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The Megalithic Culture of the Khasis

By Davip Rovy
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Introduction

Upright stones, large and small, and horizontal table stones are to be
seen all over the Khasi Hills, but full and precise information about them has
never been recorded and is hard to obtain. I set myself the task of identifying
the various kinds of stones and learning about the ceremonies connected with
them from those persons who had knowledge of them. It has been necessary
to describe the cremation and the gathering of the shyieng (bones) and their
placing under a mawshyieng (stone for the bones). The first cist called maw-
kynroh or mawphew is near the house of the deceased and for his or her bones

Note. — The following article, written by a distinguished member of the Khasi
community, describes aspects of the megalithic ritual of the Khasis which are rapidly
falling into disuse. Even twenty-five years ago, when in the company of Davip Roy
I took some of the photographs reproduced on the plates, most of the younger Khasis
knew little of the significance of the many megalithic monuments scattered over the
hills round Shillong, and it is indeed fortunate that the author, whose memory goes back
well over half a century, has undertaken to record an authoritative account of the trad-
itional view of Khasi megalithic ritual. In preparing the manuscript for the press I have
changed as little of the original wording as possible, and it is inevitable that some of the
passages do not answer all the questions a social anthropologist would like to ask. But
as an account of megalithic ritual seen through Khasi eyes, the article is invaluable.

C. voN FURER-HAIMENDORF.
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alone. Later the bones are transferred to a second and larger mawkynroh
where the bones of other members of the minimal matri-lineage are also placed.
The third mawshyieng is called mawbah (big stone) or mawniam (stone of th 5
religion or, more accurately, of religious ceremonial) and it is the final resting
place of the bones of all the members of the clan. The other kinds of stones
are also connected with the mortuary ritual though they are not repositories
of bones. The mawbynna (stones to mark and remember) are erected last of all,
not less than a year and often much later after the bones were placed in the
mawbah cist. The last mawbynna known to me to have been erected were those
for Ka StEM MAWRI of Laitkor near Shillong about the year 1890. When I was
writing this paper in the nineteen thirties I was greatly helped by U BARI
NonGkHLAW of Umphyrnai village who described to me various rites .and
ceremonies and by U MonoN KHARKONGOR of Laitkor who told me especially
about ceremonies at the erection of three mawbynna. Both of them saw the
erection of the mawbynna stones for Ko STEM MAwRI. I have been indeed
fortunate in being able to record' the ceremonial words for mawbynna. In this
paper the mawbynna are treated as part of the full ritual without further
mention being made of the present cessation of their erection, which may be
revived by any Khasi family. What has been said about mawbynna applies
also to mawksing (also called mawkait and mawja). These stones are not dis-
tinguishable in appearance from mawbynna and the term mawbynna is often
loosely used for them, but in the opinion of U MoHON KHARKONGOR the final
stones are called mawksing when mawlynti (stones of the road, described in
section 4 )have been erected ; when mawlynti have not been erected the final
stones are called mawbynna.

I owe my thanks to U KuraiN KHARKONGOR of Madan Riting for his
tireless companionship in visits to memorials and receptacles of bones. I am
indebted to J. P. MirLs for help and suggestions and for several photographs.
R. R. MAReTT, Rector of Exeter College, Oxford, gave me sympathy and
encouragement in my inquiries. The publication of this paper more than twenty
years after it has been written has come too late, alas, for my younger son
to see his wish fulfilled, as he died in London in 1954 ; but it may arouse the
attention of those of my fellow Khasis who may have little or no knowledge
of the words used at the ceremonies. The lack of this knowledge has caused
misconceptions of the Khasi attitude to life. I also hope that students of the
megalithic culture of Europe and elsewhere may be interested to know what is
said during ceremonies in a part of the world where the erection of stones is
still a custom.

1. The Khasi Family

In relation to the Khasi funeral ceremonies the most important social
unit is the ¢ng, the minimal matrilineage ; the same term — #ing — means also
“family” and “house”.

The Khasis are organized into matrilineal descent groups of different
genealogical depth. The largest of these groups, the clan (jaid), is exogamous ;
its members trace their descent from a common ancestress. The clan usually
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consists of several kpok or major lineages and each kpok is composed of several
1img, minimal lineages of about three generations’ depth, the head of the 7ing
being usually a grandmother.

Property passes from mother to daughters, the youngest daughter
receiving a larger share of it as she is the ritual head of the family ; the actual
management of the property is in the hands of her maternal uncle or eldest
brother. The office of the chief, however, is inherited not through the youngest,
but through the eldest daughter.

