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FOREWORD

The museum curators not only engage themselves in curating exhibitions of the
priceless museum materials in their custody for public viewing but undertake research
~ works on them as well. The outcomes of their research works are published periodically
in the form of research papers, monographs, catalogues and compendiums.

Select research papers of Dr.C. Maheswaran, Curator for Anthropology of the
Government Museum, Chennai which get published between, 1980-2000 (in English &
Tamil) are being presented as a compendium entitled, “Tribal & Folk Culture Studies”,
through museum publication. '

It is hoped that this present compendium of select research papers on
multifarious domains such as Ethnography, Ethnology, Ethnohistory, Linguistics,
Museology, Museography', Heritage Management will remain as a useful reference
work for students and researchers.

We are indeed very happy to release this work as one of the prestigious
publications of our Government Museum, Chennai. | wish to congratulate the author
for his painstaking efforts in bringing out the compendiums in this present form. | hope
that museum visitors of all walks of life will welcome this endeavour.

- . ._M‘OQJL_A’\ N
S Leden
(T.S.Sridhar)



Dr. C. Maheswaran Government Museum,
Curater (Anthropolegy Section) Egmore, Chennai - 600 008.

PREFACE

‘Research’ is one of the five aspects of a modern museum. Hence, the museum
curators are expected to fulfil this aspect as well, in addition to undertaking of
acquisition, documentation, exhibition and education. The ‘acquisition’ of museum

materials leads to ‘documentation’, which consequently leads to undertaking of
‘research’, via 'exhibition’ and ‘education’. The curatorial staff through ‘research papers’
periodically publish the findings of research works.

The seiect research papers published by me, as a curatorial staff, since 1980s
are compiled under a theme, the ‘Tribal & Folk Culture Studies' and presented as a
compendium to be used as a reference work by both scholars and students.

| thank profusely Dr. T.S. Sridhar, LA.S., our beloved Principal Secretary/
Commissioner of Museums, Government of Tamilnadu who remains as a constant
source of inspiration and driving force, for having included this present compendium
of collected papers as one of the prestigious publications of the Government Museum,
Chennai. _

| hope that this work will be received well by people of all walks of life who are
interested in its subject matters.

(C. Maheswaran)



Dedicated

To

the fond remembrance of
My beloved Prof. S. Agesthialingom
who was my academic mentor

in the fields of Linguistics, Folkloristics & Dravidian Studies
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I
THE BISON DANCE: A STUDY IN CULTURAL SURVIVALS

Introduction

Some of the Central Indian tribes, viz, Dongria Khonds, Kutia Khonds and Saoras
of Orissa; Bison-Horn Marias and Ghotul Marias of Madhya Pradesh; Koyas of Orissa and
Andhra Pradesh perform a ritual dance called ‘the Bison Dance’. The reconstruction of this
ritual dance tells us that they were once enacted as ‘magico-religious dance’ to ensure

successful hunting.

An attempt is made to study this bison dance in historical perspectives-especially in

the framework of ‘Survivals’ or ‘Cultural survivals’,

This paper is divided into two parts. The first part deals with the concept of survivals
and its validity in reconstructing the past societies, its customs or institutions. And the second
part deals with the history of the magico-religious rituals connected with hunting practices,
the cross-cultural study of the masking tradition in hunting rituals and a study of the ‘bison
dance’ in the framework of ‘survivals’ or ‘cultural survivals’.

Part-1

‘Survival’ (or to be precise ‘Cultural Survival’} is one of the three outstanding elements
always present in the studies of cultural evolution’. It is E.B.Tylor who has developed the

‘concept of survival® while attempting the ¢cvolutionary reconstruction of past societies.

“By survivals, Tylor meant customs, institutions that had lost their function but had

been carried on into a later stage of society by force or habit.” (Garbarino, 1977:31).

L.H. Morgan, on the track of Tylor, applied it to his study on kinship terminology to
support the contention that matrilineality had preceded patrilineality. And this concept was

most elaborately developed by Frazer.

This concept of survival was not free from criticism. For instance, Malinowski’s

main attack on the classical evolutionists was directed against Tylor’s concept of survivals.
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He insisted further that there were no nonfunction aspects to culture. Further, he opposed
the evolutionists® search for the origins and historical reconstructions. He considered such
a search as being worthless in functional analysis because the crucial question was how the

aspects of culture functioned, not their past forms,

But one should bear in mind that we could not neglect the historical approach totally,
because, for certain customs or institutions in societies functionalism can only give reasons
but fails at the same time to highlight its origin. In such instances, the concept of survivals
stands essential and meaningful in understanding those customs and institutions fully.

The validity of this concept become clear from the following statement of

M.J. Herskovits:

“The doctrine of survivals took on many forms. Its validity is due to the considerable
validity it actually does posess. The very fact that culture is a cotinuum that constantly
changes implies a preponderance of elements in any given culture carried over from an

earlier period in its history”. (Herskovits, 1969 : 437)
Part - Il

Magico-religious Rituals connected with Hunting Practices

Many magico-religious practices concerned with hunting are designed to generate
the successful killing of the animal being hunted. Some of these practices go back to the

Palaeolithic Age and are recorded in the cave paintings which are now so well known.

Often the hunter went through the hunting performance as a ritualistic dance, wearing
some parts of the animal’s skin'. The imposing figure of such a masked dance dominates the
cave paintings of Trois-Freres in France, where it seems to represent a great magician
performing such holy rites with a deer’s head and hyde on him. This appears to depict, or to

be part of a magico-religious rite.

It is the part of symbol to produce its own substantial reinforcement, through the

imagination and excitation of aesthetic emotion not in the individual but in the participating
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group. Levy Bruhl (as quoted by Lewis, 1984:212) calls these powerfully included mental
state’s collective representations, which assert and reinforce the interdependances that
constitute society and express symbolically the sentiments and values on which their lives
depend. They also ‘translate uncontrollable natural forces into symbolic activities, which
through the performance of ritual can be manipulated with’.

The magical rites so splendidly depicted, in the palaeolithic drawings of Trois Freres
where the sorcerer was harnessing a group effort for a difficult task by a group ritual dance.
The object, the “killing of the quarry’, becomes a fantasy object; it is conceived imaginatively
as slain. The real deer or mammoth or bison is far off, but the fantasy object is here and now.
Man is projected into this fantasy world where his aim is accomplished. The result is that
even when the ritual dance is over the accomplished deed still seems real, the accomplished
future seems more realizable spurring him on to the risks and labour necessary for his
accomplishment. The tribal individual is thus charged by participating in the collective

tllusion.

This aesthetic experience, Levy Bruhl says, is a ‘mystic one’ employing the world in
the strictly defined sense in which “mystic” implies belief in forces and influences actions
which, though imperceptible to sense, are neverthless real. The natural and supernatural,
however, are not the separate realisms, but the two aspects of one realm in which the visible,
palpable, subordinate to physical law, is one aspect, and the other, invisible, intangible
‘spiritual’ forming a mystic sphere which encompasses the first. But, the mind of these cave
artists did not recognize two worlds here. ‘To him there is but one. Every reality, like every

influence, is mystic, and consequently every perception is also mystic’.

Masking Tradition in Hunting Rituals: A Cross-Cultural Study

Among societies which are less technologically developed the life cycle rituals and
the seasonal ceremonies to commemorate springtime and the harvest are of immense
significance to the entire commnuity. Ritual costume is, therefore, of considerable importance
and may involve a prolonged preparation.

One of the most widespread forms of ritual dress is the mask, which has a long history.
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Some of the cave paintings which survive from the Upper Palaeolithic Age show human

figures wearing what appears to be animal heads.

The magical identification of the hunter with his prey by means of the mask may
have emerged from clever mimicry of an amimal’s posture and movements in order to lure

it within the reach of spear or arrow.

Generally, the mask functions as an instrument for making contact with the spiritual
world-the world of the ancestors and the dead. And the wearer is believed to loss his original
identity and assume that of the mask and the spirit the mask represents. To add to the illusion,

masks are often with a long enveloping robe so that the wearer is completely disguised.

Now let us have a glance of the masking traditions that are prevailing in the different

parts of the world:

(i) The deer-dance of Yaqui of Arizona is performed by the male dancer wearing a
head-dress of a stuffed deer’s head. In ritual magic, the dance was originally enacted to

ensure success in the hunt.

(i1) The chief and elders of the Bandjoun tribes in the Caomeroon highlands perform
the ritual dance of the ‘Society of the elephants’. The beaded masks are believed to help

them turn into elephants.

(iii)} The Bushmen hunters dress in the skin of an animal to provide a decoy, and
before a hunt the processs of pursuit and kill may be acted out between members of the

group in order to ensure success.

(iv) The buffalo ceremonials are the rites honouring the animals that provide food,
shelter, and clothing to many American Indian tribes. For example, at Taos of North Mexico,
a crowd of men wearing buffalo heads, swayed and pawed the earth like bison. In other
Pueblo Indians, two or more men, in buffalo masks, dances beside a woman, the ‘mother of

game’ who supposedly brought the animals to the hunters (Underhill, 1981: 597).

(v) In Central India, the Dongria Khonds,the Kutia Khonds and the Saoras of Orissa;
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the Bison-Horn Marias and the Ghotul Marias of Madhya Pradesh perform a masked dance
called ‘bison dance’, during marriage ceremonies. Koyas of Orissa and Andhra Pradesh

perform this ritualistic dance both before and after the hunting expedition.

The Bison Dance : A Study in ‘Survivals’

The Central Indian tribes, viz., Khonds and Saoras of Orissa, Koyas of Orissa and
Andhra Pradesh, Bison-Horn Marias and Ghotul Marias of Madhya Pradesh were mainly
observing slash and burn cultivation on hill slopes. At that time, the bison herds used to
spoil their crops by wandering on those plots while grazing. Since the animals were relatively
more stronger and massive the tribal people have sought the help of magico-religious rites
before venturing into the hunting expedition. As highlighted earlier, so as to harness a
collective consiousness and a group effort for such a difficult task the people started to
enact a ritual dance. Further, knowing the significance of masking tradition from time
immemorial they started to have masks in the shape of bison head during these dances.
In course of time, even after the evasion of bison herds on hill slopes and their adoption of
settled cultivation either partially or fully, the tribalfolk started to enact such ritualistic
bison dance at each and every annual ceremonial hunting expeditions.

Excepting the Koyas, all other Central Indian tribes mentioned prior, gone one step
ahead. That is, they are observing the bison dance as a dance of their passtime in their
marriage rituals only. In short, all Central Indian tribes have forgotten the history of these

customs but still observe its cultural relic- a cultural survival-as one of their tribal dances.

