


Rama and Sita with Lakshmana and Hanuman. c. 1765. Artstor, library.artstor.org/asset/ACSAA_MICHIGAN_1039428218

Gender and Devotion to Ram
and Sita

Anna Lee White

2021-2022 Katherine Young Travel
Award

In Hindu traditions in North India, the
gods Krishna and Ram are often depicted
in very different ways despite both being
incarnations of Vishnu. Krishna is seen as the
exemplar of playfulness, and popular art and
poetry depicts him either as a mischievous
child or playing flute, dancing, and playing
pranks on all the women who are in love
with him. Ram, on the other hand, is seen
as an ideal king and an upholder of morality
and righteousness. His marriage with Sita, as
told in the Ramayana, is upheld as the ideal
marriage and Sita is seen as the ideal wife
who is endlessly devoted to him.

My doctoral research focuses on the history
and development of the Ramanandi

community, a Hindu bhakti (devotional)
community that is closely associated
with devotion to Ram. One branch of the
Ramanandi community is called the Ram

The Distinguished Lecture
in Islam

e are excited to announce that the

Distinguished Lecture in Islam will
return in 2023. Sa'diyya Shaikh, associate
professor in the Department for the Study of
Religions at Cape Town University in South
Africa will deliver the lecture “An Ethics of
Love and Justice: Islamic Feminist Reflections”
in person at UVic on Thursday, March 23,
2023. Hold the date! The Distinguished
Lecture in Islam highlights the work of an
eminent scholar working in fields related
to Islamic studies. A fund supporting this
lecture series was established in 2007 by an
anonymous donor who wished to increase
the community’s understanding of Islam.

rasik tradition, and this predominantly-male
ascetic tradition interprets the story of Ram
and Sita in a way that is heavily influenced by
Krishna devotional traditions. The Ram rasiks
write poetry and perform ritual reenactments
of the Ramayana from the perspective of
Sita’s female friends, servants, and family
members who have unique access and
insight into the royal couple’s marriage. Ram
rasiks sometimes take on female personas
for this practice, using female pennames
and sometimes dressing as women in ritual
contexts.

During my stay at CSRS, | worked on
translating and interpreting early-twentieth
century hagiographies of Ram rasik saints
written in the language Braj Bhasha, a
predecessor to modern standard Hindi. In my
dissertation, | plan to further explore the role
of gender in the Ramanandi community’s
assertion that devotion to Ram can overcome

all social barriers.

Sadiyya Shaikh will deliver the 2022-23 CSRS
Distinguished Lecture in Islam.




Ireland of the Soul:
Renegotiating Domains Private
and Public in Modern Irish
Poetry

Lucie Kotesovska
Graduate Fellow

In the modern history of Ireland, politics
as well as religion have been notoriously
contested domains. In my research, | would
like to reflect upon this fact from a slightly
different perspective, turning to the medium
of poetry for fresh insight and understanding
of the conflicted situation. In his poem
titled “The Settle Bed’, Seamus Heaney
commemorates an especially bulky piece
of furniture which used to be handed down
as a part of the dowry in Northern Ireland
and recalls it as the site of the “sigh-life of
Ulster”. However, while reflecting upon the
painful heritage of his people and his country
reaching beyond his lifetime, he nevertheless
continues towards what can be seen as no
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less that an act of radical hope: “[W]hatever
is given can always be reimagined”. | consider
these words as a motto of my own research. |
would like to explore the ways in which one’s
spirituality, working upon and through the
medium of poetry, might actively renegotiate
the given boundaries between public idiom
and private experience in matters political
and religious. | focus on the work of several
Irish poets, including Heaney and Derek
Mahon, as they develop their specific vision
and expression over the years. | believe
that their poetry reaches a point when a
remarkable synthesis of the two worlds—
public and private, shared and idiosyncratic,
external and internal - is attained. | would
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even add that it is this moment of synthesis
that their poetry truly comes into its own as a
new quality of internalizing the given conflict
is introduced.

The background of the poets whose work
| am going to analyze is varied. In the case

of Seamus Heaney, we encounter poetic
sensibility formed and deeply affected by
the Catholic faith and idiom of his youth.
This early inspiration remains with(in) him
for decades to come as “the inner lining of
the self”, but is ultimately transformed as the
inclusiveness of the poet’s consciousness
expands and his life experience intensifies.
The resulting expression of his renewed
spirituality is evident, for instance, in the
sequence “Squarings” Here the poet’s joy
as he locates his very own territory quite
apart from any prescribed public agenda or
partisanship is evident in his new confidence
in language as well as his adoption of a
unique stanza form, the douzain. The roots
and perceived affiliation of Derek Mahon,

Heaney's contemporary, are quite different.
Coming from a Protestant family, he first
publishes poetry which is instilled—due to
the pressing political and religious history
of his community—by a dispirited sense
of belatedness, emotional avoidance and
almost inaudible apologia for his people.
Only as this subdued modality gradually
turns into a wary yet generous embrace of the
phenomena of our post-modern world, does
Mahon successfully authorize his version of
negotiating the public/private divide.

