.

The Central Pot (purnakalasa): Brahma or 

the Blue Vajra (nUavajra)

In Bhaktapur, there is a fundamental distinc­

tion between the pots dedicated to the Hindu 

or the Buddhist versions of the ritual. For 

Hindu rituals, the central sacred vase, the ka­

lasa, bears the image of Brahma, the god of 

creation. Four-headed, he is seen on his ve­

hicle, a “milk-white” gander, the sunbird. In 

his four hands he carries on his right a string 

of beads (aksamald) and a sacrificial ladle 

or spoon (sruva), and on his left the triple­

pronged stave (tridanda) and the water jar of 

Tracing from the sketch book in the possession of 

Surje Chitrakar from Tacapah, 18.6 by 7.9 cm. 

All 54 depicted symbols are painted on pots in old-age 

rituals (jakva).

Nos. 11-24, 44 are used for the Ihi ritual in a Hindu 

context in Bhaktapur; in Kathmandu the Navagraha 

(nos. 27-35) are added. Pots displaying the 

Dasadikpala (nos. 1-10) are optional for the initiation 

of boys in a Buddhist context (Bare chuyegu). 

Dasadikpala: 1 Brahma (kamandalu -jar: Zenith), 

2 Isdna (trisula-trident: northeast), 3 Kubera 

(tahsi-citrus fruit, north), 4 Vayu (dhvaja-banner: 

northwest), 5 Indra (vajra-sceptre: east), 6 Agni 

(fire: southeast), 7 Yama (khatvdhga-staff: southwest), 

8 Nairrta (khadga-sword: south), 9 Varuna (ndga- 

serpent: west), 10 Ananta (cakra-diskus: nadir). 

Astamahgala (as attributes of the Astaciranjivi): 

11 granthi (endless knot), 12 padma (lotus), 

13 chattra (umbrella), 14 kalasa (jar), 15 camara 

(fan), 16 matsya (fish) 17 dhvaja (banner), 18 sankha 

(conch).

Six gapacd pots for Ihi: 19 yaksa (circular patterns 

indicate a male vegetal godling) 20 yaks ini (oblong 

patterns indicate a female vegetal godling), 

21 Sarasvatl, 22 Laksmi, 23 naga, 24 Visnu (guru); 25 

salapah-tray (svastika, yantra in the shape of a cross). 

Sacred fire (26 kundalafor jage).

Navagraha: 27 Aditya (flower-Sun), 28 Candra 

(crescent-Moon), 29 Mangala (triangle-Mars), 

30 Budha (bow and arrow-Mercury), 31 Brhaspati 

(book-Jupiter), 32 Sukra (rectangle-Venus), 

33 Sanaiscara (trident-Saturn), 34 Rdhu (sword­

ascending node), 35 Ketu (makara/crocodile- 

descending node).

36-43 Eight attributes of the Astaciranjivi:

36 Asvatthaman (sword), 37 Bali (jewel), 38 Vyasa 

(jagmala), 39 Hanumdn (trident), 40 Vibhlsana 

(club), 41 Krpacarya (axe), 42 Parasurama (bow), 

43 Markandeya (umbrella).

The frame: 44 Ganesa (radish) and 45 Ksetrapala 

(skull-staff), 46 Yogini (skull), 47 Guru (book). 

48 Siva, 49 Sakti, 50 riirjya (blue lotus), 51 sarjya 

(bed).

Added later in black: 52 sinitu (mala=rosary), 

53 pustinl (book), 54 Mrtyunjaya (kalasa - jar), 

55 sankha, cakra, gada, padma, 56 asana (platform); 

57 desabali (bau = offering of cooked rice).
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Ihi rituals in Bhaktapur, the 

central purnakalasa placed on 

the east-west axis of the ritual 

arena, east of the sacred fire.

Above

In a Hindu context, front 

and rear view, height 25 cm, 

painted by Narain Kumar 

Chitrakar in 2005.

Below the coloured rings, 

representing the five elements, 

appears Brahma under a 

trilobed arch flanked by sun 

and moon. He is four-faced 

with a pointed beard, rides on 

a goose and holds a stave and 

water jar in his left hands, and 

a rosary and ladle in his right 

hands. The rear displays four 

lotus leaves with two whisks 

and a bell in between.

Below

In a Buddhist context at 

Pasubdha. The purnakalasa, 

front and back view, height 

26 cm, painted by Surje 

Chitrakar in 2005.

The blue sceptre (nilavajra) in 

the centre of an eight-petalled 

lotus on the front, and the 

circular mark between the eyes 

indicate the Buddhist context.

Bottom

Top view of the Brahmakalasa 

covered by a small cup with a 

painted banner.
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The Ganesa pot, essential for 

the enactment oflhi rituals.

Above

From Bhaktapur, height 

25 cm, painted by Narain 

Kumar Chitrakar, 2005. 

Under a tri-lobed arch, 

flanked by the sun and the 

moon, Ganesa is supported by 

a lotus flower, to his proper 

right his mount, a shrew in 

blue. In his left hands he holds 

sweets and an axe, in his 

upper right a rosary while the 

lower hand makes a protective 

gesture.

The cup placed on top 

(diameter 10.8 cm) 

displays a radish, Ganesa’s 

representation in a non-iconic 

form.

Below

From Bhaktapur, height 18 cm, 

from the Ihi ritual performed 

for the pratisthapuja of the 

caityas at the Hyatt Hotel 

on 25,h August 2000 by a 

Vajracdrya priest from 

Bhtchebahd.

Ganesa’s body is seen in the 

playful posture (lilasana) on a 

lotus throne with a background 

of red and blue. In his left 

hands he carries sweets and an 

axe, in his left hand a rosary 

and a long white radish.

The rear face of the pot shows 

a curl which serves as a 

symbol of invitation. On either 

sides are painted large eyes.
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an ascetic (kamandalu). Placed under a tri- 

lobed arch, Brahma is flanked by the moon 

and the sun - the moon having a white central 

dot, the sun a red one. Four lotus leaves cover 

the back of the earthen body, with bell or yak­

tail whisk motives in between. Five circular 

mouldings mediate between the body and the 

neck in white, green, yellow, red and blue, 

representing the five mahabhuta elements: 

wind (air), fire, water, earth, and ether (the 

blue akasa). The sequence of colours, which 

stand for the elements, varies and no Citrakar 

is in the position to attach each of the ele­

ments to their specific colours. The lid on top 

is painted with a banner (dvcija).

Beyond the iconographic prominence of 

Brahma (who also appears in Buddhist and 

Jain rituals) it is the U-shaped bindu, the dot 

or drop between the eyes that characterises all 

the pots used in Hindu contexts. Apart from 

the bindu it is the shape of the eyes - fully 

opened with circular pupils - that testifies to 

this particular context.

For Ihi rituals in Buddhist contexts, the 

body of the vase is decorated with the blue 

vajra, the symbol of the adamantine truth. 

Placed under a shawl and on the pericarp 

of an eight-petalled lotus, the vajra symbol 

stands for Aksobhya, the Tathagata of the 

eastern direction. The bindu is circular (of­

ten pointing slightly upwards) and not placed 

between the eyes but higher up. The eyes are 

partly hidden behind undulating lids (see the 

illustration). In Bhaktapur, a Vasundhara fig­

ure with six hands can be seen at the centre of 

a lotus flower on the back of the pot.

The Fourteen Pots (gapaca) Surrounding 

the Central Vase Dedicated to Brahma 

and the Sacred Fire

The Eight Auspicious Signs

The platform on which the Sivacarya has 

marked a svastika in its centre as the asana 

of the purnakalasa is covered with unhusked



The Girl’s Hindu Marriage to the Bel Fruit 113

Variation of the representation 

of eyes and bindu on gapaca 

pots on the occasion of I hi and 

Bare chuyegu.

Left for Hindu rituals with 

U-shaped bindu and large eyes 

with fully developed pupils, 

right for Buddhist rituals with 

a circular, slightly pointed 

bindu and eyes half submerged 

behind the lid.

Opposite

Details of a folded sketch book 

in the possession ofSurje 

Chitrakar.

Above the five serpents 

symbolizing the five oceans, 

on the second page above the 

ten guardians (dasadikpala) 

respectively of the ten 

directions, below the signs 

symbolizing the nine planets 

(navagraha), on the third page 

above the eight auspicious 

signs (astamahgala), on the 

fourth page above the symbols 

signifying Laksmi, Sri, yaksa, 

yaksini and naga.

rice, on which he places smaller pots with 

depictions of the eight auspicious symbols 

(astamahgala). In Surje Chitrakar’s hand­

book, the eight symbols are shown arranged 

around a vase at the centre (see illustration), 

with the endless knot at the top and the seven 

remaining symbols placed in clockwise order. 

In a second handbook, the eight symbols are 

seen arranged in a row, following the same 

sequence: beginning with the endless knot, 

this is followed by the lotus flower, umbrella, 

vase, a pair of yak-tail whisks, a pair of fish, 

a banner and a conch.

Spirits (yaksa/yaksini)

Five more pots are placed in front of the plat­

form. Four of these depict the respective dei­

ties - not in iconographic form but as sym­

bols: stylised leaves in circular and elongated 

form (probably signifying gender associa­

tions) represent yaksa and yaksini, a pair of 

spirits that are thought to frequent fields and 

forests, and since they are considered either 

benevolent or malevolent it is considered es­

sential to propitiate them. Both are associated 

with fertility, but since yaksims symbolise the 

life-sap of trees it is believed that they would 

make barren women fertile (Stutley 1986: 

345). Most pots depict the leaf motives three­

fold, while the handbooks either depict the 

pots with just a pair of leaves, or triple leaves 

without pots, or single leaves in more detail, 

showing a twig with four green leaves - a 

motive that Surje Chitrakar varied as leaves 

floating freely around the dominant represen­

tations of the tree spirits. Another early 20th 

century handbook, in the possession of In­

dra Bahadur Chitrakar in Kathmandu, shows 

a more naturalistic approach: a pair of red 

flowers as yaksa and the three blue flowers 

representing yaksini.

In Patan, the particular role of yaksa and 

yaksini as guardian spirits of the ritual place 

is manifested inasmuch as the pair is repre­

sented by a cross fashioned on the surface 

of the pots. The vertical bulge represents the 

nose, while the horizontal one establishes a 

connection between the large eyes. Terrify­

ing canine teeth demonstrate their apotropaic 

nature. The male version bears a moustache, 

the female a hint of rouge on her cheeks.

Mirror (jvdldnhdykd - Laksmi) and 

Vermilion (sinhamhu = Sarasvati)

Even more abstract than the representation of 

the guardian spirits is the depicition of Saras­

vati and Laksmi by three or four shafts in white 

and yellow that open up to the top, forming a 

triangle in red. Surje Chitrakar’s handbook 

emphasises the conical opening, while the 

shaft is reduced to a stump. In the ritual place 

itself, Sarasvati and Laksmi are duplicated 

as the two pots - Sarasvati on the right of the 

purnakalasa and Laksmi on the left - and are 

also represented by a mirror (jvaldnhayka) 

and a vermilion container {sinhamhu).
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Motifs on gapaca-pots 

presented in the context of 

the Ihi ritual, drawings Surje 

Chitrakar, 2005

Above

The eight auspicious markers 

(astamahgala): 1 endless knot 

(granthi), 2 lotus (padma), 

3 umbrella (chattra), 4 sacred 

vase (kalasa), 5 yak-tail whisk 

(camara), 6 fish (matsya), 

7 banner (dhvaja), 8 conch 

shell (sankha).

Below

Yaksa (male), yaksini (female), 

symbolic representations 

among green leaves and ndga 

(serpent) as the guardian of 

jewels, with pairs of earrings.
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Motifs on gapaca-pots 

presented in the context of 

the Ihi ritual:

Non-iconographical markers 

on two pots flanking the mirror 

and vermilion container, 

left Sarasvati (or Sri), right 

Laksmi, drawing Surje 

Chitrakar, October 2005.

A pair of gapacd pots (height 

11 cm) representing yaksa 

and yaksini, painted by Surje 

Chitrakar, October 2005.

Visnu and Nagaraja

Finally on the far left of the vase a pot is 

placed with the representation of the king of 

the serpents, the Nagaraja. The serpents are 

believed to be the guardians of the mineral 

wealth of the earth, so the creature’s wind­

ing body is accompanied by representations 

of jewellery, namely earrings.

The fourteenth pot to be painted on that same 

evening is not placed in the constellation of the 

platform, but on the western axis of the pit of 

the sacred fire. Usually addressed as praniti, 

which in Sanskrit (pranita) is nothing more 

than “a pot used for rituals”, it is understood as 

representing Visnu, who is believed to preside 

over the scene as the teacher, the guru.
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Ihi ritual in Patan

Pots (height 8.6 and 7.6 cm) 

representing the guardian 

spirits in the form of faces, 

with a moulded cross, 

indicating the nose and a 

bar between the eyes. The 

male yaksa (left) is seen 

with a moustache, the female 

yaksini with rouge on her 

cheeks.

Painted in August 2000for 

the ritual consecration of nine 

stupas at the Hyatt Hotel.

From a sketchbook in the 

possession of Amir Citrakar in 

Kathmandu. Leaf motifs with 

blue and red centres identified 

as “yaksa (and)yaksanikalasa".
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Bowls (salapa) used in I hi 

rituals in Kathmandu.

Left

Bowl (diameter 22.5 cm), 

painted by Amir Chitrakar, 

November 2005.

The dominating symbol is 

a svastika in the shape of a 

cross with the legs bent at 

right angles in clockwise 

direction. At the centre a 

lotus flower, on the arms 

bel fruits, at the end of the 

arms jasmin, at the angles 

of the cross pomegranate 

seeds, at the end of the arms 

symbols designating the moon 

(white crescent) and sun 

(red crescent). Curls in the 

diagonals indicate a gesture of 

inviting the gods into the bowl.

Right

Bowl with a sheet of painted 

paper, roughly indicating 

a svastika, curls and the 

crescents of moon and sun. 

Such products are sold to 

avoid the service of a Citrakar. 

This bowl was made and 

painted in 2003.

Below

Painting (20 x 20 cm) on paper 

of a svastika in a square frame, 

used in Patan on metal dishes 

to substitute an earthen bowl, 

April 2006.

The Salapa Bowl

The shape of these bowls varies. They all 

reach a hight a height of 8 to 8.5 centimeters. 

Those from Bhaktapur (diameter 22.5 cm) 

and Thimi (25.5 cm) have a bulbous form 

with a pronounced rim, while those from Pa­

tan (32.5 cm) and Kathmandu (33.5 cm) have 

a wide opening and are designed more as a 

means of presenting their contents.

The basic and prominent motive of the 

painting on the bottom of every bowl is a 

svastika. Also common to all are the curls 

between the four arms of the underlying 

cross. They represent a gesture of invitation. 

The entire pantheon, not only with the moon 

(Candra) and the sun (Surya) but also Indra 

and especially Brhaspati, the celestial priest 

and purohita of the gods, is invoked. The 28 

divisions of the lunar zodiac, the naksatras, 

are invited to grant blessings and well-being 

- as are the seven seers, the saptarsi. As the 

86-year-old Indra Bahadur Chitrakar from 

Kathmandu explained in 2005, the idea is 

that the gods and the asterisms are invoked 

to protect the Ihi girls throughout their lives. 

Even if their husbands die they will remain 

under the protection of the gods. This sup­

ports the idea that Newar girls, married to

Visnu in the form of a bel fruit, enjoy a par­

ticular protection that retains its power even 

in widowhood.

Beyond the svastika and the curls, the four 

bowls display a wide variety. Sun and moon 

are seen on the bowl from Kathmandu as 

white and red crescents at the bottom of the 

arms of the cross, while the example from 

Patan (where the bowl is called ihipa) shows 

four identical crescents in red. No such mo­

tif can be seen on the bowls from Bhaktapur 

or Thimi. Placed at the centre is either a lo­

tus flower that looks rather like marigold, or 

a book as a symbol of Brahma. The motifs 

found in the arms and feet of the svastika dif­

fer considerably, demonstrating a creative 

freedom to play with the grammar of form 

and meaning. The example from Bhaktapur 

remains rather non-specific, with nine large 

dots (referring possibly to the Navadurga) 

in red, green and blue, and four small dots 

in blue and green. Likewise, the bowl from 

Thimi presents a variety of flowers and green 

leaves. The example from Kathmandu pres­

ents four bel fruits on the arms and four white 

jasmine flowers (daphahsva) at the ends of 

the arms, and in one case eight green pome­

granate seeds (Nev. dhale, Nep. anar), which 

are characteristic offerings to Ganesa. The
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two bowls from Patan (see illustrations) pres­

ent either flowers or the twin book and rosary 

motifs, which are both attributes of Brahma. 

Just as the circle of the rosary stands for the 

cycle of time, the written words of the book 

represent the origin of all manifestations: both 

symbols convey the creativity of the supreme 

deity. Such sophisticated connotations do not 

have to be known, neither by the Citrakar, 

nor by the officiating Brahmin priest. Sym­

bols are used in a large variety of contexts 

to ensure general auspiciousness. By provid­

ing the ritual place and the objects needed for 

the ritual with a host of symbols, the action is 

linked to a larger framework with potentially 

unlimited layers. To return to the example of 

salapa bowls: the white strokes on the rim of 

the example from Bhaktapur represent the lu­

nar mansions (naksatra) or the nine planets 

of the grahamandala.

At the annual Ihi ritual celebrated on the 

Spring’s Fifth in the compound of the Kum- 

bhesvara in Patan, the earthen bowls are re­

placed by dishes of brass or stainless steel. A

Bowls (salapa) used in Ihi 

rituals in Patan, Bhaktapur 

and Thimi.

Above

Bowls (diameter 32.5 cm) 

from Patan, painted by 

Ishworbhakta Chitrakar 

of Sundhara in November 

2005 (left) and used for the 

consecration of stupas in 

August 2000 (right).

The arms of the svastika bear 

either the symbol of a book or 

a rosary, with a lotus flower or 

book at the centre. At the end 

of the arms appears either the 

moon (white crescent) or the 

sun (red crescent). The curls 

in the diagonals do not extend 

across the rim. They represent 

the gesture of invitation to the 

deities to enter the circle of the 

earthen bowl.

Below left

Bowl (diameter 22.5 cm) from 

Bhaktapur, painted by Madhu 

Chitrakar in October 2005. 

Thirteen blue, red and green 

dots fill the space of the 

arms and legs of the svastika 

without conveying a particular 

significance. In contrast to 

the trays from Kathmandu 

and Patan, however, the white 

strokes on the rim symbolise 

the presence of the naksatras, 

representing the divisions of 

the lunar zodiac.

Below right

Bowl (diameter 26 cm) 

from Thimi, painted by 

Purna Krishna Chitrakar in 

December 2005.

The arms of the svastika are 

exceptionally wide. Similar to 

the scheme from Bhaktapur, 

nine non-descriptive flowers 

and eight leaves populate the 

arms of the svastika. Simple 

curls in white and red extend 

across the rim.
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Block prints attached to 

the forehead oflhi girls 

(sapakhvah), printed and 

coloured in 2004.

From, top to Bottom

1. From Bhaktapur 

(17 x 12.5 cm): below a 

course of lotus leaves the 

sacred vase of plenty (kalasa) 

in the centre, seen on the left 

a citrus fruit (tahsi), on the 

right a water lily (utpala), 

both symbols of longevity and 

wisdom.

2. From Patan (16.5 x 9.5 cm): 

trefoil arches architecturally 

frame the sacred vase at

the centre, the vermilion 

container (sinhamhu) to the 

left, the mirror (jvalanhaykd) 

to the right — symbols of the 

goddesses Laksml and Sri.

3. From Patan (16.0x 7.5 cm): 

separated by columns 

supporting fragmented arches 

the sacred vase in the centre, 

left the mirror (jvdlanhdykd), 

right the vermilion container 

(sinhamhu).

4. From Thimi (15.0 x 10.0 cm): 

above a course of lotus leaves 

in the centre the sacred vase, 

left a citrus fruit and right a 

fully opened lotus flower.

Right

From Kathmandu, 

a sapakhvah (13 x 17 cm) 

painted by Indra Bahadur 

Chitrakar, November 2005. 

The vase of plenty (kalasa) 

figures prominently on a lotus 

base under a ceremonial 

shawl, framed by the moon and 

sun in the upper comers.

simple svastika is placed on top of the dish, 

painted on paper in a square, triple-coloured 

frame (19 x 19 cm). The longish feet of the 

svastika support identical Candra/Surya mo­

tifs, and curls done in blue convey the invit­

ing gesture.

The Block Print (sapakhvah)

On the second day of the Ihi ritual the girls 

receive a coloured block print (10 to 13 x 9.5 

to 17 cm), either from the hands of the 

Citrakar or from the organisation in charge, 

which has bought the prints from the painter 

in advance. The block print is laced under a 

headband to cover the forehead, and com­

pletes the ritual outfit. Earlier the girls had 

put the kumahkah thread around their neck, 

and had their forehead and parting smeared 

with vermilion, and were clad with the ihi- 

parasi, the sari offered on this occasion. A 

wide variety of symbols appear on the block 

prints, with an overt emphasis on fecundity 

and general well-wishing.

The block print from Bhaktapur is divided 

into two registers: A row of seven lotus leaves
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at the top and below it the “vase of plenty”, 

prosperity and wealth (kalasa) flanked by a 

citrus fruit (tahsi) and the water lily (utpala). 

The citrus fruit stands for longevity and the 

water lily for wisdom. The citrus fruit plays 

an important part in many Newar rituals: as 

an offering on the occasion of mhapuja, the 

worship of the body in November, and as 

an offering by the Navadurga troupe to the 

people of Bhaktapur after the rebirth of the 

deities on the Victorious Tenth of the Dasai 

festival in October.

The block print from Thimi has the same 

basic structure, but places the kalasa at the 

top. While the prints from Bhaktapur and 

Thimi are standardised, those from Patan 

and Kathmandu will vary the themes or are 

altogether different. Those from Patan place 

the sacred vase at the centre, flanked by the 

mirror (jvdldnhayka) and vermilion container 

(sinhamhu), two objects representing LaksmI 

and Sarasvati. Together with the sukiida lamp, 

these two objects are present in almost every 

proper ritual. The three objects are seen under 

more or less articulated trilobed arches bear­

ing symbols of the moon and the sun, while 

the kalasa is flanked by a pair of eyes which, 

in Bhaktapur, can be identified as conveying 

a Buddhist background.

Organisers from Kathmandu often order 

pots and block prints from Bhaktapur. De­

signs painted in Kathmandu display a kalasa 

under a ceremonial shawl and flanked by 

moon and sun, or simply a bell (ghanta).

Purification: Paring the Toenails

Until very recently, members of marginally 

pure and impure sub-castes were not supposed 

to participate in Ihi rituals. The dividing line 

can be identified by the activities of the bar­

bers. A male barber will shave the heads of 

people from marginally pure sub-castes, but 

for the paring of toenails a butcher’s wife has 

to be called in. The families concerned never 

admit this, and it can only be observed in their 

houses. Eight sub-castes such as Manandhar 

(oilpressers), Citrakar (painters), Ranjitkar 

(dyers) and Nakarmi (blacksmiths) are treat­

ed by the barbers as marginally pure, but 

have participated in the full scope of the Ihi 

ritual for many generations, including partici­

pation in the concluding feast on the first day 

(dusvaja). Such commensality is unthinkable 

on any other occasion.

The Gatha, families who perform as deities 

of the Navadurga troupe, have only recently 

begun participating in Ihi. The organisers 

place the daughters of Gatha at the bottom 

end of the row of participating girls and al­

low them only to appear on the second day 

for the enactment of the offering of the virgin 

(kanyadana). They arrive at the ritual place 

with their toenails already pared, because 

the barber’s wife would refuse to touch their 

feet.

Girls with Buddhist backgrounds - from 

the Ranjitkar, Nakarmi, Suddhakar and some­

times even Manandhar - mix freely with 

other sub-castes under the guidance of Brah­

min priests. Most Manandhar and Citrakar, 

however, prefer to join the annual Ihi ritual 

at Pasubaha, a Buddhist monastery in Bhak- 

tapur’s eastern quarter of Kvathandau. Un­

til recently, the toenails of Vajracarya and 

Sakya were pared on such occasions by a fe­

male barber, while the toenails of those girls 

from the seven marginally pure Buddhist sub­

castes were pared by a female butcher outside 

the monastic courtyard. A remarkable change 

could be observed in February 2007 when all 

of the participating girls arrived with their 

toenails already pared at home. A major dis­

tinction in terms of purity was thus quietly 

overlooked. Apart from two Buddhacaryas, a 

total of seven Vajracaryas, two Sakyas, two 

Citrakars, eighteen Manandhars, two Ba- 

lamis and even one Srestha participated on 

that occasion. Surprisingly, almost half of 

the participating girls came from other settle-
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ments such as Thimi, Banepa, Namobuddha 

and Naya Baneshwar.

Until recently, paring the toenails for the 

first time in the girls’ life on the occasion of 

Ihi marked the passage from an “innocent” 

childhood to a ritually accepted personality. 

Paring the toenails, being clad in a special 

sari (ihiparasi), and being offered to the deity 

Suvarnakumara as a bride, qualifies the girl 

as a member of the parental lineage (phuki) 

which she will leave only when she is mar­

ried to a human groom.

The Setting

The Ihi ritual is a complex initiation ritual that 

takes several days, of which two are reserved 

for collective celebrations. It is celebrated in 

various forms, but with core elements com­

mon to all social and religious groups, re­

gardless of whether Buddhist or Hindu.

