Art and healing

Post-earthquake relief work using the performing arts in Nias, Indonesia

Objective:

To assess the possibilities of developing a project using traditional art forms to help dealing with the post-earthquake trauma on various levels, to the mutual benefit of the respective community and the arts.

Transmutation of the original project:

In order to define the parameters of this project, it is necessary to explain two important transmutations from its original conception to the actual implementation. 

1. Focusing on communities affected by the earthquake and not the tsunami.

2. Doing a survey across a cross-section of different communities rather than focusing on one. 

1. Why ‘post-earthquake’ and not ‘post-tsunami’:

Right at the beginning I would like to explain why this project went from being a post-tsunami exercise to a post-earthquake effort. What was not clear before I arrived in Nias was that the earthquake of March 28, 2005 devastated the region much more than the tsunami of December 26, 2004. While some coastal towns of western Nias were affected by the tsunami, notably Sirombu where 20 deaths were recorded and Lehawa where fishermen lost many boats, the earthquake in March claimed 850 lives and left thousands homeless. On arriving in Gunung Sitoli, the capital of the Nias region, and the area which suffered the most from the earthquake I realised that not only did the earthquake physically do more damage than the tsunami, but the fear and trauma does not have a chance to subside since almost every week, sometimes more often, there is an earthquake of varying intensity, sometimes imperceptible, sometimes strong enough to send everyone running out of the houses. During my three-week stay in Nias, there were at least 5 quakes; two strong enough to cause physical damage to property though lives were not lost. Having experienced a minor quake on the first day of my stay and the ensuing panic and fear, I decided to focus on post-earthquake trauma.  

2. Survey across a cross-section of different communities:

Since so little is known about Nias -- about the social structure, the local art forms, the belief systems and so on -- it was imperative to do a basic study of different communities. After a week it became clear that Nias consisted of several different communities that were fairly polarised, each having subsumed the experience of the earthquake and the subsequent emotional upheaval in very different ways. Hence the decision to invest time doing a study across different communities rather than focusing on one isolated case. This I believe is essential to implement the project in a more profound and meaningful manner.    

Background about Nias:

Population : 7,26,881 people [2004 census]

Nias is an island off the West coast of Sumatra with a very unique culture of its own. Unusually for Indonesia, the population is predominantly Christian -- 93% Christian, 4-5% Muslim and 2-3%Buddhist -- with almost 50 different church denominations jostling for space. The island is divided into two districts -- Nias and South Nias. The capital of Nias is Gunung Sitoli and that of South Nias is Tuluk Dalam. Though the altitude varies from sea level to only 800m, Nias is very, very hilly with steep slopes and valleys. This makes many villages in the interior practically inaccessible. The infrastructure is very poor, the roads very bad. Many villages are accessible only by motorbike and many more only by foot. The only road that is maintained in fairly good repair is the one running from Gunung Sitoli to Tuluk Dalam along the east coast. For this reason, when the tsunami and later the earthquake occurred it was difficult, indeed practically impossible, to send aid to the majority of the island. Literacy levels are very low mainly because many of the villages are inaccessible. 

Healthcare is very poor and a large percentage of the population are below the poverty line [the figures vary drastically from the governmental to non-governmental sources]. Malaria and tuberculosis are endemic. Also Nias is a pork-based economy. A large percentage of the population [being Christian] raise pigs or hunt wild pigs. But one of the latest health surveys showed that a large percentage of the population have high cholesterol levels, high blood pressure and subsequent cardiac problems due to the amount of pork fat in the diet. This, of course, increases the risk of death  and diseases or health problems caused by stressful conditions, especially after the earthquake. 

The Nias people believe that their origins lie in the area of Gomo in southern Nias. The southern part of Nias has adhered to its traditions and culture far more than the north. One finds villages constructed in wood in the traditional way. Many animistic beliefs and rituals are mixed with the practicing religions in South Nias. The northern part of Nias is very much more developed and westernised. This is partly due to the fact that Gunung Sitoli is the economic hub of Nias and thus more connected to the rest of the world. But it is also due to the fact that the forms of Christianity practiced have adopted western modes of worship and life as well. One can see this all over Nias. Most of the churches have pianos, keyboards or even full-scale bands with electric and acoustic guitars, drums, microphones, sophisticated sound systems and so on. This is very popular among the youth and gospel rock is taking over the entire island. These churches get a lot of funding from other parts of Indonesia as well as international Christian organisations making them a strong economic power centre for the people. 

Historically, the Muslim religion managed to integrate with the local cultural practices and beliefs. To a certain extent, the Catholic missionaries also used local traditions to preach their message. Unfortunately, the Protestant missionaries that arrived banned all ancestral worship, prohibited many animistic forms of worship and imposed the Western mode of living as well as religion. Presently the Protestant population forms the majority and their practices have spread all over Nias.  

