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of the centre is to integrate scholarship with activism, aesthetic
appreciation with community development, comparative
folklore studies with cultural diversities and identities,
dissemination of information with multi-disciplinary
dialogues, folklore fieldwork with developmental issues and
folklore advocacy with public programming events. Folklore
is a tradition based on any expressive behaviour that brings
a group together, creates a convention and commits it to
cultural memory. NFSC aims to achieve its goals through
cooperative and experimental activities at various levels.
NFSC is supported by a grant from the Ford Foundation.
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M.D.Muthukumaraswamy

FSC folk festival opened up the enchanting domain

of cultural sub-texts unspecified in the notions of
public sphere articulated by Habermas.? The sub-texts of
identity and difference, participation and indifference and
condescension and neglect that characterize our stances
towards artistic folk traditions also constitute the public
sphere of Indian cities. Chennai’s public sphere is
metaphorically like Franz Kafka’s literary animal
Crosshreed? that has a legacy from the previous generation,
figure of a cunning cat, soul of a meek lamb and ambitions
of a human being. Perhaps | should detail the literal
equivalence of the sequellae.

The legacy is a ruse and perfidy harvested out of the
shameful contradictions of nationalistic politics® that kept
folklore and its concomitant social structures as internal
others. Disowned and unrecognized these artistic folk
traditions may be, the legacy demands that they remain
things of the past with imposed notions of purity
and authenticity. Discourses generated on the

the Rajasthani and Yakshagana artists vaguely resembled
the exotic others of the ideological imagination of a bygone
era. Instead of intensifying our desirability towards the
changing traditions, the unintended and unconscious, yet,
ideological process of othering our artistic folk traditions
and artists indicate urban necessity to control and manage
courses distanced from them. As a sovereign and unique
gesture towards erasure and dismissal of such attitudes
towards folklore, NFSC constructed an open-air theatre
inside the premises of the government museum
specifically for the conduct of the festival. Erecting the
artistic pillars and constructing an open-air theatre in the
public domain of Chennai is an act of carving out a
cultural, physical, ideological and political space for
folklore. As a reminder of an eccentric dream, as a trace
of a gala celebratory gathering of folk artists, as a bridge
towards the future chronicle of Indian folklore and as an
undeniable presence of NFSC in Chennai, the open-air
theatre will hopefully claim for continuous events of
pluralistic expressions. The space is for relays.

Thankless, as it is, Chennai’s public sphere will not have
the generosity of according greater status to folk artists,
as it has a deplorable lack of knowledge on the folk
traditions. Television and press continuously misrepresent
folklore as crude and underdeveloped expressions credited
with the righteousness of innocence and naiveté. As these
images compete for attention with an excess of
moneymaking products, Chennai’s public sphere exists
as a severely contested arena. In this context, a balustrade
of sophisticated expressions of folklore creates nothing
but stranger’s aporia. Despite the publication and
availability of a festival souvenir with detailed account of
each and every form presented in the festival, media
reportage could not distinguish between, say, Chindu
Yakshagana and Yakshagana. It is pointless to blame the

media in general, as it is burdened with a long

genres performed in the NFSC festival
were full of laments on the violations

of such presumed authenticity.
Mayurbhanj Chhau aspiring for
classical perfection, Villuppattu
singers borrowing tunes of Tamil
film songs, and Khamba Thoibi artists
using recorded music, for instance,
constituted those wviolations.
Chandaini artists wearing blue jeans
offstage and Madhubani painters using

“If the normative conditions
of the public sphere were to
be true, the folk artists should
be able to influence it through
events like NFSC festival.”

history of being inaccessible to majoritarian
expressions called folklore. Mass media
and folklore are mutually
inaccessible in terms of information
and knowledge. A strange situation
indeed, as the continuities in terms
of structures of expressions are
always maintained between the
mass media and folklore. The
rupture, then, in terms of
continuity in knowledge, could be the
result of colonial hang over, a postcolonial

poster colours evidenced the nation’s decadence
towards impurity. While change, irrespective of whether
it is progress or degeneration, is natural for the city
dwellers, the same prerogative is not extended to the
artists from the countryside because their change refuse
to conform to the established nationalistic and elitist idea
of ‘Indian culture’. The glorious keepers of our invaluable
traditions are gone. When they were present, unaffected
by change, as the artists of Chindu Yakshagana or Punong
were, they became totally unrecognizable and alien. Only
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situation of living and subscribing to
prescriptions other than our own. In an ideal condition,
the exhibitions of folk paintings and “meet the artists”
programmes would have spawned analyses of calibre one
encounters when discussing Klee, Kandinsky or Magritte*.
I single out these three painters purposefully because only
through their art the West discovered the aesthetics of
resemblance not being affirmation of the real world of
objects but affirmation of the logic and the act of painting
itself. Indian folk paintings subscribe to a similar
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aesthetics of both resemblance and non-resemblance,
creating, perpetuating and affirming an ethereal world of
imagination and mythology, the logic of which coincides
with the logic of culture. Localized, intimate and powerful
they are, their abstractions have a way of finding functions
within the community life and also in the personal lives
of the artists. As Clifford Geertz says “The unity of form
and content is, where it occurs and to the degree it occurs,
a cultural achievement, not a philosophical tautology. If
there is to be a semiotic science of art it is that
achievement it will have to explain. And to do so it will
have to give more attention to talk, and to other sorts of
talk, but the recognizably aesthetic, than it has usually
been inclined to give®.” Since we lack the discipline,
parameters and training to critique folk paintings what
we hear is the demur and purring of a Kafkaesque cat.

Part of the interpretative difficulty arises out of our
traumatized meekness in negotiating our identity in the
face of overwhelming superficiality of global culture. We
do not know what should be our accent, our dress, our
food and consequently our arts in a perfidious jumble

called market economy. The confusion undergoes a
transition from bewilderment to righteous identification
when a banal oeuvre happens at the site of encountering
a folk form from our native state or tongue. In front of a
fleeting mirror we see a part of ourselves, become so
overjoyed and satisfied with it that we do not have the
patience to watch how others see themselves. Evidences
were plenty in the festival but a few would highlight what
the picture is. Telugu speakers watched only Chindu
Yakshagana and Padam Katha, Kannada speakers watched
only Yakshagana, Oriya speakers watched only Chhau,
Tamils danced only for Villuppattu and none of them had
the patience for next performance happening at the same
venue. Only a few hundred transcended the suffocating
narrow confines of their selves to interrogate their
modernity of multiplicity. Like the array of folk musical
instruments in the exhibition, we lay strangely with our
forgotten melodies but in search of performative contexts
with possibilities of new anchoring in the world.

Perhaps nearly the two hundred and fifty folk artists who

Ranjan De

participated in the festival felt a temporary sense of
anchoring provided by the festive ambience. They were
able to watch other performances, interact with other
artists, examine each other’s techniques and texture their
own performances to suit the perceived needs of city
audiences. Would they be able to influence the public
sphere? Habermas developed the normative notion of
public sphere as the part of social life where citizens can
exchange views on matters of common good, so that public
opinion can be formed. If the normative conditions of the
public sphere were to be true, the folk artists should be
able to influence it through events like NFSC festival. If
they don't, let us blame it on Habermas.

End Notes

1. Jurgen Habermas’s “The structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere” is an immensely rich and influential book that
has had major impact in a variety of disciplines. It has also
received detailed critique and promoted extremely productive
discussions of liberal democracy, civil society, public life, and
social changes in the twentieth century, among other issues.
For a detailed discussion on Habermas see Douglas Kellner’s
article “Habermas, the Public Sphere, and Democracy: A critical
intervention” at http://www.gseisucla.edu/faculty/kellner/
kellner.html

2. Franz Kafka’s short story “A Crosshreed” can be found in
“Description of a struggle” translated from the German by Tania
and James Stern. Jorge Luis Borges also anthologized this story
in his famous “The book of Imaginary Beings” The story’s first
sentences read: ‘| have a curious animal, half-cat, half-lamb. It
is a legacy from my father. But it developed only in my time;
formerly it was far more lamb than cat. Now it is both in about
equal parts.’

3. For a brilliant discussion on contradictions of nationalistic
politics see M.S.S.Pandian’ article ‘One Step Outside Modernity:
Caste, Identity Politics and Public Sphere’ in Economic and
Political Weekly, May4-10,2002, Vol xxxvii No 18, pp.1735-1741

4. For a path breaking analysis on Klee, Kandinsky and Magritte
see Michel Foucault’s article ‘This is not a pipe’ in “Essential
works of Michel Foucault 1954 - 1984, Aesthetics, Volume 2”
edited by James D.Faubion, Penguin books, London 1994 pp.187-
203.

5. Clifford Geertz ‘Art as a cultural system’ anthologized in
“Aesthetics” edited by Susan Feagin & Patrick Maynard OUP,
Oxford 1997, pp109-118. See also Jyotindra Jain’s “Gangadevi:
Tradition and expression in Mithila paintings” Mapin,
Ahmedabad 1997.
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Joy Fernandez is a collector
of musical instruments living in
Kerala. A part of his collection
was displayed in the NFSC Folk
Festival Exhibitions. Interview
conducted by N.Venugopalan and
translated from Malayalam by
R.S. Jayadeep.

You have been collecting musical instruments for many
years now, instruments with origins in various periods
in history. How do musical instruments evolve?

In the old days, these instruments were not used for music
but for communication purposes, so there were no
structure or order in them. Later when they started being
used for ceremonial and festival music they began to be
perfected both in form and sound. If you compare the
500 year old Nanthunni of Kerala with the 200 year old
version you would find many differences. Most of the
local instruments we see in this exhibition have their own
history and evolution. Edaykka’s first form was Thudi. After
a lot of changes, Edaykka evolved into its existing form. If
we put all those instruments in-between together in an
order, then we will be able to explain the evolution of the
instrument to its current form.

A particular music evolves from a particular kind of
composition or arrangement of instruments or its rhythm.
How do you communicate this knowledge to the public?