These elements include preparatory rituals 

among them, the ritual desicion (samkalpa) 

or the worship of the ancestors (sraddha)', 

supplementary rites such as the ritual wel­

coming (sipharati, lasakusa), the measure­

ment of the girls or the worship of the deities 

in the flasks (kalasa); core elements, e.g. the 

“gift of the virgin” (kanyadana), the “seven 

steps” (saptapadi) or the circumambulation 

around the fire; and concluding rites such as 

the feast (bhoja).

In the following we will describe the Ihi 

ritual or girl’s marriage with the bel fruit that 

took place in the quarter (tvah) of Byasi on 

the 5th and 6th December of 2006, the first and 

second day after full moon, in the month of 

Margasirsa/Mahgsir, called Yahmaripunhi. 

We shall further include material from other 

Ihi celebrations.

The organiser, principle worshipper (yaja- 

mana) and chief sponsor of the Ihi ritual de­

scribed here in detail is Bagat Bahadur Lava. 

He is 65 years old, his wife Tulsi Maya 64. 

He tries to veil his name by claiming Suval

The Main Events of Ihi

Preparations

Feeding Girls (ihimaca nakegu) 

Other preparatory rituals

1st Day (dusva)

Ritual decision (samkalpa)

Ancestor worship (nandisraddha) 

Worship of Alidyah

Sipharati etc.

Measurement rite (kumahkdh.) 

with yellow or white threads 

Joint feast for the girls (ihi ja)

Painting of pots

2nd Day

Gurumandalapuja (Buddhist) 

or fire sacrifice (homo)

Kalasapuja

Welcoming (lasakusa)

Oil on head

Purification: Paring the toenails 

Opening of the eyes by the Citrakar 

Fire sacrifice (homo)

Presentation of the Ihi sari (ihiparasi) 

Vermilion on hair parting

Block print on head

Distribution of bread and milk 

“Gift of the Virgin” (kanyadana) 

Grinding lentils (may ghiri-ghiri ydye) 

“Seven Steps” (saptapadi) 

Circumambulating the fire

Taking alms (bdhra chuye)

Fictive kinship or ritual friendship (tvdy)

3rd Day

Kumari- and Ganesapuja

Well-wishing food (khe svaga)

These subrites hab been tagged on the DVD 

so that one can access them directly.
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status, while his wife is of Dyahla descent but 

claims Duval status. Suval as well as Duval 

are among those farmers who claim the high­

est status and to be on a par with Basukala 

and Acaju. The designation dyahla (lit. “care­

taker of a deity”) identifies Tulsi Maya as a 

daughter of those Jyapu who take care of one 

of the most powerful Ganesas of Bhaktapur, 

Chuma Ganesa of Cvache. On the occasion 

of the initiation, their sons are introduced to 

the iconographic representation of the de­

ity on the first floor level of the god-house 

(dyahche) in a secret Tantric ritual performed 

by an Acaju, the “Master of Rituals” from the 

farmer’s caste.

Bagat Bahadur has eight sons, of whom 

only the eighth shares his food with him, 

while the first seven have set up their own 

kitchen in a double-house complex that ex­

tends along an entire block and almost fifteen 

metres from the road. The central bays of the 

cavernous house are completely dark and are 

only accessible with the lights permanently 

on - meaning they turn into a trap whenever 

the electricity fails during one of the notori­

ous cuts.

Bagat Bahadur’s sixth son is Ganesh Ku­

mar. His son Pradip and Nisan - the son of 

the eighth son, Ganesh Man - had to have 

their initiation performed. The son of Biswo 

Ram - the first son - Krishna Prasad was to 

be married, but the main motive for organis­

ing a collective event was the performance of 

the Ihi ritual for the three daughters of Ga­

nesh Prasad, the seventh son.

Two thoughts or wishes guided the grand­

father in performing the collective ritual on 

the 5th December. For the past twenty years 

he had already been inviting three times to 

partake in an Ihi ritual in front of his house in 

Byasl, and he wanted to continue this tradi­

tion. Moreover, he had long ago vowed not 

to send his daughters or granddaughters to 

take part in a ritual that he himself had not 

sponsored. The present fourth ritual had been 

planned since summer 2006 with the hope of 

his seventh son begetting a son.

The prevailing notion is that sponsoring 

an Ihi ritual or feeding and worshipping vir­

gins (kumdripuja) is auspicious, it is “good 

work” (gingujya yaga). Dedicating a ritual 

to virgins probably addresses the potential 

mother, because the day before the formal 

“Gift of the Virgin” (kanydddna), the girls 

enjoy the last day of their identity as Kumari. 

Ganesh Prasad was very afraid of sponsoring 

the ritual because he would have to take out a 

loan to meet the expenses. But his father gen­

erously assured his support and spent more 

than 250,000 rupees, which would have been 

even more if he had had to buy the necessary 

grains. He bought two buffalos, two goats 

which were sacrificed at Balakhu Ganesa, 

the shrine of the quarter, and beyond that 

15 dhdrni (c. 36 kg) of buffalo meat. Three 

hundred litres of liquor had to be brewed.

The Preparatory Phase

Feeding the Girls (ihimaca nakegu)

A few days or a week before the Ihi ritual, 

the girls are offered svaga - a mark on the 

forehead made of popped rice mixed with 

yoghurt and dark red pigment. This mark, 

offered by the eldest married woman of the 

lineage (nakhi), signals the approaching 

event and opens up the short period in which 

the girls are formally introduced to and ac­

cepted by close relatives. Until dusva, the day 

of preparation for the Ihi ritual, the girls will 

take no food in their parents’ house except a 

glass of milk in the early morning. Each day 

they will be met at home by a female relative 

and guided to their house.

The first visit leads to the house of the 

nakhi of the girl’s father’s lineage, often fol­

lowed on the same day by visits to the houses 

of lineage members, i.e. her father’s brothers 

and grandfather’s nephews and their sons. Be­

yond the members of the lineage, the phuki,
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The offering of ritual food 

(svaga) to the Ihi girl (in this 

case Benita Basukala) by the 

eldest married woman of the 

lineage, the nakhi. Marks of 

vermilion and yoghurt on the 

forehead and the left temple 

initiate a period of a few days 

or a week during which the 

girl leaves her house to be 

fed by members of the lineage 

and maternal relatives.

Photo 15 January 2001.

these visits lead to the paternal aunts (nini) 

of three generations (which includes father’s 

and grandfather’s paternal aunts) and their 

daughters and granddaughters, the maternal 

uncles (paju) and maternal aunts (tahma) of 

their grandmother as well as their maternal 

uncles (paju) of three generations.

In the case of the ten-years-old Benita Ba­

sukala (see map), this sequence was initiated 

by the eldest woman of the lineage, the nakhi. 

The second visit led to the neighbouring 

house, in which her granduncle’s son lived 

as the third member of the lineage. The joint 

great-grandfather’s house, which was built 

on the periphery of Bhaktapur’s northeastern 

quarter in the 1950s, was divided up in the 

1970s. Further visits included the four sis­

ters of her paternal grandfather (nini), two of 

their daughters, the daughter of her paternal 

grandfather’s brother and the paternal grand­

mother’s sister. From her mother’s side she 

visited the house of her grandfather, which 

he shares with his son (the initiate’s paju), 

and her mother’s maternal uncle (paju). She 

did not visit her father’s sister (her nini), 

because the sister had not accepted her role 

at that time, avoiding as she did her elder 

brother who had begun the process of separa­

tion from his younger brother. Nor did she 

visit her father’s maternal uncle, because his 

granddaughter was participating in the same 

Ihi ritual. In two cases she visited two houses 

and in three cases she had to go beyond the 

limits of Kvapade, the extended territory of 

Bhaktapur. She even had to go to Kathmandu 

to visit one of her paternal aunts, who was 

divorced and had married a Buddhist Sakya 

of Itumbaha.

Visiting the relative’s houses in order to 

receive a meal must be seen as a formal in­

troduction and integration into the close so­

cial network of the lineage and the extended 

network of aunts and uncles. The lineage 

usually covers three generations and the 

aunts and uncles and their descendants cover 

three generations as well. Their parents must 

have taken her along to these houses earlier 

in connection with the ritually designated 

meals that accompany life-cycle rituals or 

annual occasions like Bisketjatra, the New 

Year festival in April, and Dasai, the celebra­

tion of the goddess Durga’s victory over the 

buffalo demon. That means she had already 

gathered experience in urban space and knew 

the houses of her close relatives. But visit­

ing these places in the context of the Ihi ritual 

embodies the notion of a formal event.

The more formal visits preceding Ihi place 

the girls at the centre of attention and an­

ticipate their temporary admission into the 

lineage. This membership lasts until their “se­

cond” marriage with a human spouse through 

whom they enter the lineage of their hus­

bands. From that moment on they are treated 

as “living ancestors”. They do not belong any 

more to their place of origin, their natal home. 

But in an expression of sororal solidarity they 

do return in their new role as aunt (nini) or 

“elder mother” (tahma).

One more aspect of the manifold journeys 

of the potential Ihi girls must be underlined. 

They move in urban space in order to get 

acquainted with the realm of their later life. 

Until very recently, daughters of farmers 

(Jyapu) never married into other settlements 

of the Kathmandu Valley, but they crossed 

- as the map documenting Benita Basukala’s 

journeys demonstrates - the narrow limits of
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Bhaktapur: visits by Benita 

Basukala to relatives (ihimaca 

nakegu, lit. feeding the Ihi 

child) prior to her Ihi marriage 

on 29 January 2001. 

On the second day of the 

month of Magha (15 January) 

she visits the eldest woman 

of the lineage (nakhi, 1). 

During the following week she 

visits the only other lineage 

household (2), the parental 

great-grandmother’s nephew 

(3), four parental aunts (nini, 

4-6, 10), female relatives of 

the parental great-grandfather 

(8, 9), two daughters of the 

parental aunts (11, 12), her 

maternal grandfather (13) 

and her mother’s maternal 

uncle (paju, 14).
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their quarter. In a way the city can be called 

the “greater house” which the girls inhabit as 

ritually mature beings after the Ihi marriage. 

The outer limits of Kvapade, the extended 

territory of Bhaktapur as defined by two riv­

ers, are only transcended when accompany­

ing the parents to work in the fields. The rit­

ual space is protected by the seat of the Eight 

Mother Goddesses, the Astamatrka, and the 

inner space is literally occupied by the girl’s 

paternal and maternal relatives.

The Preparatory Ritual (pithapuja) 

on the Day before Ihi

In the early morning the Acaju, the Master of 

Rituals of Jyapu status, goes to the house of 

the organiser and principle worshipper Bagat 

Bahadur in ByasI to prepare all the gvaja, the 

moulded cones of cooked rice needed for the 

following day.

The eldest of the wife-takers and husband 

of the organiser’s sister, the mhaynayah meets 

the Acaju priest at Kiche in the early morn­

ing. Bagat Bahadur, the principle worshipper, 

recalls that he is a farmer named Kava from 

Gvahmadhi, but he cannot remember his 

first name. People are rarely remembered or 

called by their name, but rather by the desig­

nation of their role. As a wife-taker he is only 

marginally polluted if death comes to Bagat 

Bahadur’s family. That allows him to play 

an important role in many life-cycle rituals, 

especially in death rituals, when he has the 

potential to take over the role of the Bha (fu­

nerary priest) in the purification ritual of the 

tenth day, and of the Sivacarya (purity spe­

cialist) on the occasion of the purification of 

the house. Bagat Bahadur calls the very few 

members of these two classes of purity spe­

cialists greedy. Thus for the first time he had 

not invited the Tini to hand out the bel fruit 

to the Ihi girls. Instead, the mhaynayah has 

taken over.

The mhaynayah receives a set of new 

clothes, which he will wear on the follow­

ing days. He also receives a white turban 

(betali). As soon as the work at the organis­

er’s house is completed, they go to the Sala 

Ganesa shrine in Tacapah, the central quarter 

of the upper town. It is the most important 

Ganesa shrine in town, which is regularly 

worshipped as the deity that shows the way 

to go forth. On the occasion of Ihi, offerings 

to this shrine are mandatory because it is here 

that the fire is lit from which the empowering 

mvahni soot is taken. A stroke (mvahni) of 

black soot is placed on the pipal leaf that is 

handed over to the girls on the occasion of the 

“Gift of the Virgin”. From the Ganesa temple 

the group does the round of the Astamatrka 

shrines, thus encircling the realm of the urban 

world of Bhakatpur to which the concluding 

desabalipuja is dedicated. The clay cup used 

to collect the soot is carefully placed in the 

basket (karpari) carried by the wife-taker, to­

gether with puja material. They make their 

way to the easternmost of the shrines (pith) 

of the Eight Mother goddesses, Brahmayani, 

and from there they continue their round, vis­

iting the remaining seven shrines while the 

fire constantly produces soot.

On 21st January 2007 the performance of 

the prescribed pithapuja could literally be 

seen to be driven by a new dynamism. The 

organising party of an Ihi ritual performed on 

the same day in Cvache had a Toyota pickup 

parked on the square in front of the temple. 

The acting assistant priest, a Karmacarya 

from Kiche, carefully carried the mvahni cups 

from the seat of the deity to the car. While he 

and the mhaymaca took the front seats, the 

mhaynayah accomodated himself and the 

puja material on the loading area at the back 

of the car. Following an unconventional route 

by car and crossing the Hanumante river four 

times, the group was able to cover the seats of 

the Astamatrka as well as of Tripurasundari 

in less than an hour (see map).

In yet another expression of contemporary 

dynamics, the route of the pithapuja could be
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covered in less than ten minutes. The Kar- 

macarya, who was acting as an assistant to 

the Ihi ritual at Naraincok (see the film at­

tached to this publication), was busy with 

rituals somewhere else and could not perform 

the puja in time. During dusva. the first day 

of the Ihi ritual, he could slip away for an 

hour while a Josi assistant and the Sivacarya 

were completing the preparations for the ritu­

al place. He performed his duty at the pith of 

Sala Ganesa and reduced the entire circum- 

ambulation of the historic core area of Bhak- 

tapur by turning to the central ninth shrine 

dedicated to Tripurasundari.

Visiting the shrines of the Astamatrka is 

indeed a preparatory ritual observance that 

is mandatory for many festivals. By keeping 

the fire alive and adding mustard oil in case 

the flame dwindles, the soot represents the 

essence of the urban habitat. The goddesses 

not only guard this space - they collectively 

represent the energy or genius loci that en­

ables the urban society to function. By using 

the soot collected while circumambulating 

this space to mark the girls’ foreheads, they 

are invited to become members of society. 

Gracing the pipal leaves that are dedicated 

to Visnu, the “offering of the virgin” par­

ticipates in the power of Durga in her eight 

manifestations.

From the eighth goddess, Mahalaksmi, 

the path leads to Tripurasundari, the central 

ninth goddess in Tulache and to the Ganesa 

shrine in nearby Balakhu, the shrine of the 

non-iconic deity which presides over the 

area (jlaka), and to which the house of the 

organiser belongs. Returning to the house of 

the organiser, the group is received by Bagat 

Bahadur at the main entrance and is served 

khe svaga, a light meal with flattened rice, a 

boiled egg and liquor.

On the day preceeding the first day of the 

Ihi ritual (dusva), the chief worshipper and 

sponsor, collects an earthen pot from a potter 

in Talakva and hands it over to the painter, 

the Citrakar who in the season concerned is

Bhaktapur, alternative routes 

to perform the pithapuja:

1 Brahmayam,

2 Mahesvari,

3 Kaumari,

4 Vaisnavi,

5 Varalli,

6 Indrdyani,

7 Mahakali,

8 Mahalaksmi,

9 Tripurasundari.

The nine places were visited by 

foot on 4,h December 2006 by 

a Jyapu Acdju, in the context 

of an Ihi ritual in Byasi (see 

A on the map). The goddesses 

were visited by a Karmdcdrya 

in a car on 21s' January 2007 

prior to an Ihi ritual in Cvache 

(see B), and on 22nd January a 

Karmacarya chose a shortcut, 

leading directly from the 

pitha of the Said Ganesa (O 

on the map), to the shrine of 

Tripurasundari (no. 9) in the 

centre of town, in the context 

of an Ihi ritual at Naraincok 

(see C).
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entitled to paint a four-handed representation 

of Ganesa onto the front. In a symbolic ges­

ture, prior to handing over the pot, a kisli of­

fering (a small cup with rice, a betel-nut and 

a coin) is presented. In addition, the painter 

prepares a small plate serving as the lid for 

the pot with a white radish, the unmistakable 

symbolic representation of the deity. In case 

of the ritual documented on the following 

pages, the chief worshipper brought the pot 

to a Citrakar of his choice near Nagpukhu. He 

should, in fact, have carried it to Surje Chitra- 

kar, who for that season was the caretaker of 

the Ihi guthi, into which twelve active mem­

ber families of painters are organised. The 

following day the chief worshipper collects 

the Ganesa pot at the painter’s house and 

carries it back to the potter’s quarter, where 

an assistant priest had already prepared the 

ritual place for a complex ritual that lasts for 

an hour.

The First Day (dusva)

The day preceding the “Gift of the Virgin” 

(kanyadana), in some way the climax of the 

Ihi ritual, is dedicated to preparatory cer­

emonies that ensure the ritual place is free of 

pollution. The word component du indicates 

an imminent danger of pollution. The death 

rituals prescribe an elaborate purificatory 

ritual on the tenth day called du byekegu, lit­

erally “to cause to become untied of pollu­

tion”. Death had in fact caused pollution and 

the ritual is designed to return to an at least 

partial state of purity. In annual death rituals, 

the day preceding the actual ritual is called 

dusva (Classical Nev. dusala, “the first day 

of a rite”). This day involves having one’s 

head shaved and toenails pared. A ritual bath 

is compulsory, as is a fast after the morning 

meal. Fasting characterises the day to such an 

extent that it is usually called in short the ek 

cak, literally the day on which only “one por­

tion” of food is taken.

In the context of initiation rituals, the pre­

paratory actions include the paring of the 

toenails for both the boys and the girls. Boys 

have all of their head shaved except for a 

small tuft symbolizing their lineage. In both 

cases, death rituals are performed, which al­

low the ancestors to be present in the ritual 

and to anticipate potential pollution by un­

foreseen deaths, which would force the ritual 

specialists to cancel the entire ritual.

In the early morning a goat is sacrificed at 

the area shrine, Balakhu Ganesa. The soot 

(mvahni) gathered during the sacrifice is used 

by the Citrakar on the second day to open the 

eyes (mikha kakegu) of the painted pots, i.e. 

to empower the vessels for the ensuing rit­

ual. A portion of raw meat is later taken to 

Talakva to be offered to the potter who had 

moulded the Alidyah. The nine pieces of the 

head of the sacrificial animal (syu) are dis­

tributed among the nine privileged Ihi girls 

(nava nakhi) during the feast that concludes 

the first day’s ritual.

The Arrival of the Girls

On the cold and foggy morning of the 8th of 

December, the Ihi girls get up early, most of 

them shortly after five o’clock, to be dressed 

and made up with rouge and lipstick. In many 

cases young professional beauticians are 

asked to help prepare the girls. Red blouses 

with gold threads are kept by the families 

concerned to be used ever again on such oc­

casions. As for the jewellery worn on the 

girl’s head and the bangles and anklets - only 

a few families possess a full set. If more than 

one girl of the extended family joins the Ihi 

ritual, the jewellery has to be borrowed from 

relatives or friends or - against a small fee 

- from the shop of a goldsmith, a Bare. If 

the decision to join the ritual is made late, it 

is almost impossible to acquire a full set. In 

that case it has to be ordered a month in ad­

vance and made by the goldsmith. The fine 

repoussee work of thin brass is no longer
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gilded. A set of necklet, hairnet and frontlet, 

for example, could be ordered in 2006 for 

2,500 rupees (25 euros). Absolutely essential 

is the frontlet (sfibangi) because it is needed 

to hold the block-print that is handed over by 

the painter a few minutes prior to the “offer­

ing of the virgin”. Second in importance is 

a net of five chains (ngapusikha). Often, the 

symbolic tip of a pigtail (sdtupakha) is added 

in the shape of a fish with a bunch of cones in 

silver, shaped as a bell to create a soft sound 

when the girl shakes her head. Instead of the 

tip of a pigtail, a golden flower (lusva) or cir­

cular hair-slides with depictions of the moon 

(Candra) and the sun (Surya) can be inserted 

into the hair. Also a broad necklet on a red 

velvet base is worn as a demonstration of op­

ulence. Bangles (mhu), often with small bells 

(chuysa ghaganghala) and anklets (kali) - 

both worked in silver - complete the outfit.

The mood is gay and joyous, as the girls 

are looking forward to being the centre of at­

tention for the next two days. In a final act 

the forehead is smeared with vermilion, the 

edges of which being carefully marked with 

small red dots. Between six and seven in the 

morning, the mood is frantic as the mothers 

compete to arrive early enough at the ritual 

area in order to secure a good place - which 

means close to the sacred fire where the privi­

leged girls sit and where the Brahmin priest 

acts.

Later in the morning, before seven o’clock, 

129 girls appear with their mothers for a kind 

of ritual notice or invitation ritual for the 

gods - at an auspicious time given (sail) by 

the Josi and calculated according to the horo­

scope of the daughter of the principle wor­

shipper (yajamana) and chief sponsor. The 

girls aged approximately between four and 

nine are mainly from the farmers’ sub-castes. 

They were also later joined by a few carpen­

ters’ daughters and Banamala (Gatha) girls, 

but only on the following day.

The Ritual Place

The ritual place, i.e. the place for the ritual 

fire and the seats for the girls, is a small lane 

in the quarter (tvah) of Byasi, which is now 

almost totally occupied by the ritual. The girls 

take their places on cushions and mattresses 

in three Jong rows separated into two groups 

by the sacrificial place that will be prepared 

for various sub-rituals and sacrifices on the 

second day.

In front of them are the things they have 

been asked to bring with them: a puja plate 

(kvatah) with material for incense (dhup), 

i.e. twisted cotton wicks and oil, light (dip), 

fruits and sweets (naivedya), and for the tikd 

a small container for red (abir, Skt. sindura) 

and orange powder (bhuisinha) as well as 

four small clay saucers with yoghurt. Also 

on the plate are a kisli clay saucer with rice, 

a betel-nut and a silver coin, small pieces of 

fruit, popped rice, and flowers, mostly lalpate 

(Euphorbia). The children also bring a vase 

(kalasa) filled with water and with a flower 

inside, the traditional sukuda lamp, as well 

as a larger clay bowl (saldpd) in which two 

bamboo sticks, a bel fruit, and a long wound­

up length of white or yellow thread have been 

placed.

While the girls are sitting on the mattresses, 

some of them sleeping on the laps of their 

mothers, an elderly woman cleans a spot on 

the ground for the sacred place. On it the Josi 

draws a diagram (Nev. mandah) in white and 

red powder for the Nandimukhasraddha wor­

ship which purifies the house, pacifies the 

ancestors and prevents possible impurity dur­

ing the Ihi ritual, such as when a relative dies 

during the ritual (see below). The sraddha is 

performed by Bhakta Bahadur Lavaju, the 

head of the principle worshipper’s lineage, 

on the directions of the Brahmin priest, but 

the place is prepared by the Josi. The square 

diagram is divided into 16 smaller squares 

with four triangles on each side dedicated to
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the 16 Mothers Goddesses (Sodasamatrka). 

The Josi sits on a small mattress in the south 

facing north. He places nine clay saucers on 

the northern triangles and puts two betel-nuts 

and a wick in each. When asked who these 

clay saucers are for, one priest said for Indra 

etc., i.e. the protector deities of the directions 

(dikpala), the other for the Nine Durgas. He 

also places some unhusked rice and a wick 

on each of the 16 fields. North of the square 

diagram he draws three further diagrams for 

Gana (Ganesa), Gograsa (cow) and Kumari, 

as well as a further svastikayantra, and plac­

es on it dhaupati for the Astaciranjivis, the 

Eight Immortals, represented by a leaf plate 

with rice and two pairs of small clay saucers 

filled with yoghurt. In front of the central 

svastikayantra he draws five symbols for five 

deities (pancayatana, i.e. Sadasiva, Nara- 

yana or Visnu, Surya, Grhalaksmi and the 

istadevatd, the ancestral deity of the worship­

per) and places fragments of green banana 

leaves on them. Below the diagram for the 

Sixteen Mothers, a seat (asana) is marked to 

represent the seven gates (saptadvara) of the 

heavens.

Assisted by the Acaju, the Josi then moulds 

cooked rice into conical forms (gvaja) and 

places them on the three central diagrams; 

he does the same with two smaller gvajds 

each placed on the pancayatana positions. 

Finally he decorates each of the places with a 

marigold and sticks lalpate in the larger rice 

cones (gvaja). He then places a large vase 

with white jasmine in it between the square 

diagram and the other diagrams, to the west a 

sukuda lamp and the pujd plate to the north. 

The whole site is encircled by a long garland 

of betel-nut-shaped lilac flowers (gvesva, 

Nep. makhmalt), which the Josi lays on the 

ground.

After a while the husband of the worship­

per’s sister appears as the most senior man 

(mhayndyah) of the group of wife-takers of 

the principle worshipper and organiser-cum- 

sponsor of the Ihi ritual. He comes out of the 

house situated behind the place that has been 

prepared. On his shoulders he carries the tra­

ditional bamboo pole with two trays (khahm- 

hu) containing the material for the worship 

of the Altdyah (see below). In the left tray 

is the wooden measuring vessel, a plate with 

three large and 27 small gvajds, a kisli sau­

cer, a large number of masala packs (with a 

clove, a dried raisin, a cardamom, one small 

piece of candis sugar, coconut, cinnamon and 

betel-nut, as well as one popped white corn) 

and betel pouches. In the second tray are new 

clothes and further pujd material, such as co­

loured naivedya breads (marhi), fruits, pow­

der, incense and rice flour.

