On November 1, 2000, India gave birth to the new

state of Chhattisgarh. Carved out of the state of Madhya

Pradesh, Chhattisgarh spans an area of 1,35,194 square

kilometers, and consists of sixteen districts, all blessed

with the bounties of nature. The Chitrakoot Falls of Tirathgarh, where the cool
river waters cascade over a 110 feet borse-shoe shaped drop, the mysterious
ancient caves of Kailash and Kutumsar located deep in the virgin Kanger Valley
National Park and the meandering Indravati river all evoke the essence of

Chhattisgarh — serene and yet spontaneous.

The land has always been the focal point of this state,
Exuberant forests yield products like wood, spices, honey,
| wax and tamarind, Copper ore, limestone, coal and phosphate
are found in abundance in the embracing depths of its soil.

. Agriculture is the main occupation of nearly eighty percent of

5 A its population. In fact, so many different varieties of rice are
grw within its perimeter, that Chhattisgarh has rightly earned the sobriquet —
‘Rice Bowl of India’. Chhattisgarh has been home to many races and tribes-
Banias, Gonds, and Maria, to name a few. Many of them trace their origins to
the neighbouring states of Madhya pradesh, Andhra pradesh, Orissa, and
Maharashtra. Having migrated to this State centuries ago, they have merged into
the local population, whose language they now speak, and whose customs and

festivals they observe. The people of Chhattisgarh have long resided in perfect
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harmony with nature. Perhaps even, for more years than there are trees in its

forests.

Deep in the forest, the reverberating sound of
drumbeats and rhythmic footsteps float through the
air. Songs of Birds resonate in chorus and a gentle
breeze carries this symphony of nature across the
land ....the land of Chhattisgarh and its people. The
mahogany tones of their blitbe bodies appear as if
created by the bands of the gods and goddesses they
revere from the very soil on which they live. Of the
entire population of Chhattisgarh, almost a third are
tribals. Prominent among them are the Hill and Bison
Horn Marias and Muria Gonds, Dhuruvaas,
Bhatras, and halbas, According to professions the
main castes are the Ghadwas (Blacksmiths), Mahar
or Gandas (weavers), the Chamar (leather worker),
Kallar and Sundi (distillers), Rawat (cowberd), each
providing an vital service in maintaining the fine
balance of the tribal society, Ruled by the Kakatiya’'s
from the 14™ century, the Bastar and the adjoining areas also saw an
immigration of Bania merchants from the surrounding states. In addition,
communities of Telegu speaking people of Andhra Pradesh also made it their
borne. All of them live in complete barmony with each other, as also with their

environment.

Nothing is more distinctive of the Chhattisgarhi than his love of music,
dance and liquor. All these elements come together in the many festivals
celebrated by the tribals. The harvest of a new crop is rejoiced with the festival of
Navakhana — eating of the new crop, worship of the earth takes place in Mati
Puja, and Goncha celebrates the chariot festival. In all festivals drums (tudbudi

and dhapra), Flute (muhri) and string instruments (sitara) are played with great
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enthusiasm and all the tribesmen and women join in to dance through the day.

Sulfi or mahua is drunk by everyone and there is much merriment.

Religion and rituals play a very important role in
the life of Chhattisgarhi people. The informal
nature of religion in this area is typical of that
practiced by many small ethnic groups in India. It
is reflected in the anionic forms of folk-mythical
gods and goddesses. Danteshwari is one of the
most revered goddesses of this area, worshiped
as the bestower of wishes and protector against evil. Shrines are usually simple
and unadorned, such as the gudi, which is a simple collection of terracotta
figurines positioned near a stream or in a cave. The faith is profound, but simple

in manifestation.