Most of the tribal instruments have got their own group
of arrangement. Different tribal groups have their own
arrangement of their musical instruments to achieve their
unique rhythm. In Idukki, tribes use Udumpu, Mathalam
and Kilimuttu in one group. In Wayanadu, Sreeni, Thudi
and others are combined. To develop a consciousness

E—————
——
—_———

from a tribal instrument called Dhavil. There are three
similar instruments Davil, Dhakil and Thakil. In some places
itis known as Vallarippara. There is very little resemblance
between them. Davil when it came to Tamilnadu, changed
its shape. This is the instrument they use for
Neyandimelam. Nadaswaram’s origin is also from Kerala.
Earlier there was a kind of Nadaswaram that they called
Kattanadaswaram. During the period of the royalty, they
played a low frequency instrument inside the temple.
When it reached Tamil Nadu, they increased its size and
frequency. This is the only difference you can find in Tamil
Nadu.

How do you obtain information about the techniques
involved in making these instruments? Do you follow
them to make your own instruments?

The tribals are able to sell the instruments that they make
for a very cheap price. This made me curious about their
production methods. I tried to study how they make these
music instruments without any modern machineries and
tools. For instance, the instrument Kohal is basically like
a flute. It's made of wood with a quarter inch hole through
it. The wood that they use comes from a particular tree
called the Dhali in which the hole already exists. There is
another tree called the Dhooli. By nature, mud goes inside
its wood and after some years the tree falls. When it falls,
only half an inch of the outer cover of the wood remains.
The insides become hollow. They use this for making the
Dhavil. It is very difficult to get these trees in the urban
area. So, we make these instruments with machines.
Sometimes we use natural hollow wood to give it a tribal
look.

Old instruments, and the people who used it, their
festivals, every thing is slowly vanishing from our society.
So when you reproduce these tribal instruments, do you
think about its new utility and existence?

Neither tribal music, nor its creation is possible in this
era. We ought to be able to use these instruments for some
other purpose also. | have been doing research on what
kind of music | can use these instruments for. | found it
could be used for fusion music. Every religion has its own
musical instruments and music, by mixing it together we
can produce rhythm and harmony. In 2000, | organized a
music festival named Vadyolsava in Kovalam, to bring
religious harmony. | brought tribal people from different

—— e
——__
—_—
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about tribal music among the public, these instruments
should be arranged the same way they are categorized
and used by the tribal people. So in my exhibitions |
arrange them according to their practice.

When you make a reference note about a music instrument,
what are the points that you include?

| try to include information about the origins and the
subsequent evolution of an instrument. Consider the
Nadaswaram, an instrument belonging to Tamil Nadu.
According to my research, in the period when Kerala was
part of Tamil Nadu, it originated in the Palakkadu area
from an instrument named Thakil. This in turn had evolved

'\.b'.l"

places and combined their instruments with western
instruments. That program was widely appreciated.

What is your plan regarding the future of these
instruments in your collection and your own research?
Are you expecting monetary help for your projects?

I haven't received any monetary assistance yet. Without
such help it is very difficult to continue my work. To
contribute a great musical instrument museum to the
world is my destiny. As the first step | have registered
my organization. | plan now to do some exhibitions to
collect money, and with that | am planning to develop a
museum for the future generations.

q:’ié‘
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Pat Alter :

is wife of the U.S

Counsel General in
Chennai. She is

% interested in cross-
cultural activities.,

FOLK FESTIVAL 2002

he National Folklore Support

Centre, along with DakshinaChitra
and the Government Museum,
Chennai, recently treated the city to a
splendid banquet of India’s rich folk
culture. The ten-day feast of visual and
performing arts was served up in
celebration of 50 years of the Ford
Foundation in India and 150 years of
Government Museum, Chennai. I'll
leave it to others to wonder why so few
chose to dine at the table—timing, far-
flung venues, lack of publicity,
language barriers and, one which |
refuse to believe, lack of interest, have
all been suggested—and instead, as an
appreciative and satisfied guest, I'll
savour again the fare | sampled.

Puppet Theatre

DakshinaChitra kicked off its Festival of
Puppetry & Animation with an open-
air performance of Janothasava, John
Devaraj’s larger-than-life body puppets
on Elliots Beach. To the amusement of
the audience and those who just
happened to wander by, the puppets
assembled and dressed in full view. Very
much in the tradition of street theatre,
Devaraj courted controversy with his
script and visual symbolism. But the
performance generated publicity, which
helped draw people further down the
East Coast Road.

Mayurbhanj Chhau

The puppet festival continued at
DakshinaChitra in two parts, March 1-
4 and March 6-10. Four performing
spaces were set up, with a rotating
performance schedule, so that ideally,
no matter when you arrived at the
centre, you could see all four puppet
shows. It didn't quite work that way,
but never mind, everything | saw of
what was on offer was of high quality
and played to full audiences made up
of school groups, families and
individual visitors.

Natana Kairali, G. Venu’s glove puppets,
presented an enchanting Kathakali in
miniature. In contrast, Puran Bhatt’s,
Aakar Puppet Group, from Rajasthan,
went with a contemporary look, using
caricatured body and head puppets to
tell the story of a puppet theatre group,
acclaimed abroad but unable to find an
audience among its own. Shri Ganesh
Yakshagana Gombeyata Mandali, with
Baskar Kogga Kamath, used
marionettes, or stringed puppets to
perform a diminutive but no less
colourful and lively version of another
traditional Indian theatre form,
Yakshagana. Dolls Theatre and Sudip Das
crafted charming soft foam puppets for
their contemporary lessons about
coexistence, set to classical western
music. K.K. Ramachandran Pulavar and
his puppeteers from Tholpava Koothu
& Puppet Centre captured all the magic
of shadow puppetry with their
exquisitely cut leather characters and
authentic backlighting by a single row
of oil lamps. Sadly, Tamil Nadu'’s A.
Selvaraj chose not to participate in the
festival this year, but he surely belonged
among these nationally recognized
troupes and he was missed. It was
interesting to see Toonz Animation of
Kerala on hand to make its case for
recognizing digital animation as folk
culture.

Folk Art

Based on their past
success with workshops
on folk art forms, NFSC
clearly anticipated
tremendous interest in
Chennai in seeing folk
artists at work and in
wanting to purchase their
paintings at reasonable
prices. They invited
nationally recognized folk
artists. They mounted a
curated exhibition of
paintings from all the

participating artists at the
Contemporary Art Gallery of
Government Museum, Chennai. Then,
NFSC dispersed the artists to six local
galleries where they made themselves
and their works available for six full
days. But, for some reason, the
anticipated crowds never materialized.
| visited all but one of the venues and
found the artists | met eager to explain
their paintings and show me what they
considered to be their best work.

At Vinyasa Gallery, senior Rajasthani
artist, Shree Joshi Lal, was midway
through the initial drawing of a very
detailed Phad painting and when | asked
him about similar finished works, he
sent me to his son at Little India Gallery.
There, Kalyan Joshi, whose family
boasts five generations of artists,

“I’ll savour
again the
fare | sampled...”

explained some of the imagery used in
Phad painting and the order of laying
down the colours, and then proudly
showed off photos of commissioned
works in Germany and an exhibition in
Japan. Both venues also displayed
Kishangarh miniature paintings.

At Manasthala, | found three artists
sharing a room, all silently at work. |
stopped in front of the Kalamkari artist,
C. Subramanyam, who was sketching
variations on the traditional tree of life
motif. He pointed to several fine pieces
on display, which he had done over 40
years ago, but his more recent pieces
were just as expressive. Kiran Devi, a
Madhubani artist, left what she was
working on to walk me around her
displayed paintings. With no common
language  between us, she
communicated her joy through the bold
colours and wide-eyed figures | saw in
her work. In direct contrast, the
Patachitra artist from Orissa,
Ramachandra Moharana, specialized in
very fine detail. One particularly
complex painting he showed had taken
him two months to complete. Amethyst



also exhibited wonderful Thanjavur,
Kalamkari, Madhubani and Patachitra
paintings, but I arrived too late in the
day to see the artists themselves.

Both Alliance Francaise and the Art
World gallery hosted Warli, Bastar and
Pithora paintings. Again, at Alliance
Francaise, | was too late to catch the
artists at work, but the gallery lights
were turned on without my asking, so
| could see the striking works on
display.

Folk Musical Instruments

At the Museum’s Contemporary Art
Gallery, | found musical instrument
collector Joy Fernandez eager to show
me his exhibit. Joy lamented that he
could only bring 125 Indian folk
instruments from his collection of nearly
2000 instruments from all over the
world. The rest were safely wrapped
and stored with various family members
in Kerala, while he tried to interest
someone in building a museum to house
them. As we walked through the
exhibition of stringed, percussion and
wind instruments, | watched him greet
each one with genuine affection and was
delighted to find that he could coax
music from each of them as well. On
one, he even played an American folk
tune for me.

Folk Theatre

Perhaps the greatest challenge for the
NFSC was finding a way to present folk
performances each night for 10 nights.
They invited 15 performing troupes in
all, representative of three folk theatre
traditions in India: scroll based
narratives, folk theatre and epic singing
and dancing. They sent out several well-

Yakshagana

-
Kathakali glove puppetry

known photographers to document the
folk artist’s landscape, lifestyle, and
performances. Later, NFSC mounted an
exhibition in  the Museum’s
Contemporary Art Gallery of five or six
photographs representative of each
troupe. | was fortunate to view that
exhibit with Ranjan De, a photographer
who had documented several of the
troupes. Originally, NFSC seemed to
envision simultaneous or closely timed
performances on three stages in the
museum compound. But the outdoor
stage they constructed was well suited
for all three types of theatre and
audiences weren't initially large enough
to share between three venues. Word
of mouth and newspaper coverage
helped increase the audience, but by
then, the pattern of follow-on
performances at the open-air theatre
was set.

