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In the Eastern parts of the country, especially in the States of
Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, more than a dozen styles of dance
are prevalent which are called Chhau. Therefore, 'Chhau' is
a generic term. The seedbed of Chhau dances is a contiguous
area comprising south-west of West Bengal, south of Bihar, north
and west of Orissa. Of these various styles of Chhau, three are
considered representative and are now called after the places of
prevalence: Purulia, Seraikela and Mayurbhanj. While Purulia is in
West Bengal, Mayurbhanj in Orissa, and Seraikela, although now
in Bihar, it is pertinent to note that all the Chhau dancers are Oriya
speaking.

Mayurbhanj and Seraikela were princely states and their rulers
extended enthusiastic patronage to the development of Chhau.
Therefore, these two styles of Chhau are most evolved and have
a well structured grammar and identity of their own. The grammar
and technique of the form is passed down through the oral tradition.
The Purulia style of Chhau has a simpler grammar but adequate to
give it a powerful theatrical character.

The main difference among these Chhau styles lies in the use
of masks. While Purulia and Seraikela styles of Chhau use
masks, the Mayurbhanj style does not. Seraikela masks are more
sophisticated but Purulia masks, with towering headgears, are
more dramatic. Influenced by the traditional jaatraa theatre of
West Bengal, Purulia Chhau vibrates with a powerful theatricality
and the use of masks imparts to the danced mythical episodes a
rare kind of palpability.

The origin of Chhau lies deep in the obscurity of time and the
unfortunate silence of historical documents has heightened the
mystery of the origin of the form. Even the meaning of the word
'Chhau’ is steeped in controversy. Most of the scholars, however,
agree that Chhau dances, irrespective of style, have both material
and ritualistic elements. All the dance numbers in the repertoire
of Purulia Chhau centre around a fight. The rudimentary dance
of Mayurbhanj Chhau is called ruk-naar-naacha which literally
means 'the dance of defence and attack’, and that of the Seraikela
Chhau is phari-khandaa-khela, meaning 'the play of the shield and
the sword'. All these unmistakably point to the fact that in the initial
phase of development, Chhau was inspired by the martial crafts
of bygone days. When guns were not there, the soldiers were
using heavy handheld weapons. To use them proficiently an agile
body like that of a dancer was required. The martial arts involved
dance training also. Today the martial artists combine the grace of
a dancer with vigorous movement. Some of the traditional martial
arts still survive in a few places of our country, for instance, the
thaang-taa of Manipur and Kalarippayettu of Kerala are surviving
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martial arts of this country. In Orissa, a similar tradition survives,
it is known as paaika-naacha. Chhau at one time was a kind of
paaika-naacha, which means 'dance of the soldiers'. It would be
therefore, logical to presume that Chhau was originally a war
dance.

In its formative period, in an unsophisticated culture, Chhau was
not only a war dance but also a ritual meant for the upliftment
of the soul. At the same time, it also conveyed the conquest of
fear through the anticipation of victory. It is significant that all the
various styles of Chhau culminate in a festival called chaitra-parab
celebrated on the last day of the month of chaitra, corresponding
with April 12. In both Bengali and Oriya calendars this is the last
day of the year.

A few other traditions of mask dances are prevalent in West
Bengal, such as, gambhiraa and kaalikaa-naach, but they are
highly ritualistic and lack the kind of aesthetic appeal that the
Purulia Chhau has.

Purulia is the name of a district lying at the western border of West
Bengal. Purulia became a district only in the year 1956. Earlier
it was a part of Manbhum district. Although Chhau is performed
all over the district, there are a few villages, such as, Bagmundi,
Jhalda, Bandyoyan and Arsa, where the dance is performed with
more enthusiasm. The character of the performance at these
four places differs to some extent. While the performance at
Bandyoyan has a primitive simplicity, that at Jhalda has acquired
more urbanised sophistication, because, among the said four
places only Jhalda has a railway station, electricity, cinema halls,
and a few industrial units. Therefore, life here has been urbanised
to some extent. Naturally, Chhau has been influenced by it. Often
the costumes are gaudy using nylon and tinsel materials as are
used in commercial films. At times, themes for dance numbers are
not Pauranic but such as would please the urbanised population.

The style of performance in Bagmundi area may be considered
as the most representative of Purulia Chhau, although it is being
increasingly influenced by the popular jaatraa theatre which has
also acquired some elements of commercial films. Nevertheless,
Chhau of Bagmundi area retains the traditional music and thematic
content of the dance numbers.

Purulia Chhau is traditionally performed in the open air and on level
ground. An open area of about 30 feet by 30 feet is adequate for the
performance, but the area is joined with a corridor of about 6 feet
width which is used for entry and exit of the dancers. It is about 20
feet long and connects the greenroom with the performance area.
The corridor also often becomes a part of the performance area.

Generally, the performance area is circular with a diameter of about
30 feet. The audience sit around the area on the bare ground.
For women there is a raised platform, quite a distance from the
performance area, that is, behind the male audience. The platform
is 6 to 7 feet high. Therefore, if any one of the male audience stand
up, he will not obstruct the vision of the female audience.

The performance begins around 10 P.M. and continues throughout
the night. At times the performance comes to an end one or two
hours after sunrise. The audience come to watch the performance
after dinner.
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Before the presentation of dance numbers, the musicians,
especially the drummers, show their mastery over the drum. If there
are more than one group to perform that night, then musicians of
each group come batch by batch and play with great enthusiasm.
After musicians of all the participating groups have performed, the
preliminary comes to an end.

