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UNIT-I 

TELLINGS: MYTHS, TALES AND FOLKLORE 

SANTHAL COSMOLOGICAL MYTHS, THE DHODRO 
BANAM, AND THE PRIMAL ELEMENTS 

 
A Comprehensive Academic Study of Human-Nature Symbiosis, Mythological Homology, and 
Ethnographic Methodologies 
Author Focus: Based on Kanak Mital's Ethnographic Research for the IGNCA Loka Parampara Project (Santhal 
Parganas) 
Key Subjects: Indigenous Cosmology, Mythical Epistemology, Microcosm-Macrocosm Homology, Life-Cycle 
Water Rituals 
 

1. INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The study of indigenous cosmologies offers a critical perspective on how non-Western 
societies conceptualize human existence within the broader ecological matrix. In Santhal 
tradition, culture and nature (Prakriti) are not held in dualistic opposition; rather, human 
society is embedded within an integrated, multi-dimensional worldview. Drawing upon 
Kanak Mital's research conducted for the Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts 
(IGNCA) under the Loka Parampara programme initiated in 1988, this academic analysis 
explores how the Santhals articulate their self-consciousness and environmental relationship 
through oral myths, musical instruments, and ritual practices centered around the five primal 
elements: space (ether), air, fire, water, and earth. 

Central to this conceptualization is the premise that cultural life cannot be reduced to isolated, 
fragmented socio-economic activities. Instead, the Santhal worldview establishes a conscious, 
articulated balance between humanity and the environment. Physical necessities—such as 
soil, water bodies, flora, fauna, and solar or thermal energy—are infused with deep symbolic 
significance. Through cosmological myths and daily life-cycle rhythms, the Santhal 
community establishes a reciprocal relationship with nature, wherein ecological equilibrium 
is sustained through sacred duty, ritual punctuation, and ontological reverence. 

2. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL AND ANTHROPOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

The historiography of Santhal ethnography is rooted in colonial-era lexicography and post-
colonial structural anthropology. Early foundational studies by Christian missionary scholar 
P.O. Bodding (Traditions and Institutions of the Santhals, 1942; dictionary, 1929) and J. 
Campbell (1953) compiled extensive multi-volume dictionaries documenting Santhali 
vocabulary, social customs, and oral narratives. These lexicographical works provided the 
primary empirical baseline for subsequent holistic investigations, including the multi-lingual 
thesaurus developed by IGNCA. 

In the post-independence period, scholars shifted from purely descriptive ethnography toward 
structural, symbolic, and musical analyses. W.G. Archer (1974) analyzed Santhal poetry, 
ritual life, and social norms in The Hill of Flutes, highlighting the lyrical connection between 
human emotion and natural landscapes. Onkar Prasad (1985) examined Santhal musicology, 
providing the crucial recording and textual documentation of the dhodro banam creation 
myth. Structural approaches to myth were elaborated by S.S. Mahapatra (1984), while 
Sitakant Mahapatra (1986) investigated how Santhal ritual identity navigates the pressures of 
modernization. 
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Theoretical framing in modern Santhal studies frequently incorporates sociological concepts 
such as Pierre Bourdieu's (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice. Bourdieu's concept of the 
'union of contraries' provides a vital lens for understanding how seemingly opposing cosmic 
principles—antagonism (neikos) and affection/harmony (philia)—coexist in tribal myths. The 
dialectic between life and death, human sacrifice and musical creation, or sacred purity and 
ritual uncleanness manifests this dual nature, demonstrating that complementary opposition 
preserves ecological and social equilibrium. 

3. THE MYTH OF THE DHODRO BANAM: SACRIFICE, 
METAMORPHOSIS, AND ART 

The origin of the Santhal bowed string instrument, the dhodro banam, is preserved in a 
poignant oral narrative that illustrates the transformation of human grief and sacrifice into 
sacred music. According to the myth recorded by Onkar Prasad (1985) and analyzed by 
Kanak Mital, an old couple lived with their seven sons and an only daughter. After the 
parents died, the siblings moved to a forest where the seven brothers hunted while the sister 
managed the household and cooked meals. 

One day, while cutting the edible leaf-vegetable sin arak, the sister accidentally cut her 
finger, causing her blood to mix into the dish. Upon eating the meal, the brothers found it 
exceptionally delicious. Learning that her blood had seasoned the vegetable, the eldest 
brother greedily reasoned that if her blood rendered ordinary leaves so tasty, her flesh would 
be extraordinarily delicious. He plotted to kill her and share her flesh among the brothers. 

When the sister climbed a tall tree, the brothers surrounded it with thorns to prevent her 
escape and shot her down with arrows. The youngest brother, who deeply loved his sister, 
hesitated, but was forced under threat of death to participate. The sister's body was severed 
into seven portions. Unable to consume his share, the heartbroken youngest brother carried 
his portion to a pond and wept bitterly. Moved by his tears, aquatic creatures—fish and 
crabs—emerged to console him. They advised him not to consume the flesh but to bury it 
inside a mound of white ants (termites). 

From the white ant mound grew a beautiful, flowering guloic tree that emitted enchanting, 
melodious sounds. A passerby and musician named Ajugi heard the music issuing from the 
tree, cut one of its branches, and crafted the first dhodro banam. Ever since, Santhals 
construct their dhodro banam exclusively from the wood of the guloic tree, preserving the 
sister's spiritual essence and voice. 

Etymological Significance: The Santhali word banam is derived from aam or am 
('self' / 'you') and bana ('to draw towards'). Thus, the instrument signifies 'that which 
draws the best towards oneself' and communicates human sentiment toward universal 
phenomena. All traditional Santhal love songs are accompanied by the banam. 

 

4. MORPHOLOGICAL HOMOLOGY: ANATOMY, INSTRUMENT, 
AND PRIMAL ELEMENTS 

The anatomical structure of the dhodro banam demonstrates a direct morphological parallel 
between the human body, the musical instrument, and the cosmic elements (Prakriti). 
Santhals view the instrument not as a inert object, but as an extension of their physical and 
spiritual self, serving as a medium of communication between living human beings and the 
supernatural world (bongas). 
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Each physical section of the dhodro banam corresponds to a specific human anatomical 
region and an equivalent primal element. The top of the instrument, the head (bohok), 
represents space or ether. The neck (hotok) and chest (koram), associated with human 
respiration, symbolize air. The stomach (lac) represents fire (the 'fire bag' of hunger) as well 
as water (the womb as an organ of liquid discharge and birth). The entire body of the 
instrument represents earth, embodying female fertility and material manifestation. Crucially, 
the single string of the banam acts as the vital breath (breath of life); it unifies all discrete 
anatomical parts and elements into a living, resonant whole. 

 

Human Body Part Santhali Term Instrument 
Morphology 

Equivalent Cosmic 
Element 

Head Bohok Top section / Pegbox Space / Ether (Sky) 

Ears Lutur Tuning pegs Ether / Sound medium 

Neck & Chest Hotok & Koram Fingerboard & 
Resonator neck 

Air (Respiration / Breath) 

Stomach / Womb Lac Sound box / Lower 
body 

Fire (Hunger) & Water 
(Womb) 

Entire Body Banam Complete Instrument 
Frame 

Earth (Fertility & 
Materiality) 

Single String Sutam / Breath Central 
Interconnecting String 

Life-Giving Force 
(Unifying Ether) 

Table 1: Morphological and Cosmological Mapping of the Santhal Dhodro Banam. 

 

5. THE ELEMENT OF WATER (DAK) IN SANTHAL LIFE-CYCLE 
RITUALS 

Among the five primal elements, water (dak) holds a preeminent place in Santhal daily 
existence and ritual transitions. Water signifies both physical sustenance and cosmic 
purification, accompanying every major threshold of human life: birth, marriage, and death. 

Childbirth and Purification: In Santhal ontological belief, a newborn emerges into the 
world directly from water (the amniotic fluid of the womb, lac). The midwife presiding over 
the delivery is ceremonially designated as dak dudulica or dak dula budhi ('she who pours 
water'). Because childbirth renders the immediate family and the entire village ritually 
unclean, purification requires collective bathing by all villagers at the village pond, followed 
by the midwife sprinkling consecrated water over the assembly. The ceremonial birth meal is 
designated as neem dak (water infused with neem leaves). 

Marriage (Dak Bapla): Nuptial rites heavily rely on water omens and aquatic symbolism. 
The primary marriage ceremony is formally titled dak bapla ('water marriage'). Water is 
collected and consecrated to invoke divine blessings from sacred spirits (bongas), and the 
celebratory feast features gur dak (sweetened water/drink). 

Death Rites: Death, like birth, casts a state of ritual impurity over the entire village 
community. Before the funeral pyre is ignited, a pot filled with water is ceremonially 
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shattered. Following cremation, village-wide purification is again achieved through 
communal immersion in the local pond, and the memorial ritual feast is served as sauri dak. 
At every life threshold, libations of traditional rice beer (handi) are offered to guest spirits 
and ancestors, reinforcing the communal and cosmic bond. 

6. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK: THE IGNCA LOKA 
PARAMPARA ARCHITECTURE 

Kanak Mital's study operated within a sophisticated, multi-disciplinary research methodology 
established by the IGNCA for studying tribal life-styles. Rejecting fragmented Western 
analytical frameworks, the Loka Parampara conceptual model places humanity at the center 
of a cultural sphere, mapping social activity along six structured research modules: 

� Module I (Multi-Lingual Bibliographical): Compilation of primary and 
secondary literature, archival records, and lexicographical sources. 

� Module II (Physical Environment): Detailed geological, climatic, floral, and 
faunal documentation derived from Gazetteers and field records. 

� Module III (Cartographical): Spatial mapping of relief, drainage, population 
distribution, and the geographical spread of musical instruments and raw 
materials. 

� Module IV (Basic Elements & Life-style Thesaurus): Systematic 
compilation of indigenous linguistic terminology relating the five elements to 
body anatomy, climate, and daily life routines. 

� Module V (Project-Specific Livelihood): Analysis of indigenous agricultural 
vocabulary, crop patterns, grains, and seasonal livelihoods in relation to 
environmental cycles. 

� Module VI (Cultural Manifestations & Time Cycles): Investigation of 
ritual calendars, gender roles, astronomical solar/lunar computations, and 
aesthetic expressions. 

7. CONCLUSION 

The academic exploration of Santhal myths and the five primal elements reveals a deeply 
integrated, ecologically sophisticated worldview. Far from being simple folklore, narratives 
such as the creation of the dhodro banam serve as epistemological frameworks that bridge 
human anatomy, social ethics, musical art, and cosmic philosophy. By conceptualizing their 
musical instruments and physical bodies as microcosms of Prakriti, the Santhals maintain a 
living ethos of environmental stewardship and non-duality. Modern interdisciplinary 
methodologies, such as the IGNCA Loka Parampara model, demonstrate the necessity of 
studying indigenous arts within their full socio-cultural and ecological contexts, highlighting 
how myth, ritual, and language cohere to maintain equilibrium between humanity and the 
natural universe. 
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ACADEMIC MONOGRAPH REVIEW & SYNTHESIS
The Three Jewels of the Desert: The cholā–Mārū Story

A Living Narrative Tradition of Northern India — Comprehensive Source Note & Historiographical Analysis

Primary Source Analyzed: Szyszko, Aleksandra (published as Aleksandra Turek). The Three Jewels of the Desert:
The holā–Mārū Story: A Living Narrative Tradition of Northern India. Warsaw: Faculty of Oriental Studies, 

University of Warsaw & Dom Wydawniczy ELIPSA, 2012. 302 pages.

Field & Subject Area: South Asian Studies, Indology, Folklore & Oral Traditions, Medieval Rajasthani Literature,

Cultural Anthropology.

Core Academic Premise: The holā–Mārū epic is re-evaluated not merely as an ancient manuscript archive, but as a

dynamic 'living narrative complex' that continuously bridges elite courtly writing and vibrant oral folk performance 

in North India.

1. INTRODUCTION AND ACADEMIC SCOPE

The publication The Three Jewels of the Desert: The holā–Mārū Story: A Living Narrative 
Tradition of Northern India by Dr. Aleksandra Szyszko (Turek), published in 2012 by the 
Faculty of Oriental Studies at the University of Warsaw, represents a landmark monograph in 
South Asian folklore and Indological literature. The study focuses on one of North India's 
most celebrated romantic epics—the legend of Prince Dhola (Salhakumar of Narwar) and 
Princess Maru (Marwan of Pugal/Jaisalmer). While traditional Indological scholarship often 
treated such narrative traditions as static literary artifacts preserved in medieval manuscripts, 
Szyszko's work employs an interdisciplinary approach that combines textual philology with 
ethnographic field research. By doing so, the monograph captures the fluid, evolving nature 
of oral storytelling and demonstrates how medieval vernacular poetry continues to serve as an 
active site of cultural memory, communal identity, and regional heritage across Rajasthan and 
adjacent North Indian regions.

The narrative core of the epic recounts the infant marriage of Dhola and Maru, their 
subsequent separation due to political turmoil and distance, and Maru's agonizing longing 
(viraha) in the Thar Desert. As Dhola grows up oblivious to his childhood marriage and 
wedded to a second wife, Malwani, Princess Maru dispatches wandering bards (Dhadhis) 
across the desert sands. Through haunting songs conveyed across vast distances, the bards 
awaken Dhola's memory. Overcoming Malwani's jealous ploys and environmental perils, 
Dhola mounts a swift dromedary (karaha) and rides into the desert, ultimately reuniting with 
Maru. Szyszko's monograph uses this narrative framework to investigate how love, 
geography, and social identity interact across centuries of textual and oral transmission.

2. STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS: THE 'THREE JEWELS' 
FRAMEWORK

The monograph is organized into three major divisions, metaphorically designated as the 
'Three Jewels' of the desert narrative. This structural organization allows the author to 
methodically trace the transformation of the legend across different media, socio-historical 
contexts, and artistic registers:
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Jewel I: The Written and Literary Tradition (cholā–Mārū rā Dūhā) 

The first part of the study examines the textual genesis and manuscript tradition of the 
romance, locally known as cholā–Mārū rā Dūhā (DMRD). Formulated primarily in Old 
Rajasthani (Dingal/Pingal registers with Apabhramsha influences), the written tradition 
originated as autonomous, floating oral couplets (duhas) that expressed intense emotional 
states of longing and seasonal beauty. In the sixteenth century, the Jain scholar-monk 
Kushalalabh (Kusalalābha) collated these scattered couplets into a structured narrative 
manuscript by embedding them within linking narrative prose and narrative stanzas 
(chaupais). Szyszko 

analyzes how this textualization process under Rajput courtly patronage transformed a 
popular folk ballad into a formalized literary genre, aligning the text with classical Indian 
poetic conventions (kavya and charit literature) while securing its place in royal archives 
across Jodhpur, Bikaner, and Jaisalmer. 

Jewel II: Oral Performance, Folk Theatre, and Bardic Recitation 

The second division shifts focus from royal libraries to the living oral environment. Szyszko 
investigates how the story is performed across diverse folk genres, including folk theatre 
(such as Khyal and Swang), minstrel balladry, and epic recitations. The study highlights the 
crucial role played by traditional hereditary performer communities—including Charans, 
Bhats, Mirasis, and Dhadhis. Unlike written manuscripts that maintain a fixed narrative arc, 
oral renditions remain highly flexible, improvisational, and localized. Performers adapt the 
plot to reflect local caste dynamics, moral idioms, and regional politics, proving that the 
vitality of South Asian oral traditions rests in their capacity for continuous re-creation. 

Jewel III: Living Heritage, Symbolic Geography, and Modern Identity 

The third part explores the contemporary cultural landscape of Northern India, examining 
how Dhola-Maru functions as a living symbol of desert identity (Marusthal). Szyszko 
examines the symbolic iconography of the desert—where sand dunes, monsoon clouds, and 
swift camels serve as emotional extensions of human passion and resilience. In contemporary 
North India, references to Dhola and Maru permeate folk song, commercial visual art, local 
tourism branding, and popular calendar art. The story operates as an enduring cultural 
metaphor, reinforcing communal cohesion and preserving a distinct regional consciousness in 
an era of rapid modernization. 

3. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT AND INTELLECTUAL 
HISTORY 

To fully appreciate the contribution of Szyszko's monograph, it is necessary to situate it 
within the broader historiography of Rajasthani literature and South Asian folklore studies. 
Scholarship on the Dhola-Maru tradition has evolved through four major intellectual phases 
over the past two centuries: 

A. Colonial Antiquarianism and Royal Lineages (19th Century) 

The earliest Western documentation of the legend appears in Lieutenant-Colonel James Tod's 
seminal work, Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (1829–1832). Tod encountered the Dhola-
Maru tale through Rajput court bards and recorded it primarily as a historical and 
genealogical document. Tod interpreted the narrative as proof of Rajput chivalry and feudal 
romance, linking Prince Dhola to the Kachhwaha Rajput dynasty of Narwar and Amber, and 
Princess Maru to the Paramara/Pugal clans. While Tod's antiquarian framework romanticized 
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the feudal order, it established Dhola-Maru as a central pillar of Rajput cultural identity in 
Orientalist scholarship. 

B. Philological Recovery and Early Indology (Early 20th Century) 

In the early twentieth century, the Italian Indologist Luigi Pio Tessitori initiated the 
systematic textual criticism of Rajasthani vernacular literature under the auspices of the 
Bardic and Historical Survey of Rajputana (1914–1919). Tessitori scoured manuscript 
repositories in Bikaner and Jodhpur, cataloging variants of Dhola-Maru ra Duha. Tessitori's 
philological rigor established the antiquity of the Dingal language register and demonstrated 
that vernacular North Indian literature possessed a sophisticated textual history comparable to 
classical Sanskrit literature. 

C. Nationalist Canon Building and Critical Editions (Mid-20th Century) 

During the mid-twentieth century, prominent Indian scholars—most notably Narottamdas 
Swami, Ram Singh, and Suryakaran Pareek—undertook the massive task of compiling 
critical scholarly editions of Dhola Maru ra Duha (notably the 1934 Nagari Pracharini Sabha 
edition). Driven in part by nationalist desires to construct a rich vernacular literary canon for 
Hindi and Rajasthani, these scholars established standardized critical texts, analyzed meter 
and poetic tropes, and debated the historical dates of the original duhas. 

D. Structuralist, Folkloric, and Anthropological Re-evaluations (Late 20th–21st 
Century) 

In the late twentieth century, French Indologist Charlotte Vaudeville revolutionized the field 
with her landmark essay Leaves from the Desert: The Dhola-Maru-ra-Duha (1996). 
Vaudeville dissected the structural layers of the poem, arguing that the core of the work 
consisted of ancient, unwritten folk couplets centered on viraha (separation) and camel 
messengers, which were only later framed by courtly Jain and Rajput poets. Concurrently, 
American folklorist Susan S. Wadley examined oral epic performances of Dhola (the Raja 
Nal cycle) in rural Uttar Pradesh, shifting scholarly attention from courtly manuscripts to 
lower-caste performance contexts and devotional ritual settings. 

Szyszko-Turek's Methodological Synthesis: Szyszko's 2012 monograph represents the 
culmination of this historiographical trajectory. Moving beyond the dichotomy of 'pure text' 
versus 'corrupt oral variant,' Szyszko synthesizes philology, performance theory, and cultural 
anthropology. She treats text and performance as mutually reinforcing dimensions of a single 
'living narrative tradition,' demonstrating how oral fluidity and written stability coexist in a 
continuous feedback loop. 

4. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF NARRATIVE DIMENSIONS 

The following analytical matrix summarizes the distinct structural, performance, and socio-
cultural features across the three dimensions of the Dhola-Maru narrative as articulated in 
Szyszko's monograph: 

Dimension Primary Media & 
Language 

Socio-Historical 
Context 

Key Narrative 
Motifs 

I. Written Literary 
Tradition (DMRD) 

Old Rajasthani 
(Dingal/Pingal), duha 
couplets, chaupai 
verse, manuscript 

16th–18th century 
Rajput royal courts & 
Jain monastic libraries 
(scriptoria). 

Formalized romance, 
royal genealogies, 
courtly aesthetics, 
structured viraha 
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codices. poetry.

II. Oral & Folk 
Performance

Regional vernacular 
dialects, Khyal folk 
drama, minstrel 
ballads, oral song 
cycles.

