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tend to be determined by historicity. Inspite of the fact that
cultural existence and activity in India is a multi-level
phenomenon—and these levels are often mutually

independent and non-interacting—it is the urban and the
so-called modern sense of contemporaneity that appears to
dominate the scene and thus to distort the real perspective. The
aristocratic presumption behind these urban refinements of
culture have created a situation in which the person who creates
in the cities becomes entitled to the privilege of being called
an ‘artist” while the one who creates in the village or in the
forests is no more than a ‘craftsman.’ Our endeavour, from the
very beginning of Bharat Bhavan, has been to restore the
correct perspective and to collect and to focus on all significant
creations—whether they be urban, rural or tribal.
‘Roopankar’—the Fine Arts-museum of Bharat Bhavan

is, therefore, perhaps a unique museum of

this country where works of modern art, as well as

folk and tribal art share the space with equal honour and respect,
We have thus deliberately transcended the barriers that have
been created everywhere in the country. In fact it ought to be
axiomatic that all art exists to confront and re-create its own
time and world.

Bharat Bhavan is a multi-arts complex providing interactive
proximity to the verbal, the visual and the performing arts. It is a
place for contemporary articulation, exploration, reflection and
innovation. . It aspires to provide creative and provocative milieu
to those who would like to contribute something new and
meaningful in fine arts, poetry, theatre and music. It is in
keeping with this aspiration that Bharat Bhavan—its ownership
and management—have been made overto the community of
artists themselves. Under a special enactment, it has now’
become a trust of which the first trustees are Mrs. Pupul Jaykar,
Mr. J. Swaminathan, Mr. Krishen Khanna, Mr. B.V. Karanth,

Mr. Habib Tanvir, Pt. Kumar Gandharva, Dr. Yamini Krishnamurti.
Mr. Mani Kaul and Mr. Srikant Varma. Mr. Arjun Singh is

the Chairman.

Besides Roopakar Bharat Bhavan houses a Repertory

“Madhya Pradesh Rangmandal”, a Library of Poetry

“Vagarth and a Library of Music “Anhad".

‘Roopankar’ has launched upon a well planned campaign

for collecting folk and tribal art works. This monograph
presents the details of one of its recent and startling discoveries.
The drawings of the Hill Korwas are a glowing witness to the
fact that the will and the energy to create, inspite of all the
oppression of the world, remain indomitable and irresistible.

Ashok Vajpeyi, Trustee - Secretary, Bharat Bhavan Trust
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The savage mind deopons Its knowledge with the
help of imagines mundi, It builda mental structures
which facilitate an understanding of the world in as
much as they resemble it, In this sense savage
thought can be defined as analogical thought.

~—Claude Levi-Strauss
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The Hill or Pahari Korwas are an off-shoot of the Korwas
inhabiting the Ambikapur and Samri tahsils of Surguja district,
the Jashpur tahsil of Raigarh district and the Korba tahsil of
Bilaspur district. According to Hiralal and Russel who quote
Colonel Dalton, the Korwas take up the dropped links of the
Kolarian chain, and carry it on west, over the Surguja, Jashpur
and Palamau highlands.! B R. Rizvi cites the following legend
about their origin : The Hill Korwas are believed to have origi-
nated from a daruna, scarecrow. According to a Korwa legend
once Ram and Sita were passing through paddy fields. They
saw a scarecrow holding a bow and arrow in its hand. Sita
asked Ram to make it alive. Ram conceded to her wishes and the
scarecrow became a man. Since than it is believed, the Pahari
Korwas did not part with their bows and arrows. 2

Hira Lal and Russel give a different version of the same
legend : The Hill Korwas are the most savage looking
of all the Kolarian tribes. They are frightfully wild and
uncouth in their appearance, and have good - humouredly
accepted the following singular tradition to account for it.




[image: image8.jpg]They say that the first human beings that settled in Surguja,
being very much troubled by the depredations of wild beasts on
their crops, put up scarecrows in their fields, figures made of
bamboos dangling in the air, the most hideous caricatures of
humanity that they could devise to frighten the animals. When
the great spirit saw the scarecrow he hit on an expedient to
save his votaries the trouble of reconstructing them. He animated
the dangling figures, thus bringing into existence creatures ugly
enough to frighten all the birds and beasts in creation, and they
ware the ancestors of the wild Korwas3.

