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        “I have lived my life believing 

        Storytelling was my proud legacy” 

          ---Temsula Ao, ‘The Old Story Teller’   

Abstract: 

Shifting our focus from the mainstream Indian English writings, yet there are enough unheard tales 

to listen from the North east, the wing tip of India. North east India is not only incredible because of 

its diverse flora and fauna but also because of the diversity prevailing in terms of culture, language, 

religion, myths, folklores and many more. The most recurrent feature of the literatures of the seven 

north-eastern states of India can be sought as an intense sense of awareness of the cultural loss and 

recovery of the same. Each tribe or even a small linguistic group has tried or can be said is in the 

process of responding to the encounters with the mainland Indian cultures in its own way. In the 

yarn of this region, one finds literature is intricately woven with the hope to make it as a medium of 

telling its ethnic stories and fables to the world. Most of the communities from the North-east India 

can take pride of themselves for possessing a vibrant storytelling tradition. The availability of the 

print culture during the colonial times, collecting, re-collecting, telling, re- telling, printing the 

folklore of the different communities became an important part of the colonial ethnographic agenda 

for a better understanding and effective control of the area by the colonial forces. In 1908, the 

Imperial Gazette called the stories of this region as “superstition” but today the world regards it as 

ecological wisdom. Verrier Elwin had made additions to the folklore material in the post- 

Independence period.  The rich availability of the oral tradition and heritage has been the main 

fuelling source for the writers of this region to produce authentic literary pieces. Moreover, it can 

also be held that amongst many indigenous communities there has been a resurgence of a conscious 
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attempt to adopt elements from their own oral literature in order to create a modern literature of 

their own which would resist the colonial projection of denial of their existence in history or 

literature. Since time immemorial, it has always been seen that women had played an active role in 

telling, re-telling the oral stories and fables, passing it from one generation to the other generations. 

In her most celebrated essay, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Helene Cixous claims that female bodies 

must be heard which is a direct initiation to the development of ‘ecriture feminine’ or ‘writing as 

the woman.’ Women from the North east India also have the required keenness and interest to 

uphold their tradition through writings. Women writers like, Easterine Kire Iralu, Mamang Dai, 

Temsula Ao and many others have tried to preserve their oral folklore, stories and myths through 

their writings. Therefore, the paper aims at studying and understanding the space acquired by the 

female writers of the North East India in re-telling and re-addressing of the mythic tales and 

folklores through written forms. 
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Methodology:   

For the study, The Oxford Anthology of Writings from North east India and Fresh Fictions are the 

primary sources. Moreover, for the secondary sources, Peter Barry’s Beginning Theory, Pramod K. 

Nayar’s From Text to Theory validated the research. Moreover, for studying the feminist aspect, 

Helene Cixous’s essay ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ and Judith Butler’s feminist methodology has 

been considered. In this paper, folktales like: ‘How the world was made’, ‘The Story of Donyi-

Polo’, ‘The War with the Stars’ re-told by Mamang Dai from Arunachal Pradesh, ‘Kelchawngi’ re-

told by Magaret Ch Zama from Mizoram and poems, ‘Blood of Others’, ‘The Old Story Teller’ by 

Temsula Ao from Nagaland are being studied. 

 

The role of women of the North East India in re-construction of the Mythic tales: 

In this paper, the discussion on the importance of re-constructing of the age-old myths by the 

women is being done. But now the question arises that why the female has taken up re-telling of the 

oral tales in this era? Myths, legends, folk tales are the rich heritage or even the roots of any culture. 

They are the narratives held sacred which basically deals with past events of cosmic and permanent 

significance, like ‘creation of Earth’, ‘Creation of Mam’, ‘Divinity of nature’ etc. Myths stands as 

an explanation of some ritual can be held as the source of the same which provides the stories a 
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spiritual and supernatural dimension. Myths are the embodiment of dogmas, accepted beliefs where 

humans are not necessarily the main characters but also the animals, demi-gods, half God half 

animals, trees are placed as the main characters. With time, they should be in the process of re-

cycling, passed off from generations to generations, or else, they would be left forgotten. With re-

telling and re-writings, any community strives to retain its existence in the history. But, Temsula 

Ao, an eminent writer from North east India claims that modern story-tellers and poets from the 

north east, does not seem to have a political agenda like the postcolonial literature that is emerging 

in Africa and amongst Native Americans. She says: 

The people of North East India seem to have attained a new ‘maturity’ in their perceptions 

about themselves, that the ‘other’ of their position vis-à-vis mainland India was not ‘them’ 

elsewhere but very much within their own sense of isolation in an oral culture. Once 

articulated through the written text, similarities of world views with other cultures have 

helped forge new affinities, and at the same time enabled them to accept the differences as 

only uniqueness of any given culture rather than denominators of any deficiency or 

inferiority. ( Mishra109) 

Therefore, their ‘new found confidence’ has made the writers to step out and present their voice 

before the world. Thus, through the scribal tradition, i.e. the development of the script in the entire 

north east region is resulting in the occurrence of the modernist literature.  