Itinerant performer 
communities 
(Charans, Bhats, 
Mirasis, Dhadhis) 
across North India.

Improvisational 
dialogue, local caste 
idioms, magical 
elements, moral 
commentary.

III. Living Cultural 
Heritage

Visual media, folk 
music festivals, 
calendar art, tourism 
branding, popular 
theater.

Contemporary desert 
communities in 
Rajasthan, Malwa, and 
broader North Indian 
diaspora.

Symbolic desert 
landscape 
(Marusthal), swift 
dromedary (karaha), 
regional identity.

5. CONCLUSION AND ACADEMIC SIGNIFICANCE

Aleksandra Szyszko's monograph The Three Jewels of the Desert: The holā–Mārū Story 
makes an indispensable contribution to South Asian Indology and folklore studies. By 
systematically linking the medieval manuscript heritage of Rajasthan with the vibrant oral 
traditions of contemporary Northern India, the study overcomes long-standing 
methodological divides between textual philology and field anthropology. Szyszko 
demonstrates that Dhola-Maru is neither a fossilized medieval relic nor an ephemeral folk 
song, but a resilient, highly adaptive 'living narrative tradition.'

In conclusion, the work underscores the dynamic concept of 'communicating culture'—
revealing how storytelling serves as an active strategy for preserving memory, negotiating 
social boundaries, and sustaining regional identity across generations. The 'Three Jewels' 
framework provides future scholars with a robust methodological template for investigating 
other regional epic traditions in South Asia. Ultimately, Szyszko's study affirms that the 
romance of Dhola and Maru remains one of the true intellectual and cultural jewels of the 
Thar Desert, continuing to resonate across written pages, theatrical stages, and the living 
memory of North Indian communities.
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TAMIL HEROIC BALLADS AND CLASS INTERESTS 
A Scholarly Analysis, Historiography, and Theoretical Synthesis 
Source Document: Stuart H. Blackburn, The Folk Hero and Class Interests in Tamil Heroic Ballads, Asian 
Folklore Studies, Vol. 37, No. 1 (1978), pp. 131–149. 
Focus: Historiography, Folk Typology, Mechanics of Puranization, and Social Class Dynamics. 

1. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Critique of Western Comparative Hero Models 

Traditional comparative scholarship on folklore and hero cycles—represented by 
foundational scholars such as Lord Raglan, Johann Georg von Hahn, Otto Rank, Joseph 
Campbell, and Jan de Vries—established standard biographical patterns that claimed 
universal applicability across cultures. However, Stuart H. Blackburn demonstrates that these 
comparative framework models suffer from a profound cultural and class bias. The hero 
biographies analyzed in these classic studies were selected almost exclusively from 
Caucasian, Eurocentric, and Greco-Roman classical traditions. As a consequence, figures like 
Oedipus achieve maximum points on scales such as Raglan's 22-point biographical scale, 
whereas lower-class figures and social bandits (e.g., Robin Hood) score the lowest. The 
biographical motifs compiled in these scales—such as being the son of a king, marrying a 
princess, or royal parentage—reflect the aristocratic values of courtly society rather than the 
broader spectrum of folk traditions. 

Sanskritist and Classical Bias in Indian Studies 

In the context of South Asian scholarship, folklore research historically mirrored this class 
bias by focusing almost exclusively on classical, literary, and Sanskritist sources. Early 
scholars (such as Maurice Bloomfield, Hans von Buitenen, and N. K. Sidhanta) equated the 
courtly or puranic hero directly with the universal "Indian hero". Even within Tamil studies, 
K. Kailasapathy’s foundational work Tamil Heroic Poetry (1968) applied the oral-formulaic 
theories of Milman Parry and Albert Lord primarily to classical, courtly literary materials 
from the Cankam period, bypassing oral folk genres. While British civil servants (such as R. 
C. Temple and G. A. Grierson) collected non-Sanskritist minor epics, their documented 
heroes remained variants of the courtly model exemplified by figures like Rama and Krishna. 
Scholars systematically neglected local oral folklore because those who controlled academic 
institutions, publishing houses, and communication channels identified with the privileged 
classes represented by the puranic hero. 

Rejection of Impersonal Folklore "Laws" 

Nineteenth-century folklore scholarship, emerging alongside the rise of Darwinism, Marxism, 
and Freudianism, sought discipline legitimacy by proposing that folk literature evolves 
according to impersonal, natural laws (as argued by the Chadwicks, Knut Liestøl, Moltke 
Moe, and Axel Olrik). While methodological works such as Jan Vansina’s Oral Tradition 
examined distortions in oral literature, they focused primarily on dynastic genealogies rather 
than class motivations. Stuart H. Blackburn counters this tradition by demonstrating that the 
evolution and transformation of Tamil folk ballads are not governed by passive, natural laws, 
but are actively shaped by conscious, human class interests, social friction, and elite 
patronage. 
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HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CRITIQUE 
Key Historiographical Insight: Standard comparative hero scales (Raglan, Hahn, 

Rank) do not measure universal human narrative archetypes. Instead, they codify the 

class values of courtly aristocracies. When applied to non-Western or subaltern 

traditions, they systematically misread social rebellion as narrative deficiency. 

 

2. TYPOLOGY OF HEROES: THE PURANIC VS. THE LOCAL 
FOLK HERO 

A folk hero is defined as a figure who explicitly reflects group values by protecting what the 
group values or challenging what oppresses them. Because different social classes maintain 
contrasting values, hero types diverge sharply along class lines. For privileged classes, social 
bandits represent anarchy and crime, whereas for lower classes, they embody strength, 
justice, and resistance against oppression (exemplified by Tamil ballads on figures like Nadar 
Jambulingam). 

The Local Hero (Folk Model) 
• Social Origin & Character: Typically drawn from lower castes or untouchable 

groups (e.g., Chakkilis or Paraiyars), or a high-caste figure who formally renounces 
his elite status. His heroism is grounded in humaneness, physical effort, and moral 
bravery rather than divine origin or supernatural favor. 

• Actions & Values: Protects immediate village resources (cattle, crops) and directly 
challenges caste oppression, sexual inequality, and social injustice. 

• Narrative Reality: Lacks reliance on magic, astrological fate, divine intervention, or 
reincarnation. The narrative setting remains anchored in fields, villages, and 
untouchable quarters, utilizing concrete, realistic descriptions told from an internal 
low-caste perspective. 

The Puranic Hero (Courtly Model) 
• Social Origin & Character: High-caste aristocrats, kings, princes, or divine 

incarnations. 

• Actions & Values: Protects the royal status quo, kingdom boundaries, feudal 
property, and upper-caste notions of female chastity. 

• Narrative Reality: Heavily features hyperbole, magical weapons, cosmic battles, fate 
(karma), divine visions, and post-mortem deification. The narrative centers on royal 
courts and battlefields, maintaining an external point of view toward lower-caste 
lives. 

3. SURVEY OF TAMIL LOCAL HERO BALLADS 

Muttuppaṭṭan Katai (The Exemplar Local Ballad) 

The ballad of Muttuppaṭṭan serves as the archetype for the local hero tradition. Muttuppaṭṭan, 
a Brahmin, quarrels with his family and eventually falls in love with two untouchable 
(Paraiyar) women, Timmakkā and Pommakkā. To marry them, he explicitly renounces his 
Brahminhood: he cuts off his sacred thread and topknot, clears dead cattle, skins hides, and 
sews leather sandals. On his wedding night, he dies defending his untouchable father-in-law's 
cattle against marauding raiders. He scores zero points on Raglan’s scale. His heroism lies 
entirely in his daring defiance of caste hierarchy and his defense of lower-caste property. 
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Cinnatampi 

Cinnatampi is an untouchable youth who saves his village from famine by driving off wild 
mountain pigs that destroy crops. In recognition of his bravery, he is awarded the position of 
local watchman—a post traditionally reserved for a higher caste. Threatening their hereditary 
dominance, members of the higher caste become jealous of his power and murder him. 

Other Social Defiance Ballads 

• Kātavarāyaṉ: An untouchable man who elopes with a Brahmin woman and is 
subsequently executed due to caste prejudice. 

• Kautalamātaṉ: A Muslim youth who defends an untouchable woman from sexual 
harassment by upper-caste men and dies in the struggle. 

• Cinnanāṭāṉ: A hero who refuses to fulfill an arranged child-marriage designed to 
secure family property, choosing instead to live with a low-caste woman; he is 
treacherously slain by his own family. 

• Pallicciyammān: A tribal woman and her Hindu lover who are killed for 
transgressing strict sex-caste prohibitions. 

• Tēcinku Rājaṉ: Represents a continuum between local and puranic models; a petty 
chief who boldlyv defies the Delhi Mughal Emperor and maintains a close friendship 
with a Muslim warrior. 

4. THE MECHANICS OF "PURANIZATION" AND CLASS 
INTERESTS 

When local hero ballads gain popularity or enter temple contexts patronized by upper castes, 
they undergo systematic ideological manipulation termed puranization. Because upper-caste 
patrons are threatened by narratives celebrating cross-caste sex and social rebellion, bards 
insert a substituted birth narrative at the beginning or middle of the ballad to neutralize the 
subversion: 

1. In Madurai Vīraṉ: Originally an untouchable (Chakkili) who elopes with a royal 
princess and defends Madurai against thieves, later puranic additions claim he was 
secretly born to Brahmin/royal parents, abandoned in a forest, and merely raised by 
Chakkilis. This falsified heritage gives him royal/divine lineage, eliminating the 
threat of inter-caste miscegenation. 

2. In Kātavarāyaṉ: An inserted episode explains that the hero is actually a celestial 
deity cursed by Śiva, framing his lower-caste birth and murder as divine decree rather 
than caste violence. 

3. In Temple Renditions of Muttuppaṭṭan: As documented by folklorist Nā. 
Vānamāmalai, oral festival versions performed at high-caste temples alter the story so 
that the two Chakkili brides are revealed to be abandoned Brahmin children raised by 
untouchables. In an interview with Vānamāmalai, a traditional singer admitted that 
direct pressure from wealthy upper-caste patrons forced his family to introduce this 
substituted birth to eliminate cross-caste sex from the performance. 
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IDEOLOGICAL MANIPULATION 
Puranization Mechanism: The inserted substituted birth motif functions as a deliberate 

narrative device. It cancels the subversion of the ballad by proving that the hero or his 

brides were 'high-born' all along, reassuring elite patrons while appropriating popular 

subaltern heroes into orthodox temple worship. 

 

5. GEOGRAPHICAL MOBILITY, CULTIC EXPANSION, AND 
SOCIAL MOBILITY 
The transformation of a ballad directly dictates its geographical distribution and institutional 
reach across three levels: 

1. Narrative Setting and Plot Range: Unpuranicized ballads (Muttuppaṭṭan) remain 
geographically localized to small village clusters. Moderately puranicized ballads 
(Madurai Vīraṉ) encompass major regional kingdoms. Fully puranicized martial 
ballads (Tēcinku Rājaṉ) span continental distances from Tamil Nadu to Mughal 
Delhi. 

2. Hero Cults and Religious Patronage: Unpuranic local heroes are worshipped only 
in modest village shrines (e.g., Corimuttu). Ballads that undergo puranization align 
with major pan-Indian deities (Śiva, Rankaṉātaṉ) and urban temples, securing 
wealthy institutional patronage. 

3. Cultural Fluidity in South Asia: Unlike Western heroic poetry (which C. M. Bowra 
bifurcated into strictly separated proletarian and aristocratic traditions), Indian 
culture features a shared cultural substratum along the deśi (folk) and mārga 
(classical) continuum. This underlying cultural unity allows local Tamil folk heroes 
to be relatively easily transformed into puranic heroes through class-driven 
ideological revision. 

 

6. COMPARATIVE SUMMARY MATRIX 
 
Feature / 
Dimension 

Local Hero / Ballad (e.g., 
Muttuppaṭṭan) 

Puranic Hero / Ballad (e.g., Madurai 
Vīraṉ) 

Social Caste & 
Origin 

Low-caste / Untouchable; or high-
caste who renounces status. 

High-caste / Royal / Divine lineage or 
substituted noble birth. 

Social Function Defies social order; protects lower-
caste rights, cattle, and crops. 

Protects royal status quo, feudal 
authority, and elite chastity. 

Role of Magic & 
Fate 

Minimal/Absent; emphasizes 
concrete human action and physical 
courage. 

Dominant; features magic, divine 
weapons, fate (karma), and omens. 

Narrative Setting Village fields, local huts, 
untouchable quarters. 

Royal courts, broad battlefields, urban 
centers. 

Point of View Internal to lower-caste experience; 
humanizes outcastes. 

External; reinforces upper-caste fears of 
impurity and untouchability. 

Patronage & 
Range 

Localized to immediate villages; 
non-elite local shrine worship. 

Wide geographical spread; patronized by 
courts, elites, and urban temples. 
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7. CONCLUSION: THEORETICAL & METHODOLOGICAL 
SYNTHESIS 

Stuart H. Blackburn’s study of Tamil heroic ballads fundamentally challenges the 
longstanding paradigm in folklore studies that views folk literature as the product of passive 
historical evolution or impersonal, natural laws. By analyzing the structural, stylistic, and 
ideological divergence between local heroes and puranic heroes, Blackburn demonstrates that 
conscious human agency, caste friction, and elite patronage are the primary forces driving 
the transformation of oral traditions. 
The process of puranization—most prominently achieved through the insertion of the 
substituted birth narrative—serves a specific socio-political function: it neutralizes the 
subversion of subaltern heroes who challenge caste hierarchy, inter-caste sexual prohibitions, 
and feudal property relations. By falsely attributing Brahminical or royal lineage to lower-
caste heroes or their brides, upper-caste patrons sanitize subaltern rebellion, making popular 
legends palatable for high-caste temple worship while preserving elite hegemony. 
Ultimately, Blackburn’s work reveals why the 'local hero' has remained largely invisible in 
international comparative folklore scholarship. Because scholars and institutional patrons 
have historically identified with courtly and elite values, standard hero frameworks (such as 
Raglan's scale) were constructed to measure only puranic, aristocratic models. Recognizing 
the active role of class interests in folklore allows scholars to recover the authentic historical 
voice of marginalized groups, establishing oral folk literature not as a static artifact of the 
past, but as a dynamic site of social contestation and cultural expression. 
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UNIT-II 

PERFORMANCE AS COMMUNICATION: THEATRE, 
PUPPETRY AND MUSIC  

 
THE SACRED GEOGRAPHY, STAGING, AND HISTORIOGRAPHY 

OF THE RAMNAGAR RAMLILA 
 

A Comprehensive Academic Survey of Environmental Theatre, Royal Patronage, and Ritual Devotion in 
Varanasi 
 
Subject: Performance Studies & South Asian Cultural History | Field: Ritual Studies & South Asian 
Performance 
Focus: Sacred Geography, Environmental Staging, Kashi Naresh Patronage, and Scholarly Historiography 
 

1. INTRODUCTION AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
The Ramnagar Ramlila is an annual 31-day sacred performance cycle held in the historic 
town of Ramnagar, situated directly across the Ganges River from the holy city of Varanasi 
(Kashi), Uttar Pradesh. Inscribed by UNESCO in 2008 as a Masterpiece of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity, it is recognized globally as one of South Asia's most 
sophisticated, expansive, and culturally intact ritual-drama traditions. Unlike conventional 
proscenium theatre, the Ramnagar Ramlila transforms an entire urban and agrarian 
landscape—spanning over 260 hectares—into a dynamic living stage that reenacts the life 
and deeds of Rama as detailed in Tulsidas's 16th-century Avadhi epic, the Ramcaritmanas. 

Historically, while vernacular theatrical enactments of the Ramayana emerged across North 
India following Tulsidas's composition, the specific Ramnagar performance tradition 
achieved its unprecedented institutional scale in the early nineteenth century. Local 
hagiographical accounts trace the earliest devotional enactments in Varanasi to Meghabhagat, 
a seventeenth-century disciple of Tulsidas. However, the formal establishment of the 31-day 
Ramnagar production occurred under the visionary patronage of Maharaja Udit Narayan 
Singh (r. 1795–1835) of the Bhumihar Royal House of Kashi Naresh, and was further refined 
by his successor, Maharaja Ishwari Prasad Narayan Singh (r. 1835–1889). During a historical 
period marked by the expansion of British colonial authority and the decline of Mughal 
imperial power, the establishment of this royal spectacle served as a powerful assertion of 
regional Hindu kingship, cultural sovereignty, and religious legitimacy. 

2. SACRED GEOGRAPHY AND 'ENVIRONMENTAL THEATRE' 
A central defining feature of the Ramnagar Ramlila is its unique spatial architecture, which 
performance theorist Richard Schechner famously categorized as a prime exemplar of 
'Environmental Theatre.' Rather than restricting action to a fixed stage, the performance 
transposes the sacred geography of the Indian subcontinent onto the physical topography of 
Ramnagar. Specific architectural landmarks, water bodies, gardens, and open fields within 
the town are designated as iconic epic locations: Ayodhya is centered around the Ramnagar 
Fort and main square; Janakpur is sited at the Janakpur temple and tank; Chitrakoot and 
Panchavati occupy permanent masonry pavilions and groves; Rameshwaram is set near the 
riverbanks; and Lanka is positioned in vast uncultivated fields at the town's perimeter. 

This spatial distribution mandates daily physical movement for both performers and 
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spectators. As the narrative progresses over 31 days, the audience does not remain seated; 
instead, thousands of pilgrims (*nemis*) walk alongside the cast from site to site. This 
communal movement collapses the visual distance between audience and actors, turning 
dramatic spectatorship into an active physical pilgrimage (*yatra*). The physical 
environment itself—illuminated by the setting sun, open night skies, and traditional flares—
becomes an active participant in narrative world-building. 

Performance Studies Key Concept — Environmental Theatre: 
'The Ramnagar Ramlila operates without a fixed stage or proscenium arch. By 
transforming 260 hectares of urban terrain into Ayodhya, Janakpur, and Lanka, the 
performance merges dramatic space with sacred pilgrimage space, converting spectators 
into active pilgrim-participants (*nemis*).' — Richard Schechner (1977) 

 

3. STAGING MECHANICS, TEXTUAL ACTIVATION, AND RITUAL 
NON-TECHNICISM 
The dramaturgy of the Ramnagar Ramlila relies on a complex dual-layer structure of textual 
recitation and physical performance. The primary narrative text, the Ramcaritmanas, is 
chanted in its entirety over the month by a specialized, hereditary choir of twelve singers 
known as the Ramayanis. Standing adjacent to the performance area, the Ramayanis recite 
the poetic verses in a resonant, unamplified cadence. Concurrently, the actors deliver short 
prose dialogues (*samvad*) composed in vernacular prose, which elucidate and dramatize the 
chanted verses for the assembled crowd. 

A remarkable aspect of the Ramnagar production is its strict, deliberate rejection of modern 
electronic technology. No microphones, electric loudspeakers, or artificial electric lighting 
are permitted. Instead, the night performances are illuminated solely by traditional multi-
tiered oil torches (*panchlights*), petromax pressure lamps, and flaming brass lamps held by 
attendants who follow the actors. This pre-industrial aesthetic preserves a pristine visual 
atmosphere reminiscent of nineteenth-century courtly performance and forces the audience to 
cultivate intense acoustic and visual focus. 

4. DEVOTIONAL ONTOLOGY AND THE CONCEPT OF SVARUP 
From the perspective of Hindu devotional theology (*bhakti*), the child actors who play the 
central roles of Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, Bharata, and Shatrughna are not viewed as mere 
theatrical impersonators. Selected from young, prepubescent Brahmin families through 
rigorous physical and vocal auditions overseen by the Royal House, these boys undergo 
intense spiritual preparation. During the 31 days of the Lila, they are understood to undergo a 
divine transformation, becoming the literal physical embodiments—svarups (living divine 
forms)—of the deities. 

Consequently, audience interaction with the *svarups* is governed by strict ritual protocol 
(*niyama*). Spectators do not applaud; rather, they perform *darshan* (sacred viewing) and 
offer *aarti* (lamps) at the conclusion of each day's enactment, shouting devotional 
acclamations such as 'Bolo Raja Ramchandra ki Jai!'. Even the King of Varanasi, despite his 
supreme secular and courtly status, dismounts from his royal elephant and bows before the 
young boys playing Rama and Lakshmana, acknowledging their absolute spiritual primacy 
over royal temporal authority. 