The performance begins with an invocation to Lord Ganesa.
The vocalist comes with folded hands to the arena and sings the
invocation which is quite brief, usually just a couplet. As soon as
the vocalist stops the music, the opening number is played. The
first character to appear is Lord Ganesa. Unlike the other two
styles of Chhau, Purulia Chhau has no solo or duet dance in its
repertoire. All are group numbers. Therefore, the first number has
to have Lord Ganesa as one of the characters. There are three
such numbers in the repertoire of Purulia Chhau. In Bagmundi
area it is either the Mahisaasura-vadh (killing of the demon named
Mahisaasura) or Parasuram-parajay in which there is first a fight
between Ganesa and Parasuram and the former is defeated. Then
fight ensues between Kaartikeya and Parasuram. Again the former
is defeated. Then comes goddess Parvati in the form of Kali who
defeats Parasuram. Lord Siva also appears, to whom Parasuram
bows and surrenders his arms. The goddess then appears in her
benign form of Parvati.

In the Bandyoyan area, the theme for the opening number is
different. The number depicts how Ganesa loses his head as Sani,
the malevolent planet-god, casts his malignant glance and how,
ordered by Lord Siva, his follower Nandi brings the severed head
of Indra's elephant and it is grafted on the shoulder of Ganesa.

After the opening number, usually sequential numbers based
on the Ramayana are presented. The entire repertoire of the
Ramayana consists of 30 sequential numbers, beginning with the
episode of killing of the young ascetic Sindhu by King Dasaratha
and ending with the coronation of Rama in Ayodhya. It is not
possible to present the entire Ramayana in one night. It usually
takes two nights to present all the 30 episodes. On the first night,
eight are danced ending with the marriage of Rama and Sita. If,
however, the Ramayana is to be performed in one night and not
in two successive nights, then less important episodes are not
performed and the performance ends with the killing of Ravana.

In the repetoire of Purulia Chhau there are several dance numbers
which are based on episodes from the Mahabharata and a few
Puranas.

The musical accompaniment to the dances is provided by three
kinds of musical instruments. The melodic instrument is called
Shanai. It is a double-reeded wind instrument much like the
sehnai of North India, but the timbre is different. The Shanai has
a kind of whining sound. In all the styles of Chhau, drum music
rules. Two kinds of drums are used in Purulia Chhau. Dhol is the
most dominant drum. It is a two-faced barrel-shaped drum which
is slung around the neck of the player and held waist-high. One
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face is played with a lean stick and the other by the fingers. The
Dhol player always leads the Chhau orchestra. When inspired he
loudly utters the mnemonic syllables of the Dhol music. The other
kind of drum is called Dhumsa or Dhaak. It is a huge bowlshaped
bass kettle-drum which is played with two thick and blunt wooden
batons. It produces a reverberating sound. The sound of Dhumsa
admirably blends with that of the Dhol and makes the percussion
music of Chhau extremely rich and powerful.

Not only in Purulia but in the entire area where the Chhau dances
are prevalent, there is a fascinating tradition of folk music called
Jhumur. Most of the melodies played on the Shanai, especially in
Purulia and Mayurbhanj styles, are drawn from the vast, varied,
and rich repertoire of Jhumur songs. Usually, the musical phrases
that are repeated over and over are the refrain couplet of a Jhumur
song. Although repeated many a time, like the flowing waves of a
river, the musical phrases do not appear monotonous because the
tunes have exquisite lyrical beauty and the fascinating drum music
that goes with it immensely enhances its appeal.

Most of the musicians of Purulia Chhau, (as also in Mayurbhanj),
belong to the Dom caste. In social hierarchy the Dom-s used to
occupy a very low position. But it is this caste that is responsible
for sustaining and enriching the fascinating tradition of Chhau
music. Unless one has a very strong sense of rhythm one can not
be a Dhol-player since there is no systematic method of training.

The district of Purulia is largely inhabitated by scheduled tribes
and scheduled castes. There are isolated settlements of caste
Hindus scattered over the entire district; but they are all migrants.
The basic population of the district is formed mainly by four
communities : the Bhumij, who call themselves Sardar; the Mura,
generally known as the Mundas; the Santhal; and the Kurmi,
also known as Mahato. Of these four communities, the Santhals
do not show much interest in Chhau, however, the other three
communities are very interested in the form. Most of the Ostaads,
meaning the trainer and expert, belong to the Mura community,
the Chhau dancers, however, are from the Bhumij community.

The Purulia Chhau does not have as elaborate a grammar of dance
technique as the Mayurbhanj and Seraikela styles, yet the set of
techniques that Purulia Chhau has is adequate to make it the most
dramatic of all the styles of Chhau. Some fo the dance movements
that a Purulia Chhau dancer has to practise and perfect are given
below :

Basic Gaits and Locomotion
1. The majestic walk of a Hero
2. The arrogant walk of a Demonic Titan

3. The sideway walk to Seek an Enemy
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4. The walk of a prowling animal
5. The walk of a monkey
6. The walks of various animals like lion, tiger, etc.
7. The walk on the knees
8. Wavy locomotion
9. Crawling locomotion

10. Diving locomotion

11.  Rippling locomotion (like a fish)

12.  Rocking locomotion (like a swan)

Jumps

1. Jump and fall on one knee
2. Jump and fall on both the knees
3. Jump and take a turn in air
4. Jumps evoking those of animals like monkey, lion, etc.

Typical Movements

1.

Shaking the crown : This movement is generally executed by
the demonic characters to express extreme anger. The whole
body of the dancer remains erect and stiff. Only the top of the
headgear of the mask is shaken vigorously.

Shaking the shoulders : This movement is also done to
express anger, especially when two characters confront each
other before a fight. The movement is executed by both good
and evil characters. This is performed more by the dancers of
Bagmundi area.

