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Puni:
The culture of the
pan grass mat in

Mattakalappu

A.Thevarupan

Translation:Geetha Sugumaran

Among the many handicrafts produced
in Mattakalappu, the grass mat is one of the
most significant one. It is the earliest
handmade product made from the pangrass
(a kind of fern). Grass mats, like carpets in
the North Indian tradition, are an integral
part of the South Indian and the Sri Lankan
traditions. The patterns or designs woven on
the mats reveal the cultural uniqueness of
the regions. A study on the production,
esthetics of design and distribution of grass

mats also reveal the history of the society.

Colonization and modernizationhad
an impact on this native artifact and
adversely affected the production of these
mats. The introduction of rubber mats,
which are cheaper and have more elaborate
motifs, has reduced the use of grass mat. In
addition, iron chairs and portable plastic
beds

alsoreduced the utility of these grass mats.

chairs, and ~ mattresses have
Therefore, this handicraft does not yield a
permanent income for the families that
produced them traditionally. In recent times,
mat weavers and younger generations from
these communities have begun to lose
interest in making these mats, switching

over to other occupations.

Nature and the community’s tradition
played a crucial role in the production of the
grass, its preservation, and in the
manufacture of the mats. The centuries-old
industry was affected hy

grass mat

continuous rain and floods, drought, the

loss of land, displacement, creation of new
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settlements, ethnic conflicts, and the advent
of electricity and that of the rubber mats.
The weavers of the grass mats therefore
lived under constant threat, and the mats
woven amid these threats have come to
stand as a record of their experiences. Thus,
the grass mat,apart from being a source of
income, has also turned into a medium to
express the sorrows of life, the search for
the selfthe means to achieve satisfaction
and the space for the establishment of one’s
self. Even a cursory look at the production of
these mats sheds light not only on its
aesthetics, but also on the social history of
Mattakalappu. The short utility time of these
grass mats and the unavailability of archives
about this cottage industry have made it a
daunting task to conduct studies in this field.
Nevertheless, the specific terms used by the
weaver community, their everyday practices
and the experiences they share have served
to provide a basic structure to explore this
field.

Cultural background of the grass mats:

At present, both the Tamils and the
Muslims produce the grass mats in the
Eastern province of Sri Lanka, especially in

Although  both
are bound by

Mattakalappu. ethnic

communities language,
geographical area and the resulting common
traits of culture, they are also marked by
significant differences and contrasts. These
two ethnic groups are divided by traits such
as their strife for the right over the land and
in forming a national identity, their efforts to
establish their own histories, and their
political aspirations. While recent debates
on nationalism have paved way to the
communities” embracement of their
traditions, they have also led to a stagnancy
in the shared culture among Tamils and
Muslims. However, the grass mat cottage
industry serves as an example of one of the
few fields that have transcended such
constraints, preserving the custom of

sharing among the Tamils and the Muslims.

38
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In this context,the grass mat emerges
as one of the common cultural features
shared by the Tamils and the Muslims. Both
are dependent on each other in the
production,distribution and utilization of
grass mats. Consequently, this lifestyle has
not only served to efface a definitive
ethnicity-based  categorization,but  also
helped create boundless forms, patterns
and motifs. Thus,every shape, pattern, color
and weaving design involves socio-cultural
elements that deeply influenced the
psychological experiences and cultural ethos
of the two ethnic groups, and the grass mat

now represents these factors.

History of Production of the Grass Mats:

Grass mats are predominantly

produced in Mattakalappu, especially

inTamil villages such as Vakarai, Palsenai,

Kathiraveli, Maruthankulam, Kirumissai,

Vazaisenai, Kinnaiyadi, Kiran, Santhiveli,

Navarkida, Thazankuda, Kurukkalmadam,

Settippalayam, Kaluthavalai, Pansenai,

40

Tharavai, Onthassimadam, Nilavanai,
Pattiruppu, Kallaru and in Muslim villages
including Kathankudi, Ollikulam,
Kangeyanodai, Palamunai, Poonochumunai,
Eravur, Meeravodai, Semmanodai and
Kavathamunai. People who weave these
grass mats are known as the ‘Kinnarai’. In
early days,the Tamils controlled the supply
of the raw materials for the grass mats, its
production anddistribution. In course of
time, Muslims entered this field as selling
between the

While the field was

agents producers and

consumers. still
monopolized by the Tamils, Muslim women
also took part in the production of the grass
mats and the supply of raw materials. Later,
when Muslim businessmen married the
Tamil women from the ‘Mukkuvar’ caste,this
handicraft and its production came to
involve Muslims too. Meanwhile, during the
1990s, the ethnic clash between Tamils and
Muslims, the way politicians exploited this
and the

state of unrest, resulting

displacement sresulted in a revision of the
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earlier structure This led, in particular, to the
revival and developmen;c of the practice of
pan grass mat weaving in Tamil villages,
establishing a state of coexistence between
the Tamils and the Muslims and
foregrounding the practice as one beyond

ethnic differences.