The mhayndyah places the baskets tempo­

rarily on the sacrificial place while the girls 

ritually hand over their pujd plate to the priest 

and make a ritual decision for the ensuing 

worship. They light the sukuda lamp, pour 

water into the vase, and touch the pujd plate 

with their right hand - in which they also 

hold some rice, barley and sesame seeds, as 

well as water and flowers. For these subritu­

als, called puspabhdjana and samkalpa, the 

seats of the nine first girls (nava nakhi) are 

re-arranged. They are now asked to sit west 

of the sacrificial place rather than in a row 

with the other girls. Originally it was planned 

that only five girls (pancakanyd, cf. Vergati 

1982a: 276, Pradhan 1986: 114) would sit 

in this manner, but after a long dispute four 

more were allowed to sit in this privileged 

form. All of these nine girls, now declared 

as “presiding” women (nakhi) are from the 

farmers’ community, five from the Suval 

thar - among them the mhaynakhi Raslila 

Suval, the daughter of the principle worship­

per - one from the Kvaju lineage (thar), one 

from the Sukhupayo thar, and two from the 

Ghaymvasu thar.



130 The Rituals

The Mysterious Alidyah or Clay Deity

After the ritual decision, a small procession­

al group is sent to the Jetha (Jestha) Ganesa 

Temple in the potters’ quarter (Talakva) to 

perform the worship of the Alidyah, the Clay 

Deity of ambiguous identity. The group is 

led by the two Brahmin priests, the princi­

ple worshipper, the mhaynayah carrying the 

sukuda lamp, and the mhaymaca, the sister 

of the worshipper carrying the puja plate, as 

well as other elderly participants. They are 

accompanied by a group of musicians from 

the Jyapu caste: eight men playing the bam­

boo flute, two drummers, and one man with 

cymbals.

The Duty of the Potter

About two weeks before any Ihi ritual the 

mhaynayah, the chief of a group of tillers 

dependent on the officiating Brahmin or the 

eldest of the principle worshipper’s group 

of wife-takers, will carry a kisli, a small cup 

with rice, a betel-nut and a coin to a potter 

in Talakva, which indicates the act of order­

ing the 16 pots and one small bowl necessary 

for the enactment of the ritual. The potters 

mostly keep a stock of these pots in three or 

four different sizes. Should some be missing, 

this allows enough time to produce, sun dry 

and fire them.

Only the potters of the lower town in Ta­

lakva are entitled to produce blackware. This 

reserves for them the privilege and duty of 

producing containers and jugs as well ga- 

pacd pots and salapa bowls as redware for 

ritual use. The potters of Talakva are not or­

ganised into a formal guthi, but they share 

dietary restrictions regarding duck meat and 

eggs, which they are not allowed to consume. 

A widely known legend says that once upon 

a time the potters of the lower town were 

trying furiously to produce their wares, but 

whenever they opened their kilns all they 

found were broken pots. One day a duck was 

found to have survived in one of these bro­

ken pots, and was making a repeated noise 

that sounded like phi, phi, which in Nevarl 

means “sand”. Sand had to be added to the 

black clay to produce durable pottery! Since 

then the duck is considered to be Bisvokarma 

(Skt. Visvakarman), the tutelary deity of all 

crafts in Bhaktapur.

Earlier in the morning the potter had shaped 

a lump of black clay (hakuca) into a cylinder, 

allegedly Siva’s lihga, with a disc of clay 

attached to one side probably depicting his 

hairknot. Although the ritual specialists in­

volved agreed that the black cylinder repre­

sents Siva, a wide range of names were of­

fered, including Agni and Bhairava. The Josi 

acting on the square in November 2005 was 

absolutely sure that it was Anantalirigesvara, 

to whom a temple is dedicated southwest of 

Bhaktapur and of which a replica is to be 

found within the city at Khauma Square. A 

certain affinity to Siva is demonstrated by the 

fact that after the completion of the Ihi ritual, 

the lump of clay will be discarded at a nearby 

temple dedicated to Siva - which is conse­

quently home to a lihga. The Brahmin, how­

ever, named the lump of clay “Agnidyah”, 

which refers to the god of fire, while the pot­

ter changed this designation to “Egindyah”, 

admitting that he had no idea what kind of de­

ity this might be. Most clients referred to the 

lihga as Alidyah, the name under which the 

lump of clay is also widely known in neigh­

bouring Patan, where in a Buddhist context it 

represents a caitya, the symbolic representa­

tion of the Buddha and his teachings.

The First Ritual Dedicated to the Lump 

of Clay

The site of the ritual is clearly marked by a 

flat stone west of the Jetha Ganesa temple 

measuring 49 by 82 centimetres (see site 

plan). The central position is taken by the 

Alidyah, while the acting ritual specialists, 

the Josi and the Brahmin, take their posi-



The Girl’s Hindu Marriage to the Bel Fruit 131

Alidyahpuja at Tdldkva on 

27"' November 2004, ordered 

by Mahendra Sharma.

A lump of black clay shaped 

as a cylinder is brought 

by a potter and placed on 

the southwestern comer of 

the Ganesa temple (a). The 

assistant priest, Govinda Joshi 

puts it on the ritual place 

which is marked by a large 

flagstone (b) and hands it over 

at the end of the ritual to the 

potter’s grandson, who stands 

on a wooden platform (asana) 

that is situated on a second 

flagstone (c). The twelve-year 

old young boy carries it to 

the northeastern corner of the 

temple’s platform (d), where it 

is taken by his grandfather for 

further refinement.

The cylinder of clay (1) forms 

the centre of the arena, while 

the Ganesa pot (2) guards the 

space at a little distance. The 

officiating Brahmin (3) faces 

east, while his client, Pushpa 

Narayan Shrestha (4) faces 

north.

tion and turn to the east. After the linga is 

placed on a large leaf of jelalapte, the Josi 

fixes three eyes, rhomboid silver sheets with 

black pupils at the centre, on the front and 

five coloured flags (paficapatra) are stuck 

onto the top. The affixing of the eyes seems 

to transform the lump of clay into the deity. 

However, no clue is given as to the role Siva 

plays in this particular ritual. Is he introduced 

as the ultimate witness, or perhaps even as 

the bridegroom?

To the left of the linga the Ganesa kalasa 

is placed with its radish-plate on top. Behind 

the linga five cones of cooked rice (gvaja) are 

placed together with small kisli cups contain­

ing rice, a betel-nut and a coin, representing 

the pancdyana deities, i.e. Surya, Narayana, 

Ganesa, Durga and Sadasiva. Set behind the 

pancdyana ensemble are a plate of unhusked 

rice (vo) und four cups of yoghurt, represent­

ing the seven seers. The linga is flanked by 

two more gvaja, said to act as dvarapdlas, 

the guardians of the site. The linga is also 

flanked by a mirror and a vermilion contain­

er, representing in this context the goddesses 

Sri (or Sarasvatl) and Laksmi. Also on the 

left is the triple offering (tribali), which is 

dedicated to Kumari, gogras (represented by 

a kisli cup), and Ganesa. Placed to the right 

is an arrangement that is identified either as 

pancabali (five offerings), Astabhairava, or 

Ksetrapala. Unambigious is the presence of 

Ganesa in the form of light: the sukuda lamp 

is placed to the extreme right, together with 

incense. A certain ambiguity is widely found 

in many rituals because precise identification 

is not obligatory: kisli cups or gvaja cones 

are used in a variety of contexts with vague 

connotations. The seers, the pancdyana dei­

ties, Bhairava and Ksetrapala are somehow 

summoned to protect the place, in the centre 

of which the Alidyah demonstrates his pre-
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sence. Sri and LaksmI, two aspects of the 

Devi grace the scene. What seems important 

is the fact that all of the deities are present 

in a non-iconic form. They cannot be recogni­

sed and gain their “individuality” through the 

words of the officiating Brahmin alone.

The lowest line of the ritual place is made 

up of seven small leaf plates with the inevi­

table auspicious offerings: fish, aLsata-rice, 

yoghurt, fruits, meat, mari sweets and popped 

rice. Rape and broad leaf mustard seeds (ika- 

pakha), the compulsory offerings to the ghosts, 

are offered as an initial act of a ritual.

While the acting auxiliary priests - a Josi, a 

Sivacarya, a Karmacarya, or all of them - are 

preparing the ground, the wife of the potter 

who had shaped the Alidyah places incense 

into the nearby Ganesa temple to propiti­

ate the evil spirits who might haunt the site. 

She also has to supply a straw mat and cush­

ions for the actors. Finally, a Brahmin priest 

takes over and reads out from the Suvarna- 

kumaravivahavidhi the declaration of ritual 

intention in the presence of his client, the 

jajman (Skt. yajamana), who acts as the or­

ganiser and principle worshipper, the kaji, of 

the entire ritual. His daughter has obtained 

the privileged role of the nakhi, who sits on 

first place in a row of up to 140 ihimaca. At 

the end of the ritual the client receives a red 

mark on his forehead from the Brahmin while 

he hands over daksina.

In a second stage the Sivacarya or the Josi 

acts again as an assistant. He hands over a new

Alidyahpuja on 27th November 

2004.

A lihga shaped from black 

clay (hakucd) is decorated 

with five flags and red flowers 

(lalpate), flanked by the mirror 

(jvalanhayka, representing the 

goddess Sri) and a vermilion 

container (sinhamhu, repre­

senting LaksmI) and two cones 

of cooked rice (gvajd).
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Altdyahpuja on 27,h November 

2004.

The acting assistant priest, 

the astrologer Govinda Joshi 

hands over the Alidyah to 

Udayacandra Prajapati (the 

grandson of the potter who 

shaped the lihga), who wears 

a turban und stands on a 

designated stone on Tdldkva 

square.

Photos 27th November 2004

cap to the son or grandson of the potter who 

had shaped the Alidyah. The boy duly stands 

on a wooden plank on top of a small flagstone 

in the pavement that has been purified with 

cow dung and designated by a svastika dia­

gram done in rice flour. The plank serves as 

the “platform”, asana. Once the boy is stand­

ing on this platform, the Josi binds a white 

turban around the new cap, and the wife of 

the mhaynayah performs the usual welcom­

ing ritual (lasakusa) to the instructions of the 

Brahmin, who is still present. This includes a 

mark being placed on the person’s forehead 

in vermilion and yoghurt, and flowers and 

rice being showered over their body. In this 

case the ritual includes the act called siphd 

luyegu (lit. “to pour from a wooden con­

tainer”), in which flowers and ritual rice are 

poured thrice over his body from a container. 

This is also done on many other occasions, 

such as during the boys’ initiation.

Carrying the Alidyah, the principle wor­

shipper is now instructed by the Sivacarya 

to lead the boy to the northeastern corner of 

the Ganesa temple while pouring water from 

a kalasa. The moment the boy places the 

Alidyah there in its rough form, the children 

of the square rush up and rip off the decora­

tions. Within a second the consecrated deity 

is transformed into a lifeless, meaningless 

lump of clay that waits to be reshaped into a 

more sophisticated form.

Shaping the Alidyah

The potter then takes the Alidyah to his 

workshop, where he gives it a proper shape 

and adds eight serpent bodies along the shaft 

in an effort to frame it. He also fashions four 

small cups from the lump of clay, which are 

later placed on the outer border of the firepit.

Later that afternoon, the Karmacarya and 

the mhaynayah leave the house of the prin­

ciple worshipper with the sacred vase that 

bears a representation of Ganesa, and turn to 

a non-iconic Ganesa shrine at Inaygah, lo­

cated in a pit (gall) a few steps beyond the 

western edge of the historic settlement. There 

the pot is empowered by a Tantric ritual and 

taken to the square of the potters, where the 

potter is already waiting with the refined clay 

object, the Alidyah. The ritual, similar to the 

one in the morning, is now repeated. The de­

ity with its multiple identities is once again 

given eyes, flags, and also yellow thread of 

the kind that had earlier been handed out to 

the girls participating in the Ihi ritual. The 

potter’s wife receives a ritual meal of samaya 

(soybeans, ginger, meat, flattened rice, fish 

and egg) and bikiibaji, an offering of about 

four kilos of rice.

With the vase of Ganesa in one basket and 

the Alidyah in another, the mhaynayah heads 

for the ritual place in the company of the 

Karmacarya. At the entrance to the site the 

Karmacarya prepares a yantra on which he 

places the Alidyah and offers rape seeds and 

broad-leaf mustard (ikapakha) seeds, which 

are burnt on charcoal to produce a smoke that 

purifies the access to the ritual place. The
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wife of the officiating Brahmin priest appears 

to perform a welcoming ritual (lasakusa) be­

fore leading the two with their ritual objects 

to the scene. The potter follows suit, carrying 

the remaining sixteen pots in two baskets.

The principle worshipper and sponsor, Ba- 

gat Bahadur, refers to the ritual on the Tala- 

kva square of the potters simply as cd phyagu 

(lit. “to mould clay”). He compares the gift of 

unmoulded clay to the potter with the “Gift of 

the Virgin”. The lump of clay is worshipped 

in the usual sequence of flower, incense, a 

bunch of keys and offerings from the sipha

vessel by his sister, who represents the pater­

nal aunts, the ninis. The ninis are called “living 

ancestors” (Gutschow/Michaels 2005: 115) 

because they no longer belong to the paternal 

lineage but continue to visit their maternal 

home (thache). All Ihi girls will eventually 

leave their maternal home to become a “liv­

ing ancestor”. Worshipping the lump of clay 

as a preparatory ritual prior to the “Gift of the 

Virgin” might hint at an identity that never­

theless remains veiled. The potter to whom 

the principle worshipper hands over the lump 

of clay with the help of the Tini or Sivacarya

Ihi ritual in Bhaktapur, 22nd 

January 2007.

The making of the Alidyah on 

the preparatory day (dusva). 

For the first ritual in the early 

morning, a roughly shaped 

cylinder of black clay (1) with 

the indication of a hair knot 

is brought with charcoal and 

a wooden seat (asana) and 

placed on the plinth of the 

Ganesa temple.

For the second ritual, the lump 

of clay is taken by the potter 

to his wheel (2) to provide a 

more sophisticated yet non- 

iconic shape with a pointed 

top. Placed in a bowl together 

with four small cups, the 

moulded lump is surrounded 

by eight snake bodies. The 

wife of the potter places the 

Alidyah on to the ritual place 

and binds yellow kumahkah 

thread around it (3). The 

Karmacarya assistant priest 

sticks auspicious flags into 

the body of the deity and adds 

three eyes onto the surface 

to provide orientation. The 

mhaynayah helper carries the 

Alidyah and the Ganesa pot to 

the entrance of the ritual place 

to be formally welcomed by 

the wife of the acting Brahmin 

(4). The potter follows with 

the remaining 15 pots which 

have to be delivered to the site 

to be painted there the same 

evening.
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Bhaktapur, Ihi ritual on 5,h 

and 6,h December 2006 in 

Byasi, organised by the chief 

worshipper, Bagat Bahadur 

Lava.

The day preceding the 

preparatory rituals (dusva), 

the chief worshipper turns to 

a potter (Kumah) at Taldkva 

square to collect a pot which 

he hands over to a painter 

(Citrakar, no. 1 on the map) 

to be painted with Ganesa. 

Early in the morning of the 

dusva day he collects the 

pot and takes it home (route 

no. 2). The representative of 

the wife-takers of the chief 

worshipper’s family, the 

mhaynayah, carries the pot 

in the company of the acting 

assistant priest (Acaju) to the 

shrine of Indyganedyah (route 

no. 3), located beyond the 

western edge of the city. There 

the pot is filled with water and 

thus empowered by the Tantric 

priest.

From Indyganedyah the group 

turns to the potter (route no.

4) to collect the Alidyah deity, 

which has been elaborately 

moulded from the lump of clay 

that had been worshipped 

earlier that morning.

Upon the return to the chief 

worshipper’s house (route 

no. 5), both of the divine 

objects, the pot representing 

Ganesa and the clay object 

representing Alidyah (Siva, 

Agni or Bhairava) are 

welcomed at the threshold by 

the wife of the acting Brahmin, 

Kalpana Sharma, with a 

lasakusapuja.

In the meantime, the Brahmin 

priest and his Josi assistant 

have prepared the ritual place.

(the purity specialist who later worships the 

bel fruits) or, in his absence, by the Josi, is 

identified by the principle worshipper as 

Daksaprajapati, the demiurge or sun genius 

and son of Brahma, whose daughter Parvati 

or Sati was married to Siva. On one occa­

sion, the principle worshipper declares that 

Daksaprajapati failed to offer Siva a share 

of a sacrifice that he offered to all the other 

gods. Assuming the form of Virabhadra, Siva 

killed him but restored him to life, albeit with 

a goat’s head. It is difficult to say whether 

this weird myth has any connection to the rit­

ual. Others do not share the explanation given 

by the principle worshipper, but the openness 

of this ritual allows many different meanings. 

Thus, Bagat Bahadur immediately identifies 

the lump of clay as Agnidyah and never re­

fers to Alidyah, Siva, or Bhairava. According 

to him, the transformed and skilfully mould­

ed lump of clay that is brought to his house 

represents the fire that is needed to kindle the 

sacred fire the following day.

In the evening of the dusva day, the 

mhaynayah brings the artistically mould­

ed Alidyah deity and the Ganesa pot to the 

house of the sponsor, who worships him 

while standing on the threshold stone, the 

pikhdldk.hu. After this, the Brahmin priest’s 

wife appears to take his hand and lead him 

into the house of the sponsor, who has to feed 

him dusvaja, cooked food that will be shared 

by all the Ihi girls that same day. Normally, 

a Suval farmer would not share cooked rice 

with a Kumah potter, in particular with one 

to whom he is not related by marriage. Shar­

ing dusvaja demonstrates a rare transgression 

of the otherwise strictly observed borders of 

commensality.

The Worship of the Ancestors: 

Nandisraddha

After the worship of the Alidyah, the par­

ticipants of the procession return to the place 

where the Ihi ritual is performed - passing

pikhdldk.hu
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a rest house in which the buffalo is still be­

ing prepared for the evening meal (dusvaja). 

All the girls and mothers have been waiting 

there patiently. By this time it is already past 

midday, meaning that the girls have been sit­

ting on their places for six hours without any 

meal. During these long hours they do not 

show any sign of impatience or discontent, 

even though they have not yet been at the fo­

cus of attention.

What follows is the continuation of the pre­

paratory rituals, especially the Nandi(ka)- or 

Nandimukhasraddha (see above p. 128), a 

ritual that is not specific for Ihi but prescribed 

for any auspicious event such as marriage or 

initiation in order to worship and pacify the 

nandimukhapitarah or ancestors (cf. Srad- 

dhavidhi, pp. 87-105, and Kane 1973/IV: 

526-528). Now the principle worshipper and 

head of the family Bhakta Bahadur Lavaju, 

the Brahmin priest and the Josi jointly per­

form the worship of the deities.

After a few minutes one Brahmin priest asks 

the girls to stand up while his elder brother 

continues guiding the Nandimukhasraddha, 

also called Vrddhi- or Abhyudayikasraddha. 

It is said that an even number of Brahmins 

should be invited to perform the sraddha. 

During this the priest asks the nayah to place 

bayar, dried fruits from the jujube tree (Zizy- 

phus jujuba), and blades of dubo grass on the 

seats arranged on the diagram. These repre­

sent pindas to the ancestors (pitr). The girls 

are also asked to worship the ancestors and 

all deities by throwing rice and flowers at the 

sacred place.

The Measurement of the Girls (kumahkah)

Afterwards the girls are measured 108 times 

or more from feet to head with the yellow or 

white thread they have brought and placed 

in the salapa bowl. This sub-ritual is called 

kumahkdh, “the thread of the Kumari”, or 

satbhrndika, lit. “pure thread”. The nakhi, to­

gether with the women from the Brahmin’s 

family and the assistant priest enfold the 

girls nine times from head to toe with a six- 

stranded thread. For this purpose they use 

two sticks made of dwarf bamboo (n): one is 

placed under the girl’s foot, the other held on 

or above her head. In Bhaktapur, for instance, 

it may be held above the girl’s head so that 

the length of thread does not measure exactly 

her height. The threads are then coiled around 

the sticks and the girls, holding them in their 

hands, receive the blessings of the Brahmin. 

They then place the bundle on the puja plate.

After a while the ritual ends with a num­

ber of more or less short sub-rituals: arati, 

in which the wife of the main priest takes 

a special ball of rice (instead of sukuda, as 

elsewhere) with three small burning torches 

sticking in it and shows it to the nine girls 

and mothers, who receive the sacred light 

with their hands and then direct it over their 

heads. The Acaju shows the light to the other 

girls. Then the Brahmin does his rounds, col­

lecting the sacrificial fee (daksina) in a large 

plastic bucket. This is quickly followed by a 

ritual decision to present food (annasamkal- 

pa), which is formulated by the priest in the 

name of the children, blessings (aslrvada) in 

the form of verses (sdntika-pustikamantra) 

spoken once again by the priest, the release of 

the sun as witness (suryasaksi), and, finally, 

the priest and his helpers ritually cleaning the 

sacrificial place.

In the late afternoon the girls are fed with 

a meal (dusvaja) cooked under the guidance 

of the Brahmin’s wife and served on a spe­

cial plate, the thaybhu, for the nine privileged 

girls and on jelalapte leaves for the other 

girls. It is regarded as the virgin’s last meal. 

The food includes boiled rice, meat, vegeta­

bles and lentils, as well as many other items 

including pancamrta (milk, yoghurt, ghee, 

sugar and honey) and khe svaga (meat, fish, 

bean cake, egg, alcohol), considered to make 

up the standard 84 varieties (cyepeta ghasd,
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Ihi ritual at Naraincok on 22"d 

January 2007. Measurement 

of the nakht, the privileged girl 

of the group from feet to head 

with the kumahkah thread on 

the preparatory day (dusva). 

The Brahmin’s wife provides 

the thread which is coiled 

around bamboo sticks.



138 The Rituals

Nep. caurasl byanjari). In addition, the nine 

privileged girls (nava nakhi) are served with 

syit, i.e. the nine parts of the head of the sacri­

ficial animal (see Gutschow/Michaels 2005: 

121). The girls must eat the dishes alone and 

take at least five handfuls (pancagrasa) in the 

traditional way, i.e. with thumb and ring fin­

ger, then thumb and small finger, thumb and 

middle finger, thumb and index finger, and 

finally with all fingers together. In this ritu­

alistic way they demonstrate that they have 

become independent and no longer need any­

body to feed them. It is also remarkable that 

the girls are almost totally by themselves, i.e. 

without any adults; the priest alone tells them 

what to do. Only mothers with small chil­

dren will help their daughters. The leftovers 

are brought to the nearest absorbing stone 

(chvasah). From now on the girls are not al­

lowed to eat any food, especially salt, until 

they are served light food and tea the next 

morning.

Preparing the kumahkah Thread at Home 

On returning home with the kumahkah thread, 

the girls’ mothers work hard under the guid­

ance of the other women of the house to pre­

pare the twelve objects that have to be knotted 

into the thread. These are: 1 piece of ginger, 

2 flattened rice, 3 betel-nut, 4 raw sugar, 5 a 

copper coin, 6 four grains of unhusked rice, 

7 salt and ginger, 8 four pieces of popped 

rice, 9 fish, 10 a short twig of miciki (Nev. 

svasthanisva, Nep. jamane mandro, also da- 

ruhaldi'), 11 sujaphva (Skt. jyotismati?') and 

12 malephva. The first nine items are regu­

larly kept in a Newar household. A twig of 

miciki, the flowers of which are needed for 

the observance of svastharii in January/Feb- 

ruary, is not for sale in the market and has to 

be obtained from a farmer or the women of 

the Gatha, who supply the city with flowers 

for rituals throughout the year. Sujaphva and 

malephva are on sale at the shops that supply 

the materials needed for annual and life-cycle 

rituals. Sujaphva is a small dried flower, while 

malephva is a walnut-size fruit that could not 

be identified. Nobody in Bhaktapur has ever 

seen the bush or tree bearing these fruits.

The question arises as to why these twelve 

items are knotted into the thread. The inclu­

sion of rice, ginger and salt hint at provisions 

for a journey similar to the desantara jour­

ney undertaken by initiated boys. These boys 

even receive a miciki stick that is tied to the 

bundle they carry on their shoulders. If the 

girls are being equipped for a journey, is it 

the anticipated journey to the realm of the fu­

ture human husband or is it the journey to the 

world of the divine husband, Visnu?

Painting the Pots and Bowls by the Citrakar 

In the evening of the first day every painter 

family has to send a representative to the 

principle worshipper’s house to paint the fif­

teen pots needed for the ritual on the com­

ing day. The Ganesa kalasa has already been 

painted and taken earlier to the ritual place in 

the company of the AlTdyah. A potter brings 

the remaining pots to the site in the morning.

Experienced painters such as Surje Chitra- 

kar or Narain Krishna Chitrakar will attend 

to the purnakalasa that will bear Brahma. 

The others take care of the representations of 

the astamahgala, yaksa/yaksini, Sri/Laksmi, 

ndgaraja and pranitd. Young, inexperienced 

boys are left the task of painting the salapa 

bowls, of which six to 140 are needed.