Shaking the Torso : It is a difficult movement and only well
trained and talented dancers can perform it perfectly. The
entire body is kept erect. Only the torso is shaken to express
valour. A few dancers of Bagmundi area do it admirably.

Purulia Chhau, being the most vigorous and theatrical of all styles,
does not need any complicated dance movements.
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In Purulia Chhau, masks play a very important role. And it is
interesting to note that while the dancers and the musicians all
belong to either scheduled castes or tribes, the mask makers are
all caste Hindus. They bear the professional surname of Sutradhar
or family surnames, such as, Dutta or Sil or Paal which are borne
by the Kayasthas of West Bengal. About four kilometers away
from Bagmundi there is a village named Chorida. It is also called
Chorda. The masks are made in this village. A few decades ago a
family of mask-makers moved to another village named Domordi.
Since then this is the second village where the masks are made,
but Chorda retains its supremacy in mask-making.

The mask-makers are, basically, clay-modellers who also make
images of various gods and goddesses of the Hindu pantheon. They
are also carpenters. Generally they make masks from February to
May. During the rains they do carpentry work. From September
they are busy in image making, because during Dussera there is
a great demand for them.

For making masks one needs clay, torn pieces of paper, rags, glue
made of flour, and dye of different shades. The different stages of
making a mask are given below :

1. A model of the desired mask is first made in clay. This stage is
called maati-gadaa, meaning 'shaping with clay'.

2. Glue applied to pieces of torn paper are pasted on the model.
It is called kaagaj-chitaano, i.e. pasting of paper.

3. A layer of paste-like clay is painted over the pasted papers.
This is called kaabij-lepaa (application of clay)

4. Pasting pieces of cloth with a kind of sticky clay known as
chitaa-maati, is called kaapad-setaano (pasting of cloth).

5. With a wooden chisel, known as thaapi, polishing the whole
image so that nose, eyes, ears, etc. come out appropriately.
This stage of the mask-making is called thaapi-paalish
(polishing with a thaapi).

6. Again a thin layer of clay is applied to the whole mask. At this
stage the mask is separated from the model. Like the third
stage, it is also called kaabij-lepaa.

7. The last stage is called saajaano, meaning 'to decorate'.
Application of dye of required colours and fixing the appropriate
headgear are done at this stage. Some masks, according to
the characters they represent, require highly ornamented
headgears.

The mask-makers of Purulia are not only well versed in their
art but also in Indian mythology. Although most of them are not
literate, they strictly follow the tradition and various characters of
the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and various Puranas which are
admirably represented by the masks.
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Since the Chhau dances are performed traditionally in April, leaders
of different groups of Chhau dancers go to Chorda from around
the middle of February to purchase masks. A few mask-makers
of Chorda, to do good business, go to the district headquarters,
Purulia, which is about 65 kilometers away from their village. They
take a room on rent and open their shops and show-rooms. They
sell the masks at a higher price than what is normally charged at
Chorda.

Mask, integrated with the gorgeous headgear, is the mostimportant
aspect of the aahaarya (make-up and costume) of Purulia Chhau.
There is no need for facial make-up since it is covered by the
mask. But the exposed limbs do need appropriate make-up. For
instance, Lord Siva appears with a bare body and a short cloth
looking like a tiger's skin: His torso and legs below the knee,
therefore, are given make-up to suggest that his complexion is
'white like silver'. Most of the important male characters, however,
wear an upper garment which is highly influenced by jaatraa, the
traditional theatre form of West Bengal. It is invariably a kind of
jacket that is embroidered with zari, artificial pearl-like beads, etc.
The cloth of the jacket is usually velvet. The embroidery is made
by hand by a class of women who are engaged as wage labourers.
The sleeves of the jackets extend upto the elbow. The elbow to
the wrist is covered with a kind of broad ribbon, when it remains
uncovered it is covered by make-up.

The trouser-like lower garment is typical and interesting. It is an
ordinary pair of trousers made of different colours of cotton cloth.
In no other form of performing art such a pair of trousers are worn.
Although there are no rigid rules about the colour of the trousers,
generally a demonic character wears black trousers with deep red
stripes, a god wears one of deep red or deep green with stripesina
contrasting colour. Deep colours are always preferred. Characters
like ascetics, sages, etc. do not wear trousers but a lion cloth dyed
in saffron colour.

There are not many women characters in Purulia Chhau. Of the
few goddesses represented in this style of Chhau, one is Kali. She
is an exception in the sense that she is given a male costume. She
wears black trousers. Whereas goddess Durga wears a red saari.
The demonesses like Tadaka wear all kinds of unconventional
costumes. The custom of wearing trousers was probably adopted
to provide facility in taking high leaps and jumps which abound in
Purulia Chhau. Those characters who are not required to dance
very vigorously, such as an ascetic, may be given any kind of
garment under the waist, but Mahisaasura or Abhimanyu, who are
required to dance vigorously and to take a number of leaps and
jumps, will find it convenient to wear a pair of trousers.
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The powerful leaps and jumps, especially those in which the dancer
jumps to a height of about 3 feet, takes a turn in the air and comes
down on his knees, the fantastic masks integrated with towering
headgears, the enthralling virility of dance movements, and the
reverberating drum music, lift the Purulia Chhau to a height from
which it vibrates with a superb theatricality that imparts to the
danced mythical episodes a rare kind of palpability. Thus Purulia
Chhau is a shining star in the firmament of Indian performing art
traditions and deserves to be preserved and continued for ever.
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The 24 pictures provided in the Cultural Package should be
displayed in the classroom, library or at any prominent place in
the school. They may be stuck on card-board with the title and
description written in the regional language, if necessary. The
teachers may use a few pictures at a time with the students to
ensure understanding and appreciation of the traditional dance
form and involve them in creative activities.