17 
 

Performance 
Dimension 

Ramnagar Traditional Practice Scholarly Significance 

Spatial Architecture 260-hectare townscape mapped to 
epic locations (Ayodhya, Janakpur, 
Lanka). 

Exemplifies Environmental 
Theatre; merges stage and 
pilgrimage geography. 

Textual Recitation Dual layer: *Ramayanis* choir chants 
text; 

*svarups* deliver prose dialogue. 

Preserves oral scripture 
transmission and vernacular 
dramatic exposition. 

Illumination & Sound Unamplified voices; illuminated by 

*panchlights* and petromax lanterns. 

Maintains pre-industrial aesthetics, 
sacred intimacy, and sensory focus. 

Royal Patronage Funded and directed by the Kashi 
Naresh (Royal House of Varanasi). 

Asserts Hindu kingship, political 
sovereignty, and religious 
legitimacy. 

Audience Vow 
(*Nemik*) 

Devotees walk daily with lanterns and 
text, observing 31-day vow. 

Transforms passive spectatorship 
into active devotional discipline 
(*bhakti*). 

Table 1: Structural Dimensions and Scholarly Significance of the Ramnagar Ramlila 

 

5. ROYAL PATRONAGE AND IDEOLOGICAL LEGITIMIZATION 
The indispensable role of the Kashi Naresh (the King of Banaras) forms a crucial subject of 
study in South Asian political history and anthropology. The royal house does not merely act 
as an external financial sponsor; the King functions as the *yajamana* (sacrificial patron) and 
central human protagonist within the ritual drama. Arriving daily atop a decorated royal 
elephant accompanied by armed retainers, horsemen, and traditional musicians, the King's 
ceremonial entry signals the formal commencement of each evening's performance to crowds 
chanting 'Har Har Mahadev!'. 

Scholars emphasize that during the colonial expansion of the British East India Company in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Bhumihar rulers of Varanasi suffered 
significant reductions in their military and administrative powers. By institutionalizing the 
grandest Ramlila in India, Maharaja Udit Narayan Singh strategically projected his role as the 
earthly representative of Shiva (the patron deity of Kashi) and the loyal servant of Rama (the 
ideal Hindu king). Furthermore, a famous ritual protocol highlights this sovereign ideology: 
the Kashi Naresh explicitly refrains from attending the climax scene of Ravana Vadha (the 
slaying of Ravana), adhering to the royal code that a reigning king must never witness the 
death or defeat of another monarch. 

6. HISTORIOGRAPHY AND MAJOR SCHOLARLY DEBATES 
The Ramnagar Ramlila has generated a rich corpus of interdisciplinary scholarship spanning 
Performance Studies, Anthropology, Indology, and Theatre History. Four primary theoretical 
frameworks dominate the academic literature: 

� Richard Schechner and Linda Hess (Performance Studies Framework): In their 
pioneering 1977 field study published in The Drama Review, Schechner and Hess 
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introduced the concept of 'Environmental Theatre' to analyze Ramnagar. They argued 
that Ramnagar dismantles European proscenium conventions by creating a fluid, multi-
centric performance space where actors, chorus, and audience co-exist within a shared 
physical environment. Schechner highlighted how the spatial flow across 260 hectares 
generates an immersive ritual efficiency that blends aesthetic illusion with authentic 
devotional trance. 

� Anuradha Kapur (Theatre History and Aesthetic Critique): In her seminal 
monograph Actors, Pilgrims, Kings and Gods: The Ramlila at Ramnagar (1990), 
Kapur analyzed the complex intersection of royal patronage, visual iconography, and 
spectator devotion. Kapur examined how nineteenth-century court aesthetics shaped 
the visual tableaux (*jhankis*) and argued that the performance functions as a 
contested arena where royal power (*rajaniti*) and divine grace (*bhakti*) 
continuously negotiate authority. She demonstrated how the spectators (*nemis*) 
actively construct sacred reality through disciplined participation. 

� Philip Lutgendorf (Literary and Oral Performance Analysis): In The Life of a 
Text: Performing the Ramcaritmanas of Tulsidas (1991), Lutgendorf positioned the 
Ramnagar Ramlila within the broader North Indian tradition of Manas-prachar 
(textual propagation). He demonstrated how the oral chanting of the Ramayanis acts as 
the structural spine of the performance, bridging the gap between medieval written 
scriptural authority and vernacular oral performance. Lutgendorf emphasized that the 
Ramlila is not a passive reproduction of a book, but an active, dynamic oral 
commentary (*katha*) that reactivates sacred scripture in everyday life. 

� William S. Sax (Anthropological and Pilgrimage Perspective): Writing in History 
of Religions (1990), Sax explored the tripartite relationship between Text, 
Performance, and Pilgrimage. Sax argued that the physical act of walking across 
Ramnagar's sacralized geography allows pilgrims to re-enact Rama's fourteen-year 
exile (*vanvas*), thereby generating tangible spiritual merit (*punya*) and 
transforming abstract theological concepts into immediate, lived bodily experience. 

7. CONCLUSION 
The Ramnagar Ramlila stands as a monumental cultural synthesis of religion, performance, 
spatial aesthetics, and political history. By transforming an entire town into a living 
sacralized map of the Ramayana, it successfully erases the modern boundary between 
dramatic illusion and sacred reality. Its uncompromising rejection of electronic technology, 
coupled with the active spiritual discipline of the *nemis* and the hereditary stewardship of 
the Kashi Naresh, ensures that this two-hundred-year-old tradition remains vibrant and 
resilient in twenty-first-century India. 

For academic scholarship across performance studies, religious studies, and South Asian 
history, the Ramnagar Ramlila offers invaluable insights into how ritual performance can 
preserve intangible heritage, negotiate political legitimacy under colonial pressure, and 
sustain deep communal faith through the physical experience of sacred space. 
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JYOTINDRA JAIN'S HISTORIOGRAPHICAL AND VISUAL 
ANALYSIS OF THE GARODA PICTURE-SHOWMEN TRADITION 

A Comprehensive Academic Note on Indian Picture Recitation (Chitrakatha) 

1. INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In his foundational scholarship on Indian visual storytelling (chitrakatha), Jyotindra Jain 
examines the art of the "picture showman"—itinerant performers who combine painted visual 
artifacts with oral recitation, vocal music, dramatic gestures, and audience interaction. 
Grounding his theoretical framework in the relationship between word and image, Jain cites 
sixteenth-century poet Tulasidasa's Ramacharitamanasa—"Gira anayana, nayana bin bani" 
("The speech does not have the faculty of vision, and the vision is bereft of speech")—to 
illustrate how verbal and visual modes of storytelling exist independently yet function 
synergistically in scroll performances. In this composite art form, the painted scroll serves not 
merely as an illustration of a static text, but as an active visual vehicle that amplifies, 
compresses, or modifies narrative meaning during live performance. 

Jain incorporates art historian Meyer Schapiro's concept of "reductive imagery" versus 
"enlarging text" to describe how pictorial schemas translate narrative literature into visual 
forms. While written or oral texts expand details and descriptions, visual artifacts often 
reduce complex epic cycles into key symbolic emblems. Conversely, the live performance of 
the picture showman enlarges the visual image, filling in background details, dramatic 
pauses, and moral sermons. Thus, the storyteller acts as a vital bridge between visual artifact 
and audience perception. 

"The speech does not have the faculty of vision, and the vision is bereft of speech." 
— Tulasidasa, Ramacharitamanasa (cited by Jyotindra Jain to demonstrate the 
complementary synthesis of word and visual image in picture showmanship). 

 

2. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ANCESTRY AND TEXTUAL EVIDENCE 
A central contribution of Jain's research is establishing a historical continuum between 
contemporary Indian scroll traditions and ancient textual references dating back over two 
millennia. Through rigorous historiographical analysis, Jain traces the ancestry of picture 
showmanship across Jaina, Buddhist, and classical Sanskrit literature: 

A. Jaina Canonical Literature 

Early Jaina canonical texts provide some of the earliest documented evidence of picture 
storytellers in India. The Bhagavati Sutra (c. 3rd century CE) records that Mankhali Gosala, 
the leader of the Ajivika sect, was the son of a mankha (picture showman) named Mankhali. 
Eleventh-century commentator Abhayadeva clarifies that a mankha was a specialized 
mendicant "whose hands were occupied with a picture board." Similarly, the Aupapatika 
Sutra (c. 3rd–5th century CE) describes the Purnabhadra shrine being visited by mankhas 
alongside bards (magaha), mimes, dancers, and fortune-tellers. Later, the eighth-century 
Jaina text Kuvalayamala describes a wandering teacher (upadhyaya) displaying a 
samsarachakra chitra pata—a painted panel depicting the wheel of cosmic existence, human 
pleasures, karmic involvement, and severe punishments in hell. 
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B. Buddhist Textual Sources 

In Buddhist literature, commentaries on the Samyutta-Nikaya describe charana chitta 
("mobile painting"), where itinerant Brahman mendicants traveled with portable canvas 
booths (pata kotthaka) displaying painted scenes of happiness and hellish torments to instruct 
viewers on karma. Scholar Ananda Coomaraswamy identifies charana chitta as the Buddhist 
counterpart to the classical yama pata, noting that texts like the Lakkhana Sutra and 
Devaduta Sutra were routinely illustrated on picture boards. 

C. Classical Sanskrit Literature 

Classical Sanskrit literature frequently highlights itinerant showmen displaying paintings of 
hell (yama pata). In Vishakhadatta's play Mudrarakshasa, a political spy disguises himself as 
a yama pattika (carrier of a Yama board), entering household courtyards to display scrolls 
depicting the underworld while singing religious admonitions. Banabhatta's seventh-century 
narrative Harshacharita likewise documents yama pattikas displaying hellish scenes and 
sermonizing on virtue, vice, and karmic retribution. 

3. SOCIO-CASTE PROFILE AND RITUAL STATUS OF GARODA 
STORYTELLERS 
Jain identifies the Garoda storytellers of Gujarat as direct living descendants of these ancient 
yama-pattika bards. Within Gujarati rural society, Garodas function as folk-priests, bards, 
and ritual storytellers specifically catering to lower-caste, Dalit, and artisan communities. 
Beyond scroll recitation, Garodas practice astrology and draw newborn horoscopes (tippani) 
for their patron families. 

Jain emphasizes that the Garodas treat their painted paper scrolls not merely as performance 
props, but as mobile, consecrated shrines. The Garodas designate their ambulatory 
storytelling tours across villages as jatra (yatra, or pilgrimage). The top compartment of each 
scroll is painted in the structural form of a temple spire (shikhara), symbolizing a portable 
temple. For village audiences, viewing the unrolled figures of deities during a performance 
carries the sacred efficacy of darshan (divine sight). 

 

Regional 
Tradition 

State / 
Region 

Visual Artifact Socio-Caste Context 

Garoda Gujarat Vertical paper scroll (19 
registers) 

Garoda folk-priests & 
astrologers 

Patachitra West Bengal Vertical cloth/paper scroll (Pat) Patua / Chitrakar community 

Phad Rajasthan Horizontal painted cloth scroll Bhopa bards & Joshi painters 

Kaavad Rajasthan Portable wooden shrine with 
doors 

Bhatt Brahmins & Suthar 
carpenters 

Chitrakathi Maharashtra Single rectangular paper sheets Thakar community / Pinguli 

Nakashi / Patam Telangana Large vertical caste-genealogy 
scroll 

Nakashi painters & Kunapuli 
bards 
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4. VISUAL STRUCTURE, PANEL LAYOUT, AND NARRATIVE 
DEVICES 
The physical format of Garoda scrolls dictates a highly specific narrative economy: 

Dimensions and Partitioning: A Garoda scroll is a narrow vertical strip of painted paper or 
cloth, typically measuring 12 to 14 inches in width and 10 to 12 feet in length. It is divided 
into nineteen distinct rectangular compartments separated by thick horizontal border lines. 

Iconographic Layout: Unlike single-narrative continuous scrolls, a single Garoda scroll 
encompasses a heterogeneous compilation of mythic cycles. The topmost panel depicts a 
temple shrine; intermediate panels depict major Hindu deities (Lakshmi, Ganesha, Shiva), 
scenes from the Ramayana (e.g., Sita's abduction), and regional Gujarati folk legends such as 
King Harishchandra, Shravana, and Dhanna Bhagat. 

The Yama-Pata Conclusion: Crucially preserving the ancient yama-pata heritage, the final 
three panels of every Garoda scroll explicitly depict the god Yama alongside rewards in 
heaven and gruesome karmic punishments in hell. 

Narrative Reduction & Spatial Devices: Garoda painters employ specialized visual devices 
including continuous narrative, "opening windows" (sub-frames within a panel to depict 
secondary sub-scenes), and dual perspective (allowing the viewer to observe simultaneous 
actions invisible to the characters, such as King Dasharatha shooting Shravana). 

5. COMPARATIVE CONTEXT AND CONTEMPORARY 
TRANSFORMATIONS 
Jain contextualizes Garoda picture-showmen within a broader subcontinent-wide taxonomy 
of narrative scroll arts. Historically, rigid caste-based patronage restrictions, language 
barriers, and the rapid rise of modern mass media led to a steep decline in traditional picture 
recitation, rendering the Garoda performance tradition virtually extinct by the late twentieth 
century. 

Nevertheless, Jain's documentation highlights the resilience of picture recitation, 
demonstrating how traditional scroll narrative mechanisms historically adapted to 
contemporary social realities—ranging from 19th-century colonial social satires to 21st-
century environmental disasters and public health campaigns (such as Patachitra scrolls on 
9/11, the 2004 Tsunami, or AIDS awareness)—thereby underscoring the dynamic interplay 
between ancient iconography and modern performance. 

6. CONCLUSION: HISTORIOGRAPHICAL LEGACY AND FUTURE 
HORIZONS 
Jyotindra Jain's exhaustive documentation and theoretical analysis of the Garoda picture-
showmen of Gujarat provide an essential historiographical framework for understanding the 
survival of ancient Indian oral-visual traditions. By meticulously linking living folk practices 
to Jaina canonical literature (mankha), Buddhist texts (charana chitta), and classical Sanskrit 
drama (yama-pattika), Jain demonstrates that picture recitation is not a marginal or isolated 
folk phenomenon, but a foundational pillar of South Asian art history. The Garoda scroll 
serves as a living synthesis of sacred iconography, community bardic performance, and social 
mobility. 
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Furthermore, Jain's insights into visual devices—such as reductive imagery, continuous panel 
layouts, and dual perspective—highlight how itinerant artists historically navigated space, 
time, and ritual efficacy. As traditional picture-recitation practices face contemporary 
pressures from urbanization and mass digital media, Jain's scholarship emphasizes the urgent 
need for critical documentation, institutional preservation, and adaptive revival. Ultimately, 
the study of Garoda picture showmanship demonstrates that Indian art history cannot be fully 
comprehended through static courtly or architectural monuments alone; rather, it thrives in 
the dynamic, mobile, and performative space where word, image, and audience continually 
converge. 
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PABUJI: THE ORAL TRADITION OF RAJASTHAN 
Academic Monograph & Historiographical Notes 

Based on Dr. Elizabeth Wickett's Linguistic & Anthropological Scholarship 
 

Executive Summary & Theoretical Orientation: Dr. Elizabeth Wickett's landmark 
monograph, The Epic of Pabuji ki par in Performance (World Oral Literature Project, 
University of Cambridge, 2010), provides an indispensable framework for understanding 
Rajasthani epic traditions. Rejecting the rigid binary between textuality and 
performativity, Wickett demonstrates how sacred narrative, visual illumination, subaltern 
identity, and pastoral ecology interact in a living ritual performance across the Thar 
Desert. 

 

1. LINGUISTIC ANTHROPOLOGY & PERFORMANCE AESTHETICS 

In her landmark study published by the World Oral Literature Project at the University of 
Cambridge, Dr. Elizabeth Wickett establishes a rigorous anthropological methodology for 
analyzing the epic of Pabuji ki par. Departing from traditional philological approaches that 
reduce oral epics to static written manuscripts, Wickett examines the tradition through the 
lens of linguistic anthropology and performance aesthetics. She conceptualizes the epic as 
an embodied, multi-sensory performance event where spoken and sung poetry (gav), 
instrumental music, dance, visual art, and ritual illumination dynamically converge. 

This theoretical framework aligns directly with modern historical and folkloric curricula, 
such as the University of Delhi's Communicating Culture syllabus (UGCF 2022). Within this 
framework, textuality and performativity are recognized not as binary opposites, but as 
mutually enriching modes of cultural communication. The live performance simultaneously 
fulfills multiple social functions: preserving ancient historical memory, instilling communal 
ethics, enacting sacred healing rituals, providing practical wisdom, and reinforcing 
indigenous group identity. 

2. PERFORMATIVE SYNERGY & GENDERED ROLES (BHOPA & 
BHOPI) 

Central to Wickett's ethnographic observation is the essential, collaborative performance 
dynamic between the husband-and-wife duo known as the Bhopa and Bhopi. Belonging to 
the disempowered Nayak (Bhil Adivasi) musician caste, these itinerant bards serve as both 
spiritual priests and epic storytellers for desert communities. 

� The Male Bhopa: Strums the traditional spike fiddle (ravanhatta), providing the 
foundational melody and rhythmic structure while singing narrative verses (gav) and 
executing ritual dance steps. 

� The Female Bhopi: Though veiled in accordance with local custom, the Bhopi 
dominates the performance with her high-pitched, emotionally resonant vocal power. 
She carries an oil lamp (diya) and holds it directly against specific painted scenes on 
the cloth scroll (phad). 
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� Spatial Focus & Visual Shadowing: Because the visual layout of the phad scroll is 
non-chronological and spatial, the Bhopi's lamp transforms individual painted 
vignettes into active visual focal points. This visual illumination directs the audience's 
gaze, momentarily placing the rest of the visual iconography in shadow. 

3. THE PHAD AS PORTABLE SHRINE & SACRED 
ARCHITECTURE 
The phad—a 15-foot-long painted cloth scroll created by the traditional Joshi painter 
community—functions as far more than a decorative backdrop. Wickett demonstrates that 
when unrolled in desert venues, the phad is transformed into a consecrated portable temple 
(chalit mandir). The scroll establishes a temporary sacred space wherein the divine presence 
of Pabuji is invoked. 

Within nomadic pastoral cosmology, the performance operates as an active healing ritual. 
Devotees believe in Pabuji's divine power to cure livestock diseases—particularly among 
camel herds—and to bring rain to the arid Thar Desert. Furthermore, Wickett highlights the 
intertextual integration of classical Indian epics within regional folklore, specifically noting 
how Pabuji is venerated as a medieval reincarnation (avatar) of Lakshmana from the 
Ramayana. 

4. INTERACTIVE RITUAL SPACE & AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION 
(HUNKARA) 
Wickett's field research emphasizes that the overnight ritual performance (jaagran) is a 
deeply participatory communal event. The audience does not passively consume the 
narrative; rather, spectators actively co-create the ritual space through vocal affirmations 
known as hunkaras. 

At key dramatic and heroic climaxes in the epic, villagers and pastoralists utter rhythmic 
responses that encourage the performers, modulate the temporal pace of the recitation, and 
heighten the emotional and sacred intensity of the night-long vigil. This interactive dialogue 
reinforces social cohesion and collective identity among desert communities. 

5. SUBALTERN AGENCY, PASTORAL ECOLOGY & SOCIO-
ECONOMIC THREATS 
A major contribution of Wickett's scholarship is her critical examination of the socio-
economic and ecological dimensions supporting the tradition. The performers belong to 
marginalized subaltern groups (Nayaks), yet they act as revered ritual specialists for nomadic 
pastoral communities, including the Raika, Rabari, and Devasi camel herders. 

Wickett illustrates how the epic serves as a vehicle for subaltern social critique, allowing 
disempowered performers to articulate moral commentary within rural caste hierarchies. 
However, this ancient cultural ecosystem is under severe contemporary threat. Encroachment 
on traditional grazing pastures, deforestation, water scarcity, and rapid modernization in the 
Thar Desert have jeopardized the livelihoods of nomadic pastoralists. Consequently, the 
traditional patronage network (jajmani) sustaining the Bhopas is eroding, placing this 
intangible cultural heritage at risk of extinction. 
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6. ANALYTICAL SUMMARY MATRIX 

Key Analytical 
Dimension 

Core Theoretical / Ethnographic Finding Primary Cultural Marker 

Performance 
Methodology 

Rejects text/performance binary; analyzes oral 
song (gav), music, dance, and scroll 
illumination as a unified aesthetic event. 

