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Masks from Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka is an island close
to the southern tip of India
and is famous
for its masks.

This is a Naga
Mask. Naga
means cobra.

It’s used in the
Kolam dances.

Inca Masks
Inuit Shaman Masks
Kolam masks are worn for ceremonial kolam dances.
More than one hundred different characters take
part.

More Masks
According to legend, kolam masks came from the
time of the very first king of human beings. His
queen was expecting their first baby and she was
desperate to see a mask-dance.
No-one knew what a mask-dance
was and the queen became more
and more unhappy.
Finally the king prayed that a
solution would be found. The very
next morning the masks appeared
in the royal garden and the king
ordered dances to be performed for
his delighted and very happy queen.

Here are more masks from the kolam dances.

In Sri Lanka, masks are also worn for healing.
The Sanni Yakuma ritual is organised whenever
normal medicine doesn’t seem to be working. When
that happens it’s believed that the person who is ill
has come under the spell of an evil spirit or demon.
The healing ritual is performed
on a wide stretch of land in the
village and the performance
lasts for one night.
The most important mask is the
Maha kola Sanni Yaka.

The masks worn in special ritual healing ceremonies
are called Sanni Yakuma. According to tradition, evil
spirits cause different illnesses so, when an evil spirit
sees the masked ‘spirit’ dancing, it’s driven away
and the sick person can then get better.
You can see smaller versions
of the different Sanni masks
all round the big Maha kola
Sanni Yaka mask.

Many Andean dancers use masks as part of the
dancer’s costume. The most common are masks of
demons, angels, black people and all kinds of
animals..
Masks are made from
many different
materials such as clay,
wood, painted felt,
plaster, wood, tin and
wire mesh.

The festival of Inti Raymi (the
festival of the sun and harvest)
is the most important Andean
celebration of the year.

This is a deer mask that was
carved from wood. Masks like
this are worn at carnival
time.

During the festival, there is
traditional music and
dancing.

This rabbit mask is
made of tin.

These festival
masks are made of
papier mache.

This photograph was
taken in 1963. It’s a
photograph of a man
called Simon Paneak
mending his snow shoes.

Making this kind of
mask started as a
practical joke.
The idea came from
two young caribou
hunters.
They wanted to surprise their family and friends at
a party so they the made masks as a joke.
Many years later people were interested in how the
Inuit (Eskimo) used to live and wanted to know
about the masks.

The masked dancer in the
picture (Aya Huma)
wears a two faced mask
with twelve horns. The
two faces represent night
and day and the twelve
horns represent the twelve
months of the year.

Long ago the Inuit
(Eskimo) people from
the Arctic Circle made
masks from animal
skins and fur.

There are
many colourful
masks used
during the
festival.

Every year in early June, villages in the Andes mountains
celebrate the feast of Corpus Christi with masked dances.
The dancers wear colourful clothes and masks.

Aya Huma is the spirit of
the mountains who comes
to dance and celebrate the
harvest.

Simon Paneak was a hunter who was born a
hundred years ago. He was also an important
person in his village. He realised that the masks
were an important part of Inuit history and so he
and his wife began to make masks for sale.
These masks were
made by Simon and his
wife around 1973 just
before he died. They
are now in a museum.

Simon Paneak lived in
the far north of Alaska.

This is the female mask made by Mrs Suzie Paneak.

For more than 50 years,
women from Simon
Pateak’s village in Alaska
have been making masks
to remember the way the
Inuit (Eskimo) used to live
in the time of igloos and
animal skin tents.
The masks are still made from animal skin that is
sewn into the shape of the face and decorated with
fur to make the eyebrows and the parka hood.
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The masks are
called shaman
masks.