The Second Day

On the early morning of the next day the ritu­

al place is freshly prepared for the forthcom­

ing consecration of the sacred vases (kalasar- 

cana) and the domestic fire sacrifice (homa, 

havana, yajha), as well as another worship 

of the ancestors (nandlkasraddha). For this 

purpose the sacrificial area has been shifted 

a few metres in order to use the limited space 

to best effect. It is the place around which
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a number of sub-rituals will take place, in­

cluding the climax, the “Gift of the Virgin” 

(kanyadana).

The Fire Sacrifice (homa, ya/ha)

The consecration of the vases, in which the 

gods are invoked, is a ritual that precedes 

the fire sacrifice - which itself precedes the 

main ritual event (visesakarma). The homa, 

which has little to do with its Vedic anteced­

ents (van den Hoek 1992, Gray 1979), is not 

significantly different from other laukika-, 

samanya- or scmtihoma rituals, as performed 

by Rajopadhyayas during various life-cycle 

rituals and other occasions such as the conse­

cration of a house. For an event to be auspi­

cious, it is essential to invite a host of deities 

- the main (mula- or pradhana-) and accom­

panying (anga- or parivara-), the personal 

(ista- and kula-) as well as the local (sthana- 

and desa-) deities (devata) - and to pacify the 

ancestors and possibly malevolent deities.

All in all over one hundred gods are to be 

invited and fed - among them the respec­

tive central deity (muladevata), Ganesa, 

Brahma, Agni, Mrtyunjaya and Amrtesvari, 

the five Gomatrkas, Sri, Laksmi, Kumari, 

the pancayatana or parivaradevata group 

(Surya, Siva, Grhalaksmi, Varuna, Nagaraja), 

the Astamatrka, the Yoginis, the four Vedas, 

the Rsis, the Navagrahas, the ksetrapdlas, 

dikpalas and lokapalas, kalapatis (deified 

“time rulers” such as the months, tithis or 

naksatras), istadevatas and kuladevatas, and 

local deities (sthdna-, desadevata).

The homa ritual lasts for about three hours. 

The Josi has already prepared the fireplace 

with unbaked bricks on the evening of the 

first day. He first purified the ground with a 

mixture of cow dung, red clay and water. Af­

terwards he arranged the bricks for the firepit 

in two layers in a quadrangular form with two 

additional bricks each in the four directions. 

To the north he had also built a rectangular 

one-layered platform of unbaked bricks for 

the nine sacred vases that have been described 

above. To the east he made similar platforms 

for the Nandikasraddha. These bricks have 

been brushed with mud and cow dung.

Early in the morning of the second day, 

four bamboo sticks, sugar canes and banana 

poles are erected at the corners of the sacrifi­

cial place. They are connected with four thin­

ner bamboo branches on which several flow­

er garlands, pipal leaves and coloured paper 

flags have been hung. This construction is 

supposed to form a kind of sacrificial canopy 

above the fireplace (yajhamandapa). Fixed 

to the corners are banana leaves, and sacred 

vases (kalasa) are placed on the grounds in 

the four directions.

The Josi then places a layer of unhusked 

rice as seats for the sacred vases and the eight 

vases representing the astamahgala on the 

rectangular platform in the north. In additon 

he places the mirror (jvdlanhdyka) to the east 

and the vermilion container (sinhahmu) to the 

west, together with an earthen vessel for yo­

ghurt (dhaupati). The sacred vases (kalasa), 

especially the main vase (purnakalasa), are 

filled with water and milk and covered with a 

clay cup with a piece of white cotton, a betel 

nut, rice (aksata) and a coin.

The Josi also strews with white and red 

powder to create several diagrams on the al­

tar (yedl) and on the ground, thus marking the 

seats for the deities. Yantras indicate the seats 

for the offerings dedicated to various dei­

ties. Thus a tribali is prescribed for Ganesa, 

gograsa for Gomatrka or Astamatrka, or 

a pahcabali for Surya, Siva, Grhalaksmi, 

istadevata, Varuna or Nagaraja.

He continues by making an octagonal lotus 

(astapadmd) diagram round the firepit and 

svastikas or various other circular and rect­

angular diagrams for the sacred vases in the 

north and for the ritual items such as sukuda 

or argyhapatra. For the seat of Visnu, one 

of the earthen vases is placed to the east; a
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red disc in a green frame indicates his pres­

ence as pramta. For Brahma, a bundle of two 

pieces of wood used to sprinkle holy water 

(proksani) is placed in the west.

The seats for the priests and the nayah are 

in the south, facing north. The Josi places 

a straw mat for himself on the ground and 

arranges the necessary ritual items on and 

around the altar, placing among them pipal 

leaves with aksata for Agni at the centre of 

the firepit, pipal leaves with sacred threads 

and kusa grass for the four Vedas on the four 

bricks at the sides, as well as on the sacrificial 

ladles, various plates with grains and flowers, 

and a vase with purified water (jalakalasa). 

He also hangs a copper vessel (ghrtadhara) 

over the fire altar, from which liquid ghee 

will later be dripped into the flames.

Mukunda Sharma, the younger brother of 

the main Brahmin priest Mahendra Sharma, 

who performs the homa, uses a modern “spi­

ral pad” as his handbook in which he has 

copied on 36 pages the main ritual events 

(Nevari, red ink) and the mantras (Sanskrit, 

black ink). For the Nandlkasraddha he uses 

a similar handbook. The priest performs and 

combines the following ritual elements or 

steps:23

• Preparations: purification (dcamana, Nev. 

nasala), worship of Ganesa, worship of 

Visnu with water (arghajala), ritual deci­

sion (samkalpa), worship of the mandala in 

the firepit with water and flowers, spiritual 

and ritual preparation of the priest (nyasa, 

tika, water from the arghyapatra) and the 

sacrificer (yajamdna), worship of two piec­

es of firewood and two kusa blades.

• Worship of deities: worship of sukuda 

and Ganesa; worship of Ganesa, Yoginis, 

Durga, and dikpalas at a diagram on the 

southwest corner of the sacrificial space.

• Preparation and worship of the firepit 

(yajhakunda): The priest begins with 

incense etc. (atra gandhadi), he looks 

(niriksana) at the altar reciting the gdyatri 

mantra, he touches the altar, sprinkles wa­

ter on it, smooths the ground (mulepana) 

and worships the altar with unhusked rice, 

flowers (marigold) and kusa grass. He 

then encircles the altar with three strings 

of cotton thread (trisutra), and performs a 

Laksmi- and Vagisvarapuja by creating two 

small heaps of aksata and placing pieces of 

sugar cane on them.

• Piling up firewood: The priest takes one 

piece of asvattha wood, sprinkles argha 

water on it, recites once again the gdyatri- 

mantra (gayatrisodhana), and finally plac­

es four times four and three times three, a 

total of 25 logs of wood in the form of four 

squares and three triangles on the ground.

• Kindling the fire (agniprajvalana): The 

priest touches his eyes with water, takes 

a small piece of wood, places a small cot­

ton wick on it and lights it with a lighter, 

again reciting the gdyatri-mantra and other 

verses. He then lights the fire.

• Worshipping sacred vases (kalasdrcana) 

and all other deities on the sacrificial place 

with water, rice (aksata), incense (dhupa), 

popped rice and/or sweets (naivedya).

• Feeding the fire with oblations and inviting 

the deities (devapratistha): ritual cleaning 

of the three sacrificial ladles (sruva, Nev. 

dhagah and catuva), cooking ghee, pouring 

ghee with the dhagah into the fire, throw­

ing ghee-saturated blades of kusa grass into 

the fire, performing the ten life-cycle rituals 

(dasasamskara) for the fire by reciting ap­

propriate mantras, offering eighteen kinds 

of wood with ghee, offering ghee with the 

catuva ladle and caru — a mixture of sev­

eral grains - for all present deities, mixing 

seven kinds of grains (saptadhanya) and 

offering it to the fire three times reciting the 

gdyatri-mantra and three times in the name 

of Agni, Ganesa, Durga, the ksetrapalas, 

Brahma, Visnu (Pramta), the ten dikpa- 

las, the four Vedas, the Navagrahas, the 

Astaciranjivis, the seers (rsi), the family

23 For a more detailed descrip­

tion of such rituals see Kropf 

2005: 384-406. Handbooks 

similar to the private copy of 

Mahendra Sharma include 

Rajopadhyaya N.S. 1102, and 

the Agnisthapana manuals of 

the Purblya tradition, e.g. the 

popular edition of Buddhisa- 

gara Parajuli, n.d.
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gods (parivaradevata, viz. Suryanarayana, 

Sadasiva, Grhalaksmi, istadevata, Varuna, 

Nagaraja), Ganesa, the five Gomatrkas, 

the Astamatrka, Sri, Laksmi, and all other 

gods. In the course of offering the grains 

the priest throws them into the fire as well 

as onto the seats of the deities.

During the homa, the principle worshipper 

(nayah) again performs the Nandikasraddha 

by throwing dried fruits of the jujube tree and 

blades of dubo grass to the ancestors (pitr) on 

the diagram.

The homa frames the main ritual event. It 

will be concluded after the Ihi ceremony with 

elements that will be described below. It is a 

ritual by which the totality of deities is invited 

for the protection and welfare of the main rit­

ual event (visesakarma). It resembles the so­

cial structure of the initiation rituals when the 

totality of relatives, neighbours and friends is 

invited to join and witness the transformation 

of a member of the clan. Both homa and Ihi 

are integrating rituals.

The Welcoming (lasakusa)

The girls appear with their mothers at around 

seven in the morning, once again dressed in 

festive bridal clothes and wearing all the jew­

ellery from the previous day. On this day six 

more girls show up. They are from the Gatha 

caste and are not allowed to participate on the 

first day and its concluding meal, the dusvaja 

(see above). The main ritual event is the mar­

riage (ihi, Nep./Skt. kanyaddna), when the 

girls will be presented by their fathers to a de­

ity called suvarnakumara, the “Golden Boy”, 

who is regarded either as Visnu or Siva.

The nakhi and/or the wife of the priest re­

ceive the girls with a traditional welcoming 

ritual (lasakusa) at the entrance to the sacri­

ficial place. Using a piece of dubo grass, the 

welcomer(s) sprinkle(s) water onto the girls. 

Afterwards the first girl is taken by the hand 

and led round the fireplace. The wife of the 

Brahmin then offers another welcome to the 

girls using ritual rice, the sukiida lamp and 

the iron key.

Bodily Purification

The girls first have to undergo bodily purifica­

tion. The Jyapu Acaju (or the Brahmin priest) 

consecrates the hands of the girls’ paternal 

aunts (nini), who carry a small braided bam­

boo tray (mimica) bearing the offerings for the 

barber’s wife: a piece of buffalo meat, some 

grains of a variety of rice that is only used 

in ritual contexts (svava, literally “flower­

rice”, see Gutschow/Michaels 2005: 65), a 

small lump of cow dung, a small cup contain­

ing mustard oil, and a cup (kisli) with rice, a 

betel-nut, a coin and a stylised jasmine flower 

(daphahsva, Skt. kundapuspa) made of silver 

(jona) and fixed to a toothpick, and a small 

sacred thread. Only the nine privileged girls 

receive the mimica tray from the hands of the 

Brahmin’s wife. Before taking the first nine 

girls to the barber and his wife, she raises the 

Alidyah high above the girl’s heads and al­

lows everybody to view (darsana) the myste­

rious deity, which somehow acts as witness.

Then all of the other girls follow with their 

paternal aunts; it takes almost an hour to pare 

the toenails (lusi dhenegu) and colour the 

feet (ala tayegu) of all the participating girls. 

The barber’s wife does this work while her 

husband asks for a fee of fourty rupees and 

the already mentioned mimica offering. The 

woman pares the toenails above a (bronze) 

plate bearing a piece of red cloth and some 

money. This plate is held and afterwards 

taken away by the girl’s respective paternal 

aunt (nini), who adds some uncooked and 

cooked rice to the nails and takes them to the 

Kalighat, the place specified for the house of 

the sponsor as the place for discarding ritual 

waste. In exchange she receives the length of 

cloth.
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While the girls are still having their toenails 

pared, the Josi prepares the ritual for empow­

ering the vermilion powder (sinhapuja). The 

wife of the Brahmin priest goes round and 

collects some powder from each of the girls, 

which she adds to the powder that the Josi has 

put into the small bowl depicting a radish - 

the symbol of Ganesa. He spreads out the red 

cloth that is later used to cover the girls’ faces 

while colouring their foreheads. Uttering a few 

mantras, he performs the puja while the prin­

ciple worshipper is engaged in his srdddha 

and the Brahmin starts the sacred fire.

The Josi continues making further prepara­

tions, such as placing kisli cups on the four­

teen pots. The pot dedicated to Sri had been 

filled with white husked rice (jaki), the one 

dedicated to LaksmI with brown unhusked 

rice (va). The colour of the rice mirrors the 

colour of the non-iconic symbols painted on 

the pots. The Josi also empowers the hands 

and the brush of the painter, the Citrakar, who 

now opens the eyes on the neck of the pots 

with tiny strokes. For this act of turning the 

earthen pots into ritual objects imbued with 

life (pranapratistha) he uses the soot (jnvah- 

ni) that was collected during the sacrifice of 

the goat on the first day.

Preparing for the Marriage

Having returned to the ritual place, each girl 

is presented with the painted salapa bowl, 

and a special sari (ihiparasi) with red and 

yellow stripes, which is only worn during Ihi, 

during the subsequent worship of the lineage 

deity (dugudyahpuja), and occasionally up 

until Barha tayegu. The presentation of the 

bowl follows the parting of the hair (sincu 

phayegu), which is performed by the wife of 

the chief Brahmin priest. She takes some ver­

milion (sinhamhu) between her right thumb 

and her middle and index fingers and smears 

it from the centre to the left temple, and then 

to the right across the girl’s forehead, return­

ing to the middle and finally without any in­

terruption into the girl’s parting. This gesture 

marks the girl’s married status because only 

married woman have vermilion in this form 

in their hair. During this process the girl’s 

eyes are covered with a piece of red cloth in 

order to protect them from the powder.

Afterwards the girls receive a coloured 

paper block print (sapakvah) bearing auspi­

cious symbols: in the centre a sacred vase 

(kalasd), on the left a citrus fruit (tahsi), and 

on the right the blue lotus or water lily (ut- 

pala). A fee of seven rupees has to be paid 

to the Citrakar. The mothers fix the picture 

carefully with a red thread (pasuka, Skt. 

pancasutrd) to the girls’ foreheads. It is be­

lieved that the future husband will be harmed 

if the picture falls down during Ihi. They also 

receive a garland in the form of coiled yellow 

or white thread in which the twelve offerings 

were bound (see above p. 138).

Ihi ritual at Byasi on 6th 

December 2006.

The Brahmin’s wife raises 

the Alidyah to allow the girls 

and their mothers to view the 

mysterious clay deity.
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Ihi ritual at the house of Tima 

Lal Karmacharya on dusva, 

5th December 2004.

Above

The Brahmin priest presents 

puja, vermilion, flowers, coins 

and couch grass to the hands 

ofNarain Chitrakar, who 

holds a brush and a pipal 

leaf in his hands.

Below

Narain Chitrakar opens the 

eyes painted on all 16 pots 

behind the sacred fire. He 

touches the eyes painted on the 

neck of the pots with the tip of 

the brush with soot that has 

been collected the preceding 

night by the Karmacarya at 

the shrine of Indrayam, the 

goddess presiding over the 

northwestern direction.

Ihi ritual at Mahendra

Sharma’s house in Khaumd 

on 28"' November 2004.

The Brahmin’s mother smears 

vermilion with her right thumb 

from the centre to the left 

temple, and then to the right 

across the girl’s forehead, 

returning to the middle and 

finally into the parting of her 

hairs. This gesture marks the 

girl’s married status.

Then all of the girls receive some bread 

(phalimarhi) and some milk. A helper goes 

round and distributes the bread to each of the 

girls while another helper hands out a plastic 

cup into which he pours water with milk. The 

girls enjoy the food for they have not eaten 

anything since the previous evening.

Meanwhile the priest has started the fire 

sacrifice, during which he also worships one 

bel fruit. At the same time, the Acaju performs 

a desabalipuja, with gvajas, which he cannot 

identify as individual deities. However, the 

large ball (of cooked rice, often with facial 

features in vermilion representing Bhairava) 

is placed in a copper container, the kvalah, 

which otherwise is used exclusively in death 

rituals to arrange the pindas. The main of­

fering during this worship is represented by 

a duck’s egg (haykhe). Shiva Ram, the offi­

ciating Jyapu Acaju, insists that in this case 

this bali was offered to the Balakhu Ganesa. 

In other cases it is discarded on the nearby 

chvdsah stones, thus establishing a link to the 

pisacas - unpacified souls, which are fed at 

these places.

Shiva Ram is of the opinion that the Josi 

must have performed the belpujd, but we 

did not see him doing so. In other cases the 

Sivacarya performs the belpujd. Shiva Ram 

also was not aware that the Brahmin offers 

mvahni to the pipal leaves (as Bagat Bahadur 

had mentioned the other day). The mvahni 

soot produced during the circuit to the nine 

protective deities and the mvahni of the desa- 

balipuja is mixed and offered as a black 

stroke to the girl’s foreheads in a gesture that 

concludes the Ihi ritual.

It takes about an hour and a half before the 

Ihi ritual slowly reaches its climax: the Gift of 

the Virgin (kanyddana). The girls have now 

been sufficiently purified and are ready to be 

married. However, this central ritual event is 

delayed by two other rituals that have been in­

serted on the occasion described here, a Kayta- 

puja of two grandsons and a marriage of one of
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the sponsor’s grandsons. Both rituals are per­

formed by the ritual specialists in a quick and 

rather simple manner, and the newly married 

couple scarcely manages to circumambulate 

the fire three times because the priests imme­

diately continue with the Ihi ritual. It is not un­

usual to combine life-cycle rituals because this 

helps to save resources and effort, but in this 

case the Ihi ritual dominated everything else.

In the concluding parts of the fire sacrifice, 

the wife of the chief priest offers sipharati to 

all of the girls. First she worships the girls 

by means of the wooden measuring vessel, 

an iron key and the sukuda lamp, and then 

she showers flowers, rice, and pieces of fruit 

over the girls while touching their head and 

shoulders. After that the Acaju once again 

raises the conical rice ball (gvaja) with the 

three burning torches up on high, and all of 

participants wave the light symbolically over 

their eyes and over their head.

Finally the worshipper together with his 

wife, which is to say the grandparents of the 

main girl, hand both priests, the Josi and the 

Acaju and the jicabhaju two lengths of cloth 

and some money as daks bid.

The Gift of the Virgin (kanyadana)

It is already afternoon when the girls’ fathers 

appear. Up till now the scene has been entire­

ly dominated by female participants. Apart

Ihi ritual at the house of 

Tima Lal Karmacharya on 

kanyadana, 6th December 

2004.

Narain Chitrakar hands 

out the coloured block print 

(sapakhvah) to the Ihi girls.
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Ihi ritual at Naraincok 

on 23rdJanuary 2007. The 

Brahmin priest entertains 

the sacred fire (homa) while 

he faces east. The chief 

worshipper and his wife are 

seen to his right, stretching 

their hands to receive 

offerings, prasada.

from the ritual specialists and the helpers, 

as well as the observing field-workers, only 

women and girls have been present. The fa­

thers - or in those cases where they have died, 

are absent to attend office, or are working in 

foreign countries, uncles or grand-fathers - 

stand behind the girls and wait for the auspi­

cious moment (sail) when the priest is ready 

to announce the moment of kanyadana.

Earlier, during the fire sacrifice, the 

Sivacarya (or Josi) has already briefly wor­

shipped a basket with some 200 bya fruits 

(Nep. bel, Skt. bilva or snphala, “the fruit 

of wealth and fortune”) with mantras and 

pahcamrta. He also places a tiny piece of gold 

in the basket. The wood-apple tree (Aegle 

marmelos) is widespread throughout South 

and East Asia. It is popularly known as Bilva, 

Bilwa, Bel, orBeli fruit, Bengal quince, stone 

apple, and wood-apple. The juice is strained 

and sweetened to make a drink similar to 

lemonade, and is also used to make a refresh­

ing drink by mixing the pulp with tamarind. 

The young leaves and small shoots are eaten 

as salad greens. The cricket-ball-sized fruit is 

eaten fresh or dried and used as a remedy for 

various diseases. In Hinduism, the tree and 

its dried fruits are mostly assigned to Siva be­

cause it is believed that he lived under such 

a tree.

Now the mhaynayah takes the brass con­

tainer with the bya fruits on his shoulder and
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the Josi goes around twice to all the girls. 

During the first round the girls and fathers all 

worship the bel fruits, during the second the 

Josi takes one fruit from the basket without 

looking into it and hands it over to the girls, 

who keep it in their hands. Contrary to what 

is often the case in the Buddhist context in 

Patan, Kathmandu, or Bhaktapur, their hands 

are not tied together. It is said that the size 

of the fruit resembles the size of the future 

husband. In this instance the Josi replaced the 

Sivacarya, whose duty is to worship and dis­

tribute the fruits.

Subsequently the fathers worship the bel 

fruit, which in this context is declared and 

believed by most participants to be Suvarna- 

kumara or Visnu. The Ihipujavidhi says that 

the “Golden Boy” helps to destroy the sins 

(of childhood or the father’s sins?):

This form of the Golden Boy (Suvarna- 

kumara) destroys the greatest sin. A glimpse 

of (this boy) destroys the sins (performed) in 

this and earlier births. (Ipv Nr. 21)

Bhaktapur, Ihi ritual, belpuja 

on 23rd January 2007 at 

Naraincok.

Bikhulal Shivacharya acts as 

assistant priest, who offers 

puja to the bel fruits, covers 

them with white cloth and 

empowers them in a Tantric 

ritual.
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Ihi ritual at the house of 

Tima Lal Karmacharya on 

kanyadana, 6,h December 

2004.

Above

The Tint hands out a sprig of 

couch grass to every Ihi girl 

and instructs them how to 

place it across the be I fruit, 

which is already covered by 

offerings of black sesame and 

barley (hamvah-thecva).

Below

The father’s hands support his 

daughter’s hands, which in 

turn hold the bel fruit across 

which a sprig of couch grass 

is firmly pressed. This gesture 

demonstrates the final “gift 

of the virgin” to the deity, 

Suvarnakumara.
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The fathers standing behind the girls take 

some sprigs of kusa grass in their hands, 

together with a mixture of barley and black 

sesame seeds (thecva-hamva), the bel fruit, 

and some small square platelets of gold and 

silver wrapped in a piece of paper on which 

the word pratima, “image”, has been stamped 

by the shopkeeper. Apparently the plates are 

regarded as deities. The fathers also receive a 

ring from the priest made of kusa grass, which 

they put on the ring finger of the right hand. 

Then the Brahmin’s wife pours water and the 

principle worshipper’s wife pours milk from 

a vase over the hands of father and daughter, 

thus worshipping Visnu represented by the 

gold (Pradhan 1986: 111), while the priest 

formulates the ritual decision (samkalpa) 

for the kanyadana. The father also utters his 

name and the name of his ancestral lineage 

(gotra), as well as the name of his daughter. 

This is the auspicious moment when daughter 

and “husband” get married. For this purpose 

the Sivacarya lays a blade of kusa grass over 

the bel fruit signifying a long life, since kusa 

grass often stands for immortality.

During the whole kanyadana part of the Ihi 

ritual, both priests sing the so-called kanyddd- 

na-veda hymn(s):

om agnaye tvd mahyam varuno dadatu so 

'mrtatvam asiya-/

ayur ddtra edhi mayo mahyam pratigrahitre 

//I//

rudraya tvd mahyam varuno dadatu so 

'mrtatvam asiya /

prdno ddtra edhi mayo mahyam prati­

grahitre // 2 //

brhaspataye tvd mahyam varuno dadatu so 

'mrtatvam asiya /

tvag ddtra edhi mayo mahyam pratigrahitre 

//3//

yamaya tvd mahyam varuno dadatu so 

'mrtatvam asiya /

hayo ddtra edhi mayo mahyam pratigrahitre 

//4//(VS 7.47)

To Agni, yea, to me let Varuna give you. 

May I gain life that shall endure for ever. Be 

you strong vital power to him who gives you, 

and comfort unto me the gift’s receiver: To 

Rudra, yea, to me let Varuna ... for ever. Be 

you the breath of life to him who gives you, 

and vigour unto me the gift’s receiver. To me 

Brhaspati let Varuna ... for ever. Be you cov­

ering skin to him who gives you, and comfort 

unto me the gift’s receiver. To Yama, yea, to 

me let Varuna ... for ever. Be you a steed to 

him who gives the guerdon, and vital power 

to me the gift’s receiver. (Transl. Griffith/ 

Arya)

Afterwards the participants throw popped 

rice and red powder onto the participants 

and deities in a common sub-ritual called 

pratistha.

Subsequently the father or mother fixes 

the gold platelet (pratima) on the girl’s fore­

head and the silver platelet on the bel fruit. 

Often the gold platelet, which costs around 

forty rupees, falls straightaway to the ground. 

Sometimes Visnu is engraved or believed to 

be engraved on the gold piece.

This is followed by the blessing of the girls 

by the senior-most woman with sipharati, 

then the ritual payment (daksind) of the 

priest. After the “Gift of the Virgin” the ex­

change of alms, bard chuye, lit. “to give alms 

(Skt. bhiksd)”, takes place. Using both hands, 

the mothers offer their daughters three times 

vdkijaki, a mixture of husked and unhusked 

rice, and add a coin, a bank note (five or ten 

rupees) and a piece of cloth. In recent times 

the length of cloth has been replaced by a Chi­

nese-made garment, which is much cheaper 

than having a blouse specially tailored. Then 

the mothers do their rounds presenting three 

kish cups of rice grains to all of the other 

129 girls. The final offerings of three hand­

fuls are dedicated to the deities present on the 

occasion, represented by the sacred vase, the 

kalasa.
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Ihi ritual at Naraincok on 23rd 

January 2007.