Some of the pictures show the method of mask making. Students
may be taught how to make simple masks using papier mache,
cloth, etc.

They may be encouraged to collect local folk tales and episodes
that interest them from the epics. Each student may write a story
of his choice and make masks depicting each character of the
story. The teachers may contact local theatre or dance artists
to interact with the students in order to help them dramatise the
stories written by them.

Students may collect information and pictures on dance and
drama forms of other regions to supplement this Cultural Package
on Purulia Chhau. Declamation and essay competitions may be
organised on the following topics:

— My favourite character(s) from myths and legends; history and
local folk tales.

— My visit with the local dance/dramas artists.

— The life of the performers of traditional theatre and dance in
my region.

— What | would like to do to revive/revitalise the art forms of my
region.

In the map of India, mark the places where traditonal dance drama
forms like Purulia Chhau exist.

Make a flow chart of different traditional dance drama forms
with their characteristic features or make a flow chart of the
comparative study under sub-title description of performing area,
stage properties, type of characters, content, musical instruments,
etc. used in the dance drama forms.

Do a project on traditional teaching methods of various art forms.
How do these differ from modern methods of imparting education
in a formal system?
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Prepare 'A Book of Masks' in which, give an illustrated account of
the masks used in various art forms along with the technique of
making these masks.

Write a detailed account describing the development of masks
from clay to wood followed by paper, cloth, papier mache, fibre
and balloons.

All the traditional performing art forms have a rich repertoire of
words, collect these words, learn their pronunciation, meaning,
etc. so that a comparative study can be made.

Make a glossary of terms associated with the traditional performing
arts.

Design a publicity poster for Purulia Chhau performance in your
school/locality/town.

Students may be asked to compare Purulia Chhau with Mayurbhanj
Chhau-difference in the style, technique of presentation, story
content and its depiction, costumes, etc.

The teachers can provide information on the artists of performing
arts of the region such as drama, dance, music, puppetry, story
tellers and hold quiz programmes where the students can identify
the name of artists with the art forms.

Serg : Sie 9T

Text : Jiwan Pani
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1. Purulia Chhau : Mask Making

Masks play a very important role in Purulia style of Chhau. Most of the mask-makers live in a village
named Chorida, also called Chorda. For making masks one needs clay, torn pieces of paper,
rags, glue made of flour, and dye of different shades. There are about seven successive stages of
making a mask. The picture shows the initial and final stages of mask-making.

A. In this picture is seen a mask-maker who has a lump of clay before him. He has just begun
to shape the lump of clay into a model of a mask. In the background, there are three masks
awaiting the finishing touch.

B. The model is now taking shape. When the model is complete, torn pieces of paper, to which
glue has been applied, are to be pasted. That will form the base of the mask. On the base,
a thin coating of clay is given, over which rags are pasted. Again a thin layer of clay is given.
When it is dry, the mask is separated from the model. Then comes the final stage.

C. This picture shows the beginning of the final stage. Dyes of different shades are used to paint
the face of the mask.

D. The mask is now being given the finishing touches.

Wikl Gid Ta UivTeT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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2. Purulia Chhau : Fixing Headgears to Masks

Purulia Chhau is the most dramatic and theatrical of all the styles of Chhau. The masks worn by
each of the dancers in this style of Chhau enhances, to a great extent the theatricality of the form.
While the dancers and musicians belong to scheduled tribes and castes, the mask-makers are
all higher caste Hindus and most of them live in a village named Chorida (or Chorda). There are
various stages of making a mask. The final stage is called saajaano, meaning 'to decorate'. This
stage again has two parts. First, dyes of different shades are applied to different parts of the mask
as required. Then an appropriate headgear is fixed to the mask. The headgears are more often
towering and gorgeous with decorative artificial pearl-like beads and tinsel materials.

A. The picture shows the mask-maker fixing the decorative headgear to the mask of Abhimanyu.

B. This is the mask of Ravana, the demonic king of Lanka, having ten heads, Since the mask is
already heavy with ten faces, the headgear is not as high as that of Abhimanyu.

All the masks have holes in place of the iris and pupil of the eyes so that the dancers wearing them
can see through the holes.

Wikl Gid Ta UivTeT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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3. Purulia Chhau : Practice of Dance Techniques

The Purulia Chhau does not have an elaborate grammar of dance technique as
the Mayurbhanj and Seraikela styles have, yet the stylised costumes and body
movements of Purulia Chhau make it the most dramatic of all the styles of Chhau.
There are basically three categories of dance movements that a dancer of Purulia
Chhau has to practise and perfect. They are :

Basic gaits and locomotion,
Leaps and jumps, and
Typical movements, such as, shaking of the headgear, shoulder, and torso.

The two pictures show how the dancers practise these basic movements. When
they practise, a particular kind of music is played. Often there are quite a few
onlookers to see the dancers practising the basic units of dance movements.
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4. Purulia Chhau : Rehearsal with Costumes

All the styles of Chhau, including the Purulia style, are traditionally performed as a part of the
festival called Chaitra-parab. It is held on the last day of the month—chaitra, corresponding with
April 12. The festival is observed all over the district of Purulia, but Chhau dances are performed
with great enthusiasm mainly in four villages, namely, Bagmundi, Jhalda, Bandyoyan, and Arsa.
The performance is also a ritual.