Speaking, Writing and performing can definitely be understood as the different means of 

expressing a particular idea or a concept but these has always yielded different viewpoints among 

the viewers and readers. In her most celebrated essay, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Helene Cixous 

claims that female bodies must be heard which is a direct initiation to the development of ‘ecriture 

feminine’ or ‘writing as the woman.’ The feminist movement, mainly from the French critics called 

for the making of a form of writing that was connected to the woman’s body and which would not 

obey the limitations and rules imposed by the patriarchal social order. Cixous had always promoted 

the process of writing among women because according to her, writing is the most productive arena 

through which women voices and stories can be globally placed. Cixous is associated with the 

introduction of ‘ecriture feminine’ which is writing the body in response to the patriarchal society. 

Cixous maintains: 
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She must write herself because, when the time comes for her liberation, it is the invention of a 

new insurgent writing that will allow her to put the brakes and indispensable changes into 

effect in her history. ( Cixous, 880) 

 

Temsula Ao’s poem, ‘The Old Story Teller’ promotes storytelling as a proud legacy which implies 

that women who has stood up to articulate their voices either by writing or speaking, made their 

presence felt before the globe, has definitely tried to create a strong position and an identity of her 

own. The importance of liberating writing must be promoted among female not only to restore the 

women writing but also to achieve a kind of a new found liberty among the female. Moreover, it 

must be seen as a utopian process rather than a model or analytical tool, a sense of what a feminine 

imaginary could be that remains a potent cultural and political image. Julia Dobson, in her essay 

‘Helene Cixous’ comments on Cixous that,  

 

Her work reveals the centrality of language to identity formation and the political and 

economic investments of a gendered view of language and culture which assigns the function 

of lack, negative or marginal to the female subject and representations of femineity. (131)  

 

Female narratives are the description of the felt and lived experiences, sometimes communal or 

personal stories, re-told by the women themselves. Female narratives basically uphold the struggles 

of their particular journey, sometimes articulate the trauma that they face in their lives. By 

interpreting the women or female narratives, the scholarship can achieve a much stronger 

understanding of the gender roles, the power equation of male and the dominant ideologies that 

works upon the society. In his From Text to Theory, Pramod K. Nayar notes that,  

Such a transgressive writing project marks the woman’s entry into history, and on her own 

terms. She does not fit into the traditional models of history-writing. (Nayar, 144) 

The writing expeditions by the women would ensure a space of their own. Thus, it is with their 

writing efforts the women are capable of attaining a position in the history.  

 There are many stories about how the world was made or came into being. The Adi people 

of Arunachal Pradesh have their many varieties and one such is re-told by Mamang Dai in, ‘How 

the World was made’. In this folktale, it is believed that before Earth was made, everything was 

water. The two brothers, Lopong Rimbuche and Chom Dande thought one day that there should be 
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humans on earth so they came down to the Earth but when they thought human is nothing without 

water, so, they brought down the lotus flower growing in the sky. They called winds from the four 

quarters and dust came along, scattered everywhere. When the two brothers patted down the dust, 

piled and made a hole, Earth was created. 

 Re- told by Mamang Dai, in ‘The Story of Donyi-Polo’, the readers come to know about 

how Donyi and Polo came into being. Sedi created Tani Ami, the man, in the womb of Pedong 

Nane, the rain mother, the mother of humankind. Donyi was a greater light. When Ettung Tiklung, 

the bamboo frog killed Donyi, the weaker light did not come out and everywhere there was 

darkness. The crow managed to make her come out of her dwelling place. For her husband’s body, 

elaborate rites of purification were done and the dead body was immersed in the lake Bopulungem 

Puto. His dead body was given the name, Polo. ‘Aabang’ are short and sharp narrative ballads 

which is based on Adi spiritual and the mythological beliefs. The Adis believe that they once 

possessed a script given by the gods, written on the dried skin of Mithuns but they ate up the skin 

during a great famine. The tradition of story-telling has its roots deep. Therefore, Mamang Dai took 

up re- writings and re-telling so that the folklore continues to be circulated among the people. 

 Dree is an important agricultural festival of the Apa Tanis of the Ziro valley in Arunachal 

Pradesh which is celebrated in the month of July. The Apa Tanis believe that the story of Dree is 

also the story how paddy came into being on this Earth. Re-told by Mamang Dai, ‘The Story of 

Dree’ has to offer their history to present before the world.   

