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Report of the Workshop on
Craft Practices of North-East India

Organized by the UGC Centre with Potential for Excellence in Particular Areas (CPEPA) on Cultural Memory 
in North East India: A Research and Documentation Programme on Textual and Visual Narratives, Department of 
Cultural Studies, Tezpur University and Indira Gandhi Rashtriya Manav Sangrahalaya, Bhopal.
Date: 2nd March to 16th March 2017. Venue: Chandraprabha Saikiani Hall, Tezpur University

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 Cāmaguri 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 



Department of Cultural Studies

Page 2 of 3 

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

Photo 1: Inauguration of the workshop Photo 2: Wancho craftsmen at work

Photo 3: Rabha craftsmen at work Photo 4: Craftsmen from Jorhat

Photo 5: Craftsmen from Chamaguri Sattra Photo 6: Craftsmen from Natun Kamalabari Sattra
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Photo 7: Craftsmen from Auniati Sattra Photo 8: A Bodo craftsman at work

Photo 9: Some finished crafts in display Photo 10: Visitors appreciating the crafts

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

Dr. Parasmoni Dutta Prof. D. P. Nath
Assistant Professor, Department of Cultural Studies Chief Coordinator, CPEPA
Deputy Coordinator, CPEPA Head, Department of Cultural Studies

Date: 22 March 2017
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