The buzz on the Child Artists of
Rajasthan was good and then a chance
meeting with their patron, Komal
Kothari, confirmed they would be
something not to be missed. They fully
lived up to their reputation, singing and
playing the folk music of the Langa and

VIEWPOINT

Manganiar musician castes of
Rajasthan. But, as entertaining
as it was to watch the young
adults perform, what stays
with me is the look of pride
on Komal Kothari’s face while
they were on stage. The next
night, Yakshagana Kendra
from Udipi, Karnataka re-
enacted the twists and turns
of the Lava-Kusha story in
elaborate costumes and make-
up and with a commanding
musical accompaniment. The
Andhra Patam Katha from Warangal,
being in the narrative tradition and
therefore the most reliant on language,
was the least accessible of the
performances | saw, though | suspect
that would have been true for me of all
the scroll based narrative performances.
Finally, the Mayurbhanj Chhau
performed by Mayurbhanj Chhau
Nrutya Pratisthan of Baripada, Orissa,
was quite simply one of the most
electrifying dance performances I've
ever seen anywhere. Dessert and coffee
all rolled into one!
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On the closing day of NFSC’s Folk
Festival 2002, | sat through several good
speeches extolling folk culture in
general and this festival in particular.
Truly, the NFSC, Government Museum,
Chennai, DakshinaChitra and all who
facilitated the festival deserve our
gratitude. But | thought about the artists
and performers too. They need an
appreciative audience to help them keep
India’ folk culture alive. I hope Chennai
will welcome them with greater
enthusiasm next year.

Siva
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METHODS

Mawrcwsy Banks is a lecturer in social
anthropology at the University of Oxford. After
a doctorate at the University of Cambridge he
trained as a documentary filmmaker on a one-
year Royal Anthropological Institute / Leverhulme
Fellowship at the National Film and Television
School, Beaconsfield. He is the author of
Organizing Jainism in India and England
(Clarendon, 1992), Ethnicity: anthropological
constructions (Routledge, 1996), and co-editor
of Rethinking visual anthropology (Yale
University Press, 1997).
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Visual data have been of concern to the social sciences
in two ways: visual records produced by the
investigator, and visual documents produced by those
under study. In recent years, however, this dichotomy
between the observer and the observed has begun to
collapse (as it has across the qualitative social sciences
more generally) and a third kind of visual record or, more
accurately, representation has emerged: the collaborative
representation.

Thus visual anthropology and visual sociology proceed
methodologically by making visual representations
(studying society by producing images), by examining pre-
existing visual representations (studying images for
information about society), and by collaborating with
social actors in the production of visual representations.

Issues of documentation

Methodologically, the use of photography, film and video
to document areas of social and cultural life would appear
to be straightforward and unproblematic. In the late 19th
century (and later) photography was used by
anthropologists and para-anthropologists to record and
document supposed ‘racial types’ as part of the discipline’s
project to provide a scientific study of humankind.
Photography was also employed as a ‘visual notebook’
by anthropologists to document aspects of material culture
produced by a particular society. After the invention in
1895 of the portable motion picture camera, film was
employed to the same ends.

In recent years, anthropologists and others have begun
to re-examine the products of colonial photography, being
as interested as much in the ideas that led to the
production of such photographs as in the societies and
cultural forms they supposedly document (see the essays
in Edwards 1992, and Scherer 1990).

The study of early ethnographic film is less well advanced,
largely because the sources are less well-known and less
accessible, but an ESRC-funded project is currently underway at
the University of Oxford to catalogue much of this earlier material
(see under ‘Electronic Resources’ below), and it is hoped that
this will stimulate further research.

Following on from the Victorian taxonomic and classificatory
uses of visual media, photography, film and video have been
used more recently to gather data for various other kinds of
formalist analysis: proxemics (the study of personal spatial
behaviour; see the chapter by Prost in Hockings 1995),
choreometrics and kinesics (the study of body ‘style’ and
communication; see the chapter by Lomax in Hockings 1995)
and conversation analysis (see Goodwin 1981). What many of
these recent projects have in common with their Victorian and
Edwardian antecedents is an approach to mechanical visual
recording media which tend to treat them as neutral technologies
capable of objectively recording social behaviour or visible
‘givens’. Images are no more ‘transparent’ than written accounts
and while film, video and photography do stand in an indexical
relationship to that which they represent they are still
representations of reality, not a direct encoding of it. As
representations they are therefore subject to the influences of
their social, cultural and historical contexts of production and
consumption.

Issues of representation

Thus the visual sociologist or anthropologist adopts a dual
perspective on visual media. On the one hand they are concerned
with the content of any visual representation; what is the
‘meaning’ of this particular design motif on an art object? Who
is the person in the photograph? On the other hand, they are
concerned with the context of any visual representation; who
produced the art object, and for whom? Why was this photograph
taken of this particular person, and then kept by that particular
person?

When studying visual representations that have been created
by others, the dual strands of content and context are fairly easy
to investigate in tandem. Most studies in the anthropology or
the sociology of art, for example, proceed along this twin path
(see for example Coote and Shelton 1992; Fyfe and Law 1988).

When, however, the visual representations are produced by the
investigator there is a danger of the content taking priority
over the context. Within documentary film, the ‘direct cinema’
movement in the 1960s sought to correct this imbalance by
ensuring that the conditions of filmmaking were revealed to the
viewer (see Barnouw 1974 for a general history of documentary
film, the essays in Rosenthal 1988 for critical perspectives on
this history, and Loizos 1993 for a critical perspective on modern
ethnographic film). Typically this involved the deliberate
inclusion of the filmmakers’ kit in the image (lights,
microphones, etc.) or even the filmmakers themselves. Such
ideas were absorbed into ethnographic film practice,
simultaneously with techniques that were thought to bring the
human subjects of the film closer to the viewer (principally, the
use of sub-titles to render speech in foreign languages more
‘neutrally’ than an inevitably inflected voice-over translation).
(See also essays in Rollwagon 1988).

With still photography, more sensitive or reflexive



representations are perhaps slightly harder to accomplish.
In many cases, social investigators choose to create some
marriage of text and image, where each provides a
commentary on the other. Doug Harper, a visual
sociologist, has accomplished this to particularly good
effect in his work (Harper 1987; see also Berger and Mohr
1975).

It is important to remember, however, that all visual
representations are not only produced but are consumed
in a social context, one which invokes a family
resemblance to similar representations; television and
cinema in the case of film and video. Members of an
audience will bring to the screening certain expectations
of narrative form, ‘plot’ development, ‘good’ and ‘bad’
composition, and so forth, however unconscious or
inchoate their understandings. Nor can a single ‘reading’
of a film necessarily be presumed. Sociologists such as
Stuart Hall have advocated the notion of ‘preferred
readings’ (Hall 1977), while an anthropological study of
ethnographic films shown to students refutes the liberal
assumption that such films encourage the viewers
empathetically to narrow the gap between self and a
radically different other (Martinez 1990).

Issues of collaboration

Perhaps the least collaborative project within visual
anthropology and visual
sociology is the semi-
mythical project of setting
up a (possibly concealed)
film or video camera in a
village or neighbourhood
for no other reason than to
document whatever passes
before it. Similar are the
projects that involve leaving
a camera running, or using
a stills camera, to record a
specific aspect of social
behaviour, the agents of
which are either unaware of

“When the
visual
representations
are produced
by the

being recorded or are |nvest|gat0r'
encouraged to ignore the

camera’s presence.

It is, however, a premise of

the ethnographic method danger Of
that the investigator is to

some extent involved in the the content

cultural and social projects
of those under investigation,
if only to the extent that asking
questions often forces those
questioned to formalise social
knowledge or representations
that may have only a semi-
propositional status.

taking

priority
over the
context.”

As a result, visual
anthropologists and visual
sociologists often directly
collaborate with their o — — _ _ -
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informants or subjects in the production of visual texts of various
kinds. This may be done for purely documentary purposes; for
example, asking a craftsperson to pause in the process of
production at various stages in order to photograph the process.
It may be done for some project that is of more interest to the
investigator than the subjects; for example, Worth and Adair’s
extension of the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis concerning language
and cognition into the realm of the visual, which involved
giving film cameras to cinematographically illiterate
Navajo and telling them to film what they liked (Worth
and Adair 1972). Or, perhaps most humanistically as well
as most interestingly, it may involve working together
on a project that simultaneously provides information for
the investigator while fulfilling a goal for the subjects.
Here a wide range of projects have been accomplished,
from encouraging the subjects to discuss their family
photographs (photo elicitation) and learn more about
themselves (Geffroy 1990; see also Collier and Collier
1986), through helping people to document problematic
or contentious areas within their own lives (Van Wezel
1988), to full-blown attempts to empower people through
visual media. A particularly striking example of the last
is provided by the work of the anthropologist Terence
Turner with the Kayapo of Brazil. With the video cameras
and editing facilities that Turner initially provided, the
Kayapo have been exchanging messages and political
speeches between villages, documenting their own rituals
and dances, and documenting their protests against the
Brazilian state’s planned hydro-electric dam at Altamira
(Turner 1992). Many of their productions have in turn
provided material for Turner’s more academic analysis.
The term ‘indigenous media’ is generally employed to
cover those aspects of visual representation over which
‘indigenous’ people and others have direct control (such
as local television broadcasting), although some have
questioned the ‘empowerment’ that is supposed to ensue
(see Faris 1992; see also Ginsburg 1991).

While willed and active collaboration is the goal of many visual
projects itis probably inadvertently present in all projects.
During the course of my own
early fieldwork with an .
urban religious group in st Ll
India | found myselftaking *P‘W
the majority of my |
photographs at communal, j"" . I!} &
ritual events. On one ” -‘Ell a |
occasion | took a number of 1
photographs at a feast,

organised to celebrate the conclusion of a period of fasting. In
their content, my images display certain features that are
undoubtedly important to my later analysis; the overall context
of the courtyard in which the feast took place, the segregation
of men and women, the seated feasters and the standing feast
givers, and a variety of other spatial features [see Photograph 1]
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However, after | had taken a few such photographs, | began to
take closer portrait shots of various friends, including those
who had brought me to the feast. This they tolerated for a while,
and then gently began to suggest other people I should
photograph. They were particularly insistent that | took a pre-
posed photograph of the woman who had paid for the feast,
ladling a dollop of a rich yoghurt-based dessert onto the tray of
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one of the feasters
[Photograph 2].
Looking at thisimage
alongside my earlier,
wide-angle and
contextualising
i # images, | saw how the
}"'_' ‘directed’ photograph
=2

is a collaborative

image. It was
composed and framed according to my own (largely unconscious)
visual aesthetic and is part of my own corpus of documentary
images of that feast. But it is also a legitimisation and
concretisation of social facts as my friends saw them: the fact
that the feast had a social origin in the agency of one person
(the feast donor) as well as by virtue of the religiously and
calendrically prescribed fasting period that preceded it; the fact
that the donor was (unusually) a woman and that in the
photograph she is giving to men; the fact that this was a good
feast during which we ate the expensive and highly-valued
yoghurt dessert. | ‘knew’ these social facts, because | had been
told them on this or other occasions, but by being directed to
capture them on film | was made aware not only of their strength
and value but of the power of photography to legitimise them.

