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depend on agriculture for their living. Besides obtaining rain for their crops,
the villagers believe that if they celebrate this Festival they will not be
beseiged by smallpox, cholera and other serious diseases. Mari is the name
for rain in Tamil and .4mman is the female goddess of rain, usually the
village deity. Another name for the rain goddess is Gangai Amman. When
the dry season comes between March and August, the troupe of Terukkattu
actors assembles together and offers itself for engagements. Some of the
better include professional actors who perform the year round, but these
are few. The actors in one troupe are mostly from one village and do not
move out of their immediate district unless called. In the old days if wealthy
village patrons were sufficiently impressed they would give them a grant of
land. Sometimes the village committee, and sometimes the temple authorities
would fix engagements for the troupes. The committees would decide on the
dates of the festival and engage a troupe accordingly.?

The committee when drawing up plans for the festival had many events
to consider. A sacred thread or Kdppu (talisman) was tied onto the wrist of
the goddess as a beginning ceremony; clay models of horses and elephants
had to be made by the potters for the deity to ride on; the village folk would
make merry, and home-brewed liquour assisted in the spirit of the cele-
brations! The festival lasted seven days—sometimes nine—and performances
of Terukkiittu were given every night lasting until dawn. The committee
also had to decide the cost, and which of the wealthier families would bear
it; these may differ every year. (It was supposed to be auspicious to sponsor
Terukkiittu because if the rain goddess’s feelings were sufficiently evoked
she would send rain). Grain or any agricultural product such as vegetables
were the recognised means of payment for the villagers, including the
Terukkuttu troupe. When all this had been settled the festival took place.

The festival would commence, then, with the kappu being tied on to
the wrists of the goddess. Although the female Amman is the principal diety,
another typical village god, Alyanar or Aiyappa, the male god, is also
honoured, and for him clay horses and elephants are made by craftsmen.
Aiyanir js also known as Adaikkalan Kattar or the protector of the people.
Other village gods are Kali, the female protector of the village, believed to
be responsible for the high crop yield, and V@lan, who protects the insane.*

" There is another image of Amman as a bust to symbolise Para§urama’s
mother who was beheaded by her son to please his father. This bust is carried
‘in procession at the village festival.

*Another village belief associated with Kali and Velan is that they have the power to
bring disasters such as cholera and smallpoX to- the village. The villagers fear them and
refer to them as Drshridevata or “wild gods™. (Drshtideva means evil eye). They are in
small temples on the outskirts of the village and people will not pass in front of them at
night. They make animal sacrifices to them and leave tobacco, homebrewed liquour etc.
‘to appease them. They are Dravidian as opposed to Aryan Siva and Visnu temples.
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cut down today, and a nine night series of plays are only presented once
in three years. - 2

FExcitement mounted in the village where the Terukkaittu performance
was about to take place; preparations went ahead in a gay mood. People
came from near and far, walking through the fields, making their way
slowly on bullock carts or whatever mode of transport they -could find.
The villagers prepared their houses to receive their guests, asking them
in and giving them typical Indian fare—betel nuts, tobacco and lime paste
to chew. Stalls were set up selling mangoes, sugarcane, peanuts etc. People
started to take their places early, quarrelling as they vied with each other for
the best view of the stage. They all sat on the ground, and some of the older
folk brought bed mats; for they would go to sleep in the middle of the all-
night vigil. Below is a description of the performance. The plays today are
conducted in a similar manner with the village folk seated on the ground
opposite the temple.

At 9.30 or 10.00 p.m. the play commenced. In the old days a set
manner of preliminaries was carried out, many of which have now died out.
First to appear on the stage was the clown—Komali. He wore a ridiculous
cap to make people laugh and daubed himself with all sorts of religious
markings—both Saiva and Vaisnava signs. He would then poke fun at the
Brahmins, teasing them for their vegetarian habits. Then just to pass the time
and put the audience in a good humour, he would recite nonsense rhymns
such as “I dug three wells with a thorn, there was no water in two and the
third well collapsed; I married three wives, two were sterile and the third
had children! ...” etc. Somectimes he would chewa pan* made of cigarettte
ends and stones expressing surprise at this loathsome fare. The village people
would laugh in delight at the expressions on his face. :

The Bhéagavatar, or chief vocalist, as is more his role in Terukkittu
sat on a bench at the back of the stage with his assistant vocalists and.
musicians beside him. There was usually a mukha vind (double reed instru-
ment) and mrdangam (drum), while the vocalists kept time with a small"
pair of metal cymbals. Sometimes there was a harmonium at the side of the
bench. After the exit of the clown, the singers announced a couple known
as Raja and Mohini who symbolised the head of the troupe. They sang
ballads with poetical analogies, but without any particular refercnce to the
dance drama about to be enacted. Most of their narration would consist of
nonsense rhymns and alliterations i.e. ““I saw the day star and thoughts of
Iove came into my head. I saw the fortune teller coming ... > etc. continuing
with a string-of meaningless pharases. They engaged each other in triviali-
ties and thoughts of love. This was all to pass the time and allow the artists
to complete their make-up. -

*Pan-Betel nut wrapped in leaves commonly chewed by Indian peopls.





























