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On the banks of spirituality

VARANAS

The oldest living city in the world

Text and photos Tina Fdward Gunawardhana
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 and sunset. Bathed In ar 1ge glow
the same hue of the millions of marigolds
found arsund the ghats, ight of the rising
i i tacular,. Just like the
of the river Ganges, human lfe can be
wed in its ebb and flow, Like a pause in
¢ bustling backstreets behind the
(=4 mikinh ti'u-ir

the hu]!.r waters of thr- 'ﬁon- helieved to he
the only living poddess and revered by
Hindus workdwide, The star attraction for
tourists are the ghat ich are the steps that
pilgrims to the river. The ghats number

E anikarnika ghat,
i—h ri hundra t, the oldest burning ghat s
i never stops and the Assi
'\.’h]l'l'l is the southernmost ghat of
rasi which stands at the confluence of
the Ganges and the river As




‘

The narrow winding streets leading to the . J
burning ghats of Manikarnika and
Harischandra are ined with stacks of
sandabwood which fire the pyres. [t 1s these
burning ghats. the only places where funeral
pyris are permitted that Hindu pilgrims
united in their belief that dying in this
sacred place will free them from
reincarnation, the ceaseless cycle of life,
death and rebirth, have been seeking out
Varanasi for generations. For Hindus
cremating your body on the ghats and
scattering the ashes in the sacred Ganges
cormpletes a timeless and holy ritual and
facilitates the passage to Moksha. a state of
blissful liberation beyond the human realm

Walking downstream a hundred or so
metres from the burning ghats where ashes
and charred remains are disposed of in the
river, life on the river carries on. Holy cows
defecate while they are bathed by their
owners, while others wash their linen,
Further down, people submerge themselves
in the Holy Ganges totally oblivious to the
pollution of the river instead immersed in
their faith that Ma Ganga will cleanse them
from their sins and protect them from any
evils that may befall them.

The narrow streets ate lHned with stalls
selling everything from fake gold to cheap
vellow shawls and chains of marizolds.

strest food stalls are inabundance as people
fry samosas in huge cauldrons of hot il
while chai sellers do a brisk trade selling
their cardamaom infused sweet tea served in
tirry clav cups. Through this quotidian
tapestry of life, a cortége rushes past. A
stretcher laden with a body coverad with
golden maripalds and bell ringersin
attendance make their way to the burning
ghats, It |s said that annually 32,000 funerals
are held at the burning ghats.

Pilgrims elad in orange weave their way
past bicycles, cows, poats and dogs, Its
narrow pathways are absorbing, every
where vou look you are greeted ta a visual
overload, from a lassi seller to a mystical
baba or peddiers selling their wares, your
thoughts drowned by the cacophony of
nioise.

Away from the ghats amidst the warren
of streets that erlsseross the city, is
Waranasi's Lohita area, a textile hub where
more than a thousand factories work around
the clock to produce Banarasi sarees and
fabrics. Employing traditional practices of
handloom weaving those engaged in the
weaving industry turn out some of the most
intricate and colourful silk sarees which are
sought after across the world,




e —— e

Far those who want to indulge in retail therapy there are
several modern malls which offer everything from clothing to
electrical items. Indian sweets are alsoin abundance, The food is
spicy and varied with rottis and birivanis served with spicy
curries dominating the menus. If the ghats are too intense then
the city offers an abundance of Hindu temples to escape to, The
Benares Hindu University is a sprawiding cormnplex which offers a
respite from the harsh realities of life on the ghats

It is at sunset that the ghats are most spectacular, especially
the Dashashwamedh Ghat where a nightly pooja called the
Aarti takes place. This i= a spactacle which atiracts both tourists
and pilgrims alike. Colour, fire, beating drums and the smell of
incense permeates the air as people absorb this ritual, deepin
cancentration as they pray for salvation,

Drespite Varanasi being a spiritual céntre and pilgrimage city
for Hindus, it is also popular amongst Buddhists and Jains. It was
in Saranath, just 10 kms away from Varanasi that the Gautama
Buddha preached his first sermon. For Jains, Varanasl is the
birthplace for Parsvanath the 23rd spiritual leader and
enlightened one of the fain religion, With well connected
transport links, and varying starred hotels to backpacking
hostels, Varanasi is the perfect destination to explore and offers
a multitude of great photo opportunities, apart from the culture,
history and cuisine. Getting to Varanasi has been made easier
with Air India's bwice weekdy direct flights bo this destination

A beautiful city steeped in the divine, Varanasi is a living
example of people’s attempts to find spirituality in a chaotic
waorld, This is a city where you are constantly reminded that
the meaning of life and death is shrouded in mystery. It offers
amontage of faith and humanity, The ghats of Varanasi
alfords a glimpse of everyday life and is a diaplay of India’s
thmiless beauty
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