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Abstract:  

Sinhalese healing rituals, traditionally performed as night-long village performances, have undergone dramatic changes in the last century: from their original purpose as a means to heal to their ‘nationalization’ to the recent marketing as exotic ‘tourist art’ in (new) media. Thereby, images which attract tourists as a new audience and which generate new meanings are produced, distributed and consumed; tourist imaginaries are enacted in emphasizing performative aspects of the former healing rituals like drumming and the dramatic mask dances and neglecting ‘religious’ ones like the recitation of mantrams to adapt to the taste of new consumers. Following from that, the rituals are shortened, purified from ‘backward’ elements like animal sacrifice and displayed in new contexts such as ‘cultural shows’ in hotels or beach raves to enable tourists a temporary immersion into a foreign, ‘exotic’ culture.
Those changes are closely connected to tourist imaginaries about ‚the East’ in general and about Sri Lanka in particular: Orientalist ideas of unspoiled ‚culture’, archaic magic and pre-modernity paradoxically contribute to the dynamic inherent in these cultural practices. To satisfy the need for cultural exoticism of the ‚Moderns’, the performances are not only de-contextualized but also commercialized and marketed. Travel guides advertize the rituals as ‚devil dances’ and provide them with exotic images, packed in terms such as ‚wild’, ‚authentic’ and ‚superstitious’ and souvenirs such as the masks used in the healing rituals are sold.
In this paper, the intersection of those tourist imaginaries with national imaginaries will be analyzed. Within this process of intersection, the Sri Lankan government with its central ‘agent’ with regard to the nationalization and institutionalization of tourist imaginaries, the national Tourism Board, promotes the dances extracted out of these rituals as ‘national heritage’, above all by means of the visual to advertise ‘authenticity’. What counts as ‘national’, ‘tradition’ or ‘heritage’ is of course constantly re-negotiated whereas not only the Tourism Board is involved, but also travel agencies and global organizations such as the UNESCO. The ‘national’ identity is (re)presented whereby asymmetries as ‘side-effects’ are generated and existing power relations with regard to caste and ethnicity are mystified. The boundaries of ‘culture’ or ‘national identity’ are sharpened, whereas imaginaries which do not suit the national representation are excluded: For example, in ‘nationalizing’ Sinhalese cultural traditions like the ritual dances the heritage of the Tamils is excluded. 
The main focus of the paper will lie on the performance of the tourist imaginaries and thus, questions which will be addressed in this paper are as follows: In how far can the performers of those tourist imaginaries resist or even subvert it? Can those enactments even function as a cultural resource for them? Or can’t the tourist gaze be de-constructed and the performers embody those tourist imaginaries they constantly enact? Further questions would be related to the authorship, copyright and control over the (re)presentation of those performances of the tourist imaginaries.