Linguistic Anthropology & 
Performance Theory 

Performative Bhopa provides lead melody/music on 
ravanhatta; Bhopi delivers powerful vocals and 
illuminates phad vignettes using a diya. 

Bhopa-Bhopi Synergy & 
Spatial Focus 

Sacred 
Architecture & 
Healing 

The phad operates as a portable temple (chalit 
mandir); invoked for curing livestock diseases 
and rainmaking rituals. 

Phad Scroll & Reincarnation 
of Lakshmana 

Audience Co-
Creation 

Night-long jaagrans feature active vocal 
responses (hunkaras) from pastoral audiences, 
shaping performance rhythm. 

Interactive Jaagran & 
Hunkara Responses 

Subaltern & 
Pastoral Ecology 

Nayak performers express social critique while 
serving nomadic Raika/Rabari/Devasi camel 
herders across Thar Desert. 

Subaltern Agency & Raika 
Pastoral Patronage 

Contemporary 
Vulnerability 

Encroachment on desert grazing lands and 
modern economic shifts threaten pastoral 
livelihoods and Bhopa survival. 

Erosion of Pastoral 
Ecosystem & Jajmani 

 

7. COMPREHENSIVE CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, Dr. Elizabeth Wickett's scholarly contribution to the study of the Pabuji ki par 
oral tradition offers a profound re-evaluation of regional folk epics in South Asia. By 
demonstrating that textuality and performativity are deeply interconnected communicative 
strategies, her research reveals how marginalized communities preserve ancient historical 
memory, negotiate social hierarchies, and maintain sacred healing rituals within changing 
physical and social landscapes. 

The epic of Pabuji stands as a vital exemplar of India's intangible cultural heritage—where 
visual art, instrumental music, vocal power, and pastoral devotion unite to create a living, 
mobile sacred space. Understanding this tradition requires acknowledging both its artistic 
brilliance and the socio-ecological vulnerabilities facing its indigenous custodians. As 
academic institutions like the University of Delhi integrate these perspectives into historical 
curricula, Wickett's work remains a cornerstone for scholars of oral literature, performance 
studies, and subaltern history. 
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THE SHADOW PUPPET THEATRE OF ANDHRA PRADESH 
Comprehensive Academic Notes, Historiography & Technical Analysis 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY & CORE THESIS 
Shadow puppetry in Andhra Pradesh (Tholu Bommalata) represents a highly developed 
visual and oral folk theatrical art form. Functioning historically as a primary mass medium in 
rural society, it seamlessly combines moral-ethical instruction grounded in Hindu epics with 
sophisticated material craftsmanship, classical literary adaptations, and dynamic musical and 
comic performance traditions. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION AND REGIONAL CONTEXT 
Shadow puppetry is a prominent folk theatrical art form distributed across South and East 
India, including Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Maharashtra, and Orissa. 
While the shadow puppets of Kerala, Maharashtra, and Orissa are traditionally 
monochromatic black-and-white, the puppets of Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu 
are multi-coloured, larger in scale, and constructed with loosely stitched, articulated limbs. 
Functioning historically as a primary mass medium in rural society, the shadow puppet 
theatre seamlessly combined popular entertainment with moral and ethical instruction 
grounded in Hindu epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata. 

2. HISTORIOGRAPHY, TEXTUAL EVIDENCE, AND EPIGRAPHY 
The historiography of shadow puppetry in Andhra Pradesh draws upon a rich tradition of 
medieval textual commentaries, poetic literature, and epigraphic records that document the 
art form's continuous presence since at least the 12th century. The earliest textual attribution 
occurs in the 12th-century Sanskrit commentary of Neelakantha Panditha on the 
Mahabharata, where he interprets the technical term roopopajeevanam (or jaala mandapika) 
as a South Indian shadow performance employing translucent leather figures projected onto a 
curtain to depict the deeds and misdeeds of kings and ministers. 

In Telugu poetic literature, the 13th-century Shaiva poet Palkuriki Somanatha provides direct 
evidence in his Panditaradhya Charitra, describing both leather shadow puppets operated 
behind white curtains and rod puppets during a Shivaratri festival at the Srisailam temple. 
Subsequent Telugu literary works—including the late 16th-century Gangavatharanam, the 
17th-century Chandrangada Charitra (which explicitly details performance elements such as 
the curtain, lighting, commentator, and puppets), Panchalee Parinayamu, Bhaskara Sataka, 
and Vemana Sataka—attest to the central cultural role of all-night shadow plays. 

Epigraphic evidence further illustrates the elevated socioeconomic standing and royal 
patronage enjoyed by master puppeteers. A 1208 A.D. inscription records a village donation 
made to the puppeteer Sutradhari Bommalayya by Vipparula Kondapa and Gundapa. Later 
historical records show puppeteers being honoured by Vijayanagara royalty, including King 
Krishnadevaraya honouring the artist Bommalata Kala, as well as a 1928 Cuddapah district 
inscription recording master puppeteers Chandramayya and Bommalata Amrita Kavi 
donating the village of Chidipirala to fellow puppeteer Peda Chittayya to foster shadow 
performances. Inscriptions from the 19th century in Telangana (such as those from Guduru in 
Warangal district and Panugallu) record non-Telugu puppeteers bearing titles like 'Sutradhari 
Kommajanaha' (Kommoji) and 'Sutradhari Brahmoju', demonstrating historical demographic 
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shifts among performer communities. 

 

Period / Date Source / Location Key Reference / Finding 

12th Century Neelakantha 
Panditha's 
Commentary 

Defines 'roopopajeevanam' / 'jaala mandapika' as 
leather shadow projection. 

1208 A.D. Inscription (Vipparula 
Donors) 

Records village grant to master puppeteer Sutradhari 
Bommalayya. 

13th Century Palkuriki Somanatha's 
Charitra 

Describes leather shadow and rod puppetry at 
Srisailam Shivaratri festival. 

16th Century Vijayanagara Royal 
Records 

King Krishnadevaraya honours master shadow artist 
Bommalata Kala. 

17th Century Chandrangada 
Charitra 

Details complete stage mechanics: screen, lighting, 
puppets, and commentator. 

1928 A.D. Cuddapah Inscription Puppeteers Chandramayya & Amrita Kavi donate 
Chidipirala village to Peda Chittayya. 

Table 1: Chronological Historiography and Epigraphic Evidence of Shadow Puppetry in 
Andhra Pradesh 

3. COMMUNITY STRUCTURE, MIGRATION, AND SOCIAL 
DYNAMICS 
The social composition of shadow puppeteers in Andhra Pradesh is tied to the Aare 
community, who migrated from Maharashtra during the period of the Nayaka rulers or 
subsequent military conquests. Although these puppeteers retained their native dialect for 
domestic communication, they acquired fluency in Telugu and Kannada literary texts for 
theatrical performance. Within Telugu society, they assimilated under the designation Aare 
Kapus, though community members generally prefer titles such as Balijas, Balija 
Kshatriyas, or Bondilis. In Maharashtra, they are known as Gandholis, named after 
Gandholi or Gandholigadu, the central comic figure of traditional Marathi shadow theatre. 

Traditionally itinerant, puppeteer families traveled for nine months of the year from village to 
village, taking shelter in village choulteries or abandoned structures during the monsoon 
season. Socio-economic hardships eventually forced many families to settle permanently in 
specific villages or engage in secondary occupations. While troupe structures were 
historically organized strictly around single extended families, modern performance groups 
typically unite two or three related families, comprising approximately eight members: two 
male and two female manipulator-singers, three instrumentalists (playing harmonium, 
mridangam, talam, and occasionally mukhavina), and assistants responsible for property 
management and rhythm maintenance. 
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4. MATERIAL CULTURE, CRAFT PROCESSING, AND PUPPET 
DESIGN 
The fabrication of Andhra shadow puppets demands specialized craftsmanship utilizing the 
raw hide of goats or deer. The wet skin is cleaned in warm water, scraped with a sharp knife 
to remove hair, and softened without chemical tanning or salt application to preserve 
transparency. Stretched uniformly over gunny mats and protected from direct heat, the hide 
dries into a durable, translucent sheet approximately 1/32 of an inch thick. Prior to the 20th 
century, puppets were painted exclusively with natural vegetable dyes in red, green, and 
black, with white background relief. The introduction of synthetic chemical dyes expanded 
the palette to include bright yellow and violet tones. 

Andhra leather puppets are recognized as the largest multi-coloured puppets in India, ranging 
from 5×3 feet to 6×3.5 feet, with a complete troupe box (ganiyam) housing about 100 distinct 
figures. To reflect dramatic context and narrative scale, major characters are built in multiple 
size variants; Hanuman, for instance, is crafted in up to four sizes, ranging from a half-foot 
monkey figure to an eight-foot puppet used for his vishwarupa manifestation before Sita. 
Structurally, the head and trunk are cut from a single piece of hide while limbs are appended 
using loosely knotted thread to permit smooth articulation. Specialized jointed dancing 
figures, known as keelu bommalu or sutram bommalu, feature independently stitched limbs 
and torsos anchored by a central vertical bamboo spine, painted reversibly on both sides to 
allow directional movement across the stage. 

 

Parameter / Aspect Technical Specification Functional / Artistic Significance 

Raw Material Un-tanned Goat or Deer Hide Ensures high translucency and longevity 
without clouding light. 

Sheet Thickness 1/32 of an inch Optimal balance between structural 
rigidity and flexibility. 

Pigmentation Vegetable Dyes (Hist.) / 
Synthetic Dyes 

Black, red, green (traditional); yellow 
and violet added later. 

Dimensional Scale 5×3 feet to 6×3.5 feet Largest shadow puppet figures in India; 
visible from distance. 

Troupe Repertoire Box (ganiyam) of ~100 figures Provides complete cast for multi-night 
epic cycles. 

Articulation Jointed limbs via knotted thread Allows intricate dance movements (keelu 
bommalu). 

Table 2: Material Craft Processing and Physical Specifications of Tholu Bommalata Figures 

5. STAGECRAFT, LIGHTING, AND PERFORMANCE MECHANICS 
The traditional stage setup employs a temporary structure holding a tightly stretched white 
cloth screen measuring between 8×6 feet and 12×6 feet, tilted forward at an angle of roughly 
15 degrees to ensure heavy puppets lie flat against the fabric. The lower 1.5 feet of the screen 
is masked with dark cloth. Illumination was historically provided by castor-oil earthen lamps 
positioned two feet behind the screen, casting a warm, diffused light that highlighted the 
translucency of dark vegetable-dyed hides. The modern transition to petromax lamps and 
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electric lighting produced intense, concentrated illumination, necessitating the use of lighter 
paint shades to prevent puppets from appearing dull. 

Performance conventions borrow heavily from traditional classical drama such as 
Yakshagana and Veethinatakam, notably utilizing the pravesa daruvu (entrance song) to 
introduce each principal character's identity, lineage, and thematic purpose. Visual hierarchy 
is established through symbolic colour schemes—Rama is depicted in blue, Ravana in red, 
and Anjaneya in green—and dramatic scale variations. Battle sequences progress through 
structured stages from verbal duels and archery exchanges to direct physical contact, 
culminating in manipulators removing support sticks to clash the leather figures directly 
together. Auditory impact during battle climaxes is heightened through specialized 
instruments, including the Pavada (a hollow goat-bone war horn) and wooden slapping 
boards clamped underfoot to simulate weapon blows, accompanied by intense backstage 
vocalization. 

6. TEXTUAL ADAPTATION, MUSIC, AND COMIC 
PERFORMANCE 
The performance repertoire of Andhra shadow puppetry is an unwritten, orally transmitted 
compilation of classical literary works adapted for dramatic delivery. Narrative prose sections 
rely primarily on King Budha Reddi's Ranganatha Ramayanam due to its conversational 
idiom and musical rhythm, supplemented by poetic verses from Molla Ramayanam and 
musical compositions (daruvus) from Kuchikonda Ramayanam. Over time, performance 
aesthetics incorporated contemporary folk preferences, leading to faster song tempos and the 
integration of popular film music. 

Musically, performances follow classical ragas performed in a desi (folk) vocal style with 
choric refrains (vanta). Performance tradition adheres to the musical rule 'Adi Nata, antya 
Surati' (opening in Raga Nata and closing in Raga Surati), alongside ragas such as Mukhari, 
Sivaranjani, Sriragam, Khamachi, and Anandabhairavi. Unscripted comedic relief forms a 
vital structural element of the performance, led by stock comic figures, most notably 
Bangarakka and Kethigadu. These characters engage in topical humor, social satire, and 
duets, providing moral contrast to the main epic narrative; historically, the artistic reputation 
of a puppeteer troupe was evaluated largely on their skill in verbal improvisation during these 
comic interludes. 

7. CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, the shadow puppet theatre of Andhra Pradesh stands as a sophisticated 
synthesis of literary tradition, specialized material craft, and dynamic folk performance. 
Tracing its documented history from medieval epigraphic grants and classical literature to its 
contemporary living traditions, the art form highlights the historical socio-economic 
prominence and adaptability of its traditional practitioner communities. Despite technological 
shifts in stage illumination, troupe restructuring, and socio-economic pressures, Tholu 
Bommalata remains a pivotal monument of South Indian performance culture and epic 
narrative heritage. 
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UNIT-III 

PROCESSIONS AS DISPLAY: YATRA, BHARAT AND JULUS  
Rathas and Rajas: The Car Festival at Puri 

Detailed Analytical Notes & Historiographical Study of Hermann Kulke's Essay 

Author of Source Essay: Hermann Kulke (1979) | Subject: Religion, Architecture, & Royalty in Orissan 
History 

Key Takeaway: Hermann Kulke's study analyzes the annual Ratha Yatra at Puri as a 
dynamic intersection of architectural symbolism, political legitimation, feudatory 
diplomacy, and social integration. Rather than a static religious procession, the chariot 
festival functioned as a central instrument of statecraft and mass communication that 
shaped Orissan identity across centuries. 

 

1. DOCUMENT OVERVIEW AND SCOPE 
Hermann Kulke’s seminal study, 'Rathas and Rajas: The Car Festival at Puri' (1979), 
provides a multidimensional historical analysis of the annual Ratha Yatra (car festival) of 
Lord Jagannatha at Puri, Orissa. Celebrated annually in the Hindu month of Asadha 
(June/July), the festival centers on the ritual procession of the deities Jagannatha, Subhadra, 
and Balabhadra from their primary sanctuary, the 'Great Temple' (bada deula), along Puri's 
grand avenue (bada danda) to the Gundica temple—their summer residence roughly three 
kilometers away—where they reside for nine days. 

Kulke demonstrates that this grand annual spectacle cannot be adequately understood purely 
as an act of popular piety. Instead, he examines the festival as a complex, evolving institution 
where architectural symbolism, royal political legitimation, feudatory diplomacy, and social 
integration dynamically intersected across various epochs of Orissan history. The festival 
served both sacred and secular functions, transforming the city of Puri into a unified sacred 
state while reinforcing the political authority of the Orissan monarchy. 

2. EUROPEAN TRAVELOGUES, WESTERN STEREOTYPES, AND 
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL RE-EVALUATIONS 
The essay opens with a critical survey of European travel literature from the fourteenth 
century onward. Early European observers—including Friar Odoric (1321), William Bruton 
(1633), François Bernier (1667), Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, and Thomas Bowrey (1669–
1679)—provided detailed observations of Puri's massive wooden chariots, adorned with rich 
carvings and drawn by thousands of devotees. However, Bowrey and subsequent colonial 
writers sensationalized the festival by depicting frequent instances where pilgrims cast 
themselves beneath the ponderous wooden wheels. 

Colonial administrators and Christian missionaries seized upon these accounts to brand 
'Juggernaut' as a standing metaphor for fanatical idolatry, ruthless self-sacrifice, and blind 
devotion. Historiographically, Kulke provides an essential empirical correction to these 
colonial exaggerations. He highlights an official 1818 report by British officer A. Stirling, 
which recorded only three fatal incidents under the chariot wheels over a four-year period, 
with at least one explicitly identified as an accidental fall caused by the crushing crowd. 

Furthermore, Kulke emphasizes a profound historical irony: rather than suppressing the cult 
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of Jagannatha, missionary polemics and colonial administrative involvement inadvertently 
catalyzed a major nineteenth-century revival. The yearly car festival re-emerged as the most 
prominent religious gathering in Eastern India and evolved into a central unifying symbol of 
Oriya regional nationalism and cultural identity during the Indian independence movement. 

3. ARCHITECTURAL EVOLUTION AND THE CONCEPT OF 
'MOBILE ARCHITECTURE' 
Kulke rigorously traces the stylistic and structural evolution of the chariots (rathas) through 
textual, archaeological, and iconographical evidence: 

� Textual and Iconographical Antiquity: The earliest literary mention of the car 
festival appears in the 10th or 

� 11th-century drama Anargharaghava by Murari during the Somavamsa dynasty. The 
oldest visual depiction is found on a 13th/14th-century late Ganga period temple frieze 
at Dhanmandal in Northern Orissa. 

� Architectural Hybridity: The Dhanmandal frieze depicts early chariots modeled after 
the pidha temple style (pyramidal roofs with horizontal cornices), typical of Orissan 
assembly halls (jagamohanas). Modern rathas outwardly resemble the rekha temple 
type (curvilinear spire or sikhara) due to the vertical lines of their draped cloth. Yet, 
their internal wooden scaffolding retains the horizontal cornices of the pidha style. 
Kulke compares this structural synthesis to the 14th-century Bhaskaresvara temple at 
Bhubaneswar, noting that the ratha architecturally unifies the main sanctuary tower 
(deula) and its surrounding halls (mandapas) into a single mobile structure. 

� Evolution of Wheels: Modern chariots feature 16-spoked wheels modeled after the 
stone wheels of the 13th-century Sun Temple at Konarak, evolving from the solid 
wooden wheels depicted in early medieval reliefs. 

Table 1: Architectural Specifications of the Puri Temple Chariots 

Deity Chariot Name Height (m) Wheels Drape Colors 

Lord Jagannatha Nandighosa 13.5 m 16 wheels Red and Yellow 

Lord Balabhadra Taladhvaja 13.2 m 14 wheels Red and Green 

Goddess Subhadra Darpadalana 
(Deviratha) 

12.9 m 12 wheels Red and Black 

'Mobile Architecture' in a Dual Sense: Kulke characterizes the rathas as mobile 
architecture in two distinct ways. Geographically, as the chariots move along the 3 km bada 
danda, they temporarily extend the ritual and sacred sphere of the main temple across the 
entire settlement, turning Puri into a virtual 'temple city.' Metaphorically, the physical 
movement of the massive chariots and the appearance of the deities outside their sanctuary 
generate intense spiritual excitement and collective emotional bonding among thousands of 
assembled pilgrims. 

4. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DEBATE: ROYAL LEGITIMATION VS. 
PRIESTLY POWER 
A central historiographical contribution of Kulke’s work is his re-examination of the political 
dynamic between the Orissan monarchy and the Jagannatha cult. In 1230 A.D., Ganga King 
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Anangabhima III formally declared Jagannatha the supreme overlord (samraj) of Orissa, 
framing the king merely as his deputy or servitor (sevaka). 

This ritual-political theology intensified during the 15th century under the Suryavamsi 
dynasty. The first two Suryavamsi rulers, Kapilendra (1434) and his son Purusottama, were 
both usurpers who lacked genealogical legitimacy. To secure their positions, Kapilendra 
issued royal inscriptions threatening rebels with divine retribution, treating opposition to his 
rule as treason (droha) against Lord Jagannatha. His son Purusottama instituted the famous 
ritual of sweeping the chariots with a golden broom (chera pahamra) before the procession 
could begin. 

Historiographical Comparison: Interpretations of the Chera Pahamra Ritual 

• G. N. Dash's Thesis: Dash argues that the powerful Suryavamsi kings performed this 
humbling, self-abasing public ritual from a position of political vulnerability in order to 
placate and check the growing power of the Puri temple priests. 
 
