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Where Have All the 

Songs and Rituals Gone? 
MOZINHA FERNANDES 

chance opportunity to collect information on the traditional 

_ongs of her community leads tO a realization that it is difficult 
to do this because what was sung and danced is no longer per 

formed, and no longer remembered. This article recounts the small ex 

ploration as to why the songs have disappeared with interesting find 

ings at the end. 

A 

Mozinha Fernandes 

is an Assistant Professor in the Department 

of Sociology at Goa University. She has a 

passion for singing and for writing poems. 

She is proud to declare that she belongs to 

the Gawda tribal community from Goa. 

Her M.A. dissertation has empowered 

her in regaining her lost voice, which was 
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HANV KONN 

'n 2008 I worked with the Archive and Research Centre for Ethno-
musicology' to collect infornation on the traditions of fthe Gawda 
people of Ambelim village in South Goa. Although I am a Gawda 
myself, before this lI had never thought of researching my own 

community. So when my work demanded | information from me about 
our rituals, beliefs, and practices and more importantly our Songs, 
I was confused, because all these things that used to happen in my 

childhood no longer happen today. 
For example, when I had to collect intormation about a tradisi. 

dance called the dhalo, I could not f find it in my own village of Ambelim, 
because all traditional practices have been abandoned there. However, 

when I went to Avedem village in Quepem taluka where some Gawda 
families have preserved their traditional dances, I was surprised to see 

that they were proud to speak about their traditional practices whereas 

in my village people were reluctant to talk about their past. 
This left me even more confused, and prompted my research ques 

tion: What do our people remember of their past, particularly of the 

ritual practices and songs that were performed until recently, and why 

do some people want to forget them now? 

Introduction 

Our present is linked to our past. So when we ask, "Who are we?" We 

must also ask, "Where are we from? And who were our ancestors?" All 

these questions have great significance in our lives. We identify our 

selves by our name, our community, our religion, our rituals, our lan 
guage, our music and our songs, and so on. All these are markers ofour 

identity. But do we always identify ourselves with these markers? 
Perhaps some people will quickly answer, "Yes." But why? It could be 

because from the past they have been occupying a privileged position 
of honour and pride in society. But what about those people who have 
suffered discrimination at the hands of people of a higher caste? They 
will reject their past and are still rejecting it. Yes, I am talking about the 
Gawda people of Ambelim in Goa's Salcete taluka. It felt great to do 
research on my own community as I know the people very well. But 
when I went to interview them in person, they hesitated to talk about 
their past. 

At this point I began to think: why is this so? As a member of the com 
munity, two conflicting viewpoints emerge in my mind. On the one 
hand I feel that the culture of the Gawdas should become known to 
others. At the same time I feel hesitant, because by identifying ou 

1 Archive & Research Centre for Ethnomusicology. American Institute of inaa 
Studies, Gurgaon, Haryana. 
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selves as Gawdas we may face discrimination. 

The Gawdas 

WHERE HAVE ALL THE SONGS AND RITUALS GONF2 

It is 
comnnonly accepted that: the Gawdas were the first settlers in Goa. According to Dantas? the word Gawda is derived from the word'Ganu' 

which means 'village. 1he Gawdas are of Proto-Australoid origin and 
are believed to have nmigrated from Southeast Asia through Assam, 
Bengal and Orissa to Kerala, Malabar, and Goa. In the 17h century, 
Gawdas who had settled lin Goa were forcibly converted to Christianity 

by the Portuguese. 
Today the Gawdas are divided into three main groups: the Hindus, 

to Christianity and Ireconverted to Hinduism, but were then not accept-
the Christians, and I the nav-Hindus (new-Hindus) who were converted 

ed by either the Hindus or the Christians. 

Work 'Ethnomedicine and Healing Practices in Goa', Maria Bernadette 
Let me briefly review some studies relevant to my subject. In her 

Gomes s has focused on the social categories, sense of time, and the var-
ious medicines used by the Kunbis of Baradi village in Salcete. 