References

Barnouw, Erik (1983) Documentary: a history of the non-fiction film (revised
edition). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Berger, John and Jean Mohr (1975) A seventh man: a book of images and
words about the experience of migrant workers in Europe. Harmondsworth:
Penguin.

Collier, John Jn and Malcolm Collier (1986) Visual anthropology: photography
as a research method. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Coote, Jeremy and Anthony Shelton (1992) (eds.) Anthropology, art and
aesthetics. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Edwards, Elizabeth (1992) (ed.) Anthropology and photography 1860-1920.
New Haven: Yale University Press in association with The Royal
Anthropological Institute, London.

Faris, James C. (1992) ‘Anthropological transparency: film, representation
and politics’, in Peter Crawford, & David Turton (eds.) Filmas ethnography.
Manchester: Manchester University Press in association with the Granada
Centre for Visual Anthropology.

Fyfe, Gordon and John Law (1988) (eds.) Picturing power: visual depiction
and social relations. London: Routledge.

Geffroy, Yannick (1990)’ Family photographs a visual heritage’, Visual
Anthropology 3 (4): 367-410.

Ginsburg, Faye (1991) ‘Indigenous media: Faustian contract or global
village’ Cultural Anthropology 6 (1): 92-112.

Goodwin, C (1981) Conversational organisation: interaction between speakers
and hearers. New York: Academic Press.

Hall, Stuart (1977) ‘Culture, the media and “the ideological effect™, in J.
Curran, M. Gurevitch, & J. Woollacott (eds.) Mass communication and
society. London: Edward Arnold.

Harper, Douglas A. (1987) Working knowledge: skill and community in a
small shop. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Hockings, Paul (1995) (ed.) Principles of visual anthropology [2nd edition].
The Hague: Mouton.

Loizos, Peter (1993) Innovation in ethnographic film: from innocence to self-
consciousness, 1955-1985. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

.y

Martinez, Wilton (1990) ‘Critical studies and visual anthropology: aberrant
vs. anticipated readings of ethnographic film’, CVA Review Spring: 34-47.

Rollwagon, Jack (1988) (ed.) Anthropological filmmaking. Chur: Harwood
Academic Publishers.

Rosenthal, Alan (1988) (ed.) New challenges for documentary. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Scherer, Joanna Cohan (1990) (ed.) Special issue of Visual Anthropology 3.
2-3: Picturing cultures: historical photographs in anthropological inquiry.
Harwood Academic Publishers.

Turner, Terence (1992) ‘Defiant images: the Kayapo appropriation of video’,
Anthropology Today 8 (6): 5-16.

Van Wezel, Ruud H.J. (1988) ‘Reciprocity of research results in Portugal’,
Critique of Anthropology 8 (2): 63-70.

Worth, Sol and John Adair (1972) Through Navajo eyes: An exploration in
film communication and anthropology. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press.

In addition, the journals Visual Sociology, Visual Anthropology and Visual
Anthropology Review all contain articles of methodological interest from
time to time.

Some electronic resources

VISCOM a discussion list ‘devoted to an exploration of all
aspects of visual communication’. Subscriptions to:
listserv@vm.temple.edu

PHOTOHST a discussion list focusing more narrowly on
photography and photographic history. Subscriptions to:
listserv@asuvm.inre.asu.edu

The International Visual Sociology Association: http://
www.uwindsor.ca/faculty/socsci/geog/ mogy/ivsa/ivsa.html

The HADDON Project to catalogue early archival
ethnographic film footage: http://www.rsl.ox.ac.uk/isca/haddon/
HADD_home.html

Social Research Update is published by the Department of
Sociology, University of Surrey, Guildford GU2 5XH,
England. Telephone: 01483300800, Fax: 01-483-306290, Email
sru@soc.surrey.ac.uk.

This article was originally published in issue eleven of Social
Research Update, which was edited by Nigel Gilbert. We
republish this essay with the permission of the Editor.

Winter 1995 Copyright University of Surrey.

M
A

E:lﬂg

'-._d-z




The Yakshagana artists get ready

DOCUMENTATION

NFSC had commissioned professional
photographers to produce visual
documentations that would provide
ethnographic contexts to the Oral
narratives represented in the festival.
These photographs, the result of field
trips undertaken by seven
photographers, were exhibited at the
Contemporary Art Gallery in the
Government Museum, Chennai.

During the festival, extensive
documentation of the proceedings was
undertaken. Apart from photographs,
video recordings of all the programmes
and audio interviews with the audience
and folk performers were also
commissioned. In these documentation
pages we present a selection of these
images and interviews.

The Mayurbhanj Chhau group await their turn on stage

DOCUMENTATION

Gaddam Sammaiah leader of the Chidu Yakshagana
troupe, Warangal, Andra Pradesh

R.V. Ramani

The Theru
koothu
harmonium
player arrives
for rehearsal,
Thiruvanamalai,
Tamil Nadu

Ranjan De
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Chindu Yakshagana from Andhra Pradesh

Langa and Manganiar Child Artists from Rajasthan

2
Mayurbhanj Chhau from Orissa ¥
-y T E‘ﬁ- ; Chandaini from Chattisgarh

Patam Katha from Andhra Pradesh

Ponung from Arunachal Pradesh




\elavan and Sangeetha with their daughter,
Tirunelveli
Chavittunatakam from Kerala

DOCUMENTATION

Chennai audience dance to Villupattu

M.K. Thambi, auto driver and leader of the
Chavittunatakam troupe, Gothuruth, Kerala

C.P. Satyajit

@
s
c
S|
c
<
o

NOON ~HRVE & AHISULOuHN =~ AHISCOS HHANCARCON ZENQZN



NOON ~HRVE & AN R IS0 HHNCRCON ZhNOZ2ZN

DOCUMENTATION

Pata Performers
and painters,
Pulin Chitrakar
and Nani Gopal
Chitrakar,

Naya Village,
West Bengal

Shrilal Joshi and his sons, hereditary Parh painters
of Rajasthan outside their house in Bhilwara

Mayurbhanj Chhau performer,
Pradeep Mohanty being felicitated
by Tamil Writer Jayamohan

Chennai painter T. Perumal with Shrilal Joshi and Banwari Lal Joshi in
the ‘A Meet the artist’ session at Vinyasa Gallery

Chitrakathi from Maharashtra

The audience at the closing ceremony



L.N.Das is project coordinator of the Asian Project of Support
to Chhau Dance of Mayurbhanj, Baripada.

The Performers who visited Chennai were Ramakantha Sen,
Pagulu Jena, Debanarayana Dhada, Foren Dhada, Ranjan
Baitha, Santanu Nayak, Ram Chandra Das, Pradeep Mohanty,
Gurva Baitha, Hari Samal, Gambhir Dhada, Kishore Ghadei,
Ratan Ghadei, Ashok Baitha, Ram Chandra Ghadei, Chhatis
Dhada and Naba Ghadei.

The interview was conducted in Oriya and translated by Ajith
Kathai.

On Chhau and the academy

Mayurbhanj chhau had existed for a long time under the
patronage of the royalty of Orissa.When the royalty wilted
down there was a shortage of funds, which took the art
form to an all time low. It was in the year 1949, when
with a couple of other like minded individuals, my father
Bhavani Kumar Das, became the modern initiators of
Chhau. Taking along the dakshin sahi (Southern Street)
youth they started the Mayurbhanj Chhau Dance
Academy. It went into the hands of the then collector,
and formal applications were forwarded to the government
for financial support, but to no avail. From 1955 onwards
I have been involved as Joint Secretary of the foundation,
it was a period when we were going through a back
breaking financial crisis. During the occasion of the
inauguration of the Hirakud dam in 1957, Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru happened to witness a performance of
Mayurbhanj Chhau and sanctioned a grant of Rs. 10,000
through the Sangeet Natak Academy, New Delhi. From
then on there has been very little support from the Orissa
State Government. More recently, the Sangeet Natak
Academy has started a project in the Baripada and
Rairangpur region of Orissa, called the Asian Project of
Support to Chhau dance of Mayurbhanj. It was started
in five or six places but was stopped for various reasons
at some of them.

It is still The Musicians
continuing in

Baripada and ‘
Rairangpur. At i

Rairangpur, a
teacher and other
accompanists
have been
employed. In the
same way at

p pp—

Ranjan De
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Baripada there are
well-equipped
teaching facilities
with teachers for
music and dance. I,
as the project
coordinator for both
these places, look
after the whole
project. A repertoire
is made by the
Academy to provide Rs.1, 500 as stipend to the 20-fulltime
students. Another 66 students (10 of them to become
drummers or dhola players, four or five for the vocal
instruments or mahuri and the remaining for dancing) are
admitted to the course, coming in the age group of nine
to sixteen years. After the academy took over the reign,
the students are now feeling encouraged. They get much-
needed support and are also able to perform in various
places like Hampi, Dehradun, Goa, Lucknow, Kerala, and
Bangalore.