Conclusion

The masking tradition in ritual dances suggests five steps of cultural evolution among

the preliterate people. They are as follows:
Stage: 1 Wearing the actual hyde and head of the animal to be hunted.
e.g., (i) American Indian tribes wear fox hyde and head while undertaking

fox hunting; and
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(i) African Bushmen wear the hyde and head of the concerned animal

they intend to hunt.
Stage: 1I. Observance of masked dances with actual hyde and skin of the
concerned animal.

e.g., (i) Deer-dance of Yaqui of Arizona, and

(ii) Bison dance of Pueblo Indians.
Stage: III. Enacting masked dances only at the thanks - giving ceremmonies.

e.g., (i) Taos of North Mexico, and

(i) Sun dance of Pueblo Indians.
Stage: IV. Masked dance during hunting ritual and passtimes.

e.g., Koyas of Orissa and Andhra Pradesh,
Stage: V. Masked dance as dance of passtime.

e.g., Central Indian tribes except Koyas.
These steps of cultural evolution reveal us that the bison dance was performed by the
Central Indian tribes as a magico-religious ritualistic dance and, at present, it is observed as

a cultural survival only without its past significance among these preliterate people.-

Foot Notes

! The other two outstanding elements are (i) the principle of psychic unity of
mankind, and (ii) the comparative method.
? The custom of wearing masks probably began with animal heads being worn by

people.
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CONTRIBUTION OF TRIBAL NILGIRIS IN THE
PRESERVATION OF OUR ART AND CULTURAL HERITAGE

Preamble

Preservation of our art and cultural heritage could be achieved only through the
collective responsibility of professionals, government agencies, non-government agencies,
students and general public. However, field studies reveal that the tribal people are found to
play a much more pivotal and crucial role in the preservation of such art and cultural heritage
in their vicinity unlike their non-tribal counterparts. And the tribal people always tend to
exhibit a sort of sentimental association with the endemic art and cultural heritage that
surround them, as they form the indispensable units within their respective cultural milieu.
For instance, it is observed in the Nilgiris that the art and the cultural heritage structures
like ‘Rock (Art) Shelters’, ‘Megalithic Burial Sites’, ‘Herostones” are treated by the tribal

people as part and parcel of their indigenous cultural traditions.

An attempt is made to project and highlight the contribution of Tribal Nilgiris
{Comprising the tribal groups like Todas, Kotas, Kurumbas, Kattunaickas, Irulas) in the
preservation of our art and cultural heritage, based on the author’s field studies that were
carried out in and around the ‘rock (art) shelters’ of Vellerikkombai and Iduhatti; ‘megalithic
burial sites’ of Mudumalai and Banagudishola; and ‘Herostones’ of Anaikkatti and Betlada
(as ‘primary sources’). In addition, earlier works by J.W. Breeks (1873), D.B. Kapp (1985),
W.A, Noble (1976 &1997) and A. Zagarell (1997) are also taken into consideration (as
‘secondary sources’) to corroborate the evidences that have been gleaned from the first

hand informations acquired by the author from his field studies.
Geographical Settings & Ethnological Settings of the Nilgiris : An Overview

The Nilgiris, the highland region of North West Tamilnadu which forms a massif in

the juncture of Eastern and Western Ghats to the north of Palghat Gap is not only rich in
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ethnographic artefacts but in art and cultural heritage structures as well. For instance, the
massive stone outcrops along the Nilgiri slopes make the Nilgiri Hills an ideal arena for the
creation of rock art. In the Nilgiris, certain contemporary tribal communities are more likely
to be identified with the rock shelters than others. For example, among the lrulas and the
Kurumbas the ritual life is intimately linked to the rock shelters. That is to say, both Kurumbas
and Irulas regularly store their ritual paraphernalia in rock shelters nearby their hamlets.
Such storage and ritual utilisation of these shelter sites can be compared to the cave usage
of these two tribal groups. Furthermore, several of the rock art depictions of the rock shelter
have been found to be re-painted and or re-touched, suggesting that these rock shelters have
a longer term ritual function for the surrounding communities both periodically utilised and

re-decorated as well.

At the Nilgiris, generally, in the higher North East and in the heighest areas next to
the northern rim of the massif there are grasslands inhabited by the Toda tribes. In other
words, the Todas generally occupy hamlets that are located close to megalithic stone circles.
In contrast to the stone circles those are available on such summits or ridges at higher
elevations, the Nilgiri dolmens generally lie within valleys or on nearby slopes at lower
elevation in the northern Nilgiris or close to the Northern rim, where usually farming
predominates. Thus, the two tribal groups, viz. the Irulas and the Kurumbas appear to exhibit
a relatively closer relationship to the dolmens. As the rock shelters of the Nilgiris are used
both by the Kurumbas and the Irulas to store ritual goods, the Nilgiri dolmens are used by
both these tribal groups to store the much revered ‘water-worn stones” known as ‘daeva

kotta kallu’ (“god-given stone™) (Breeks, 1873:105).

Unlike other neighbouring areas such as Coimbatore, Erode, Salem, in the Nilgiris
the tradition of erecting herostones has been carried out in the form of sculptural depictions
on the back orthostat slabs of most dolmens were done by aligning figures in horizontal

levels and to work downward upon one level.
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Tribal Nilgiris and Its Relationship with Art & Cultural Heritage

i. Rock (Art) Shelters

The rock art complex of Vellerikkombai (which is referred ‘ezhuthu bare’ by the
Kurumbas, ‘ezhuthu vare’ by the Irulas, and ‘ezhuthu paare’ by the local non-tribal people)
exists in the immediate vicinity of Vellerikkombai Kurumba tribal hamlet at Kotagiri taluk
of the Nilgiris. Storage of ritual goods at this site has been reported by earlier scholars who
visited here (Zagarell, 1999 : 191). A massive number of pots form the majority of such
ritual goods (other goods include horns, bells, etc.). The Kurumbas describe these pots either
as deities or representation of deities. It is reported by the neighbouring Irula tribes of this
arena that annually the Kurumba shaman carves a wooden image (of their deity) meticulously
and charges it by chanting mantras. And it is believed that the charged image fly towards the
rock art site during night time and re-vitalise and thereby relieves the imbibing spirits in it,
by re-touching and or re-drawing it. Such periodical re-decoration of the rock art depiction
of this rock (art) shelter keeps the Kurumba society in good condition bestowed with fertility
and facundity, it is reported. Accordingly, the Kurumbas regard this as a valuable site to

them,

Another rock (art) shelter known as ‘thodhavan paare’ (“Rock of Toda tribes™) is
located near Pikkapathymund Toda hamlet of the Nilgiris. Generally, the Todas of this area
keep at rest the corpse of their kindred beneath this rock art site. And hence this particular

rock art site is regarded by the Toda tribes as a revered one.

il. Megalithic Burial Sites

Among the Todas the megalithic stone circles are referred to as ‘pon thit’ (“Mound of
metal”) as they hold a wide spectrum of grave goods. Such stone circles are available in
plenty in and around their tribal hamlets known as ‘munds’. The Todas believe that these
sites are the creations of their fore-fathters who were conceived to be the first settlers in the
Nilgiris.Consequeantly, they regard all these megalithic stone circles as part of their tribal
culture complex. Almost in all Kota hamlets known as ‘Kaokaal’ the Kota menfolk gather at

megalithic burial sites, viz., dolmens as sites to chat, relax, and or settle vital issues.
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At Padagula, a Kota tribal village when temples of ‘Aynaor’ (“Kota Male deity”) and
“Amnaor” (“Kota Female deity”) are to be reconstructed a bigger dolmen and a relatively
smaller dolmen-which stood side by side - are used 3s transit temples. At Kollimalai (another
Kota hamlet), wrapped bone fragments are kept-over a reliquary stone of a dolmen for
observing second funeral known as ‘vara saavu’ (“dry funeral”) conducted once in a year

(Noble,1976;109).

At Mudumalai, the Kattunaicka tribes revere the megalithic burial sites, namely, the
dolmens as ‘gudi’ (“temple”) and they neither enter those sites wearing chappals nor allow

others to enter those sites wearing chappals.

The dolmens at Ketti near Udhagamandalam occupy a vital role in the Hirodayya
festival of the Kurumbas. Kurumba sits in the intact dolmens by wearing a garland woven
out of the stalks of millets and yells ‘daev, daev,” (“god, god™). This ritual observance

symbolises that the pre-harvest rituals have come to a halt (Noble, 1976:118).

At Koppayur of the Nilgiris, the Irulas are found to collect the ‘water-worn memorial
stones’ (earstwhile referred to as ‘daeva kotta kallu’, “god given stones”) and deify, by
placing them over the front edge of each platform on the dolmens situated quite nearby. It is
reported that the Kurumbas have obtained such water -worn memorial stones from the Irulas

(Noble, 1976:125)

Both the Irulas and the Kurumbas of Banagudishola, a secluded hamlet located near
Kotagiri, are found to deify and propitiate the megalithic dolmens.
iii. Herostones

As noted earlier, in the Nilgiris, herostones are generally sculpted on the back orthostat
stone slabs. However, at some sites, the herostones are sculpted over single standing rocks

as well.

For instance, the Irula tribes of Anaikkatti, in the Nilgiris, perform their first offering
to the herostone known as ‘gao kallu” (*cattle stone™) at the front of their hamlet, prior to

the ritual observance to their principal deity, the ‘amman’ (“Mother Goddess™).
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Concluding Remarks

From the aforementioned discussions, we may arrive at a conclusion that the art and

the cultural heritage structures that are located in such highly inaccessible and interior,

remote comers of the Nilgiris are preserved for posterity, even at the absence of professional

hands in the scenario. Therefore, we may proudly proclaim that the tribal Nilgiris has

achieved this herculian task simply by its sincere associations with such structures on sheer

sentimental grounds.
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II

KURUMBA MEMORIAL PILLARS AT KOTAGIRI :
A STUDY IN CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES

On Introducing the Memorial Structures

Mankind, since time immemorial, has been believing in compromising the ‘forces of
nature’ on the one hand and the ‘forces of supernaturals’ on the other hand for its existence
and survival as well. L.P. Vidyarthi, a noted anthropologist of India, realizing the importance
of such compromises, has put forward an indigenous theory, viz., ‘Nature-Man-Spirit
‘ Complex’. The animistic belief system of the indigenous people accommodates propitiation
of the spirits of the deceased people. Accordingly, the animistic people have been in the
habit of erecting ‘memorial structures’ in honour and memory of the deceased persons among
them. Such memorial structures are ‘memorial pillars’, ‘memorial stones’ - including the

‘herostones’ and the ‘sati stones’.

Memorial Structures of the Nilgiris : An Overview

In the Nilgiris, a pair of ‘memorial pillar’ is attested among the Kurumba tribes while
a single ‘memorial stone’ is attested among the Kota tribes and numerous ‘herostones (of
historical period)’ are attested among all of its six taluks. Of the above mentioned types of
memorial structure, although the herostones (inclusive of sati elements within them) have
been studied by several people (Breeks, 1873; Noble, 1986 and 1989; Maheswaran
& Kumaravelu, 1997; &. Kumaravelu, 1997), the remaining types have not been studied
w*il recently. For instance, Maheswaran and Kumaravelu in 1995 have identified a ‘memorial
stone’ erected in honour and memory of a Kota tribe at Trichegady village' and in 1997
identified a ‘pair of memorial pillars’ erected in honour and memory of a Kurumba couple
in Kotagiri town.

