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The Smhala an@ Hindu

ew Year
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By Mathu H. Liyanage

The Sinhala and the Hindu New Year
is celebrated nationally in the month of
April. It is a month of religious festivities
celebrated not only by the Sinhala
Buddhists and the Tamil Hindus but also
by Christians as Easter (the festival of
the Christian Church celebrating the res-
urrection of Christ on the first Sunday fol-
lowing the first Full
Moon) also falls in this month. The New
Year has become a symbol of peace and
unity in a diverse society of people with
various religious beliefs and back-
grounds.

In April, when the sun moves from the
Meena Rashiya (The House of Pisces) to
the Mesha Rashiya (House of Aries), Sri
Lankans begin the unique New Year cel-
ebrations - unique in the sense that not
only the Sinhala Buddhists and the
Hindu Tamils celebrate the New Year but
also Christians as well as Muslims and
other ethnic groups who join in to make it
a true national festival.

It is customary for astrologers to fix the
date and auspicious times for the New
Year and for the various activities that go
with it. These festivities, in fact, emanat-
ed from and coincide with the end of the
harvest season where thank-givings and
offerings are profusely made to gods
responsible for the bumper harvests.

Legend is that a Prince of Peace
called Indradeva wearing a white floral
crown descended upon the earth in a
white carriage like a space capsule into a
sea of milk to ensure peace and happi-
ness for the inhabitants. There is a sim-
ilar legend connected with the Chinese
New Year celebrations, though compara-
tively different from ours and the objec-
tives poles apart, when Nian, a cruel
man-eating beast from the mountains,
would silently infiltrate the houses to prey
on humans. People later learned that
Nian was sensitive to loud noises and
the colour red, and they began to scare

him away with firecrackers, torches and the
decorative use of red colours in their celebra-
tions.

Even natural elements give pre-warning
signals before the dawn of the New Year like,
for instance, singing of the bird known as

'Koha, which is said to occur only once at this

time of the year, and the blooming of

rabadu trees with delightful, bright, red flow-
ers. The vibrant sound of rabban played by
men, and the elegant, beautiful village
sels wearing, head-turning, colourful new
jackets and cloths displaying their curva-

ous bodies who courageously take a fling
he swings that have come up almost in
ery village; and the playful children lighting
irecrackers all go to show that the New Year
is in the air.

Nona gathe, the period when the old and
the young refrain from material pursuits, even
from eating and drinking, is the first ritual
observed in the New Year. Once it is over,
partaking of kiribath, kavun, kokis, aluva,
munkavun - not to mention
bananas - with the pol thel
pahana (coconut oil lamp) glit-
tering from a corner of the table at which the
parents, the elders and the children sit down
to enjoy the first meal of the ensuing year.
Soon after, exchange of gifts mainly in the
form of coins wrapped in betel leaf takes
place that is traditionally known as ganudenu
(act of receiving and giving). The lavish hos-
pitality and celebrations that follow go on
until the oil anointing ceremony that takes
place a few days after at an auspicious time.
People go back to their normal routines after
these customary rites are performed eagerly
anxious and mindful of a repeat of next
year's celebrations.

The cultural and social significance of the
New Year festival is more marked and impor-
tant in moulding the lives of the younger gen-
eration to become better and productive citi-
zens in the future. They learn the good
habits of sharing (giving and receiving),
respecting their parents and the elders,
engaging in religious activities and playing
and working peacefully and gleefully with
their peers.

The Sinhala and Tamil New Year, which
has now been re-invigorated as a national
festival, will strongly bind together all commu-
nities comprising various ethnic groups with
different religious and social backgrounds
into a harmonious, interdependent and cohe-
sive social fabric. This is, no doubt, what
people look forward to from a democratic and
social government committed to these ideals.
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