When one talks about culture it is more than just artistic forms of expression. The food and the language of Nias still remain unique. The language is widely spoken, more than Bahasa Indonesia is. But the local forms of weaving and traditional clothing have given way to the ubiquitous jeans and T-shirts. The local dance and music forms are dying out. Of course, they are still taught in schools and the Maina, especially, still is a very popular social dance, being performed on all social occasions. But one hardly hears the traditional instruments. They are relics of the past and seem to play no role in the fabric of the lives of the people. While art forms like the Maina and Moyo have survived, they are fighting a losing battle against western pop, gospel, Indonesian Dangdut, of course, and even Bollywood [Indian film] music and dance. 

Gunung Sitoli:

Population: 73,604 people [2004 census]

I decided to concentrate on the city of Gunung Sitoli for two reasons. The primary one was that it was the area that suffered the most damage during the earthquake. More than half the victims were in Gunung Sitoli. Since it is the city with the highest concentration of urban construction in Nias, with houses more than two storeys high and many concrete buildings, most of the damage occurred here. The traditional villages in Nias are all built of wood, so the casualties were not so high outside Gunung Sitoli. The second largest city, Tuluk Dalam, the capital of South Nias, was the next affected. 

The official count
 is stated to be 850 deaths in Nias of which 455 were recorded only in Gunung Sitoli but unofficial sources place it at almost twice the number. For example, the Chinese community claims that there were 400 dead just within their own community. In Gunung Sitoli, 654 houses were said to be totally destroyed and about 2,000 partially destroyed. Again unofficial sources give much higher figures. But even taking the official count, a great many people died and thousands have been rendered homeless, living in refugee camps, even after 8 months.    

The second one was the shortage of time and lack of infrastructure. The initial project was to be based in Banda Aceh where I had contact persons running NGOs or were members of local communities that would provide me with a ready entry. When the project focus was shifted to Nias it was under the understanding that UNESCO Jakarta had a project going there, with the necessary contacts and infrastructure. This unfortunately was not the case. Their project in Hilinawalo Mazingo had not continued after the initial survey due to various reasons. Moreover, Nias is a very neglected part of Indonesia. The locals themselves feel very marginalised. Facts on Nias are hard to come by. I landed in Gunung Sitoli after a harrowing twenty-four-hour bus and ferry journey, with just one address and phone number in hand. Two days in Gunung Sitoli, after documenting the extent of damage and experiencing the panic that simmered not far below the surface after every earthquake and tremor, I decided to base the project over there. To take it to the more remote areas like Sirombu or Lehawa would have been very difficult given the lack of infrastructure and the time-constraint.  

There was a field trip undertaken to villages in South Nias and to Tuluk Dalam. 

Description of the local art forms and their status in the community.

Most of the art forms that I researched were dance and music traditions. There are many types of traditional dances like the Maina and the Moyo, both of which seem to be practised all over Nias; Faluaya and Mogaele from South Nias; Fanaho tuwu from the region of Gunung Sitoli and the northern part of Nias; Tari Saembu and Tari Maru from Puluhinako and so on. 

Most of them are not practiced anymore. Many of these are taught in schools and danced on special occasions.  For example, the Ya howu dance is a dance of welcome and is performed when special visitors come. But the only dances that are still commonly known and widely practised are the Maina and the Moyo. The Maina is the most prevalent. Every community that I worked with could perform it. It consists of very simple footwork, stamping emphatically on the floor and turning in the four cardinal directions. The music for the Maina is very flexible. The words are usually in Bahasa Nias, and the songs vary from region to region. Now there are songs in Bahasa Indonesia as well. The Maina is also easy to perform because they can sing the songs as well as dance. When performed to recorded music, though the song and tune are traditional all the instruments appear to be western, like the guitar, keyboards, drums and so on.

The Moyo is less well known. In most of the communities only a few of the older women could dance it. Also the songs of the Moyo are not so well known. So they cannot dance it whenever they feel like but have to have access to a tape or CD player or a live orchestra.

The other dance forms seem to have lost their relevance in community life in Gunung Sitoli. They are performed by groups of children in schools or by groups of dancers that ‘export’ the culture of Nias. By that I mean professional groups of dancers that travel to national and international festivals to exhibit the culture of Nias. But sadly, in daily life, they are hardly known and do not form part of the communal memory of the people today.  

The traditional instruments like the gongs, double-headed drum, and flute are rarely seen and are even more in danger of extinction than the dance forms. These sounds and rhythms are disappearing from the auditory memory of the people, replaced by the guitar, western drums, keyboards and so on.   