Mansion of the king, Chief patron in the old days

On the reactions of urban audiences to Chhau

Coming to Chennai for the NFSC Folk Festival, has given
new energy to the students, who are finding the
encouragement overwhelming. The encouragement is not
just from the
organisers but
also from the
general
public. It is
not always the
case that the
public walks
to the
backstage
after a
performance
and shakes
hand with the artist to tell him that they have really
enjoyed the whole experience and asking as to when they
would be coming back again. It has happened in Chennai,
in this open-air theatre. The stage is very small and not
what these artists are used to performing in. It would
have been more beautiful if the stage was larger. However,
we are very grateful to the National Folklore Support
Centre to have supported our cause. They are the first to
open such new avenues for our performers. After having
traveled to so many different places, | can tell without
prejudice that this festival at Chennai has been an eye
opener and indicates the an unbelievably open society.
Artists here are encouraged a lot. | would like to repeat
that our boys are very pleased to have come here.
However, since the boys do not understand English or
Hindi fluently, there is slight problem in communication,
but applause is something that goes beyond any language
barrier. Even if they do not come to me, the appreciation
is conveyed directly to the artists. Some foreigners have
also approached us wanting to learn Chhau. | have invited
them to come to the Annual Chaitra festival at Baripada
to witness the extravagance of Chhau in its regional
environment.
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The elaborate ritual of make-up begins
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Ranjan De
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On the practice
routine of the

performers
The mornings
start with

exercises, since
this is a martial art
form. This s
followed with
practicing specific
techniques. Then
the regular
movements are practiced. It could be concluded with a
discussion where defects in performance are pointed out
and rectified. Before going out for any performance, the
artists have to start a daily rehearsal towards the particular
performance. This art form is the only thing that is known
to these boys, they have no other form of livelihood. So
even if they have nothing else to do, they would prefer
being at the Centre rather than anywhere else. Nowadays
it is very tempting to do Record or Modern dance as one
sees in the movies and television. | do not deny them
that oppurtunity but | remind them to do it in Chhau style.
It is my faith that Chhau is a dance form that can be
blended with any other form. The boys do prove me right
again and again. | remember an incident when one of our
dancers Ram Chandra Das was performing with another
Kathak dancer, in Kolkotta, he blended the dance so
beautifully, dancing Kathak in the Chhau style. Even Birju
Maharaj was present at the occasion and appreciated the
performance.

Boy going home after a performance '

On the transformations in the chhau form

It is not about the changes that have crept into Chhau, it
is rather about what needs to be done to take it to the
future.
Clearly, more
changes have
to take place.
The repertoire
has to change,
the crowns,
the jewelry
and the like.
In the urban
environment,
we need to
present
something other than what we do in the local festivals.
These are realizations that we have when we come to
festivals like this. In coming here, | got an opportunity to
discuss with costume designers about the need to work
on costumes and adapting them to the society where the
art form is being performed. It is surprising to see that
simplicity is appreciated, rather than elaborate costumes
that makes movements so much difficult. My views are
for change in costume. In terms of the dance form, Chhau
dance is very authentic. Without any kind of inspiration
or adaptation from any other art form. On the other hand
there are innumerable movements in Chhau, which have
been adapted by other art forms; To the extent that even
Odissi has taken from Chhau. We have to change only two

Ranjan De

The enigmatic Chhau Dance
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things, the costume and the stories. We cannot
continue with the same old mythological epic
stories. Newer concepts have to come to enrich
the art form of Chhau.

We can work on performances that are based on
social messages- on drug addiction and dowry
and their effects on the society. Perhaps, we could
do ballads on the many incidents in the epic of
Lord Jaganath of Puri. Many new stories have to
be experimented with to see what actually
coordinates with the dance form. This is the time
of experimentation. It was during the rule of the
kings that experimentation was unacceptable. Today, in
our society, if the general public is not pleased with what
we do, we cannot survive. If there are hundred people
who appreciate a change, then that change should be
adapted to the folk form. But with enough precaution
taken so as not to lose Chhau’s identity. If it is lost, the
art form will go to oblivion in no time.

Ranjan De

On the institutional plans at the academy.

The school going generation have to be encouraged
towards the art form. The new educated individual will
have to be introduced along with the older generation.
Every facility is being made for the change. Earlier, boys
used to perform female roles. | have realized that this
has to change. In 1995, with adequate support we
introduced girls to this art form. Sonal Mansingh from
the Sangeet Natak Academy had also suggested that we
should introduce girls to this art form at the earliest. We
conducted interviews and we now have a list of
candidates. God willing, in future, the public will witness
girls performing Chhau. These boys are not well educated;
they depend on this art form for their livelihood. Educated
people who initially come with enthusiasm find other
more lucrative professions; two of the girls who were with
us have gone ahead in other career directions. So, this
coming and going will continue. An artist will always be
an artist though. Anybody can become a doctor and
engineer, but the encouragement and respect an artist gets
is beyond comprehension. So people are working hard
towards the goal. This process has to continue and more
work has to be done

On the festival at Chennai

NFSC has done a good job, but they have to do this a
couple of times more. It cannot be just a one-time job,
which would not serve any purpose. It should happen at
least annually. One problem that our boys encountered
here was the stage. An appropriate stage has to be made
for the performance. Even the lights have to be thought
about. | thank NFSC and their staff again. We were not
sponsored by the academy but NFSC took great care of
us. The whole process has been very smooth and pleasant.
We will not forget this experience and | wish them all the
best.

L.N.Das can be contacted at the following address: Near
K.M.B.M. Cinema, Baripada, Orissa - 757001, Phone: 91-
06792-52361, Fax: 91-06792-56910
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Tanya (Onya) Padung is leader of the Ponung group from
Arunachal Pradesh.

The performers were Ogan Pertin, Yasam Taggu, Nol Appum,
Oyi Langkam, Gegul Ngukir, Omem Mgupok, Indra Dupak,
Mithi Pertin, Tilek Pertin, Tilek Pertin, Kamang Libang, Minam
Tamir, Yangam Diyum and Yatam Taggu.

The interview was conducted by Ajith Kathai.
On Ponung

What we have brought with us is called Ponung. The Adi
community performs it. It's performed in two to three
different forms. One is religious Ponung performed only
during festival. One is called as Solung, it is also the same
dance performance as Ponung. Another form is the Ponung
Avas, where the women perform during April. Actually
anybody can perform but the main person (the priest)
should be from the community. Then there is the bari,
another form, where only the elders over 50 years of age
perform. Another form is the Momang Ponung where again
only the girls perform while Balong Ponung is performed
by the youth. Donyi Poloism is a religious faith, which the
Adi community follows. In this faith, Sun is the Goddess
and the moon, the God, and all forms of dance and rituals
are to appease these deities. Every Saturday all through
the year, members of the community attire themselves in
traditional dresses and gather to celebrate the occasion.
During the gatherings, we are introduced to the religious
teachings. The elders and priests teach about our tradition
and religious faith. It is actually an organization, if one
is permitted to these gatherings the individual has to enter
only with traditional attire. Trousers and shirts are strictly
prohibited.

Every individual from the Adi community has to learn
the art form, beginning from the age of five. On
Saturdays, the learning begins along with the regular
school education. We cannot make this folk performance
our regular profession because we cannot really make a
living out of it. | am a sportsman with a bachelor’s degree
in physical education. We do, however find time to take
part in our tradition. Out of the fourteen individuals
including me in the group, eight are students. The girls
are all studying in high schools, some are in their eight
and ninth standards.
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On the other art forms presented in the festival

The students have been very interactive with the other
performers. It is difficult to be so open and safe as we are
here. Back home in the Northeast, because of the
disturbances, experiencing so much freedom is a luxury.
We have been introduced to a wonderful experience. We
cannot tell much about the performances on the stages,
but back at the hotel it is a wonderful feeling to be talking
to all the others from all different parts of the country.
We talk a lot about each other’s culture and practices. The
Yakshagana people have been especially wonderful. They
do their makeup and rehearsal here in the hall, so it is
interesting. We have our tradition that we are following
and they have theirs. We may not see these kinds of things
back home. | cannot really describe the moments of seeing
the other art forms. The reactions cannot be spoken. The
way the face painting is done by the Yakhagana artists is
simply astonishing. If we did not see it with our own
eyes, we would never have believed that this was possible.
If it were not for the festival, we would never have seen
such expertise.

On Ponung being performed in Chennai

I have seen the reactions from the audience here and have
came to understand certain things. | regret that the
performance was too slow in comparison to the other
forms. | realised that Ponung being a thorough vocal
performance was a big hindrance in terms of
entertainment. There is very little movement in this form.
Perhaps, we could have brought an art form with more
movement but the audience’s response was good.
Obviously people did not understand the verbal part of
the performance but they tried and encouraged the whole
performance. Yakshagana, which was performed ahead of
us had so much of colour and movement and was a total
contrast to our performance. So people were more
responsive to Yakshagana then to Ponung. Yakshaganais a
good performance.
Our dance is a
religious
performance. It is
performed around
a fire on winter
nights in the
valleys. So it’s very
slow. People who
do not understand
the language will
find it very lethargic. People from the same culture will
find it more interesting.

Siva

The 6;)nung group

Mr. Tanya (Onya) Padung can be contacted at the following
address: Near Public Bus Stand, Pasighat, East Siang District,
Arunachal Pradesh 791102 Phone: 91-0368-224048.
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iy Jennifer Pfeiffer is
411 Melbourne-based dramaturg,
9 writer and performer/puppeteer.
.ﬁ She is the Australian
%4 representative for UNIMA
7o Asia-Pacific Commission which
'q held its annual meeting at the
[24 DakshinaChitra during the
-_rﬂ NFSC Folk Festival. Interview
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" conducted by N.Venugopalan
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What brought you to India?

I came to India as the Australian representative of the
UNIMA Asia Pacific Commission. | should clarify by
saying that UNIMA is the International Puppetry
Organisation and is a UNESCO NGO. It has had an
affiliation for many years with the International Theatre
Institute, although now it has an association with
UNESCO in its own right. The Asia Pacific Commission
has been active for some time, although the last meeting
we had was in 1995 in lida, Japan. Dadi D. Pudumjee is
the chairperson of the UNIMA Asia Pacific Commission.
The Madras Craft Foundation hosted our meeting at
DakshinaChitra. Representatives came from various
countries in Asia. There were representatives from Hong
Kong, Japan, Iran, India, and Australia. The General
Secretary of UNIMA International, Miguel Arreche from
Spain also attended. The meeting was an opportunity to
make clear the directions and intentions of our planned
work: of making common goals
and aims for the Asia Pacific
Commission over the
future in regard to
m a k i n g
\ Oopportunities for
cultural
exchange,
training and
get away with \ development
and of
. . \ providing, as
transgressing social | far as
| possible,
support
networks for
/ persons
involved in
/ puppetry arts
/ throughout the
Asian region.

—_— —~
- ~
N

“A Puppet can

mores and local

taboos...”

