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Burgo l’uio, or the worship of Durga, is one of the
most important festivals in India, and the biggest

religious occasion for the Bengalis. It is the time to
commemorate the Hindu goddess Durga’s victory
over the demon buffalo, and hence a celebration of
victory of good over evil. In Sanskrit Durga means
invincible or inaccessible, representing the power of
the Supreme Being, and is worshipped as the divine
mother who preserves moral order and righteousness.
Durga Puja is celebrated differently in various regions
of India, and the length of the festival may vary from
four to ten days. The festival includes daily worship,
chanting and fasting, with the last four days celebrated
in grandeur and feasting. Everywhere in India, Durga
devotees build an outdoor pandal, or altar, specifically
for this important occasion. Inside the pandal sits a
huge sculpture of the goddess - Durga is depicted as
a warrior wearing red, riding a lion or tiger, and with
her ten arms each carrying different weapons she
overpowers the demon buffalo.
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REARBEEBHENLEZ AN tREBNEXMLELMERFNEZERBS
EEEZHNABEZRINERMELRRETHERSE ABEBNRKHESIAL &R
HERBTEBESERE THMAMNARSEREBETNZS AN ERCE BEXREZER
CHEORB BN+ EBLEFEEBERNCSANERD BRMFSHEEET
BBRFHENXzE BARE RBERIR SR AR RBE AL EEBHTE-

Hong Kong is a multicultural society. Each of the various ethnic groups has its own traditions, beliefs,

and customs. Ethnic festivals are truly a showcase of this diversity, and have very much been part of Hong
Kong’s intercultural history and heritage. In collaboration with the Institute of Future Cities (IOFC), this
new column takes up festivals as a lens to seek an understanding of Hong Kong’s ethnic communities,
and how they have contributed to the city’s culture as they maintain their own identity. It reminds us how
lucky we are in Hong Kong, to be able to partake in a multicultural space in which everyone can enjoy
and learn about each other’s cultures as equals, which is an essential element of a metropolitan society.
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THE INSTITUTE OF FUTURE CITIES (IOFC) @ THE CHINESE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG

REZ-—MERY BNEREABBETRREREEBRENEE B SR EMANCENTHE -

HAMHBmEE N EBEPOUA SNt SR B AN EHRAREATER S
Its aim is to enhance the understanding of urban development and related issues such as housing, governance, pollution,
informatics and the cultural sector, etc. The Centre of History, Culture and Media research division investigates the

interaction between cultural diversity and social change.
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In Hong Kong, this religious custom has been kept alive by the Bengali

community. For the past 16 years, the Hong Kong Bengali Association has
organized the public celebration of Durga Puja. The date varies every year

as it is calculated according to the Hindu calendar. In 2014 Durga Puja was

held between 26 September and 3 October, at Henry Leong Community
Centre in Yaumatei. We took part in the festivities and learned about their
meanings from the Association’s members who were extremely friendly and
eager to tell us about their culture.

EH-—EBRER BEENIZMUBA+TIER
RELBENZGHNERERRE - BATET RS
EFEREFA RETRMA ) BLBEREEM
RENEERN MEFEANRALERERRNDE
BER-BMTHD SFHENRTEHTE BAHR
B EEMUAEN S EEAR BERABEN
BE-BRBEEXHAR EEAMNE-Z-NFETME
AR (A8 Em MR  BRSFRKL,
MEHEREEREF ART—SERXFELHR -
Being a migrant community, the Bengalis in Hong Kong
made it a point to preserve as much as possible the essence of
the traditional Durga Puja. Although the altar was built indoors
and of a smaller scale, the goddess’ statue was shipped
specially from India, and a priest was invited to come from
India to carry out the necessary rituals. We were told that the
altar was constructed each year based on Durga’s mythological
journey to Earth, which was linked to the fortune or misfortune

of humans. In 2014, according to scriptures, Durga arrived in a
boat and departed in a palanquin - arriving in a boat suggests
a flood, while leaving in a palanquin indicates that there will
be an epidemic.
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The sculptures used in the rituals were very much works of art as well as religious

symbolisms. Anindita, a member of the Association, explained that Durga has different forms
in different parts of India, but it is only in West Bengal that artists depict all four of the goddess
Durga’s children together with her on the altar. As the four children each owns different divine
abilities such as music and scholarship, Bengali mothers often bring their children before the altar
to pray for blessings in these skills. So not only does Durga Puja allow devotees to pay respect
to their supreme goddess collectively, it also provides an opportunity for mothers to inculcate
in the children a sense of religiosity and familism, and to socialize children about their tradition.

