o i THE IDEA OF

MUZIRIS

1 be lost city of Muziris, the second name associated
with the Biennale, is frf*m g reprised frmu the annals of
bistory by the Kerala state government in an effort to

remtroduce this ancient port city, reaffirm the state’s
beritage and throw open the region to bistory seekers
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ne of the displays at the Kochi-Muziris
Biennale is an installation created using
old ship anchors, by the artist Alex
Mathew. He decided on anchors for
two reasons: the first was the heavy
sculprural shape, but the more important reason was
thar they would be a metaphor connecting the trade

and sea routes of the region. “"Constructing a structure
with anchors will evoke the history of the place,

metaphorically and symbolically,” he says.

Orther participating artists are also referencing
Muziris in their works. Subodh Gupra made a recent
visit to the landlocked Partanam village located in 1|1¢.

ed

Perivar delta, abour 25 km from Kochi, which is
to be the location of the lost seaport, Muziris. The
surrounding areas identified with Muziris left him
fascinated. His installation, which he will construct on
site, will be inspired by this visit. “For me the work
embodies a larger corpus of several collected cultural
histories... the i'lt.’]'ll'ﬂ”-r_’ of Muzins is part of that,” he savs.

Muziris 1s a met :|]:nhm tor these arnsts. Burt there also
existed a real Muziris about 2,000 years ago, a major port
town on Kerala’s coast. In his book, A Surey of Kerala
History, A Sreedhara Menon says that ... Muziris was the
gate of India and apart from serving as an emporium of
trade for the Phoenicians, Egypuians, the Greeks and the
Romans in turn, it also gave shelter for the first time to
the Christian, Jewish and Muslims communiries.’

[n the Periplus Maris Erythraer, a 60 AD trader's
handbook on coastal markets in the Red Sea and the
Arabian Sea, its anonvmous author wrires (William H.
Schoff’s translation): ‘Muziris... abounds in ships senr
there with cargoes from Arabia, and by the Greeks; it is
located on a river, distant from Tyndis by river and sea
five hundred stadia, and up the river from the shore
rwenty stadia.” Tamil Sangam literature writes about
foreigners coming there to buy black pepper with gold.
[t continued as a gateway to the New World, il a flood
in the Perivar destroyed Muziris, and diverted the course
of the river to other ports. It was around this time that
Kochi rose to prominence.
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OLD-WORLD CHARM

The Pattanam excavation sites

L Where archaeologists are looking for
w-evidence of the location of the lost
‘\Eﬂ‘y ﬂf Muziris on the Malabar Coast.
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For a long ume, it was thought that the small rown of

Mugziris, but the lens is now shifting to Pattanam, a
village with narrow winding roads along whose sides
tiled houses stand on little plots lush with trees. One
such plot in one such lane is startlingly bare, a square
brown island in a sea of green. On this, there are lictle
mounds of earth separated by a few metres. This is where
the Kerala Council of Historical Research (KCHR)
conducts excavations for a couple of months every vear.
The rest of the ume, the trenches are buried over
again—hence the mounds. Six years of excavations are
over and whar they have recovered is a fantastic amount
of artefacts—nearly four million pieces of ceramics and
75.000 other antiquities like coins, hopscotch discs and
even counters of a Roman board game.

During the Biennale, artist Vivan Sundaram is going
to use discarded pottery shards from the site to create
an extraordinary exhibir at a hall in the 150-year-old
Aspinwall House. A month before the exhibition,
he will use the material to create a "bizarre magical
landscape™ 45-50 feet long and then, using crane-
mounted cameras, shoort a video of it. During the




MISITORS' GALLERY
Hhe neighbouring areas what is

i ieved to be Muziris have great architectural
i '_ cultural h‘||'||"|'r1-||_'.;"|!'||_'-' uch as being the

<etting of the ry's tirst church, the
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exhibition, this video will be projected onto the floor. Using
f special ettects it will appear as it there is a niver flowing through the
' lan dscape. Visitors will be transported into a surreal world which
miixes art, history and |'I.-!1'.-]h.1|x|]1}_1. "And with all this matenal that

| have used for the video, [ will ¢reate another tormation at the end
ot the hall.”
[he man who facilitated access of these artelacts to Sundaram