An attempt is made to describe and highlight the salient features of this pair of
memorial pillars erected in honour and memory of ‘Neeli -Kuruma’, a Kurumba coupl.e of
the Kotagiri region who were immolated by a neighbouring indigenous community, the

Badugas.
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Introducing the Kurumba Tribes, The Magicians of the Nilgiris

The Kurumba tribes of the Nilgiris are believed to be possessing magical powers.
Desj)ite the progressive civilizations the Kurumbas of the Nilgiris are revered till today, by
other indigenous people of this of region for their suppossed possession of magical powers.
For instance, the Toda tribes of the Nilgiris observe a ritual a day prior to their so-called
‘bow-giving ceremony’ in 6rder to ward off the evil effects of the Kurumba magical powers
upon the pregnant Toda woman, by means of prayers and offerings to a pair of slender sticks
covered by black and red woolen thread respectively, which symbolise a Kurumba couple;
Furthermore, almost all the indigenous communities of the Nilgiris (including the Badugas)
will give away readily anything to the Kurumba tribes whenever and wherever the latter

encounter and demand them.

Memorial Pillars of Kotagiri : An Account

A constant murmur prevails among the indigenous people of the Nilgiris against such
magical powers of the Kurumbas. At times, the murmurs have been found reflected as
antagonistic feelings. For instance, it is reported that the Baduga community has once overtly
revealed its antagonism against the Kurumba magical powers by immolating a Kurumba
couple known as ‘Neeli-Kuruma’ 6f the Kotagiri region (who were believed to be exercising
black magic upon others creating panic in the silent iand of the Nilgiris). The Baduga people,
consequently, wanted to propitiaie the spirits of the deceased Kurumba couple by erecting a
pair of memorial pillars for them. Accordingly, the Badugas have erected a pair of bas-relief
memorial pillars for the immolated ‘Neeli-Kuruma’ by having employed the neighbouring
artisan tribes, namely, the Kotas. One of the memorial pillars erected is composed of bas-
relief depictions such as ‘temple car’ (to symbolise the vehicle which carried the spirits of
the deceased Kurumba couple to the other world); to its below is found ‘Neeli-Kuruma’ in
Tamil beneath the hut-like structure; a ‘buffalo head’ below the inscribed letters; and a ‘pair
of inter-twined serpents’ below the buffalo head.

All these above mentioned motifs are depicted in a single memorial pillar. In another

pillar, erected parallel to the former, a fish motif is sculpted as bas-relief at the bottom level;
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from the mouth of that fish a detailed floral motif has also been depicted in bas-relief.
Interestingly, on the other side of this second memorial pillar we could observe that the
sculptor has tried to carve ‘fish’ and ‘floral’ motifs and this is discernible from those two
abruptly sculpted depictions; Here, we could infer that the Kota sculptor might have

abandoned his efforts as he has faced difficulty in doing so because of the unfavourable
condition on the face of that stone pillar.

The various motifs depicted in this pair of memorial pillars such as ‘buffalo head’,
‘serpents’, and ‘fish’ in general symbolise the “fertility cult’; In particular, the ‘buffalo head’
symbolises ‘virility’?; ‘serpent’, the symbol of male organ, the ‘inter-twined serpents’, the

‘symbol of copulation’, and the ‘fish’, the ‘symbol of fecundity’.

Concluding Remarks

It is really puzziing to us to find a number of motifs pertaining to the fertility cult in
this pair of memorial pillars that have been erected to appease the spirits of the immolated
Kurumba couple who have been exterminated so as to get rid of their evil magical powers.

However, this pair of memorial pillars (that have been sculpted by the Kota Tribes as
per the request of the Baduga People who have felt that they were facing constant threat to
their existence and survival) stands as cultural monuments in the heart of the Kota town till

date. And these memorial pillars not only stand as cultural monuments but testify the stone
carving abilities of the Kota tribes of the Nilgiris as well.

Foot Notes

I This memorial stone which was erected in honour and memory of a Kota tribe [by the side
of his graveyard] has been studied thoroughly during 1995 by the author of this present

compendium: However, the details of that study are yet to be presented.

2 The motif of ‘buffalo head’ although has been interpreted here, as ‘the symbol of virility’
we could not rule out an equal possibility for its occurrence due to the culture contact of
the Kota Tribes [who have sculpted the pair of memorial pillars under study] with the
Toda tribes, whose culture is buffalo-centered one; The frequent occurrence of the ‘motif

of buffalo head” within the domain of Kota tribal culture supports this conjecture.
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v

ON THE SO-CALLED IMITATION BUFFALO HORN OF THE
TODA TRIBES

Introduction

To unravel the real meaning of a culture trait of an ethnic group, the field investigator
who happens to be mostly an outsider has to study deep into the culture complex of that
group with utmost care and keen observation since superficial field observations, if any,
may leave behind recordings of misleading cultural information and or non recording of
significant cultural information. Of the various South Indian tribes, the Todas have been
attracted more and studied extensively by the cultural anthroplogists of India and abroad as
well. Among the various artefacts of the Todas, the so-called ‘imitation buffalo horn’ tends
to attract the attention of the onlookers on several grounds such as ‘craftmanship’, ‘aesthetics’,
‘religious significance.’

An attempt is made to describe the so-called ‘imitation buffalo horn’ of the Toda
tribes of the Nilgiris, emphasizing its significance within the tribal cultural milieu under

discussion.

A Brief Note on the so-called ‘Imitation Buffalo Horn’ of the Todas

The so-called ‘imitation buffalo horn’ is an ornate artefact of cane fashioned by the
Todas into an abstract shape of buffalo head and deified within the household by lighting an
oil lamp beneath it. In order to understand the significane of this artefact, we have to peep
into the tribal culture of the Todas and assess the significant place occupied by their

indigenous buffaloes within their cultural contexts.

Significance of Buffaloes in the Toda Culture

The ‘art’, the ‘culture’ and the ‘religion’ of the Toda tribes are intrinsically interwoven
and centred around their indigenous buffaloes as evidenced from the various culture traits

of the Toda culture enlisted below:
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1. The ‘wealth’ and the ‘status’ of an individual is determined by the Todas by

taking into account the size of the buffalo herd possessed by him.

2. Milking of the sacred buffaloes, churning of their milk and preparation of

ghee out of it constitute the Toda religion.

3. To buffaleos, more than 100 lexemes are there in the verbal repertoire of the

Toda language.
4, Fines are levied in terms of buffaloes in the tribal panchayats of the Todas.

5. Both the calves and the buffaloes are adorned by means of beads, cowrie
shells, jewelleries, etc., by the Toda tribes with love and dedication, as if beautifying their

own children.

6. Sacrifice of buffaloes during the green funeral ceremony of the Todas is
conceived obligatory, as they believe that only then the spirit of the deceased person could

enter the other world, by holding the tail of the sacrificed buffalo.

7. The Todas deify the decapitated head of the slained buffalo, by displaying it

on tree at the entrance of their hamlet.
Imitation Buffalo Horno or Imitation Buffalo Head?

The tribal artefact under study has been designed by splitting a single cane stick
vertically so as to leave lunately curved ends on both sides. The margin of the split ends will
be tied tightly by employing cane fibres. This kind of fabrication not only avoids breakage
of the cane further but enhances the aesthetic contour of the artefact as well. The resultant
artefact is conceived by the Toda tribes as the vegetative alternative of the decapitated buffalo
head acquired out of the ceremonial sacrifice observed during the green funeral ceremony
and allow it inside their hut. In this context, it should be bear in mind that as the Todas
adhere strict vegetarianism they do not allow even the mostly revered decapitated buffalo
head to enter their hut; Rather, they display it on tree at the entrance of their hamlet. Hence,
although this tribal artefact is designated as the ‘imitation buffalo horn’ it will be appropriate

to construe it as the ‘imitation buffalo head’. This conjecture gets strengthened, further, as
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the so-called imitation buffalo horn is designed also by fixing a pair of lunate curves of cane
straight on a more or less conical piece of wood. The imitation buffalo head is venerated in
high esteem by the Todas, by displaying it in a prominent place inside their hut and lighting
an oil lamp beneath it. It is deified regularly by the inmates of the household.

Conclusion

From the aforementioned discussions, we could infer that the ornate artefact of cane
fashioned meticulously by the Toda tribes into an abstract shape of a buffalo head, in reality,
is the imitation buffalo head and not the imitation buffalo horn, as conceived and designated
so far by the cultural anthropologists, museologists, museographers and others. Furthermore,
this ‘imitation buffalo head’ is construed as the head of the buffalo that get slained during
their ceremomial sacrifice (a constituent rite observed among the various rites within the

green funeral cermony of the Todas).
Colophon

The author wishes to record his deep sense of gratitude to Mrs. Vasamalli Pothili
Kuttan, the Toda Social Activist at Udhagamandalam who helped him in unravelling the

intricacies of the Toda cultural milieu.
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A

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM OF THE PANIYA
TRIBES IN HUNTING - GATHERING ACTIVITIES

Introduction

The Paniya tribes are believed to be the ‘aboriginal forest dwellers’ inhabiting at the
lower western slopes of the Nilgiris (i e., Pandalur and Gudalur taluks) upto an altitude of
1200 meters before being taken into bonded labour by the local landlords. At present, they
live along with the Bettu Kurumba, Jenu Kurumba and Mullu Kurumba tribal groups. The
settlements of Paniya tribes consist of only a few houses with the exception of a few cases
where the number of houses may be 20 or more. Currently, the Paniya tribes are in transition
from a ‘forest culture and slave economy’ to a ‘cash economy’. And consequently, now the
sources of their income are primarily on daily wages through fire wood collection and seasonal

casual labour,

However, the recent field studies have revealed that the Paniya tribes possess an
exclusive stock of indigenous knowledge system on multifarious food gathering techniques.
Hence, they rightly claim a place among other food gathering tribes of Tamilnadu, in general

and of the Nilgiris, in particular.

An attempt is made to portray their exclusive stock of indigenous knowledge system

on multifarious gathering activities.
The Hunting-Gathering Activities of the Paniya Tribes : A Detailed Account

The Paniya tribes indulge in various kinds of hunting-gathering activities such as
‘hunting of wild boar’, *catching of wild birds’, ‘fishing’, ¢ honey-collection’. During these
hunting-gathering activities they employ different indigenous methods from their stock of
indigenous knowledge syste‘m, which they have acquired and passed from one generation to
the other. Hunting of wild boar is carried out by the Paniya tribes in three different ways,

namely, by ‘trap pit’, or by ‘bow and arrow’, and or by ‘shooting with gun’.
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The ‘trap pit’ of the Paniya tribes (known as vari in their language) is erected on the
slopes leading to the cultivable lands. Adjoining their neighbouring cultivable lands, several
bamboo splices are fixed in a circular fashion on the edges of the hill slopes to form the trap
pit. And such trap pits are always provided with raised structures made out of the bamboo
splices in such a manner so as to avoid accidental fall of children into it. The wild boars
from the adjoining hill slopes, which happen to cross these trap pits in their attempt to enter

the cultivable lands usually would fall prey into them without even a rare chance of escape.

The Paniya tribes also hunt the wild boars (and other allied wild games as well) by
employing their traditional ‘bow & arrow’ (known as vil-ambu in their language). The arrow
shaft made out of sharp, pointed iron blades fitted into a seasoned cane stick serves as their
arrow, which are shooted at the prey by means of a bow made out of bamboo. The Paniya
tribes employ ‘gun’ (known as taokku in their language) very rarely to hunt the wild boars

(and other wild games).

