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HIT LIST

Since 1962, World Theatre Day (March 27) has been celebrated by theatre organisations and thespians all over 
the world. A look at some of the indigenous folk dramas of India in recognition of this day.

On Stage

A high-energy dance drama laced with tongue-in-cheek 
humour and often suggestive dialogue, Tamasha is 
performed by travelling theatre troupes. Its current  
form – divided into dholki bhaari and sangeet bhaari 
styles with a common clown character, songadya – 
evolved during the Peshwa era of the Maratha Empire. 
Dholki bhaari, which gets its name from a cylindrical, 
two-sided drum, is an all-encompassing act of song, 
dance and drama, while sangeet bhaari has music at its 
crux. The compositions, mainly of the Lavani genre of 

music, feature dholki, one-stringed tuntuni, manjeera 
(cymbals), lezim and daf (frame drum). Women wear 
vibrant nauvari (nine-yard) sarees, elaborate jewellery, 
gajra or flower garlands in their hair and ghungroos 
(musical anklet). The men sing powadas or ballads 
describing heroic deeds of a king, a romantic story or  
a folklore. maharashtratourism.gov.in 

AirAsia India flies to Mumbai from Hyderabad, New 
Delhi, Bengaluru and other destinations.
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Kutiyattam, Kerala
Kutiyattam (also Koodiyattam) is the only surviving 
art form that uses themes from ancient Sanskrit 
theatre. It features members of the Chakyar and 
Nangiar communities enacting verses in Sanskrit 
to the tune of a large copper drum called mizhavu, 
played by members of the Nambiar community. 
This inclusivity lends the art form its name – kuti 
(combined) attam (acting). An intrinsic part of 
the act, the vidushaka (jester), captivates the 
audience with his satirical comments in colloquial 
Malayalam. Held at temple theatre houses called 
koothambalams, the performance typically runs 
for one to three weeks. Painted faces, towering 
headgear and costumes in red, black and white 
are quintessential to the dance drama, which was 
recognised by UNESCO as a ‘Masterpiece of Oral 
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity’ in 2001. 
keralatourism.org 

AirAsia India flies to Kochi from Bengaluru, 
Hyderabad, New Delhi and other destinations.

Tamasha, Maharashtra 

Jatra, West 
Bengal & 
Odisha 
Jatra, popular in West 
Bengal, Odisha and 
neighbouring Bangladesh, 
translates to ‘procession’. 
It took form as a part of 
Sri Chaitanya’s Bhakti 
Movement. Over time, the 
performances have become 
secular and feature folk 
songs, dance routines and 
melodramatic monologues. 
It is usually performed 
in open-air venues. 
Allegorical characters Bibek 
(conscience) and Niyati 
(fate) play the roles of  
moral guardians, 
commenting on scenes 
with wit and humour.  
odishatourism.gov.in, 
wbtourismgov.in
AirAsia India flies to 
Bhubaneswar and Kolkata 
from Bengaluru and other 
destinations.
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Ramlila, the dramatic stage adaptation of the 
Ramayana, is enacted during the annual Dussehra 
festival. The performances are particularly notable in 
the cities of Ayodhya and Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh. 

Raaslila, Manipur
Ningthou Ching-Thang Khomba (also known as Bhagya 
Chandra), the Meitei monarch of Manipur, started the 
tradition of Raaslila. First performed in 1777, this ‘dance 
of divine love’ depicts a night when Lord Krishna played 
his flute and his beloved Radha, along with the gopis 
of Vrindavan, joined him in a dance. Its five iterations 
are: Vasanta Raas (performed during the full moon of 
March-April), Maha Raas (performed on Kartik Purnima 
in November-December) and Nitya Raas, Kunja Raas 
and Diba Raas (performed only during the day). The 
female artistes wear traditional stiff skirts decorated with 
sequins, mirrors and gold appliqué with a muslin top and 
a white veil. The restrained performances with graceful 
movements and eloquent silences make it a truly 
spiritual experience. manipurtourism.gov.in

AirAsia India flies to Imphal from Guwahati, Agartala, 
New Delhi and other destinations.

social stigmas and injustice. The 
story unfolds through dialogue 
(in Gujarati, Hindi, Marwari and 
Urdu) and songs, accompanied by 
a variety of musical instruments 
including pakhavaj (drum), cymbals 
and harmonium. 

In neighbouring Rajasthan, 
women of the Kalbelia community 
perform elaborate dance routines 
interspersed with tricky acts such 
as balancing earthen or brass pots, 

Originating in the 14th century, 
Bhavai is dedicated to Goddess 
Amba. It is helmed by a nayak or 
chief who is armed with bhungal, 
a four-foot-long copper pipe, 
and introduces the performers. 
Traditionally, the act (including the 
female characters) was performed 
only by the men of the Bhavaiyya 
community. The art form uses 
humour and satire to highlight 
issues such as the caste system, 

Bhavai, Rajasthan & Gujarat 

HIT LIST

as many as 12, on their heads, 
perching on the rim of a brass 
plate or the edge of a sword 
and so on. Men provide the 
accompanying music.  
tourism.rajasthan.gov.in, 

gujarattourism.com 

AirAsia India flies to Ahmedabad 
and Jaipur from Bengaluru, New 
Delhi and other destinations.

Yakshagana, 
Karnataka 
Known for its colourful 
costumes, vigorous 
dance movements and 
extempore dialogue, 
Yakshagana has two main 
variations – Moodalapaya 
and Paduvalapaya. The 
act lasts three to four 
hours and sometimes runs 
for more than 12 hours. 
Artistes with painted faces, 
extravagant headgear 
and fake weapons stage 
scenes from epics such 
as the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata and verses 
from sacred scriptures. 
The performance 
is accompanied by 
classical music and 
songs sung by the chief 
musician or bhagvata. 
karnatakatourism.org
AirAsia India flies to 
Bengaluru from New 
Delhi, Mumbai, Hyderabad 
and other destinations.


