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Dance of the Spirits : Amazing Ghantu

Each of the diverse traditions existing
within Nepali culture has a unique story
to tell. One among these is the Ghantu
dance. An indigenous folk dance of the
Gandaki region in west Nepal, It Is one
of the major dances of ethnic groups
like Gurung, Magar and Kumal.

If you have seen the Ghantu dance
being performed on various cultural
shows, you should know that these are
just urbanized forms of the original.
Known as ‘Barha Maase Ghantu’, this
dance iIs performed by singing folk
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songs. The only similarity between the
authentic Ghantu dance and Barha
Maase Ghantu is perhaps the attire and
a few dance steps. The real Ghantu
dance that is performed during Janai
Purnima IS much more exciting.
According to prevailing belief, back
when Nepal was ruled by various kings,
there once lived a king named Parasar
and his wife Ambawati. They lived a
fairy tale life until one day, the king had
to go to fight a war. Promising his
beloved wife that he would return soon,
Parasar marched towards the
battlefield. Unfortunately, he was killed
In battle. When the sad news reached
his wife, she refused to believe it. Even
on seeing her husband’s lifeless body,
she refused to accept the bitter truth.
She eventually burnt herself on the
funeral pyre. Some days later, the spirits
of the king and queen appeared In the
dreams of some old Magar people
Instructing them to initiate the Ghantu
dance. These visions further informed
the people that the couple would enter

the body of the Ghantu dancers every
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year. Soon after, the Ghantu dance was
born.

The word Ghantu is believed to derive
from the Nepali word ‘ghat’ meaning
‘cremation ground’. The Ghantu dance
and songs are folk-based and follow the
lyrics of the songs. These dances are not
rehearsed but are completely
spontaneous. It is believed that only a
girl with a pure soul iIs given the
opportunity to perform. The
Instruments used are folk instruments
like madal and mujura. A special crown
made of China berry or Persian bead
flower, found abundantly during that
period, is worn during the dance.

On the first day, the religious guru, who
IS also the singer, performs various
rituals along with some women
participants. During this process, only
those girls whose souls are overpowered
by the spirits of King Parasar and Queen
Ambawati are chosen to dance. The girls
are divided into two groups: those who

are possessed by the king and those by
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the queen. The guru must then transfer
the spirits into pieces of cloth with
tantric chants. The cloths are then tied
on the girls’ foreheads after which they
begin to perform the Ghantu dance in a
trancelike state. Some of their actions
Imitate the daily functions of King
Parasar and Queen Ambawati. At the
end, the guru brings back the girls to
their normal state. The first day ends.
Another day, before performing the
dance, the guru once again ties the cloth
around the girls’ foreheads. And like the
previous time, the spirits of the Kking
and queen enter them and the dance
begins. Each day, a version of the legend
Is performed. The last day of the dance
IS the most thrilling as it re-enacts the
moment of Ambawati’s death; the
dancers in the end suddenly seem to
lose their breath and fall to the ground.
This phase is known as Sati Ghantu. It
IS then up to the guru to revive them
through his tantric powers. The guru
then sings and performs farewell rituals
requesting the souls of the king and

gueen to leave and come back again the
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following year. In this way, the nine-day
long dance ends, and is followed by a
grand feast.

“We lack Ghantu gurus. Most people do
not have the courage to become a guru
and risk the dancers’ lives. And without
a Ghantu guru, It I1s impossible to
perform the authentic Ghantu dance.”
says Subi Shah, researcher of Nepali
folk dances. Due to the involvement of
tantric rituals, the Ghantu dance Is
slowly heading towards extinction. The
guru must be well versed In all the
rituals involved. Many priests do not
dare take part out of fear that they
might not be able to revive the girls.

Nepal’s First Folk Music Documentary
Films
made by Arnold A. Bake 1899 — 1963,

By Ram
Prasad Kadel,
February 2012.
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Edited by Norma Blackstock.

Arnold A. Bake, a Netherlander, could be
said to be the father of Nepalese folk music
documentary films. His 1931 wax cylinder,
audio and cine film recordings were
probably the first ever made. Bake shot
some 2500 ft of ciné film during his 1931
research visit to Nepal and a further 3000 ft
together with many hours of sound
recordings on reel to reel tape when he
returned in 1955/6. It is now more than 80
yrs since Bake's first visit to Nepal when
Interestingly he lodged at the Royal
Guesthouse, now the Kanti Ishwori Primary
School, located next to Mahadev Bahal in
Tripureshwor, Kathmandu where Music
Museum of Nepal is now housed. All
Bake's 1931 recordings, with the exception
of Indra Jaatra, (filmed In Kathmandu,
Durbar Square) were made in the garden of
the guesthouse, which lies between to the
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two buildings. The garden and its boundary
wall, recognised in Bake's films, still exist.