Catching of wild birds is operated by the Paniya tribes in the following unique way:
first, slender bamboo barbs are prepared out of seasoned bamboo splices; Then, one end of
such fashioned bamboo barb is dipped in a specially prepared mixed resin (of 4oli, sele and
plaavu trees) while its other end is fitted into the bark of a tree, having bent it in such a way
to form an arc; Later, a bait is put on the end of the barb that is fitted to the bark of the tree.
Wild birds, which get attracted to this bait settle towards it and consequently get trapped to

this device because of the strong adhesive power of the mixed resin in it.

To prepare the required mixed resin, the Paniya tribes take the resins of koli, sele and
plaavu trees in equal proportions and subject them to boiling in a bowl containing gingelly

oil to become a reddish product.

The adhesive power of these mixed resin is also tested by dipping two fragments of
log and tie them together strongly with a thread and allow them for some time in that bonded
condition. Then, they try to pull these two fragments apart after untieing the thread. If they
depart from each other the adhesive power (of the resin} is decided to be not up to the mark

and if not the adhesive power (of the resin) is decided to have attained the approved level.
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Fishing is employed by all Paniya people (irrespective of sex and age) withdut any
exception, as fish form their food of delicacy. The Paniya tribes carry out their fishing
activities in three different ways and means, viz., by employing fish cage to capture a shoal
of fish in runnning water, or by temporarily poisoning the water tanks such as ponds with
mild herbal poison and later by scooping the fainted fish and or by shooting with bow &
arrow, when fish appear over the surface of water sources (of either running or stagnant

ones).

In the first method, a ‘fish cage’ (known as meen koodu in their language) which was
meticulously woven in and out of bamboo splices is elmployed. And this fish cage is fashioned
in such a way so that a shoal of fish that enters into it, due to the force of water current,
could not escape from it. The fish that are trapped so would be collected from its rear circular
opening by either temporarily fixing a basket to it or directly catching them by inserting the

hand into it.

In the second method, the Paniya tribes temporarily poison the water tanks such as
ponds with mild herbal poison obtained from the extract of leaves from a particular plant
(known as meen valli in their language). The fish, which get fainted because of this mild
herbal poison tend to float over the water surface; Then, they are scooped out by means of

‘fishing winnow’ (known as meen morom in their language) made out bamboo splices.

In the third method, the Paniya tribal people shoot down expertly the fish that appear

over the surface of the water sources by employing bow and arrow.

Honey collection is carried out by the Paniya tribes in three differant methods, namely,
by approaching the honey combs located in relatively of modérate heights, or by placing the
indigenously crafted bamboo ladders over the trees (or the rocks, as the case may be), or by
reaching the honey combs that are located in the inaccessible places and or heights by
swinging from one tree (or rock, as the case may be) to another by employing an indigenous
creeper (known as cooral kodi in their language) of high strength and flexibility or by piercing

the honey combs by shooting with an arrow tied with a long wild coir wherein its one end
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gets entangled in the honey comb while through its other end the honey gets collected in a

vessel kept beneath.

It is worth mentioning here that in all these operations the portion of the honey combs
containing honey alone gets disturbed and consequently that damaged portion (of the honey

comb) is later allowed to get repaired and restored by the bees, in the coming up periods.
Conclusion

From the aforementioned details, it is evident that the Paniya tribes certainly possess
an exclusive stock of indigenous knowledge system on the hunting-gathering activities.
And accordingly, the Paniya tribes could rightly claim a place among other ‘food-gathering

tribes’.
Colophon

The author wishes to record his deep sense of gratitude to Thiru. R. Rangkanathen,
Founder-Director of the Centre for Tribal and Rural Development (CTRD), Ealamanna,
Pandalur (Taluk), The Nilgiris and Thiru, V, Kitten, Paniya social worker of Murukkambadi,
Kolappalli (via), Pandalur (Taluk), The Nilgiris for all the helps rendered in carrying out the
field study successfully on 28-09-1996 at Murukkambadi Paniya tribal hamlet.
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V1

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM OF RAINWATER
HARVESTING

A Case Study of the Bettu Kurumba Tribes of the Nilgiris

Shrinking of sholas and grasslands, the twin eco-systems of the Nilgiris and denuding
of forest cover from evergreen dry deciduous forests has lead to a change in the rainfall
pattern in the Nilgiris on the whole. At present, the intensity of rainfall is relatively higher
but a sharp decrease in the span of rainfall is observed. This change has resulted in the
scarcity of potable water. To meet this challenge, people in general, have resorted to rainwater

harvesting. The tribals have adopted indigenous technologies to meet their demand for water.

The Nilgiris serve as the source of water for the Southern peninsula of India. The
various catchment areas of the Nilgiris collect the rainwater and enrich the plains by supplying
perennial water through the rivers flowing west (such as Chaliar, Kadalundi, Bharathapuzha,
and those flowing east {(such as Noyyal, Bhavani with its tributaries Siruvani, Kundha, Pykara
Moyar and Kabini), the perennial springs, ponds and man-made lakes to fulfill the demand
of water by the local Nilgiri residents. The author, during one of his field trips, identified
one such indigenous technology of rainwater harvesting adopted by the Bettu Kurumba
tribes of the Nilgiris. It 1s an ethnotechnology originating from their stock of indigenous

knowledge system.

Indigenous Knowledge System of the Tribes

The systematised knowledge of the indigenous people about the natural resources
such as plants, animals around their habitat is termed as the ‘indigenous knowledge
system’.Their inherent knowledge of the medicinal herbs and medicinal practices are based
on those herbs, on the one hand and the knowledge of the various animal footprints & tracts
and the behaviour of wild animals around them, on the other hand. The indigenous people
exploit their retrieved indigenous knowledge system suitably to meet their need for medicine,

food, habitation, etc.In the Nilgirs, the indigenous knowledge system of certain tribes have
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been studied and documented. For example, it has been observed that the Todas treat their
indigenous buffaloes by medicinal herbs alone and never seek the advice of veterinary doctors.
The Todas have been giving salt to their indigenous buffaloes, from time immemorial, to
ensure a good yield of milk. The pots, iron implements and the woodcarvings crafted by the
Kota tribes are reported to be highly durable and ornate as compared to those available in
the local market from the nearby plains. The Kurumba tribes are found to treat and serve
their society as well as other neighbouring indigenous communities by their medico-magical
skills which they have acquired from their forefathers. The Irula and the Paniya tribal groups

are bestowed with vast knowledge about medicinal herbs and herbal medicinal practices.
The Place of Bettu Kurumba among the Nilgiri Tribes

Among the five principal tribes of the Nilgiris, viz., Todas, Kotas, Kurumbas, Irulas
and Paniyas, the Kurumba tribe has been described as a single complex, (the ‘Kurumba
Complex’) by David Mandelbaum, a noted anthropologist of the West. However, the so-
called four sub-division of the Kurumba tribes, viz., Alu Kurumbas, Jenu Kurumbas/
Kattunaickas, Bettu Kurumbas / Urali Kurumbas and Mullu Kurumbas deserve a separate
status owing to their linguistic and cultural differences. For instance, Alu Kururmbas and
Jenu Kurumbas / Kattunaickas speak different dialects of Kannada, Mullu Kurumbas speak
a dialect of Malayalam while Bettu Kurumbas/Urali Kurumbas speak a separate language
of their own. ‘Culturally speaking’, although all the four Kurumba tribes happen to be
hunter-gatherers, each group shows exclusive culture traits which assign them as specific
ethnic groups. For example, Alu Kurumbas practise as magicians, apart from acting as

hunter-gatherers.
Rainwater Harvesting among the Bettu Kurumbas

The Bettu Kurumba tribes inhabiting the thick forest areas of the Nilgiris, presently,
face acute water scarcity due to the disappearance of water catchment areas as an aftermath
of the denudation of forest cover by the various on-going plantation activities. Hence, the
Bettu Kurumbas who were once bestowed with sumptuous water source have been compelled

to seek and devise methods to procure potable water to meet their demand for water.
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Interestingly enough, the Bettu Kurumbas looked to the rains, the natural source of water,
rather than creating some other artificial source. The Bettu Kurumbas harvest the rain water
in two ways, viz., 1. While constructing their huts they are in the practice of in-laying a
bamboo piece covering the entire margin of the roof so as to automatically harvest the shower
of rain that falls on the roof and 2. To ensure maximum harvesting of rainwater the Bettu
Kurumbas also install a bamboo device in the open space in front of their huts. First, several
horizontally cut bamboo pieces are joined together into a single platform. This platform is
positioned in a slanting manner over four bamboo poles, and later, a single horizontally cut
bamboo piece is connected at the bottom of the sloping platform. This ingenious and

meticulously devised bamboo structure collects the rainwater.
Colophon

The author of this paper wishes to acknowledge Thiru. N.Palanivel, Secretary, Rural
Development Society, Nellakotta, Gudalur Taluk of the Nilgiris, who rendered help in the
field trips to the Bettu Kurumba Colony near Nellakotta.
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VII

‘BUGIRI’ : THE INDIGENOUS WIND INSTRUMENT
OF THE NILGIRIS

Bugiri is a long flute like wind musical instrument {(made out of a unique bamboo
variety) used among the indigenous communities of the Nilgiris like Todas, Kotas, Kurumbas,

Irulas, and Badugas.

In general, a long, slender bamboo stem having oppositely faced curvy inter-nodes is
selected to prepare a bugiri. Five or six holes in equi-distances are made on this bamboo
stem by heating a sharp, pointed,red hot iron rod. The Nilgiri indigenous communities cited
above differ in fashioning their bugiris. For instance, the Kurumba tribes cut the oppositely
faced inter-nodes in such a way, leaving downwardly pointed projections in a slanting manner
while all other communities fashion them into lunately curved projections; the Badugas
attribute this shape as the symbolic representation of the horns of the sacred buffalo owned
by their Mother Goddess, Hethai Amman. To give a glossy appearance to the bugiri. ‘butter’
(in the case of Toda) or ‘oil’ (in the case of the rest of the indigenous communities) is
smeared over its entire exterior (body). And the Toda tribes affix a slightly broader, hollow,
conical, bamboo part (known as ‘hosaar’ in their language) to its distal end in order to
ensure a better performance. The Baduga people plug the sixth hole permanently while all
other indigenous communities make use of the five holes only, blocking the sixth one. This
wind musical instrument although is in vogue among the Todas, Kotas, Kurumbas, Irulas,
and Badugas, it is found that only the Badugas play this more predominantly; while the
Toda tribes make use of this wind musical instrument to exhibit their individual talents in
competitive spirits during their leisure time, the Baduga people have incorporated this
instrument within their socio-religious observances; For example, to soothe an ailing patient
or to console a large gathering of bereaved relatives who assembled near the house of their
deceased kin or to cause a restless baby to embrace sleep the Baduga folk play this bugiri;
Furthermore, as cited earlier, the Badugas revere this musical instrument as it is often

associated with their Mother Goddess, Hethai Amman. In short, the Baduga men play the
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bugirt only during the night either for themselves or for a socio-religious gathering or as an
accompaniment of singing. It is reported that the Toda people used to mesmerize their buffalo
by playing this wind musical instrument; It is further reported that they were able to play
varied tunes by this bugiri. Excepting the Badugas, among the rest of the indigenous
communities, at present, only a few are capable of playing this instrument. Even the playing
of this wind instrument is practised variedly among the different tribes. Performing on a
burgiri need uninterrupted supply of air stream. The performer stores the air within his
cheek and supplies a slow but steady air flow from the mouth end. The music emanating
from the bugiri is an inexplicable one. Howe\)er, we could try to equal it to the sound produced
by the engorged flame or to the noise produced during the revolving of a top or to the
melodious sound produced during the continuous blow of a conch. Such a mesmerizing
tune of the bugiri will certainly be a treat to the auditory faculty of not only the indigenous

communities of the Nilgiris but to the general public as well.