We need not, however, be influenced by the standards of
beauty brought to bear on alien people by scholars steeped in
the Greco-Roman tradition. * While my contact with the Hill
Korwas was per force a very short one, | find their men hand-
some as if chiselled out of black granite and their women
somewhat short in stature, yet the bone structure beautifully
and delicately proportioned, What the ravages of time and hard
living does to them is another matter. Like the Bhils of Alirajpur
District, the Korwas have been looked upon as a ferocious
warring tribe. They were much dreaded at one time. In 1911
about 34,000 Korwas were returned in the Central Provinces.*
According to the 1971 Census, the total Korwa population in-
cluding the Kodakus, an off shoot of tha Kcrwas was 67303,
No separate figures for the Hill Korwas are availabe.

The Korwa dialect resembles the Mundari group of
languages. The people can, however, understand and converse
in Sargujiha, a corrupt form of Hindi. According to the Raigarh
District Gazetteer, 1976, ‘Korwa and kharia, which are spoken
in the northern parts of Gharghoda, Jashpur and Udaipur tahsils,
like other dialects of the Austric family, are finding it difficult to
hold their ownin the face of Aryan speeches encircling them.?

The Hill Korwas are devided into exogamous septs.
Divorce is allowed, as are widow marriage and re-mariage.
Monogamy is the prevalent form, though a man may have more
than one wife if he can afford the bride price. They buty their
dead.

The Hill Korwa country was once rich with forests of sal
(shorea robusta), Bamboo and Mahua (Bassia Latifolia). It used
to abound in wild life and sambhurs, barking deer, wild boars,
etc, were plentiful. The Hill Korwa, an expert archer, lived by
hunting and by gathering roots and tubers from the jungle and
on the small produce of shifting cultivation. Tales concerning
hunting are many and the one quoted by Hira Lal and Russell is
of some interest, Five brothers goon a hunting expedition and
the youngest one takes a shot at a stag but misses. The angry




[image: image9.jpg]brothers tie him up in a sack and throw him into the river. Late
at night a stag comes to the river for drinking water and the
young man begs of the stag to pull him out, The stag does so
and lets him out of the sack. Whereupon the young man imme-
diately kills the stag and takes the carcass home where all the
brothers hold a feast. The brothers then want to know as to how
the young man succeeded in getting out of the river and killed
the stag. When they learnt the story, they all wanted to be tied
up in sacks and thrown into the river. Thus they all gnt
drowned.$

Hira Lal and Russell wrongly conclude from this story that
the Hill Korwas have no sense of morality, the idea being that the
young man should have been grateful to the stag for saving
his life. **




[image: image10.jpg]However, the systematic destruction of the forest in the
19th and the 20th centuries has not only made game
scarce but also left the hills bare. According to the Gazetteer
of Raigarh District, 1976, one Deo Singh started sleeper work in
1905 and continued it till 1915. About 1916-20 an able Forest
Officer worked in the forests to the east of Jashpurnagar and
was granted a 7 year lease from December 1920 The Forest
Advisers plan from 1943 to 1962 was an elaborate work out
for the exploitation of the forest for the production of timber for
export. Itis anybedy’s guess as to how many millions of cubic
feet of timber had found its way into feeding the rapacity of the
so-called civilised societies and how many millions of rupees
have gone into the pockets of the erstwhile white rulers, the
local Rajas, the zamindars, the contractors, the forest Officers
and their ilk. Yet the restrictions placed on the felling of timber
to conserve the forests now makes the Hill Korwa look like the
main culprit, as shifting cultivation was an age-old practice with
him.

Attempts at inducing settled cultivation among the Hill
Korwas are only partially successful. Even here they seldom get
the requisite support promised by the Government. | came
across a case where the promise of providing bullocks for plou-
ghing was made through a Bank, but the bullocks never turned
up. The once proud and free Korwas-are now in a bad way. An
Officer of the Public Works Department told- me: “They have
now started trickling down for work as day labourers™.

Once a week there is the weekly hat or bazaar, (I saw one
at Sanna) where the petty shépkeepers invariably fleece the
tribals. Cheap mill-made cloth, cheap nylon coloured ribbons,
gilt jewellery, plastic combs, mirrors, earthen pots, salt, herbs, and
such like are proffered for sale. Despite the depressing fare, the
hat has a festive atmosphere, for the joys of the Korwa boys and
girls are simple.

