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INTRODUCTION: THE COSMIC WISDOM OF THE JENU
KURUBAS

In the dense forests of the Western Ghats in Karnataka, India,
lives  one  of  the  oldest  indigenous  communities  –  the  Jenu
Kurubas. Traditionally hunter-gatherers and honey collectors, the
Jenu Kurubas have nurtured a rich oral tradition that includes a
unique  understanding  of  the  universe.  The  Space  And
Cosmology Of Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore is not merely a
set  of  myths;  it  is  a  living  knowledge  system  that  blends
observations of nature, celestial phenomena, and spiritual beliefs.
This  article  explores  how this  tribal  community  envisions  the
cosmos, how they map the stars, and what their folklore reveals
about  the relationship between humans and the universe.  By
delving into their creation stories, astronomical observations, and
rituals, we uncover a worldview that is both deeply rooted in the
forest  environment and strikingly sophisticated in its  grasp of
cosmic cycles.

WHO ARE THE JENU KURUBAS?

The Jenu Kuruba (literally “honey gatherers” in Kannada) are a

Scheduled  Tribe  primarily  found  in  the  districts  of  Kodagu,
Mysore, and Chamarajanagar. Jenu means honey, and Kuruba
refers to a shepherd or tribal group. Historically, they lived in
harmony with the forest, relying on honey collection, small-game
hunting,  and  shifting  cultivation.  Their  oral  literature,  passed
down through generations,  encapsulates their  encounters with
the  wild  and the  sky.  The Space And Cosmology Of Jenu
Kurubas Indian Folklore emerges from this intimate bond with
nature – every hill, river, and constellation is woven into stories
that explain the origins of life and the order of the heavens.

FOLKLORE AS A VESSEL FOR COSMIC KNOWLEDGE

Without  a  written script,  the  Jenu Kurubas depend on songs,
dances, and storytelling to preserve their cosmology. Folktales
about the sun, moon, and stars are not separate from their daily
lives; they are used to teach children about seasons, navigation,
and moral values. For instance, the appearance of certain star
clusters  signals  the time to collect  honey or  to  avoid certain
forest areas. This practical astronomy is embedded in narratives
that anthropomorphize celestial  bodies – the sun is  often a fiery
deity,  the  moon  a  gentle  grandmother,  and  the  stars  the
campfires of  ancestors.  Such storytelling makes the Space And
Cosmology Of Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore accessible and
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memorable for generations.

Creation Myths: The Birth
of the Sky and Earth
One of the most prevalent Jenu Kuruba creation myths describes
a time when there was only water and darkness. A divine being –
sometimes called Booda Deva (Earth God) – dived into the waters
and brought up a handful of mud. From that mud, the earth was
formed. The sky was believed to be a vast canopy held up by four
pillars, each guarded by a spirit. The sun, moon, and stars were
created  from  the  sparks  of  a  cosmic  fire.  This  imagery  of  a
structured universe, with layers of existence, is central to the
Space And Cosmology Of Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore. The
earth is seen as a living entity, and the sky as a realm inhabited
by gods and ancestors who influence human affairs.

The Role of the Milky Way
In Jenu Kuruba tradition, the Milky Way is known as Hennu Bannu
(the  woman’s  path)  or  Akkana  Batti  (the  elder  sister’s  trail).
According  to  legend,  a  young  woman  named  Akkamma was
separated from her family while gathering honey. She wandered
through the forest, and her footprints turned into clusters of stars
that now form the Milky Way. The story teaches the importance
of  staying  together  and  the  dangers  of  straying  from  the
community. This narrative is a classic example of how Space

And  Cosmology  Of  Jenu  Kurubas  Indian  Folklore  uses
astronomical features to convey social lessons. The Milky Way is
also used as a calendar: when it appears directly overhead at
dusk, it marks the beginning of the honey-flow season.

UNDERSTANDING THE STARS AND CONSTELLATIONS

The Jenu Kurubas have names for many stars and constellations
that  differ  from  Western  astronomy.  Their  celestial  map  is
practical,  tied directly to their livelihood. Below are some key
examples from their folklore:

Kenda Nakshatra (The Fire Star): This refers to the star
Sirius. Its rising just before dawn is associated with the
hottest part of the year, and it signals that it is time to
avoid forest fires.
Mattu Moola (The Cattle Herd): The Pleiades cluster is
seen as a group of cows grazing in the sky. The
disappearance of this cluster from the evening sky marks
the beginning of the monsoon, a critical time for planting.
Kollu Navilu (The Black Eagle): This is the constellation
Aquila. The Jenu Kurubas believe that the eagle spirals in
the sky to protect the honeycombs on earth from being
stolen by demons.
Mari Mannu (The Rain Girl): The star Spica is personified
as a girl who weeps, causing the rains to fall. Her
appearance in the eastern sky at sunset is a sign that the
rainy season is near.

