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The idea of the workshop on Craft Practices of North-East India, at the beginning of a project on cultural memory,
was based on the understanding that the seemingly non-material phenomenon of memory is always connected to the
material world in multiple ways. In the context of cultural memory, the material cultural objects are not only the
reservoirs of memories of the past, but they are also active agents in the acts of maintenance, reinterpretation, and
even rewriting or erasure, of cultural memory. In fact, it will not be an oversimplification to say that the very meaning
of any material specimen involves, directly or indirectly, some kinds of engagement with memory. This is particularly
true when one is dealing with the objects of traditional art and craft. Such objects acquire their meanings, in their
processes of production and consumption, through multilayered mnemonic discourses shared by different
stakeholders.

With such insights, the Centre organized the said workshop on traditional crafts. Six traditional artisan groups
participated in the workshop. These groups were wood-carvers of the Wancho community of Arunachal Pradesh,
mask-makers of the Rabha community of Assam, mask-makers of Natun Camaguri Sattra of Majuli (Assam), basket-
makers of Majuli (Assam), basket-makers of Jorhat (Assam) and craftsmen of the Bodo community of Assam. A total
number of eighty-one artifacts are documented in this catalogue. However, many of them were produced in multiple
quantities. All the artifacts were produced with traditional materials which were carried by the artisans themselves.

The workshop was an unforgettably rewarding experience for the Centre. In addition to fulfilling the intended
academic interests, the workshop also received appreciation as a public event from the larger audience. Most
importantly, the workshop turned into an inter-community dialogue, and a platform of discovering the aesthetics of
“other ethnicities”. These dialogues and discoveries were not only between the participating artisan groups but was
also extended to the enthusiast visitors and the multi-ethnic dwellers in the university campus.

The Centre is indebted to all the nineteen artisans who participated in the workshop to demonstrate their craftworks.
They are: Wangpoh Wangsaham, Mihlam Wangsu and Jonai Wangnaw of the Wancho woodcarving group; Mukul
Rabha, Bijoy Rabha and Nripen Rabha of the Rabha mask-making group; Hem Chandra Goswami, Haren Goswami
and Ananta Kalita of the mask-making group of Camaguri Satra of Majuli; Biren Saikia, Jadumoni Borah, Lakhyajit
Saikia, Niren Kataky and Lakhiram Baruah of the basketry group from Majuli; Bikash Baruah and Basanta Boruah of
the basketry group from Jorhat; Jaisat Narzary, Ram Narzary and Merga Narzary of the Bodo craft group.

Professor A. K. Das has been kind enough to accept our invitation to the Centre as a visiting faculty. His knowledge
of material culture in general, and that of the North-East India in particular, has been instrumental in executing the
programs of material documentation by the Centre. As far as this workshop on traditional crafts is concerned, the
Centre is grateful to Professor Das for supervising the workshop as its Director; and, for bringing out the installation
and display of the objects in the Cultural Interpretation Centre which too was started under his guidance. We are
indebted to Hem Chandra Goswami for sitting with us for a recorded conversation, the transcript of which is a valuable
component of this catalogue. His detailed and explanatory responses on aspects of the craft of masks in Assam will,
we hope, help the readers in acquiring the necessary perspectives on this creative tradition in the present context.

We take this opportunity to put on record our deep sense of gratitude to the Indira Gandhi Rashtriya Manav
Sangrahalaya (IGRMS), Bhopal which was our collaborative partner institution in organizing the workshop. This
crucial collaboration could not have been materialized without the active support from Professor Sarit Kumar
Chaudhuri, Director of the IGRMS. We are grateful to Professor Chaudhuri and his staff, especially to Mr. Suvendu
Kumar Singh, Conservation Associate of the IGRMS, for the smooth proceeding of the workshop.

A very useful documentation of the workshop was carried out by the Project staffs of the CPEPA, namely, Julee
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Duwarah, Mayuri Bordoloi, Shankar Das, Koustabh Jyoti Goswami and Shyamoshree Borah. The photography part
was accomplished by Koustabh Jyoti Goswami and Shyamoshree Borah. We sincerely acknowledge and appreciate
the sincere rendering of assigned responsibilities by all these staff members of the Centre towards successful

completion of the workshop
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Photo 2: Wancho craftsmen at work

Photo 3: Rabha craftsmen at V\}rk

Photo 6: Craftsmen from Natun Kamalabari Sattra
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Photo 9: Some finished crafts in display

Photo 11: Prof. M. K. Choudhury, Vice Chancellor ~ Photo 12: Prof. S.K. Chaudhuri, Director of the

of TU at the workshop IGRMS adrresing in the valedictory session
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ssistant Professor, Department of Cultural Studies Chief Coordinator, CPEPA
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The Bodo community of Assam is the largest group among the
plain tribes of Assam. The Bodos have age-old cultural legacy
which is still visible in their expressive cultural forms of present
times, such as, various forms of Bodo performing arts as well
as weaving and making of diverse handicraft products.