The offering of the virgin, 

kanyadana. Lipisa Lakhe- 

bindyo holds the bel fruit with 

both hands which in turn are 

held by her father's hands 

in a gesture of offering. On 

her forehead can be seen the 

golden platelet, representing 

one form of the deity. Her 

mother is seen on her right.

Following pages

Seven of the privileged nine 

girls facing the sacred fire. 

Wearing a new cap, their 

fathers hold the bel fruit prior 

to handing it out to the girls.
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Those wives in the neighbourhood who 

have remained childless also present the same 

kind of alms. Feeding the Ihi girls is under­

stood as an act of devotion, which in turn will 

result in being blessed with pregnancy. The 

feeding of the virgins (kumari) may also be 

performed in other ritual contexts. In neigh­

bouring Banepa, for instance, a kanyapuja is 

annually performed in the month of Sravana. 

Hundreds of virgins will line up in the main 

street to receive offerings such as rice, sweets 

or small gifts.

At this point the girls are taken to the fire 

where they stand one after the other on the 

north side of the fireplace facing east. They 

perform the so-called “Seven Steps” (sapta- 

padt), accompanied by the mantra “One for 

sap, two for juice, three for the prospering of 

wealth, four for comfort, five for cattle, six for 

the seasons. Friend! be withseen steps (united 

o me). So be thou devoted” (PG 1.8.1-2), but 

not with wooden sandals as in the case of the 

Buddhist boys’ initiation. This is followed 

by grinding black lentils (may niyayegu), 

a rite that the girls perform with both feet 

using a stone pestle and mortar in order to 

wipe out all their sins. Having completed the 

“Seven Steps”, the girls touch the AlTdyah, 

which is brought there by the daughter of 

the Brahmin priest. Immediately afterwards 

they walk three times around the fire. The 

“Seven Steps” and the circumambulation are 

both part of any traditional Hindu marriage 

ritual.

Concluding the Ritual

The ritual is concluded by the usual ritual 

closure (cf. Kropf 2005: 398-400) of the fire 

ritual (homci). The following steps are per­

formed: worship of the Brahmin by the sac- 

rificer or yajamana (brdhmanapuja), giving 

coins to all the deities in the sacrificial area 

and then to the priests and the Josi, blessings 

(dsirvada, svastivacana) and giving a flower 

to the sacrificer, recitation of the peace-giving 

santipatha (VS 36.17) by pouring ghee into 

the fire with the sruva ladle, giving a tika 

with oil from the sacrificial ladle to the sacri­

ficer and all participants, sacrifice of various 

substances such as sarvausadhi by putting 

them into the fire in order to help Agni digest 

the sacrifice, purnahuti, the Brahmin giving 

a tika from the ashes (agniloha-raksa) of the 

fire to the sacrificer and himself, throwing the 

pipal leaves representing the dikpalas and the 

Vedas into the fire, presenting his hands to 

the fire and then touching them to his head, 

placing the arghyapatra upside down, throw­

ing the pieces of proksam-wood, the rest of 

the rice (vrihi) corns and the remaining ghee 

into the fire (sesahuti), then the look into the 

mirror with the purnacandramantra and the 

ritual release (visarjana) of the deities.

This is followed by the ddna or daksind ele­

ment: As a kind of daksind, the Acaju receives 

a towel (rumal) and a dhoti. The cash is di­

vided into two halves. The Brahmin, together 

with his brother, his wife and his daughter-in- 

law, receives one half. The second half is di­

vided into thirds: the Brahmin gets one third, 

the Josi and the Acaju share the second third, 

and the third one is divided equally among 

the Brahmin, the Josi and the Acaju. In this 

way the Acaju received 4,500 rupees (50 eu­

ros). Of the vakijdki offerings (mixed husked 

and unhusked rice) seven equal shares are 

set apart. The Brahmin receives two shares, 

while the Josi, the Acaju, the Nau (barber), 

Citrakar (painter) and Kumah (potter) receive 

one share each. One share amounted to 30 

pathi or c. 135 kg of grains.

After the daksind, the priest takes the main 

vase and pours water from the roof of the main 

donor’s house on to the worshipper and his 

wife, as well as on to the girls and other par­

ticipants, in a rite called brahmavisarjana.

At the end of the long day, all of the partici­

pants receive a meal, sponsored by the donor, 

in which flattened rice (which can easily be
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shared by everybody across caste divisions) 

is served with meat.

Returning home as late as half past seven 

in the evening, the Ihi girls are welcomed at 

the threshold stone of their home. Together 

the female members of their respective lin­

eages, of which they will become members 

on the occasion of the forthcoming worship 

of the ancestral deity (the diigudyah), offer 

them four mana (c. 2 kg) of rice and a piece 

of cloth. At the same time all of the females 

of the maternal home (thache) of the girl’s 

mother - the grandmother, grandaunts, moth­

er’s sisters and mother’s brother’s wives - of­

fer one pathi (c. 4.5 kg) of rice, a piece of 

cloth and a symbolic coin or banknote.

Having returned home, the girl is disrobed 

by her mother so that she may put on the co­

lourful and ornate dress she is presented with 

on this occasion. The bel fruit, the kumahkdh 

garland and the blockprint are kept by her 

grandmother in the storeroom, the dhukuti, 

where not only provisions are stored but also 

objects that are to be kept safe, away from 

daily life. The bel fruit is now considered 

to embody a special quality, equal to a de­

ity, a dyah. Menstruating women should not 

touch these objects and in case of a death in 

the house, the bel fruit, the garland and the 

blockprint should be moved to a neighbour­

ing house to avoid pollution. The other sacred 

objects may be kept in the house but should 

not be touched during the first ten days of im­

purity. The earthen salapa bowl is stored in a 

niche in the room that can be easily reached, 

because more relatives will be coming to of­

fer three handfuls of unhusked rice, a piece of 

cloth and a five rupee banknote.

After the Ihi girl has entered the house, a 

feast is offered to the lineage members and all 

those from the mother’s maternal home who 

had invited the girl for ihimaca nakegu dur­

ing the days preceding the Ihi ritual. Thus the 

rounds of feeding and being fed are brought 

full circle for a distinct social group, to which 

the girl now firmly belongs. As a Kumari she 

was more or less a generic female being, al­

beit with a positive, auspicious notion. With 

the Ihi ritual she remains a virgin, but she 

loses the specific quality of a Kumari upon 

entering the circle of the lineage and estab­

lishing firm links to the female world of her 

mother’s maternal home - a bond that will 

shift to her own natal home after her marriage 

to a human groom.

The Third Day

Early in the morning, the mothers of the girls 

for whom the ritual of the “offering of the vir­

gin” was performed the day before go to the 

Ganesa shrine of their quarter to offer pujd. 

Ganesa is inevitably addressed in every ritual 

event: either at the very beginning or, in the 

case of ancestor worship (sraddha), at the 

auspicious moment indicated by the Brahmin 

priest.

Kumaripuja

Having returned from the shrine, the mother 

will dress and make up the girl in the same 

way as was done on the preceding days. 

Dressed in the special sari, the ihiparasi, 

which demonstrates the girl’s new status, she 

is paraded from her house through the lanes 

and streets of the city to the seat (pithd) of 

Kaumari, the third of the Eight Mother God­

desses (Astamatrka) who guard the urban 

space along its historic perimeter. The god­

dess is represented at her seat in a non-iconic 

fashion by a stone, which was found there at 

the time. By now, a few more stones have 

been added which collectively represent the 

Eight Goddesses. Along with the remaining 

seven goddesses and the central Tripurasun- 

dari, Kaumari had been worshipped on the day 

preceding the Ihi ritual by the Acaju as part of 

the pithapuja. On the third day, however, she 

is the sole focus, because she is also identi-
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fied as the seat of Kumari, the virgin goddess. 

The offerings to the deity include ritual rice, 

popped rice, flowers, an egg and even a ci­

trus fruit (tahsi), which represents longevity 

and fertility. One of the three objects on the 

block-print fastened to the forehead prior to 

the act of the “offering of a virgin” was also 

that singular and remarkably sour citrus fruit 

that is consumed exclusively on the day of 

mhdpuja, the worship of the body on the first 

day of the Newar New Year (Nepal Samvat). 

In a decisive gesture of worship, the mother 

touches her forehead to the stone represent­

ing Kaumarl and asks her daughter to do the 

same.

The caretaker of the deity’s seat is a Pvah, 

from the community of sweepers who live in 

a settlement beside the shrine. He receives 

offerings of rice and soybeans. As they re­

turn home, the mother throws a few grains 

of rice to the shrines and temples they pass. 

Passing the temple of Bhairava at Taumadhi 

Square, the mother turns to the tiny iconic 

representation of this powerful deity and asks 

the girl to touch it with her head in a gesture 

of reverence. The route home never follows 

a straight line, but rather the prescribed ritual 

route, which takes in temples and shrines that 

are regularly worshipped by the families of 

the particular quarter. Adults and children are 

taught early on to follow the “correct” route. 

Not that there is any notion of the direct route 

being “forbidden” - quite simply, returning 

from rituals is such a frequent occurrence that 

movement within urban space takes on a spe­

cial quality, different from that when pursu­

ing profane matters.

Returning Home: Worshipping the Ancestors

Having returned from visiting the seat of 

Kaumarl, the ihimaca is offered the ritual 

welcoming meal (khe svaga) which includes 

a boiled egg, a small dried fish, small pieces 

of buffalo meat, soybeans, raw ginger, flat­

tened rice and, decisive in a ritual context, 

brandy. The egg and brandy are received with 

arms crossed; three initial sips of brandy and 

a few small bites of egg are compulsory. In 

this case, deep fried sweets were added be­

cause they are easily available on such festive 

days during Yahmaripunhi, the full moon in 

early December, which is celebrated by all 

families by consuming rice from the recent 

harvest. It is a day similar to thanksgiving, on 

which many death associations also have the 

annual conventions.

Still fully dressed, the girl receives the egg 

and brandy from the eldest woman of the lin­

eage, in this case the grandmother - the wife 

of the principle worshipper. The girl does this 

for the first time in her life, demonstrating her 

passage into a new world in which she acts as 

a member of the patrilineage. Equally impor­

tant is that she first offers food to the ances­

tors (dyah cayegu) before she starts eating. 

Tiny heaps of flattened rice and bits of egg 

and meat are placed on a leaf in front of her.

Before Ihi the girl was a child without so­

cial duties. Through her marriage to the bel 

fruit she has turned into a member of soci­

ety and as such of the lineage. She shares her 

food with her great-grandparents who are still 

known by name.

The third day of the Ihi ritual 

on 24"' January 2007.

For the first time in her life, 

Lipisa Lakhebindyo receives 

food from the eldest women 

of the lineage which includes 

brandy - see the small earthen 

cup beside her dish. She also 

offers food to the ancestors for 

the first time before she starts 

eating. Tiny heaps of food are 

placed on a leaf in front of the 

plate.



The Girl’s Hindu Marriage to the Bel Fruit 155

Variations Demonstrating the Dynamics 

of the Ihi Ritual and a Shift in Meaning

While Bhaktapur’s ritual tends to be per­

formed in a rather conservative manner, the 

practice in Kathmandu has been greatly sim­

plified. The case presented here was observed 

on the Indestructible Third (aksaya trtlya), 

which may be used for Ihi rituals, Kaytapuja 

and marriages without the necessity of con­

sulting an astrologer.

On 30th April and 1st May 2006 eight girls 

and eight boys convened in front of the Tara- 

kesvara temple, built c. 1800 by Rana Baha­

dur Saha on Kathmandu’s Darbar Square as 

a long, two-storeyed structure on a stepped 

plinth. The priest, Vasanta Rajopadhyaya, is 

not only the caretaker of the temple, he also 

lives there and performs the ritual there sev­

eral times a year.

To justify changes in the organisation of 

the ritual, the priest told us stories filled with 

a sense of magic. Thus, originally five girls 

had the privileged role of the five virgins (pan- 

cakanya). Some girls became sick, at which 

the priest grew alarmed and introduced nine 

Kumaris, reflecting the nine Durga (Nava- 

durga, also named Navayogini) of the temple. 

The wife of the Brahmin later admitted that 

the local Cleaning Club (young boys who 

keep the place clean) persuaded them to al­

ter the pattern. The Altdyah is no longer pre­

pared and the ambiguity of the deity has fi­

nally been resolved: it is the Tarakesvara that 

is worshipped in the temple by the girls as 

Altdyah. The sacred vase dedicated to Ganesa 

is also no longer required, because Ganesa’s 

presence in the temple fulfils the need. Some 

fifteen years ago the arrangement of earthen 

pots was replaced by three unpainted copper 

kalasas: the central one represents Brahma, 

to the god’s left a kalasa dedicated to the 

Eight Gods (Astavasu, alternatively identi­

fied as Mahesvara), to his right by the Nine 

Planets (Navagraha, alternatively identified 

as Visnu). The fact that the planets are paci­

fied on such an occasion does not surprise 

us. The presence of “a class of gods regarded 

as atmospheric powers” (Stutley 1986: 327) 

is, however, unique. The power of the Eight 

Vasus explicitly prevents enemies interfering 

in sacred rites and ceremonies and bestows 

treasures on their worshippers.

On the first day the girls are led round the 

ritual place and bow down to a non-iconic 

representation of Candabhairava, who pre­

sides over the place. The officiating priest 

dominates the entire process of organis­

ing and procuring food and materials. The 

Nandimukhasraddha, however, is still per­

formed by the principle worshipper, whose 

son had booked the ritual long in advance. 

Returning to Nepal from Boston on a vaca­

tion, it was his wish to perform the Ihi ritual 

for his daughter. The initiation of boys does 

not require a sacred fire, and the few mantras 

uttered by the Brahmin can easily be trans­

mitted by telephone across the oceans. The 

Ihi ritual, however, depends on the Brahmin’s 

presence. Before long, the Newar communi­

ties in New York or San Francisco will be 

large enough to organise such a ritual every 

few years. Surprisingly, there was not a sin­

gle principle worshipper, but four more had 

decided to join together and perform their 

own Nandimukhasraddha.

On the second day, the girls are again led 

round the ritual place before having their toe­

nails symbolically pared. The woman barber 

had been called in by the priest and paid in ad­

vance. She was offered neither a bamboo tray 

with the prescribed offerings nor daksina.

For the final “Gift of the Virgin” (kanyada- 

na), the girls wear the yellow thread (ku- 

mahkah) without the prescribed offerings 

woven into it. A piece of paper decorated with 

a painted bell (sapakhvah), which is fixed to 

the hair, and just a short length of cloth of the 

prescribed pattern (ihiparasi) add to the eco­

nomical trappings of the ritual - every item
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Kathmandu

The second day of the Ihi ritual 

at the Navayogim temple in 

Kathmandu,

T‘ May 2006 (the day after 

Aksay a trtiya).

The central Tarakesvara linga 

replaces the usual AlTdyah 

linga. The eight participating 

Ihi girls are first lined up 

(A) along a north-south axis 

and then circumambulate 

- guided by the officiating 

Brahmin’s wife - the ritual 

place, offering worship to 

Candabhairava. The copper 

pots (1) are placed on a flag 

stone in front of the shrine: 

in the centre Bhairava, to the 

west Visnu and to the east 

Mahadeva. The copper vessel 

(kvalah) with a representation 

of Survarnakumara is placed 

in front of these (2).

Later (B) they face north, 

lined up behind the organizer’s 

parents (nayah and nakht) 

and the Brahmin who 

maintains the sacred fire. (3) 

In a final act (C) the Ihi girls 

assemble below the guardian 

lion across which the 

Brahmin’s helper pours 

water.
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Kathmandu, Ihi ritual, 

kanyaddna on 1st May 2006 

at the Tarakesvara temple.

Left

The Ihi girl holds the bel fruit 

in her left hand while her 

father holds the thumb of her 

right hand.

Middle

The priest's wife holds the 

copper vessel with an image 

ofVisnu. The father induces 

the thumb of the girl to touch 

a golden plaque of Laksmi- 

Narayana.

Right

A small golden plaque 

depicting Laksmi-Narayana is 

tied to a larger one in silver. 

By touching this emblem, the 

marriage to Suvarnakumara 

is carried out.

is reduced to a symbolical minimum. The sa­

cred fire is maintained only symbolically in a 

ready-made pit cast in brass.

The “Gift of the Virgin” displays an im­

pressive variation. The girls hold the bel fruit 

in their left hand while their fathers hold the 

thumb of the right hand in their right fist, to­

gether with kusa grass and the usual mixture 

of barley and black sesame. The priest goes 

around carrying a copper vessel with a figure 

of Visnu buried beneath flower petals and a 

small, seven-centimetre-long silver medal­

lion, to which a four-centimetres-long plaque 

in gold is tied, depicting Laksmi-Narayana. 

The fathers guide the thumbs of the girls in 

their efforts to find and touch the plaque.

In the end, the girls are guided round the 

ritual place to the location where they grind 

black lentils, but without having performed 

the “Seven Steps”. Finally the Brahmin’s 

helper showers water from the eastern lion 

guarding the plinth of the temple (brah.- 

mavisarjana).

The disappearance of the Altdyah, and the 

reduction in both the endowment made to 

the ritual site and in the girls’ parapherna­

lia is part of a well-known phenomenon of 

economisation. Symbolic representations do 

no more than recall the original costumes. 

The priest constantly explains his actions in 

Nepali, he tells jokes, laughs and uses even 

English terms to entertain the crowd of moth­

ers and fathers as well as the foreign field 

worker. The ritual proper seems to fade away 

even though the prescribed steps are followed 

faithfully. One of the paternal aunts, for ex­

ample, did not appear in time to receive her 

niece’s toenails, which are not in fact pared 

in reality but merely touched with a knife. 

The crowd got nervous and even angry when 

she could not be reached on her mobile tele­

phone. A relative had to go and search for her 

as her mere presence was vital. She was no 

longer necessary in functional terms, but she 

had to be there in her role as paternal aunt 

who has to share certain duties in the future 

of the girl’s social life.

The appearance of a duality, the bel fruit 

of the left hand symbolising the presence of 

Siva as a witness and the gold platelet bearing 

Laksmi-Narayana - together forming a cou­

ple to be touched with the thumb of the right 

hand - seems to be revealing. In Bhaktapur, 

the bel fruit and the gold platelet are joined to 

produce an ambiguous entity. In Kathmandu 

the ambiguity is resolved.
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Conclusion

Why do Newars perform Ihi? It has often 

been noted that only Newars celebrate this 

ceremony, which in all likelihood is one of 

the longest and most important of their life­

cycle rituals. So Ihi is clearly a characteris­

tic part of Newar identity. Newars regard 

the non-performance of Ihi as inauspicious, 

and a Newar girl who has not undergone the 

ritual would have problems finding a suitable 

husband. G.S. Nepali (1965: 107) reports that 

Newars from Kathmandu refused to inter­

marry with some Newars in Birgunj who had 

given up Ihi.

It is also true - on the whole - that only 

Newars perform Ihi. However, there are two 

exceptions. Firstly, not all Newar castes per­

form it (cf. P. Srestha V.S. 2062: 85, Gellner 

1991: 120f.). This holds true in Bhaktapur 

for the Nay (butchers), Jugi (musicians), Dva 

(musicians), Kulu (leather workers), and Pvah 

(sweepers) (Levy 1990: 665), and perhaps 

also for the BalamI, Gopali (cowherds), and 

Dui castes living on the periphery of the other 

Newar cities. Levy (1990: 665) also says that 

Rajopadhyayas of Bhaktapur did not use to 

perform Ihi. According to Mahendra Sharma, 

the reason for this was that they practised child 

marriage and regarded the boy as Suvarna- 

kumara. Secondly, in rare cases castes other 

than Newars join modern Ihi parties. Thus, 

in an Ihi performed on aksaya trtiya 2006 in 

Kathmandu (Maru tvah), a Purbiya Brahmin 

girl (Baral) was also among the total of eight 

girls. Asked for the reason, the parents said 

that she has an extremely inauspicious birth 

horoscope, which predicts the death of her fu­

ture husband. In order to avoid this, the par­

ents decided to have Ihi be performed for her 

since a god-husband cannot die.

This motive - first noticed by Hamilton 

(1819: 42-13) - is also the one chiefly men­

tioned when Newar participants are asked 

why they perform Ihi (see also Gellner 1991: 

HOf.). It is repeated time and again that the 

girls are married to a god (including Buddha) 

and therefore cannot become a widow. Con­

sequently, the “real” marriage with a human 

groom is regarded (at the time of Ihi) as a 

secondary marriage. This means that the term 

“mock marriage”, probably introduced with 

reference to Ihi by Allen (1982) who took it 

from Gough (1955), and which many schol­

ars have now used, is not at all appropriate 

because a girl cannot survive in traditional 

Newar society without Ihi, but can do so with­

out getting married to a human husband. Seen 

from the ritual point of view, Ihi (Pali bihi, 

Skt. vivaha) is a real marriage. In Nevari, it 

is the same term that is used for the marriage 

with a human husband, and the essential parts 

of it - kanyadana, saptapadi and the three­

fold circumambulation of the fire - are the 

same. Consequently, these sub-rites, which 

are inevitable in a Hindu marriage, are lack­

ing in a Newar marriage preceded by Ihi.

The fact that the girls are married to a de­

ity does not necessarily mean, however, that 

the role of Newar women is less demanding 

than that of women in other Hindu communi­

ties. There are probably as few re-marriages 

among the high-caste Newars as among other 

groups (Gellner 1991: 110 and 1992: 204). 

Rajendra Pradhan has deftly refuted the of­

ten-expressed view24 that Ihi has meant that 

Newars have lax sexual standards, divorce 

easily and readily allow widows to remarry 

by arguing that “this view cannot be derived 

simply from the prevalence of ihi, unless 

other ethnographic evidence is presented” 

(Pradhan 1986: 113). This also holds true for 

the view that the mortal marriage is delayed 

by Ihi - “often long after it” (Levy 1990: 

666). It is not the ritual that generates dif­

ferent gender roles. Newars, especially the 

educated, regard Ihi as an expression of a dif­

ferent attitude towards girls and women. And 

it is indeed significant that Newar girls are 

honoured by such an important (initiation)

24 See Dumont 1964, Vergati 

1982, Allen 1982, Bennett 

1978, Levy 1990: 665, 

Kunreuther 1994.
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ritual that equals if not surpasses the boys’ 

initiation (Kaytapuja) with regard both to the 

amount of ritual material and paraphernalia 

involved, as well as to the number of ritual 

specialists and participants. So it is not too 

misleading to say that Ihi expresses a certain 

respect for the female members of Newar 

social groups, although it should be added 

that this mainly concerns the status of virgin 

girls. In fact, Newars preserve a special cult 

of the virgin goddess, the Kumari (see Allen 

1976). It was again R. Pradhan (1986: 111) 

who pointed to the important difference be­

tween kanya and kumari. Both terms mean 

“(pre-pubescent) girl, maiden, and virgin,” 

but only kumari connotes a “married” virgin. 

Thus, only through Ihi do virgins become vir­

gins who are marriageable for human and di­

vine beings. Only through this ritual can they 

become a member of the extended family or 

- to be precise - of the father’s lineage group. 

And after Ihi girls are no longer eligible as an 

incarnation of a goddess (kumari') because, 

ritually and socially (see below), they have 

now become adults.

It is also stated that the girls’ sexuality 

comes under control through the Ihi marriage 

and that “kumaris and not kanyas are consid­

ered dangerous unless their sexuality is con­

trolled” (Pradhan 1986: 112). This view is 

accompanied by the underlying notion of the 

male fear of female sexuality in Hindu societ­

ies. We do not reject this concept in principle, 

but it is difficult to see this manifesting in the 

Ihi ritual. To be sure, in the Dharmasastra it 

is often stated that a girl has to be married 

before her menarche, otherwise it would tan­

tamount to the murder of an embryo. Levy 

(1990: 665) even says that the Rajopadhyayas 

started to celebrate Ihi only after girl-mar­

riage was banned in Nepal in 1951. However, 

it is rather problematic to reduce a complex 

ritual - one that is basically rooted in parts 

of one ethnic community and probably older 

than the Dharmasastra rules - to the gender 

identity of the girl, who through Ihi becomes 

a potential marriage partner.

The heavily disputed question about which 

deity the girls are married to is a great source 

of confusion (see, for example, Levy 1990: 

764 fn. 23). In a Hindu context, the major­

ity favours Visnu or Kubera, while in a Bud­

dhist context mostly Buddha or Jambhala, 

a Buddhist equivalent of Kubera (Gellner 

1991: 112), is mentioned. The texts, how­

ever, refer to Suvarnakumara, the “Golden 

Boy”, without specifying his identity. As al­

ready mentioned, for most Newars Visnu is 

the marriage partner whom most believe to 

be present in the bel fruit, whereas others see 

him in the gold platelet, or in both. It can also 

be heard or read (e.g. Levy 1990: 668) that 

the bel represents Siva or his son Kumara, 

and that the golden “image” (pratima) rep­

resents Visnu, or that Siva is the witness of 

the marriage with Visnu. Allen (1982: 190) 

reports that during Ihi ritual he observed in 

the Khusibahi in Kathmandu, a golden statue 

named “Suvarna Varna Kumara” was set up 

and worshipped by both the Buddhists priests 

and the girls. But, Allen continues:

Kumara is, of course, the eternal bachelor 

son of Siva who is often represented as tho­

roughly disliking women - a seemingly cu­

rious husband for the daughters of Buddhists 

priests. (Allen 1982: 190)

Interestingly, there is almost no written 

source that preserves the myth of this mar­

riage. What is narrated resembles Puranic 

myths, but these have not (yet?) been found 

in the vast corpus of mythological sources 

contained in the (Sthala-)Puranas or eulo­

gies (Mahatmya). The most coherent version 

we know is found and quoted in a booklet 

that was given to us by Surje Bahadur Chi- 

trakar during an Ihi celebration (Shing V.S. 

2057:39). It runs as follows:
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Once upon a time lord Siva and Parvati were 

walking at the Aryaghat (at the Pasupatinatha 

temple: Michaels 1994 and 2008). At that 

time they saw a woman lamenting a dead 

body. When Parvati saw this crying woman 

and asked Siva about it, he told her that she 

is crying because her husband died. Then 

Parvati requested Siva to prevent in future 

widowhood. According to her wish, Siva re­

vealed her a way how women would never 

become a widow. Siva let her know about 

a marriage ritual with Visnu in his outward 

form (pratik svarup) of Suvarnakumara. In 

this way (people) started to marry their daugh­

ters with an icon of Visnu after they have had 

prepared a golden icon of Visnu (Visnuko su- 

varnako pratima). (However), the boys then 

started to fear to marry those girls married to 

lord Visnu. They began to cover their faces 

in front of such married girls because of the 

fear that the lord (Visnu) might get angry. 

As a result the population decreased. After a 

long time, Siva and Parvati passed again by. 

They found the population had become much 

less than before. Therefore Parvati requested 

Visnu (to prevent such consequences). Visnu 

told her: ‘I am (always) hiding in the mind 

of men; therefore marrying a man should 

be regarded as marrying me.’ It is said that 

when Siva heard this answer (to Parvati’s re­

quest), he arranged a form of a marriage ritu­

al (yivaha samskara) with pure water filled in 

a vase (kalasd) and mantras. From that time 

this ritual has been practised in its traditional 

form (paramparagata rupamd) as described 

in the Hindu Dharmasastra.25

The myth repeats the above-mentioned topos 

of avoiding the dread consequences of widow­

hood (cf. Vergati 1982: 283) in a society that 

does not allow re-marriage, and relates it to 

Parvati and the Himalaya (or Nepal) as her 

natal home. However, it remains a fact that 

the god to whom the girls are married has 

no clear identity. In the Buddhist context, it 

is generally said that the marriage partner is 

Buddha, and “Suvarnakumara” an expression 

of Buddha, but it is difficult to find this epi­

thet actually related to Buddha. Unless more 

material is found, most likely in manuscripts, 

the only thing that holds true in this question 

is that the divine bridegroom has no clear and 

generally accepted identity.

The notion of uncertain identity also applies 

to a deity that plays a major role during Ihi, 

especially on the first day: the AlTdyah, which 

has been widely neglected or overseen in the 

literature on Ihi. Our description of the ritual 

leaves many open questions regarding the na­

ture of the lump of clay and Siva’s presence, 

the role of the potter’s son and the welcoming 

ritual dedicated to him. The ritual specialists 

involved have no ready answers. Our questions 

seem rather irrelevant to them: whether it is 

Siva or Agni or another deity makes no differ­

ence. Important is the involvement of a priest 

and his helper, an assistant priest and the crafts­

men, a painter and a potter. In a concerted ef­

fort they literally create the Alidyah ritual in all 

its details. Equally important is the definition 

of the choreography on the urban square. For 

barely one hour, a few square metres of pub­

lic space turn into ritual space. Markers in the 

pavement ensure that the choreography within 

the confined space within a wider continuum is 

remembered by the actors. The Ganesa of the 

temple in the potters’ quarter presides over the 

place, standing there as an immovable peg in 

the urban landscape. Invisibly tied to Ganesa 

are two stones that are purified on fifteen to 

twenty occasions during the annual Ihi-sea- 

son, which covers a few days in early May and 

the period between November and March. It 

appears that the ritual place is inscribed onto 

urban space. Texts preserve the sequence of in­

dividual actions, ritual specialists inherit their 

roles, and urban space provides a fixed loca­

tion for the ritual to be enacted.

The alidyahpuja is a unique feature of the 

Ihi ritual in Bhaktapur. In Kathmandu the

25 Shing refers to Rehana vanu: 

nepali samskrti-vidhi paksa 

Kathmandu: Publi­

cation Department (Sucana 

Vibhag), V.S. 2038: 119-120;

a similar myth is given by 

Levy 1990: 666.
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AlTdyah as an independent object has disap­

peared altogether, while in the Buddhist con­

texts of Bhaktapur and Patan the AlTdyah is 

identified as the Pancabuddha in the shape of 

a small caitya either of clay, or in the form of 

an object cast in metal, while an even more 

mysterious PhalTdyah is identified as the Pan- 

catara in the shape of a ring of paper.

The Hindu Newars in Bhaktapur identify 

the Clay Deity as Siva, Bhairava, Ganesa 

or Agni, but call it mostly by the Nevari 

name. The priest Mahendra Sharma, who 

says that alidyah is a short form of amur- 

tilmgamahadyah, i.e. Siva in a non-iconic 

form, gives the most plausible philological 

explanation. Physically and iconographically 

it is not much more than a lump or shaft of 

clay that resembles to some extent a lihga, 

especially when shaped in the afternoon of 

the first Ihi day. At the back there is kind of 

round tuft which Mahendra Sharma explains 

as being Siva’s twisted locks of hair (jata). 

The Suvarnakumaravivahavidhi (fol. 14r) 

also identifies AlTdyah with Siva by reciting 

sivo namasi (VS 3.63) when waving the Clay 

Deity.

There are several possible explanations for 

the identity of the clay shaft. The clay could, 

for instance, be related to the traditional 

mrdaharana part of Hindu marriages, when 

some clay is brought to the ritual place:

A few days before the wedding, the ceremo­

ny of Mrdaharana (bringing some earth or 

clay) ceremony is performed. The origin of 

this ceremony is popular and it does not find 

mention in the ancient scriptures of the Hin­

dus. The Jyotirnibandha quoted by Gadadhara 

says, Tn the beginning of [a] very auspicious 

ceremony sprouts should be used for Man­

gala decoration. On the ninth, seventh, fifth 

or third day before the marriage, in an auspi­

cious moment with music and dancing, one 

should go in the northern or eastern direction 

of his house to fetch the earth for growing 

sprouts in pot of clay or a basket of bamboo’. 

(Pandey 1969: 209)

Interestingly, the passage quoted by Rajbali 

Pandey is from Gadadhara, a commentator 

of the Paraskaragrhyasutra which is widely 

known in Nepal. The rule of getting clay 

for a marriage is only found in some Grhya- 

sutras when the girls are asked to select from 

a plate of different forms of soil and clay (e.g. 

AsvalayanaGS) in order to examine the fu­

ture (similar to the Annaprasana ritual). The 

clay as such might represent the kitchen uten­

sils, which are regarded as a necessary part 

of the marriage, and the AlTdyah might in 

fact represent the fire that is the centre of any 

kitchen. However, the apparent equation of 

the Alidyah and the clay in the mrdaharana 

ritual is questioned by the simple fact that the 

AlTdyah is also sometimes used in other ritu­

als that require a dusva or purvanga ritual, 

i.e. other life-cycle rituals, especially the 

cudakarana and vratabandhana initiation 

rituals as well as the old age rituals (jakva).

Another interpretation could be that the 

clay is used to make the fire altar in which the 

sacrificial fire is lit and around which the mar­

riage vow is made. However, the unfired clay 

or mud bricks for the vedi are not taken from 

the potters. So it seems likely that AlTdyah 

is in fact a local form of Siva who has to be 

present during the ritual as a witness.

Multiple Identities

The multiple or vague identities of Hindu de­

ities is not a problem for the participants, but 

only for the Western observer. Obviously, the 

ways of identifying a deity in South Asia do 

not work very well when it comes to Hindu 

deities (the following is partly taken from 

Michaels/Sharma 1996: 332-4). To identify 

a deity, more often than not scholars either 

reduce the god or goddess to certain aspects 

- in which they either display a preference 

for textual sources (sometimes just one group
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of texts) or are overly influenced by field 

observations, especially festivals - or they 

mistake historical evolution for systematic ar­

gument. Western scholars of Hinduism have 

been more concerned with questions of origin 

than identity. However, neither the reductive 

model nor the historical model is ultimately 

satisfying. Both neglect more or less overtly 

the fact that many Hindu deities, especially 

the goddesses, still have (and probably al­

ways have had) various identities at the same 

time.

Another problem is that “identity” is a 

term usually understood in the framework 

of Western psychological categories. Some- 

body‘s identity is strong if he or she has set 

boundaries and limitations in his or her be­

haviour, if she or he can separate herself or 

himself from others, if he or she shows a dif­

ferentiated, individual, unique character. In 

this sense, many Hindu deities have many 

and sometimes even contradicting identities, 

but not an identity in Western terms. Judging 

them in Freudian terms, many of these deities 

could never be strong because they do not 

know who they are, and are full of contradic­

tions.

Why is it then that so many deities have 

an oceanic, almost unlimited identity? In 

our view, Hindu deities are often “allowed” 

to have precisely that. This notion reflects, 

in sharp distinction to Western concepts of 

identity, the Hindu belief in the power of pri­

mary, pre-verbal, pre-conscious experiences 

of reality. What makes Hindu gods, especial­

ly goddesses, powerful lies beyond words, 

theories, analyses, separations, and boundar­

ies - beyond identity.

As with all rituals, the Ihi is full of further, 

in principal unlimited interpretations and as­

sociations. Thus, there is a host of speculation 

about the colours red and yellow that can be 

found in many ritual items and much of the 

paraphernalia: the sari, the vermilion and other 

powder, the threads, etc. Some have seen red 

as the colour of menstrual blood and as a sign 

of sexuality or fertility, and the colour yellow 

as symbolising asceticism. We regard these 

kinds of symbolism as problematic. We feel 

that not enough evidence can be forwarded 

to reduce such manifold associations with co­

lours. The red and yellow colours could just 

as well be an expression of festivity, joy (as 

in Holi), purity or auspiciousness, and yel­

low must not necessarily be connected with 

asceticism - although this is an aspect that 

should not be overlooked because at the end 

of the second day the girls do indeed receive 

alms (bhiksa).

For us, Ihi like all Newar life-cycle rituals 

cannot be seen as an event focussed on an 

individual. We regard such events rather as 

links in a chain that runs through the indivi­

dual’s life and connects him or her with other 

rituals and with the social group. Ihi, for in­

stance, must be seen as a ritual that is connect­

ed with the menarche rituals (Barha tayegu) 

and the marriage with a human groom, as 

well as a ritual that transforms the individual 

to a member of certain social groups. The 

first aspect will be elaborated on in the next 

chapter, the latter is indicated by a number 

of clear, yet hitherto frequently ignored fac­

tors. Firstly, it is remarkable that the Ihi ritual 

takes place in public and not within the house 

or a courtyard of a monastery, as in the Bud­

dhist monastic initiation. Ihi is a social event, 

which is never performed for individuals, 

an event that takes place on the street or in 

public places and is often organised by social 

organisations. It is an event, which blurs the 

caste order because many castes sit together, 

often without any hierarchal order - such that 

the girls even consume boiled rice together, 

which they would never do in any other con­

text. Ihi brings together members of different 

castes, lineage groups and extended families. 

Although by definition a life-cycle ritual, it is 

performed as a trans-familial ritual.
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Digudyahpuja at Bisinkhel 

across the Hanumante river on 

22nd April 1999.

Two girls pose with the yellow 

kumakhah thread and block 

print on their forehead at the 

lineage deity (dugudyah). 

They are offering him the 

salapa bowl with the bel fruit 

to which they have been tied 

by marriage. Until they marry 

a human bridegroom they are 

members of the lineage.

On the left is a boy who had 

joined the lineage on this 

occasion. He is shaved for the 

second time in his life and with 

that becomes a full member.

J
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From Childhood to Adult

Another important implication of this is the 

fact that through Ihi, the girls become not only 

marriageable candidates but also members of 

their father’s lineage group or extended fam­

ily, the phuki, i.e. the main and most active 

social group in Bhaktapur society. This is 

especially evident in the rituals following 

the core Ihi days, because the girls lose their 

status of being a virgin (kanya) and qualify 

themselves for membership in the phuki. The 

membership initiation takes place during the 

following joint worship of the lineage deity 

(dugudyahpuja) when they have to offer a 

duck and hand over the bel fruit to the lin­

eage deity. The caretaker of the shrine returns 

the fruit to a shop in the city, which sells it 

in the following season to other customers. 

Thus, only after the Ihi ritual do girls become 

a member of the lineage with all its rights and 

obligations, and seen from this perspective 

Ihi is more an initiation than a marriage rite. 

Moreover, girls are only members of the fa­

ther’s lineage for a few years, the period be­

tween Ihi and marriage - when they become 

a member of their husband’s lineage. Boys, 

on the other hand, become a member of the 

phuki not only through Kaytapuja but even 

beforehand, i.e. as soon as they are able to 

walk independently. They then go to the lin­

eage deity and offer husked ritual rice (kigah.) 

and popped rice (tay) and perform darsana 

(Nev. bhagye yayegu, lit. “to bow down”). 

This ritual encounter with the digudyah is 

called dup tayegu, and after that the boys are 

members of the phuki. In contradistinction to 

the “real” marriage to a human husband, the 

girls do not change their lineage through Ihi. 

On the contrary, the Ihi marriage “reaffirms 

the girl’s ties with her father and confers 

on her full membership of his caste” (Allen 

1982: 192).

The assumption that girls after Ihi are - rit­

ually and socially - adults is strengthened by 

the fact that in case of death prior to Kayta­

puja and Ihi, four to six days of mourning are 

required for both boys and girls, but after Ihi 

the full period of mourning is needed. Inter­

estingly, the pre-menarche ritual (Barha) has 

no influence on this mourning period. Thus, 

Ihi is a life-cycle ritual that celebrates not a 

biological but a social change; and it is not so 

much a ritual that makes a girl marriageable 

but eligible to the most vital social group, the 

extended family and lineage group. This is 

overwhelmingly demonstrated by the offer­

ing of vdkijaki, a mixture of husked and un­

husked rice by the lineage members (phuki) 

and the maternal relatives upon entering the 

house at the end of the ritual. Thus the Ihi rit­

ual fits well into Fuller’s distinction between 

first and second marriages: in the first mar­

riage girls become an adult, in the second the 

offsprings are legitimised (Fuller 1976: 105).

To sum up, Ihi is to be regarded much more 

as an initiation than as a marriage ritual. No 

wonder Ihi is said to be the girls’ vrataban- 

dhana or upanayana (cf. Allen 1982: 192). 

With the Ihi ritual, the girls take a first step 

towards womanhood. But more than that, 

it confers lineage and caste membership, 

enabling and strengthening social ties and 

identities based on ancestor and clan deity 

worship, commensality and ritual solidarity, 

especially in the occurence of death.
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Poster advertising the Ihi ritual 

at Nyakhacuka, Patan, on 24"' 

and 25th November 2006:

“Om salutation to Ratnatraya. 

Coming N.S. 1127(2006), 

on the 4th and 5th day of the 

bright half of the lunar month 

ofThimla (on 8lh and 9"' day of 

the solar month of Mamsir 

2063 V.S.) a combined Ihi 

ritual (is going to be held).

All parents are welcomed to 

bring their girls who have to 

perform Ihi.

Contact place: 

Vajracarya Pujavidhi 

Adhyayana Samiti 

Nyakhacuka, Patan.

Phone no.: 5554268 (from 

5-8 pm)

Rajbhai Vajracarya, 

Nyakhacuka 

Phone: 5534650 

Organizing Group: 

Vajracarya Pujavidhi 

Adhyayana Samiti 

Nyakhacuka, Patan. 

Phone no.: 5554268”

II dm namo ratna tray ay a 11 

thvahe vaigu ne. sam. 1127 

thimlathvah cauthi va vivaha- 

pancami/ (2 063 mamsira 

8 va 9 gate) kunhu juigu / 

sdmuhika ihi /jyajhvahsa ihi 

yayemanipim thah mhayay 

macata ihi / yay hayeta sakala 

mahanubhavapinta/ lasakusa 

yanacvand I

/ svapii tayegu thdy:

/ Vajracarya Pujavidhi 

Adhyayana Samiti 

/Nyakhacuka, Yala 

/ phona lya: 5554268, 

(bahalsiya 5 bajesinem 

8 baje taka) / Rajabhdi 

Vajracarya, Nyakhacuka 

/phona: 5534650 

gvasdh khalah: 

Vajracarya Pujavidhi 

Adhyayana Samiti 

Nyakhacuka, Yala I 

55-54268

The Girl’s Buddhist Marriage 

to the Bel Fruit: Ihi

Not only Hindus but also Buddhists mar­

ry their girls to the bel fruit. We will only 

present here selected details from rituals 

staged in November 2006 at Nyakhacuka in 

Patan and in February 2007 at Pasubaha in 

Bhakatapur in order to highlight the differ­

ences in terms of organisation and ritual per­

formance.

The Ihi Ritual at Nyakhacuka in Patan, 

24th and 25th November 2006

The ritual was organised by the Vajracarya 

Puja Vidhi Adhyayana Samiti, a Buddhist as­

sociation that was established in 2003 to teach 

ritual to the sons of Vajracarya. It was felt that 

there was a lack of young blood to uphold the 

traditions and to perform the life-cycle rituals. 

The head of the school, Buddha Ratna Bajra- 

charya, said that people were very frustrated 

because it was difficult to find priests willing to 

perform the rituals: most of them have joined 

the modem working world, which places regu­

lar demands of attendance on them.

Weeks in advance a poster announced the 

performance of the Ihi ritual and invited par­

ticipants to enroll in advance. The day be­

fore the ritual, 48 girls had enrolled at a fee 

of 1,000 rupees (10 euros). The receipt in­

formed the parents as to what the participants 

needed for the ritual: puja material, a vermil­

ion container, the sukuda lamp, the thayabhu 

plate with tripod, and ten betel-nuts. All other 

items, namely the ihipa bowl, the bel fruit, 

a jelalapte leaf, a handful of unhusked rice, 

the sapakhvah block print and a rope of straw 

to bind the girl’s hands were supplied by the 

organisation.

On the eve of the first day, five young 

men aged between 17 to 22 are busy paint­

ing the ihipa bowls under the instruction 

of the teacher. The pair of pots designated

II rtf rmt ry=r smv u

? 33 ferareei:

C 3 o c, ? 4. a ^553

for yaksa/yaksi is likewise painted and the 

AlTdyah fashioned out of clay. Painters and 

potters are no longer needed. The entire ritual 

agency is monopolised by the school of ritual, 

which also engages one member as principle 

worshipper with the duty of performing the 

Nandimukhasraddha.

There is a conspicuous hierarchy in the 

way the girls are placed. Each seat has a 

number and a helper keeps the list with the 

corresponding names. The daughters of 

Vajracarya priests are seated first, followed 

by the Sakya girls, and finally a Rajkarnikar 

girl and five girls from the sub-caste of farm­

ers (Maharjan).

The arrangement of the central purnaka- 

lasa, pots and ritual objects (see sketch) dif­

fers considerably from the arrangement ob­

served in Hindu contexts. The central square 

platform bears the sacred vase with water 

(kalasa), and the vijayakalasa, representing 

the Pancabuddha and the Pancatara. These 

vases are flanked by miniature baskets filled 

with husked and unhusked rice, symbolizing 

the sun and the moon. These are followed by 

pairs of vermilion container and mirror in one 

of two forms, either in bronze or as earthen 

pots, and which are accompanied by a pair of 

yaksa/yaksini. The southern end is marked by 

the Alidyah in the shape of a lump of clay and 

a wooden container which stands for Vasun- 

dhara, a female deity who ensures well-be­

ing. The northern end is marked by the female
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counterpart of Altdyah. As Phalidyah, the de­

ity is shaped as a painted cylinder of paper, 

representing the Pancatara. Three earthen 

pots follow, representing the king of serpents 

(ndgaraja), Aksobhya (seen as a blue vajra), 

and his Sakti, represented by a blue water lily 

(upasva, Skt. utpala).

The Ihi Ritual at Pasubaha in Bhaktapur, 

21st and 22nd February 2007

The Pasuvarna Mahavihara in the north-east­

ern quarter of Bhaktapur houses one of the 

five Dipahkara Buddhas of the town, which 

constitutes a frequent destination for Tibetan 

pilgrims. This deity is, however, only margi­

nally involved in the course of the Ihi ritual.

We will not portray the customary framing 

rites such as gurumandalapuja, the worship of 

the sacred vases (kalasapuja) and the fire sacri­

fice (homa).26 Instead, we shall concentrate on 

Buddhist variants in the Ihi ritual. The text used 

by the priest is the Panigrahanavidhi (Pgv), “The 

Rules for the Joining of Hands” (i.e. marriage), 

a thyasaphu manuscript with fourteen folios.

A total of 34 girls were initiated by the priest 

Jnanaratna Bajracharya and his son Mahesharat- 

na Bajracharya. Each girl paid 60 rupees for the 

bel fruit, the pots (ihipa, sapakhvah), the thread 

(kumahkah) and other puja materials, as well 

as 100 rupees as the ritual fee (daksina) to the 

Vajracarya priest. The privileged girl leading 

the row of participants (munakht) had, how­

ever, to pay 200 rupees as daksina and 1,000 

rupees for the puja materials.

The sacrificer (yajamana) and father of 

the leading girl is Ramesha Buddhacharya 

from Suryavinayaka in Bhaktapur. The fam­

ily originates from Panauti and belongs to the 

Buddhacarya caste.

The First Day (dusva)

The rituals of the first day start with the invo­

cation of Vajrasattva and his worship in the 

sacred vase (kalasapuja), the worship of the

i °

south

north

kisli (earthen cup, representing mahabali-offering 

(Astabhairava and Astamatrka) 

upasva (pot with blue water lily) 

nllavajra (pot with blue vajra - Aksobhya) 

nagaraja (pot with snake king) 

phalidyah (painted paper ring, Pancatara) 

tvapi (pot, Varuni) 

mvahni (cup with black soot) 

yaksini (pot, female guardian spirit) 

sinhamhu (pot with picture of vermilion container) 

sinhamhu (vermilion container of brass) 

gogras (the share of the cow) 

Candra (basket with unhusked rice, symb. the moon) 

vijakalasa (pot with lotus, Paiicabuddha and Pancatara ! 

kalasa (sacred vase on tripod) 

Surya (basket with husked rice, symb. the sun) 

jvalanhayka (mirror of brass) 

jvalanhayka (pot with picture of mirror) 

yaksa (pot, male guardian spirit) 

mvahni (cup with fire producing soot)

tah gvaja (pot of bronze, with offering to the pith) 

Ganesa (pot, with reddish on top) 

altdyah (lump of clay, Paiicabuddha)

siphah (wooden container, Vasundhara)

homa (sacred fire)

- and officiating 

Vajracarya priest

clan deities and the ritual decision (samkal- 

pa) being made by the priest together with a 

gurumandalapuja.

At around nine o’clock in the morning, the 

gurumd (the wife of the priest) welcomes the 

34 girls with their mothers and in some cases 

their sisters or other, mostly female, relatives 

to the monastery (vihara). She performs the 

purification rite, niranjana, a kind of apotro- 

paic rite in which charcoal is lit with mus­

tard seeds, a flower and rice in a clay cup and 

brought to the absorbing stone (pikhalakhu) 

at the entrance of the courtyard.

The girls all arrive after having had their 

nails cut at home, which means that there is 

no barber present in the vihara for the Ihi 

ritual.

The girls are from Buddhacarya (2), Vajra­

carya (7), Sakya (2), Srestha (1), Citrakar (2), 

Balami (2), andManandhar (17) families. Their 

present residence is mostly in Bhaktapur, but 

some families have come from Thimi, Chaba- 

hil, Kathmandu, Sankhu or Banepa.

Paton, Ihi ritual on 24th and 

25th November 2006 at 

Nyakhacuka, organised by 

the Vajracarya Puja Vidhi 

Adhyayana Samiti for 47 girls. 

On a platform of fifteen and a 

half unfired bricks 23 objects 

have been placed including 

nine earthen pots. The central 

pair of sacred vases (kalasa 

and vijakalasa) are flanked 

by two guardian spirits, yaksa 

and yaksini, also identified 

as Simhirii and Byahgini, the 

guardians of Tantric Buddhist 

shrines. The pair of mirror and 

vermilion container — identified 

as Cakrasamvara and 

Vajravarahi - are present as 

ritual objects in bronze and as 

images painted on earthen pots.

26 For this see Locke 1980: 

104-114, Gellner 1991a and 

1992: 157-159, Kropf2005: 

406-431.
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Buddhist Ihi ritual at the house 

ofDivya Bajracharya 

in Itache on 18”' November 

2005.

Above

The parents, Rachana and 

Dharma Bajracharya hold the 

hands of their daughter Lasta 

while the chief worshipper 

pours water over the bel fruit 

from the sacred vase.