The ghotul is a social institution which seeks to instill a
spirit of independence and social responsibility in its
young Gonds. It takes up the form of a youth dormitory,
where young boys called cheliks and young girls called
motiaries live together and learn the tenets of social,
religious and artistic life. Ghotuls are regarded as
shrines, and are said to be protected by Lingo Pen , a
Gond cult hero. They are usually built on a high spot
like a bill, on the outskirts of the village. The most important feature of a ghotul
Is co-habitation and marriage. When the cheliks and motiaries attain puberty,
they are initiated to sex by the older members of the ghotul. There is no
domination of one gender over the other. Once a couple has lived together and

subsequently decided to marry, they are required to leave the ghotul.
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The Crafts

Survival for the ethnic population is dependent on

the unfathomed ways of nature. They seem to

instinctively sense the very core of nature,

converse with its majestic silence and learn from

its ancient wisdom. Nature’s exuberance, gaiety

and colour with all its subtleties have left an

indelible mark on their imagination and creativity. They do not attempt to

dominate or outwit the natural forces, but have learnt to live in harmony with

them. All available natural resources are utilized to their optimum potential.

Honed and perfected over the generations almost all objects of daily use surpass

their original function and are transformed into objects of great aesthetic value.

As a result, what has evolved is an indigenous

technology that is simple in concept but

sophisticated in practice. No where is this more

clearly reflected than in the construction of their

houses. The fences erected around the house are

constructed with bamboo sticks. Pigsties and hen-

coops are similarly constructed. The houses

themselves are made of mud, branches, bamboos,

and thatch, all materials sourced from their immediate environment, and skillfully
utilized.

Bell Metal (DHOKRA)

The bell metal or Dhokra Craft is one of the earliest
known methods of metal casting. Metal pieces akin to
Dhokra objects and figurines have been discovered at
Harrappa and Mohenjodaro, leading to the belief that
this craft dates back to prehistoric times. Today this
craft is practiced extensively in Chhattisgarh, in the areas of Lalitpur, Raigarh,

Sarguja and most importantly in Bastar.



Dhokra essentially refers to the casting of bell metal or

brass using the ‘lost-wax’ technique, In Chhattisgarh, it

is the Ghadwa community that is associated with this

craft. Interestingly, in local etymology, Ghadwa means

‘to shape or create’. A variety of products are crated by

the Ghadwas for local use such as effigies of local

deities, vessels, and jewellery.

Bell Metal (THE PROCESS)

The traditional lost wax technique is simple and

ideal for use in tribal settings. The craftsman

begins by winding a slim thread of wax over the

contours of a clay core. It is then thickly coated

with fine clay obtained from termite bills, and

baked on drying, leaving a narrow vent to melt

away the wax. The vacuum created between the

core and the clay layer is filled with molten metal, which is then allowed to cool

down and solidify. The moment that follows is loaded with anticipation, for it is

without forming any bubbles or gaps.

then that the outer clay mould is
cracked open, revealing the beauty of
the final sculpture. Simple as this whole
process seems, it requires great
precision and skill. The metal must be
able to flow uniformly and freely through

the narrow spaces, and replace the wax

Cow dung, paddy husk and red soil are also used in the manufacture of

Dhokra artifacts, of all the raw materials used by the Ghadwas, the most

important is beeswax. Besides the essential contouring, wax wires and pieces

are also used for decorations required for finishing the artifacts. It is used

because of its extraordinarily high plastic content and pliability, generating a
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rudimentary but powerful stimulus for the intensive design and faculties of the
artisans.

EXAMPLES OF LOST WAX CASTING (ALSO KNOWN AS ‘CIRE
PERDUE’) ARE FOUND ACROSS THE GLOBE, BUT THE COILED THREAD
TECHNIQUE IS UNIQUE TO BASTAR. A glance at the traditional baskets
provides a clue to its origin. The basket makers would wind grass around a rope,
which was then coiled into shape. The same technique was translated into metal
only much later, with forest dwellers being dependent on natural product long
before they began to use metal. Metal anklets with basket weave motifs, and
beautiful containers reminiscent of wicker baskets also point towards such a

transition.