In this workshop, the artists are trying to create some of their
domestic articles like Dun (bamboo basket), Chandr (sieve),
Songrai, Abhijanga (vegetable basket), Jekhai khubai (fishing
Implement), etc.
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Participating craftsmen in this workshop:

Wancho wood-carving:
W. Wangsaha

Meilam Wangsu

Jonei Wangnaw

Rabha mask-making:
Mukul Rabha

Nripen Rabha

Bijoy Rabha

Mask-making (Majuli):
Hem Chandra Goswami
Horen Goswami
Ananta Kalita

Basket-making (Majuli):
Biren Saikia

Jadumoni Borah
Lakhyaijit Saikia

Niran Kotoky

Lakhiram Boruah

Basket-making (Jorhat):
Bikash Boruah
Basanta Boruah Dw

Bodo Craft:
Joyshad Narzary
Ram Narzary
Merga Narzary
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Workshop on
Craft Practices of North-East India

From 02 to 16 March, 2017
At Chandraprabha Saikiani Hall, Tezpur University

Introduction:

Traditional craft practices are an essential element of the cultural
heritage of a region or country. Craft practices in North East India
are based on the natural resources such as bamboo, cane,
wood, reed so on and so forth. Bamboo is probably the most
important material used by the local ethnic groups to meet their
everyday need. Basketry is the most common craft practices in
the rural areas for the production of an array of implements,
receptacles and household objects. Wood is another material
used in local craft work for the manufacture of tools, implements,
household cobjects, masks and musical instruments, etc.
Besides, various other organic materials, minerals and metals
are frequently used by the local people for production of articles
of their day to day use.

Traditional craft based on local resources have gradually
become out of fashion with the advent of the new and mecha-
nized technologies. As a matter of fact, many a traditional crafts
have become peripheral activity in the villages of North East
India. Preservation and promotion of these crafts tradition have
become an important issue of national significance.

The objective of the present workshop is to promote and
preserve traditional crafts of the region for the posterity.



Mask making tradition of Assam:

centrated in
Satras of the Majuli Island. These masks are essential para-
phemalia of the Bhaona or Ankia Nat (one act play) perfor-
mances based on the epic stories. The masks represent epic
characters such as Ravana, Bivishana, Bakasur, Narasimha,
demons and buffoons. These masks are skilfully made by
craftsman on a bamboo frame covered with a cotton fabric
soaked in clay and other organic materials. Painting of the
characters is done by applying herbal and mineral paints such
as hengul and haithal as per attributes specified in the Shilpa
Shastra. Some of the masks made here are of life size
covering the entire body of the performer.

In this workshop national award winning master craftsman Sri
Hemchandra Goswami and his disciples are presenting mask
making skill and artistic acumen as in vogue in Majuli, Assam.

Basket making tradition:
W X v

North-East India is known as a region of bamboo culture.
Basketry is one of the craft traditions, which is continuing
from time immemorial, carried forward by the craftsman in
their collective memory.

The skill of the craftsman could be seen in the quality of
finished products of household requirement — be it a storing
basket, winnowing fan, fishing basket, receptacle, rain shield,
sitting mat, stool, etc. Preparation of the bamboo strips, preci-
sion in weaving, accurate counting and technique of floating
of the strips etc. results in beauty of shape, fine texture and
structural ornamentation — rendering it to an object of art,

Some of our finest basket makers from Assam and Arunachal

Pradesh are taking part in this workshop to demonstrate their
age-old skills in the craft.

Wood carving tradition of the Wanchos:
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The wood carving of the Wancho's of Arunachal Pradesh,
which was once associated with cult of synergy, is gradually
on the wane due to lack of social impetus. There is no
Morung (bachelor's dormitory) and there is no cult of
head-hunting. The absence of these instilutions resulted in
the degeneration of the art of woodcarving in this region. Yet
some the old samples of art work reveal great skill of the
craftsman. Free-standing wooden images and some sort of
relief works portraying common village-life activities in are
shown in a realistic framewoark. Women carrying water tubes
in a basket, man in dancing posture, old man sitting on a stool
so0 on and so forth are usual themes depicted in sculptural art.
These are meticulously drawn with all the details of the
human body in right proportion. The very skill of the master
carver could be noticed in the perfect representation of
human or animal figure with lively demeanour,

Mask making tradition among the Rabhas:

Mask making tradition among the Rabha community of Assam
is connected with the ritualistic and performing art called
Bharigan. In Bharigan performance epic stories are presented
by the performer wearing masks. Appropriate masks repre-
senting epic characters made of wood skilfully are carved by
the expert craftsman. A piece of solid gomari wood is selected
and the outline of the character is drawn on the surface by
pencil. Carving is done initially by using a dao and then by a
chisel- first from the front side to cut out the facial details of the
character with eyes, nose, ears and headgear. And then it is
hollowed out from the back side so as to fit on the face of the
dancer. After completion of the work local paints are applied to
highlight the required facial features. Generally, Bharigan
masks are heavy but well equipped for manipulation.

Craftmanship of the Bodos:




