HE Tamil month of Margazhi (Makara
Sankranti), ending in Pongal, has just
o by and with it & month of the most
gorgeous kolams, those wonderfial paint.
ings of rioe fouwr which adorn the
ground outside every front door, Women
ieverywhere vie with each other o produce the
most besnatifial and the best.

Last month [ visited Orissa where, on the wall of
every mud hut and concrete house, 1 saw
chitas (from chitra or painting) made of rioe Oour.
And [ was bost n sdmiration of all those literate
o umituiored women whose inherent creativity

expresss [tself in almple, inewpensive and exquis-
i vt

All over India, women decorate their homes as
part of a religious ritual, daily 6 in TamdMada,
weekly &= in Bengal and annually as in Kerala It is
a symibol of mesphchousness, but it i never consid:-
ered (o be an art form, for [ s not a vocation. The
hanoir of producing “works of ant”, such as sculp-
tures, iemple paintings, iermacoitas and 0 on, is
reserved for men, for it brings home money. Yet, il
yous e looking for troe crestivity, for art 1o follow
the matural urgings of the inner ssiif and not for
structured responsess, the painted cfferings of the
mtd'lruimmﬂn miced ruakural and expnes-
s

Indian women celebrabe ausplcions oocashons by
painting their homes or decorating parts of them. A
denth in the family mesans that the hoase will not
e decorwted fior a whole year. Apart firom the daily
rifuial, festivals, sensonal changes associated with
the agriculiurl cyche, imporiant svents in & per-
som's life cycle or even the arrival of & goest or a
son-in-law are suilickent reasons.

There are different names and differsnt manifes-
tathors: kolam, rmngoli. mngavali and mugmo in te
South, chita in Orissa, alpona and aripan in Bengal,
sathiva, mandama and rangoli in the 'West, chowka
poorma of sona rakhna in Litne Pradesh and lkhno
in the Himakayan reglon. In the reghon between
Weathuara (Utiar Procish) aned Mathadwarm
(Rajasthan}, there is the art of sanei (oor decora-
thon=), now done with khaka (paper stencils),
knven as sanzi khaka, which colebrotes the fosti-
viils assoriated with the life and legends of Krishmna

Inderestingly, the decorathon of the home i
described & “writing”, not “painting.”™ and a
woman may tell you thai she “writee™ her kolam or
mngali sarly in the moming. 1 i= her message toa
divine power for help: probection of ber Bamily, a
bountifial harvest, the health of her hushand and
chilldren and happiness for the whole family, Mosd
winnien first imagine their pictum and then repre-
duce i o5 8 message (o8 personal defty. Their
tenchers are thelr mothers, grandmothers and groat
Erandrmcithers.

Some ol the designs we spe are probabldy the most
ancieni man ifestations of Indian art, represending
an unbroken Line of artists. A traveller booking for
women's art will see an pmazing range of tradition.
al disigm, reflecting bath the diversity of Lndia and
a commmon culiural theead. Most of women's art all
over India is made with the same material: rice
flour or rice (our paste. The rice flowr |5 pounded
and ground earlier. i may be used dry as rice foor
powder, or wel, soaked in water overnight and
maadde fvlo & paste, It s o way of feeding birds and
insects and thus sharing one's food.

In TamilMNadu, the woman wakes up early in the
morming. bifore the household chores begin,
bathes, sweeps and washes the ground outside the
frond door and ithe nmily pooja, and then starts
ter kolam in both places. The kolam may range
from the simplest or pacli kolam (o elaborate
designs and sven representations of birds and ani-
miale. Many are dirived from the undulating mosve-
ments of the snake
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The kolam outside ihe house prevents evil wishes
and vibrations from entering the house, imprison-
ing thesm within the cofls of the snake. Thene are
special deskgns for auspicious days: the swastika
and other solar symbols for Pongal, the chariot for
Ratha Saptami, the snake for MNags Panchami, the
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ihe bigpest and ihe best as the women pray for good
rains amd & bountifid harvest. The village festival i=
another important occasion for kolams. As the ther
{chariol} is taken through the streets, wormen doeco-
raie the ground ouiside their homes with elaboraie
kolams to welcome the deity with auspleious sym-
bols. Sometimes thiy put dots on the foor (o guide
the drawing. Sometimes the rioe four is mixed
with red enrth or knavi to produce two-ooloursd
kolames. The inflloence of the Kannada and
Maharashirian rangoll has seen the introduction of
il i-codouned kolams in recent times. The tradi-
tion of the kolam s so strong in Tamilnadu that
can even be seen outside Muaslim and Chiristian
homes and shrines.