We first became aware of Bake's work after
finding a copy of 'Heartbeat of Nepal: The
Pancai Baja' by Carol Tingey, In a
Kathmandu bookshop some years ago. We
subsequently contacted Carol who provided
us with a copy of her unpublished catalogue
of Bake's Nepalese audio recordings. We
also got in touch with Professor Richard
Widdess at the School of Oriental and Asian
Studies (SOAS) in London, where Bake had
held a post as lecturer in Indian Music from
1948 until his death on 8" October 1963
and where he had deposited much of his
archive, and learned that the Bake's sound
and film recordings had been moved to the
British Library Sound Archive (BLSA) in
London and were in the process of being
digitised.

Janet Top Fargion, Lead Curator and Isobel
Clouter, Curator of World Music at BLSA

_ 3K



were very helpful and were happy to make a
repatriation agreement for digital copies of
C52 (BL ref.) Arnold A. Bake's Nepalese
archive to be provided to Music Museum of
Nepal for educational and research use.
There i1s insufficient documentation
accompanying the films and BLSA needed
help to distinguish Nepalese footage from
Indian footage especially as several films
contain a mix of both. Richard Widdess of
SOAS documented some of the films and |
was asked to continue the documentation.

On 1% August 2011 we visited BLSA in
London and | signed a legal repatriation
agreement, on behalf of Music Museum of
Nepal, together with Janet Top Fargion on
behalf of the British library. Isobel Clouter
then handed over a memory stick containing
digital copies of the Bake Nepalese sound
recordings plus his films in quick time
format. BLSA also agreed to provide high
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resolution copies of four extracts of Bake's
1931 films for the first International Folk
Music Film Festival- Nepal 2011 hosted by
Music Museum of Nepal, which was
primarily dedicated to the work of Arnold
A. Bake.

The Films

The documentation is now complete and the
main Subjects of Bake's films are listed
below. Significantly, the great majority of
these traditional festivals and dances still
continue today in the same or a very similar
form although some dances are performed
less frequently. The one exception seems to
be the Tripureshwora Badha play, which,
as far as we are aware, Is no longer
performed. There are also many fewer
Laakhes in Kathmandu city.
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Bala Chaturdasi,

A communal, annual festival held iIn
Mangsir (Nov/Dec) in remembrance of
deceased parents. Sons and some daughters
of each family will attend for 3 years after a
parent’s death. At evening time the rituals
start with the lighting of a Mahadipa (large
oil lamp) for the Pitri (soul of the deceased
parents) which must stay alight all night
with hymn singing; no one sleeps. Next
morning the people, taking part, will have a
ritual bath in the holy Bagmati River and
afterwards offer one hundred varieties of
seeds and grains for the ancestors on
Kailash hill next to Pashputinath and In
Pashputinath temple (Shiva's places). This
offering symbolises the provision of food
for ancestors in the next life. Filmed in
1955/6
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Charya dance.

There are many, many Gods, Goddessess
and deities and each one has a different
Charya dance and Charya songs in praise of
him/her to please him/her with particular
mudra (sacred and secret hand gestures),
dance steps and asana (including sacred and
secret body postures). Each Bajracharya
(Vajriani Buddhist Preist) may also add his
own variations to the dance and songs in
order to please the God. Some Gods/deities
such as Manjushree will have several
Charya dances written by different
Vajrayani Poets, Siddhas or Maha Siddhas
(great philosophers) mainly from 8" to 12"
Century. The dancer is hoping that the God
will grant him nirvana if he is pleased by
the Charya dance. Some Charya are
performed by a single dancer/singer and
some by a male and female (both would
have received dikshya (teaching from a
Guru or enlightened spiritual master)) in

sexual union. Most Charya are (still)
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performed In secret inside the Vajrayani
monastery. Without the audio track we can’t
recognise to which God/Goddess a
particular Charya dance is dedicated but if
we were familiar with all the Mudra we
would be able to recognise the dance
without hearing the songs. Filmed in 1931
and also in 1955/6.

Indra Jaatra, Kathmandu, Durbar
Sguare.

Kathmandu’s major festival held over 8
days In August or September according to
the Lunar Calendar; the Saita (most
auspicious starting time) is discerned by a
priest. Indra is King of all Gods in heaven
and people also pray to him for rain. The
legend recounts that Indra’s mother needed
Parijat flowers for a special worship and
there were none in heaven so Indra came to
Kathmandu to collect some. Parijat flowers
are deliciously perfumed, considered sacred
3.



and should never be picked from the tree
but only collected from the ground after
they have fallen. We also should never take
them without the owner’s permission. When
Indra was collecting flowers the farmer saw
him, but didn’t know who he was, and so
captured him as a thief. He was tied with his
arms outstretched to a pole and raised on a
high platform outside  Kastamandap
Temple, Durbar Square, Kathmandu so that
everyone could see his shame. After 8 days
Indra’s mother came to plead for her son
and he was set free. Every year Indra’s
punishment is re-enacted and a golden
Image of Indra is tied to a pole raised on a
platform in front of Kastamandap for the 8
days of the festival.