Below

Measurement of a girl with the 

yellow kumahkah thread. In a 

specific Buddhist variation, the 

arms of then girl are stretched 

out, her father coils the thread.
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The ritual begins with the invocation of 

Vajrasattva. After the kalasapuja follows the 

measuring of the girl’s body length by means 

of a yellow thread (kumahkah or Skt. satabrn- 

dika). After measuring her body 108-fold, the 

thread is wound up and kept for the next day. 

In contrast to Hindu versions, the girls are 

measured with their arms extended and the 

thread touching their fingers.

While the kalasapuja in the monastery con­

tinues, the eldest woman of the lineage or the 

wife of the acting priest (guruma or nakhi) of 

the vihdra worships the Ihi girls at their seats 

with the Ganesa kalasa, Alidyah in the shape 

of a caitya cast in bronze and milky water 

from the conch.

She then applies vermilion three times 

vertically to the parting in each girl’s hair - 

a rite called sinha cha (offering of the 

sindura). During this rite the girls sit on their 

mothers’ laps, holding a red cloth on which 

the traditional mirror, ten rupees and a coin 

are placed. After receiving the vermilion they 

hand over the money to the nakhi.

The brother of the main priest then per­

forms siphdrati, showering fruit and flowers 

from the wooden measuring vessel (pha) over 

the girls’ heads by way of welcome.

Meanwhile the priest offers rice (aksata) to 

the deities and gives blessings (dsirvada) to 

all of the participants.

In contradistinction to the Hindu Ihi at 

Byasi, this Buddhist Ihi ritual finishes early 

in the afternoon. No food is given to the par­

ticipants or family members.

The Second Day: The Gift of the Virgin

In the morning, at around half past seven, the 

guruma worships at a small Ganesa shrine in 

the monastery with a Ganesa kalasa. Three 

women, Padmakeshari, Lakshmeshvari and 

Nita Vajracharya, help the guruma as they 

did the day before.

Gradually the girls arrive with their moth­

ers and relatives carrying a basket with the re­

quired items and the sacred vase (kalasa) and 

the sukunda lamp from their home. Adorned 

and dressed in red and gold clothes, they take 

their seats, which have been prepared with a 

svastika as on the day before. The first girl, 

sitting to the left of the Vajracarya priest (gu- 

ruju), is called the munakhi. She is followed

Bhaktapur, Buddhist Ihi ritual 

at Pasubaha, kanyadana on 

22nd February 2007 

Right

The girl holds the bel fruit in a 

jelalapte leaf while her wrists 

are tied with a braided straw 

rope.

Left

Rear view of the platform for 

the arrangement of the sacred 

vases and pots. The centre is 

occupied by the purnakalasa, 

the sacred vase with a depiction 

of a four-armed Vasundhard. 

A shaft is emerging from the 

vase with five ceremonial 

umbrellas in the colours of the 

Pahcabuddha; to the left the 

pair of yaksa/yaksini, followed 

by the pot of the serpent king 

(nagaraja) whose paper 

cylinder covers the vermilion 

container. To the right a 

regular kalasa, the pair of pots 

representing Srt/Laksml, a 

caitya in bronze representing 

the Alidyah, the mirror and the 

Ganesa pot.
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27 Offerings to Nine Mother 

Goddesses and Bhairava as a 

protector of the area (ksetrapa- 

Id).

by her mother and her younger sister, while 

sitting to the right of the priest is her father 

who serves as the yajamana. Another seven 

girls sit inside the temple, the others in a rec­

tangular arrangement on mattresses and cu­

shions outside in the courtyard.

The ritual starts by worshipping the sun 

and the clan deities, mental commitment 

(nyasa) of the priest, the ritual decision, and 

one more gurumandalapuja. It is significant 

in the arrangement of the sacrificial place that 

the Alidyah - the Clay Deity in the Hindu 

version - is a small brass caitya with a small 

bamboo stick with five leaves (pancapallava) 

attached to it. The Panigrahanavidhi lists the 

ritual items to be placed and the deities to be 

invoked:

On the next day, first display whatever is nec­

essary for the sacrificial fire (such as) the flask 

(called) blja, the main flask, Sri (and) Laksmi, 

Yaksa, Yaksini, Alidyah, the flask (represent­

ing) Ganesa, the flask (representing) the ser­

pent (deity), the Great Offering (mahabali),71 

ritual mirror, vermilion pot - place whatever is 

necessary (in the sacrificial area). (Pgv, fol. 3)

Set in front of the girls are a kalasa with jas­

mine twigs and leaves, sukuda lamps, the 

pujd plate with two kisli cups, two cups with 

diluted yoghurt, incense, rice, fruit, leaves, 

flowers, red and yellow powder, a package 

of decorative material, and rice cones (gvaja) 

for the Three Jewels, i.e. Buddha, Dharma, 

and Samgha.

The next step is for the ritual decision 

(samkalpd) for gurumandalapuja to be made 

by the sacrificer, and for the girls to touch the 

pujd plate and lighting the sukuda lamp. The 

girls then worship the gurumandala and the 

priest.

The Panigrahanavidhi (fol. 4-8) inserts here 

a dialogue between the girls and the priest in 

which the girls ask the priest to perform the 

initiation (upanayam, sic!, read upanayanam) 

for them by marrying them to a handsome 

(dhanya) boy. This Ihi story (katha) is read 

out to the girls by the priest.

After this comes the grinding of black len­

tils (may niyayegu): in the south-western cor­

ner of the courtyard is a mortar with pestle, 

framed by three long, slender bamboo poles 

tied together at the top and attached to this 

a kisli cup wrapped in a white cotton cloth. 

Three women and one girl stand at the cor­

ners holding the main Ganesa kalasa, a win­

nowing tray painted with a svastika diagram, 

a brush (Nep. kuco), the wooden measuring 

vessel with an iron key, and the sukuda lamp 

- as well as the Alidyah. They touch the Ihi 

girls with the brush, tray and wooden measur­

ing vessel before the girls grind black lentils 

under the tripod of bamboo sticks by moving 

the pestle in the mortar with their left feet. 

Meanwhile the son of the priest recites sar- 

vapdpa mdrdaya mardayo hum, “May all evil 

be destroyed”. Finally, the girls are touched 

with the kalasa and the Alidyah Caitya.

Immediately after this ritual to remove im­

purity, the Ihi girls are purified in a rite called 

khau kdyegu, “to take khau (ground sesame 

with oil-cake and water)”. The gurumd or one 

of her helpers pours water with sesame, oil 

and sarvakhau over the hands of the girls and 

sprinkles a few drops into her hair.

Meanwhile a woman helper prepares the 

painted bowls for the bel fruit by placing a 

jeldlapte leaf, the block-print, and a rope of 

straw in them. At the same time, preparations 

begin for the homa in the rectangular firepits. 

Assisted by his wife, the priest decorates the 

place and assembles the necessary material 

and ritual objects. The purpose of the homa is 

to invite the fire god (Agni).

The priest’s son then touches the girls’ fore­

heads while holding a vajra and the iron key 

in his right hand. This is followed by another 

sipha luyegu: pouring fruit, peas, carrot piec­

es, popped rice, and flowers from the wooden 

measuring vessel over the girls’ heads.
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Afterwards an assistant Vajracarya priest 

distributes the painted pots with the bel fruit 

to the girls while another helper collects the 

pieces of wood that the girls have brought 

for the fire sacrifice. Then the guruma wor­

ships the girls with kusa grass and milky wa­

ter from a copper container. Meanwhile the 

preparations for the homa continue. The prin­

ciple worshipper (yajamand) now acts on the 

command of the priest and lights the fire.

Two elderly Tibetan pilgrims appear with 

a lama to worship the Dipahkara Buddha, al­

most without noticing the Ihi ritual.

There now follows the Gift of the Virgin 

(kanyaddna^. the guruma places a jelalapte 

leaf - Panigrahanavidhi (Pgv) fol. 12: “with 

(its) stalk (facing) inside (i.e. to the body of 

the girl)” - the bel fruit - Pgv fol. 12: “with 

(its) stalk upwards (on the leaf)” - and a bank 

note in the girl’s hands. Pgv indicates that the 

leaf is to be regarded as the female (sakti) 

principle and the bel fruit as the male prin­

ciple.

The guruma then ties the girl’s hands to­

gether with the rope while the mother fixes 

the block-print into her hair, without using 

any special yellow thread. No gold or silver 

platelets are attached to the bel fruit at this 

point. Then father and mother (!) hand the 

girl over to the fruit. The Panigrahanavidhi 

says: “Here then follows the worship of the 

bel fruit (in its) real (form)”, but does not re­

veal the esoteric meaning of the fruit.

The parents then hold the hands of the girl 

as follows: first the left hand of the mother, 

then the left hand of the father, then the child’s 

two hands, then the right hand of the mother 

and on top the right hand of the father. Some­

times it is the mother who encloses the hands 

of the child and the father. An assistant priest 

pours milky water three times from a kalasa 

from head level over the hands into a brass 

vessel in which afterwards the parents throw 

some money. At the same time the priest re­

cites the kanyaddna verses (see Pgv fol. 13):

Afterwards all the girls circumambulate 

the burning homa fire three times - adorned 

now with the yellow thread (kumahkah) from 

the first day. They are again worshipped 

(touched) with the wooden measuring vessel 

and the sukuda lamp (inside the temple) as 

well as with AlTdyah, the Ganesa kalasa, the 

winnowing tray and the brush (in the court­

yard). The Panigrahanavidhi (fol. 14) includes 

a kind of joke here, because the priest should 

ask the girls what they have stolen, because 

with their hands tied together they look 

like prisoners. Subsequently the assistant 

Vajracarya unties the rope, touching it with 

the sacrificial ladle (frwvd) from the fire sac­

rifice.

Now the girls receive milk and biscuits. 

The main priest ties a multi-coloured thread 

around a bel fruit, worships it, marks it with 

a tika and fixes a small piece of gold to it. 

He does the same with a small citrus fruit 

(khaisi). Afterwards the mother of the main 

girls throws both pieces of fruit into the fire. 

A folded piece of paper containing a collec­

tion of herbs (yajnosadhi) is also consigned 

to the fire in order to help it digest the many 

oblations.

This is followed by daksina, collected on 

the sacrificial ladles by the assistant Vajra­

carya, and pure food (nisla) being given to 

the munakhv, after this comes the “full obla­

tion” (purndhuti), when all of the remains are 

thrown into the fire.

Subsequently bdra tayegu or chuye, “alms 

giving”, is performed: women and a few men 

bestow various things (coins, sweets, fruits, 

packaged fruit juice etc.) to the Dipahkara, 

the main kalasa with a depiction of the blue 

vajra at the front and Vasundhara on the back, 

to the fire, to the priest as well as to his wife 

and son, the assistant Vajracarya, and finally 

to all girls. In addition, rice is given to the 

girls using the wooden measuring vessel.

The concluding rites entail tika and again 

daksina: The son of the priest and the assis-
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tant priest give all the girls a tika from the sac­

rificial ladles and receive daksina in return. 

The mothers give tika to the girls and place 

yoghurt on their right temples. The yajamana 

gives a tika to the priest and his assistants. 

The main priest gives a tika to the mothers 

and fathers of the Ihi girls and receives da­

ksina (money) in return. He gives all of the 

girls a tika together with a five-coloured 

thread (pasuka, pahcasutra) which they bind 

around their necks. He also receives daksina 

in return.

Then the priest worships a wooden im­

age of Jagannatha brought by a neighbour 

wrapped in cellophane and worships it with a 

tika, thus giving soul (prdnapratisthd) to the 

not yet vitalised image. Such a ritual should 

be done with homa, so the neighbour took the 

opportunity of using the homa of the Ihi ritual 

to have his image sanctified, something that 

may often be seen at Ihi rituals.

It does not matter whether the sacred fire 

ritual is performed by a Buddhist or Hindu 

priest. The fire empowers any ritual object, 

be it a deity or the copper bowl, which is re­

served for ritual use in death and purification 

rituals.

Even the remains of the firepit, the green 

bricks forming the mandala shaped frame, 

embody a special quality. They are not dis­

carded in the river but presented to a relative 

or friend who had asked for the bricks long in 

advance so as to use them in the foundations 

of a newly built house.

Finally, the area is ritually dissolved (visar- 

jana). At around three in the afternoon the 

ritual is finished.

Conclusion

Ihi rituals are performed with many variations 

depending on the locality and the organisers. 

Sometimes sub-rituals are performed on the 

second day rather than the first and vice ver­

sa. Thus, the paring of the toenails and the 

smearing of vermilion on the parting were 

performed on the first day at the Buddhist Ihi 

in Patan, Nyakhacuka. And at the Ihi ceremo­

nies in Patan and Kathmandu, the Citrakars 

were seen performing the opening of the eyes 

on the Ihi pots.

The main variation, however, is the differ­

ence between Buddhist and Hindu Ihi rituals. 

The Ihi ritual as performed by the Buddhists in 

Bhaktapur parallels in many aspects the Hindu 

versions that have been described above. On 

the surface it could be seen as a Buddhicised 

ritual, but that is assuming that it was origi­

nally a Hindu ritual. This, however, is more 

than doubtful. It rather looks as though a trib­

al substratum ritual has been transformed into 

both a Hindu and Buddhist life-cycle ritual, 

absorbing elements from other rituals such as 

the gurumandalapuja, the fire ritual (homa), 

ancestor worship (nandimukhasraddha), the 

worship of the sacred vase (kalasapujd), the 

“Seven Steps” (saptapadi), the circumam- 

bulation of the fire, and the almsgiving rite 

(bara chuyegu).

This view is supported by the fact that 

several elements are not to be found in the 

Sanskrit tradition, especially in the texts on 

domestic and life-cycle rituals, the grhya- 

sutras and dharmasastras. The feeding of the 

girls (ihimaca nakegu), the ritual welcoming 

(lasakusa), the siphdrati element, the wor­

ship of the Alidyah, the measurement rite 

(kumahkah) with yellow or white threads, the 

purification by applying oil on the head, the 

grinding of black lentils, or the Kumaripuja 

make for a typical Newar ritual without 

any direct links to the Great (Sanskrit) Tradi­

tion.
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The Buddhist variant of the Ihi ritual is 

characterised by a number of special features 

that are related to the Buddhist context. Bud­

dhist deities are worshipped and accordingly 

other mantras are used, especially during the 

specific gurumandalapuja and kalasapuja. 

No sraddha, and no meat or animal sacrifices 

are incorporated into Buddhist Ihi rituals. 

Moreover, some details are different. Thus, 

it is significant that the girls do not wear the 

special Ihi sari (ihiparasi), that the “Seven 

Steps” (saptapadi) are not performed, and 

that collective meals for the girls are not 

served on both days.
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The barha pasah, the “friend 

in seclusion ”, kept to make 

up an even number of persons 

during seclusion, is 17 centi­

metres long, and carved from 

wood.

The Girl’s Seclusion: Barha tayegu

After the Ihi marriage and before the onset 

of menstruation, a Newar girl generally has 

to undergo ritual seclusion for twelve days. 

She is kept in a room that is not necessarily 

dark but cut off from all males and from the 

sunlight. The ritual is called (Nev.) Barha 

chuyegu or Barha tayegu, “to place in seclu­

sion or a cave”. On the 12th day, the girl has 

to worship the sun. It is a pre-menstrual ritual 

similar to the Purbiya seclusion ritual (Nep. 

gupha basne), which secludes girls from so­

ciety in order to open up a new perspective. 

Viewing the sun again after the meaningful 

period of twelve days (which reflects the 

twelve months of the year), the girls are in a 

way reborn so as to be mothers before long.

The Preparations

The ritual is normally performed between the 

ages of eight and twelve. Should menstrua­

tion occur unexpectedly prior to the perfor­

mance of the ritual, the girl will immediately 

be secluded for the prescribed twelve days 

without first consulting the astrologer to find 

an auspicious time.

As with many other lifecycle rituals, the 

preferred time is winter and spring, from No­

vember to March (Magha to Phalguna). In 

exceptional cases it can also be performed in 

summer. One family always takes the lead in 

asking the astrologer for an auspicious time 

(sail). In order to approve the suitability of 

the room, the astrologer also scrutinises clay 

or dust collected from the four corners of the 

room that will serve for the seclusion. The 

horoscopes of the other girls will also be put 

before the astrologer in order to realise a rare 

planetary opposition.

Usually, up to six girls from relatives join 

in. Should only three or five girls enter the 

seclusion, a fourth or sixth “companion” has 

to join, a barha pasah (Nev. barha, “cave”, 

pasah, “friend”), which often is a twenty- 

centimetres-long wooden female figure or a 

puppet made of cotton, covered with brightly 

coloured cloth. The number of girls in seclu­

sion must be even. Such puppets are called 

katamari. While these puppets are ritually 

treated as girls, a second category of barha 

pasah, mothers or friends of the girls in se­

clusion act as mediators between the seclud­

ed room and the outer world of light and sun. 

The twelve days of seclusion are regarded as 

an impure time, which makes ritual purifica­

tion (barha byekegu) mandatory on the morn­

ing of the twelfth day.

The girls’ toenails have already been pared 

by a barber’s wife, a naum, on the occasion 

of the Ihi marriage, although the Ihi ritual is 

not regarded as an impure event. Impurity oc­

curs also after giving birth: macabu byekegu 

is performed on the fourth or sixth day after 

birth. The naufri arrives to pare the toenails 

and the woman in childbed is offered the same 

food the girls in seclusion are offered on the 

sixth day. The juice and bread made of the 

isica root is served exclusively on the occa­

sions of barha byekegu and macabu byekegu. 

The root is served to potential mothers and 

mothers in childbed.

The period of impurity restricts the social 

life of all lineage members if the daughter of 

a single lineage member is in seclusion. No 

pujd can be performed; no invitations are ac­

cepted even to feasts. The lineage members 

are under the powerful spell of asuddha, im­

purity. During menstruation, the period of 

impurity extends over four days. No pujas 

are performed, no temples are visited, and 

houses where the regular death ritual is being 

performed may only be entered after the final 

offering has left the house to be discarded on 

the stone that absorbs ritual waste.

During the second half of the twelve days 

of seclusion, relatives and friends of the main 

girl come with various items of food. The 

characteristic offering includes six types of
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grains and pulses (nasd) such as flattened 

rice, popcorn, wheat, soybeans, peas, and 

large beans. Milk and raw sugar with butter 

(gyah-caku) have to be added. Chickpeas and 

groundnuts as well as sweets are optional. 

The relatives of the other girls bring these of­

ferings to their parental homes. Their moth­

ers or grandmothers will carry a share of 

these grains to the seclusion room, the bdrha 

kvatha, to be offered to the room’s ghost, the 

bdrha khyah.

On the final day the family of the main girl 

will call in the Brahmin priest and the barber’s 

wife with whom they have an inherited client 

relationship. Among the sub-castes of farm­

ers and potters it is not compulsory to call in 

a Brahmin. More often, the eldest woman of 

the lineage, the nakhi, will perform ceremo­

nies and she will receive the due offerings of 

food and coins (daksirta).

It is said that if a girl dies in seclusion, she 

will become a malevolent ghost (bdrha khyah) 

and her dead body will have to be buried in 

the ground below the seclusion room. The 

body cannot be carried down the staircase so 

the floors have to be broken open to transport 

the body straight down to the ground floor.

The Ritual

The following description is based on three 

sources. In January 2003 Bijay Basukala 

documented the concluding day of the period 

of seclusion of his daughter Benita, whose 

brother’s initiation in January 2005 is de­

scribed in a previous chapter. In December 

2005 and January 2006 Tessa Pariyar had 

access on three occasions to groups of con­

fined girls from sub-castes of farmers. Since 

men cannot enter the room with the secluded 

girls, our account of this period depends on 

her observations. On 2nd February 2007 we 

were able to document the twelfth day of the 

Barha tayegu ritual on the roof terrace of a 

house in the quarter of Kvache belonging to 

Mahendra Sulu, whose wife Mangal is the 

daughter of Bijay Basukala’s maternal uncle, 

his paju. A third girl, Rasina, joined their 

daughters Manisa and Shrisa. As her father 

had died a few years ago, it was her uncle 

Ram Gopal Sulu who acted in his capacity 

as the head of the lineage (ndyah) through­

out the entire ritual as chief sacrificer (yaja- 

mdna). Our account here draws on a number 

of different occasions; we are not presenting 

a single case - as has been done for example 

for Annaprasana.

The First Day

On the first day of the seclusion the girls en­

ter the “cave” (bdrha) at the auspicious time 

that was asked for from the astrologer, the 

Josi. The girls first have to clean their bodies, 

but this is often reduced to quickly washing 

their hair. It is said that they are locked up 

in the room (barha kunegu), which should 

not allow any sunlight to enter. Candles may 

be lit and electricity used, but sunlight has to 

be avoided at all costs. Male persons are not 

allowed to enter the room except small boys 

who have not received their loincloth as the 

symbol of procreative energy.

The situation is of an ambivalent charac­

ter: the girls should not see men, but likewise 

men have to avoid seeing the girls when they 

leave the room to be guided and guarded on 

their way to the toilet by a companion. In old­

er times nature was relieved using brass pots 

within the room, thus reducing the danger of 

contact. There is a notion of danger emanat­

ing from the girls in seclusion, which men 

have to avoid.

The eldest woman of the lineage performs 

the usual puja at the auspicious moment of 

the first day in the presence of a Ganesa lamp, 

the sukuda, and places a red mark on the girl’s 

forehead. Ritual food, samaybaji, is offered 

which includes flattened rice, egg, dried fish, 

raw ginger, black soybeans and alcohol.
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The Second and Third Days

The second and third days pass without any 

special occurrences. Visitors may occasion­

ally enter the room to entertain the girls, 

playing cards or carom or even watching 

television. Although it is said that the barha 

ghost appears only from the sixth day on, the 

girls may decide to summon the ghost ear­

lier and force him to come out (Nev. barha 

khyah pikayegu). One of the visiting elder 

girls switches off the light and the girls will 

listen in the dark for any unusual noises to 

ascertain the presence of the ghost. The scene 

ends in them teasing and tickling each other. 

Once the light is on again, one of the girls 

will admit to having seen the white shadow 

of the ghost and any disorder in the room will 

be attributed to it. The ghost is neither male 

nor female but neuter. It is regarded either as 

a protective agent or as a threatening one that 

represents the procreative powers of men, 

whom the girls explicitly avoid by being 

confined. Michael Allen goes as far as to in­

terpret the ghost’s presence as a deflowering 

agent, symbolising incipient sexuality (Allen 

1982: 193; Kunreuther 1994: 343).

On the first three days, the girls are fed 

solely with cooked rice and milk (duruja), 

thus reflecting the period of six months after 

birth during which they are fed solely on milk 

and a paste of rice. Only after the ritual feed­

ing of cooked rice will salted vegetables also 

be offered.

The Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Day

On the morning of the fourth day, the girls 

take the first salt of the period, which is first 

exposed to the sun. Ginger and soybeans are 

offered with flattened rice and raw sugar with 

butter. The sun god Surya receives the same 

offerings - as does the ghost, which is only 

manifestly present from the sixth day on. 

This dietary restriction up until the fourth day 

might also reflect the period of impurity dur­

ing the menarche.

The fifth day also passes without any spe­

cial occurrences. But the sixth day halfway 

through the overall period is of great impor­

tance. The eldest woman of the lineage enters 

the room early in the morning, purifies the 

girls and the corners of the room with fresh 

water and performs puja. The essential offer­

ing of this day, bvahcabaji, a small (ca) dish 

of food (bvah) with flattened rice (baji), is 

presented on a jelalapte leaf, which is always 

used in the ritual context instead of a cop­

per or brass plate. Twelve lots are prepared, 

reflecting the twelve suns (aditya). These 

represent “the whole range of phenomenal 

manifestations, each individual aspect of it 

being generally assigned to a particular adi­

tya” (Stutley 1986: 3). The number twelve 

stands for the months of the solar year. As 

aspects of light they are collectively regarded 

as one, the sun.

The single-most important food item on the 

sixth day is isica, a root similar to ginger but 

with far larger tubers, growing some 40 cen­

timetres below the ground surface. It is not 

available in regular vegetable shops, but must 

be obtained directly from farmers who grow 

the roots on the edges of dry fields. Only 

women consume isica on two occasions. It is 

offered to women after childbirth at the end 

of the period of impurity, and in the context 

of the girls’ seclusion after six days and at 

the end of the impure period. The juice of the 

root is occasionally consumed as medicine 

when the body feels “hot”. The cause for this 

might be a cough or even the consumption 

of chicken meat, which is believed to create 

heat. The root is smashed, mixed with salt, 

cumin and turmeric, and fried in mustard oil 

in the shape of small pancakes, the product 

being called isicava. In addition, a small pan­

cake of peas (kasuva) is offered as well as a 

paste of peas mixed with salt, red pepper and 

cumin (Jiaghasah), fermented spinach (sike), 

soybeans, ginger, buffalo meat, flattened rice 

(baji) and fried rice (sabhu).
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The tray with all twelve dishes is brought 

to the roof terrace to be exposed to the sun 

in a gesture of obeisance. One dish is of­

fered explicitly to the sun by placing it on the 

parapet of the roof terrace or directly on the 

roof. The second dish is offered to the ghost 

(khyahbvah) in the room of seclusion, whose 

presence by now is localisable in a wall niche 

or in a basket (kaldli) that is normally used to 

carry puja materials. The remaining ten dish­

es are distributed among the girls in seclusion 

and their friends.