On the day of the performance, the dancers wear costumes as well as masks. But on earlier days
the dances are required to be rehearsed well. The rehearsals begin around February. Initially they
rehearse without wearing the traditional costume, but as the performance day draws near, the
dancers wear costumes to get accustomed to them. Both the pictures show the rehearsal with
costumes. It is interesting to note the kind of trousers the dancers wear as the lower garment is
unique, in the sense that in no other tradition of performing art, not even in the jaatraa theatre
which has so much influenced the Purulia Chhau, such a pair of trousers is worn by an actor. May
be such trousers facilitate vigorous movements. All dancers do not wear such trousers, but only
those who play the role of heroic characters.

Wikl G Ta ivTeT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training
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5. Purulia Chhau : Heading for Performance

Mask is the most important aahaarya in Purulia Chhau. (In Indian aesthetics, both make-up and
costume are called aahaarya.) It takes quite some time to fix the headgear properly to the mask.
At the performance site greenroom facilities are seldom available. Therefore, the masks are taken
to the performance site with the headgear properly fixed. Generally, the dancer is given the mask
with the headgear to take to the performance site. For instance, the dancer who will depict Rama
is given the mask with the towering headgear on the day of performance or a few days earlier. He
keeps it at his home. On the day of performance he takes it with him usually tying it to his neck with
the mask facing backwards. Often the dancers go to the performance site on a bicycle. You see
here the dancer who will play the role of Rama taking the mask to the performance site. The cyclist
who precedes him is to play Lakshmana. The villagers, especially the children, find it amusing and
come out to watch the dancers going to the performance site with the masks.
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6. Purulia Chhau : The Musicians

On the performance day, before the dance numbers are presented, the musicians first
come into the performance area and show their mastery over their instruments. In
Chhau, the drum music is overpowering. Three kinds of musical instruments are used
in Purulia Chhau. The barrel-shaped drum called Dhol which is seen in the foreground
of the picture, is the most dominant and also the most eloquent of all the instruments.
The Dhol gets solid support from Dhumsa (also called Dhaak), the huge bowl-shaped
drum which is seen just behind the Dhol player. It produces a powerful reverberating
sound. The melodic instrument is called Shanai. It is like the Sehnai of North India.
Shanai players are seen on the extreme right side of the picture. Behind the Shanai
player is seen a cymbal player. Cymbals are only played when the musicians enter
the performance area, but are not used during the dance performance. Usually, the
orchestra consists of two Dhols, two Dhumsas, and two or three Shanais.
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7. Purulia Chhau : Costuming

Most of the important male characters wear different kinds of upper
garments which are highly influenced by jaatraa, the traditional
theatre form of West Bengal. Invariably, it is a kind of jacket that
is embroidered with zari, artificial pearl-like beads, etc. The jacket
is usually made of velvet. The embroidery is made by hand by a
class of women who are engaged as wage labourers. The sleeve
of the jacket extends a little above the elbow. A kind of decorative
waist-band is also worn by the dancers.

In this picture, the dancer who will play the role of Ravana is
being dressed. Since the demon king of Lanka had ten heads and
twenty arms, the set of twenty arms made either of cardboard or
light plywood is tied at his back. He will wear a mask, the picture
of which can be seen in No. 2 B of this package.
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8. Purulia Chhau : Concluding Poorva-Ranga

In Indian performing art traditions poorva-ranga is an important aspect. Ranga means the
performance proper. And poorva means 'before'. Therefore, poorva-ranga means the preliminary
presentation that precedes the performance proper. In Purulia Chhau the poorva-ranga begins
with the musicians showing their mastery over their instruments, see No. 6 in this package. They
conclude their playing with a flourish and occupy a place in the peripheral part of the dance arena,
usually near the gangway that joins the dance arena with the greenroom and serves the purpose
of the extension of the dancing area through which the dancers take their entry and also make their
exit. Soon after the musicians take their position, a vocalist comes to the arena through the gangway
and sings a couplet or two as the concluding part of the poorva-ranga. The vocalist is seen in the
picture singing a couplet eulogizing Lord Ganesa, before the first dance number. It is customary in
traditional performance that the first number of dance must have Ganesa as a character. In fact, the
vocalist introduces each dance number by singing a couplet, but it is drowned by the powerful drum
music except when he sings before the beginning of the first dance number.
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9. Purulia Chhau : Beginning of Performance

When the Purulia Chhau dances are presented traditionally at the time of chaitra-parab (festival
during the month of Chaitra), the first number to be presented has to have Lord Ganesa as one of
the characters and he will come to the dancing arena first. In the repertoire of Purulia Chhau there
are three such dance numbers. In Bagmundi area it is either Mahisaasura-vadh or Parasuram-
parajay, but in Bandyoyan area the first number depicts how Lord Ganesa loses his head when
Sani, the malevolent planet-god, casts his malignant glance and how, ordered by Lord Siva, his
follower Nandi brings the severed head of Indra's elephant, which is grafted on the shoulder of
Lord Ganesa.

You see here Mahisaasura-vadh of Bagmundi area. In this number, first Ganesa comes to the dance
arena. After some time he is joined by his younger brother Kaartikeya, then comes Mahisaasura.
First he fights with Ganesa and defeats him, then he fights and defeats Kaartikeya. Goddess Durga
then comes riding a lion. She vanquishes Mahisaasura and kills him by driving her trident into his
chest. You see here both Ganesa and Kaartikeya at the right side and Mahisaasura wearing the
mask is waitng near the greenroom (can be seen behing Ganesa) to come to the dance arena at
the appropriate time. The demon is seen towards the left side and behind the audience.
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10. Purulia Chhau : Mahisaasura and Ganesa Fight

Mahisaasura-vadh (killing of demon Mahisa) is one of the three
dance numbers which are traditionally performed first since they
have Lord Ganesa as one of the characters. In Bagmundi area
Parasuram-parajay is another dance number which has Ganesa
as one of the characters and therefore is, at times, performed first
but Mahisaasura-vadh is the most favourite. In Bandyoyan area
another dance number is usually performed first which is inspired
by the pauranic story of how an elephant head was grafted on the
shoulder of Lord Ganesa.