Srivastava Bennebroek, in his article "Woman as Portrayed in Wom-
en's Folksongs of North India, dwells on the Songs sung by women at 
ceremonies celebrating births, weddings, seasons, and festivals, and 
while performing their daily chores. He has found that those WOmen 
chose voice can be heard only within the four walls of their house get 
a chance to express their emotions through songs. 
In his article Painful Memories', David Graeber talks about the peo 

ple who lost everything in Imerina (the traditional name for the north 
en half of the centralplateau of Madagascar, Africa), where people at 
tach enormous importance to the memory of their ancestors and the 
land on which the ancestors once lived. 

4 

Myths of origin: the oral history of Ambelim village 
"Myth and memory should not be seen as separate from histo 
ry" B. Stråh writes in an illuminating book, Myth and Memo 
ry in the Construction of Comnmunity. "They are history in cease less transformation and reconstruction. The image of the past is 
continuously reconsidered and reconstituted in the light of an ev 

2 Norman Dantas. 1999. The Transformation of Goa. Other India Press. 
3 Bernadette Maria Gomes, 1993. Ethnomedicine and Healing Practices in Goa (The Kunbi Case). Goa University. Unpublished Ph.D. thesis. 9 Srivastava, I. 1991,'Woman as Portraved in Women's Folk Songs of North India. Asian Folklore Studies, Vol.50 (2). pp. 269-310. 
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Today, owing to various proposed 
projects, there is a struggle between 
the government and the Gawdas to 
Occupy the land of Betul. 

er-changing present. History is an interpretation of the past, not the 
past as it really was."5 

This essay is one such reconstruction or interpretation. 
The Gawda people came to Ambelim from a place called Kazra. When 

asked where this place is situated the answer is up in the air; nobody 
knows where they actually came from, and the year is also not known. 
When I asked my parents to describe the place they told me that they 
travelled through thick forest and crossed waters to reach Kazra. Peo 
ple mostly used to go there during Carnival. I saw Kazra through my 
parents' eyes. It was a very noisy place, with much loud drumming, and 
many women dancing and running with big lighted divleo (lamps) on 
their heads. From very far you could see a monument of black stone. 
That's the description of the place, and nothing else was told to me by 
my parents. 

Through interviews, I traced the oral history of the Gawdas. I inter 
viewed Stantina Fernandes, a 80-year-old woman from Pedda. She told 
me she was born in Kumbeabhatt, a Gawda ward in Velim, and she got 
married in Pedda. Stantina told me the fudde munis (ancient people) 
came from Kazra. According to her, they first settled in New Ambelim, 
another ward of Ambelim, and then they moved to Fondop and Zaino, 
the two wards of Velim. 

In Velim they celebrated the feast of Our Lady of Coinsany, but be 
cause of the excessive cost of the feast they moved, finally settling in 
Pedda, Socobanda, and Voddi, the three wards of Ambelim. She said 
some of the people who came to Pedda had names such as Koiro, Suk 
do, Fondu, Paik and Pandu. 
According to another woman, Mita, the history of Gawdas is that thre 

brothers came from Kazra to Salcete and then scattered. One brother 
settled at Aalareche Raj (on the mountain of Betul), another settlea 

Velim and the third settled in Ambelim. That is why concentrations of 

Gawdas can be found in these places: Kumbeabhatt; Goenchembhat 
and Bollear in Velim; and Ambelim. 

Mita said that in olden times the Gawdas grazed their animals on 

5 Bo Stråth (ed.). 2000. Myth and Memory in the Construction of Commmy 
Historlcal Patterns ln Europe and Beyond: Multinle Euroves, Brussels. PIE-Peter Lan 
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the 
mountain of Betul and also practiced agriculture there during the growing season, They hada lot of l land on which they grew crops. They 

lihves there peacefully. But today, owing to various proposed projects, 
eren built snall huts of palm leaves on the mountain, spending their 

there is a struggle between the government and the Gawdas to 0ccupy 

the land of Betul, 
Another myth of origin is that in Kazra a certain couple was not able 

to have children, so they left the place and came to Ambelim where the nOman gave birth to a baby boy named Salu Fernandes. This is why 

they 
settled in Ambelim. Salu became the vhoddil (leader) of the Gaw-

da people after his father died. 