Rangoli is similar (o the kolam, bul for the sever.
al cobours that are wsed (o il in the blank spaces
between the designs. The many colours make the
work long and laborious, w0 they ame wed only on
festive oocasions, leaving white and maybe one
more colour bo be used on a dafly basis. The
Bengali alpona is made of ground rice Qour poaste
usad io draw elaborate vines, creepers and owers
within & circh:

Mature in Kerals is so colourfil that the people
never developed a iradithon of decorating the Noors
and walls. Howewer, onoes a year, during Onam,
which comes in the month of Chingsum {Augpust:
Septembber), the wormen welcome Mahiahali — the
symbol of a bountiful harvest — with intricate
designs made out of colourful flowers and petals
calbid atharpoohidal.

Omnam lasts for ten days and flowers ane collectod
every day — one variety on the first day, two on
the second amd 50 on — until ten varieties are col-
lected on the tenth day, The design |s dravwn on the
fhoor or scradched indo the: ground in concentric cir-
cles, and the empty portions filled in with Dowers.
petals and leaves. Earlier, the unmarried women of
ithe tharavsd decorated the athapoovidal, now all
ithe wormen of the Eumily gt together 1o do iL Each
family excels in its artistic creations tll on the
tenith day, the streets of Kerala are ablaee with
oolour.

their homes with chita, their local art form. The rice

 lsalkewed to soak in water overnight and

ground
Inio a paste the next moming. Fresh cow dung s
mixed with water and mud and used cover the walls
Manking the front door with arches of the mixture.

Dipping their hands into the rice mixtare, the
women fling it on to the brown walls, creating two
large mounds that represent the newly harvested
rice. Then, using brushes made of coconut fibre,
thry surround the rioe mouands with rice Dour paste
arches, vines, lotus blossoms, flowers, leves, and-
mals and birds, all representing the Goddess
Lakshemi. The decoration |s also done on other fest]-
val days and special occasions in the family.

T bet o] chibta artist is & pre-requisite fior
obitaining a pood husband, so Oriva glrks spend &
lost of time practicing their art. Today, synthetie
paints have added colour to the chita desigrs.
Driving through the sireets of the towns and on the
highways & a veritable plaasune in Orlasa: e wall
paintings are exotic and beautiful and add coloar o
the landscaps.

Women's palntings can be seen in other sinies
toa. In Gujarat, particularly Kutch, the wall is cov-
iered with wet cow dung and earth, the designs
drawmn with & stick and filled in with colours made
of synthetie dyes added o white chalk powder.
Stars and peometric shapes ane added with dark red
paint. The Rabari tribeswomen sculpt mad shapes
ondo thefr walls, The designs couldd be foral, animal
or prometric, bul the mandatory glass mirrors are
fitted into the comers. Thereafter, the whole is
whilewashed.

The mandanas of Rajasthan are ritual Aoor
designs made up of magical symbols drawn out of
white clay or lime with oooaskonal colours, the
designs inherited by girls from their mothers, Bach
festival and samskara has a spacial mandsna. The
wall decorations of Rajasthan are different in differ-
eni areas, Shapes are sculpied into the mod in
sotth-sostern Rajasthan, The houses of Jodhpur are
dividied into wide planes of white or deep red. croat-
ing prometric shapes, and decorated with simple
i lEs.

In the Brahmin quarter of Jodhpur the howses
e prbwied Blue every DEwali, commemorsting &
milstake made by one woman who used too mach
biluse oni year. Mear (he Pakistan border, af
Jakzalmer and beyond, organic mrth pigments of
roil, yellow amd white are prefiermed by the women
to welooame Lakshmi. 'Walls in Sawai Madbopar are
docorated with birds and animals painted with
white lime. All over ihese two stabes, Diwali s
painting time, although, like Indian women else-
wihirte, nﬂu'h.uﬂhani family celebrations are

Pradesh paint their walls only during Mwali, using
a paste of ground rice and highlighted with designs
in red. The Balmiki women of Varanas] decorsite
their homes in geometric shapes of bloe, with
bands in red, black and white. Women of
Gorakhpur in UP welcome Lakshmi with wall
paintings of human beings and elephants, while
wormen in Madhyva Pradesh prefer to sculpt shapes
on their mud walls, penerally to Durga or their
family deity and, most aflen, disring Mikars
Sanlcramti.

This article was nplrdhﬂhhmtl'lﬂﬂl
paintings of Orissa and floor paintings of
TamilMadu, painstakingly created by the women o
invite the Gods o enker their humble homes. S0
many wormen all over Indin produce agaisiis
woarks of art n their daily routine, onaware of their
tabent. My salutations to these unsung and unho-
moured artisis.
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