Structure of the sessions:

Most of the communities approached had a hard time comprehending the nature of the project initially. When one says one comes from an NGO, they flock to you thinking that you bring financial or physical aid of some kind. The notion of psychological aid is quite foreign and sometimes the communities would press for financial aid and submit statements listing their needs to me. The only reason they would give me their time and attention was frankly the lure of ‘Bollywood’ and Indian dance. While many communities were willing to talk to me once, it was difficult to convince them to come for several sessions, essential for the development of the workshops. The only reason they came was because the workshops were lots of fun and we did a lot of Bollywood and Indian folk dancing [with the children we did a lot of acrobatics, juggling and so on] and then I would coax them into showing me the Maina, the Moyo, to sing their traditional songs and so on. Then we would talk about their experiences and do several exercises in movement that helped them express their feeling about the earthquake and how it has changed their lives. 

A major factor in the workshops was that there was NO space to dance, no formal space. We danced wherever the communities could find some space. It was mostly on floor covered by rubble under roofs of canvas, no walls and the hands would hit the roof if lifted high enough. If it rained, and it rained a lot since it was the wet season, we would huddle in the middle till it passed. 

Questionnaires:

It was impossible to hand out questionnaires and ask people to fill them out because many were illiterate and many did not want to take the time to fill it out. So the interviews were oral and recorded on video with notes being taken simultaneously.

Some of the questions asked were the following: 

About the earthquake and their experience:

Can you describe to me what happened to you at the time of the earthquake?

What did you feel? Give me one word to describe your emotions.

Do you still talk about your experiences?

Do you experience any panic attacks, shortness of breath, nightmares?

How do you handle your fear? What do you do when you have nightmares or you relive the earthquake experience?

About their needs right now:

What do you lack?

Has your life changed from before the earthquake? In what way?

Do you see any positive side to the earthquake?

About their art forms:

How familiar are you with traditional dance and music?

What kind of music do you listen to? 

Can you sing or dance a traditional Nias form?

Do you like doing the Maina?

About the workshop:

What do you feel about this workshop?

Do you feel that getting together and dancing and talking has helped you?

Would you like to continue these workshops?

The communities that I worked with:
I worked across a range of communities representing different religions, socio-economic backgrounds, genders, age groups, and that were affected by the earthquake on many different levels. Some were regular middle-class communities who had not lost much financially during the earthquake but were definitely marked emotionally. Some were communities that had lost everything. Some had lost family members. I will try and describe the communities, their reactions to the workshop [both the artistic side and the question-answer session] and a short assessment of their needs. 

1. The children of the Sunday School of the Gereja Christian Baithany:

These children [between 7 and 12 years of age] belong to middle-class families; all go to school; they are trained in choir music and gospel rock; their families have not lost homes and were financially not very affected by the earthquake. This group of children were the least inhibited. In normal language they would be called brats, full of energy and hard to control! They had no problems talking about their experiences, how they felt during the earthquake and after. This is a good sign and what was even more encouraging was the fact that they had actually invented games of ‘earthquakes’. We also played many more that encouraged them to relive and rethink their experiences. They obviously came from stable families, they had a lot of contact and ‘cuddling’ essential for security among young children, they talked a lot! Getting them to stop talking about the earthquake, their real and imagined experiences [they made up a lot of stories too, another healthy sign] of that day was quite difficult. Also their church had a huge electric band and they all had regular singing and dancing activities. 

They all knew the Maina and had even written their own song about Jesus to which they would perform the Maina. A curious blending of the old and the new! The Sunday School was a proper structure with a roof and walls, equipped with a CD player, a band and so on and hence the workshops were easy to conduct.

There was one session with the adolescent youth of the Gereja Christian Baithany. They too typically exhibited not many signs of trauma. They wanted to know more about Bollywood, they could dance the Maina, may of them were part of the gospel rock band, they talked freely about the earthquake, and all of them, the children and adolescents, expressed the importance of prayer in combating their fear.

2. The women of the refugee camp near the Gereja Christian Baithany:

This was a group of middle aged women from poorer communities. Most of them have lost their homes. They live in tents with basic electricity and water supply. They have not been displaced from their community. 

One disturbing feature was that the camp, at the time of the workshops, was divided into two factions. Apparently the government had done a survey of the families in the camp living in the tents and then had chosen only some families to receive aid. No one was clear on what basis these families were chosen and not the others in similar difficulties. This naturally had created a lot of bitterness and violence in the community of refugees. During the workshops there were at least two instances when violence erupted as the women from different families could not conceal their antagonism. The workshop also attracted families from the different factions and this was the first time they were interacting together in a peaceful activity. But the very proximacy and interaction set off disputes, one which actually escalated into stone throwing, but which thankfully could be solved quite peacefully. Many of the women later admitted that the workshops had given them an opportunity to discuss the problems between the two factions and to engage in a harmonious activity that had no bearing on these problems. 

