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......The Tea-dance consists largely of gestures plucked from the act 
of breaking tender tea leaves, crudely combined with those copied 
from Indian films. The baskets, some small plastic ones, were tied to 
their back to make dancing easy, and the colourful costumes were 
also confected out of the transnational Bollywood film repertoire and 
dance moves. None of this of course had even a faint ‘ethnographic 
authenticity’. 

The baskets the Malaiyaha women carried to work were not tied 
to their back (as the song in Sinhala says), but rather, were held 
with a long band strung across their heads which carry the weight, 
compressing the spine, as the neck is constantly bent to find the exact 
tender tea leaf. A Malaiyaha woman would only get a full days’ union 
award wage if they filled the large baskets with 16 kilos of tea per 
day! 

Now it’s this container, carrying the weight of their heavy labour, 
that’s flung around like a light pot, high in the air just for fun by the 
Sinhala girls rounded up to dance and prance around on a stage 
amidst admiring parents and a few whites. They hitch their skirts and 
provocatively shake and stick their hips out and carry on like some 
Bollywood dancers do, producing pure kitsch. None of this is edifying 
in terms of gender stereotypes for these youngsters inculcated into 
‘Lankan folk traditions.’

Mantillake cites Tamil names of a variety of folk-dance forms practiced 
by the Malaiyaha folk and makes the point that the Tea-dance does 
not draw material from any of them. And in Sumathy Sivamohan’s 
feature film of the Malaiyaha, Ingirunthu (2013), there is a Hindu 
festival at the local Kovil with an extraordinary range of dancing by the 
devotees, both children and adults, as part of religious festivity. Some 
of the dancers show how their own folk-dance forms have evolved 
among them to include transgender, transmedia dance gestures 
seen in many other parts of the world, including Indian films. I also 
noticed one transgender dancer dressed as such figures did when 
they popped up from time to time in some early Sinhala films, such 
Pitisara Kella (Village Lass). Such figures were always found on urban 
streets, dancing for money, dressed in long twirling skirts. This hybrid 
mix of moves, gestures and rhythms, internalised and absorbed by 
the dancers at the festival, was an actual ethnographic event (of the 
people, by the people and for the people), filmed respectfully by 
Sivamohan’s camera and clearly of value to the Malaiyaha community 
gathered at the festival ritual to celebrate their gods.....

The Kandy-floss Tea-Dance or Walk like an Elephant
Laleen Jayamanne
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