• Hermann Kulke's Counter-Thesis: Kulke contends that performing chera pahamra 
served as the primary source of sacral legitimacy for the Suryavamsi monarchs. Far from 
submitting to priestly dominance, the kings utilized public ritual servitude to claim exclusive 
royal authority as the 'First Servitor' (Gajapati Maharaja Seva). This ceremonial duty ensured 
that the Rajas of Puri remained indispensable ritual leaders of Orissa even after losing their 
actual territorial kingdom in 1804. 
 

5. RITUAL DIPLOMACY AND FEUDATORY ALLIANCES UNDER 
THE KHURDA RAJAS 
Following the fall of the Imperial Gajapatis to Afghan Muslim forces in 1568, the local Rajas 
of Khurda re-established the Jagannatha cult under Ramachandra I (1590–1591) to claim 
status as the legitimate royal successors to the Gajapatis. During the 18th century—
particularly under King Virakesari Deva (1737–1793)—Khurda faced political collapse under 
pressure from Bengal Muslim armies and Maratha invaders. 

To maintain political cohesion despite military weakness, the Khurda kings issued official 
royal letters (chamu cithau) granting prized ritual honors during the Ratha Yatra to regional 
feudatory chiefs in exchange for essential material supplies and feudatory loyalty: 

� Timber Procurement & Daspalla: The Rajas of Daspalla were granted exemption 
from tribute in exchange for supplying massive quantities of timber rafted down the 
Mahanadi River. During severe droughts, royal orders redirected timber procurement 
to Banpur, Ghumsur, and Athgarh, rewarding local chiefs with sacred turbans (sarhis). 

� Iron & Ropes: The feudatory chiefs of Dhenkanal and Talcher supplied iron for 
chariot construction in exchange for sarhis and sacred food offerings (mahaprasada). 
The Raja of Ranpur supplied specialized simuli ropes for pulling the chariots. 

� Ritual Privileges: Other regional rulers received highly coveted ceremonial rights, 
such as permission to wave the yak-tail fan (camara) before Lord Jagannatha during 
the festival. 
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6. POLITICAL CONTESTATION, MASS COMMUNICATION, AND 
REGIONAL DIFFUSION 
Kulke demonstrates that the temple cars were not merely passive ceremonial stages, but 
active arenas of military conflict, political struggle, and cultural broadcasting: 

� Military Conflict on the Rathas: In the early 17th century, Mughal commander Keso 
Das Maru occupied the Puri temple. The Raja of Khurda mounted hundreds of soldiers 
directly onto the massive temple cars to assault the temple walls. Keso's troops 
retaliated with firebrands, burning all the chariots—an event confirmed by the temple 
chronicle Madala Panji. 

� The 1753 Parlakhemundi Challenge: In 1753, Raja Jagannatha Narayana Deva of 
Parlakhemundi attempted to claim Gajapati sovereignty by physically occupying 
Jagannatha's chariot (Nandighosa). The Puri temple priests executed subtle passive 
resistance by hiding a divine necklace and delaying rituals until dawn, preventing the 
rival king from performing royal duties (rajaniti). 

� Chariots as Mass Communication: Kulke characterizes the rathas as traditional 
instruments of mass communication. In a pre-modern society, the chariot platform 
operated like a broadcasting medium, transmitting royal and divine authority to tens of 
thousands of assembled pilgrims who carried these political messages back to remote 
rural villages. 

� Regional Diffusion and Tribal Integration: Feudatory states across Orissa (such as 
Keonjhar, Ranpur, Baramba, and Tigeria) replicated Puri's urban layout by building 
local Jagannatha temples, bada danda avenues, and chariots. 

Furthermore, local rulers integrated indigenous tribal groups—such as the Bhuiyans and 
Juangs in Keonjhar—into rope-making and chariot duties, binding marginalized communities 
to the regional state structure. 

7. CONCLUSION AND SYNTHESIS 
Hermann Kulke’s analysis reveals that the Ratha Yatra at Puri is far more than an ancient 
religious procession; it represents a sophisticated historical mechanism of royal legitimation, 
architectural innovation, political diplomacy, and cultural cohesion. By transforming the 
temple from a static sanctuary into a mobile, urban spectacle, the car festival extended sacred 
authority directly into the public realm. 

The ritual acts of royal servitude—most notably the chera sweeping—reconfigured political 
power into sacred duty, enabling the Rajas of Khurda and Puri to retain supreme cultural 
leadership long after their territorial state had fallen to colonial and foreign rule. Through the 
strategic distribution of ritual honors, the festival forged a durable regional network 
connecting the Hindu monarchy, feudatory chiefs, and indigenous tribal populations. 

Ultimately, Kulke demonstrates how this dynamic synthesis of sacred tradition and statecraft 
allowed the Jagannatha cult to survive foreign conquest, resist colonial misrepresentation, 
and emerge as the defining symbol of Oriya regional identity and national consciousness. 
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ORIGINS & HISTORIOGRAPHY OF RATHA YĀTRĀ IN PURUṢOTTAMA 
KṢETRA 

HISTORICAL RESEARCH NOTES 

 

ORIGINS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF RATHA YĀTRĀ IN 
PURUṢOTTAMA KṢETRA 

Comprehensive Notes on Dr. Kailash Chandra Dash's Research and Scholarly Models 

Executive Summary & Research Overview 
This document provides a structured synthesis of historical and historiographical research 
on the origins of the Ratha Yātrā (Chariot Festival) in Puri (Puruṣottama Kṣetra), primarily 
drawing from the scholar Dr. Kailash Chandra Dash. It traces how local and indigenous 
processional practices were systematically codified into an imperial state celebration by the 
Eastern Ganga Dynasty after the 12th century A.D., supported by major urban engineering 
feats such as the diversion of the Malini river around 1275 A.D. 

 

1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT & THESIS OF DR. KAILASH 
CHANDRA DASH 
In his landmark studies—including 'A Study of the Origin of Ratha Yātrā in the Puruṣottama 
Kṣetra' and 'Purushottama Jaganatha and his Temple'—historian Dr. Kailash Chandra Dash 
investigates the evolution of the chariot festival from regional cultic practices into a grand 
imperial ritual. Dash demonstrates that while proto-Vaisnava processional customs and local 
veneration existed earlier, Ratha Yātrā was formally institutionalized as an organized state 
festival during the Eastern Ganga period (post-12th century A.D.). This transition directly 
accompanied the construction of the monumental Jagannath temple under rulers like 
Anantavarman Chodagangadeva and Anangabhimadeva III. 

A critical aspect of Dash's work focuses on the physical and urban history of Puri. Historical 
sources record that Puri's Grand Road (Badadanda) was originally split into two segments 
by an active watercourse known as the Malini river (or river Saradha). Because of this 
geographical barrier, two distinct sets of three chariots were required: the deities were 
brought on the first set of chariots to the bank of the Malini, crossed by boat, and mounted 
onto a second set of chariots to reach the Gundicha Temple. Around 1275 A.D., during the 
reign of King Bhanudeva I, royal engineers diverted the Malini river, creating a single, 
continuous procession path and establishing the modern chariot movement along Badadanda. 

Period / Date Key Historical Milestone Socio-Religious Significance 

Pre-12th 
Century 

Local Sabara Tribal & 
Vaisnava Customs 

Early worship of Nila Madhava; processional 
veneration of wooden idols. 

12th Century 
A.D. 

Eastern Ganga Royal 
Codification 

Chodagangadeva constructs central temple; 
Ratha Yatra made imperial state festival. 

c. 1275 A.D. Diversion of the Malini 
River 

King Bhanudeva I unifies Badadanda into a 
single road for 3 continuous chariots. 
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14th-15th 
Century 

Kotarakshi Temple Relief 
(Jajpur) 

Earliest extant stone sculptural depiction of a 
12-wheeled chariot pulled by devotees. 

15th-16th 
Century 

Suryavamshi Gajapati 
Kings 

Monarchs rule as 'Rout' (viceroys) of Lord 
Jagannath; Ghosha Yatra consolidates 
statehood. 

Table 1: Historical Evolution and Key Milestones in the Formalization of Ratha Yātrā. 

2. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PERSPECTIVES ON RATHA YĀTRĀ 
Scholarly discourse regarding the origins of Ratha Yātrā encompasses four primary 
historiographical models, each highlighting distinct cultural, textual, and political dimensions 
of the tradition: 

2.1 Tribal and Indigenous Roots (The Sabara Cult) 

Ethno-historical scholarship stresses that Lord Jagannath originated as Nila Madhava, an 
indigenous wooden deity worshipped by the Sabara tribal chieftain Viswavasu. The practice 
of placing wooden deities on wheeled structures parallels aboriginal Kondh and Sabara ritual 
processions. The enduring legacy of this tribal synthesis is preserved in temple ritual 
structure: during the annual Snana Yatra and Anasara periods, the Daitapatis—hereditary 
servants recognized as descendants of Viswavasu—hold exclusive custodial control over the 
deities. 

2.2 The Buddhist and Jain Hypotheses 

In the 19th century, British orientalist scholars like Alexander Cunningham, Rajendralal 
Mitra, and W.W. Hunter posited that Ratha Yātrā originated from Buddhist relic processions. 
They compared the Jagannath Triad (Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra) to the Triratna 
(Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha) and cited 5th-century travelogues by Chinese pilgrim Faxian 
describing chariot processions in Khotan and Sri Lanka. Parallel theories suggest early Jain 
influences, drawing connections to Tirthankara chariot processions (Ratha Yatra) and 
Emperor Kharavela's reinstallation of the Kalinga Jina idol in the 1st century B.C. 

2.3 Puranic and Textual Codification 

Textual historicization traces how the festival was incorporated into Sanskrit literary 
traditions. Early references appear in King Rajamartanda's Rajamartanda (11th century) and 
Jimutavahana's Kalaviveka (12th century), which document an annual Purusottama Yatra. 
The Brahma Purana, Padma Purana, and especially the Skanda Purana (Purushottama Kshetra 
Mahatmya) codified the mythological foundation: King Indradyumna, the divine carpenter 
Viswakarma, the sacred neem wood (Daru), and the spiritual imperative of the annual 
journey to the Gundicha Temple. 

2.4 Royal Legitimation and Socio-Political Integration 

Modern historians—notably scholars of the 'Orissa Project' such as Hermann Kulke, 
Heinrich von Stietencron, G.N. Dash, and Kailash Chandra Dash—examine Ratha Yātrā 
through the framework of state formation and royal legitimation. The Ganga and Gajapati 
monarchs declared Odisha as Purushottama Samrajya (the empire of Purushottama), 
adopting the title of Rout (viceroy or chief servant) of Lord Jagannath. The public Ghosha 
Yatra fulfilled a crucial social and political function: by leaving the secluded inner sanctum 
(Garbhagriha) to ride upon open chariots, the deity granted direct darshan to all people 
regardless of caste or social hierarchy, unifying the empire. 
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Summary of Historiographical Models 
• Tribal/Sabara Model: Rooted in aboriginal Nila Madhava worship; living legacy in 

Daitapati priesthood. 
• Buddhist/Jain Hypothesis: 19th c. theory comparing Triad to Triratna & Faxian's relic 

processions. 
• Puranic Codification: 11th-13th c. Sanskrit texts (Skanda, Brahma Purana) establishing 

ritual canon. 
• Royal Legitimation Model: Ganga/Gajapati 'Rout' statecraft using Ghosha Yatra for 

social unification. 
 

3. CONCLUSION 
The historical and historiographical evidence surrounding Ratha Yātrā in Puruṣottama Kṣetra 
demonstrates that the festival is neither a static ancient tradition nor a purely mythological 
creation. Instead, it represents a dynamic, multi-layered institution formed through centuries 
of cultural synthesis, urban engineering, and imperial statecraft. While its iconography and 
processional essence derive from indigenous Sabara tribal traditions, its establishment as 
India's paramount chariot festival was accomplished under the Eastern Ganga kings after the 
12th century A.D.. By merging tribal custodianship, Puranic Vaisnavism, major infrastructure 
feats like the Malini river diversion, and royal Rout statecraft, Ratha Yātrā created an 
inclusive sacred space where divine majesty and universal devotion meet on the open avenue 
of Badadanda. 
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SPACE, SOUND, AUSPICIOUSNESS, AND PERFORMANCE 
IN NORTH INDIAN WEDDING PROCESSIONS 

Structured Academic Notes & Historiographical Analysis of Gregory D. Booth's Ethnography 

Source Publication: Chapter 4 in South Asian Religions on Display: Religious Processions in South Asia and in 
the Diaspora, ed. Knut A. Jacobsen (Routledge, 2008, pp. 63–76). 

Author: Gregory D. Booth (Ethnomusicologist, University of Auckland). 

Core Domain: South Asian Ethnomusicology, Ritual Theory, Urban Anthropology, Spatial Geography. 

1. THEORETICAL & HISTORIOGRAPHICAL FRAMING  
Gregory D. Booth conceptualizes North Indian wedding processions (baraat) at a point of 
multifaceted liminality within South Asian ritual studies. Grounded directly in Victor 
Turner’s (1969) ritual process theory, the baraat is analyzed as a liminal, public component of 
a private rite of passage. The procession physically maps out patrilocal transitions between 
two households. Within this moving ritual zone, the groom serves as the quintessential 
liminal figure: passive, silent, and immobile atop his horse or carriage, moving betwixt and 
between his youth identity and his future role as adult head of a new household. 

Processional musicians also embody socio-professional liminality. Operating strictly at the 
border between private domestic residences and public streets, lower-caste bandsmen 
facilitate ritual passage without ever being permitted to enter the ritually pure Hindu 
household. Booth anchors his ethnography in three interdisciplinary pillars: 

• Processional Space & Thresholds: Integrates Kathleen Ashley (2001) on 
assembly/dispersion points as 'dangerous' liminal spaces between regulatory regimes, 
and Douglas Haynes (1990) on colonial ritual geography. 

• Acoustic Metaphysics & Sound: Connects classical Hindu sound theology (nada) as a 
cosmic vital force (Lewis Rowell, 1992) with Lawrence Babb (1975) on volume 
drowning out profane distraction, and Carol Tingey (1994) on Nepalese Damai 
musicians as auspicious signs (saguni) vs. inherent musical auspiciousness (mangal). 

• Secular Display & Cinema Influence: Engages Donald S. Pitkin (1993) on public 
self-image burnishing, Edward O. Henry (1988, 2002) on Bhojpuri repertoires and 
'rationalization of musical intensity', and Bollywood scholars (Kakar 1989; Kazmi 
1999; Mishra 2002; Rao 2006) on gender, masculine dance, and idealized family 
structures. 

2. COMPARATIVE RELIGIOUS FRAMEWORKS & IDEOLOGIES 
Although brass bands perform across religious boundaries (Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, and Jain), 
processional practices interact with distinct theological frameworks regarding sound, ritual 
purity, and community  

Religious 
Context 

Theological Concept of 
Sound 

Processional Performance 
Practice 

Socio-Spatial 
Impact 

Hinduism Sound as cosmic vital 
force (Rig-Veda); 
generates auspiciousness 
(mangli or lagan). 

Continuous brass band 
music; high acoustic 
volume constructs 
alternative ritual reality. 

Defines moving 
sacred corridor 
between households; 
bandsmen remain 
outside pure homes. 
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Islam Theological 
problematization of 
worldly music (Qureshi 
1972); vocal text 
adornment permitted. 

Replaced by devotional 
drumming in Muharram 
(Wolf 2000) or framed as 
secular 'happiness' (khushi). 

Conservative 
Muslim-majority 
cities (e.g. Rampur, 
UP; 70-80% 
Muslim) force bands 
to migrate. 

Sikhism Devotional theology 
centered on the 
community of the faithful 
(Khalsa Panth). 

Mass devotional 
processions (nagar kirtan) 
celebrating Guru 
commemorations. 

Dispersed brass 
bands unify massive 
crowds into a single 
devotional body 
(Brown & Regalado 
2001). 

 

3. SPATIAL GEOGRAPHY & PROCESSIONAL ARCHITECTURE 
The baraat traces a physical pathway connecting two patrilocal family residences. Historical 
baraats were circular (returning with the bride accompanied by music), but contemporary 
urban practice has completely de-ritualized and abandoned the return procession. Modern 
processions occupy a moving 10–30 meter corridor enclosed by two long columns of 
bandsmen (hired in standard sizes of 12, 24, 51, or 101 members, where adding one extra unit 
signifies good luck). 

Processional Anatomy of the Contemporary Baraat 

• Front Section (Vestigial Remnant): Signs, banners, and junior bandsmen. Quiet and 
unspectacular. 

• Middle Section (Performative & Ecstatic Core): Enclosed by twin columns of 
bandsmen. Contains male relatives, friends, and female family members engaging in 
cinema-inspired dancing. 

• Rear Section (Acoustic Powerhouse): Soloists, drummers, and heavy mobile speaker 
carts (teliya) generating maximum volume directly adjacent to the groom and dancing 
crowd. 

 

4.  SONIC MECHANICS: ACOUSTIC DOMINATION OVER 
MELODIC SYNTAX  

Booth emphasizes that in processional performance, sound as physical vibration supersedes 
musical syntax. High acoustic volume and sheer intensity function as structural tools to 
overpower ambient street traffic, establishing an alternative, authorized reality where social 
codes (public sobriety or modesty) are temporarily suspended. Multiple bands frequently 
perform simultaneously in conflicting keys and tempos without undermining ritual efficacy, 
because physical sound vibration—rather than harmonic cohesion—defines processional 
space. 

Instrumentation & Technology: Trumpets, euphoniums, and valve trombones provide 
unison call-and-response backing, while soloists and drummers cluster around portable 
speaker carts (teliya) and mobile speaker towers connected by long electrical wires to 
maximize acoustic control. 
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5. AUSPICIOUSNESS (MANGLI) VS. ECONOMIC PRESTIGE  
In traditional Hindu understandings, processional sound generated mangli (auspiciousness) or 
lagan (an auspicious occasion). However, because producing greater acoustic volume 
requires larger brass ensembles and costly mobile amplification wagons, ritual auspiciousness 
has conflated directly with socio-economic status and material display. 

Drawing on Carol Tingey's (1994) distinction in Nepalese contexts, lower-caste musicians 
were historically viewed as auspicious signs (saguni), while their music was inherently 
auspicious (mangal). In contemporary North India, participants no longer view bandsmen as 
ritual agents; musicians are regarded as hired service providers producing secular signs of 
family wealth. 

6. PERFORMATIVE SHIFT, GENDER, & HINDI CINEMA 
HEGEMONY 

Up through the early 20th century, public dancing in baraats was performed exclusively by 
hired courtesans or professional dancing women. From the mid-20th century onward, this 
practice shifted entirely to the groom's family members and friends. Booth attributes this shift 
to the cultural dominance of popular Hindi commercial cinema (Bollywood): 

� Cinematic Repertoire: Film songs represent nearly 100% of modern band 
repertoires, replacing traditional melodies. 

� Ecstatic Masculinity: On-screen heroes (e.g. Shammi Kapoor, Kishore Kumar) 
established accessible models of exuberant masculine dancing, encouraging male 
relatives to dance in public streets. 

� Idealized Extended Family Unity: Cinema narratives popularized idealized tropes of 
extended family solidarity (Kakar 1989; Kazmi 1999; Mishra 2002), inspiring relatives 
to transform the procession into a stage for public family unity. 

� Musical Demands on Bandsmen: To support ecstatic family dancing, bandsmen deploy 
key musical strategies of intensity: dramatic acceleration of tempo and escalation of 
volume (Henry 2002). 

7.  HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONCLUSION & CONCEPTUAL 
GLOSSARY 
Booth concludes with a fundamental finding: while contemporary North Indian wedding 
processions remain highly structured public rituals, their historical connection to religious 
auspiciousness (mangli) has been severed in both practice and participant awareness. The 
baraat has transitioned from a sacred rite intended to generate divine blessings into a secular 
public performance of 'family happiness' (khushi) and class prestige. Families utilize 
cinema-inspired performance and brass band acoustic domination to publicly burnish their 
socio-economic status, enacting idealized images of family solidarity on the urban 
streetscape. 
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Key Term Linguistic & 
Cultural Context 

Socio-Ritual Definition in Booth's Analysis 

Baraat Hindi / North Indian The outward-bound wedding procession carrying the 
groom and male relatives to the bride's venue. 

Mangli Hindi / Sanskrit Religious auspiciousness; divine blessing of health, 
peace, and prosperity sought by householders. 

Khushi Hindi / Urdu Secular 'happiness' or celebration; used by Muslim and 
modern Hindu families to describe processional joy. 