In the South Indian culture, the grass
mats are made from long growing grass such
as pan and saappai, or from the long fronds
of palm and coconut trees. Depending on
the longevity of the raw materials, they are
converted to temporary or permanent mats.
Usually the coconut frond mats are used in
temples and houses during the final rites of
the dead. On the other hand, mats made of
palm fronds were used for drying grains,
seats and a as place of rest. Mats made of
saappai grass was used by elders and
patients. However, beyond their specific
applications, mats also served as symbols of

social status. For instance, coconut frond

el

mats are used to lay the dead body on, while
different kinds of mats such as palm frond
mats or pan grass mats are provided for the
people who come to pay their respect to the
dead depending on their social hierarchy. In
due course, mats made of pan grass became
an indispensable part of everyday life. The
flexibility of pan grass, its long life when
compared to other mats, and a very short
production time (usually 2 days) made it the
most sought-after option. However, such
practices changed over time and nowadays,
the mat weaved from the pan grass is used
for all purposes. Coconut frond mats and
saappai grass mats are not in use, whereas,
to some extent,palm frond matsare still in

use

The mat and its production

In Mattakalappu, the mats in everyday
use are called Ondipaay, and decorative

mats for special occasions are known as
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The for

guests,which serve as a symbol of pride, are

Mappillaipaay. mats  used
called Punipaay. There are also mats called
Panthipaay or Pallivasalpaay,which mark

the cultural identity of the people.

Despite the similarities between the
Muslims and the Tamils, they preserved
their unigue identity in the production and
usage of their mats. Since Tamils were the
original mat-weavers, the names for
different types of mats were initially based
on the cultural practice of the Tamils. For
instance, the mat used during feasts in the
temple was called panthipaay (feast mats).
Over time, Muslims began to weave the
same type of mats and named them
pallivasalpaay (mats for the mosque).
Similarly, the small mat known asthottilpaay
(cradle mats) among the Tamils was called
as thozukaipaay (worship mats) among the
Muslims. Predominantly, thozukaipaayare

green in color. Thus, through the choice of

the colors and names, both ethnic groups

have preserved their identity in their mats.

The grass mat in production:

Pan is a kind of grass classified under
rush and reed plants. The geography of the
Mattakalappu region,with its fertilesoil,
moisture and temperature, suits well for the
cultivation and preservation of the pan
grass. In about four months, this fern grows
up to 4 or 5 feet, with a thickness of about 3
centimeters. The pan grass is harvested
thricea year in the same field. Every five
years, the soil is prepared for the cultivation
of new pan grass. During summer, the grass
is harvested, dried and dyed with colors,
and dried again. During winter, thepan grass
is prepped and flattened using a machine
and the mats are woven. Winter is the best
season for weaving as the flattened grass is
more flexible during this time. The suppler

the grass is, the better it is for weaving and
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Thus, the

environment is an important factor in the

creating  designs/motifs.
harvest and preserving of the grass.
However, the weaving patterns, type and
shapes of the mats are determined by

culture.

Kinds of panmats

Based on the weaving patterns, the
grass mats are broadly classified into two
categories: ‘suthuppaay’ (mats that are
broad and can be rolled up) and ‘nilappaay’
(mats that are long). The long mats were the
first of their kind to be produced. Since they

are woven using lengthy grass without being

broken or cut in the middle, these types of
mats are the most durable. At present, the
craftsmen of Ammanthanavaliin  the
Vakarairegion are notable for weaving these
mats. The weaving technigue of the broad
mat is different from that of the long mat. In
this type of mat, the grass is knitted
diagonally. Therefore shorter grass can be
used for this. This kind of mat is ideal for
making designs and patterns as new grass
and new colors can be notched and added
whenever necessary while weaving. The
long mat and the broad matlater came to be
known as

‘ondipaay’ and ‘punipaay’

respectively.

sed Thozuzaippaay

L TEE DI r

S — :
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b : :
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Due to its use of the long grass, the
designs in ondipaayare those that support the
length and are very basic. They easily lend
themselves to various shapes such as
rectangles, squares and triangles. Depending
on the colors and the number of strands of
pan, these mats are known under different
namessuch asweldingpaay, karkkuruvippaay,
assuppaay, koppivithaippaay and
nekizuppay. For each pattern, the mat
weavers memorize the colors to be used and
the number of strands of pan grass to be
weaved. For instance, to make a
karukkurivippaay, a strand of red pan grass
followed by a strand of white pan grass
followed by four strands of red pan grass

arelacedin a crisscross pattern.