J. W, Breeks, the first Commissioner (i.e., presently the ‘District Collector’) of the
Nilgiris presents a vivid description of this bugiri in his monumental work entitled, ‘An

Account of the Primitive Tribes and Monuments of the Nilgiris’, published in 1873.

Philo Irudhayanath, an amateur Anthropologist of the yesteryears has done the first

photographic documentation of the bugiri recital of the Baduga community during 1960s.

M.B. Emeneau, the noted comparative Dravidianist also mentions about this ancient
indigenous wind musical instrument of the Niligiris in his most celebrated work, the ‘Toda

Songs’ of 1971.

Prof. Devarajan, the Founder- Director of the Bharathi Tribal & Rural Development
Institute, Coimbatore has donated during 1990 a bugiri of the Toda Tribes of the Nilgtris to
the Coimbatore District Government Museum, along with a set of other tribal artefacts of
the Nilgiri indigenous communities (which get transferred to the Nilgiri District Government

Museum after some time).

Later, during 1996, a Baduga bugiri was acquired, through bequest from one

Thiru. Kakki (alias) Shanmugam of Kannerimukku, a Baduga hamlet in the Kotagiri
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Taluk for the Nilgiri District Government Museum, through the painstating efforts of
Thiru. Ajjan, the then Personal Clerk to the District Collector of the Nilgiris.

The AIR, Ooty has recorded and broadcasted, during March 1997, the performance
of Toda bugiri by Thiru. U. Kotrada Kuttan, a Toda social worker residing in

Lovedalemund.

During March, 1997 a ‘Toda bugiri’ was acquired by the Nilgiri District Government
Museum through Temporary Loaning from Thiru. D. Mohan, a Transmission Executive of

the AIR, Qoty (which he received from Thiru U, Kotrada Kuttan of the Nilgiris).

And in April, 1997 a ‘Kurumba bugiri’ was acquired by the Nilgiri District Government
Museum, through bequest from Thiru. D. Mohan of the AIR, Odty (that he got from Thiru.

M. Arjunan, a Kurumba social worker of the Nilgiris).

During 1996-97 Dr. C. Maheswaran, the then Curator of the Nilgiri District
Government Museum has presented the bugiris belonging to the Todas, Kurumbas. Irulas.
and Baduga communities for public viewing under the novel scheme of THE EXHIBIT OF
THE MONTH within the Tribal Gallery of this Museum, besides preparing and documenting
details on them. (However, till date we could not get even a glimpse of a ‘Kota bugiri’
although references about it are available in the Dravidian Etymological Dictionary of

1684 & in the Nilgiris, of 1993, a guide released by the Save Nilgiris Campaign).

M.B.Emeneau & T. Burrow’s Dravidian Etymological Dictionary ( Revised
Edition) published in 1984 lists the ‘Cognates for the bugiri’ as given below: Toda puxury;
Kota bugiri; Alu Kurumba buguri; lrula bugari; bugiriya, Baduga buguri. Interestingly,
they recorded their doubt that whether these could be related to another entry whereih Tamil,
Malayalam and Telugu languages show the following cognates:Tamil puri, purikai “trumpet”;
Malayalam purika “id.” and Telugu bure “id.” There is a guiding principle that prevails in
the realm of Comparative Dravidian that if genetically related languages show both voiceless
plosive and voiced plosive in the cognates then the voiceless plosiv;: alone should be

reconstructed to the Proto- Dravidian stage; adhering this principle, the Toda which only
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shows the bilabial voiceless plosive should be reconstructed as the original one; and this

gives the clue that the wind musical instrument, ‘bugiri,” might be originally of the Toda

tribes from whom it might have permeated into the cultural boundaries of other indigenous

communities of the Nilgiris like, Kotas, Kufumbas, Irulas and Badugas, due to acculturation

on prolonged cultural contacts.
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Vi1l

TRACING THE ORIGIN OF ‘KWAALU’ / ‘/KAOLU’
‘KOLALU’ / ‘CHEEMAM’

The Nilgiris is designated as the tribal district of Tamilnadu as it accommodates
more tribal groups (viz., Todas, Kotas, Bettu Kurumbas, Urali Kurumbas, Halu Kurumbas/
Alu kurumbas, Jenu Kurumbas/ Kattunaickas, Mullu Kurumbas, Irulas, Paniyas) than the
other districts in the State. Each of these tribal groups exhibit an exclusive culture despite
an underlying unity among them. This underlying unity could be attributed to ‘cultural
diffusion’ or ‘parallel evolution’ or ‘psychic unity of mankind’. To point out the factor that

binds them, one has to do extensive research.

Among the Nilgiri Tribes, Kotas. Kattunaickas, Irulas and Paniyas are in possession
of a shenai like wind musical instrument known variedly as ‘Kaolu’ (among the Kotas).
‘Kolalu’ (among the Kattunaickas), ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaolu’ (among the Irulas) and ‘Cheemam’
(among the Paniyas). This instrument not only varies in appearance but in the style of playing
as well. For instance, the Kota ‘Kaolu’ is ornate in appearance; contrary to this, the
Kattunaicka ‘Kolalu’ is drab; the Irula ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaolu’ and the Paniya ‘Cheemam’ are
simple. The Irulas are able to play their ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaclu’ continuously for several hours by
alternatively blowing and sucking the same buccal air stream whereas all other tribes play
this instrument only intermittently, by taking momentary intervals. To arrest the possible air
leakage while blowing the air stream, the Paniyas attach a crescent shaped mouth guard,

made out of the shell of the coconut to the ‘Cheemam’.

At this juncture, a pertinent question arises. s this shenai like instrument found among
these tribes due to ‘cultural diffusion’ or ‘parallel evolution’? A detailed comparative study
of this instrument reveals that it shares an affinity with both the Pan - Indian ‘shenai’ and
the Western “clarinet’, with the conspicuous absence of keys above the holes. In the Nilgiris,
though this musical instrument is found among the Kotas, the Irulas, the Paniyas and the
Kattunaickas, ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaolu’ of the Irulas is considered to be the blue print for the

following reasons:
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* Among all the tribes in the Nilgiris only the Irulas play the instrument continuously.

* The Irulas practise on this instrument for hours - in steps — starting with holding
the buccal air stream by playing the ‘Naagasore’ (an instrument akin to the snake charmer’s

flute), later the ‘Buhiri’ and finally the ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaolu’,

From the aforementioned discussions, one could surmise that the ‘Kwaalu’/ ‘Kaolu’
‘Kolalu’ (<Tamil kuzhal “flute or an aerophone™) / ‘Cheemam’ originates from ‘parallel
evolution” or ‘psychic unity of mankind’ but later gets permeated into the other tribes of the

Nilgiris from the Irulas.
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IX

‘KOOTHTHAANDAI NAOMBTI’: A CASE FOR CULTURAL
PLURALISM IN TAMIL FOLKLORE

Introduction

Culture is defined as the complex whole which consists of everything we think (i.e.,
‘ideas”), do (i.e., ‘materials’) as members of a particular society. Thus, it is evident that

several culture traits constitute a culture complex.

A culture pattern (within a culture compiex) is a characteristic theme, value, or motif,
which permeates an entire society. And these culture patterns unite the sub-elements of the
culture, viz., ideas, norms, attitudes, and materials into ‘systems’. A value which clearly

stands out in Indian life is our tolerance for diversity in action and belief.

Occurrence of a wide variety of human ideas, behaviour patterns, social institutions,
and beliefs within the human population leads into cultural pluralism. Consequently, India
is often referred to as the nation of cultural pluralism. In such a cultural pluralistic society
many diverse cultures are tolerated. The concern here is not on the culture patterns which

divide us as a people, but on those underlying culture patterns which unite all of us.

As the domain of folklore deals with the culture patterns that permeate folk life, it is
quite natural that pluralism of culture is perceptible in it as well.

An attempt is made to study the phenomenon of cultural pluralism in Tamil Folklore,
in the light of the ‘Kooththaandai Naombi’ (also known as ‘dravaan Pandhihai’), a folk

festival observed in different parts of Tamilnadu.
A Note on the Ceremonial Sacrifice of Aravaan

In rural Tamilnadu, the impact of the epic Mahabharat is such that we could perceive
that once in an year Mahabharat is recited daily in the evening for ten days. After the
culmination of the Mahabharat recitation a festival of five days is observed. On these five
days, instances such as Kuravanji (‘soothsayer woman’), Maadupidi Sandai (‘fight for cattle

capturing’), Aravaan kalappali (‘sacrifice of Aravaan’), Sakkara aarakkaottai pidiththal
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(‘capturing of the fort of Sakkara aaram’), Koondhal mudidhal (‘tying of hair [by Draupathi}l’)

are enacted.

It may be interesting to note that only in Villi Bhaaratham, the Tamil adoption of the
epic Mahabharat, there is reference about the ceremonial sacrifice of Aravaan . Further, it
may be interesting to note that even the folk performers who are enacting the Mahabharat

follow only the Villi Bhaaratham as their reference work.

According to it, Aravaan (son of Arjuna and the Naga Princess, Uloobi) is sacrificed
to Kaali, the Goddess of war in order to fetch victory to his parents, namely, the Paandavar.
He is worshipped throughout Tamilnadu, popularly as ‘Kooththaandai’® (Lit. “Master of
dance”). Accordingly, the temple dedicated to him is also named as “Kooththaandai Kaoyil’.
Sometimes, the image of Aravaan is kept within the Draupathi Amman temple (which is
known popularly as ‘Pancha Paandavar Kaoyil’} along with the images of Draupathi and
Pandavas. A gigantic terracotta head of Aravaan/ Kooththaandai is kept in the temple for
worship; and this head depicts the beheaded head of Aravaan, the culture hero of Mahabharat

who has volunteered himself as the ceremonial ‘sacrificial victim’.

As mentioned earlier, Aravaan Kalappali, the ceremonial sacrifice of Aravaan is
enacted so reverently once in an year in the villages of Tamilnadu. It is believed that by
performing Aravaan Kalappali the village is assured of its prosperity with a good shower of

rain and bumper harvest in the field.