Lagan Hindi colloquial An auspicious occasion or wedding event; used by 
bandsmen and clients interchangeably with baraat. 

Saguni Nepali / Indian Damai Auspicious signs or agents; applied to lower-caste 
musicians who facilitate passage. 

Mangal Sanskrit / Indic Inherent auspiciousness belonging permanently to 
music itself, distinct from the musician. 

Teliya Band slang Heavy mobile speaker cart / amplification wagon 
rolled at the rear of the band to project maximum 
volume. 

Nuda Classical Hindu 
Metaphysics 

Cosmic sound energy originating in Vedic scriptures; 
sound as a continuum of vital force. 
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ROOTS OF NORTH INDIAN SHI ISM IN IRAN AND IRAQ 
Religion and State in Awadh, 1722–1859 — Comprehensive Academic Notes & Historiographical Analysis 

Author of Core Work: J. R. I. Cole (University of California Press, 1989) | Subject Area: South Asian 
History, Islamic Studies, Shi'i Jurisprudence 

EXECUTIVE ANALYTICAL SUMMARY 

This volume provides a seminal examination of the historical trajectory of Imami (Twelver) 
Shi'ism in North India during the post-Mughal period. J.R.I. Cole demonstrates how Shi'ism 
in Awadh (Oudh) evolved from a loose, marginalized, and atomized 'sect' under Sunni 
Mughal dominance into a highly structured, state-sponsored 'hierocracy' (formal religious 
establishment). This institutionalization was driven by transnational networks linking North 
Indian cities (Lucknow and Faizabad) with the Shi'i shrine cities of Ottoman Iraq (Najaf, 
Karbala) and Qajar Iran, alongside the triumph of rationalist Usuli jurisprudence over 
literalist Akhbarism. 

 

1. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT & CORE DEBATES 
The 'Thrice-Orphaned' Status of Awadh Shi'ism: Cole points out that modern South 
Asian and Islamic historiography traditionally neglected the Shi'i state of Awadh in three 
distinct ways: (1) Temporal neglect: The eighteenth century was long treated by Mughal-
centric historians as a mere period of unmitigated imperial decline and political chaos, 
ignoring dynamic regional state formation; (2) Geographical bias: Imperial history focused 
almost exclusively on Delhi, treating regional polities like Awadh as peripheral footnotes; 
and (3) Sectarian omission: Standard Islamic surveys in South Asia focused overwhelmingly 
on Sunni Naqshbandi reformist movements (e.g., Shah Waliullah, Shah 'Abdul 'Aziz, and 
Sayyid Ahmad Rai-Barelavi), misrepresenting tiny Sufi lineages as universal representatives 
of Indian Islam. 

Theoretical Frameworks & Sociology of Religion: Cole integrates several key sociological 
and historical models to re-evaluate Awadh's religious and political development: 

• Max Weber & Ernst Troeltsch (Sect-to-Church Continuum): Applies Benton 
Johnson's single-variable model of sectarianism (extent of acceptance or rejection of 
the surrounding social environment). Under the Mughals, Shi'ism functioned as a sect 
in friction with Sunni orthodoxy. Under the Nishapuri Nawabs, it transitioned into a 
formal hierocracy—an established religious hierarchy wielding monopolistic authority 
over ritual and law. 

• Neo-Weberian Theory of Social Closure & Professional Credentialism: Analyzes 
how Usuli jurisprudents (mujtahids) used professional closure, exclusionary 
credentialism (issuing ijazahs), and public denunciations to exclude rivals (Akhbaris, 
Sufi pirs, court physicians) from state patronage. 

• Regional State Formation Literature: Builds upon research by C.A. Bayly (urban 
merchant networks and qasabahs), Richard B. Barnett (Awadh's fiscal autonomy and 
statecraft), Thomas Metcalf (landlords and ta'alluqdars), and Michael H. Fisher 
(imperial court and provincial diplomacy). 

• Comparative Shi'i Studies: Draws comparisons with Buyid, Safavid, and Qajar Iran, 
as well as the Deccani Shi'i Sultanates (Qutb-Shahis of Golconda, 'Adil-Shahis of 
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Bijapur, Nizam Shahis of Ahmadnagar), testing whether Imami Shi'ism is inherently 
hostile to secular government. 

2. STATE FORMATION & THE NISHAPURI DYNASTY (1722 1859) 

Phase 1: Autonomy under Foreign Governors (1722–1754): Mir Muhammad Amin 
Nishapuri (Burhanu'l-Mulk), an Iranian Shi'i noble from Khurasan, was appointed Mughal 
governor of Awadh in 1722. He established a hereditary power base by co-opting local Sunni 
Shaykhzadahs of Lucknow and Hindu Rajput zamindars (e.g., Mohan Singh of Tiloi). To 
expand crown tax revenues, Burhanu'l-Mulk initiated a major resumption of Sunni tax-free 
land grants (madad-i ma'ash). His successor, Safdar Jang (1739–1754), further consolidated 
the regional state by hiring 6,000–7,000 Shi'i Qizilbash cavalrymen away from Nadir Shah's 
retreating Iranian army and recruiting Kashmiri Shi'i troops. 

Phase 2: Consolidation & De-centering from Delhi (1754–1775): Shuja'u'd-Dawlah 
functioned as Mughal Grand Vizier but, following his defeat by the British East India 
Company (EIC) at the Battle of Buxar (1764), shifted his focus entirely to developing Awadh 
as an autonomous regional state based at Faizabad. He limited imperial remittances to Delhi, 
retained local revenue, and patronized Shi'i scholars and court physicians. 

Phase 3: Urban Transformation & The Monarchy (1775–1819): Nawab Asafu'd-Dawlah 
(1775–1797) moved the court from Faizabad to Lucknow in 1775, transforming Lucknow 
into the 'Realm of the Shi'ah' (Dar ash-Shi'ah). He commissioned monumental architectural 
works, including the Great Imambarah and the Cathedral Mosque. In 1819, Nawab Ghazi al-
Din Haydar accepted British encouragement to formally break with the Mughal Emperor in 
Delhi, crowning himself independent King (Shah) of Awadh. 

Ruler Reign Key Developments in State & Religion 

Burhanu'l-Mulk (Mir 
Muhammad Amin) 

1722–1739 Founder of Nishapuri dynasty; resumed Sunni madad-i 
ma'ash grants; co-opted local landed elites. 

Safdar Jang 1739–1754 Recruited Qizilbash and Kashmiri Shi'i cavalry; 
repelled Bangash Afghan invasions with local Sunni & 
Hindu support. 

Shuja'u'd-Dawlah 1754–1775 Shifted court to Faizabad; Battle of Buxar (1764); 
established initial patronage for Shi'i physicians and 
scholars. 

Asafu'd-Dawlah 1775–1797 Transferred capital to Lucknow (1775); built Great 
Imambarah; sanctioned Shi'i Friday Congregational 
Prayers (1786). 

Sa'adat 'Ali Khan 1798–1814 Ceded half of Awadh territory to British EIC (1801); 
reformed administration; replaced land grants with cash 
stipends. 

Ghazi al-Din Haydar 1819–1827 Declared independent monarchy (1819); crowned by 
Chief Mujtahid; began issuing large loans to British 
EIC. 

Nasir al-Din Haydar 1827–1837 Attempted caesaropapist control over Shi'i rituals; 
clashed with Usuli clerics; established royal 
endowments. 
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Muhammad 'Ali Shah 1837–1842 Pious ruler; built Husaynabad Imambarah; remitted 
vast funds (Asafiyyah Canal) to Najaf and Karbala. 

Amjad 'Ali Shah 1842–1847 Apex of clerical influence; created Shi'i Judiciary 
(Fawjdari 'Adalat), Royal Madrasah, and state 
zakat/khums funds. 

Wajid 'Ali Shah 1847–1856 Final ruler; financial strain led to reduction of clerical 
subsidies; deposed by British annexation in Feb 1856. 

 

3. THEOLOGICAL IDEOLOGIES: USULISM, AKHBARISM, AND 
SUFISM 
The Usuli vs. Akhbari Scholarly Conflict: During the 18th century, Imami Shi'ism was 
divided into two competing legal schools. The conservative, strict-constructionist Akhbari 
school (formulated by Muhammad Amin Astarabadi, d. 1624) rejected rationalism, asserting 
that Islamic law must be derived strictly from the Qur'an and oral traditions (akhbar) of the 
Twelve Imams. Akhbaris banned independent legal reasoning (ijtihad), rejected the 
emulation (taqlid) of living scholars, and forbidden Friday congregational prayers during the 
Occultation of the Twelfth Imam. 

Conversely, the rationalist Usuli school (revived in the Iraqi shrine cities by Aqa Muhammad 
Baqir Bihbahani, d. 1791) asserted that jurisprudents (mujtahids) possess the authority to 
exercise ijtihad using intellect ('aql) and consensus (ijma'). Usulis divided society strictly into 
expert jurisprudents and laymen (ammi), requiring laymen to emulate a living mujtahid in 
legal matters. 

Sayyid Dildar 'Ali Nasirabadi (1753–1820) & the Usuli Triumph: Born in a small 
landholding Sayyid family in Nasirabad, Dildar 'Ali traveled to Iraq in 1779 as an Akhbari. 
Exposed to the intense Usuli environment of Najaf and Karbala, he converted to Usulism. 
Upon returning to Lucknow in 1781, he published his seminal treatise Asas al-Usul 
('Foundation for the Principles of Jurisprudence'), launching an ideological campaign against 
Akhbarism. Through his alliance with Awadh Chief Minister Hasan Riza Khan, Nasirabadi 
secured royal patronage, establishing a dominant clerical dynasty (the Nasirabadi family) that 
monopolized religious authority for three generations. 

Suppression of Sufism and Court Physicians: Before the rise of Usuli clerics, Shi'i court 
physicians (trained in Avicennian rational sciences) and Sufi pirs dominated the intellectual 
life of Faizabad and Lucknow. Sufis promoted the metaphysical doctrine of existential 
monism (wahdat al-wujud). Sayyid Dildar 'Ali launched fierce pulpit attacks branding Sufis 
as heretical innovators (bid'ah) and ritually unclean (najis), successfully excluding Sufi 
leaders from official state ceremonies and court patronage. 

Dimension Usuli School (Rationalist) Akhbari School 
(Traditionalist) 

Sources of Law Qur'an, Oral Traditions (Akhbar), 
Consensus (Ijma'), Reason ('Aql / Qiyas). 

Strictly restricted to Qur'an and 
Oral Traditions (Akhbar) of the 
Imams. 

Legal Method Requires independent reasoning (Ijtihad) 
by qualified Mujtahids. 

Forbids Ijtihad; literal 
interpretation of scriptural 
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reports only. 

Social Structure Strict hierarchy: Mujtahids 
(rulers/jurisprudents) vs. Laymen 
(emulators). 

Egalitarian structure; laymen 
consult reports directly without 
emulation. 

Friday Prayers Permissible/recommended (Vujub-i 
Takhyiri) under Mujtahid leadership. 

Forbidden during the 
supernatural Occultation of the 
12th Imam. 

Religious Taxes Khums & Zakat must be handed to 
Mujtahids for distribution. 

Distributed directly by 
individuals or kept in 
abeyance. 

State Alliance Active collaboration with Shi'i state to 
construct formal hierocracy. 

Sectarian detachment; skeptical 
of state institutions and formal 
hierarchy. 

 

4. INSTITUTION BUILDING & THE EMERGENCE OF A 
HIEROCRACY 
Inception of Friday Congregational Prayers (May 1786): The first major institutional 
milestone occurred when Chief Minister Hasan Riza Khan persuaded Sayyid Dildar 'Ali to 
lead formal Shi'i Friday Prayers (Juma'h) at the Lucknow palace in Rajab 1200 / May 1786. 
This represented a sharp break with Indian Shi'i precedent. It served as a double political 
declaration: asserting Awadh's complete sovereignty from the Sunni Mughal Emperor in 
Delhi, and legitimating the local Nishapuri regime through an official clerisy. 

Institutionalization under Amjad 'Ali Shah (1842–1847): The 1840s represented the 
absolute zenith of clerical influence in Awadh. King Amjad 'Ali Shah integrated the Usuli 
ulama directly into state administration through three landmark institutions: 

• The Shi'i Legal Judiciary (Fawjdari 'Adalat): Established a parallel Shi'i judicial 
system overriding old Sunni Hanafi qazis. Chief Mujtahid Sayyid Muhammad 
Nasirabadi and his brother Sayyid Husayn headed the Supreme Appeals Court. His 
son, Sayyid Muhammad Baqir Munsifu'd-Dawlah, served as Chief Justice of the 
Lucknow civil and criminal courts, while provincial jurisconsults (muftis) were 
stationed across Awadh districts. 

• The Royal Shi'i Madrasah (1843): Founded a state-financed seminary in Lucknow 
headed by Sayyid Muhammad Taqi Nasirabadi. The seminary systematized cleric 
education, provided stipends to hundreds of students, and acted as an engine of elite 
formation and social mobility for qasabah scholars across North India. 

• Centralization of State Welfare Taxes (Khums & Zakat): Channelled tens of 
thousands of rupees annually from the royal treasury directly to the Chief Mujtahids 
for distribution. The ulama strictly restricted khums funds to poor Sayyids and 
orthodox emulators, excluding non-Sayyid poor and non-Usuli Shi'is, thereby 
consolidating tight social control. 

Transnational Financial Networks ('Indian Money'): Awadh rulers and notables remitted 
massive financial subsidies to Ottoman Iraq. In 1788 and 1839–1841, the Awadh treasury 
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remitted over 500,000 rupees to fund the construction and repair of the Asafiyyah Canal, 
bringing fresh water from the Euphrates to dry Najaf and Karbala. Furthermore, the Awadh 
Bequest (established via EIC loans) provided perpetual interest payments to the top mujtahids 
of Iraq (such as Shaykh Muhammad Hasan an-Najafi and Mulla Murtaza Ansari), cementing 
Lucknow's status as a superpower in the global Shi'i world. 

5. SOCIAL STRUCTURE, POPULAR RITUALS & COMMUNAL 
RELATIONS 
Social Stratification of North Indian Shi'is: Shi'is constituted a small minority (approx. 3% 
of North Indian Muslims overall, though reaching 30% of Muslims in Lucknow district per 
the 1881 Census). They were divided into distinct social strata: 

• Noble Castes (Ashraf): Included high-status Sayyids (descendants of the Prophet) 
concentrated in rural service towns (qasabahs like Bilgram, Jais, Nasirabad, Sandila, 
Amroha) and Iranian/Turkic Mughals (including Qizilbash cavalry) in urban 
administrative centers. 

• Urban Artisans & Working Classes: Weavers (julahas), dyers, storytellers (naqqals), 
courtesans, and ritual craftsmen (ara'ishvalas) who built bamboo and paper cenotaphs 
(ta'ziyahs). These groups developed a vibrant popular piety that often clashed with 
scripturalist clerics. 

Popular Rituals & Urban Integration: Popular Shi'ism revolved around Muharram 
mourning rites (majalis), soulful chanting (suz-khvani), prose recitations (hadis-khvani), and 
street processions. Architectural monuments called imambarahs and sacred shrines—most 
notably the Shrine to the Standard of Hazrat 'Abbas (founded in Lucknow by Mirza Faqir 
Beg with a Karbala relic)—became centers of urban devotion, attracting Hindus and Sunnis 
alongside Shi'is. 

Tripartite Communal Dynamics 

• Shi'i-Sunni Tensions: Usuli insistence on the public cursing of the first three Sunni 
Caliphs (tabarra') in Lucknow bazaars sparked repeated communal riots (1820s–
1830s). In response, Sunni Naqshbandi revivalists led by Sayyid Ahmad Rai-Barelavi 
practiced 'usurpationary closure,' attempting to purge Shi'i and Hindu practices from 
Indian Islam. 

• Shi'i-Hindu Dynamics: While Awadh statecraft relied heavily on Hindu tax-farmers 
(e.g., Darab 'Ali Khan's Hindu relatives) and Rajput landholders, Usuli clerics enforced 
strict ritual purity laws (declaring non-Muslims najis). Communal friction peaked in 
1855 during the Faizabad / Hanumangarhi Temple Dispute, when Sunni zealot 
Amir 'Ali Amethavi led a jihad over a claimed mosque site; King Wajid 'Ali Shah and 
Chief Mujtahid Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi suppressed the movement to maintain 
state order. 

6. COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS, ANNEXATION & THE 1857 GREAT 
REVOLT 

Financial Rentierism & East India Company Loans: Blocked by British encirclement 
from military expansion, Awadh's rulers and high notables invested millions of rupees in East 
India Company (EIC) guaranteed loans at 5% interest. This transformed the Awadh ruling 
class and clerical families into economic rentiers. To justify taking interest from British 
Christians, Chief Mujtahid Sayyid Muhammad Nasirabadi issued a pragmatic legal ruling 
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reversing his father's prohibition, declaring interest charges against non-Muslims permissible 
under Islamic law. 

British Annexation (February 1856): Lord Dalhousie annexed Awadh on grounds of 
administrative misrule, deposing Wajid 'Ali Shah. The British colonial administration 
dismantled the Awadh state, abolished the Shi'i legal judiciary, shut down the Royal 
Madrasah, confiscated tax-free land grants (mucafi), and reduced royal stipends. This stroke 
impoverished the clerical hierarchy and destroyed the institutional foundation of Indian 
Usulism. 

Shi'i Participation in the 1857 Revolt: When the anti-colonial uprising erupted in May 
1857, Awadh became the epicenter of popular armed resistance. Contrary to post-war British 
apologetics claiming Shi'i quietism due to the absence of the 12th Imam, Shi'is of all social 
classes actively participated: 

• Court & Nobility: Begam Hazrat Mahal and court notables crowned the young Shi'i 
prince Birjis Qadar as King of Awadh, rallying rural ta'alluqdars and urban sepoys. 

• The Usuli Clergy: Prominent Nasirabadi clerics actively served the revolutionary 
state. Sayyid Muhammad Baqir Nasirabadi served as an intelligence analyst for rebel 
minister Mamun Khan; his half-brother commanded the rebel 'Ali Platoon. Sayyid 
Muhammad Taqi Nasirabadi used astrological divination to schedule rebel attacks 
against the British Residency. 

• Post-War Mythmaking: Following the brutal British recapture of Lucknow in 1858, 
British forces defiled the Great Imambarah and Cathedral Mosque, converting them 
into military barracks. To save their lives and property, surviving Shi'i clerics 
fabricated the myth that Shi'i doctrine forbade jihad during the Occultation—a claim 
eagerly accepted by British officials seeking to divide Muslims. 

7. ANALYTICAL CONCLUSION & HISTORICAL LEGACY 
J.R.I. Cole's examination of North Indian Shi'ism demonstrates that Imami Shi'ism is not an 
inherently quietist or anti-state theology. When supported by a ruling elite, Usuli 
jurisprudence provided a remarkably flexible, rational-legal ideology that enabled a minority 
sect to construct a formal state hierocracy within a century. However, this transformation 
carried profound historical consequences: 

1. Rationalization & Social Closure: The Usuli victory displaced traditional, syncretic 
cultural mediators (Sufi pirs, court physicians, Akhbari gentlemen scholars) in favor of 
a specialized, professional clerical hierarchy that strictly demarcated religious 
boundaries. 

2. Roots of Modern Communalism: By enforcing state-sponsored anti-Sunni rituals 
(tabarra') and declaring non-Muslims ritually unclean, the Awadh hierocracy 
catalyzed counter-mobilization and 'dual closure' among Sunni intermediate strata 
(e.g., Naqshbandi reformism). This set in motion structural patterns of religious 
separatism that deeply influenced 20th-century South Asian politics. 

3. Fragility of State-Dependent Institutions: Because the Awadh hierocracy rested 
upon a narrow power base—the patronage of the Nishapuri court—it was swiftly 
destabilized when British industrial imperialism annexed the region in 1856. 

