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Sacred Groves of India: A Travelling Exhibition

Held in Shantiniketan, Bishnupur and Medinipur
5" to 14" September 2008

Sacred groves are near-natural patches of vegetatinsecrated to local deities or ancestral spirits
and protected by indigenous societies over cerstuiacred groves (SGs) were once common in
many countries of Asia, Africa, Europe and the Aices. Owing to drastic changes in modes of land
use, SGs have disappeared from most continentset#awover three hundred thousand SGs are
reported to exist in Indi& ! most of which are relics of ancient vegetatidvany such groves are a
rich storehouse of biodiversity, containing rameda&ngered and endemic organisms.

With an aim to propagate mass awareness about BEheir biodiversity and cultural significance,
the Indira Gandhi Rashtirya Manav Sangrahalaya ISR Bhopal, holds travelling exhibitions on
sacred groves in different States of India. Thisry6GRMS organized a 12 day-long Travelling
Exhibition and a train of seminars in three dissriof West Bengal. This exhibition highlighted the
cultural and ecological significance of India’s satgroves, as well as the threats to the institigi
survival. The Centre for Interdisciplinary Studeesed as the regional coordinator for this unique
event.

CIS has been engaged in documenting and consesatrgd groves and ponds of the State for the
past 12 years, and has widely published its firglifghe latest publication on the State’'s SGs was
published in the firs€Citizens’ Report on the Status of Environment 'm;t/Benga'ief' 2] Findings of
CIS constituted an important part of the Exhibition

In spite of a sizeable quantity of publicationssared groves of India, the subject is poorly known
among the public. It therefore took several perbuiséts by Dr. D Deb and colleagues to the
institutional authorities to explain the significanof the exhibition, in order for to book the a@oda

and display halls in the academic premises. Thelbhoof the subject was charmlng enough for most
teachers and students in three districts to cotgéera &
organizing the event on their respective campuses.

On September 5, a Seminar on Sacred Groves was heldsg
at Natyaghar auditorium of Kala Bhavan, Visva Bhiara -ﬁl
while the Exhibition remained open fro&eptember5

to 7 at Nandan Art Gallery, across the road from
Natyaghar. On the™ September Dr. Asish K Ghosh
of ENDEV gave an eloquent speech and set the tline
the seminar. Dr. D Deb gave a slide presentation to - =

explain the ecological economic significance ofredecosystems, wh|ch he explalned embod|ed the
indigenous recognition @xistence valuandbequest valuef nature.

On the 5th and'§ folk singers and tribal dancers performed thigirat performances of special
ceremonies held at sacred groves. Raj Baul, whisteoPh.D. in microbiology from Visva Bharati
University, and his band recited wondrdaail songs. Santals from Patharghata village performed
exquisite ceremonial dances.



On the7™, Dr. D Deb conducted a guided tour to selected 1%s Shantiniketan, and explained the
ecological significance of habitat conservatiorotlyh socio-cultural protection over centuries.
Students, research scholars and teachers of Visva

Bharati, as well as wildlife activists participated

the excursion, and had a clear understanding as to

how a cluster of SGs serve to conserve

metapopulations of threatened bird species such as

the Grey Heron, Open-billed Stork and the Indian

Shag.

On the evening oBeptember 7 the IGRMS team

traveled to Basudha, where the whole team took

rest for the night. The next day, colleagues of

IGRMS and CIS moved to Bishnupur town in

preparation for the exhibition earmarked for thetritit of Bankura.

The Bishnupur program was held fr@aptember 9 to 110n theSeptember9, the auditorium of

Bishnupur Ramananda College, the venue of the semiras full to the brim with students, teachers,

and enthused people from remote villages. The &Enefronment Officer of the State, Dr. Debal Roy
chaired the seminar, and informed the audience that
the State Biodiversity Board was planning to protec
the Kanak Durga SG at Chilkigarh, West Medinipur.
Although the seminar talks spilled beyond lunch
hour, an enthusiastic audience was keen to learn
more about the SGs, and demanded extension of the
seminar to the next day

On the1ld", SG functionaries performed their

traditional music and dance forms. After lunch, a

second phase of the seminar was organized, and Dr.

Deb gave his presentation to illustrate the ecokdgi
and cultural significance of sacred ecosystemsalbsie elaborated the indigenous worldview as
opposed to modern neo-classical worldview, andampt their respective consequences on
biodiversity and cultural perceptions of inter-geai®nal rights.

On September 11 Dr. Deb conducted a guided tour to selected dagmaves and ponds - at Belboni
and Chhandar. The participants withessed a unigeersen of a yet-unnamed tree, endemic to a SG

in Chhandar, which Deb had discovered some 8 Wréefs Participants witnessed a few rare floral
species, including the last specimen of a yet uttified tree species, discovered by Dr. Dé&B.

The last leg of the exhibition was held from

September 13 to 14n the 175 year-old Medinipur

College. Both the exhibition and seminar were held

in Vivekananda Hall of the college. Here the

organizers experienced a depressing view of an

almost empty hall. The audience consisted of

participants from Kolkata, Bankura, Bardhaman,

and Hoogly districts, but almost none from the

Medinipur town. Although enthusiastic people

from Jhargram and Shiromoni villages participated,

no academics from either the College or the

Vidyasagar University - located in the town - appeéain the function. It transpired that the Primtip
of the Collegdorgotto inform his colleagues and students about thgrpra. Many of the teachers



from the university, who were invited by lettenasll as over telephone, did not take the matter

seriously, because they were not particularly ad/iio ‘present papers’. Prof. K C Malhotra, the

doyen of the country’s sacred grove conservatiomement, was not upset however, and gave an

enlightening talk to the skeletal audience. He gmé=d an overview of the status of sacred groves in

the country, and explained the invaluable ecoldgieavices and functions of the SGs. Dr. Ajit
Danda, in his Chairman’s address spoke of the
erosion of interest in the local sacred grove
cultures, and besought the audience to think of
ways to rejuvenate the traditional respect for
nature. Dr. Samir Dandapat, a young school
teacher shared his findings of sacred groves of
the district.

A few students who participated found interest

in the topic, and expressed their willingness to

conduct a survey of SGs in the surrounding

villages. The fact that the exhibition aroused

interest among the few students and the
common people who came from distant villages, waachievement. This experience perhaps made
it clear that the common people are more reliagpmsitories of hope for conservation of the SGa tha
the academics.

The last daySeptember 14Sunday saw some a few enthusiastic people fromgdpur to attend the
program. A local TV channel also took great intgres did a physics professor of the college who
lately learned about the event. The exhibition wbup after lunch.

In spite of the conspicuous absence of some acadeand scholars, the exhibition proved successful
in spreading the message of the importance of ddxabitats among the rural people, students and
school teachers who were present from the begirtoitige end, in all three venues. They also read
and purchased copies of publications and postedispialy, and frequently inquired about the
practical means to conserving the sacred grovéseafrespective villages.

A total of 482 participants in the three districisited the exhibitions, and most of them expressed
their joy and appreciation of knowing about theiantinstitution of sacred groves. Even a day after
the termination of the exhibition, on the 1Btlorning, a handful of participants from Jhargrard an
Shalboni paid personal visits to the governmensgheuse, to thank Dr. Deb of CIS and Sri Tapas
Biswas of IGRMS for a great learning experiencel pledged their commitment to save the treasure
of sacred groves in and around their villages.
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