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Shefali Pathak

Megaliths in archaeological
terminology the art of erecting stone
pillars in memory of the dead by the
local aborigines - dates back to Stone
Age. The Stone Age burial practice,
however, has however disappeared
in Europe, Latin America and many
parts of Asia. But, the "grave art”
continues to flourish in tribal pockets
of Chhattisgarh’s Bastar region. They
look like large stone boulders
plonked randomly on the red,
mineral-rich soil on the outskirts of
Chitarpur town in Chhattisgarh’s
Ramgarh district. To look at, no one
would think these are remnants of an
Iron Age settlement, and date back
to between 1000 BC and 1500 BC.
Rough-hewn and uncarved, these
large stones called megaliths lack
the grandeur of the temples, tombs
and palaces built by our ancient
kings and emperors, the
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caves. Neither are they as distinctive
as the Stonehenge in Britain,
arguably the most famous megalithic
structures in the world. So you can't
really blame the owner of the brick-
kiln near these menhirs (standing
stones) in Chitarpur who has slowly
been encroaching on the field where
the stones lie scattered. "We are not
very sure how many, but some of
these megaliths have already been
lost,” says Rituraj Bharti, a
conservative architect with Indian
National Trust for Art and Cultural
Heritage (INTACH), which is
preparing a plan to document and
preserve megalithic sites in
Chitarpur and Hazaribagh (in
neighbouring Jharkhand). An

T fas=

interpretation centre to spread
awareness about these structures
among visitors and locals is also
planned.

Adivasis converging at the village
burial ground, performing cremation
or burial rituals for the dead clan
member amidst recital of “hanal
pata” (burial song in tribal Gondi
dialect), beating of drums in a
melancholic rhythm, and then
raising memorials to “preserve the
soul of the dead” is still a common
sight in remote tribal areas of Bastar.
The architectural designs of the
memorial structures found in
different places in Bastar are as
varied from each other as is possible.
As the Stone Age legacy, dating back

to the Iron Age in India, passed on to
the successive generations, the
Bastar tribals have continued.
There’s consensus, though, on their
use. Historians and archaeologists
now agree that megaliths were
mostly used for burial - either as a
memorial, or to preserve the mortal
remains of the dead from being
desecrated by wild animals. So most
megaliths have burial urns,
containing the bones of the dead,
sometimes belonging to more than
one body, and other artefacts such as
pottery, iron implements, beads and,
sometimes, even gold. "The belief
that they have buried gold is one of
the principal reasons why megalithis
are vandalised,”
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Large stones with intricate motifs
engraved on them dot the beautiful
landscapes of interior Bastar of
Chhattisgarh. Called megaliths in
archaeological terminology - the art
of erecting stone pillars in memory of
the dead by the local aborigines —
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dates back to Stone Age. The Stone
Age burial practice, however, has
however disappeared in Europe,
Latin America and many parts of
Asia. But, the “grave art” continues
to flourish in tribal pockets of
Chhattisgarh’s Bastar region.

Adivasis converging at the village
burial ground, performing cremation
or burial rituals for the dead clan
member amidst recital of “hanal
pata” (burial song in tribal Gondi
dialect), beating of drums in a
melancholic rhythm, and then
raising memorials to “"preserve the
soul of the dead” is still a common
sight in remote tribal areas of Bastar.
The architectural designs of the
memorial structures found in

different places in Bastar are as
varied from each other as is possible.
As the Stone Age legacy, dating back
to the Iron Age in India, passed on to

the successive generations, the
Bastar tribals have continued the
tradition.

The megaliths are broadly
classified into four categories
Menhir, Cist, Cairn Circle, and Cap
Stone. In Bastar, basically menhir
type (large standing stones) of
megaliths are noticed. There are
more than 100 megalithic sites in
Bastar region from Antagarh to
Narayanpur, from Narayanpur to
Kondagaon, from Jagdalpur to
Bijapur, from Jagdalpur to Bailadila
and from Dantewada to Sukma,” said
Niranjan Mahawar, eminent
ethnologist and president of
Chhattisgarh art foundation.
Currently three tribe groups -
Marias, Dorlas and Murias - practice
the megalithic culture. Earlier, Gond
tribals of Kanker in Bastar also
observed this tradition, but they
discontinued it since long.

Bastar is almost insulated from
the rest of the world in the ancient
and medieval periods for various
reasons. This has helped the local
tribes preserve their culture and in
the process, saved megalithic
culture from total extinction. Stone
slabs used for building the tombs are
engraved with what is the depiction
of the culture of the clan to which the
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dead belonged, along with the
deceased’s own |life and
achievements. Figurines of animals,
birds, men and women are also
found in the engravings. The motifs
also illustrate the dead person
reaching heaven riding on an
elephant. The articles used by the
deceased are also buried under the
memorial along with an iron ring, in
which the local priest “entraps” the
departed person’s soul by
performing some complex rituals.
The rituals associated with the burial
ceremony are very expensive, as it
involves a feast for the clan members
and even slaughtering a cow.
However, in many cases, tribals, who
cannot afford the practice, are forced
to postpone it to a later period.

The Gond tribal community
believes that their ancestors remain
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within stone pillars to protect their
clan. The size of the menhirs is
indicative of the socio-economic
status and character of the
ancestors, these pillars are
worshipped for a maximum of 20-25
years. It is being observed that
tribals have started using wooden
pillars in place of stone slabs to build
memorials at some places. Such
megaliths have been discovered in
Jagdalpur in Bastar district recently.
Huge tree trunks cut in a definite
shape are used for the purpose.
Stones are scarce in some areas, but
wood is found in abundance in the
forested Bastar region, thus
prompting the shift in tradition while
maintaining the sanctity of the idea.
However, only affluent families can
afford to build the wooden megaliths
as of now. In another recent

development, it was found that some
tribal groups are using slated stones,
available in their localities, to erect
megaliths.

Every clan has artists, who
specialise in the art of engraving, but
keeping in line with the times, lately
artists have also started using oil
paints to draw motifs in megaliths
made of slated stones.

But due to atrocities on Adivasi’s
of Chattisgarh by Government or
Naxal's, they are loosing they
traditional value. Government are
also targeting Adivasi’s for preaching
their fundamental rights with
traditional rituals. They have to
understand it's their silent protest
and if it is forced then it can shape up
into an ugly confrontation.
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