In No. 9 of this package are seen Ganesa and Kaartikeya dancing
and Mahisaasura is waiting to come to the dancing arena. In the
next sequence Mahisaasura is seen fighting with Ganesa where
Ganesa is defeated.
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11. Purulia Chhau : Mahisaasura and Kaartikeya Fight

Traditionally, not only Purulia Chhau but also all the various styles of Chhau dances are performed
on the 11th. and/or 12th. day of April since it corresponds with the concluding day of the month of
chaitra according to the solar calendar. The chaitra-parab (festival of Chaitra) which is celebrated by
both the tribal and non-tribal communities in some parts of Eastern India for a fortnight culminates
in the presentation of Chhau dances. It is customary in Purulia Chhau that the first dancer to
appear in the series of presentation has to be Lord Ganesa who is eulogized in the concluding
part of poorva-ranga preliminaries. Therefore, the first dance number to be presented has to have
Ganesa as one of the characters. Mahisaasura-vadh (killing of demon Mahisa) is one of the three
dance numbers which are presented as the first.

Nos. 9 and 10 of this package show the beginning and the second sequence respectively, this
picture shows the third sequence in which the demonic titan named Mahisaasura fights with
Kaartikeya after having defeated his elder brother Ganesa. According to mythology the vehicle of
Kaartikeya is a peacock. In this dance number the vehicle is integrated with the rider in the stylized
aahaarya, that is, costuming. Kaartikeya is seen wearing peacock feathers and leaping high which
is so characteristic of Purulia Chhau.
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12. Purulia Chhau : Defeat of Kaartikeya

In the repertoire of Purulia Chhau, all the dance numbers are inspired by stories from the Ramayana, the
Mahabharata or any of the Puranas. The episodic structure, however, differs from that of the source because of the
choreographic requirements. For instance, in Mahisaasura-vadh the sequences are as follows :

(a) Ganesa comes into the arena and shows his prowess. Kaartikeya then comes and he too shows his prowess.
(b) Lord Siva comes with his vehicle, the Nandi bull, and dances to bless his two sons. He then makes his exit.

(c) Mahisaasura comes and shows his prowess. Ganesa comes to teach him a lesson but is defeated by the
demonic titan.

(d) Kaartikeya comes to avenge the defeat of his brother but is humiliated by Mahisaasura who defeats him and
drives him out.

(e) Finally comes goddess Durga on her vehicle, the lion, accompanied by Lakshmi and Saraswati.
(f) Fight between Durga and Mahisaasura. The latter is defeated and killed.
The fourth sequence of the dance is seen here.
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13. Purulia Chhau : Arrogant Mahisaasura

Every heroic character, whether he is good or evil, shows his
prowess and haughty temperament by taking fantastic jumps
and landing on his knees, aggressive postures, and walking in
an arrogant manner, especially when the dancer takes his entry
and after humiliating or defeating the enemy. The picture shows
Mahisaasura in an aggressive posture after humiliating Kaartikeya
and having driven him out of the dancing arena.

The role of Mahisaasura is quite difficult and therefore, only the
very experienced dancers are given this role. Unless the dancer
has mastery over all the departments of the dance techniques, he
cannot play the role effectively.
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14. Purulia Chhau : The Goddess in the War Field

Since Purulia Chhau is basically a very vigorous style of dance there are very few
female characters in its traditional repertoire. Of the few divine women characters
Durga, Kali, and Seeta are worth mentioning. While Durga and Seeta wear saari
like the women of Bengal, Kali wears almost a male costume. Obviously because
Kali executes very virile dance movements and wearing a saari would be a
hindrance. The demonic female characters like Taarakaa or Soorpanakhaa, also
do not wear saari, but the typical trousers that male characters wear (see No. 4 of
this package). After entering the dance arena with her retinue, Durga rides on her
vehicle, the lion, to confront the demon. The lion is costumed rather realistically. It
is the lion who is most active in the fight between Durga and Mahisaasura. Since
Durga is wearing a saari she cannot do vigorous movements, but strikes many a
belligerent posture. It is the vigorous dancing of Mahisaasura and the typical agile
movements of the lion that impart to the fight scene a climactic character.

Wikhidaeh Hia Ta wivmeT g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training







T&Er 83

Purulia Chhau

15. g&feE B3 : Afeugy ag

o ® &9 @ € fop el g 3 U e rgrer @y ® forn @, S Afeurg & st 9 @ €, fwd
viferremett W O Wi BT SfEhR B Woh| el WRA w1 A fRa a1 € a9 Tdeh 3H YR W HE W
AT I TEU I € foh Tk YR w1 Fishl T&qd &1 et ©1 Fost o, goif <t ok worwr o gwa s ufieH
JoI CRYS § A, IR @ S Whdl ¢ Tl Al R oy a2 ©@ ) R arft 9 qeff e e
et 984 U I AH, IR F W TSI e I, FhE FEl BT T <o, A <ot w A qeher
@ ¥, AfeTl 1ol deEr | g 6 W FER T Hi 9wl Y @l SR TheH qifEAl A iy €,
58 afeurgR A U T 21 e ok orfaftea o weft afteH €