“Dancing together gives us an outlet for our feelings and makes us feel good and optimistic about the future. It is also making our community stronger and more united.” This was one comment from one of the eldest women, a sort of a matriarch in the community. 

Response to the workshop was very enthusiastic among these women. In spite of their heavy workload -- taking care of their children and families, cooking, cleaning, working to earn some money, applying and lining up for aid at government centres -- all of them came thrice a week for the workshops. They said that there was no creative activity in their lives and no opportunity to meet and exchange ideas and build support, no outlet to express their emotions. This age and gender group seemed to be the most needy for this kind of workshop and seemed to have benefited the most from it, though the space was a rubble-covered floor under a low roof of canvas and no walls.  

3. The students of the traditional Islamic Primary School:

These students [between 7 and 12 years of age] were traditional, orthodox Muslims and the school taught the Koran and Arabic apart from the regular school lessons. The school was just in front of a large devastated area where many Muslim families had lived and which was now completely destroyed. There were still some families living on the site under tents. Other families had been moved to other camps, so the communities had suffered quite a lot of rupture. The school itself was partly destroyed. We danced on a sandy floor, one wall was destroyed, no CD player, no tape recorder.

The children, especially the older girls with headscarves, reaching puberty, were very inhibited. This group of children was the hardest to coax into daring to move. The children in the Christian communities exhibited much less inhibition. A reasonable assumption would be that this was because in the church, they had many music and dance activities and hence were used to it. 

In contrast, these children were very shy when it came to movement, though they would talk as much as the others. For example when I clapped a rhythm, they followed readily enough but when I raised my hands to clap above my head, many of the girls stopped and would not follow. The simple act of extending the body-space, lifting the hands, leaving the torso vulnerable was too much for them. 

They did not know the Maina very well, but seeing the interest I took in it, one of the older teachers came forward and she demonstrated it and the children followed her. 

Living among the signs of the devastation seems quite hard on the children, though they talk freely about the earthquake and point out their houses, now not much more than rubble. But the community is very strong and their parents and teachers are very optimistic about the future. There is a lot of residual fear, aggravated by the repeated smaller tremors and the parents say that many of the children exhibited signs of stress like bed-wetting, nightmares etc. But now the situation is better. 

All the children enjoyed the workshops after the initial hesitation. They were much more enthusiastic about it and attached to the workshops, than the children of the Christian communities, since for them, this was their only creative outlet. They have no singing or dance or art activities as part of their school, family or religious life. 

4. The youth that come to the Christian NGO ‘Youth With A Mission’ [YWAM]:

These are young people between the ages of 13 and 16. They come from mainly middle class families but some are from other economic backgrounds. They come from different church denominations, all Protestant but different churches. The activities of the centre typically include prayer, talks by visiting preachers, singing Gospel rock and dancing to gospel music and religious songs mainly in a western pop or gospel mode. The centre also provides aid to various Christian communities in Gunung Sitoli and surrounding regions. YWAM is an international NGO with branches all over the world. It also provides counseling for these young people and uses the arts [mainly music and dance] in the healing process. They have a large house with a shed, a CD player and sound system, guitars and so on. 

The workshop was enthusiastically received but the boys refused to dance, only the girls participated. This was the quite startling because the notion that ‘boys do not dance’ is not essentially an Asian one nor typical of Nias. They all spoke of the earthquake and its effect on their lives. Some also volunteer to help other communities in need. Many wish to become preachers. Prayer is their solution to everything. They could dance the Maina but were not very interested in the traditions of their own culture. Many spoke English, a fairly rare phenomenon in Nias, which maybe has contributed to their ‘westernisation’. 

This group I felt maybe did not need the workshops from the point of view of healing but they definitely needed them to learn about their own culture. I brought some of the traditional artists along for one session and many in the group had never seen this before. Since many in the centre go on to train as counselors, this would be a good place to incorporate the notion of using the traditional arts as part of their counseling techniques, instead of using only western music and dance.  

5. A group from the Chinese Buddhist community in Gunung Sitoli:

This was a mixed group of people, both men and women, adolescents and adults. They came from mainly middle class families. They were mostly Buddhists, a few being Christian. This community displayed a dual sense of identity -- while they belonged to different religions, they identified themselves with their Chinese roots. There was only one session with them, in one of their houses, since they were busy rebuilding their homes and businesses. 

This was the only group that was not conversant with the Maina, considering it a part of the heritage of Nias and not their own, though they have lived in Nias for generations. The music that was most popular with them was Dangdut and Bollywood to a smaller extent. They practised no traditional forms of dance, music or art. 