1s Dr PP] Chenan, director of tl

given the scaie of what

savy Sundaranm,

e Pattanam excavatons. He savs tha
the hist r1'|L.1] M uzirs must have been.

he excavations show thar
commercial ransactions were at their peak in Pattanam from the
first to the third century BC. This corresponds ra the period when
the Roman empire was at its peak and trade flouris
“This is |_||3LJuult|rrLl|1. an nregral part of HI 17118,

Pattananm was probablv only part of i,

shed with
NMuzins, " he SaVs.
DV Selvakumar, anocher semior mes rlhq of the excavanon
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ere traders and other communines from rhe

a port marker w
interiors could sell their eoods. He savs that this region was
srrategically important and a melting pot of cultures hecause, tor

rhe commercial ships travelling berween West Asia and China, this

"L"l'l Wil 1 convenlent ]'ﬁli-..l_‘ to restock and tor satlors to L{w.r SOTLE

“This is the reason why Pattanam ﬂmmd .mpnz'l.l:l-ﬂ-. Pe
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| trom eastern [ndi, southeast Asia, etc, met at Pattanam, ™ he savs,

PAST PEREECT

Fhe NMuoziris Hes tage Praject 1s one of the most ambitious tourism

projects by the Kerali sovernment in recent times. It will ink and
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exhibit the entire history of the region. Thev are reviving boar

transport and along the river and its canals, jerties are being
constructed. "Every historic place 1s not more than a Kilomerre
trom a boat jetty,” savs Benny Kuriakose, conservation consulrant,
Muziris Heritage Project,

[ his area. encompassing the spot where Muziris was believed ro
e locared, the village of Pattanam, and the surrounding region, is
l:~:|*|f::|.a|i_ﬁ.' signthcant because of the ;1514:::113;111'11; number ot historic
places thar can be found within close proximity of each other. There
are remples, mosques, synagogues, forts, excavaton sites, markers,
palaces and houses of historical relevance. About 17 km from Kochi
and just three kilomerres from Partanam, s north Paravoor, where
the [*aravoor svnagogue stands decrepir in a streer thar was once

elics of

reeming with lews. Thev migrared o Israel and ook the r

the svnagogue along wirh them. "\We asked tor photographs of it
trom Israel and are now restoring it,” savs I Vijavan, special othcer
ro the Projecr. [ncidenrally, there is a beliet that St [homas, one of
|esus Christ's apostles. came to Kodungaloor because of the famuliar
presence of Jews here, though there is no historical confirmation of
it. Likewise, the Cheraman Juma Masjid. believed to be exisung
since AD 6209, is a svmbol of Muslim presence in Kodungaloor, [
has been renovated and only the tled roof, which peeps out trom
the centre of the structure, gives an indication of its antiquiry
Orher mreresting monuments around this area are the Pa .Z.m'u
Palace and the nearby Paliam taludettne |2 traditional Kerala home
with a central courtvard), When Kochi was a kingdom, the King's
prime minister was trom the Paliam familv. The I]a.mm Trust
manages the family's common properties. At the olhce of the rrust
~o-vear-old Krishnabalan Paliath,

1S 165 manager, who remembers

another wav of lite. “The family members staved in a hostel svstem.
[n the nalshert, only women and children staved. The sons had
[0 MOVE OUT INT0 separate accommodations once rthey reached
puberty,” he savs. The mafukeron is i nmmum bur inside, the rooms
are dark and small. The Paliam Palace is so called because in the
16th century the Kochi king was hidden here from rhe Portuguese,
It swas later renovated by the Durtch as a gifr for allving with rhem
against the P
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"‘m]n|1tf1-rh-._'" things. the P"Uircr is also restoring a traditiona’

marker in |'-.|1tm|‘-L.1Jr1| located at the southernmost barder of
Rodungaloor, to make it look as it did in olden omes. So also the
the Porn IgUEsE Were oL sted by the Durch

LOIT= 'x".'ll:_’l't‘ Ene I:.:l.l Iy

colonial times. A martime museunt is also bei i1g }'-l: mtd Aear
Pattanam to showease Kerala's ancient links with more than 10
COUNLLIes,

Bliriakose,

*Travill be a h'.&‘.ll‘.'j.'ul the world ||11':;La§:1 Kerala,” savs

And in that lustory, Muozins will come alive again,. €