/

/ During my stay and

P through my experiences
at DakshinaChitra, and the

puppetry festival held there, I've reached an
understanding that it is increasingly important to give
assistance to groups and performers who are vulnerable,
whether vulnerability be for reasons of cultural change,
political unrest or even war, that there are various groups
throughout the Asian region that need assistance.

If we start in line with UNIMA goals, in that we are
talking about maintaining the traditions of puppetry,
and about renewal of the art of puppetry, then what
exactly is that when we talk about puppetry in
contemporary practice? Puppetry in developmental
communication or puppetry for holistic development
strategy?

| am not familiar with either of those terms or their use
in common currency with reference to puppetry arts in
Australia. But the question seems to be looking for an
either/or answer. | don’t think such a response is
necessary. The ways in which puppetry can be used is
diverse and multifarious. We might just as soon ask, why
use a puppet at all? Puppetry has a certain, | won'’t say
mystique, but a puppet can be inexplicably more poignant
and evocative than an actor. Of course, this depends on
the style of puppetry. But a puppet can communicate
things that an actor may not be able to for a number of
reasons that may be cultural or political. A puppet can be
used in a metaphorical way; it’s a visual art form. A puppet
itself is a metaphor. For that reason alone it has a broad
range. A puppet can get away with transgressing social
mores and local taboos, defying the scale of real-life, and
performing unexpected special effects. You can virtually
deconstruct it before the eyes of the spectators. And most
extraordinary, from a lump of inanimate material, you
can create the illusion of life.

Does this mean that a puppet has a more intimate
relationship with the spectators than other art forms?

The possibility is there but | do not want to place or pit
art forms against each other in an economy of value. All
that I'm saying is that in terms of training and
development, as a pragmatic educational or didactic tool,
a puppet offers a liberating approach to pedagogy. There
are many possibilities. There are programs available
through organisations such as WHO (World Health
Organisation) for instance, who support the use of
educational puppetry arts in remote areas to teach about
practical issues such as health and hygiene, a sustainable
environment, AIDS awareness, and family planning. In
this area the development of new texts is to be
encouraged.

However, the kinds of practice engaged by the groups
who have travelled to the inaugural festivals here in
Chennai are also important, and need support. As a matter
of aesthetic and cultural heritage, interpretation is
generally going to be regionally specific. This would apply
not only to isolated traditional forms, but also to modified
forms and groups working with new techniques. In terms
of ethical education, | think this is an unfamiliar term in
western practice. Teleology or prescriptive comes to mind,
or sadly even marketing strategy. | suppose that form and
content, dramaturgy, artistry, narratives and also ways
in which work was/is generated and circulated, and taken

._.:;'-."‘r"‘l.--_L_

R

Y :%]1.9_-:;_
'H..EJ__.-

NOON ~HRBVDE & SN <~ HISFO< HHNCXRCON Zh~N0Z~



NOON ~HRABVE F MWLM < HTICO< HH~NCRCOH ZRANOZN

INTERVIEW

into public domain is going to make a difference to the
future of the practice of traditional forms. Most
importantly interest, acknowledgement and acceptance is
necessary.

You have worked on a number of performance projects,
and understand the relationship between audience and
performer. We are also looking at bringing folklore to
the public domain and presenting it to the large urban
pool that constitute a new audience. What sort of
problems can you anticipate in making these transitions?

Well, as an overseas visitor, | have to say that in the first
instance one of the issues that came up pertains to cultural
difference and my own problems in fully understanding
what is going on in the performance. For me this is
primarily a language barrier. I know that performers come
from diverse areas with different dialects and so there
would be difficulty in understanding even for a native
audience. So you're virtually relying on visual clues and
the subtleties of performance like intonation of voice, or
emotional intensity to maintain reception: how the
audiences receive it, what they are receiving. A prior
knowledge of the stories would be helpful. In spite of
that, I've been really impressed by the skill and expertise
that the performers have. I'm in awe of their puppet
manipulation, their bodies, the sophisticated syncopation
and co-ordination of delivering a story; of how the
traditional music is crucial to create the ambience and
rhythm of the performance and not least, the visual
spectacle of it. | had the good fortune to see a production
of Peter Brooks’ version of the Mahabharata at an Adelaide
Festival nearly fourteen years ago. That allowed me some
access to the stories. So when | heard mention of the
Pandavas, or Draupadi, or exile in the forest | understand
the place in the story. I'm sure that if | haven't seen that,
I would not have understood what was going on.

| feel privileged to have seen such a diverse range of
performances here. If it had not been for the festival, |
would have had to travel all over India to have those
experiences. Those experiences may have been mediated,
or more accurately less mediated, if | had gone to the
provinces to see them. Nevertheless, | consider myself
fortunate.

As a performer you may have watched many classical
performances in your country and in India, as well as a
number of folk or aboriginal performances. How can we
actually improve the status of folk art forms?

A clarification of what is meant by classical seems to be
required here. In Australia classical forms are derived from
a predominantly European heritage. There is a clear
distinction between high and low forms mostly
circumscribed by formal funding arrangements that
support this degree of separation. Innovation and
experimentation is something that is rewarded. This is
implicitly distinguished by the spaces that are set aside
for these performances, and the social conventions of
audiences. There are crossovers, and performance, like
many other things, follows fashion and trends. I’'m sure
that there are subtleties that elude me about Indian
performance, both classical and folk. Folk art in Australia,
particularly in performance and visual arts, is marginal if

it can be said to exist at all in the melting pot that we call
‘The Arts’. This excludes indigenous forms, for example
aboriginal painting, which has found an elevated status
as ‘high art’ and finds itself a commodity item and in
demand at galleries from around the world.

Did you find the festival staging effective? Are there
difficulties in placing a performance outside of its intended
space?

| think you’'ve done a wonderful job at the museum
creating an ambience, a sense of history such as was
achieved by hoisting up the large stone pillars. This also
seemed to be comfortable for the performers. If achieving
authenticity is a target, then one could think of finding
locations that resemble more closely the sites that they
usually perform in, or creating them. If that means they
perform at different venues, a problematic regarding
manoeuvring your audience is created. How do you get
them to attend performances when they are spread out?

There are strategies. For example, Peter Brooks has made
an art form of taking his audience on a journey: of
jamming them tightly onto a bus with their blankets and
pillows, of winding up a hillside and depositing them at
a quarry, a performance site. | love seeing performances
at alternative venues and go out of my way to see such
performances. At our various festivals we have
performances that happen in the streets, alleys, and
sometimes in shop windows, abandoned factories.
Buildings marked for redevelopment are often given over
to arts practice for a period of time before building
commences.

I once saw a very interesting performance of Shakespeare
in the empty CUB brewery, in the heart of the city. The
audiences were led through corridors. Prologues were
performed along the way. We went upstairs, downstairs
winding in and out of the shell of the building until we
arrived at the actual performance stage. Another event |
took part in many years ago was a community theatre
event that took place along a strip of foreshore of a
popular city beachfront. There were about ten or twelve
performance vignettes and each took place in a different
location stretched along the esplanade. The cohesive link
and theme of the performance was sense of place. In order
to shift the audience from one point to the next, there
were marshals. They were dressed as policemen, not real
policemen but they were fire-eaters and whip crackers,
clowns. It was carnivalesque. They rounded up the
audience, and literally shepherded them from one
performance to another. The performances were very
diverse: some musical theatre, some puppetry, visual
theatre, some large scale experimental work with light
and projections, most taking full advantage of the location,
making the location part of the performance. That was a
successful event, described by one influential ABC radio
critic as the best piece of community theatre that she had
ever seen. That worked extremely well. It was a novel
approach and it paid off.

Do you also have similar kinds of folk performances
happening in a city like Melbourne? Do you see the
traditional performing spaces converting down and using
them as an open-air theatre?



I have previously mentioned that performances in
alternative venues are acommon occurrence. There is not
always a clear distinction between popular theatre and
high art. Interesting collaborations occur, in both outdoor
locations and inside the state theatres. We have festivals
to celebrate different themes that provide forums for all
kinds of artists. Non-traditional performance space is
sought after, including open-air space. If | speak of
puppetry, | can say that at the moment, there is one
festival called ‘One Van Festival’. It doesn’t celebrate any
one particular form but what it celebrates is the traditional
mobility of puppeteers, like gypsies. It stems from our
European legacy in Australian cultural tradition. Once
puppeteers moved from place to place in a caravan. Now
it's a motor van. It's a community festival and the local
people have supported it very warmly. It’s grown in
stature from year to year and now includes an
international component. This year they invited the
German troupe, figuren theatre tubingen to perform and to
run Masterclasses. It is currently a biennial festival and
puppeteers travel from all over Australia to attend.

Do you have any kind of support for making the quality
of the folk art an idiom of expression that one can really
access and talk about? In India we celebrate folk forms
like a type of art exotica, or we need a narrator relating
the story the artists are depicting.

Your question seems to address taxonomies. At one end
we have funded, and institutional work that would include
the classical corpus, some community theatre, at the other
end we have work that are not funded, the new wave of
younger performers doing experimental work, and
independent small companies. I’'m not sure that we have
a genre that could be considered or separated as folk art.
| speak to puppetry here in saying that, by many,
puppetry would be considered a folk idiom in Australia,
and then not exclusively because we have many innovative
groups. We don't have long cultural traditions; our cultural
identity, excluding our indigenous population, is young
and changing all the time. It is mostly a diasporan identity
with only two hundred years in Australia at most. Indian
forms generally, classical and folk are interesting because
they have such a long history, a heritage.

As yet, puppetry in Australia is not given much weight
as a topic of research, although that is about to change
with a formal postgraduate puppetry course about to be
introduced in one of our prestigious arts colleges. |
approach it indirectly. My postgraduate research is in an
academic programme and | manage to speak of puppetry
and performance by entering it into discourse theoretically
in terms of metonymy, embodiment and inhabitation. In
terms of understanding a work, the work needs to speak
for itself. We have multicultural events. | don’t think of it
as exotica, but a witnessing of cultural expression.

How can we speak of folk performance in terms of quality,
in terms of its presentation to a wider audience? Do we
compare folk-performers doing the same play or working
in the same form, talk about techniques they use, engage
in theoretical interrogation or research? There’s a shortage
of that kind of writing. How do we keep people interested,
and cultivate new audiences?