They talked freely about the earthquake, especially the younger ones. When asked how they handled their trauma, they replied that they immersed themselves in rebuilding their business and houses and they would be at peace when they could move back into their old homes. They seemed to have a very strong sense of community and a strong network as well. They also had a lot of help coming from Chinese communities from other parts of Indonesia.

They enjoyed the workshop, though only the younger ones came forward to dance. As said before, they did not know the Maina, and were not very interested in learning it. They wanted Bollywood dancing of course. We also did some exercises in creative expression and a little bit of the Maina. But at the end of the workshop, they admitted that they had enjoyed dancing and the creative activity and would like to do it again.

6. A group of women and girls from the largest Muslim refugee camp in Gunung Sitoli: 

The group consisted of a mixture of adolescents and older women, even a few grandmothers. They come from the lowest income bracket. Many did not have their own homes before the earthquake. they had rented their houses. When these houses were destroyed or damaged, the owners were able to receive compensation from the government and these people got nothing. They are now housed in tents in refugee camps with fresh water supply, where they have lived for the past 8 months. They receive aid from several local and inernational NGOs but there are still no concrete plans to relocate them. Many of them are fishermen who have lost their boats and hence their livelihood. Some are ‘bejak’ [rickshaw] drivers but who do not own their own vehicles but rent them. 

The women participated with great enthusiasm in the workshop. They would gather ahead of time and never leave. They never asked for monetary aid but accepted the notion of dance for its own sake. They had very uninhibited body language and dress sense, many wore torn clothes or parts of clothes but that did not stop them from dancing. None of the participating girls or women wore headscarves. 

They all could perform the Maina. Not having a tape recorder, they sang the Maina as they danced. Sometimes, lack of technology means that the oral traditions are very strong. A curious incident that took place in one session: after performing the Maina for me singing a traditional Nias Maina, suddenly a woman called out that they must show their special Maina since I was their guest. The special Maina was written in Bahasa Indonesia and they did not know it by heart. One woman read it from a piece of paper as they danced and they all repeated the chorus. 

The workshops were conducted in a large tent with no walls, on a broken concrete floor. It generated a lot of fun and laughter and drew many surrounding people. As a result for the first time the women in the camps actually met people from the surrounding houses actually living in the area. Since these women were indulging in a ‘special’ activity, they gained status among the locals. A few women confessed they were treated as interlopers or a threat to local peace and they welcomed this chance to interact with the local community and work towards legitimising their extremely precarious existence. This was a very unexpected outcome of the workshops. Yet wonderful! One does not know if any good will come out of it but at least a channel of communication has been created.

The women enjoyed the workshops very much and said that they could not wait for the next one. They enjoyed a break from their hard lives. They also said that the dancing and sharing helped them think and rethink some of their perceptions of their lives and ideas for the future. They had not talked about the earthquake and their hopes for the future, having no time, survival in the present being the most important priority. They said that the workshop brought them a lot of relief from the strain of their daily lives, and  especially appreciated the chance to share their thoughts and build potential support groups.   

7. The women of a Muslim refugee camp in Tuluk Dalam

This was a single session during a brief field trip to the south of Nias. The people of the refugee camp were actually victims of the tsunami of December 26, 2004 and later of the earthquake in March. They have lived in the camp for more than a year now. They are mainly fishermen but to return to live by the sea is too traumatic a notion. Now their tents are located on land that belongs to some ‘rich businessman’ in Medan who has not yet objected to their presence. They fear what will become of them when they are forced to move. When asked how they handle their fear, the most common reply was that as long as they do not live by the sea they feel fine. They do not want to return to their old homes. It appears that the geographical relocation, fleeing the scene of devastation has helped them put an emotional distance to their traumatic experience on that day. This does not seem to be a very healthy sign and this group of people have not had any access to counseling. They also complain bitterly that since they are Muslims in a predominantly Christian region, they do not receive any aid. They feel marginalised by the government. But apparently some Islamic political parties from the mainland are helping them, another dangerous sign of the communal polarisation of people.   

They were very happy to participate in the dance activity and they were slightly familiar with the Maina, though not fluent in it. There was no indoor space for the workshop which was held in an impromptu fashion under the trees outside. 

Since they live in Tuluk Dalam, they have access to health care and all the children go to school. Some of them also said that they were glad the tsunami and earthquake happened since that has brought them aid from the Indonesian and international community.

8. The youth at the traditional village of Hilinawalo Mazingo in South Nias.  

This village can only be accessed by a grueling motorbike ride up and down steep slopes on a cobblestone road or no road. The motorbikes ford several streams in an impressive Indiana-Jones style not meant for the weak-hearted. The village itself is an incredible sight with traditional wooden houses and an immense, 200 year old house supported by many huge logs of trees towering vertically upwards. 

