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Dual Meanings of Possession and Fertility in Rajasthani Everyday Cultural Items

In many Rajasthani Indian villages, the lines between reality and the spiritual world cross paths. From magical stories of Gods bringing flowing rivers to earth to stories of greedy creatures that show villagers how to worship these Gods, these ancient tales have lead the way for modern Indian people to explain and justify the myths and ceremonial customs used on a daily basis.  Indian culture and Hindu religion often turn everyday objects into conduits between humans and the Gods. Rajasthani villagers use these common objects to; gain favor in the eyes of the Gods, request favors, and ask for miracles such as, increased fertility and relief from possession. In this paper I will use the facts and recorded stories from the ethnography written by Ann Grodzins Gold, to show that Rajasthani villagers use everyday objects not only in a practical way, but also as spiritual channels to carry out religious transactions with the Gods.
When you think of a coconut, you probably think of the round fuzzy object that comes from a palm tree and contains a fruity drink that comes with a little paper umbrella in it. However, in Rajasthan India, this could not be further from the truth. Here, something as simple as a coconut is transformed into a ritual object used as a symbol to communicate with the Hindu Gods. In one ritual where a Hindu woman wishes to become pregnant, Gold describes how a priest, possessed by the God Bhairuji, helps the women in her request. She says “Then, while the drum beats a powerful-summoning rhythm, the possessed priest places the coconut in the pilgrim woman’s prepared pouch. Obviously this is a gesture of impregnation, the coconut representing the child to be…..the coconut seems to stand for a fully developed and safely birthed baby.” (Gold, 1988, p151) Gold goes on to say that this same coconut will be returned after the birth of a healthy baby, to the priest’s shrine as a thank you. So, in this case the coconut is representing a human baby given to the women, in her pouch, a representation of a womb, by the priest, who is possessed, representing God. A transactional ritual that is common amongst the women wanting children. In another ritual, one that is a part of a longer death ritual called The Sinking of the Flowers, women who are possessed by a deity, called Bhāv, carry vessels containing sacred water from the river Ganges, are lured onto the correct path by putting tiny pieces of coconut into her pre-arranged “pouch”. (Gold, 1988, p96) In this case the coconut pieces and the pouch, again representing fertility and birth, through the coconut, and contact with God through possession. This duality is seen throughout India, showing how their religion and culture are both interactive and the lines blurred between this reality and that of the unseen.
A pouch is usually meant to hold, say, jewelry, a special trinket or anything really. But, in Indian culture it is a whole other notion. Yes, in India a pouch is meant to hold things, but, ritually I need to expand further on the symbol of the pouch, not only is it a symbol of a women’s womb, but a pouch is also used to hold flowers(phūl), another name for the bones of deceased kin. In this instance, a literal red pouch holds the literal bones. However, its symbolic and spiritual meaning is that of the pouch being placenta, holding the flowers(bones) of the deceased and representing the spiritual journey of death, birth and rebirth. 
Flowers, colorful and beautiful, perfumed foliage grown to embellish our surroundings, but only as long as they are alive. After they are harvested, they shrivel, and fade to shadows of their former glory. Gold explains the multiple meanings of the word flower in the Hindu culture, when she states “ Spanning both the complex that surrounds lingering spirits and that which surrounds ancestors is a homology suggesting identity between icons embodying spirits of dead children, bone remains of cremated adults, womb, and unborn child expressed in the word “flower”, which may be used to refer to any of these.”(Gold, 1988, p124) So in other words not only do some literal objects such as the bones of the deceased carry spiritual meanings, but, so do some of the words they use to describe these objects, i.e. flowers. 
Water, the clear refreshing liquid required for life by all living human beings. But to the Indian culture it is more, especially when taken from the sacred rivers flowing throughout the continent and used as a part of the many religious ceremonies.  Multiplicity and overlapping themes can be seen throughout all of these common ritualistic practices. Even something as seemingly simple as water holds a double dimension amongst the Rajasthani people. As I mentioned previously, in one ritual possessed women hold vessels of water obtained from the river Ganges by a pilgrim and as part of the funeral ritual, will be consumed by “all the assembled caste-fellows of the deceased”. This water, although just river water, is thought to “bring general well-being (including fertility) to the celebrant household.” (Gold, 1988, p260) Again showing the many overlapping’s of cultural items, possession and fertility.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Food, sustenance and energy for the mind and soul. There is another item that holds important dual meanings. An element of ritual called a pinda is made from rice, barley flour and mixed with ghee and black sesame seeds. These ingredients are shaped into balls and used in different religious rituals. Even though technically it is just a rice ball, the spiritual meaning goes far beyond that. Pinda’s are used in both ancestor worship and in funeral rites. “The coconut-shaped pinda represented the newly deceased person; the three round pindas, identical to one another, were for the three generations of ancestors; grandfather, great-grandfather, great-great grandfather.” (Gold, 1988, p92)  It is also said that “ The term for flour ball used to embody and unite ancestors, pinda, also means embryo, and a wife of the lineage may eat such a flour ball in order to get a son.(Gold, 1988, p 124) These examples show that the pindas are representative pf ancestors, recently deceased and future generations to come. The idea, again, of earthly symbolic items like pindas have a direct meaning and place in the ritual that ensure worship of the ancestors and the dead to help bring about new life and continuation of lineage in the future.
Throughout this paper recurring ideas of multiplicity and dual meanings is prevalent and dynamic. Coconuts, pouches, flowers, water and flour balls are all everyday items that any other person might dismiss as simply common surroundings. Only in exploring and trying to understand the ancient and fantastical stories of the Hindu people do we see the relevant and connectedness between these everyday items and the direct lines to the Gods that they provide. In this paper I have shown that Rajasthani Villagers use everyday items both in a practical way and as a way to connect with the Hindu Gods that are an integral part of Indian religion and culture.
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