INTERVIEW

If you are speaking of a decline in audiences for folk forms, or
not being able to attract younger audiences, | think younger
audiences have high expectations. This is nothing new. There
are reasons for this and there is much literature on this topic. Its
amatter of what folk art is competing with in the public domain.
Younger audiences are media literate. They expect polished
professionalism, multimedia and technological spectacle. Folk
performers face a problem because they are exactly the opposite;
the performance exists as an unmediated display of energy and
presence that requires the active, and not passive, attention of
the spectators. As to anything else, I can only guess. Perhaps
young people think that the forms and narratives are irrelevant.
Perhaps they don't understand how to access it because the
young are a different culture, particularly as we move towards a
global environment. In these circumstances its no wonder folk
art seems like exotica or cultural artefact, like a living museum
exhibit, mores the pity, or something that needs to be caught,
captured and documented on film before it disappears entirely.

How can the audience be trained to access and receive work?

Education. There are two ways of formulating a reception theory.
For the performers, the mediation of place/space must influence
the nature of the energy and tension of the work. Taking the
temple players out of the temple changes the performance. The
other possibility is that you have to act in some way upon the
audience in order to change the quality of their attention, their
mood. So, perhaps itis a novel approach, ajourney or an
experience that the audience needs to have in order to prepare
them to attend to the performance. This is a dramaturgical
problem to solve.

You mean we need to train them to come to that kind of
attention through some kind of a technique employed.

I’'m sure there could be many ways. I've already given
some examples. Whatever your approach, it needs to be
thought through carefully, so that there is a relationship
between performance/space and audience.

Many folk performances demand as serious attention as
classical performances do. But when they come for
performances, people walk around all over and don’t really
respect the performer, they tend to think the performer is
not important. So how do we change that?

Firstly, in some places walking around is quite acceptable.
I give Indonesian shadow play as an example.
Performances go all night and people come and go as they
choose. There is a certain amount of risk when you bring
the folk performer to the audience, out of their
environment and from the context in which they generally
perform, especially if the audiences expect ‘to be
entertained’ or want ‘performance on demand’. You risk
that it doesn’t work. There are ways of minimising the
risk. The audience needs educating as to how to receive.
Your festival program is an example of how this can be
achieved. It’s crude to mention but promotion is quite
significant, a planned campaign that prepares and
cultivates your audiences, that tells them how you want
them to behave. The performers compromise in having
to adapt to a different environment. Perhaps the audience
needs to; if they want to walk around, then take away the
chairs. You may be surprised at how many will then sit
on the ground.
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With a classical performer or amodern performer, it is easy to
establish arelationship with the audience because the performers
belong to a familiar convention. Whereas in the case of a
folk performer, there is a gap, they don’t develop that much
of aconnection. There is always another person required to
mediate and develop the relationship between the performer
and the audience. How do we create that? Animmediacy and
recognition.

Again, education. Everybody understands the conventions of a
classical performance. So maybe what people need to understand
are the conventions of a folk performance and community
participation. Perhaps we need to abandon conventional
performance environments, (read here English, read colonial,
read fourth wall), so that rather than sitting in their seats waiting
to be entertained, the audience are there and part of the
experience. The audience exists in a space that more closely
resembles the performance conditions of the village. The
audience have to do some work. And perhaps they need to
learn some courtesy, to value the treasures that they have. You
can’t create immediacy and recognition; you can only optimise
the conditions in which it may occur.

This isalso connected in a way to how we do folk performance
documentation. Documentation does not concern the folk
performer. Documentation is another life another existence,
after the performance is over. Documentation is an act of
creation. So how do we document folk performance?

I’'m glad you brought this up. I don’t believe its of no concern
to the performer. It mediates the relationship they are able to
have with their audience. The presence of the camera makes
their job much harder. There were hordes of cameras and
operators wandering around the performance area at the Museum
performance site, getting in the way of those people who did
want to sit and watch. So what do you want? Documentation or
audiences?

In terms of documentation, there is only so much that you can
document. An attribute of many folk performances is that there
is a particular energy and presence that will not be captured,
and it changes from performance to performance. It’s very
elusive. So with video and photographic documentation you
are merely setting down visual spatial arrangements. Butin
terms of capturing the performance, you cannot do it. It defies
concretisation. You might make a professional attempt with three
different cameras, editing and perhaps you can manage to create
the illusion of that performance, perhaps, if you understand the
vocabulary of film, which is different from that of theatre
performance.

There are issues relating to the documentation and making of
images of folk performers’ work that we have not mentioned.
In Australia, in a festival situation, no matter whether itis a
public event, there are specific guidelines about authorised use
of photography. There are intellectual property issues, legal
issues. Are the performers being exploited and how aware are
they of what use is being made of their images? In my view it is
another form of colonising, even theft. For example, in a similar
situation in Australia, the performance area would probably be
arranged in such a way that the public would have only several
means of entry. It would be clearly signposted that only
authorised filming is permitted. So therefore expectations
regarding copyright or unauthorised use of images, video
footage are much clearer.

You saw the photography in the hall. What kind of pictures
did you see?

I saw the exhibition very briefly. It gives the performance,
particularly musical performances, some kind of context
and a sense of time and history. | can't even contemplate
spaces of time as vast as it exists culturally in your country.

Do the photographs help in understanding the performance
better? Do they make the context and the environment
of the performance clearer?

Yes of course. It's a pedagogical tool. The interest they
hold has got to vary from one person to another. For
myself, | like to let go and let a performance wash over
me. | find that music particularly speaks. It would help
to have an understanding of the stories being performed.
It’s a pity that spatially the exhibition is so far from the
performances and not available to look at by the audience
watching the performance, that it is open at a different
time of the day. This is perhaps asking your audiences to
do too much work. There has to be a balance. During the
performance, I'm not thinking about history. 1'm just
being in the presence of the music, of the performers.

Does that assist in trying to contextualise the oral epics,
so that they may be held to establish some kind of a
relationship? Do we need any extra tools for a
methodology for creating an understanding?

You have provided the means for having a context that is
really helpful. The NFSC festival programme is a
wonderful document. | think that is another personal
thing that varies from person to person. | am pleased to
have it to look back on to find out more about a
performance that | felt really moving or unique. | watch
in a different way. This is part of my research, of my
methodology. There are particular things that | am looking
for, and so knowing too much beforehand is going to
mediate my experience. The performances that | have seen
have made a great impression on me, not for a sense of
exotica, but for the skill and artistry, for the witnessing
of a devotion, for the emotional impact and for the
beautiful spectacle of it. | am provoked to want to know
more about the origins of the work, of the stories
themselves, and of their symbolic, religious and spiritual
significance. | look forward to learning.
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Southwest Indian Ocean show this history.”

Tales from the Islands of Madagascar, Comoros, Mauritius,
Reunion and Seychelles with drawings by M. Natesh.
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The Seven Sisters of India:
Tribal Worlds Between Tibet
and Burma by Aglaja Stirn
and Peter van Ham,
Published by Prestel Mapin
Publishing Pvt. Ltd. (in
India), 2000

he Seven Sisters of Indiais a photo essay of the seven

states that make up the northeastern extremity of the
Indian Union - Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Nagaland,
Manipur, Mizoram, Tripura and Meghalaya. Itisthe result
of the extensive travels of two people - Aglaja Stirn, a
doctor, and Peter van Ham, a music teacher, both from
Frankfurt - through the seven states. The book has a
large number of photographs (405 of them, if one goes by
the dust jacket), and text that relies heavily on other
earlier books about the Northeast, quoting copiously from
them.

The book begins with a Preface that turns out to be a list
of acknowledgements preceded by a quote from Jawaharlal
Nehru, entirely out of context, and succeeded by a one-
line dedication that contains the words “high hopes.”
Indeed! This is followed by an Introduction, where the
authors talk briefly about how they managed to get
permission and went on a tour of the seven states. They
then go on to be very apologetic about the primitiveness
of the lives they are about to describe - in tone rather
than in words - before making a grand statement to the
effect that they will not make any judgements. They do
tell us, however, that what they are doing is to attempt a
mere overview of what they perceive as commonalties in
the customs of the people of the seven states.

The book itself is divided into thirteen chapters, each of
them dealing with an aspect in such a way that a brief
overview of that aspect is presented across all the seven
states. The first chapter gives a brief geographical and
historical sketch of the Northeast. The second chapter
presents a demographic profile of the Northeast, and
recounts a few creation myths of some of the people, at
all times attempting to keep commonalties in focus. The
authors trace common threads through many different
origin myths and beliefs.

The remaining chapters deals with a number of themes
including the rice cultivating Apa Tanis peoples of
Arunachal Pradesh, the weaving practices of the
Northeastern tribes, their dance forms, animistic beliefs,
fertility rituals and their conceptions of femininity. Many
of these chapters offer detailed descriptions of their
subject, but some of the interpretations that the authors
make may be guilty of easy generalisations or of reading
too much into social phenomenon.

Take the fourth chapter, where the authors examine the
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belief systems and rituals of all the peoples of the
Northeast in the light of Donyi Poloism; a system of beliefs
that posits the sun and the moon as the centre of all life,
and venerates them in rituals and propitiation. Since most
of the belief systems of the Northeast are animistic, almost
all of them incorporate some sort of worship or
acknowledgement of the sun and/or the moon in their
rituals. The sun and the moon also find mention in their
folk tales and mythologies. This makes it very easy for
all of them to be fitted into the framework of Donyi Poloism.
However, this reasoning is untenable because if it were
logically extended, it would encompass perhaps ninety
percent of the world’s belief systems, including many so-
called “world religions.”

We could also critique their interpretations of houses in
the region. In chapter five, different houses are described
and discussed, from the longhouses that hold many
households to the morungs that are male or female
dormitories. The underlying theme in all of these
discussions is how the house is a substitute for a womb.
Here again, some of the reasoning is untenable, as the
darkness and closeness of the houses are compared to
similar conditions in the womb. One must keep in mind
the practical constraints and requirements of the tribal
house builders before theorising about their apparent
wishes to recreate their life in their mothers’ wombs.