T T ST A @S ©, Al ‘TH qod| T NI gidehenl o e ot o forg, et o um
AR AHET W T S HiFH oI ME Sl & kT oh TG TSN - TGO % G w6 3%
18 M e yeM fohe s ¥ (SE fo 6. 7) 9f qEie fmf, aed ot § e 9 € 59 phm e
1 IR H B

15. Purulia Chhau : Mahisaasura is Killed

In this picture, we see that goddess Durga is taking the deadly trident which will pierce the chest
of Mahisaasura to eliminate that powerful but demonic force. When the killing is enacted all the
dancers take their positions in such a manner that a kind of tableau is formed. Almost the entire
retinue that came into the dance arena at the time of Durga's entry can be seen in the picture. In the
extreme left Ganesa is partially seen. Then from left to right are seen : goddess Lakshmi wearing
red saari; goddess Durga standing on the back of the lion; goddess Saraswati wearing white saari
and handing the trident to Durga; Mahisaasura trying to strike Durga with his sword; and on the
extreme right is Kaartikeya, partially blocked by Mahisaasura. Except the demon the rest form the
retinue.

The other name of Durga is Dasabhujaa, meaning 'ten-armed'. To come close to this mythological
iconography the goddess is given eight artificial arms made of plywood. Ravana, the demon king
of Lanka, had twenty arms. Therefore, he is given 18 artificial arms as can be seen in No. 7 of this
package. Since the mask-makers are also carpenters, they make these artificial limbs.
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16. Purulia Chhau : Rama and Lakshmana

In the repertoire of Purulia Chhau, dance numbers inspired by the Ramayana outnumber those inspired by either
the Mahabharata or any other pauranic work. There are 30 sequential dance numbers that cover the main story
line of the epic. The sequence begins with the episode of the accidental killing of the young ascetic Sindhu by King
Dasaratha. The last episode, that is, the thirtieth episode, is the coronation of Rama in Ayodhya. It is not possible to
present all the thirty episodes in one night. Therefore, they are performed in two sucessive nights. On the first night
the performance ends with the dance number depicting the marriage of Rama and Seeta. If, however, Ramayana
numbers are to be performed in one night, less important numbers are left out. The performance however cannot
end without presenting the number that depicts the killing of Ravana by Rama.

It is obligatory that the first presentation has to be a number that has Lord Ganesa as one of the dramatis personae.
After this number, usually the Ramayana numbers are performed sequentially.

A. The finishing touches are being given to Lakshmana's costume and another dancer after wearing the costume
is waiting for the mask to be put on his face.

B. The dancer to play the role of Rama is shown fully dressed and ready to perform.
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17. Purulia Chhau : Rama and Lakshmana with Viswamitra

In the Ramayana sequence this is the seventh number in which Rama and Lakshmana kill demoness Taarakaa.
In the previous sequence Viswamitra goes to the court of Dasaratha and requests the king to lend the services of
Rama and Lakshmana for liquidating those demonic beings who are creating all sorts of trouble for the meditating
ascetics. The seventh dance number begins with Rama and Lakshmana showing their valour and prowess so that
Viswamitra will be convinced that the two are capable of exterminating the demons who infest the places where
ascetics meditate.

In the picture, you see Rama and Lakshmana taking high jumps in the air. This is a typical movement in Purulia
Chhau. Since the face is masked the dancer can be expressive only through the movement of the body. When a
dancer, especially the one that portrays a heroic character, be it good or evil, wants to express valour or anger or
display his prowess he jumps high into the air and comes down often on his knees. At times, he takes a turn while in
the air and then comes down on the knees. This is no doubt acrobatic in character, but in a vigorous style of dance
as Purulia Chhau, the acrobatic element enhances the aesthetic appeal.
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18. Purulia Chhau : Fight with Taarakaa

It is the continuation of No. 17 of this package. Here the demoness Taarakaa is
seen confronted by Rama and Lakshmana. The dance number ends with the
killing of Taarakaa. Rishi Viswamitra is there but is not seen in the picture.

The costume of the demoness is worth noting here. Although Taarakaa is a female
character, she is not wearing a saari like goddess Durga (see Nos. 14 and 15
of this package). She is wearing a pair of typical trousers as worn by the male
characters (as in No. 4 of this package). All the demoness characters wear such
trousers. Among the goddesses only Kali wears such trousers, the others wear
the saari. From this it may be presumed that those female characters who are
required to dance vigorously are costumed with trousers, be they divine or evil,
because the saari does not allow the dancer to perform vigorous movements.
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19. Purulia Chhau : Ravana in Seeta-Swayamvara

In the Ramayana sequence of dance numbers, the eighth depicts the series of events connected
with the marriage of Seeta. The episodic structuring does not follow the original Sanskrit Ramayana
written by Valmiki, but the Bengali version written by Kritibaasa who has made additions and
alterations while rendering the epic in Bengali. For instance, Valmiki does not mention about the
swayamvara-sabhaa. In this Ramayana there is mention of the vow of Janaka that whoever can
tie the bowstring of the bow of Lord Siva, will be married to Seeta. Many kings and princes came
at different times to try if they can tie the bowstring, but all failed. There is no mention that Ravana
also tried. In the Kritibaasa Ramayana, Seeta-swayamvara has been described dramatically.
According to this Bengali version, many kings and princes, including Ravana, came to this assembly
(sabhaa) of Seeta's swayamvara. Like all, Ravana too was unable to lift the bow let alone tying the
bowstring.