Document End & Verification: All factual assertions, historical dates, biographical details, and sociological 
frameworks in these notes are strictly grounded in J.R.I. Cole's source text.  
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DESIGNING THE INDIAN NATION: GANDHI AND NEHRU 
Political Practice, Visual Culture, and Statecraft in Pre- & Post-Independence India 

Comprehensive Academic Notes & Historiographical Analysis on Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan (2016) Chapter 
Source: Designing Worlds: National Design Histories in an Age of Globalization, ed. Kjetil Fallan & Grace 

Lees-Maffei (Berghahn Books) 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY & CONCEPTUAL THESIS 
This chapter by Suchitra Balasubrahmanyan examines how design was harnessed in modern 
India as a critical mechanism for mass mobilization and statecraft. Rather than restricting 
design history to normative commercial domains (such as industrial production, visual 
graphic communication, or fashion), the author approaches political practice itself as a design 
arena, treating political leaders—specifically Mohandas K. Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru—as 
political designers. By evaluating two central national spectacles on either side of the 1947 
independence watershed—Gandhi's 1930 Dandi March (Salt Satyagraha) and Nehru's 
Republic Day Parade (staged annually since 1951)—the chapter demonstrates how visual, 
material, performative, and spatial design elements were deployed to reify and animate the 
abstract concept of the 'Indian Nation'. 

While Gandhi and Nehru utilized remarkably similar structural design devices—such as 
defining target publics, crafting emotive symbolic issues, selecting strategic routes, and 
configuring marching groups—their choices materialized fundamentally opposing visions of 
India. Gandhi's design produced an anti-colonial, decentralized, and participatory movement 
driven by moral strength, self-sufficiency, and voluntary non-violent civil disobedience. In 
contrast, Nehru's design constructed an institutionalized, centralized, postcolonial state 
spectacle that combined military power with cultural pageantry, positioning citizens as 
obedient spectators of state-managed modernization. The ultimate longevity and afterlife of 
these two events diverge sharply: Gandhi's Salt March opened an expansive, international 
template for human agency and contemporary protest, whereas Nehru's Republic Day Parade 
succumbed to bureaucratic entropy, rigid security, and state-enforced compliance. 

Core Historiographical Thesis: Design history must expand beyond material consumer 
goods into political practice and statecraft. In colonial and postcolonial India, Gandhi's Dandi 
March (1930) and Nehru's Republic Day Parade (1951) demonstrate how design devices were 
deployed to materialize national identity—revealing a shift from participatory citizen agency 
in anti-imperialist resistance to bureaucratic spectating under postcolonial statehood. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK & HISTORIOGRAPHICAL 
CONTEXT 
Balasubrahmanyan locates her work at the intersection of political history, visual culture, and 
design studies. Prior scholarship has extensively analyzed how the Indian nation was 
imagined and manifested through diverse visual and material media during the 20th century. 
To establish a rigorous scholarly foundation, the chapter synthesizes several interdisciplinary 
historiographical strands: 

• Visual Print Culture & Sacred/Secular Imagery: Tapati Guha-Thakurta (1992, 
2004) examined the formation of a nationalist aesthetic and art institutions in Bengal; 
Christopher Pinney (2004) analyzed printed images, calendar art, and popular visual 
struggle; Kajri Jain (2007) explored calendar art economies and religious 
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iconographies. 

• Clothing, Materiality, & Handloom Politics: Emma Tarlo (1996) investigated dress, 
identity, and khadi; Lisa Trivedi (2007) detailed how homespun cloth physically 
'clothed Gandhi's nation'; Abigail McGowan (2009) documented craft politics in 
colonial nation-building. 

• Postcolonial Statecraft & Urban Architecture: Ravi Kalia (1994, 1999, 2004) 
analyzed the planned postcolonial state capitals of Chandigarh, Bhubaneshwar, and 
Gandhinagar; Jon Lang, Madhavi Desai, and Miki Desai (1997) evaluated architectural 
identity in modern India; Srirupa Roy (2007) examined postcolonial state nationalism, 
official documentary films, and state visuality; Saloni Mathur (2007) investigated 
colonial displays and exhibitionary complexes. 

• Ritual Spectacle & Communication Strategy: Jim Masselos (1996) highlighted the 
colonial and anti-imperialist lineages of January 26 celebrations; Jyotindra Jain (2007) 
critiqued the Republic Day Parade's state construction of authenticity; Thomas Weber 
(1997) provided the definitive history of the Salt Satyagraha; Suchitra (1995) analyzed 
the Dandi March specifically as a communications strategy. 

By engaging with this rich historiography, Balasubrahmanyan advances a novel 
methodological shift: examining political leaders explicitly as designers who deliberately 
structured rituals, spatial trajectories, and material performances to forge national identity. 

3. COMPARATIVE ANATOMY MATRIX: DANDI MARCH VS. 
REPUBLIC DAY PARADE 
The author structures her comparative analysis around six foundational design axes deployed 
in both spectacles. The table below synthesizes these axes to reveal how similar design 
instruments yielded contrasting national expressions: 

Design Axis Gandhi's Dandi March (1930) Nehru's Republic Day 
Parade (1951–) 

1. The Issue Protest against the exploitative British 
Salt Law & 2400% tax; salt as universal, 
everyday necessity across all social 
divisions. 

Celebrating Indian state 
sovereignty, adoption of the 
1950 Constitution, and 
creation of the democratic 
republic. 

2. Target Publics Tripartite audience: Mass Indian 
populace (empowerment), British 
colonial state (moral challenge), 
International community (sympathy). 

Bifurcated audience: 
Domestic citizens (instilling 
pride, joy, and developmental 
aspiration), International 
diplomats/foreign elites. 

3. Mode of 
Animation 

Pedestrian satyagraha march (241 miles 
over 25 days); moral pilgrimage 
combining ascetic discipline and mass 
civil disobedience. 

Annual militarized street 
parade along Rajpath; 

state-directed visual spectacle 
combining armed forces and 
cultural pageantry. 
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4. Timing & 
Calendar 

March 12 – April 6, 1930; timed to 
conclude on April 6 (start of National 
Week commemorating the 1919 Rowlatt 
Satyagraha). 

January 26 (annually from 
1951); repurposing the 1930 
Purna Swaraj pledge day to 
inaugurate the postcolonial 
Constitution. 

5. Route & 
Landscape 

Sabarmati Ashram (Ahmedabad) to 
Dandi seashore; strategic 241-mile path 
planned by Vallabhbhai Patel through 
Congress strongholds. 

Rajpath (formerly Kingsway) 
from Rashtrapati Bhavan to 
India Gate, proceeding north 
through Delhi to the 17th-
century Mughal Red Fort. 

6. Marching 
Group & Visual 
Ethos 

78 Ashram residents representing diverse 
provinces/religions; unified visually in 
unbleached khadi, minimal gear 
(aparigraha), all-faith prayers. 

Regimented military 
contingents, state tableaux 
representing regional 
art/crafts, alongside modern 
state icons (dams, atomic 
power, satellites). 

Table 1: Comparative Design Anatomy of the Dandi March and Republic Day Parade 
(Source: Balasubrahmanyan, 2016). 

4. DETAILED ANALYSIS: THE DESIGN OF GANDHI'S DANDI 
MARCH (1930) 
The Salt Satyagraha of 1930 was Gandhi's largest mass mobilization. When the Indian 
National Congress declared Purna Swaraj (complete independence) in December 1929 at 
Lahore, responsibility for leading mass action was vested in Gandhi. His decision to focus on 
the British Salt Law initially horrified Congress colleagues, who favored nationwide protests 
against land revenue or establishing a parallel government. However, Gandhi's legal 
background and communication brilliance recognized the unique design power of salt: 

• Universal Everyday Symbolism: Salt was consumed by every human regardless of 
caste, class, gender, or religion. In a country deeply divided by social hierarchies, salt 
provided an unassailable common rally point. Culturally, salt resonated as a sacred 
symbol of loyalty, sustenance, and moral truth across both Indian and Western idioms. 

• Economic Injustice: India was one of the few nations where the state held a complete 
monopoly over salt manufacture and sale. The British levied an extraordinary 2,400% 
tax above wholesale price to protect imported British salt, placing an onerous burden 
on poor peasants during economic depression. 

• Legal Replicability & Low Penalties: Penal sections of the Salt Law were relatively 
mild, encouraging widespread public participation. Breaking the law offered diverse 
avenues—manufacturing sea salt, buying/selling contraband salt, or urging others to 
break the law—allowing customized local campaigns across inland and coastal 
regions. 

• Strategic Spatial Animation: Gandhi combined salt with the ancient emotive power 
of the march. Having led a 1913 march of 2,221 Indian laborers in South Africa, he 
deliberately rejected a quick march to a nearby coast. He selected Dandi—241 miles 
from Sabarmati Ashram—to create a 25-day long-drawn spectacle generating global 
press coverage. 



51 
 

• Intertextual & Sacred Allusions: Gandhi framed the departure as a sacred journey, 
likening it to Moses leading his people to the Promised Land, Lord Rama's forest exile, 
and the Buddha's mahabhinishkramana (great departure). The end date, April 6, was 
timed to inaugurate National Week, commemorating the 1919 Rowlatt Satyagraha. 

• Visual & Moral Composition of Contingent: Gandhi handpicked 78 male Ashram 
residents representing religious diversity (Muslims, Christians, caste Hindus) and 
geographic provinces. Women were intentionally excluded from the initial marching 
group to prevent British forces from claiming chivalrous restraint, though Sarojini 
Naidu and Abbas Tyabji were designated as successor leaders. All marchers wore 
uniform unbleached homespun khadi, practiced aparigraha (minimal material 
possessions), ate simple food, and conducted daily all-faith prayers. 

The Dandi March succeeded dramatically: as Gandhi picked up a handful of sea salt at Dandi 
on April 6, 1930, nationwide protests erupted. Over 90,000 satyagrahis were arrested over 
subsequent months, newsreels broadcast the march in cinema halls worldwide, and Gandhi 
was named Time Magazine's 1930 Man of the Year. 

5. DETAILED ANALYSIS: THE DESIGN OF NEHRU'S REPUBLIC 
DAY PARADE (1951 PRESENT) 

Following independence in 1947 and Gandhi's assassination in 1948, nation-building became 
the primary goal of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Deputy Prime Minister Vallabhbhai 
Patel. When India adopted its Constitution in 1950, political leaders chose January 26—the 
historical anniversary of the 1930 Purna Swaraj pledge—to re-consecrate the date as 
Republic Day. 

While the inaugural 1950 celebration occurred inside Irwin Stadium, Nehru restructured the 
event in 1951 into an open urban street parade along Rajpath (formerly Kingsway). Nehru 
functioned as the principal designer of this new tradition, realizing his vision expressed in 
The Discovery of India (1946)—giving India the 'garb of modernity' while adapting 
traditional national symbols. The design evolved through distinct historical lineages and 
visual components: 

• Synthesis of Imperial and Anti-Colonial Lineages: The parade's spatial layout along 
Rajpath, framing Rashtrapati Bhavan and India Gate, drew directly from British 
Imperial Durbars (1877, 1903, 1911). Concurrently, morning flag hoisting and anthem 
singing harked back to pre-1947 Congress prabhat pheris (morning processions). The 
parade terminated at the 17th-century Mughal Red Fort, creating a multi-layered 
montage of imperial and anti-imperial power. 

• Appropriation of Ancient State Symbols: National insignia rejected colonial motifs, 
adopting the Ashokan Wheel (Ashoka Chakra) from the 3rd-century BCE Mauryan 
Empire on the national flag, and the four-lion Ashokan capital as the official state 
emblem. 

• Introduction of the Cultural Pageant (1952–1953): To prevent the event from 
appearing purely militaristic, Nehru added regional tableaux, dance troupes, and craft 
displays. As a Ministry of Education note (1952) articulated, the parade communicated 
that the young republic 'values cultural progress no less than military strength.' 

• Visualizing Federal Unity and Modern Development: Amidst rising linguistic state 
reorganization tension in the 1950s, state tableaux were designed to showcase regional 
diversity while affirming federal unity. Simultaneously, floats displayed state-led 
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industrial progress—dams, power plants, atomic reactors, satellites, and agricultural 
achievements ('Grow More Food' campaign). On the 50th anniversary in 2000, a float 
featured a massive Constitution supported by pillars of 'Democracy', 'Legislature', and 
'Judiciary'. 

• Diplomatic and Public Audiences: The parade catered to over 200,000 live 
spectators, millions of radio listeners (and television viewers from the 1980s onward), 
while strategically honoring foreign heads of state as Chief Guests (e.g., Indonesian 
President Sukarno in 1950/51, Queen Elizabeth II in 1961, and Vladimir Putin in 
2007). 

6. COMPARATIVE SYNTHESIS: CITIZEN AGENCY, 
PARTICIPATION, AND STATECRAFT 
A rigorous side-by-side evaluation of the two spectacles underscores profound philosophical 
divergence regarding the nature of citizenship and statehood in India: 

• Participants vs. Spectators: Gandhi's Dandi March positioned ordinary citizens as 
active participants and co-creators of a preferred future. Participation was 
decentralized, allowing every individual to act according to their capacity. Conversely, 
Nehru's Republic Day Parade transformed citizens into passive spectators or 
regimented performers of a state-scripted script. 

• Organic Uniformity vs. Categorized Diversity: In the Dandi March, social, caste, 
and religious differences were visually dissolved through the universal wearing of 
homespun khadi, enacting a shared ethos of simplicity and self-sufficiency. In the 
Republic Day Parade, regional diversity was explicitly compartmentalized into 
exoticized ethnic costumes and standardized state tableaux. 

• Disobedience vs. Obedience: The organizing principle of the Dandi March was 
ethical non-violent civil disobedience against state authority. The organizing principle 
of the Republic Day Parade was disciplined obedience, order, and allegiance to 
postcolonial state power. 

7. AFTERLIFE & LONGEVITY: GLOBAL RE-ENACTMENT VS. 
STATE SCLEROSIS 
The ultimate historical trajectories of the two design events illustrate contrasting modes of 
longevity in the globalized present: 

• Global Afterlife of the Dandi March (Universal Agency): Gandhi viewed the 1930 
Salt March as a specific intervention; when he revisited Dandi by car in 1931 without 
mass participation, he acknowledged the original march had served its historical 
moment. However, the event acquired an expansive global afterlife through 
contemporary artistic re-interpretations: 

• Fiona Foley (2005): Australian indigenous artist created an outdoor installation at 
Norwich titled Dandi March (rowing boat, khadi bags, salt), placing 241 salt-filled 
bags and a mown paisley motif to connect Indian colonial exploitation with Aboriginal 
dispossession. 

• Joseph DeLappe (2008): Performance artist executed Re-enactment: The Salt 
Satyagraha Online, walking 241 miles over 25 days on a treadmill controlling a 
Gandhi avatar in cyberspace (Second Life). The virtual march visited digital 
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simulations of Tiananmen Square, Guantanamo Bay, and Palestine, highlighting 
human rights abuses and anti-authoritarian protest. 

• Entropic Trajectory of the Republic Day Parade (Institutional Entropy): 
Designed as an annually repeated state ritual, the Republic Day Parade suffered from 
bureaucratic artificiality and rigid state enclosure: 

• Inauthenticity & Exoticization: Sangeet Natak Akademi archives reveal bureaucratic 
distortion—urban college performers and actresses were hired to simulate 'folk' dances 
in Delhi using inappropriate synthetic fabrics. Tribal communities (Nagas, Santhals, 
Bhils) were depicted as romanticized 'children of nature' using colonial anthropological 
tropes. 

• Militarization & Exclusion of Dissent: The parade adaptively incorporated 
geopolitical conflicts (e.g., cancelling festivities in 1963 for a civilian solidarity march 
after the China War; displaying victory weaponry in 2000 after Kashmir conflicts). 
However, it offers zero structural space for internal regional dissent. Facing armed 
resistance and boycotts, the parade now operates behind intense security networks, 
with the President taking salute inside a bulletproof glass enclosure—transforming a 
ritual born of anti-imperialist protest into a site of protest against the state itself. 

8. CONCLUSION & METHODOLOGICAL TAKEAWAYS FOR 
DESIGN HISTORY 
Balasubrahmanyan concludes her chapter with three explicit methodological provocations for 
the writing of national design histories in a global context: 

• Expanding Design History: Design historiography must move beyond normative 
categories of commercial objects (industrial design, fashion, graphics) to encompass 
political practice, mass mobilization, and statecraft as legitimate design domains. 

• Reciprocal Illumination of Design and Politics: Examining political design 
illuminates how postcolonial nationalism is materialized visually, while design 
analysis simultaneously exposes the power dynamics and structural mechanisms of 
political statecraft. 

• Dynamic Contingency of Design Agency: Design agency is never fixed; it is 
continuously transferred to new actors or seized by marginalized groups in response to 
global challenges. Gandhi's Salt March remains an open, iterative work-in-progress for 
world human agency, while the Republic Day Parade illustrates the risks of state-
driven ritual entrenchment. 
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UNIT-IV 

LEISURE: MIND, BODY AND NATION  

THE GLOBAL TRANSFORMATION OF YOGA 
A Figurational Sociology and Historiography of Modern Leisure & Wellness 

Primary Source Focus: Thurston & Bloyce (2020) | Historiographical Context: De Michelis, Singleton, Jain, 
Alter & Strauss | 

Subject: Sociology of Sport, Body Culture & Global Leisure 

Core Analytical Thesis: Modern yoga is not a static, ancient Indian discipline imported 
intact into the West, but a dynamic, hybrid product of global modernization. Utilizing 
Norbert Elias's figurational sociology, Miranda Thurston and Daniel Bloyce (2020) 
demonstrate how shifting power balances, interdependent networks, and post-industrial 
demands for stress mitigation transformed yoga from an esoteric ascetic ritual into a 
globalized, commercialized leisure phenomenon. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION: FROM PRE-MODERN ASCETICISM TO 
GLOBAL LEISURE 
Over the past century, yoga has undergone one of the most remarkable transformations in 
modern cultural history. Originating in ancient South Asia as an array of ascetic, meditative, 
and philosophical disciplines focused on spiritual liberation (moksha), yoga in the twenty-
first century is predominantly recognized worldwide as a physical wellness practice, a stress-
management tool, and a multi-billion-dollar commercial leisure industry. 

Pre-modern Indian yoga traditions—ranging from the classical dualist philosophy of 
Patanjali's Yogasutra (c. 400 CE) to medieval Hatha yoga traditions—were primarily aimed 
at transcending worldly attachment and mastering the subtle energy body. Body postures 
(asanas) were originally seated positions intended for prolonged meditation rather than 
dynamic physical exercise. However, through complex transnational exchanges beginning in 
the late nineteenth century, yoga was systematically reinterpreted, physicalized, and 
democratized. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: FIGURATIONAL SOCIOLOGY 
(THURSTON & BLOYCE, 2020) 
In their landmark study published in Sport in Society, Miranda Thurston and Daniel Bloyce 
(2020) examine the modern rise of yoga using Norbert Elias's figurational sociology (also 
known as process sociology). Rather than viewing yoga's transformation as an abrupt rupture 
or simple commercial co-optation, a figurational lens analyzes long-term, un-planned social 
processes driven by changing networks of human interdependence. 

Key Concepts in the Figurational Analysis of Yoga: 

1. Interdependent Networks (Figurations): Yoga's global diffusion occurred through 
expanding figurations involving Indian reformers, Western esotericists, physical 
education advocates, medical practitioners, and modern consumers. No single group 
held total control over how yoga evolved. 

2. Shifts in Power Balances: In early pre-modern contexts, power resided in male 
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ascetic lineages (gurus and sannyasins). Throughout the twentieth century, power 
balances shifted toward Western practitioners, female consumers, medical researchers, 
and corporate fitness brands, democratizing access while altering practice norms. 

3. The Civilizing Process & Informalization: Norbert Elias noted that modern civilized 
societies place rigorous demands on self-restraint and emotional control. In response, 
modern individuals seek socially acceptable 'quests for excitement' or 'quests for 
relaxation' to alleviate work-related stress. Yoga emerged as a structured, civilized 
outlet for somatic release. 

4. Commercialization & Gendered Leisure: Modern postural yoga became strongly 
gendered in the West, offering women a empowering yet accessible space for 
bodywork, community, and stress mitigation within modern urban leisure routines. 

3. HISTORIOGRAPHY OF MODERN YOGA: MAJOR SCHOLARLY 
PERSPECTIVES 
Academic scholarship over the last two decades has established a rich historiography of 
'Modern Yoga' (a term popularized by Elisabeth De Michelis). Scholars have dismantled 
orientalist myths of an unchanging ancient tradition, illuminating how modern yoga was 
forged at the intersection of East-West exchanges. 