The whole book, while fascinating in its own way, simply
fails to hold together as a work of reference or scholarship;
The book’s greatest strength - its pictures — has not been
capitalised on by the authors. The very first picture in
the book, the one on the dust jacket, is described inside
as “Wancho head-hunter with typical spectacle-tattoo,”
while it clearly is not — one keeps searching fruitlessly
for the spectacle-tattoo. The same picture can be found
on page eight, where it is revealed that it is actually “A
Tutsa boy in southern Arunachal Pradesh.” This opening
fiasco makes one wonder as to the accuracy of the
descriptions of the other photographs. Even inside the
book, in many places, the captions of the photographs
are bunched together in one place and the pointer attached
to each description is both arbitrary and confusing.
“Opposite centre” on one page is “Right Opposite” on
another. The Seven Sisters of India is a fascinating coffee
table book. It, however, is not for a scholar to rely on.

Semiotic Study Circle: NFSC plans
to initiate a discussion forum to
explore theoretical issues regarding
cultural practices with an emphasis on
folklore. A meeting of those interested
in participating in the study circle will
be held in Chennai in mid-August 2002,
to discuss and come up with a plan of
action.
If you are interested email:
info@indianfolklore.org (or)
muthu@md2.vsnl.net.in
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Yankee India American
Commerical and Cultural
Encounters with India in the
Age of Sail: 1784 - 1860 by
Susan S.Bean, Peabody
Essex Museum, Salem,
Mass. and Mapin Publishing
Pvt. Ltd. Ahmedabad 2001

India

Yankee
documentation of “American Commercial and Cultural

usan Bean’s is a fascinating
Encounters with India” in the decades between 1784 and
1860, otherwise called the “Age of sail”. America was a
newly independent nation in those early years of trade,
having successfully fought and won freedom from British
colonisation in 1775. The book tells us much more about
Americans and their ways of thinking and looking at the
world than it does of India. It sheds light on the policies
and politics of development and expansion of this new
country, as well as the commercial risks and adventurism
of some of America’s first entrepreneurs, sea captains and
super cargos. The cultural encounters are disappointing
in their scarcity and superficiality. Ships were never in
ports for more than two or three months at a time. The
American logs and even the diaries record only brief
comments on the social interactions of the writers with
Indians, and those too primarily with business contacts.

According to Susan, part of the inspiration for her book
began with her research for her paper “The Origins of
the American Bandana”, which she presented at the
Madras Craft Foundation’s international seminar in 1992
titled “Textiles of the Coromandel Coast: an International
Journey”. Susan is curator of the South Asian and Korean
collections at the Peabody Essex Museum, in Salem,
Massachusetts. The collections of the museum formed
the main research material for her paper as well as for
Yankee India, which is beautifully illustrated with photos
of objects taken from the museum’ collections.

Until the war of 1812, Salem, Massachusetts, a small
seaport town only half an hour drive north of Boston was
one of the most cosmopolitan centres in the United States.
It was the centre of the India trade, and sent thirty to
forty ships annually to Calcutta from Salem alone. The
sea captains and their super cargoes (a sort of import-
export manager) were exposed to a much wider world
than their fellow citizens and felt a public pride and
responsibility to give back to the public glimpses of the
foreign cultures they had experienced.

In 1799, the book informs us, the Salem East India Marine
Society, Salem’s “exclusive fraternity of masters and
supercargoes in the Asia trade” opened a museum in a
rented premise with the collections they had acquired and
brought back. This museum was free and open to the
general public. In 1824 they built The East India Marine
Hall in the East India Square, Salem, Massachusetts, and

had it inaugurated by the President of the United States,
John Quincy Adams. The museum still exists today as
the core of the Peabody Essex Museum on the East India
Square in Salem, making it the oldest of America’s
museums. It remains the only museum in the United
States whose core collections centre on the everyday
cultures of Asia, including China, Japan and Korea, which
was also part of the India trade. Currently, the museum
is undergoing a US$100 million expansion plan, which
includes opening a gallery of contemporary Indian art and
reconstructing an 18th century merchant house,
dismantled and brought from China.

The museum and the book Yankee India are intertwined,
and are primarily about the people of Salem. The
collections of the Essex library, which merged into the
Peabody Museum from their earlier home in neighbouring
Essex, contain innumerable shiplogs and diaries, and it
is from these that Susan has extracted much of her
material. The house of a sea captain and a local boarding
house where the liberal minded Reverend Bentley resided
and several other houses built in the 1700s and early 1800s
now belong to the Peabody Essex Museum and are open
to the public. They tell us about the society and the
lifestyles of the men of the India trade illuminated in the
book. Salem itself today stands testimony to that time.
Its streets are lined with houses from the 18" and early
19t century. Its town squares have remained intact for
the last two hundred years. Like the trade, the town has
also undergone the consequences of the transitions that
took place in the India trade which are chronicled so well
in the book.

The story of the development and decline of the India
trade does not seem so different from the modern market
forces and their manipulation, which we read about today.
They are only slower, but equally vested with self-interest
and an ethno-centric orientation. In the heyday of the
trade when Indian textiles reigned supreme in the world,
American ship captains, many of them in their mid-
twenties, became wealthy in a few short years. Textiles
bought cheaply in India were sold at vastly inflated prices
in America and Europe. Americans helped ship
merchandise bought by private European entrepreneurs,
many of whom were employees of the East India Company
who were anxious to get their money out of India. During
the years when France and Britain were at war, American
ships took advantage of the neutrality of America to trade
freely, both in the country trade in India (i.e. running
cargo back and forth from Madras to Bombay and Calcutta
and back again) before proceeding home. For the few
halcyon years from 1793 to 1806 and until the American-
British war of 1812, Americans prospered in the India trade
with little competition.

In the early 1800s both the times and politics changed.
America had switched policies and manufacturing and
agriculture were given political priority. Capital went into
textile mills and other manufacturing opportunities. By
1809 there were already eighty-seven textile mills in the
US, and the embargo act and protective tariff duties levied
by the US government to protect its domestic industry
basically edged out Indian textiles. The Indian trade now
changed from finished goods to raw materials, cotton and



hides, indigo and saltpetre (potassium nitrate for the
manufacture of gunpowder). Trade slumped and
fluctuated, and revived again in the 1840s. Susan Bean’s
accounts of trade continue through the 1850s. Recording
the changing markets and commodities (i.e. linseed oil
and jute in the 1840s) and the number of ships landing in
India from America’s ports, both through her research and
the presentation of primary materials in the form of the
diaries and log books

Culturally, Susan interprets the India trade and the
experiences of Salem’s elites as having played a role in
fostering the liberal thinking for which New England is
noted. Not all the mariners were narrow minded, though
most were ignorant and were able to understand only
“fragments” of Indian civilisation. Their most insightful
thinking seemed to occur in observing the British attitudes
and treatment of Indians. The contradictions of British
thinking and practice were only too clear to them, but
they were not quite able to be as objective about
themselves and their own attitudes. Although, as Susan
states, they were profoundly Christian, they were less
than happy with the arrival of American missionaries into
India and critical of many of their activities.

The only Indian thinker who plays a role in the book is
Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), the founder of the
Brahmo Samaj. It was his translations of Hindu texts,
including the Bhagavad Gita, which found their way to
America and were much discussed in liberal academic
circles in New England. He was one of the few Indians to
risk excommunication from his caste and go overseas, and
though he never went to the United States, he had
American friends in London, including Rembrandt Peale
who painted his wonderful portrait that hangs in the
Peabody Essex Museum. Susan recounts that Roy’s impact
“paved the way for the serious consideration of Sanskrit
literature and Hindu philosophy that influenced the
Transcendentalists and led to the blossoming of American
literature at mid century.” In particular he influenced
Thoreau and Emerson.

The India trade continues today in a much altered form.
The grant for Yankee India from the Prashant H. Fadia
Foundation, a Bombay and US based IT sponsored
foundation is part of this new encounter, as is the new
gallery of Indian contemporary art at the Peabody Essex
Museum. The contemporary Indian paintings gifted to
the museum came from the Chester and Davida Herwitz
collection. Chester’s money came from the manufacture
of finished leather goods and his fascination with India,
from his many trips to India for his business. This is
appropriate as Salem and the surrounding towns had
reinvented themselves from a shipping centre to a leather-
manufacturing centre by the late 1800s. The area is now
struggling to reinvent itself once again into an IT centre.
As Susan points out in her book, the India trade became
an emblem of New England’s glorious past. It may also
be part of its future, as Salem and the Peabody Essex
Museum have preserved their past for today’s tourists to
see and experience. The book ties it all together in a very
informative, factual and tell-it-as-it-is style.
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First Prize for Essay Writing in

Children Category
P.G. Nandan

...Puppetry has a lot more of miming, action,
music and dance in it than drama or the spoken
word... The puppeteers sing and mime so well
that they actually make the puppets perform.
Sometimes they become so involved that they
too begin to dance. There are many people who
work together as a team. People who are
talented in drawing, needle work and carpentry
who make the dolls and people who work on
the stories, songs, music and the dialogue, then
there are people who sing and play the
instruments and of course the puppeteers
themselves. But most puppeteers are talented
in several of these areas. They can sing, mime
and play the instruments while they manipulate
the puppets.

The puppeteers even visit schools to talk to
children about hygiene, environment and
education, they sometimes teach science or
maths in their classrooms, children like it and
learn with joy. They understand better and they
even answer the questions the puppeteers ask
them. They also visit towns and villages when
social organisations invite them to spread
awareness among those villagers. Actually any
subject can be taken up as a theme for a puppet
show although non-traditional subjects may not
be that easy or successful.

But it is true that puppetry has been on the
decline. There was a time when the art was
almost forgotten. It still does not enjoy the same
level of importance as other forms of theatre.
What with movies and Televisions taking over!
We should not forget the computers. The
children are so happy. Funds to make the
puppets, to pay the people and funds for travel
must be another problem. If the puppeteers are
not taken care of then how can they take care
of the puppets. There aren’t many who want to
take it up as a profession either. It’s very
sad...But the puppeteers know for sure that
children love them as much as they love
performing for them. And, as long as these
children want to watch a puppet show, they’ll
be there to perform.

R. T. Sriram - 1st prize for photography in general category
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