ZHEHBEE-F-E - BEXIMNEL SEIMUAGSER -—BFHNE
BEE —EZFNEA-—T ZBZEFUNLE FHHREFESFNEHR M
Dl nERfilE MEEN I RBREARTHE Y RNRANHEE
FRERBRNTRED RABAEIFRAENERN MERUBRETER
RARZE ZHELUANABEREIATHENET ERETIAREZER
MBBEXEHE (MEXHEFTELME) BEEBEANEBZENPRETLFER
FTENRE PIHNEEESRTHN SEB FHRPRE - T —NFNEHAF
—REMNFEAELETHRXB (BUESHEBRXERNINA) E
WELB (RBEKENKA) FRBATHOENHRZRE BONNZLENRE
FHMNRE EHEE25EN!

Organizing this annual, iconic event of the Bengalis is a year-long endeavor. The Hong
Kong Bengali Association’s volunteer committee started preparation for the puja once the
last one was over. Volunteers designed the altar inspired by a scene in the mythology and
Indian female symbolisms. They also planned the various activities for the different stages of
the four-day festival. On each day the priest carried out a set of prescribed rituals in which
believers took part at different times of the day, but mostly before work in early morning, or
after work in the evening. Members also enjoyed vegetarian meals, and cultural programs
such as film and music, but the most spectacular must be the performance of the children
and youth as they showed off their talents in traditional songs,
dance, and poetry recital. In 2014 the younger generation of the
Bengali community performed a music drama Valmiki Pratibha
(The Genius of Valmiki) by Rabindranath Tagore, the first Asian to
receive the Noble Prize for Literature. The work was a fusion of
classical Indian dance, European strings and Irish folk melodies,
which was enjoyed by a full house!
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T8 REEAMARREE/HENEL BERE-EFNERENK  BHE
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& ERAAEENESE - Aninditadl —HERBEBRLE—E BATH
FRENRRMERBORE  HRMARAARTHEBNLHEH RBTEM R
BrAE-—SRHE-TREARMEET BARMARIELAIARRAME ]

Religious rituals were central to
the festival. These included a series of
chanting, aarti (offering of light), and
distribution of prasad (blessed food).
Together with the beating of drums and
the sounding of a conch, the rituals
woke up the five senses of devotees for
an all-round connection with the deity.
In India, oil lamps (with pure ghee) are
customarily used in aarti. But because
of venue regulations, local devotees
used electric lamps and electric incense.
Anindita explained that it was hard to
adjust to this change at the beginning:
“Somehow the smell of incense and the
sight of oil lamps are the markers of Durga
Puja. Without sensing those, it did not
feel like a puja at all. [But] we got used
to it later [knowing] that these are just

symbolic.”
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On the last day of the festival, the goddess returns

to the heavens. On this day women became the main
celebrants. They brought offerings of flowers, sweets,
prasad, silverware and coins on a silver plate, and lined
up to offer them to the goddess. It was a melancholic

and moving scene.
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After the offering, women devotees celebrated
sisterhood and the occasion all of a sudden became
super jovial. Armed with a plate of sweets and vermilion,
the ladies engaged in a game of smearing each other’s
faces with vermillion, followed by feeding each other
sweets, thereby exchanging blessings and good
wishes, and finally a joyous round of dancing.

B A BEREIMAM TERAR
BESMAETER HEMZBEHHERH
o EER RMABINTIOARMENER  H
MERBERNP - ERATHFANFTFHKRLE
Rk RUAZRDHHMERABENEME -
BRARBEZGERELBENLREH RS FE
BOAR BRIEB MEFLBA &
e -26 REEZEEHNRESNER  #MFHEZNRERERDE BE
B - FHENKER EHAL&RE RAZLHGRAESEITE &%
KUBEBR - EEEBEARTANN FFUGRE LG EIF AR F AL U HEE
R EREFH-

As migrants leave their country of origin, their practices often transform across
geographical space. Aspects of Durga Puja, too, were going through change. Some of the
offerings may be localized, e.g. the Chinese stainless steel plate may replace the silver plate,
and Maltose or other candies were used instead of Indian sweets. The women devotees wore
not only the traditional red color, but also pink, yellow, purple, and orange, and even black,
claiming that the dress code in Hong Kong was more flexible. More significantly, at the end
of the festival, the statue of Durga should be submerged into the sea or river, signifying her
departure. In Hong Kong, as this is not permitted, the statue would be cleaned and stored,
to be brought out again next year.

HEMZHES HEBZNMNAARFEFERRABA ER—EZIEE
WHEES EFZMUAHEEZER - ZAATZNRK KENZET EF
—ERAEB MR MHERE-—EAHEMANT - RARABEAEEEZNS
PERELESHRE

Durga Puja has become a multi-purpose occasion during which the Bengalis in Hong
Kong bond as a community - through familiar smells, tastes and sounds, as well as through
working together on marking a spiritual and social identity that is special to them and their
next generation. “§
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