Apart from the more specifically spiritual
aspects of this project, | believe that through
these analyses centered on the individual
poets and their work, the politicum of the
Irish matter might be reconsidered with fresh
subtlety. The reader might realize with new
insight why the work of these world-known
poets possesses at once a strong imprint of
their milieu and a lasting universal appeal.
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Tracing Talisman: Power Politics
and Religion in Late Edo and
Meiji Japan

Tanya Brittain

Graduate Fellow

his project explores the production and

use of talismans in central Japan from
1800 to 1912, asking two fundamental
questions: how were talismans seen to work
and what happened to their production
and use through the late Edo (Bakumatsu
1853-1867) and Meiji (1868-1912) periods?
The Meiji was a time of tremendous political
change with major implications for religious
institutions. It appears, however, that while
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Ema tablets at Toyokawa Inari Betsuin in Tokyo, July 2022

political and institutional structures shifted
dramatically, and newfound ideas of religion
entered Japan from the‘West, many religious
practices were labeled as ‘superstitious’ (Jp.
meishin). Yet talismans remained in use. The
prominence of these objects in Japan today;, |
suggest, is evidence of this.

Religion in Japan is, like anywhere, a fluid
concept built on wide-array of values and
beliefs that have changed over time. Today,
most people in Japan would not self-
identify as religious or claim to be Shintoist
or Buddhist. Yet those same people can be
found attending temples and shrines, and
performing ‘religious acts. At any given
moment at any given temple or shrine there

is sure to be found someone praying, offering
incense or candles, and purchasing talismans
of some sort that serve a wide range of
purposes. Where do these practices come
from? How have they survived centuries
of ‘modernization’ and urbanization, and
particularly the Meiji Restoration? What
sorts of influences contributed to the way
talismans are used, produced, and even look?

Historically, talismans were powerful tools
used in Buddhist, Shintd, Onmyddo, and
Shugendod rites and served various aims. They
were perceived as efficacious in performing
exorcisms, securing childbirth, attending
to medical ailments, and so forth. These
objects were used primarily for healing and
protection. Sometimes they were stamped
with a seal or written out by hand on paper
with specific colour of ink by a religious
professional. They were often burned and
the ashes ingested or scattered, but they
may also have been worn on one’s person or
mounted on a wall.

Talismans like the ofuda, omamori, ema, and
omikuji are regarded as potent implements—
apotropaic devices used to ward off
danger, misfortune, and wrathful deities,
thaumaturgical implements for performing
divination and producing desired effects
(e.g., good luck, success in exams, etc.),
and prophylactic objects used for various
health related concerns. They are also used
to petition local gods (kami) and buddhas.
These items remain prominent fixtures in
contemporary Japan. This raises the question
of what transformations occurred during the
Meiji period. Amidst the political upheaval
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and new ideas of religion and superstition
reaching Japan from the West, how were
talisman and their associated practices
affected?

Omikuji slips at Sensoji Temple in Asaskusa (Tokyo), June
2022



Pentimenti: Ceramic Funeral
Vessels as Biographies of
Spiritual Homecomings

Holly Ratcliffe
CSRS Artist-in-Residence

y project at the CSRS is an exploration,

through the creation of a series of
ceramic funeral vessels, of personal stories of
returning home to abandoned roots of belief
and spiritual practice in hospice care and
other end of life contexts.

As an emerging ceramic artist with a
background in both anthropology and
theology, | am particularly drawn to the
creation of funeral vessels as objects of
mysterious symbolic significance. So many of
our customary attitudes toward death and its
meaning or lack of meaning can be focused
on this object. And these attitudes can stand
in stark contrast with the rich meanings and
aesthetic power of funeral vessels from other
ages and cultures. Part of my work, then, is
not just the creation of artistic work, but the
conversations that people have with me in
the presence of such pieces.

So it was a revelation to me when | discovered
that one of the themes of the CSRS is that of
religious and spiritual understandings of a

Holly working on “Womb-tomb ossuary” at the Museum
of Anthropology

good death in hospice palliative care, and
that the Centre offers a fellowship for an artist
in residence.

The concept of pentimento came to my
attention as | read the first chapter of Religious
Understandings of a Good Death in Hospice
Palliative Care, a book produced by the CSRS.
There it was, the focus for my research and
creation in this residency.

The word pentimento is taken from the
Italian, pentirsi, to repent. It is used in oil
painting to refer to the reappearance
of original elements that the artist tried
to obliterate by overpainting. Drawing
on Denzin's appropriation of this idea in
autoethnography, Wright and Clark give the
example of people from communist countries
living in hospice care and facing their own
imminent death. Some found themselves
returning to the religious beliefs and symbols
of their youth, which they had abandoned
during their lifetime under communism. A
similar pattern exists among First Nations
peoples here in Canada and elsewhere, living
with the effects of colonialism. This prompts
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the question whether something of this
nature may happen in others’ experience of
spiritual pain and resiliency at the end of life,
particularly in the wake of collective trauma.
This series of unique pieces will also speak to
my own identity and social location in ways
yet to be revealed.

My ceramics render accessible something of
the silent mystery of death by their simplicity
of form and engagement with the material
through superimposition of abstract gesture
and texture. My work draws the observer out
of the usual reactions of discomfort and
aversion to the reality of mortality, into a
state of attentive contemplation.

For information about our Artist in
Residence program, please see p.16

or visit our website (uvic.ca/csrs) and
click on “Fellowships and awards".