The people are Christian, but many animistic practices have survived. There was a ceremony the day we arrived and two pigs were killed. They were not killed quickly and painlessly but the kill was prolonged. Men gathered around the screaming animal, taking care to stab it slowly. When asked the reason, they say that during the dying period the spirit of the animal escapes slowly. They gather around to inhale its spirit and the more time it takes the more power they will get. Such beliefs and rituals are still prevalent in South Nias along with many others, notably the stone-jumping ceremony. As a rite of passage, adolescent boys are required to jump over a tall stone painted in ceremonious colours placed in the centre of the village. This forms part of a ritual and a dance. 

The workshop was mainly with teenagers. They exhibited very little inhibition and a strong penchant for Bollywood. As inaccessible as the village is, Dangdut and Bollywood are still very popular. But they all could dance and sing the Maina and late that night, after the ceremony, everybody got together to perform it. The older women could do the Moyo as well. The chief and his wife also possessed ceremonial clothes in the traditional colours woven in that region. But sadly one did not see any traditional instruments, only the ubiquitous guitar. 

The earthquake here did not cause any deaths since the houses are built of wood. It caused some damage and initially people were scared to move back into the houses, preferring to stay in tents. But they have moved back now after performing some ceremonies to bless the houses. When asked, the youngsters said that they did not have nightmares of the earthquake, they did not think of it often. If they did, then they prayed to overcome the fear. Though they were frightened at that time, it does not appear to have traumatised them unduly. 

Suggestions to develop a project using the traditional art forms for healing: 

The goal is to reintroduce traditional art forms into different communities; to help the art form regain relevance in the contemporary social framework; and to help people overcome their trauma and build stronger communities. Across all the communities from different religious faiths, socio-economic backgrounds, gender and age, one thing was distressingly clear: the growing distance to traditional art forms and practices. 

I have divided the project into two parallel strategies, dealing with two different aspects of the project. One deals directly with the utilisation of a traditional art form in trauma healing. The other attempts to develop a way of making traditional art forms a part of regular community activities so that they can access it whenever in need.

The first strategy: 

From the workshops one could see the amount of joy and solace the participants derived from both the artistic activity as well as the community feeling. It is evident that activities like these are essential

1. to diffuse tensions that naturally develop among people living in stressful conditions in very close quarters, 

2. to provide creative outlets of expression,

3. to strengthen the individual and the community as a whole to handle the fear and trauma of the earthquake and the displacement after it. 

So what kind of artistic activity would serve these needs in an easily accessible and cost-effective manner? In my opinion, the Maina could form part of the solution for the following reasons:

1. It still forms part of the collective consciousness, though losing ground. Its revival could bring a lot of comfort in the performance of a social ritual that has meaning on both a conscious and sub-conscious level.

2. It is a social art form that can be done by both men and women. It is not gender exclusive. Neither is it exclusive to one class, community, age group or religion, since children and adults of all communities take part in it.

3. It would definitely help build community feeling as well as pride in their heritage.

4. It has a creative side too. An important part of trauma healing is the creative expression of the experience, the fear, which is relived from a safe distance. Many of the songs of the Maina are recently composed. The Sunday School of the Gereja Christian Baithany dances the Maina to a song about Jesus. One can follow their example and create songs on any theme and dance the Maina to it, as long as the rhythm is correct. So if each group pools their experience of the earthquake and creates a song, they can sing and dance their experience and it becomes a part of their tradition. Their feelings, fears, hopes are legitimised and shared with the rest of the community. It can also be used to pass the memories of this experience to the next generation in the years to come. Or songs could be composed that disseminate information on what to do in the event of an earthquake. It could educational as well as therapeutic, all couched in the structured comfort of a well-known tradition.    

In the next phase of the project, selected communities can begin composing their own Mainas, singing their experiences and dancing it. It could culminate in a performance of all the different Mainas which would also create a rare opportunity for the different communities, that are fairly polarised, to meet and share their experiences. 

This strategy would serve the needs of the project as originally conceived. The second strategy is to only take it further.

The second strategy: how does one implement the project organically, so that the performance is not a ‘one-off’ situation, done once and then forgotten.
 If an art form has to live again, it must regain a contemporary social function. It must play a role in some regular community activity so that it re-enters the conscious of the people and carries some meaning for them. 

It is very clear that the root of identity in Nias is religion. It is also evident that there can be no one method to introduce the traditional arts back in the different communities. A variety of strategies must be developed for the effective revival of the arts within each community and then work to have cross-pollination. 