WHERE HAVE ALL THE SONGS AND RITUALS GONF2 

Even though they were settled in Ambelim they would go to Kazra 
during Carnival. On the day before Carnivala person from Kazra would 
Come to t)he wards of the Gawdas to collect essential food items like red 
chillies, cOConuts, and rice, and take all this to Kazra. On Carnival day 
these items were used to prepare food for the visitors. Therefore, Kazra 

is the most important place of our origin. 
Ambelim has nine wards in all, three inhabited by Gawdas and the 

rest by members sof the Hayreache (Kharvi/Kharviche) caste, compris-
ing the fisher folk community. 

Although the main traditional Gawda occupation is agriculture and 
atile rearing, today many work as daily wage labourers. In Socoban 
da Gawdas have taken up fishing to earn their livelihood as thev ive 
n the banks of the river Sal. However, in the rainy season this river is 

prone to flooding. So most of the people live as mundkars (tenants) 

Life-cycle rituals 

n the land of a bhatkar (landlord). Coconut plantations provide the 
main source of income for the landlords. Every two or three months, 
when their landlord comes with a toddy tapper, the Gawdas collect the 
coconuts that the tapper plucks and give them to the landlord; they are 
entitled to live on the land in return for such labour. However, the Gaw 
das have to pay for any coconuts they pluck for themselves. 

Life-cycle rituals mark major transitions in the life of an individual,(6) 
Specific ceremonies are performed during pregnancy, birth, marriage 
and death. 

Rituals during pregnancy 

Nhen a woman is pregnant she is called a Nozo zaleli bail which means 

län Child Contributor. (n.d.) 'Life Cvcle' Indian Child. http://www.indianchild. 
Om/ie_cycle_rituals india.htm. Accessed on September 14, 2008. 
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'a woman who is unable to do anything' In the past the pregnant WOm-an was not taken to the doctor for the first six months but was taken to her mother's house during the seventh month of her pregnancy. Ihis was called vokot korpak vortat (the woman is 

house for some medicines). Only after going to 
she taken to a doctor. 

Rituals of birth 

taken to her 
o her mother's mother's place was 

On the seventh day after the infant's birth there was a celebration called 
Sutti. That night, the women and children came together in the house to celebrate. The baby's maternal grandmother also attended e 
would wait for a few minutes in the balcony of the house without en-

tering inside. Then she could enter the house and was the first person to feed chuvolleo (a sweet dish prepared by mixing jaggery, wild beans 
and coconut) to the baby and its mother. This sweet dish was served 
to everyone except pregnant women, after which women and children 
danced the fuggdi. (When the sutti was celebrated, any woman who 
was pregnant was sent to her mother's house; it was believed that Sutt 
Mai (Mother Destiny) would come to the house where sutti was being 
celebrated and this was considered dangerous for pregnant women.) 
A bathing pit was dug in front of the house and covered by palm leaves 

and the mother had to bathe in this nanni from the first day after deliv. 
ering a child till the eighth day. On the eighth day a ritual called Nani 
was performed: the newborn baby was given a bath for the first time in 
the nanni followed by the mother, and then the child kept in a sup, a 
bamboo sieve used for winnowing. 

All the children from the ward were invited for lunch. One small girl 
then had to remove all her clothes except for an undergarment, take 
the naked baby from the sup, and hand it over to the mother. 

Before lunch some food was served on banana leaves, and this of 
fering, along with a lighted candle and a divli made of a shell with oil 
and a cotton wick was kept in the Nanni for deceased members of the 
family. After this, lunch was served to everyone. Then the father of the 
baby had to tie a red handkerchief to his forehead, break a coconut in 
the nanni, and walk three times around the ritual pit. 
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On the ninth day, the maternal grandmother sent around a gift of 
Bhalseache Ojem, a basket containing fruits like bananas and sweets 
like ollge (prepared by mixing flour, jaggery, and coconut). The olig? 
were given to everyone in the ward except women who were pregnanb 
because they might be harmed if they ate them. 
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