If the Brahmin house priest is involved, he 

has to be offered twelve betel nuts, twelve 

cloves, some khvah paste and yellow paste 

(mhasusinhah). Some of the khvah paste is 

brought back from the Brahmin as a conse­

crated gift, prasdda. Having distributed the 

twelve bvahcabaji dishes, the girls in seclu­

sion apply a special make-up to their faces 

with a paste (khvah) that is produced on the 

spot from fried and ground grains. The ingre­

dients for the paste are mustard seeds (paka), 

toasted wheat (chusya), barley (thecva) and 

corn (laja). Flattened rice (baji) is optional. 

The ingredients are all fried and ground into 

a fine meal a week beforehand. On the morn­

ing of the sixth day they are put into a special 

container called khvahkvalah, and water is 

added. The girls smear the paste over their 

faces and wait until it dries and crumbles off. 

Looking at one another they unanimously de­

clare that they look fairer than before. This 

paste is only applied once in their lives in a 

ritual context. Otherwise it may be used again 

in winter to soften dry skin. A small portion 

of the paste is also offered to the ghost.

The Seventh to Eleventh Days (nasa nakegu) 

From the seventh to the eleventh day of their 

seclusion, the girls’ relatives come and visit 

the barha room. Most of them receive a for­

mal invitation. Any female member of the 

invited household may represent the entire 

family and may be joined by children. In

The twelve days seclusion 

(Barha tayegu) of Benita 

Basukala, January 2003. 

On the 6,h and 12,h days a 

special dish, bvahcabaji, is 

offered on a.leaf plate from the 

banana tree. On top is placed 

the essential item, isicd, below 

flattened rice, a piece of wheat 

bread, spinach, pease pudding, 

fermented spinach, a piece of 

dry fish and ginger.

Six different grains and pulses, 

nasa, are offered by relatives 

on the 6th to 11th days: above 

centre (white) flattened rice, 

clockwise large beans, wheat, 

red beans, soy beans and chick 

peas.

Photographs Bijay Basukala, 

14'1' January 2003
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The twelve days seclusion 

(Barhd tayegu) of Benita 

Basukala, January 2003. 

Feeding the girls (nasa 

nakegu) in seclusion on the 

6"' to 12"' days (9-14 Jan.) 

by relatives: on the first day 

the mother of Benita’s friend 

(no. 1 on the map) arrives, 

then five lineage members 

(7, 10-13), 20 parental 

relatives (nini, 20, niniaji, 

31, 29 etc.) and 11 maternal 

relatives (grandfather, 3 and 

granduncles, 4, 23, mother’s 

sisters, 24-25 etc.).
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the case of Benita Basukala’s seclusion, the 

granddaughter of her father’s maternal uncle 

(paju) joined her. Her relatives brought the 

specific nasa offerings to her parental home, 

and from there a small portion is brought to 

be given to the ghost. Only those families 

are invited that are classified as bhvah paha. 

These are families whose members are all in­

vited on the occasion of a formal feast upon 

completion of a life cycle ritual. In the case of 

Benita Basukala, 37 families sent ritual food 

offerings, in a performance called nasa na- 

kegu (see map) - an act of solidarity by the 

well-defined group around the girl in question 

that reflects a similar offering of food made 

to mothers within a month after childbirth.

Three well-defined groups are formally in­

vited to discharge this duty. The first is the 

lineage (phuki) comprising the paternal male 

relatives of the preceding two to three genera­

tions. The second group comes from the pa­

ternal female relatives, whose husbands have 

“taken” wives and as such act as jicabhaju 

in the case of death rituals. The third group 

comes from the maternal relatives, those who 

have “given” wives. In the case of Benita Ba­

sukala, the mother of her best friend already 

appeared by way of exception with an offer­

ing on the sixth day. The majority of the 25 

women who turned up came from the pater­

nal side and twelve from the maternal side. 

Her father’s family covers five lineage mem­

bers, father’s sisters (her nini), grandfather’s 

sisters (ninidji) and their daughters. Others 

came from her father’s maternal side, the 

pdjukalah. From the third group, mother’s 

sisters, her grandmother and her grandmoth­

er’s sisters and brothers (her paju) came to 

present the prescribed offerings. On the 7th 

day of the seclusion five women came to visit 

the girls (nos. 2-6 on the map), on the 8th day 

only three (nos. 7-9), on the 9th day 24 (nos. 

10-33), on the 10th four (nos. 34-36), and on 

the 11th four (nos. 37-40). The nine essential 

food items are flattened rice, popcorn, wheat, 

soybeans, peas, large beans, not to forget milk 

and raw sugar with butter to be added. Butter 

and raw sugar (gyah-caku) are a regular of­

fering in times of crisis. Mothers in childbed 

are fed with this, and the change of seasons 

on the occasion of the winter solstice is even 

named after this food: gyah-caku samkranti 

(14th January).

The girls in seclusion consume only a por­

tion of the offerings, but the visitors and their 

daughters willingly help them. The friend in 

her wooden shape receives an equal share and 

a substantial share goes to the basket in which 

the ghost is believed to have taken refuge. On 

no account may the girls touch this share. All 

of the visitors will be invited to the conclud­

ing feast. Members of the lineage will have 

to make sure that the jewellery needed for 

the final ritual will be obtained from others. 

Quite often the jewellery has to be borrowed 

at a fee.

The 11th day is characterised by thorough 

purification (byekegu). The mothers of the 

girls will renew the surface of the floors in the 

house. This is done with a rag, coating them 

with a mixture of red soil, cow dung and wa­

ter. The girls join in by cleaning their cave­

room in the same way. Late in the evening 

the girls will have to change their clothes. 

Both these and the bed sheets are immedi­

ately washed and stored away. They remain 

impure and can only be exposed to the sun 

and dried after completion of the concluding 

ritual, which signals their arrival in society as 

sexual beings. At the end of the day the girls 

are led to the bathroom on ground floor level 

amidst great precautions to prevent even a 

chance encounter with a male. The cleaning 

of the body is once again confined to wash­

ing their hair and their head down to the neck 

with soap.
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The Twelfth Day: Leaving the Cave

Decorating the Girls

Early in the morning the eldest woman of the 

lineage starts organising the ritual site on the 

roof terrace of the house, one storey above the 

room of seclusion. Organising the place gives 

rise to some confusion and arguments, be­

cause nobody in the house seems to be abso­

lutely sure as to what is needed and what will 

be used in which sequence. Such a confusion, 

which occasionally turns into serious quar­

relling, characterises the ambiguity of ritual 

prescriptions. Rules have to be followed but 

each person identifies the mandatory steps, 

tools or offerings in a different way. Family 

tradition or personal predilection may well 

shape specific procedures.

The barber and his wife - who have had a 

client relationship with the family for genera­

tions - arrive early in the morning to enact the 

most important purificatory ritual. First, the 

barber pares the toenails of the male mem­

bers of the lineage, and then his wife tends to 

the women before she enters the barha room 

to tend to the feet of the girls in seclusion. 

The girls have experienced a similar purifica­

tion on the occasion of Ihi: not every toenail 

is pared; often the naurii simply touches the 

toes. And arguments arise when is comes to 

applying the dark lotion to the front part of 

the feet and outlining the feet with a red line 

as to how to make the colouring desirable or 

attractive. Some mothers are particular about 

producing a skilful line, which they consider 

an essential part of beautifying the girl. In the 

end, the naurii receives part of the grains used 

to make the beautifying paste (khvah) and a 

small bottle of mustard oil as remuneration, 

along with a few banknotes as a ritual gift 

(daksina). Inevitably she will complain and 

demand more (in 2006 it was up to 300 ru­

pees, approx, three euros). On this occasion in 

particular the clients are scared of the nauni’s 

complaints. Her purificatory act is absolutely 

essential; the family feels it is at her mercy 

and resents this very much. Finally, the share 

for the ghost, the khydhbvah, is handed over 

to her. In a way the nauni absorbs the poten­

tial threat posed by the ghost. Her impurity 

allows her to neutralise the negative connota­

tions of the seclusion.

Helpers arrive to put the girls’ hair in shape. 

The tying of a knot (Nep. satahgi) at the back 

of the head is done for the first time: it indi­

cates the marriageability of the girl. Her face 

is painted with professional make-up, but she 

is not offered a set of red bangles, mirror and 

comb on this occasion - in contrast to the ri­

tual for Brahmin and Chetri girls, for whom 

the auspicious (saubhagya) saman constitutes 

an essential ritual gift. The jewellery (barha 

tisa) is brought, of which a double headdress 

with five chains on both sides (nyapu sikhah) 

is much desired. Also desirable is a collar ring 

of brass depicting the snake king and his con­

sort (ndga/nagini). Except for the collar ring, 

these ornaments were used earlier in the con­

text of the Ihi ritual. Every extended family 

still owns some of these ornaments. They may 

also be rented from other lineages or from 

professional dance groups, the devipyakha.

The Worship of the Sun

In the meantime, the roof terrace is puri­

fied and the Brahmin priest arranges the 

ritual place. The customary sacred vase in 

the centre, the kalasa, placed on unhusked 

rice, represents the presence of Brahma, 

Visnu and Mahesa. A twig of white jasmine 

(daphvahsva) has been inserted inside it. It is 

flanked on the left (as seen from the Brah­

min) by a mirror and on the right by a ver­

milion container, representing the goddesses 

Sri (or Sarasvati) and Laksmi. Behind them 

are eight kisli cups, and five heaps of beaten 

and watered rice (phyaybaji) which are dedi­

cated to the pancdyana gods, as well as five 

similar heaps to the east for Bhairava and to 

the west for Kaumari. Set in front of the ka-
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Barha tayegu ritual at the 

house of Mangat Sulu at 

Kvache on 2nd February 2007. 

Three girls are led to the roof 

terrace under a red shawl to 

view the sun for the first time 

after twelve days of seclusion.
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The twelve days seclusion 

(Barha tayegu) of Benita 

Basukala, January 2003. 

The Brahmin priest prepares 

the ritual place on the 12th day. 

The sacred vase of jasmine 

is placed on the central axis 

amid a pile of unhusked rice 

on a tripod. To his right 

the vermilion container 

(representing Laksmi), to his 

left the mirror (representing 

Sri or Sarasvatl), on his far 

left offerings dedicated to him 

and the sacred lamp, sukuda, 

representing Ganesa, and 

on his far left the wooden 

container, siphd. In the 

foreground two unbaked bricks 

which serve as platforms for 

the offerings dedicated to the 

sun, Surya. In between is the 

Sriyantra diagram, indicating 

the location of a copper bowl. 

Photo Bijay Basukala, 

14'h January 2003

lasa is a copper or brass container in which a 

representation of Suryanarayana is placed, or 

simply a mirror. Sun-dried bricks are either 

placed directly below the kalasa so as to be 

touched and worshipped by the girls collec­

tively, or each girl has a brick of her own. 

In some cases two bricks are placed in front 

of each girl and covered by a large jelalapte 

leaf, which is the preferred base for ritual 

offerings. If there are an uneven number of 

girls, one brick is dedicated to the wooden 

doll, the katdmari. The Brahmin marks each 

brick with twelve dots and places flower pet­

als on every dot. The priest then takes the 

stalk of a rose flower and paints with it an 

om sign on the mirror, after which he com­

mences the ritual with the ritual decision 

(samkalpaj and the worship of the vase (ka- 

lasapuja).

After a while the girls appear on the roof 

terrace covered in a red shawl and led by the 

nakhi, the eldest woman of the lineage. The 

moment the shawl is removed under which 

the girls have been led up to the roof terrace, 

the girls fold their hands with the palms di­

rected outwards in such a way that a small 

hole remains through which the dazzling sun 

may be viewed for the first time after twelve 

days (barha pikaygu). The brightness on the 

light, which the girls have not seen for twelve 

days, means that they take merely a brief 

glimpse of the sun.

They are then led to their seats facing east 

on the west of the terrace. Squatting on a 

wooden base whose position had earlier been 

defined by a svastika fashioned with rice 

flour, the girls first offer pujd to the sacred 

vase and the lamp, under the directions of the
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The twelve days seclusion 

(Barha tayegu) of Benita 

Basukala.

Six essential steps make up the 

ritual on the day:

1 (above left) the participants 

throw rice and flowers towards 

the sun;

2 the mirror in the container, 

which represents the sun, 

Surya, is lustrated with water 

and milk poured from a conch 

shell;

3 while the face of the initiate 

is covered with a red cloth 

the parting of her hair is 

given vermilion powder three 

times from the left hand of her 

mother;

4 the two participants are 

showered with flowers and 

popped rice by Benita’s 

mother;

5 the twelve dishes of special 

food including isica are offered 

to the sun, the two participants 

and other girls present;

6 Benita receives an offering 

of husked and unhusked rice 

from her relatives.

Photos Bijay Basukala, 

14"' January 2003

priest, who carefully avoids looking at the 

girls. Ritual rice and flowers are also offered 

to the sky. The girls finally present the usual 

offering of a small cup (kisli) with rice, a be­

tel-nut and a coin to the vase and add marks 

of respect (tika).

The girls also receive a package from the 

nakhi containing a little comb, a small box 

with a mirror and bangles - beauty products 

to equip them for adult womanhood.

In a decisive act the girls now receive ver­

milion (bhva sinha) as a symbolic transfor­

mation of the girls into sexual beings. While 

the mothers cover their daughters’ faces with 

red cloth, the eldest woman of the lineage 

spreads red powder across the parting of the 

hair (bhvasinha tekegu), which has been care­

fully separated with a porcupine quill (dumsi- 

ka). Both sides of the parting and the forehead 

are also coloured with three times vermilion. 

The quill is fastened to the girl’s hair, as is a 

peacock feather (mhaykhapapu).

After an hour the priest puts some ver­

milion on the right thumb of the nakhi, who 

gives it to the girls, followed by marking the 

left temple with yoghurt (dhau svaga). She 

also presents them with new clothes, includ­

ing modern Chinese jeans. The girls touch 

them with their right temple.

The marking of the hair is followed by 

gestures of acceptance and welcome. Popped 

rice, flowers, sugar cane, peas (sutibaye) and 

fruits are poured (in an action called sipha 

luyegu) from a wooden container onto the 

mirror as the symbol of the sun deity Surya, 

and then onto the heads of the girls. This 

showering of fruits and flowers - which is 

sometimes peformed later, after the worship 

of the twelve Adityas - is followed by the of­

fering of a mixture of husked and unhusked 

rice (vdkijaki). This action of offering had 

already been performed at the end of the Ihi 

ritual and is similar to the offering of alms 

on the occasion of the initiation of boys. The 

first handful of rice goes to the officiating 

Brahmin priest, and only then are three hand­

fuls offered to the girls. The first offering 

comes from the girls’ natal home, and then 

other relatives join.

The rice offerings are followed by gifts of 

readymade garments such as jeans, together 

with a five rupee banknote and leaves of but­

terfly bush (sinhasva), often with disgruntled 

remarks by the priest because the clothes of­

fered on ritual occasions should be “pure”, 

preferably hand-sewn and not imported. The 

first offering of clothes comes from the moth­

ers, the second - often a shawl with a betel 

nut - from the eldest woman of the lineage. 

Later in the day presents are also handed over 

by all those who had brought food over the 

preceding days.

After the customary lengthy worship of the 

spouted vase, the girls mark the bricks twelve 

times with vermilion and add twelve sacred 

threads (yajhopavita), twelve wicks, and 

twelve coins as daksina. This is done collec­

tively as and when the bricks are arranged un­

der the vase, or individually on a single brick 

or the leaf on top of the brick. The nakhi also 

places a kisli cup with milk, butter and honey 

(gyah-kasti), dubo grass, betel nut and a coin 

on each pair of bricks.

Having identified the bricks with the twelve 

forms of Aditya or the cycle of time, a sec­

ond sequence of worship is directed to the 

container with the mirror. The girls are given 

a conch (sahkha) with kusa grass, milk and ho­

ney (gyah-kasti) and a flower from the sacred 

vase, and while the eldest woman of the lineage 

pours milk and water into the conch, the girls 

direct the stream on to the mirror in the con­

tainer in a performance called arghya biyegu. 

Having now done this for the first time in their 

life, they have managed another transformation 

from a pre-pubescent girl to a fully acknow­

ledged ritual being, similar to their brothers 

through the acceptance of a loincloth.

Following the worship of Surya, the el­

dest man or woman of the lineage (or her
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husband, the nayah) will take the mirror, ex­

pose it with outstretched arms to the sun and 

then ask the girls to look one by one into the 

mirror. By looking indirectly at the sun the 

girls are finally purified, the period of impu­

rity {asuddhdj is transcended. Similarly, their 

brothers looked into the mirror after receiv­

ing the loincloth, as do the members of the 

lineage who, after looking into the mirrors, 

have achieved the first step of purification on 

the 10th day of the death ritual {du byekegu) 

after having shaved their heads.

Finally, some five hours after the girls 

started their purification and dressing up, 

the eldest woman of the lineage appears 

with twelve portions of bvahcdbaji on a 

tray. These are the same food items as on 

the sixth day. The girls offer ritual rice and 

vermilion to the tray before it is touched 

to their foreheads in a gesture of offering. 

The first portion is now offered to the sun, 

the remaining ones are taken as prasad 

by the girls and those who attended the rit­

ual.

The twelve days seclusion 

(Barha tayegu) of Benita 

Basukala.

The initiate with a peacock 

feather and a porcupine spine 

in the bun of her hair. The 

parting of her hair has had 

vermilion applied to it, while a 

white and a red thread frame 

her head.

Photo Bijay Basukala, 

14th January 2003
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Turning the bricks upside down or placing 

the two bricks one on top of the other demon­

strates the completion of the ritual. The girls 

then receive a mixture of milk and water from 

the sacred vase, which they sprinkle about the 

house using sprigs of dubo grass in an act of 

purification. Continuously sprinkling, they 

are led to the Ganesa shrine of their neigh­

bourhood by the eldest woman of the lineage. 

The non-iconic representation of the deity is 

worshipped according to the instructions of 

the eldest woman of the lineage. Still sprinkl­

ing along the return route, the girls are offered 

khe svaga, the first food of the day, which is 

of a ritual character. After that each girl will 

receive a full plate of food (bhvay), although 

very little of it is consumed.

The remainder will be discarded at the 

absorbing stone at a nearby crossing, which 

takes the ritual waste of a well-defined num­

ber of households. Being termed in this case 

a kalah vaygu action, there is a notion on 

this occasion of feeding the ancestors. In the 

meantime the mother of the main girls togeth­

er with a female helper has been to the near­

est river embankment to cast the ritual waste 

- such as the green bricks and leaves - into 

the river. Every household of Bhaktapur fol­

lows a prescribed route to one of the seven 

embankments along either the Hanumante 

River in the south or the Kasankhusi River 

in the north. These are the places where the 

purificatory rites on the 10th day after death 

(du byekegu) are observed and where the of­

ferings to the ancestors (pindas) and the hair 

of initiated boys are discarded.

The day ends with a feast (bhvay) to which 

only those families of bhvah paha status ap­

pear who had contributed nasd food on the 7th 

to 11th day of the seclusion. A small portion 

of each food item is set aside and dedicated 

to the ghost, who seems to be still around. 

The transformation of the girls into ritual and 

sexual beings is completed, but they will 

spend the 12th night again in their “cave” 

and consume the food that was meant for the 

ghost.

Conclusion

The pre-menarche ritual extends over twelve 

days - a period that reflects the general cycle 

of time. Representing time, the sun is present 

in its twelve manifestations.

The fundamental transition “from a pre- 

sexual to a sexual being” (Bennett 1978: 33) 

is accompanied by a demonstration of soli­

darity, in which the lineage, the wife-takers 

and the wife-givers participate. The potential 

mothers, the girls in seclusion, undergo a se­

quence of events within a symbolic period 

of growth: they enter the “cave” as if into a 

womb, where they are fed like infants for a 

quarter of the period. After half of the peri­

od they consume food that is otherwise pre­

scribed for mothers in childbed, and for the 

five days to follow they enjoy the solidarity of 

relatives in much the same way a mother does 

after childbirth. For twelve days the girls are 

potential mothers, then to appear before the 

sun or be “bom” as mothers - fully dressed 

and with their forehead and parting coloured 

fully in red (bhva sinha). It is the same colour 

that is used for Ihi, the marriage (biha), as 

well as for the marks on the forehead at blood 

sacrifices, while on regular svaga occasions 

the deep red of abhir is used.

Inside the cave the girls have to control the 

dangerous forces of the ghost, which threaten 

to make them pregnant. But as presexual be­

ings they entertain an ambiguous relationship 

to the ghost, which is also a playmate that 

receives an equal share of all the offerings. 

The final absorption of these offerings by the 

barber’s wife suggests once again the pollut­

ing if not dangerous character of the ambigu­

ous ghost. Allen (1982: 194) suggests that the 

ghost or Suryanarayana are even believed to 

deflower the girls during their seclusion, but 

Rajendra Pradhan (1986: 133), who is of the
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opinion that the barha khyah is female, re­

jects this argument.

Leaving the cave and being led upwards 

under a blanket to finally view the sun as the 

manifestation of time through a hole that is 

formed with the help of the two hands comes 

across as a gesture of opening up. Symboli­

cally, the girls have transformed into sexual 

beings, ready to be impregnated.

The seclusion of girls among the Newar re­

flects an almost identical ritual among Brah­

mins and Chetris in Nepal. But contrasting el­

ements reveal a remarkable shift in meaning. 

No doubt, menarche in all societies is “asso­

ciated with the beginning of a girl’s fertility”, 

as Lynn Bennet (1978: 37) says. But among 

the Brahmins it is the husband’s group that 

“is threatened by the sexuality and fertility of 

its incoming brides”. Even if the daughter is 

already married, she will receive clothes and 

red pigment from her consanguine males on 

the occasion of her menarche. She is mar­

ried before the onset of puberty to allow her 

emerging sexuality to be controlled. The fol­

lowing period of twelve days seclusion (Nep. 

gupha basne) in her husband’s house is less 

rigorous than a premarriage seclusion in her 

father’s house. Unattached sexuality is seen 

as “an anomaly which endangers herself and 

her male consanguinal relatives” (Bennett 

1978: 37). The seclusion is “a ritual attempt 

to protect the purity by establishing a sym­

bolic barrier between the girl’s sexuality and 

her consanguine male kinsmen” (ibid., 39). 

The notion among Newars of separation be­

tween the male lineage members and the girls 

in seclusion reflects this barrier, although 

their sexuality is only a potential one. They 

are never immediately married. Neither the 

father nor the head of the lineage has any part 

in this ritual. Instead, the wife of the head of 

the lineage, the nakhi, attains a priestly role, 

which she only delegates to a Brahmin if the 

family feels the need to demonstrate status. 

By putting vermilion into the parting of the 

girl’s hair, she probably shows her solidarity 

with the girl’s potential sexuality.

Since Barha tayegu is clearly a pre-men- 

arche ritual it can be undergone in groups at 

an auspicious moment. The menarche itself 

causes impurity but not the necessity of an­

other purifying ritual. While for Brahmins 

vermilion in the parting of the hair “carries a 

strong connotation of the groom’s impending 

sexual possession of the bride” (Bennet 1978: 

39), the identical act by a woman among the 

Newars can be understood as an acknowl­

edgement that the girl has reached a mar­

riageable age, or, as Robert Levy says, has 

become a “notionally sexually mature girl, 

with religious and social forms and controls” 

(Levy 1990: 672).

The liminal period of seclusion transforms 

the girls symbolically into sexual beings. 

Such a symbolic enactment of a rite allows 

the girls a playful passage during their liminal 

isolation and frees them from the dreadful ex­

perience Purbiya Brahmin girls are exposed 

to when the sudden appearance of menstrual 

blood enforces action. Having transformed 

only symbolically into a sexual being, the 

girl’s danger fades away, she is readily rein­

tegrated into the lineage until her “true” mar­

riage separates her from her natal group in 

order to become part of her husband’s patri- 

lineage.

The marriage of pre-pubescent girls to the 

bel fruit and their subsequent pre-menarche 

rituals are designed to strengthen ties to their 

natal home, their thache. Their prominent role 

in the death rituals of their consanguine kin, 

their demonstration of what Levy called soro- 

ral solidarity, their return on the occasion of a 

great many feasts, can be seen as evidence of 

ties unknown to Parbatiya Chetri or Brahmin. 

As in-laws, their husbands bear well-defined 

responsibilities. As wife-takers they return 

ritual obligations. The marriage to a deity and 

their menarche ritual before their transition to 

a sexual being - both performed with mother
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or grandmother as guardians - are achieved 

under the protection and shield of the natal 

home and the entire lineage. Eventually they 

will marry and subsequently belong to a new 

lineage. For the paternal lineage they are lost, 

but they are still present to such an extent that 

they are called “living ancestors”.

These relationships distinguish Newar wom­

en from Parbatiya women. In both groups, 

there is a deep concern with purity and protec­

tion from the dangers arising from sexuality 

and menstruation. But on the whole “Newar 

women have, in reality, relatively high status, 

a large degree of involvement in economic 

life, and regular and secure ties to their natal 

homes” (Gellner 1991: 115). Newar women 

and men remain in their own way influenced 

by Brahminical values, and yet are indepen­

dent in many social and ritual aspects.



Opposite

Bodhnath, consecration 

(pratisthapuja) of nine caityas 

(.stupas) in the courtyard of 

Hyatt Hotel on 25'h August 

2000.

In the context of a sacred 

fire, a Vajracarya performs 

a ritual that transforms the 

built objects into ritual beings. 

That includes performing the 

dasakarma rituals, both male 

and female and among those 

the Ihi marriage, for which a 

saldpd bowl with a bel fruit 

is placed on the periphery 

of the ritual place. Lined up 

are objects and household 

utensils which are vital to lead 

life. From left the alms bowl 

(bhiksapatra) to a bed (saya) 

on the right.




