
" A Study of the Curative Ritual· Kern as Practised by the
Sinhalese, with Special Reference to 'Yogarnavaya'"

Summary

From time immemorial, man has practised rituals for a variety of
purposes. Beliefs and superstitions were part and parcel of man and
society. Man needed rituals to overcome fear of the unknown and to
protect himself from evil spirits and forces. Even disease was believed
to be the work of devils (:yaksha) and evil spirits (Preta).

In the case of the Sinhalese too, they had their own beliefs,
superstitions and rituals. In addition they had a wealth of knowledge of
herbal medicine and medical practices. However, evidence indicates that
in the treatment of patients, medicines and rituals have gained equal
importance.

One of these rituals in the treatment of patients is recognised as
'Kem' (Gz:il®). This is a practice or a ritual performed by the patient, the
physician and sometimes by the entire house - hold. The practice of'Kem'
takes different forms, but most often it is a form of enforcing discipline
especially with regard to cleanliness and abstaining from deeds which are
considered sinful.

There had been many writings and works on the practices of
indigenous medicine and the practices associated with 'Kem'. One such
work is a text entitled 'Yogarnavaya' written during the Dambadeniya
period by Venerable Buddha Putra of the Mayurapada Pirivena.

Reference has been made to the practice of 'Kem' in many other
literary works such as 'Saddharmaratnavaliya' and 'Pujavaliya'. The
word 'Kern', in these texts, has been referred to as to mean 'healing' while
different meanings are attributed in several other classical Sinhala
literary works.

This paper examines how 'Yogarnavaya' describes various forms
of the practices of 'Kem' by the Sinhalese of the mediaeval period, and the
beneficial effects of these practices.

It is believed that the sum total effect of the herbal medicines, and
the practice of 'Kem', is the curing of the patient both physically and
psychologically.

Prof. Kusuma Karunaratne
Senior Professor
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