A. Ravana is seen entering the swayamvara-sabhaa.

B. Ravana is trying hard to lift the bow of Lord Siva. King Janaka is watching anxiously.
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20. Purulia Chhau : Rama is asked to Tie the Bowstring

This picture, is also of the eighth dance number in the Ramayana sequence. In No. 19 of this
package, you have seen that Ravana is trying hard to lift the huge bow of Lord Siva. When a titan
like Ravana failed even to lift the bow, King Janaka became very depressed because he thought
that none can tie the bowstring. In that case, Seeta will remain unmarried throughout her life.
Rishi Viswamitra, understanding the anxiety of King Janaka asked Rama to try if he can tie the
bowstring.

In this picture you see, (from left to right) Rishi Viswamitra asking Rama to try and tie the bowstring
of the bow of Lord Siva, you can also see Lakshmana and King Janaka. In the foreground is the
bow of Lord Siva.

The aahaarya (make-up and costume) of Rishi Viswamitra is worth noting. Although he is a
male character he is not wearing a pair of trousers like the others, but a dhoti, like any Bengali
gentleman. Again, he is wearing a mask, but there is no headgear. It is therefore evident that minor
characters, if they are neither heroic nor demonic, are given realistic aahaarya with the exception
of the mask.
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21. Purulia Chhau : Rama Lifts the Bow

It is a very dramatic moment in the eighth dance number of the Ramayana
sequence. The audience already know the story, yet such is the power of a myth
created by a genius that even if told a million times the story does not lose its
appeal. When Rama comes near the bow, the entire audience wait with bated
breath; What will happen! When he lifts the bow, the audience feels much relieved.
Rishi Viswamitra is happy and blesses Rama raising both his hands.

At this dramatic moment, the accompanying music covertly enhances the appeal.
It is a situation when there is not much of activity, yet the atmosphere is charged
with dramatic intensity. At such moments, more often than not, the dhol (barrel-
shaped drum) player recites the rhythmic syllables of the drum while playing the
same rhythmic passage. Strangely, it does not jar on the ears but heightens the
dramatic appeal.
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22. Purulia Chhau : The Great Bow is Broken

The highly dramatic moment of the eighth dance number of the
Ramayana sequence continues. In No. 21 of this package we see
that Rama has lifted the great bow of Lord Siva. When he tries to
pull the bowstring taut, under the tremendous pressure exerted by
Rama, the bow breaks into two. In the picture from left to right are
seen : Rama holding one half of the broken bow and the other half
lying on the ground between Lakshmana and Janaka; a prince
who failed; and the dhol player who does not see what is going on
in the dance arena, since he knows the scene by heart. Looking
at the audience he is playing his dhol enthusiastically to enhance
the dramatic intensity of this climactic situation through the magic
of his drum music.
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23. Purulia Chhau : Marriage of Rama and Seeta

This picture too, is of the eighth dance number of the Ramayana sequence. Here we
see that Seeta is going towards Rama to offer the vara-maalaa, meaning the garland
with which a girl signifies her acceptance of a young man as her groom. At times, the
man also offers a similar garland to signify his acceptance of her as the bride. But in a
swayamvara only the bride offers the garland, since the man has come to the assembly
wishing to have the girl as his wife. Here, therefore, only Seeta offers the garland to
Rama.

Most of the groups perform this number with Seeta in the scene right from the beginning.
A few groups bring Seeta into the scene after Rama has broken the great bow of Lord
Siva.

If the Ramayana sequence is to be performed in two successive nights, then this is the
concluding number of the first night. Some groups merge the ninth number depicting
the defeat of Parasuram with the eighth, but others do not.

Withfaer Wia Ta wivTeror g Centre for Cultural Resources and Training







T&Er 83

Purulia Chhau

24, T&IET B3 : UNIH st G0

TP Y LA oF HARRT H, TH N WY H Wid R S, S gHgl gry e
I wfd o €9 § w&A R o1 @1 o 9qe, Akl SIHet & |, 39 YET %I ofed
T % WY YA F S| ST, o T T W Ae) "ed W et wEfd & sifaw
G G 81 S W o o W WM o TG ] A6l o7 WK oF &9 W YA Hd &1 6
YN T WS 1 FHT 1SS HA H B ?, S o o A e ®, qpm I TR )
T R WY & WA, TH AR i o faaE TARE % gE g oh qid S5 ¥oul i &
TN 1fq Fg & s T A WEH {E % o H de KA 1 Th YRR 9§ T8 e
e o fou oroHH 2, T TUE S bl 1 WU Sedl Wd 1 TH A9 <elt <t iR
WA W RN 1 WS A §| Hfeh 38 TG | RIGT AEh qodl k1 GHEY €, TE NS
T I SUgH TS Sifqd ®9 UM w1 1 e W iR W o faae gARE #i e
wegfa o UE etfues qRq T 7, 9 ©S Yol § A e S wen|

24. Purulia Chhau : Parasuram is Overpowered

In the sequence of the Ramayana numbers, defeat of Parasuram in the hands of Rama
is performed by some groups as the ninth. Some groups, mostly in the Bagmundi area,
perform this episode together with the eighth number. In fact, they do not consider it
as a separate number, but concluding part of the eighth. They present the episode of
Rama going to the exile as the ninth number. When the episode of Parasuram's defeat
is in the eighth number, as is suggested by this picture, he enters into the dancing arena
with great fury just after the marriage ceremony of Rama and Seeta is over. Parasuram
is furious because Rama has broken the great bow of Lord Siva. In a sense this is a
humiliation for Lord Siva, whom Parasuram holds with great respect as the presiding
deity of his clan. Rama with his divine effulgence and valour overpowers Parasuram.
Since there is a good deal of drama in this spisode, it provides a befitting finale to the
eighth number. Otherwise in the enactment of the marriage ceremony of Rama and
Seeta there is not much movement which can be made dramatic in the Chhau style.
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