The Korwa women, as most tribal women, wear tattoo
designs on their bodies. Men and women wear long flowing hair.
They worship Dulha Deo, Khuria Rani, and Thakur Deo. Khuria
Rani is the principal deity in tha erstwhile Khuria zamindari; while
Thakur Deo is the protector of the village from disease and also the
harbinger of good harvest. In Baladarpat village of Jashpur
Tahsil, | found a small straw basket hanging from the wall
in the darkest corner of a Korwa hut. | was informed
that it was the house deity. The basket contained burnt rice.
The Hill Korwas love to dance the karma, and their festive sea-
son begins after harvest in Autumn. Daothan, Nawakhana
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(harvest festival) and Faguwa (Hoii)' are their main festivals.
Unlike the Oraons. they have not succumbed to the proselytizing
zeal of the Christian missionary. The Hindu upper castes, long
indifferent to the fate of the trib Is, have now woken up to
realities and have launched campaigns for their conversion into
Hinduism. At Sanna, we saw hefty safron clad preachers, with
loud speakers blaring away. The Korwa boys and girls were look-
ing at them with wonder and incredulity.

While my contact with the Hill Korwas of Jashpur nagar
was extremely peripheral, | have been deeply moved by their
simplicity, their boldness and above all their capacity for laughter
even in adversity. In the village Baladarpat a young man was
sitting in the shade of a tree while his beautiful wife was sitting
2 little apart from him beating grain Their Child, hardly a year
old, was rolling on the ground, throwing up its arms and legs,
lzughing. The mother would look at it, smile, look at the husband.
The husband would throw up his head and laugh to the skies.
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Ever since | listened to the highly stimulating talk on the Hitl
Korwas given by Dr. Kalia to our students last year, | had been
wanting to visit the Korwa Country. For one reason or the other
however, | could not make it till March 1983. [ left Bhopal on
the 3rd March 1983 by jeep, accompanied by my painter-print-
maker - photographer friend Jyoti Bhatt and the young sculptor
Anil Kumar and reached Raigarh on March 5. From Riigarh we
prcceeded tc Jashpurnagar where our field researchers were
waiting and then to Sanna. Fortunately, we arrived at Sanna on
the day of the weekly bazar and immediately established contect
with the Hill Korwas of Laldarpat and Baladarpat villages.

The language barrier was partially overcome when | made
sketches of the headman and his wife and then asked them
to do the same by using the universal language of signs. We
also shared a few drinks and became friends. A large number of
these astounding drawings are the result of this first contact.

My approach in building up the folk and tribal art section of
Roopankar has been somewhat different from that of the purist.
I have tried to collect art as it is being practised today among
folk and tribal communities(constantly being subjected to unbe-




[image: image14.jpg]arzble pressures from outside) rather than what they had been
doing in the past, seen as their true tradition by many experts.
I glory in the fact of the present, howsoever painful, ambigu-
ous and disturbing it may be. Tradition for me is not the formal
repetition of established styles and modes; it is the continuing
spirit of man expressing itself in different ways under different
circumstances and times. Tradition for me is ‘parampara’ : the
irit supreme which is not affectcd by time. I have, therefore,
wentured to trigger reactions amongst tribal communities while
Touring various parts of Madhya Pradesh and in my opinion have
been richly rewarded by a vast body of paintings and art works
fascinatingly fresh and varied from tribal and folk artists. For
=xample, the large painting hanging in the folk and tribal art
section of Roopankar by Belgur, a Muria Gond from Narainpur
t=hsil, district Bastar, was his very first painting. When he saw
some of our students sketching, he expressed the wish to paint
fimself The result is unique and entirely Belgur’s own expre-
ssion, having no relation to what the tutored students of Art
schools produce.

After establishing contact with the Hill Korwas of Baladarpat
we gave them paper and colour pens for drawing. Almost ail of
them started simultaneously without hesitaiion, without peeping
ower each other’'s shoulders for inspiration or guidance,
With 2 great sense of ease and confidance. | was expecting
drawings of animals, birds, etc.. or representation of anthropo-
morphic deities or even ritualistic drawings of “chowk”’, etc what .
c=me flowing out of their hands was so unexpected that | was
startied out of my wits

The first thing immediatelv noticeable in these drawings is
their calligraphic character, as if the artist is not drawing but

iing. The Hill Korwas have no written script and all of them
who did these drawings were illiterate. Of course, in their encoun-
“=rwith the traders in the weekly bazars, with Forest Guards and
other sundry Government personnel they have picked up a few
fudimentary words for communication with the outside world.
Otherwise they can neither read nor write. How then these
remarkable drawings ?

It will require a lot of investigation and enquiry by anthropo-
logists as well as psychologists to arrive at some plausible ex-
plzanation and conclusion However, as an artist | am happily
olzced in 2 position where | can both admire and read my own
nings into these works.

When one looks at these drawings, one immediately thinks of

2ul Klee's dictum of taking the line for a walk. These drawings
are entirely linear. However, it is not a continuous flowing line
describing any object, shape or form. The line is like a thread
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being unwound in a_haphazard manner from a resl, only the
thread s cut into bits, some small and some fairly long, convol-
uted, forming whorls, zjg-2ags, circles and semicircies, cohering
3t certain spots and scatering at certain others, as i simultane-
ously subject to centripetal and centifugal forces.

They could be dismissed as aimless doodling (though no
doodiing s aimiess) but forcorain clealy noticesble
In MOt of the drawings somewhers in-tho web of whors and
fines we_find a pictograph — crawing of what obviously i e
Sun, o that of o human figure o an anima, though these agsn
rotain the inear quaiy. Again in mest of thesa drawings ore
finds that the ins are sspring 10 become scrt. They 3t
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[image: image20.jpg]~words” are not words because there is no system fo their origin
and these “sentences’ are not sentences because they have no
grammatical sequennce or syntax. They ae language become
doodle and doodle become language. The one appears from and
disappears into the other. In this sense they are not readable as a
text,yet are highly palpable as visual experience, legitimising their
place in the realm of plastic art.

While retaining their linear quality some of these drawings are
multi - coloured, the choice of colours made by the Korwa artists
themselves. They look scattered in the first instance, yet acquire
an overwhelming formal unity when the eye learns to move
withthe ebb and flow of the linear wavelets (not unlike
the strokes of Dufy) and discovers the underlying rhythm of
the drawings. They go into details of microscopic  pre-
occupations and open out into macrocosmic aspirations. They
speak of the problems of the hear and now and of the freedom
of the winds, the height of the mountains, the mystery of the
forest and the wide expanse of the skies. One of the Korwas
while making his drawing was gasping and breathing hard,
smiling and making gleeful noises, literally re-living the exper-
iences he was codifying on the paper, These drawings while
imbued with the psychosomatic purity of action painting, are
also drenched in the poetry of the hirth of the word.

Easy comparisons immediately come to the mind, the paint-
ings of Mark Tot%/ for example, or for that matter of Ambadas.
in ‘the works of both these two remarkable ‘modern abstract
painters, one an American and the other an Indian, the line sheds
the tiring burden of language as & means of communication and
strives to arrive at immediate communion; it strives to pulsate
at the nodal point where sound becomes speech or writing
becomes script. They stop short of systematisation and, therefore,
identification. They carry all the imagination and emotion which
the human mind is capable of without translating them into
cognizable forms. No line drawn by a child is meaningless
though we may have lost the capacity to respond to it because
of the intervening web of systematised knowledge. These
drawings of the Hill Korwas are primal, childlike and bereft of
the weariness of knowledge.

1f | may venture an interpretation, apart, of course, from
noting the aesthetic merit of these drawings, | would say that
they are of a definite magical significance. They invoke the
power of the written word for the well-being of their commu-
nity. Their occational contacts with the so-called civilised world
has perhaps made them acquainted with the presence and power
of the wiitten word among the town people. Observing the




[image: image21.jpg]power of the written word among the tfown people, they
atlempt to recreate it in these drawings, imbuing them not with
a rational readable but with a magical message. The Devanagri
script being in common use in schools for tribal children, in the
bazars, etc, in villages like Sanna, this is not an improbable
conclusion as many of the scribblings in these drawings are
linked with a horizontal line as are the letters of the words in the
Devanagri script. In fact, one stalwart Hill Korwa with his bow
and arrows in one hand and the other on his hip remarked about
the drawing he did; “This is my report of our sufferings to
the Government”.

BHOPAL, MARCH 19, 1983 J. SWAMINATHAN
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