Whilepunipaay, because of the way
the notches are made, are very ideal for
creative designs.Therefore, all decorative
mats came to be known as punipaay. The
knittingmethod of the punipaay and the
decorative demand

patterns expert

craftsmanship. One needs a sharp eye and
meticulous knitting skills to create such
mats. Thick and equal length of grass is a
basic requirement. The mat-makers create
exquisite designs by changing the orientation
of the strands weaves together. Based on
the differences in knitting and the motifs,
the mats take up various names such
punippaay,
kalanthukuthi punippaay, eerupunippay,

assutrppuni, saathu

pinnalkodipunipaay, vellaripoopunipaay,
karunkuruvipoopunipaay etc. The mats
get these names from the motifs,which
closely resemble a particular kind of flower
or sparrow. Sometimes, they get their names
due to their close resemblance with certain
animais or plants, after the designs are
created. Thus, the mats in Mattakalappu
incorporate motifs and designs that can be
observed in the natural environment in that
regionand get passed onthe nextgeneration.
The specific types of mats used in weddings
get specific names such as mappillaipaay

and kalyanapaay.
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Recently, it has become a common
practice among mat-weavers, sellers and
consumers to call the same mat by different
names in different geographical locations.
This situation has resulted in a single kind of
mat being called by different names,thereby
blurring the reasons for which a mat was
given a specific name. For instance, the long
mat of the Ammanthanavali pirathesam is
called ondippay at Punochchamunai. The
panthippaay used by Tamils to serve meals
is also known as pallivaasalpaay among the
Muslims. Whereas thottilpaay is common
between both ethnic groups,while it also
goes by the name thozugaippaay among
Muslims when it is predominantly green in

color.

Besides motifs, color is the next
important feature in grass mats. In a way,

colors bring out the uniqueness of the

Mattakalappu mats. Early mats were made
with naturals dyes such as pigments from
green leaves and powdered barks of trees
that were later mixed with water and boiled
to create shades of yellow, green, red, black,

purple etc.
o Red: Gutta leaves (Garcinia Gummi)

J Yellow: Curma longa (Berberis

aristate)
U Purple: Diospyros Exsculpta

® Green: Nerium Odorm and Melia

Composite
. Black: Nutmeg and Termilia Chebula

However, modernization during the

colonial period introduced synthetic
dyes,after which natural dyes have gone out
of use.But this has also led to new ways of
using colors. While weaving the mat, the

background color is determined first and

Start / P_L.\__,__ —j
o ]
End /
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the notches are

then the colors for
determined. The color for the notches is
usually contrasted with the background
color, and then the colors of the grass that is
woven by ones or twos is decided. In
addition, the choice of colors also depends
on the use of these mats. If the mat is for
Muslim prayers, then greenis the dominating
color, whereas if it is an everyday mat, then
purple and red dominate the motifs. The
next step after choosing the colors is to
select the motifs. Based on the motif, the
design surface and shapes 6f the motif, the
mat is woven and notched according to the
thickness of the grass. Théréfore, decorative
mat-weaving involve procedures such as
choosing the motif, the colors, the thickness
of the grass, and the technique of weaving.
Thus, the art of mat-weaving is very intricate

and complex like any other visual art.

Today, there are only a few mat-
weavers who possess the expertise in all
kinds of weaving technigues. Among them
M.Manikkam, M.
Kamalavathi, K. Pasupathi, K. Boopathy and

Valliyammai, M.

K. Kalippillai are some of the notable weavers
of theVakarai region. They belong to a strong
lineage of mat-weaver sand excel in weaving
ondippaay and its several kinds. Similarly,
Savalkamir Sulaiman atchi, a seventh-
generation mat-weaver who belongs to the
Muslim community in Poonochimunai, is
adeptin all kinds of mat-weaving techniques.
His meticulous work andhis sharp
observation, coupled with soul-searching
thoughts, have made him a mat-weaver par
excellence. He is also skilled in planning the
motifs according to the strength of the grass

and can weave any kind of mat.

an
i
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Compared to Tamils, Muslims make
more number of Punippaay and explore
more creative forms of the mat. Tamils are
involved in creating other artifacts made of
grass to create a unigue identity for
themselves. Village development organizations
encourage these handicrafts and offer
financial support. At the same time, younger
generation Muslims have lost interest in
these mats and tend to show more creativity

in other articles made of grass.

Conclusion

The aesthetics behind the motifs in
the mats is the unigue quality of the mats of
Mattakalappu. The weavers have embodied
plants, birds and animals by creating a
replica of these in their motifs from their
everyday life. Using colors such as green,
red, purple and black, they have recreated
mats that reflect the surrounding elements
of nature. Such artful use of colors and
techniques in knitting the mats transcend

56

their purpose and serve as an excellent
example of visual arts. The absence of
discussions and interactions with other
visual artists and continued engagement
with experts in the field have prevented this
cottage industry from moving to the next

stage.

However, policies and plansintroduced
by the ministry of traditional small-scale
handicrafts have helped revive an interest in
producing grass mats. Moreover, women’s
organizations such as Soorya, in the
Mattakalappu region, have also promoted
the weaving of the grass mat as a source of
income for women, and have encouraged
the production of other artifacts made from
the pan grass. Organizations such as Soorya
have created funding opportunities,
awareness programs,advanced marketing
techniques and informed discussions on the
field. Such af:tivities have revived the grass
improved its

mat industry and have

marketability.
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