All Kings are regarded as representatives of
Indra and the real historical story from
which the legend arose may relate to a King
(an invader?) in the Lichhavi period who
was not honest and not taking proper care of

his people so was captured and ridiculed by
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being raised on a platform in front of
Kastamandap. His mother then came and
begged for his release and they ran to Indra
Daha, Daha Chowk near Naikap, in the west
part of the Kathmandu Valley, before being
chased out of the Valley with shouting and
rice straw torches. This episode is also
remembered each year just after Indra Jaatra
at Indra Daha.

The first day of the festival, called Lingo
Thadaune, i1s when the Lingo (pole
representing strength and success in war) is
erected. The pole is cut from a single pine
tree 32 hands (hand is measured from elbow
to finger tip) long, cut in a forest near
Bhaktapur. It is pulled to Kathmandu by
ropesS and the journey takes several days.
The Gurjus Pultan (special traditional
musical regiment, pipe and drum band, with
black and white uniforms) wait for the pole
In Bota Hiti and lead the procession to
Kathmandu, Durbar Square. The Gurjus

Pultan regiment has existed since the Saha
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period but the tradition of a musical
regiment extends back at least to the
Lichhavi period. Different castes of the
Newar ethnic group have different roles at
Indra Jaatra, eg. cutting the tree, erecting
pole etc.

On the third day the Kumari festival
begins. Kumari’s (living goddess) golden
chariot Is prepared and she is lifted into it
for the procession which takes 3 days
mainly around the south of the city. Her
chariot i1s followed by the wooden chariots
of Bairab and Ganesha (living gods). In
front of the Kumari’s chariot the Mahakali
dance, Pulu Kishi (elephant) and Laakhe
dance is performed and many other main
dances of many ethnic groups. The King
(now deposed), Prime Minister and all
Important heads of state come to see the
Kumari’s chariot, to pay homage to her and
to receive her blessing. Crowds of ordinary
people also come from far and wide for an

opportunity to see the Kumari’s chariot, to
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make offerings to her and to get her
blessing and also to see the King. These are
the only days of the year when anyone can
see the Kumari Iin her chariot and the only
day that ordinary people could see the King.

At end of the festival the Lingo (pole) is
lowered in the middle of the night and taken
to Teku, Kathmandu and thrown into the
river at the confluence of Bagmati and
Bishumati rivers. Filmed in 1931 and again
In 1955/6.

Laakhe dance.

The Laakhe 1s a great protector and his
dance Is used for exorcizing black spirits.
He is said to represent calm Bhairav and
protects children, in particular, from evils
and daemons. When an evil spirit sees the
dance and/or hears the music it will be
afraid and must leave. There are still
thousands and thousands of Laakhes in

Nepal; every village and every Tol of cities
%9



and towns would have their own Laakhe
with his own variation of the dance and he
would have the name of his village or Tol
attached to him e.g. Majipat Laakhe
(Majipat 1s a Tol In the south part of
Kathmandu city) but there are now many
less Laakhes than there used to be iIn
Kathmandu. Laakhes go into a trance while
they dance; we can recognize the Laakhe’s
lineage and place of origin by the style and
colour (7 different colours) of his mask and
by his costume. The shatkona, on his chest,
the symbol of Shiva and Shakti represents
the unity of one God, neither male nor
female, and shows that he has good power
not evil. He wears a wig made of sacred
yaks tails; black and white and sometimes
dyed different colours. The hair of the
Laakhe's wig Is often made to stand on end
so that he appears more frightening to evil
spirits. The Laakhe always wears Laakhe
Peti, Paairaa and/or Chaanp and Haate
Chaanp. Filmed in 1931 and Nepal Police
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Laakhe dance filmed in 1955/6.

Lord Krisna's Charitra

A play, with dances illustrating scenes of
Lord Krisna's life. Filmed in 1931.

Mahakali dance (Nepali = Mahakali
Naatch, Newari = Mahakali Pyakhan).

Mahakali means Great Kali; she has a very
strong protective power for human beings
and in this dance she is accompanied by 2
other Goddesses and several ganas
(followers or disciples). Mahakali slays a
daemon with a sword which she holds in
her right hand and drinks the daemon's
blood from a Kapal (skull) in her left hand
and also shares it with all ganas; she never
drinks human blood. Before and after this
dance the dancer's Guru and the priest must
carry out very perfect rituals and Naasa Puja
(worship of Naatyaswora, the god of music
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and dance) because If the God Is not happy
something terrible may happen and the
dance cannot be completed. The ganas
always appear before Mahakali appears and
make sure that the environment is safe for
her and they also dance to entertain
Goddess Mahakali. The lion and lioness are
Mahakhali’s mounts and are also ganas as
well as the Khayaks (skeletons) and Bhuts
or Yakshyas (spirits). The dance originates
from Bhaktapur and Thimi and 1is still
performed there each year but Is also
performed annually in front of the Kumari’s
(living Goddess) chariot at Indra Jaatra in
Durbar Square, Kathmandu. All dancers are
men or boys to avoid the possibility of
offending the God with menstrual blood.
Godesses have a shatkona symbol (six
pointed star formed from two interloking
triangles) on their breast. Filmed in 1931
and again in 1956.
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