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Evocative, vibrant, 
and larger than 

life – masks have 
been central to 

celebrations and 
storytelling across 

the world.

CULTURE

 TEXT PRACHI JOSHI

While Venetian masks add 
to the beauty of the 
city’s annual carnival, 

the Chhau performers of Odisha 
don masks to represent deities 
and demons. From Japan’s long 
red-nosed Shimokitazawa Tengu 
mask and the demon depicted 
during Austria’s Krampusnacht, 
to the Indonesian Topeng and the 
Chinese New Year masks, we take 
a look at this living culture and the 
festivals around it. 

‘MASK’ER    DE

VENETIAN VISAGES, ITALY
The Venice Carnival dates back to the 12th century when it was a 
two-month masked revelry, celebrated to mark the victory of the then 
Venetian Republic over Patriarch of the Aquileia. In the 18th century, it 
was outlawed by the Holy Roman Emperor who also banned the use of 
masks. Since its revival in 1979, the Venice Carnival has become a major 
attraction with its hedonistic balls held in opulent palazzos. Masks have 
always been a part of the carnival, ostensibly to eradicate the rather rigid 
class hierarchies prevalent in the country – people of all classes mingle 
at festivals behind the anonymity of masks. The Venetian masks have 
traditionally been made of glass, porcelain or leather. While the older 
masks were quite simple, the recent ones are more ornate, with beads, 
feathers, lace, and sequins being the added embellishments. There are 
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FOLKSY FACADES, INDIA
Eastern India’s Chhau folk dance is a melange of 
martial arts and acrobatics, depicting religious 
themes and stories from the epics of Ramayana, 
Mahabharata, ancient texts and literature, and 
even household chores. The states of Odisha, 
West Bengal, and Jharkhand each have their 
own iteration of the dance named 
after the locations where they are 
performed i.e. Mayurbhanj, Purulia, 
and Seraikella, respectively. Chhau 
dance is a highlight at festivals, 
especially during spring. While the 
Mayurbhanj Chhau doesn’t involve 
masked dancers, these folksy 
facades are an integral part of the 
costume in the Purulia and Seraikella 
versions. The masks in Seraikella 
Chhau are symbolic, and in Purulia 
Chhau they form an integral part 
of the performance. The Chhau 
mask-making knowledge is passed 
down orally within families and is 
a multi-step process. Mud moulds 
depicting mythological figures and 
animals or birds are made and then 
covered with layers of paper and glue. 
Facial features made out of clay are 
added, followed by a layer of mud and 
cloth. The mask is then left to dry in 
the sun. As a final touch, the mask 
is polished, nose and eye holes are 
drilled, and then finally the mask is 
painted and decorated with feathers, 
beads, artificial flowers, etc. to represent the 
character to be portrayed. 

distinct styles of masks that are used during the 
festivals. Some of these are bauta (originally 
stark white, now heavily gilded and often worn 
with a red or black cape and a peaked hat), 
colombina (half mask covering the eyes, nose, 
and cheeks), Medico della Peste (the plague 
doctor mask with a bird-like beak), and volto 
(a full face white porcelain mask with gilded 
decorations). You can hire handmade costumes 
and masks from several ateliers in the city and 
join in the revelry. Take your pick from the many 
events organised during the Carnival, like the  
Il Ballo del Doge, Mascheranda Grand Ball, or 
the daily shows and balls held around the city. 
The next Venice Carnival is scheduled to take 
place from February 16 to March 5, 2019.
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BRINGING IN CHEER, CHINA
Masks are an integral part of the 15-day-long Chinese New Year festival 
that falls in spring every year. Chinese masks have been around since the 
times of Shang and Zhou dynasties, some 3,500 years ago. They have 
been traditionally classified as New Year masks and Chinese opera masks. 
Unlike the opera masks, the Chinese New Year masks portray only positive 
expressions, resonating the sheer joy of welcoming the New Year. These 
colourful masks usually depict deities, spirits, and animals associated 
with the Chinese Zodiac. The lion and the dragon are recurrent, especially 
the latter, given its high regard in Chinese folklore. The masks are made 
of paper, cloth, leather, wood etc., and painted in vivid colours, often 
bearing Chinese symbolic designs. A majority of the masks are painted in 
the auspicious red, representing luck and prosperity. Gold and bright blue 
are the other popular colours. These adornments are worn for ceremonial 
dances and parades that make up the New Year celebrations. For example, 
during the Lion Dance, an important part of the Chinese New Year, people 
don lion masks and perform complicated dance moves. Chinese New Year 
will next be celebrated on February 5, 2019.

OTHER ‘MASK’-ERADE FESTIVALS TO 
TRAVEL FOR:
• Carnaval de Binche is an annual 

event held on Shrove Tuesday in 
the town of Binche in Belgium. 
Men, known as Gilles, dressed 
in vibrant costumes and wearing 
clownish wax masks dance in 
the town centre to ward off evil 
spirits, followed by a procession 
with baskets of oranges, which are 
thrown into the crowds to bring 
good luck.  
When? March 3–5, 2019

• On the fourth Sunday of 
October, the streets of Bacolod 
in Philippines come alive with 
dancers in colourful costumes, 
masks, and headdresses 
celebrating MassKara.  
When? October 28

• In Mexico, on the Day of the 
Dead (Día de los Muertos) 
people pay tribute to their dearly 
departed by donning funky make-
up, skeleton costumes, and skull 
masks, and holding parades with 
lots of singing and dancing.  
When? November 2

• At the Hemis Festival, held at 
Hemis Monastery in Ladakh, 
monks don elaborate costumes 
and masks and perform traditional 
dances to the beat of drums, 
trumpets, and cymbals.  
When? July 11–12, 2019
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THE MASK OF 
DANCE, INDONESIA
Indonesia is known for its cultural 
dances. There are more than 3,000 
original dance forms, many of which 
still flourish – from the Javanese 
court dance of Yogyakarta and the 
traditional Sundanese Jaipongan 
dance, to Bali’s famous Kecak 
dance, and Topeng, the Balinese 
dance drama. Topeng originated 
from tribal dances held in honour 
of the ancestors and has since 
evolved to include stories from the 
Ramayana and Mahabharata as well 
as contemporary tales. The word 
topeng means mask in Indonesian. 
This dance is usually performed 
to celebrate a temple anniversary. 
Characters of noble background are 
generally depicted with beautiful 
white or golden full-face masks 
and don’t have dialogues; their 
storytelling is only through dance 
and movement. Those portraying 
jesters wear grotesque half masks 
and their performances include 
regaling the audience with jokes and 
current gossip to engage them. The 
dance is accompanied by gamelan, a 
traditional instrument ensemble. 