Wrought Iron (LOHA SHILP)

The dark raw forms of the metal artifacts and

figurines of Chhattisgarh, appear as a

reflection of its own people. Both share a

coarseness that is wunderlined by quiet

elegance and dignity.

The inherent respect that the ethnic people
have for the environment means that the raw
material used for this craft is predominantly
recycled scrap iron, with the rich ore mines of
Cherangdungri occasionally acting as the supply
source. The method of production is simple, yet
effective. Metal is made pliable by beating it in
furnaces, and then shaping it carefully into basic
form using bummer and tongs. Mastery over the
craft is evident in the fact that no joints of any
kind appear in the products. On completion, a
coating of varnish is applied, to enhance its

luster. Lamps; candle stands; effigies of musicians; toy animals like lions,
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monkeys, and deer; an assortment of figurines and deities; and ritualistic objects
like jhaari and laman diya typify the product range.
Kondagaon, Gunagaon, and Umargaon villages of Bastar are the centers

of this crafts in Chhattisgarh.

Terracotta (THE PROCESS)

The expertise and skills required for producing

the terracotta artifacts have been banded down
from one generation to another of the Kumhara
community. The Kumharas source the raw
material from the Indravati River. The upper river
soils are used to create the forms by employing
rudimentary tools like the potters wheel and
wooden spatula. Many hours in a gentle slow fire
imparts vital strength and stability to the
creations. They are finally coated with the deep river soils that lend a dark sienna
tone to these elegant artifacts.

With the magic of their skilled bands and inherent creativity, the potters
create exquisite matkas (pots), handiyas (bowls), and lamps. Ritualistic
offerings in form of animal figures of elephants, horses, bulls, and clay masks
constitute an integral part of terracotta craft. Examples of immense sophistication
and ingenuity of indigenous technology are the water carrier or surahi, and the
wick lamp. Contemporary forms like pen holders, lamps, and paperweights are

also created, in keeping with modern day requirements.
Wood Craft (KASHTA SHILP)

Bastar is a region with extensive land cover, with large

forests of sheshum and Shivna thriving in the area.

Initially, the tribals used the forests to source wood for
basic needs like firewood and building shelters. Over a
period of time they began to use wood for carving objects
and other forms of carpentry, precipitating in the emergence

of a community of people skilled in this craft, called the
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Badais. The badais then diversified into two groups- one making agricultural
instruments and others making decorative and totemic pillars. Simple tools made
of wood or bamboo are used by them. The kaas is employed to remove the bark
of the trees and scrape the wood surface. When carving, scraping and shaping
has to be done, the Poh chisel and the smaller sala poh are used.

One of the places where the badais skill can be seen is the ghotul. The
youth dormitories of the Muria once stored dancing stilts, carved wooden head
gear or kutual, and large drums used during the dances, Even today, the boys
gift intricately carved wooden combs to the girls as a token of their affection.
Reflecting the mood at the ghotul , are doors and pillars carved with elaborate
iImages of amorous couples indulging in merry making. Motifs such as combs,

sun and moon, floral and geometric designs also appear alongside.

Other Craft

The tribals of Chhattisgarh, combine shells with
mirrors & fabric to create interesting objects like
the toran, place mats & boxes.

The ivory colored fibers of sisal are
obtained from swaying seeds of the marshes of
Bastar district. These fibers are used to make
potholders, mats, hammocks, bags & dolls.

Bamboo products and baskets are an essential part of tribal life. Bamboo
Is used for constructing houses, making bows and arrows, handles for
agricultural tools besides other utilitarian products.

The Bansods of Chhattisgarh make more than 200 different varieties of
bamboo articles including a large assortment of baskets. The Kamar tribals of
Raipur are adept at making baskets and other items like fish traps, mats and bird
traps from bamboo.

Apart from these crafts, Dhruva patta or the Dhruva Sari is a key

handloom item created by the people of Chhattisgarh.