Prior to the day of enactment of ‘Aravaan Kalappali’, an image of Aravaan is prepared
in such a way to fit into and removed from the torso of that image so easily. The devotees
also perform marriage ceremony to Aravaan, as it is popularly believed that he wanted to
get married before yielding himself as the voluntary victim for the proposed ceremonial

sacrifice.
Cultural Pluralism with reference to the Koothaandai Nacmbi

A voyage into the realm of Tamil Folklore reveals that regional versions are available
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on the Kooththaandai Naombi which centres around the ceremonial sacrifice of Aravaan as
their motif. For instance, according to the version that is prevalent in the Northern Tamilnadu
" (i.e., Cuddalore, Vellore districts of Tamilnadu, and the Union Territory of Pondicherry’), as
nobody came forward to be the willing bride for a bridegroom who is to be sacrificed the
very next day, Lord Krishna, having assumed the shape of a beautiful bride has married
Aravaan and consequently accepts the widowhood by removing all auspicious items adoring
the body. This observation is termed ‘Annu Katti Annu Arukkradhu’ (Lit. ‘tieing that day,
and removing that (very) day (itself))’, and in some places, the pandal or mantap where that
marriage is conducted is termed ‘Annaruththaan Mandabam’ ‘Mantap where (marriage) tie
is removed on that (very) day itself). The eunuchs believe that they are the descendants of
Lord Krishna who performed the role of bride, by assuming feminine charm and hence they
actively and eagerly participate in this ‘Kooththaandai Naombi/Aravaan Pandihai’, by
assuming the role of brides and bridegrooms among themselves. The enuchs all over India
assemble here to participate in this folk festival. Koththattai, Devanaampattinam (near
Cuddalore), Thiruvetkalam (in Annamalainagar), and Pillaiyaarkuppam (near Pondicherry)

are some places of worth mentioning which observe this folk festival.

Contrary to this, in Western Tamilnadu (i.e., the Coimbatore and the Erode districts),
two caste groups or two sects of a particular group? assume the role of bride and bridegroom.
Every people go in search of the spirit of Kooththaandai/Aravaan which is believed to reside
in the Aathi (Bauhinia tomentosa) tree. By showing the trembling of particular three leaves,
the spirit of Kooththaandai/Aravaan is believed to reveal its abode. And the devotees, by
plucking those three leaves, would start preparing the image of Kooththaandai/Aravaan, out
of clay by incorporating those leaves. After the ceremonial sacrifice (of defacing the head)
of Aravaan, the local people would try to collect some clay from the defaced head with the
belief that it will bring prosperity to their households. Thudiyalur,Vellalur, Singanallur

(near Coimbatore) are some places to mention a few where this folk festival is performed.

In contradistinction to the Northern and the Western Tamilnadu, the Aravaan Kalappali
is observed as a folk drama (Therukkooththu) in Central Tamilnadu, in villages like

Melattur,Karambai, Ervadi®.
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According to this folk drama, Aravaan is sacrificed by his mother Draupathi herself.

Admixture of Native Traditioh & Alien Tradition in Kooththaandai Naombi

In Tamilnadu, various folk deities are deified by the rural masses. The pantheon of
those folk deities though normally shows ‘nativity’ at times reveal certain ‘alien elements’

as well.

The ‘native elements’ possess a tradition of their own which is practised by adopting
uncodified rules and regulations. Owing to its “stmplicity’, this folk tradition is termed the
‘Native Tradition’ (Alternate term introduced for the erstwhile term ‘Little Tradition’). On
the other hand, the alien elements originally have a tradition of adopting codified scriptures;
This ‘naive structure’ yields the term the ‘Alien Tradition’ (altemative term introduced for
the erstwhile term ‘Great Tradition’) to it. Due to the impact of the epic Mahabharat , an
admixture of ‘Alien Tradition’and the ‘Native Tradition’ is perceived within the Kooththandai

Noambi whose origin is perceived from the so-called ‘Little Tradition’.

The belief of the local villagers that observance of the ‘Kooththaandai Naombi’ would
fetch at least a shower of rain is a valid proof that this is enacted as a ‘rain - making charm’.

The expressions such as:
“mazheyae peyya maattaengudhu kooththaandaiyaavadhu saattakkoodaadhaa™.
[There is no rain at all. Why don’t we celebrate Kooththaandat (festival) atleast].

“kooththaandai naombi saattikkaraanga mazhe paththu thuliyaavadhu vandhae
theerum” [As they have celebrated Kooththaandai festival atleast a little shower of rain is

assured], by the ruralfolk of Western Tamilnadu ensure the same.

Further, the belief of the ruralfolk of Western Tamilnadu that the clay collected from
the defaced head of Kooththaandai/ Aravaan would bring prosperity to their households

reveals that it is a remnant of fertility cult.

And these beliefs of the folk people of Western Tamilnadu strengthen the contention
that the ‘Kooththaandai Naombi’ derives its origin from the native tradition. However, at

this juncture, we are left with one obscurity i.e., whether ‘Kooththaandai Naombi’ and
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‘Aravaan Pandihai’ refer one and the same festival? In other words, whether ‘Koothaanday’
and ‘Aravaan’ denote one and the same culture hero? This query leads us to probe further

into the belief system associated with this folk festival.

In Western Tamiinadu, the peasant folks deify a globular stone as ‘mallaandai™ in
the threshing floor. They initiate the harvest only after worshipping this ‘mallaandai-k-
kallu’. Further, the first share of the harvested grains is kept in front of this globular stone
along with a ceremonial goat sacrifice. It is believed that by observing such a ‘thanks-giving

ceremony’, a bumper vield and thus ‘prosperity’ is ensured.

The following folk song is sung in Western Tamilnadu area, by the peasant people

during festive occasions such as Chitraa Paurnami (Full moon of Chithirai).

“Aaththiyao Kooththaandai aavareyao poomaale poomaalaikkul irukkira
punniyaneththaan thozhudhu kondaadi vara oorukkoru kooththaande seyyaonum
kalaththukkoru mallaande seyyaonum aanu paona pakkam arasapattamaalaonum ponnu
paona pakkam peththup peruhaonum ooru sezhikkaonum uththa mazhe peyyaonum naadu
sezikkaonum nalla mazhe peyyaonum moongil paola kela kelaththu aruhu paola vaeraodi

musivaama(l) naadu sezhikkaonum”

[“The Aathi (Bauhinia tomentosa) tree is the (abode of) Kooththaandai while the
Aavarai (Caesalpinea pulcherima) (flowers) form the garland (for him). By worshipping the -
blessed one residing in garland should prepare each village a Kooththaandai (deity) (and)
each threshing floor a Mallaandai (deity). The male offspring should obtain ruling authority.
The female offspring should be blessed with fecundity. The country should prosper (and)
there should be proper rain fall. Without twindling country should prosper offshooting like

bamboo (and) by spreading root like grass”].

The expressions ‘oorukkoru kooththaandai’ and ‘kalaththukkoru mallaandai’ of this
above folk song reveal clearly that the deity for the prosperity of a village is ‘kooththaandai’
while the deity for the prosperity of a cultivable land is ‘mallaandai”. Contrary to this
presumption, the etymological study of these two words, viz., ‘kooththaandai’ (<Tamil

kooththu “(folk) dance”; aandai “(culture) hero” and ‘mallaandai’ (<Tamil mal- “to grow,
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prosper”; aandai “(culture) hero)” reveals that only ‘mallaandéi_’ could be related to the
fertility cult and not ‘kooththaandai’. However, the folk belief of the people that the clay
collected from the defaced head of Aravaan image would bring prosperity to the people
ensures ‘Aravaan’ a due place in the fertility cult. Still, the query raised earlier (i.e., whether

‘Kooththaandai’ and ‘Aravaan’ denote one and the same culture hero?) remains unanswered.

However, the ‘Institution of Sacrifice’ reveals the following useful clues to arrive at

definite inferences on the above issue:

i) Culture heroes offered themselves as ceremonial sacrificial victims; and
ii} The mortal remains of those ceremonial sacrificial victims are supposed to have
magical powers, effecting fertility (the prosperity) to the cultivable land and or household,

concerned.

Inferences arrived

When we incorporate the above clues, we may get the following inferences regarding

the ‘kooththaandai naombi’ and ‘aravaan pandihai’:

‘Kooththaandai’ could be a culture hero (of those days) who offered himself as the

cremonial sacrificial victim to ensure fertility.

The popularity of Villi Bhaaratham in Rural Tamilnadu might have substituted
‘Aravaan’, the epic character to the culture hero, ‘Kooththaandai’ in the long run. That is
why, we come across synonymous reference of ‘aravaan pandihai for the ‘kooththaandai
naombi’.

The cultural pluralism in Tamilnadu, which brings many diverse regional cultures
has effected the folk festival ‘kooththaandai naombi’ with as many folk versions as possible.

The rural Tamilnadu witnesses many rain - making charms through its folk festivals
such as ‘theemidhi thiruvizhaa’, ‘kaaman pandihai’ and the ‘kooththaandai naombi’ is one
such folk festival observed in rural Tamilnadu.

The fertility cult (for fetching rain) of the so-called’Little Tradition’ and (the
ceremonial sacrifice (for fetching victory) of the so-called *Great Tradition’ merge together

in the merger of ‘kooththaandai naombi' and ‘aravaan pandihai’.
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Foot Notes
I Here, ignoring the political boundary, Pondicherry one of the Union Territories of our
Indian sub-continent is also treated as part of the Northern Tamilnadu as far as the genres

of folklore is concerned.

2 Contrary to the Northern Tamilnadu version (where ‘Aravaan’ is voluntarily married by
Lord Krishna who assumes a charming bride), in the Western Tamilnadu version the step-

daughter is compelled to marry Aravaan by her step-mother.

* The Thanjavur Saraswathi Mahal Library has published this folk drama in a book form
entitled, Aravaan Kalappali-Isai Naadaham in the year 1986 (for details see the Select
Bibliography ).

? The globular stone deified as mallaandai is nothing but the’Neolithic pestles’ {which 1s
popularly referred to as mallaandai-k-kallu (Lit. “stone of mallaandai”)). At present,the

Coimbatore District Government Museum is in possession of such Neolithic pestles in its

reserve collection.

5 The belief system associated with the mallaandai worship is also noted in the work of

K.Karunakaran & K.Saroja(1988) (for details see the Select Bibliography ).
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X

BOOMERANGS: THEIR PAST AND PRESENT AS
ATTESTED IN SOUTH INDIAN ETHNOGRAPHY

On Introducing the Boomerang

Boomerangs', probably, the most primitive of all weapons, are the flattened, angled,
curved clubs designed primarily for throwing. The hunters through the ages have used the
various forms of boomerangs to throw at the low flying flocks of birds and or to kill the
small games caught in snares or larger ones wounded by spears, arrows, etc., and the
boomerangs have also been used for close-combat fighting. Such a weapon of hunting and

or warfare have also been used in ritual observances.

Generally, Australia is conceived as the homeland of boomerangs. However, copious
evidences are available to state that the people of other cultures like American Indians,
Ancient Egyptians, Romans, Danish and South Indians were also capable of handling the
boomerangs. Further, it is observed that even today the boomerangs are in vogue among the

African tribes, the Hopi Indians of Arizona, the Koli tribes of Kutch district of Gujarat.

