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Narrative Traditions — Oral Epics and Ballads
Vol. I: The Tulu Paddana

Oral epics, ballads, and narratives form a major part
of the background of rituals, storytelling, and local
mythologies — all an important part of the intangible
cultural heritage of India. The vast range of oral epics in
India, most often sung, also contain recitation and prose
that explain the text. The meters vary greatly, and they
all have different definitions and terms. For instance, the
meter and singing of the Alha is called Alha Chhand.

A wide variety of types of performances and expression
of this genre exist. Some stories are narrated with scrolls
that illustrate episodes. Sometimes, they are acted out,
and sometimes sung, as in the case of the paddanas,
which are performed while transplanting rice. Stuart
Blackburn and Joyce Flueckiger distinguish three kinds
of oral epics in India: martial, sacrificial, and romantic.
Some epics tell a story with multiple episodes and
characters, and some are “multi-story” oral epics.

Oral epics in India are very closely tied to communities,
with performers, audience, and participants all
belonging to the same community. Most oral epics are
associated to rituals, the performance of some being

the ritual itself. Caste also plays an important role in the
performance or patronage of the oral epic traditions in
India.

The great epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata in some
cases, enter the world of these local oral epics, where
the performers are considered to be reincarnations of
heroes and gods from these epics. According to Komal
Kothari, an eminent folklorist of India, this phenomenon
happens when the impact of the oral epic spreads
beyond its initial local boundaries.

Though we are not able to present full performances
of all the oral epics, we believe that these recordings
provide a good glimpse into the variety of meters,
singing styles, and contexts that exist within these
traditions.

Three oral epics are presented in this volume. They are
all part of larger collections, and each one is contributed
by an expert on the genre who has done extensive
research. The paddanas were contributed by Peter Claus,
the Nanda Devi jagar by William Sax, and Alha by Karine
Schomer.



Tulu

Tuluis animportant language of the Dravidian linguistic
family, and is primarily spoken by the people of the
coastal region of Karnataka and the northern part of
Kerala. The region has been known as Tu/u Nadu since
ancient times.

Tulu culture is a living tradition, structured around the
agrarian cycle of the region. Hence, Tulu oral literature
revolves around paddy cultivation, the major form
of agriculture, and other types of cultivation, such as
arecanut, coconut, plantain, and green vegetables. The
various folk genres are based on agriculture, kinship,
family systems, the caste system, different professions,
and the flora and fauna of the region. Thus, the Tulu
paddana combines agricultural activities such as
transplanting rice, with the local lore of bhutas (spirit
deities) and other local deities.

Paddana

Tulu paddanas are oral epics or heroic ballads. Paddanas,
most often sung by women, tell stories that often have
women at the center or describe issues faced by women.
Some paddanas may only be sung in specific kinds of
fields; others only while performing a specific task, such
as pulling out or planting rice seedlings. Some paddanas
are related to deities or to possession by the singers.
Thus, some are sung only as a form of worship. Many
talk about bhutas, which are worshipped in Karnataka,
especially in the coastal areas, and are important in Tulu
culture.

However, while the professional classes of singers are
traditionally meant to preserve the stories through
these song-narratives, folklorists have shown that these
singers insert their own creativity into the narratives.
The paddana singer, who sings the story of a daiva deity
while it is being ritually impersonated and propitiated,
is not just a passive repository of the epic, mechanically
unspooling it on demand; rather, the performer is
active in the process, sometimes fleshing the story out,
sometimes slimming it down, though always within the
framework of the story. This is done by using various

mnemonic devices such as stock phrases, context
descriptions, and details as narrative strategies.

Though usually sung by women, paddanas are
sometimes sung by men, all from the “lower castes.”
Today however, paddanas seem to be gaining in stature
in the folklore of Tulundu and thus of Karnataka.

The paddana presented in this album is from a collection
made by Peter Claus, who is the most well-known
paddana scholar.

Abbaga Daraga

The Abbaga Daraga paddana presented here has
been chosen for a few reasons. Though there is no
predetermined length for paddanas, this recording is
just about an hour long and contains the entire story.
Thus, it is appropriate to present this paddana in its
entirety rather than just an extract.

The Abbaga Daraga paddana is one of the better-known
ones. It is connected to the shrines, as well as the famous
cult of Siri, and the Siri Paddana epic. Abbaga Daraga
shrines are found all over the countryside of the Tulu
area of South Karnataka.



1.
Abbaga Daraga paddana

Performer: Sesi Mundaldi Kankanadi
Date of Recording: December 1988

Place of Recording: Hiriyadika, Karntataka
Language: Tulu

Sonne, daughter of Siri, and her husband Ginde or Gurumarla
pray to the deity Bermeru, asking the god to grant them
children. Sonne then gives birth to twin girls, Abbaga and
Daraga. Caught up in the joys of family life, the couple
neglects their vow to Bermeru. Bermeru appears to Sonne
and Gurumarla disquised as a fortune-teller to tell them that
they will suffer greatly if they continued to neglect the god. All
that the god had given them would be taken back. Gurumarla,
angered by the fortune-teller, tells him to leave. When the
parents are out one day, Abbaga and Daraga are playing
chenne — a traditional board game. They have a quarrel over
the game, and Abbaga hits Daraga over the head, killing her.
Overcome with sorrow at her deed, Daraga jumps into a well
and dies. Another version says that after Abbaga dies, the two
sisters become spirits in the other world.

This story owes part of its popularity to its featuring of three
generations of Siri.
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These notes are prepared with the inputs of Peter Claus
and Purushottam Bilimale.