The husband stays with his wife’s family and he works on their fields ;
if he is the eldest brother in his own family, he manages the property and
business of his younger sister, but never that of his wife.

Some married couples later settle in a house of their own and pool their
resources, yet they remain members of different ¢4ng and clans, and the roles
they have in the mortuary ritual depend on this membership.

The kin of each individual is divided into three groups : all members of
a clan call each other 2u7 ; the children of male members of the clan are called
khun-kha ; and relatives through men who married women of the clan are
called ki kha ki man.

The ceremonies connected with the disposal of the dead are mainly the
concern of the 7img. The bones are first transferred from the individual cist
to the family ossuary and later they are brought into the mawniam, the ossuary
of the whole clan. Though the mawniam is common to all the kpoh which form
the clan and the bones of all their members are at last deposited in it, this
ceremony need not be necessarily performed by the whole clan. There is a Khasi
phrase ban da kloi w kur u jaid — when u kur w jaid (clan) are ready, i. e. ready
to perform the ceremonies. This means “when the members of the 7ing are
ready” it does not mean when all the members of the clan are ready.

2. Cremation and Placing of the Bones
in an Individual Stone Cist (Called Mawkynroh or Mawphew)

Khasi funeral ceremonies show the firmness of their belief in the con-
nection between the living and the dead in a family and the influence of the
dead on those they left behind.

As soon as life is extinct the body is washed by male relatives or friends.
It is dressed in ordinary clothes and laid on a bed, on which is put a raw egg
in a dish, plantains and other fruits, Job’s tears (edible seeds of Coix lacrima)
or maize, and also betel-nut. All these things are taken to the place of cremation,
which is a fixed place near the village. The cremation usually takes place on
the second or third day after death. A level platform is prepared, logs are laid
on it, and on them is placed a coffin of planks, which is open both at the top
and at the bottom. Then a fire is lighted near the pyre to provide burning
brands. The mourners bring the body and place it in the coffin ; firewood is
put into the coffin and burning brands are then pushed under it, first by the
maternal relatives or the sons, and then by friends and helpers. Then the raw
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egg from the bed is thrown against the pyre and the other offerings of food are
poured from the dish onto the side of the pyre. Relatives and friends drop
betel-nut on the pyre as they leave the place of cremation.

Normally the cremation ceremony is performed by the clansmen of the
deceased. However, a married man may be cremated by his.children, or even
by the widow, if she does not contemplate remarriage ; a wife who died without
issue may be cremated by her husband.

As soon as the body has been completely consumed, water is poured on
the fire to quench the embers. The bones are then collected by a man and
received by a woman, who holds out a white cloth which must not touch the
ground. When the cremation ceremony is performed by the clansmen of the
deceased, the bones are then collected by his mother’s brother, brother or
sister’s son and received by his mother’s sister, sister, or the sister’s daughter.
When a man is cremated by his children, the bones are collected by his son
(or, if he has no son, by his wife’s brother or one of her other relatives) and
are received by the widow, provided that she does not contemplate remarriage.
If she intends to remarry, her daughter, or even her son, receives the bones.
Should a widow who has received the bones decide to remarry she must hand
them over to the deceased’s clansmen before doing so.

Normally a childless widow who intends to remarry does not perform
the cremation of her husband. But if there are no maternal relations capable
or willing to undertake the task, she may arrange for the cremation of the
body in an informal way unaccompanied by any ritual. But the bones should
in any case be collected from the cremation place by the‘man’s maternal
relatives.

If a widow does not contemplate remarriage, she may cremate her
husband and may either take the bones and keep them in a mawkynroh until
they are later handed over to the deceased’s maternal relatives after the per-
formance of the ceremonies described in section 8, or she may perform the
ceremonies described in section 8 before the cremation ; in that case the bones
are collected by her and handed over to the maternal relatives of the husband
immediately after the cremation, on the way to the house of these relatives.

A husband normally does not conduct the cremation of his wife ; this is
the task of her children and clansmen. A wife who died without issue, however,
may be cremated by her husband, even though he will not collect the bones ;
these are collected and taken by her relatives immediately after the cremation.

The man whose formal duty it is to gather the bones makes three trips
in which he collects three or four of the small fragments from the middle of
the body of the deceased man or woman and places them in the cloth, which
is held by the woman who receives the bones. Other male helpers will then
assist and sift the ashes till every remaining fragment of bone has been placed
in the cloth. During this stage no ceremonial words are uttered.

The ashes of the pyre are then put into a heap and the woman who
received the bones in a white cloth places it with its contents on top of the heap.

Thereupon follows a sanctification ceremony (jer), which any knowledge-
able man irrespective of clan-membership may conduct. The performer mixes