1. Introduce traditional instruments in churches: If one could equip a few churches with some traditional instruments and hire local artists to teach the children and adults to perform, then it would mean that every Sunday and sometimes even more often, people would listen to this music of their own tradition [whether they wanted to or not]. They could even compose songs of devotion in the traditional mould. This way the ear is slowly attuned to finding pleasure and significance in this music and people identify with it. This idea has been discussed with several pastors and some have agreed to try it in their churches if we help them implement it.

2. Introduce the same concept in the traditional Islamic schools but as tools of education. The same instruments can be used in language classes [learning poetry of their own language] or it can be used to read the Koran. Again, I have spoken to several people in the mosque and school and they are willing to give it a try. 

This strategy concerns music more than dance. There is a very real danger that these sounds will cease to resonate in the minds of people. Even the music for traditional dance and traditional songs has been taken over by the keyboards and drums. This kind of a project will help people identify with these instruments once more as well as give them solace and a release from their fears. 

Comments:

I would like to state some miscellaneous facts, incidents and random events that fall in no particular category but might be of use in the implementation of a project in the future. 

1. The workshops elicited many surprising reactions. As one can see in the interviews, there are quite a few people who thought that the earthquake was actually a good thing. It put Nias on the map, so to speak. The people of Nias feel very marginalised, that Indonesia does not really pay them any attention. Some feel that this is because Nias is predominantly Christian in a predominantly Muslim nation. Some feel this is simply due to corruption and lazy governance. But after the earthquake, there has been an influx of interest, aid and job opportunities, both from the international community as well as the Indonesian government. Many feel that their prospects for the future have improved or will improve. 

2. While it is clear and even commendable that religion and religious institutions play a very important role in the physical and psychological security of the people, what is disturbing is that the access to aid and the structure of distribution of aid is also broken up according to religion. The Christian communities are helped by Christian organisations and NGOs and the Muslim communities are helped by Muslim NGOs and political parties. The Chinese community has their own network of aid from the Mainland Chinese. 

3. The curious incident of singing the special Maina in Bahasa Indonesia in the refugee camp for Muslims in Gunung Sitoli bears reflection on the status of Bahasa Nias and regional languages in Indonesia. It appeared as if Bahasa Indonesian made the Maina more legitimate or worthy artistically though the participants did not identify with it and indeed many could not even speak Bahasa Indonesia well. This could be a sign of how much Bahasa Indonesia is considered the language of the elite. This is inevitable considering that knowledge of Bahasa Indonesia means one has access to education, one can get better jobs and so on. This also means that many oral traditions are under threat, since their very existence depends on local languages that are losing value and status to the insidious hegemony of Bahasa Indonesia, a 20th century creation. This problem cannot be overstated: for example, schools and government institutions for the arts are the places in Indonesia that sustain the arts. This is where the traditional art forms are taught and preserved. But the medium of instruction is Bahasa Indonesia. Moreover the teachers have to be individuals who have passed the required examinations and possess the necessary qualifications. But many art practitioners are not educated within the government system or even speak Bahasa Indonesia. They are therefore marginalised and only those that have access --interpret that as monetary means -- to education and the language of Bahasa Indonesia can actually pass on the traditions. The old gurus who are repositories of tradition but are not ‘educated’ have no way of passing on their art. Thus the best teachers have no place in educational institutions, a curious anomaly. This is not always true, but often enough to deal potentially fatal blows to many traditional art forms that have not made the successful conversion to Bahasa Indonesia. 

4. The fact that none of the women in the Muslim refugee camp wore head scarves, and the earlier observation among the girls of the Islamic school, is not a prejudice against the practise of wearing headscarves but an interesting observation of the body language that accompanies a certain form of dress and a way of being. These observations are important when one is working with the body to release stress. One must work in harmony with different ways of being and self-perception, not against. What was interesting was that some of the participants of the Muslim camp also came from the same area as the children from Islamic school. But maybe, being from a very low economic group, they do not have the time or luxury to wear the headscarves. Also being poor, the women also work at very physical jobs and thus it is possible that their bodies are more accustomed to freer and different kinds of movement.

5. There were many advantages and disadvantages to being a foreigner. As a stranger I could break rules and cultural taboos very easily. Seeing that I was not very fluent in Bahasa Indonesia and totally ignorant of Bahasa Nias made the participants verbal responses very focussed. They said what they wished to express in very few, simple, direct words, coming to the heart of the matter very quickly. Thus the language barrier had its advantages apart from the obvious disadvantages. An interpreter helped surmount many of the language  problems. 

6. Being Hindu aided enormously in making sure that I was not perceived as aligned with any of the communities. It helped me retain a neutral aspect among the different groups though there were many attempts to urge me to convert among the Christian groups. 

7. India to them, is not a land of an ancient and diverse culture, but the land of Bollywood. Bollywood songs and dances were the mainstay of the workshops, the candy to lure the participants. Songs of love and seduction were the most in demand. Several groups requested Bollywood choreographies to songs on Jesus.  