Originally, the boomerangs were shaped from a suitably curved root, by warping the
wood over fire and bending when it is warm. Presently, the boomerangs differ greatly from
the plain, fire hardened wooden ones to the complicated ones such as elaborately designed

and curved boomerangs.
Classification of Boomerangs

Traditionally, a single material such as wood, bone, horn, ivory or stone has been
used in making a boomerang. Later, the boomerangs have been made by a variety of materials
including metals and also in a variety of shapes and sizes. Accordingly, owing to the criteria
such as ‘material, ‘shape’, ‘flight’ and ‘purpose’, the boomerangs could be classified as

follows:
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Interestingly, of the above four criteria, the criterion of flight alone is construed as
the vital one since the remaining criteria become inclusive within it. For instance, the
‘returning-type boomerangs’ (hereforth shall be referred to as the ‘returning boomerangs’),
being used in the ‘domain’ of sports alone and the non- returning boomerangs which are
used in ‘hunting’ and ‘warfare’ are covered within the ‘criteria of purpose’. Accordingly, in
this juncture, both the ‘returning’ and ‘non-returning boomerangs’ are dealt with in some
detail.

The returning boomerangs fly and return to the thrower effectively due to their

possession of the following three salient features:

. The hyperbolic curve of the arms;
. The relative higher curvature of one of their surfaces than the other one; and
. The relative twist of an arm by an angle of 20° to 30° over the other, making it

to resemble the propeller of an acroplane or the blade of a fan.

The non-returning boomerangs, by contrast, are relatively heavier and are used more
often as weapons of hunting or of warfare. Furthermore, they are used in ritualism as well.

Accordingly, their arms are angled with sharp edges.

43 TRIBAL & FOLK CULTURE STUDIES



British Administrators’ Remarks over the Indian Boomerangs
The Indian boomerangs were studied, to some extent, by the British administrators.

Thurston in his monumental work entitled , ‘Ethnographic Notes of Southern India’
presents the detailed remarks of the British Administrators over the Indian boomerangs :
According to General Balfour, the first Officer-in-charge of the Chennai State Museum
(as quoted in Thurston, 1980), “Two types of boomerangs are peculiar to India. One of the
boomerang types is of a single, curved, wooden boomerang possessed by the Koli tribes of
the Kutch region of Gujarat and is referred to as Katareea®. These ‘Katareeas’ were used for
throwing at hares, wild boars and other animals. The South Indian form of boomerang belongs
to the Maravans of Madurai and differs in the shape both from the above and the Australian
type. The contour of this Maravan boomerang is almost crescent, perfectly flat but much
broader at the more remote or distant extremity; and its narrower proximal end (i.e., the
handle) is usually curved roughly. This type, though commonly made of wood, is not

infrequently constructed of steel, or sometimes even of ivory.

Colonel Lance Fox (as quoted in Thurston, 1980) commented upon the boomerangs
used by the Koli tribes of Gujarat in the following words: “These (i.e., boomerangs of the
Koli tribes of Gujarat) conform to the natural curvature of wood like the Australian

boomerang”.

Edgar Thurston, the then Superintendent of the Chennai State Museum (1980)
comparing the Katareeas of the Koli tribes with that of the boomerangs of Kallans and
Maravans of South India states “These (i.e., the Katareeas) resemble in shape that which is

used by Kallans and Maravans of South India”.

5.C. Sterling {as quoted in Thurston, 1980), contrary to the observations of Thurston,
observes the dissimilarities between the South Indian boomerangs and the Australian
. boomerangs. To quote, “The South Indian boomerangs- lack the blade-like flatness and the

spiral twist, which are always characteristics of the Australian return boomerangs™.
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Thurston (1980) observes the importance of boomerangs in the social life Kallans in
the following statement “At a Kallan marriage the bride and the bridegroom go to the house

of the latter, where boomerangs were exchanged and a feast is held*”.

In his letter to Thurston, the then Diwan of Pudukottai gives a fairly comprehensive
account of South Indian boomerangs as follows (Cf. Thurston, 1980) : “The Valari or Valai
Thadi is a short weapon, generally made of some solid and grained wood. It is crescent
shaped, one end being heavier than the other, the instrument played a considerable part in

the Poligar war of the last century”.

Robert Bruce Foote (as quoted in Thurston, 1980) presents an account of the

boomerangs of the Madurai District as given below:

“A very favorite weapon of the Madura country, is a kind of curved throwing stick,
having a general likeness to the boomerang of the Australian aborigines. I had an opportunity
of seeing these boomerangs in use near Sivaganga in March 1883. In the morning, [ came
across many parties, small and large, of men and big boys who were out here with a few
dogs. Whenever an unlucky hare started out near enough to the hunters, it was greeted with
a volley of boomerangs, so strongly and dexterously thrown that the poor puss had little
chance of escape. Whether a dexterous Maravan could make his weapon return to him, !
could not find out. Certainly in none of the throws observed by me was any tendency to a

return perceptible. But for simple, straight shots these boomerangs answer admirably”.

Boomerangs in the Collection of the Chennai Museum

The Chennai State Museum (i.e., presently the Government Museum, Chennai) has
altogether 34 South Indian boomerangs and 7 Australian boomerangs. Of them, only 10
South Indian boomerangs and 4 Australian boomerangs have been exhibited in the
‘Boomerang Showcase’ of the “Ethnology Gallery” and in the ‘Australian Tribal Culture

showcase’ of the “Foreign Tribal Culture Gallery” respectively.

Of the whole collection of boomerangs in the Chennai State Museum, only one

Australian boomerang, bearing the accession number 4/49 is of returning type’.
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The South Indian boomerangs in the collection of the Chennai State Museum include 3
(two ivory and one wooden) boomerangs acquired from the “Thanjavur Armoury’: 5 (three wooden
and two iron) boomerangs acquired from ‘Pudukottai Museum’; a set of ‘Maravan’ and ‘Kallan’
boomerangs; and 26 (two brass, six wooden and eighteen iron) boomerangs acquired from one
Thiru. Naidu of Sivakasi and kept in the ‘Reserve Collection’®. Accordingly, the South Indian

boomerangs acquired from the above cited three sources could be listed as follows:

a)  From Thanjavur Armory (through transfer) : Boomerangs bearing the Accession

numbers 1152, 1153 and 1154.

b) From Pudukkottai (through transfer) : Boomerangs bearing the Accession

numbers 1148,1149, 1150 and 1155.

¢)  From One Thiru. Naidu of Sivakasi (through purchase) : Boomerangs bearing

the Accession number 5/60(6 Nos. ), 6/60 (18 Nos.) and 11/60 (2 Nos.).

In general, the details of all the boomerangs that are in the collection of the Chennai
State Museum could be tabulated into A. Boomerangs exhibited in the “Ethnology Gallery’
of the Chennai State Museum [Cf. Table- [], B. Boomerangs exhibited in the ‘Australian
Tribal Culture showcase! of the Chennai State Museum [Cf. Table-I1] and C. Boomerangs
kept in the ‘Reserve Collection’ of the Chennai State Museum [Cf. Table-III].

Present Status of Boomerangs

As the mankind has been progressing towards more advanced cultural level, more
and more sophisticated methods and tools of hunting and warfare have been devised day by
day and hence, these primitive weapons of human being (i.e., the boomerangs)’ have gradually
been losing their flair. Consequently, they have almost ceased to be the indispensable
implements of daily use and have been started to be used in a more symbolic way during
ceremonial occasions alone. For instance, the South Indian boomerangs are regarded now-
a - days merely as legendary weapons among the Maravans and Kallans of Southern
Tamilnadu; as time passed, these were used as clap sticks, as evidenced by the name attributed
to them as “Kuravaikkooththu Valai Thadihal’. And today, they are found only in their ritual

floor drawings, the ‘Koalangal’.
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Contrary to the situation in Southern India, boomerang making remained as an
aboriginal craft in Australia until quite recently; And the present day Australian aborigines
started to inculcate this native craft to the interested and enthusiastic Australian white
community as well. Consequently, at present, we could perceive innumerable emerging
enthusiasts with returning boomerangs as their instrument of sports and these players today
make copies of each other’s boomerangs and learn new types as well and thereby many new

types are born everyday.

The Chennai State Museum occupies the prestigious place among the Indian museums
by possessing the world famous ‘South Indian Boomerangs’ as well as their Australian
counterparts [along with a unique returning boomerang]. And thus, we can proudly say that
the Government Museum, Chennai is in possession of boomerangs, the primitive weapon of
mankind in its collection.

Table-1
Boomerangs exhibited in the Ethnology Gallery of the Chennai State Museum

SLNe. Acc. No. Description of the Boomerang  Remarks, if any

1. 1148 South Indian Acquired from Pudukkottai
2. 1149 -do- -do-

3. 1150 -do- ~-do-

4, 1151 -do- -do-

5.

1152 -do- Acquired from the
. Thanjavur Armoury
through transfer

1153 -do- -do-
1154 -do- -do-

(The distal end 1s with brass
ornate design)

8. 1155 -do- Acquired from Pudukottai

9, 5/60 -do- Purchased from one
Thiru, Naidu of Sivakasi

10. 5/60 -do- -do-
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Table ~11

Boomerangs exhibited in the Australian Tribal Culture Showcase of the Chennai State

Museum

SL.No.
1.

Acc. No.
1/49

3/49

4/49

6/49

Description of the Boomerang

North Central Australian type,

Director, South
Australian Museum,
Adelaide from
Mr.Herbert M. Hale
Wood, Non-returning type

South Central
Australian type, Non-

returning type, used in warfare

West Australian type, wood,
Retruning type, used
in hunting

Copper Creek type,
wood, Non-returning

type, used in warfare

Table -II1

Remarks, if any

Acquried in exchange,

Australian type,
Mr.Herbert M. Hale,

-do-

-do-

-do-

Boomerangs exhibited in the Reseve Collection of the Chennai State Museum

Si.Ne.
1.

Acc. No.
1156

2/49

5/49

5/60(4 Nos.)

6/60 (18 Nos.)

11/60

Description of the Boomerang Remarks, if any

Australian
boomerang, wood

North Central
Australian type, wood,
used in warfare

Diamantina type,

wood, Non —returning
type, used in warfare

South Indian boomerang,
wood

-do-
-do-

Iron

Brass
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Acquired from the
Australian Museum, Sydney

Acquired on exchange
from Mr. Herbert M. Hale,
Director, South Australian
Museum, Adelaide

-do-

Acquired by purchase

from one Thiru. Naidu of
Sivakasi

-do-
-do-
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Foot Notes

' The boomerangs derive their name from their characteristic sound “boom” that produced

during their operation.

2 According to Thurston (1980), the Katareeas were discussed and figured in Egerton’s

‘Indian and Oriental Armor’.

' As S.C. Sterling’s statement is concerned with the returning boomerangs, he might have
perceived this obvious dissimilarity between the South Indian boomerangs and that of
the Australian boomerangs. But, if we realize the fact that all Indian boomerangs which
have been used in hunting and warfare are all non-returning ones we could understood
the fact. From this, we could infer that the Indian boomerangs definitely show structural

similarities with that of the non- returning boomerangs of the Australian continent.