 In the story, ‘The War with the Stars’, the fish and the stars were friends until they were 

divided into two different clans. Once, Puirsem, son of Dupuir and Dudengu from the Star clan was 

trapped and eaten by a water spirit called Tapu Talar. The bat that was passing by saw and informed 

the Stars. Once, the Otter, brother of Fish was sacrificed and eaten by the Star clan. The bat flew by, 

got to know about this. In order to win Bat’s side, the Star people offered it the sacrificed Otter’s 

meat. The bat ate and later went to the fish people and informed about it. This way there started a 

war between the two clans and this is how fish acquired gills till date. The Catfish, who tried to 

climb up the rocks in order to defeat the stars, was struck with a large rock and this is how it got its 

big head. Now, it is a belief that as a reminder of this war, sometimes huge clouds gather and 

lightning strikes. But, today, fish and the stars have become friends again as the belief goes. 

 Mizo literature too draws elements from the oral tradition. Folk songs and myths re-live in 

the poetry and prose works. In her article, ‘Mizo Literature: An Overview’, she discussed that the 
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coming of Christianity to Mizoram infused a ‘non-secular mindset’ which determined the character 

of the songs and narratives written during the early phase of written literature in Mizoram.  Before 

the readers, Margaret Ch Zama of Mizoram has represented the folktale of ‘Kelchawngi’, which is a 

story of an obedient girl called ‘Kelchawngi’ and how she returned to heavens after getting 

discarded by her parents. Through this Mizo folk tale, the readers come to know about Pu vana, the 

God of Heavens. By representing the old forgotten tales, Margaret Ch Zama has tried to re-create a 

space for the Mizo folktales. 

Temsula Ao, through her writings allures the readers to listen to the myths and legends of 

Nagaland. Through her two poems, ‘Blood of Others’ and ‘The Old Story Teller’ Temsula shifts the 

focus of her readers to rich in stories of the Nagaland. 

In her poem, ‘Blood of Others’, Temsula presents the old tradition and customs in Nagaland. 

“In the bygone days of the other life 

Before the advent of the WORD 

Spilling the blood of foes 

Was the honour-code” (Ao 81 ) 

She focuses on the existence of the Pagan beliefs before coming of the Christianity and also regrets 

about “borrowing their minds” and “became perfect mimics’.  

“We believed that gods lived 

…Whom we worshipped 

With unquestioning faith. 

Then came a tribe of strangers 

Into our primordial territories 

Armed with only a Book and 

Promises of land called Heaven.” ( Ao 81-82) 
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Ao wants to reveal those “suppressed resonance of old songs/ And the insight of primitive stories” 

because she perfectly knows that there is lot more hidden beneath the prevailing discourse. She 

therefore takes up her pen to re write the unheard, even forgotten ethnic discourses which lived and 

passed on orally but because of the availability of print and audio-visual media and the world to be 

on digitalization mode, somewhere, somehow, those tales are rarely heard or narrated now. 

Ao’s another poem ‘The Old Story Teller’ expresses the legacy of the story telling by the female 

folk. The treasures of any community or a tribe are the preservation of their culture, language and 

beliefs. She speaks: 

“I have lived my life believing 

Storytelling was my proud legacy. 

The ones I inherited  

From grandfather became 

My primary treasure” ( Ao 83) 

Ao confirmed that she took up to tell her folk tales through her writings as “they ran in my (her) 

blood” and “each telling revitalized/ My (her) life force”. Each story that she has presented through 

her writings would help her community to attain a space and to exist in the history as each story 

“reinforced/ My (her) racial reminiscence.” 

Conclusion: 

To conclude, the north east female writers has lot more offer to the world. Writings from this side 

of the Earth are drenched with oral folk tales and mythical stories of the region. Their re-

construction of the folklores is helping the traditional knowledge to be circulated through new terms 

and new way, mostly contributing a huge bulk of re- writings to the modernist literature. Moreover, 

writing would allow the women to enter into the historical as well as literary canon in their own 

terms. Ao’s poem, ‘The Old Story Teller’ represents the legacy of women telling, re-telling the 

stories orally. Each state has its own rich varied versions of myths and folktales. Each story, either 

through the poetry or through the folk tale that has been told by the female writers can be sought as 

the evidences of the existences of the primitive and traditional knowledge. A distinct space has been 

attained by re-telling of the mythic tales and folk stories by the female writers in the post 
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independence era modern era. Through their writings the essence of their land can be felt along with 

a fresh bulk is being contributed to the scenario of Indian English Writings. Moreover, their re-

telling is the blocks of unheard history and probably can be seen as an attempt to complete the 

unsolved puzzle.  
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