8. Most importantly, it is very obvious that the earthquake should signal a return to traditional architechture. There were very few deaths in the traditional villages and the most deaths and destruction were in the built up cities of Gunung Sitoli and Tuluk Dalam. In several areas people successfully fled from their houses but were caught in a death trap outside, in narrow streets, where the houses are too closely built and practically overhang the street forming a closed corridor. As they rushed to flee the area, many died crushed under the houses that fell in on them or in stampedes to escape these narrow death traps. Traditional architechture would reduce significantly the risk to human life especially since this area of Indonesia is predicted to suffer several more earthquakes in the next decade since the tectonic plates are unstable. But sadly most of the new construction one sees in Gunung Sitoli follows the old pattern of concrete, many storeyed houses. this is not relevant to this project that concentrates on the performing art tradition but I would like to bring to notice the pressing need for architects to work in this region to revive the traditional style of building.

9. There were several posters put up all over the city advising people on what to do in the event of an earthquake. These posters had cartoons on them, to visually illustrate the salient points. But unfortunately the cartoon humans were very definitely caucasian; the cow on the poster was a fat black and white swiss cow, bearing no resemblence to the Indonesian bovine. A local person reading this poster would not really identify himself with the characters, defeating the purpose of the cartoons entirely. 

10. Each community has exhibited very different ways of handling their trauma and emotional insecurity. One of the questions asked as part of the project, across the different communities was: How do you handle your fear? What do you do when you have nightmares or you relive the earthquake experience? 

The Christian response was: ‘I pray.’ The percentage of people responding in this manner was 100%. It was astonishing that in every different Christian community spoken to, every person gave the same answer. Whether they actually do or not, the automatic response to difficulty or a crisis, is prayer.

The Muslim responses were varied. They spoke of finding refuge in their families, in praying and in rebuilding their lives.

The Chinese community was unswerving in its answer, which was in rebuilding their houses, their business and going on with their lives.

These are some random observations, efforts to understand the practises, perceptions, prejudices, taboos, beliefs of the people of Nias. I have been careful to mention wherever a theory is my personal construct based on what data was gathered. I would be the first to lament the insufficiency of data due to time constraints. All the observations and hypotheses above need to be studied more carefully. They are just pointers and each can lend itself to more profound research. They were made to aid better understanding of the different communities of Nias, as well as understanding the situation after the earthquake. I would welcome any comment or criticism of this report. I apologise for whatever errors committed. 

Conclusion:

The two phases of the project are designed for specific puposes and address both long-term and immediate needs.

The first phase of the project addresses the immediate need for healing through the arts. It would work on the creation of Mainas unique to the experiences of each community, singing their experiences of the earthquake and dancing it. This could culminate in a performance of all the different Mainas, creating a secular space for the different communities, that are fairly isolated, to meet and share their experiences. 

The other phase of the project involves devising a long term strategy that would reintroduce the traditional art forms into regular life, creating a space for it in common everyday activity. To achieve this, it is very important to note that religion is a key factor in the concept of identity, like in many other parts of Asia. The fact that religion plays such a central role in the lives of the people, makes it the logical vehicle to legitimise and propagate the traditional art forms, while creating a supportive environment to release stress. Religion lies in the philosophy and faith within people. The external practise of it can very easily include traditional art forms. If handled correctly it would not be offensive to the different religious beliefs. The important thing is to revive these forms, create new contexts, so that they could be used to help people over a long period of time. 

The communities are united around their churches, mosques or religious practises. It is evident that their strength lies not in state support but in the fact that the communities are very tightly knit. Their very survival depends on it. So cases like the divided refugee camp of the Gereja Christian Baithany are very dangerous. It weakens the individual and the community and can, very easily, lead to violence. The subliminal polarisation of the different communities is also cause for anxiety.

The project was initially designed to promote the cause of traditional art forms that are dying out and help create outlets for stress. But maybe it will also be useful in strengthening bonds within and increasing interaction between communities as has already been demonstrated in a very rudimentary manner through the initial workshops. 

Such a project can play varied roles on many levels: it can be a source of fun and act as a release from tension; help expression of fear, anger and other negative emotions; strengthen bonds within and between communities; provide for more work for art pracitioners; create new contexts for dying and ‘fossilised’ art forms; enrich the non-verbal vocabulary of the body, combat homogenisation of the ways of being; rejuvenate sounds, movements and gestures that have lost meaning and relevance for the younger generation. Most importantly it will be self-supporting and cost-effective after the initial investment. 

� Refer Appendix 1 on facts and figures of Nias


� Refer Appendix 1.


� Refer Appendix 2.


� Refer the ‘Comments’ section, number 4.
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