These examples demonstrate how Space And Cosmology Of
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Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore  merges  scientific  observation  –
such as the timing of seasons – with mythological interpretation.
The community  does  not  separate  the physical  sky  from the
spiritual one; both are intertwined.

COSMOLOGY: THE LAYERS OF THE UNIVERSE

In Jenu Kuruba belief,  the universe is divided into three main
realms:

Bhu Loka (Earth Realm): The domain of humans,1.
animals, and plants. It is considered sacred and is
protected by Kattale Devaru (Forest God).
Antar Loka (Intermediate Realm): The region of the2.
atmosphere, clouds, and birds. Spirits and minor deities
dwell here.
Deva Loka (Heavenly Realm): The abode of the supreme3.
god Madeshwara and the ancestors. The sun and moon
travel through this realm, and the stars are the eyes of the
departed.

These layers are not static; they interact through the movement
of celestial bodies. For example, an eclipse is believed to occur
when a serpent demon temporarily swallows the sun or moon,
causing  a  disturbance  between  the  realms.  Rituals  such  as
beating drums and shouting are performed during eclipses to
scare the demon away, restoring cosmic order. This worldview
highlights  the dynamic nature of  Space And Cosmology Of
Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore.

RITUALS AND FESTIVALS TIED TO CELESTIAL EVENTS

The  Jenu  Kurubas  celebrate  several  festivals  that  align  with
astronomical  phenomena.  One  of  the  most  significant  is  Belli
Habba  (Silver  Festival),  observed during the full  moon of  the
month of Vaisakha (April-May). Families gather in clearings, light
bonfires, and offer honey and flowers to the moon, thanking it for
guiding nocturnal journeys. The festival also involves recounting
stories about the moon’s marriage to the earth, a narrative that
explains the cycle of growth and decay in nature. Such rituals
reinforce the community’s connection to the cosmos and ensure
that  the  Space  And Cosmology  Of  Jenu  Kurubas  Indian
Folklore remains a lived experience rather than mere stories.
Another important event is the observation of the winter solstice,
known as Mukka Adugu (Three Steps). On that day, the sun is
said  to  step  backward  for  three  days  before  resuming  its
northward  journey.  The  community  performs  a  dance  called
Kolatam  to  mimic the sun’s motion,  celebrating the return of
longer days. This practice shows a deep understanding of the
solar cycle, integrated into a cultural performance.

COMPARISON WITH MODERN ASTRONOMY

It is fascinating to note that many Jenu Kuruba observations align
remarkably  well  with  modern  astronomy.  Their  identification  of
the Pleiades with the monsoon onset corresponds to the actual
heliacal rising of that star cluster in that season. Their naming of
Sirius as a fire star matches its association with the hottest period
in  the  region.  While  the  explanations  are  mythological,  the
empirical base is sound. The Space And Cosmology Of Jenu
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Kurubas Indian Folklore thus represents a form of indigenous
astronomy that deserves recognition alongside other traditional
knowledge systems. It also serves as a reminder that science and
myth are not opposites; they are different ways of making sense
of the world, especially in oral cultures.

CHALLENGES AND PRESERVATION

Today,  the  Jenu  Kurubas  face  rapid  cultural  erosion  due  to
deforestation,  displacement,  and  modernization.  Younger
generations are moving away from traditional livelihoods, and the
oral transmission of cosmic knowledge is weakening. However,
efforts  by  anthropologists  and  local  community  leaders  are
underway  to  document  and  revive  this  unique  cosmology.
Projects that record folk songs and star names, and integrate
them into  school  curricula,  are  helping  to  keep  Space  And
Cosmology  Of  Jenu  Kurubas  Indian  Folklore  alive.

Recognizing this knowledge as an intangible heritage is crucial
for  both  cultural  diversity  and  scientific  appreciation  of
alternative  worldviews.

CONCLUSION

The Space And Cosmology Of Jenu Kurubas Indian Folklore offers
a  profound  example  of  how  a  forest-dwelling  tribe  has
constructed  a  coherent,  practical,  and  spiritually  rich
understanding of the universe. Their stars are not distant balls of
gas but characters in moral tales; their seasons are not mere
climate patterns but conversations between gods and ancestors.
This cosmology teaches us that our relationship with the cosmos
is not just a matter of scientific data but also of poetry, identity,
and  survival.  By  respecting  and  preserving  such  indigenous
knowledge, we enrich our own understanding of the universe and
the many ways humans have sought to find their place within it.