4 This custom, now-a-days, is an obsolete one. However, the following common saying
that is still prevalent among the Maravans and Kallans of Southern Tamilnadu: “Send
the boomerang and bring the bride” will vouch for their age old custom of boomerangs
between the affinal kins.

3 Interestingly enough, even this single returning boomerang has been described as a

‘hunting weapon’ and not as an object of sports in the Accession Register, concerned.

¢ It is interesting to note that although all these 26 boomerangs of same size and shape
were purchased from one person (i.e., one Thiru. Naidu) from one single area (i.e.,
Sivakasi), the boomerangs bearing the accession numbers 6/60 and 11/60 alone are

referred to as the ‘Kuravaikkooththu Valai Thadihal’.

7 The fact that the boomerangs have been found to be depicted in the Rock Art Sites of
Europe and in the Herostones of Southern India suggests us that these primitive weapons
of hunting and warfare were in continued utility since prehistoric and ancient historic

periods throughout the world.
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XI

PRESENT TRENDS IN MUSEOLOGY IN
RECREATING OF CULTURAL CONTEXTS
TO THE ETHNOGRAPHIC EXHIBITS

Introduction

The ethnographic materials tend to lose their significance when they get uprooted
from their respective cultural contexts. For instance, the masks — the multivocal symbols
of the primitive world — as a category of ethnographic exhibits, become silent the moment
they get alienated from their contextual use. That is to say, the masks — however ornate
they might appear on the walls and or on the museum shelves — lose their innate significance
when divorced from their functional use, In other words, the masks remain incomplete so
long as the performer has not construed movement associated with them. Gestures of the
masked spirit and accompanied performers enhance their meaning further. This is one reason
why the masks in isolation and away from their cultural contexts — which could provide
both the contextual use and functional use to them — seem to cease communicating
(i.e., ‘mute’) and look very ordinary (i.e., ‘insignificant’). Hence, it becomes inevitable for
the curatorial staff to exercise entire stock of museum techniques painstakingly to bring
forth the original cultural contexts, at least artificially'. Adoption of various ‘presentation
techniques’? (popularly known as ‘exhibition techniques’) enables the curatorial staff to

recreate the cultural contexts to these uprooted ethnographic materials.

An attempt is made to present a survey of present trends that are prevailing in

Museology in recreating of cultural contexts to the ethnographic exhibits.
Ethnographic Exhibits : Their Nature & Significance

While presented to public viewing, the ethnographic materials acquire the elevated
status of ethnographic exhibits from their early status of being mere ‘ethnographic objects’.

The ethnographic exhibits, which are the creativities of ethnic groups, vary in form from the
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crudest to the finest. And they form the media of interaction of any particular kind of
phenomenon, technology, environment, in short, the art and the culture of any tribal, folk or
urban community. Thus, they in turn form the media of interaction of visual communication

by keeping a link with the viewers.

The ethnographic exhibits possess manifold values such as functional, aesthetic,
cultural and therefore their presentation must not allow any of these values to suffer for
another’. Some ethnographic exhibits may catch the attention of the visiting public for a
moment or two but by and large the entire ethnographic exhibits that are on presentation
could not hold the attention of the general public for a longer duration, as the people in

general are guided more by their sense of curiosity than by any other proper objective.

Need & Significance of recreating of Cultural Contexts to the Ethnographic Exhibits

In presenting the ethnographic exhibits, the task of the curatorial staff—apart from
projecting the purpose, the use and the local origin of these exhibits — is to ensure that
those ethnographic exhibits come alive to the visitors as individual ethnographic phenomenon

grouped with their appropriate cultural contexts,

The casual visitors drawn from the cross-sections of the present society generally do
not evince much interest toward the ethnographic exhibits as they get uprooted from their
original cultural contexts. Hence, these ethnographic exhibits have to be presented in such
a way that they convey their cultural contexts and convey the message inherent in them.
Consequently, the curatorial staff adopt various exhibition techniques to recreate the intended
cultural contexts to the ethnographic exhibits, which were uprooted from their original

cultural contexts.

In the organisational level, the ethnographic exhibitions generally aim —

1. to catch the immediate attention of the visitors; and

ii. to enliven the aroused interest and thereby compel the visitors to go through the

whole exhibition arena.
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Both these are accomplished only when the cultural contexts to the ethnographic
exhibits are replicated and or restored by way of recreating their lost cultural contexts, by
- adopting appropriate presentation techniques. Such a deliberate setting that centered around
a theme provides a congenial ambience wherein the visitors are forced, without realising it,

to conform to a predetermined itinerary that keeps them attentive and alert as well.

Present Trends in Museology in recreating of Cultural Contexts to the Ethnographic

Exhibits

In the realm of museology, the curatorial staff adopt the following current trends of
presentation techniques in their attempt to restore the cultural contexts to the ethnographic

exhibits:

Dioramic Presentation / Habitat Presentation

As in the case of the Period Room Presentation, the Dioramic Presentation (also
known as ‘Habitat Presentation’) also tries to replicate the cultural contexts of the
ethnographic exhibits. That is to say, the ethnographic exhibits, which were uprooted from
their original cultural contexts, have been provided herewith the reconstructed cultural
contexts. Such sort of dioramic presentation is coﬁsidered, generally, as the most effective
and impressive way of bringing home to the general public the manifold wonders of Nature

and Culture®.

In this technique of presentation, the ethnographic exhibits are presented in their
endemic cultural setting against a curved panoramic background on which the appropriate
landscape is painted. Such ‘Group Cases’ with painted backgrounds fulfil the task of telling
a complete story vividly, if properly construed. For instance, the built-in group dioramic
showcases apparently constitute part of the building on either side of a large & spacious
gallery and the visiting public feel as if they are looking out through a large window into a

distinct cultural scene in wild nature as they walk along such galleries.

On account of their prohibitive cost and the amount of time & labour involved that

only a very few ethnographic exhibitions in India attempt to install such diorama showcases.
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Even after such huge expenditures there is every chance for only the colourful background
of the dioramic showcases but not the ‘primary exhibits’ receiving much more attention of
the visiting public. Therefore, the dioramic showcases are likely to be considered as

srereotypic presentations with the passage of time.
Theme-specific Presentation / Thematic Presentation

The mute and unfamiliar ethnographic exhibits are also made to converse with the
viewing public if a story (i.e., ‘Theme’) is built around them. With the introduction of such
themes a mere exhibit-oriented presentation turns into a more meaningful and highly effective

‘Theme-specific Presentation’ (popularly the, ‘Thematic Presentation’).

Such ‘Theme-specific Presentations’ are now-a-days more appreciated than the age-
old ‘Exhibit-oriented Presentations’ as the former category encapsulates the mankind and
its culture in totality, unlike the latter which normally shows a few examples for the sake of

their variations and mere curio-values.
Wire-mannequin Presentation / Wire-dummy Presentation

As pointed out earlier, the visiting public generally gets fascinated more towards the
colourful background in dioramic presentation than its primary exhibits. To avoid this
disadvantage and at the same time to ensure that the principal exhibits alone are projected,
the ‘technique of wire-mannequin’ {(popularly known as the ‘Wire-dummy Presentation’) is
introduced as one of the exhibition techniques while trying to recreate the cultural contexts
to the uprooted ethnographic exhibits. Furthermore, by employing such wire-mannequins
(popularly known as ‘wire-dummies’) the actual position and or utility of the ethnographic
exhibits are highlighted vividly. For instance, the presentation of ethnic costumes and
ornaments on wire-mannequins/wire-dummies has been found to be very attractive and
practical as well. For example, the gallery of the Tribal Art Style of North East at the
National Museum, New Delhi has adopted this exhibition technique while presenting the
ethnic costumes of the tribes of North East India. Thus, in this presentation technique, every
ethnographic exhibit is given its due prominence, as it has enjoyed in its original cultural

context.
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Environmental Approach

The feasibility of breaking the space and presenting the ethnographic exhibits
directly before the viewing public in their endemic cultural milieu has been experimented in
the major Indian museums quite recently. One of the significant tasks of presenting the
ethnographic exhibits are the recreation of the environmental background to the primary
exhibits of ethnography and consequently such presentation technique is termed aptly as the
‘Environmental Approach’. Examples for this type of exposition could be cited from the
‘Village Complex’ and the ‘Tribal Habitat’ open-air presentations of the Indira Gandhi
National Museum of Mankind, Bhopal.

In this Environmental Approach, the immediate impression is created by the selected
exhibit designs and the recreated environment. Here, both the modern equipments of
presentation and the conventional materials are used as well>. Even the background colour,
floor covering etc., which are overlooked normally in other presentation techniques have

been given a careful rustic touch.

On the whole, the total effect of this exhibit-design is an antithesis of the modern
audiovisual techniques. Such open-air environmental presentations could be maintained only
by an ethnographic exhibition of considerable standing, having a huge fund, substantial
man power and other requisite resources. Further, this type of presentation poses obviously
a big problem in maintaining security.There are also chances for constant threat of fire
hazards and natural calamities, apart from possible art vandalisms and misuse by human
agencies. Nevertheless, we should bear in mind that it is not possible to render a meaningful
and judicious presentation for all types of ethnographic exhibits in an environmental
system. For instance, the ethnographic exhibits connected with the habitation pattern,
minor economic activities and sacred complexes may be exhibited successfully in an
environmental unit while small and more delicate exhibits of ethnography such as ethnic
ornaments require naturally more secure condition in the presentation. The National
Handicrafts and Handlooms Museum, New Delhi has adopted this judicious admixture of
both these presentation techniques. Interestingly enough, the exterior as well as the interior

premises of this museum have been provided thoroughly with rustic touch.
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. Conclusion

As the ethnographic exhibits lose their significance as and when uprooted from their
original cultural contexts, the curatorial staff are entrusted with the responsibility of restoring
the last cultural contexts, by employing suitable presentation techniques to achieve their
goal. A thorough knowledge of present trends in museology will keep fit not only the curatorial

staff but their techniques of presentation as well in the fast moving track of modernisation.

Foot Notes

1 Folklorists, on the contrary, object heavily to such practice of recreating of cultural

contexts artificially.

2 The term ‘Display’ is avoided purposely in this work and in its place the term
‘Presentation’ is used throughout, as the former is used and exploited like anything in

the commercial arena.

*  Mueseologists and Museographers argue that the exhibits belonging to other disciplines
also found to possess manifold values and hence their presentations also ought to be
planned meticulously so as to ensure that not even a single value of them is getting

affected.

Presently, the entire ambience in exactitude is brought out very effectively by providing
digital photographic images printed in vinyl sheets. Such adoption of dioramic presen-
tation was attempted at the ‘Mammal Gallery’ of Zoology Section of Government Mu-

seum, Chennai,
* The Rock and Cave Art Gallery at the Government Museum, Chennai could be cited of

adopting this line of presentation by combining the modern gadgets of presentation along

with conventional materials.
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Report on the Socio-Economic Conditions of the Aboriginal

Tribes of the Province of Madras. Madras: Government

Press.

An Ethnographic Study of the Pachaimalai Malaiyalis :
A Hill Tribe in Tamil Nadu.Unpublished M.A., Thesis.

Tirupati: Sti Venkateswara University.
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