Scholar & Key Work Theoretical Focus Core Historiographical Contribution 

Elisabeth De Michelis 

A History of Modern Yoga 
(2004) 

Typological & 
Historical Taxonomy 

Defined 'Modern Yoga' and established a 
four-fold typology: Modern Postural 
Yoga, Modern Meditational Yoga, 
Modern Denominational Yoga, and 
Modern Mind-Body Yoga. Traced roots 
to Neo-Vedanta (Swami Vivekananda) 
and Western Esotericism. 

Mark Singleton 

Yoga Body: The Origins of 
Modern Posture Practice 
(2010) 

Somatic History & 
Physical Culture 

Demonstrated that modern postural yoga 
(asana focus) is not ancient, but a 20th-
century synthesis of Indian Hatha yoga 
with British military gymnastics, 
European physical culture, YMCA 
exercise routines, and Indian nationalist 
body building. 

Andrea Jain 

Selling Yoga: From 
Counterculture to Pop 
Culture (2015) 

Neoliberalism & 
Consumer Culture 

Argues that modern postural yoga is a 
legitimate, flexible body practice adapted 
to neoliberal capitalist markets, fulfilling 
contemporary desires for self-care, 
physical beauty, holistic health, and 
spiritual-but-not-religious identity. 

Joseph Alter 

Yoga in Modern India 
(2004) 

Medicalization & 
Nationalism 

Analyzed how modern Indian reformers 
(e.g., Swami Kuvalayananda) re-framed 
yoga as a scientific, medical discipline 
and hygienic system of state health 
promotion in anti-colonial and post-
colonial India. 
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Sarah Strauss 

Positioning Yoga (2005) 

Transnationalism & 
Cultural Flows 

Explored how gurus like Swami 
Sivananda positioned yoga globally 
through print media, creating 
transnational 'virtual communities' that 
bridged Indian spiritual heritage with 
Western health seeking. 

 

4. SYNTHESIS: KEY ANALYTICAL THEMES IN GLOBAL YOGA 
STUDIES 
Combining the figurational insights of Thurston & Bloyce (2020) with broader 
historiographical literature reveals four recurring analytical themes: 

A. Secularization vs. Sacralization: Modern postural yoga is often described as 
'secularized' due to its focus on physical fitness. However, as Andrea Jain notes, 
practitioners frequently experience 'sacralization of the self,' where bodily health and 
stress relief take on deep personal spiritual meaning outside traditional religious 
institutions. 

B. Medicalization and Scientific Validation: Beginning in the 1920s with laboratories 
established by Kuvalayananda and Yogendra in India, yoga was systematically tested 
with spirometers and X-rays to prove its physiological benefits. Today, biomedical 
research continues to legitimize yoga as a clinical intervention for anxiety, 
hypertension, and chronic pain. 

C. Cultural Hybridity & Authenticity Debates: The historical record reveals that 
modern yoga was never a one-way Western appropriation nor a pure Indian survival, 
but a bi-directional hybrid creation. Debates over 'authentic yoga' reflect competing 
claims to authority among traditionalists, fitness corporations, and modern 
practitioners. 

D. Digitalization and Post-Pandemic Globalization: In recent years, digital platforms, 
online streaming, and social media have further decentralized yoga, allowing global 
practitioners to engage in individualized, home-based leisure practices outside 
traditional studio environments. 

5. CONCLUSION 
The global transformation of yoga illustrates how traditional bodily rituals are continuously 
adapted to serve the evolving socio-psychological needs of modern society. From an ancient 
ascetic technology of liberation, yoga has been reshaped into a versatile global leisure 
phenomenon that offers physical vitality and psychological composure in an increasingly 
complex world. 

As Thurston and Bloyce (2020) demonstrate through figurational sociology, yoga's modern 
popularity is rooted in broader structural dynamics: the civilized need for controlled 
emotional release, shifting power relations across global networks, and the commercial 
democratization of wellness. Historiographical research further confirms that modern postural 
practice is an inventive, transnational synthesis—a testament to human cultural adaptability 
and the ongoing quest for balance and relaxation. 
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CHESS  ITS SOUTH ASIAN ORIGIN, MEANING, AND 
HISTORIOGRAPHY 

An Academic Synthesis based on Stephan Hillyer Levitt and Classical Indological Scholarship 

Executive Summary: This report presents an expanded academic synthesis of the South 
Asian origins, metaphysical meanings, and historiography of chess, drawing upon Indologist 
Stephan Hillyer Levitt's landmark study in the Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute (1991–1992) alongside three centuries of Indological and orientalist scholarship. The 
report traces how caturaṅga evolved from a multi-layered Sanskrit 'economical pun' encoding 
cosmic, political, and social order on an 8x8 grid (maṇḍūkamaṇḍala) into the international 
strategic game transmitted via 6th-century Sasanian Persia to the Islamic world and Europe. 
Additionally, it examines the key historiographical debates—from Thomas Hyde, Hiram 
Cox, and Duncan Forbes to Antonin van der Linde, A. A. Macdonell, H. J. R. Murray, Paul 
Thieme, W. Norman Brown, and Stephan Levitt. 

 

1. CORE THESIS AND CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 
In his investigation published in the Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 
Indologist Stephan Hillyer Levitt re-evaluates the South Asian genesis of chess. Levitt 
contends that chess was modified from the Indian game of caturaṅga around the 6th century 
A.D. before its transmission to the Sasanian Persian court of King Khusraw I Anūshīrwān. 
Rather than originating purely as a secular military simulation, caturaṅga was conceived as a 
multi-layered Sanskrit 'economical pun' that integrated ancient Indian political theory, social 
stratification, and cosmology into a single meditative framework. 

Central to Levitt's argument is the insight that caturaṅga operated simultaneously as a 
military game, a royal ritual of governance, and a cosmic diagram. Played on an 8x8 
uncheckered grid known as the maṇḍūkamaṇḍala, the game balanced the ritual skill of royal 
dicing with human strategic agency. While destiny and social role set the initial parameters of 
play, individual intellect and foresight ultimately determined victory, providing a 
philosophical affirmation of human agency against deterministic fatalism. 

2. HISTORIOGRAPHY OF CHESS ORIGINS: THE SCHOLARLY 
DEBATE (1694–PRESENT) 
The academic debate surrounding the origin and historical development of chess spans over 
three centuries, evolving through distinct philological, textual, and historical phases: 

A. Early Modern Oriental Studies: Thomas Hyde (1694) 

Modern academic inquiry into chess origins began with Thomas Hyde's landmark treatise 
Mandragorius, seu historia shahiludii (Oxford, 1694). Hyde, Professor of Arabic and Hebrew 
at Oxford, compiled oriental manuscripts detailing Arabic, Persian, Indian, and Chinese 
variants. Hyde documented  conventional  Indian  pieces  from  Surat  and  early  European  
abstract  variants, 
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establishing that chess possessed deep Eastern roots, though he lacked access to early 
Sanskrit philological texts. 

B. The Cox-Forbes Theory (1799, 1860) 

In 1799, Captain Hiram Cox posited that modern two-handed chess derived from an earlier 
four-handed dice game. This hypothesis was fully elaborated by Duncan Forbes in The 
History of Chess (1860). Forbes translated passages from the Caturaṅgakrīḍana (found in 
Raghunandana's 15th/16th-century Tithitattva) and argued that four-handed dice-chess was 
the primordial form of chess invented in India 5,000 years ago. According to Forbes, this 
four-player game simplified over time into the two-player strategic game due to the difficulty 
of assembling four participants. 

C. The 19th-Century Revisionists: Van der Linde and Macdonell (1898) 

In the late 19th century, Dutch scholar Antonin van der Linde and Oxford Indologist A. A. 
Macdonell ('The Origin and Early History of Chess', JRAS 1898) decisively refuted the Cox-
Forbes theory. Macdonell proved that Forbes had misdated Raghunandana's text, which was a 
late medieval compilation rather than an ancient scripture. Macdonell demonstrated that two-
handed non-dice chess was documented far earlier in Persian and Arabic accounts (6th–7th c. 
A.D.) than any textual evidence for four-handed dice chess. 

D. The 20th-Century Monumental Synthesis: H. J. R. Murray (1913) 

H. J. R. Murray published his monumental A History of Chess (Oxford, 1913), establishing 
the standard modern scholarly consensus. Murray argued that two-handed strategic chess 
(caturaṅga) was invented around 600 A.D. in Northwest India as a conscious military 
invention combining four army divisions onto an 8x8 board. Murray categorized four-handed 
dice chess (chaturaji) as a late medieval Indian derivative rather than the ancestral prototype. 

E. Modern Philological and Cultural Re-evaluations: Thieme, Brown, and Levitt 
(1962–1991) 

Mid-to-late 20th-century Indology further refined this history. Paul Thieme (1962) analyzed 
early Sanskrit grammatical literature and Daṇḍin's Daśakumāracarita (6th c. A.D.) for early 
technical chess terms and references to kibitzers. W. Norman Brown (1968) re-evaluated the 
role of dicing, showing that in ancient India, throwing dice was not viewed as blind luck but 
as a ritual royal skill (Rājasūya). Finally, Stephan H. Levitt (1991) synthesized linguistic, 
military, and cosmological evidence to bridge Murray and Forbes: Levitt demonstrated that 
while Forbes' chronology was flawed, the structural elements of caturaṅga—the multi-layered 
Sanskrit pun, the 64-square maṇḍūkamaṇḍala, and chariot warfare—date back to the late 
Sanskrit epic/aphoristic period (~early A.D. / BCE-CE transition), preceding its 6th-century 
transmission to Persia. 

Scholar & Date Primary Theory / Focus Key Sources Used Current 
Historical Status 

Thomas Hyde 
(1694) 

Documented Oriental chess 
variants (Persian, Arabic, 
Indian Surat sets). 

Arabic & Persian 
manuscripts, travelers' 
accounts. 

Pioneering early 
modern 
foundation. 

Duncan Forbes 
(1860) 

Cox-Forbes Theory: 4-
handed dice chess was the 
ancestral form (5000 BP). 

Caturaṅgakrīḍana in 
Tithitattva (misdated). 

Refuted (textual 
misdating 
exposed). 
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A. A. Macdonell 
(1898) 

Dismantled Forbes; proved 

2-handed chess is historically 
earlier. 

Early Persian/Arabic 
texts, Bāṇa's Harṣacarita. 

Valid; established 
textual rigor. 

H. J. R. Murray 
(1913) 

Definitive synthesis: 2-
handed strategy chess created 
c. 600 

A.D. in NW India. 

Comprehensive Arabic, 
Persian, Sanskrit, Chinese 
sources. 

Standard 20th-
century baseline. 

Stephan H. Levitt 
(1991) 

Epic-period origin (~0 A.D.) 
via multi-layered Sanskrit 
pun & maṇḍūkamaṇḍala. 

Sanskrit epics, Pariśiṣṭas, 
Harṣacarita, military 
history. 

Current 
authoritative 
synthesis. 

 

3. GLOBAL TRANSMISSION CHRONOLOGY AND CULTURAL 
MODIFICATIONS 
The historical transmission of chess moved westward and eastward along major trade routes. 
Around the 6th century A.D., caturaṅga was presented to the Persian King Khusraw I 
Anūshīrwān alongside the Kalīlah wa Dimnah (the Sanskrit fable collection Pañcatantra). 
Following the 7th-century Arab conquest of Sasanian Persia, the game—adapted as 
shatranj—spread across the Islamic Caliphate, Byzantium, and North Africa into Western 
Europe via Islamic Spain and Crusader contact. Simultaneously, the game traveled along the 
Central Asian Silk Road into China. 

Sanskrit Original Persian / Arabic European Evolution Societal & Cosmic 
Association 

Mantri / Sacin 
(Counselor) 

Farzin / Firzan 
(Minister) 

Queen (Lady / Sovereign) Royal Counselor / 
Executive Power 

Hasti (Elephant) Pil / Fil (Elephant) Bishop (UK) / Fool 
(France) / Camel 

Brāhmaṇa (Priestly / 
Spiritual Class) 

Aśva (Horse) Asp (Cavalry) Knight (Ritter / 
Chevalier) 

Kṣatriya (Ruling / 
Warrior Class) 

Ratha (Chariot) / Nau 
(Ship) 

Rokh (Chariot / 
Fortress) 

Rook (Tower / Castle) Vaiśya (Commercial / 
Merchant Class) 

Padāti (Infantryman) Baidaq (Foot Soldier) Pawn (Footman) Common Populace / 
Infantry Forces 

 

4. THE TRIPARTITE MEANING: THE 'ECONOMICAL PUN' 
Levitt demonstrates that the Sanskrit word caturaṅga ('having four limbs') represents a terse, 
multi-layered pun typical of aphoristic literature (~8th c. B.C. to early A.D.): 

1. Playing 'Army' (Caturaṅga-balā): Refers literally to the four classical divisions of an 
ancient Indian army—elephants, cavalry, chariots, and infantry. 

2. Playing 'King' (Shāh): Refers to the sovereign who commands the four divisions and 
directs destiny on the board. 
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3. Playing 'World / Cosmos' (Maṇḍala): Refers to the four armies arranged facing the 
cardinal directions, forming a cosmic diagram that represents the universe as the 
Cosmic Man (Puruṣa or Brahmā). 

5. COSMOLOGICAL GRID, RITUAL DICING, AND HUMAN 
AGENCY 
The board used for chess is the maṇḍūkamaṇḍala, an 8x8 square grid (64 squares) 
documented as early  as  the  2nd  century  B.C.  in  Sanskrit  grammatical  commentaries.  In  
traditional  Indian architecture, this 64-square grid was laid out on the earth to consecrate 
building sites and bring cosmic spirits into alignment. In Indian numerology, 8 represents 
intrinsic stability and harmony, while 64 (8x8) signifies continuously multiplying excellence. 

In early Indian descriptions (such as the Caturaṅgakrīḍana), movement was guided by 
throwing dice. Crucially, Levitt and W. Norman Brown emphasize that dicing in ancient 
India was not viewed as blind luck, but as a sacred royal skill associated with kingly 
consecration ceremonies (Rājasūya). While the dice selected which piece type was eligible to 
move, the player's strategic intellect governed how that piece was maneuvered. Ultimately, 
chess asserts that although an individual's starting position is shaped by birth and cosmic 
order, man remains in control of his own destiny through strategic skill and intellect. 

6. KEY PRIMARY AND SECONDARY BIBLIOGRAPHY 
• Bāṇa (7th c. A.D.): Harṣacarita — Contains the earliest explicit literary mention of 

caturaṅga on 64-square boards. 

• Daṇḍin (late 6th c. A.D.): Daśakumāracarita — Early reference to board play and 
onlookers ('kibitzers'). 

• Al-Biruni (11th c. A.D.): First detailed foreign account of four-handed Indian chess. 

• Forbes, Duncan (1860): The History of Chess, London: William H. Allen & Co. 

• Hyde, Thomas (1694): Mandragorius, seu historia shahiludii, Oxonii: Sheldonian 
Theatre. 

• Levitt, Stephan Hillyer (1991–1992): 'Chess—Its South Asian Origin and Meaning', 
Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 72/73(1/4): 533–547. 

• Macdonell, A. A. (1898): 'The Origin and Early History of Chess', Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society, 30: 117–141. 

• Murray, H. J. R. (1913): A History of Chess, Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
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ACADEMIC COMPREHENSIVE NOTES: THREE BODIES OF 
PRACTICE IN KALARIPPAYATTU

A Ethnographic and Textual Analysis of Body, Medicine, and Martial Mastery in Kerala | Based on Research by 
Phillip B. Zarrilli (1989)

1. EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW & ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
Kalarippayattu, the traditional martial art of Kerala, South India, presents a unique 
psychophysical continuum where combat technique, medical practice, and meditational 
disciplines converge. The practice is grounded in a complex, layered conception of the 
human organism, which anthropologist and performance scholar Phillip B. Zarrilli articulates 
as three integrally related 'bodies of practice' (sthūla-śarīra and sūkṣma-śarīra). Rather than 
viewing the physical, physiological, and subtle dimensions as separate entities, the tradition 
treats them as an integrated palimpsest wherein long-term training progressively transforms 
the practitioner's physical structure, humoral balance, and internal vital energy.

To achieve full mastery (embodiment), a practitioner must gain complete knowledge across 
all three bodies: (1) the fluid body of humors and saps grounded in Ayurvedic physiology; 
(2) the superstructure body composed of bones, muscles, ligaments, and 107 vital spots 
(marma); and (3) the subtle interior body containing vital energy channels (nā ī) and 
chakras. Mastery of these three bodies enables the practitioner to channel extraordinary 
power (śakti), execute precise lethal or disabling combat techniques, administer sophisticated 
Ayurvedic healing therapies, and ultimately transition into spiritual detachment and 
meditation.

Core Historiographical and Anthropological Thesis

Zarrilli demonstrates that Kalarippayattu cannot be reduced to a purely martial or kinetic art. 
It functions simultaneously as a system of medicine (Ayurveda), a science of war 
(Dhanurveda), and a spiritual discipline (Yoga/Tantra). The authoritative text in this living 
tradition is not merely written manuscript, but the master's fully embodied practice.

2. HISTORIOGRAPHY AND SOCIO-HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Classical Textual Foundations: In oral tradition and textual lineage, Kalarippayattu is 
explicitly linked to classical Indian sciences: Dhanurveda (the science of warfare) and 
Ayurveda (medicine). Textual evidence in the Agni Purāṇa (chapters 249–251) establishes 
the early connection between combat exercises, breath regulation, and meditation. By the 
twelfth century A.D., Kalarippayattu had crystallized into a distinct regional martial, 
meditational, and healing art in the Malabar, Coorg, South Kanara, and Travancore regions of 
Kerala.

Socio-Caste Dynamics in Medieval Kerala: From approximately the 12th to the 17th 
centuries, Kalarippayattu was primarily practiced by male members of the Nayar caste, who 
began training at age seven to serve as hereditary soldiers (akampādi) for local rulers 
(dēśāvāi or nāṭu vāḻi). However, martial participation extended beyond Nayars: Cattar (or 
Yātrā) Brahmins, Syrian Christians, Muslims, and a specialized sub-group of the Īzhava caste 
known as Cēkars actively learned and taught the art. The Cēkars achieved high aristocratic 
status by fighting ritual duels to the death on behalf of higher-caste disputants. Girls from 
noted Nayar and Īzhava families also received preliminary training, with exceptional women 
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achieving legendary master status (e.g., Unniarcha of the Northern Ballads / Vadakkan 
Pattuka).

Colonial Decline, 1920s Revival, and Modern Transformations: The advent of firearms 
led to a gradual decline in the military role of Kalarippayattu, culminating in its explicit 
banning by British colonial authorities following 19th-century uprisings. The tradition 
survived secretly under rural masters until the 1920s, when a nationalist wave of cultural 
rediscovery sparked its public revival. Key figures in this revival included Karnaran 
Gurukkal (1850–1935), his student C.V. Narayanan Nayar (1905–1944), and rival master 
T. Sreedharan Nayar. In 1958, C.V.N. style leaders established the Kerala Kalarippayattu 
Association to standardize practice and accredit teachers. In 1982, a rival organization, the 
Kerala State Kayikabhyasa Kalari Sangham, emerged, highlighting modern politicization and 
institutional debate.

Table 1: Historical Timeline and Social Organization of Kalarippayattu

Period / Era Primary Social Groups Key Characteristics & Textual Links

12th–17th Cent. 
A.D.

Nayars, Cēkars (Īzhavas),
Ca ar Brahmins, 
Christians, Muslims

Feudal military obligation to local rajas; dueling 
to the death; grounded in Dhanurveda and 
Ayurveda.

Colonial Era 
(18th–19th C.)

Secret rural lineages Outlawed by British authorities after firearm 
adoption; preserved in secret rural kalaris.

1920s–1950s

Revival

Karnaran Gurukkal, C.V. 
Narayanan Nayar, T. 
Sreedharan Nayar

Nationalist cultural rediscovery; creation of 
public urban kalaris (e.g., C.V.N. Kalari in 
Tellicherry & Trivandrum).

Modern Era 
(1958–Present)

Inclusive across all castes, 
religions, and genders

Formation of regulatory bodies (Kerala 
Kalarippayattu Association, 1958); global 
dissemination and stage performance.

3. BODY 1: THE FLUID BODY OF HUMORS AND SAPS 
(AYURVEDIC PHYSIOLOGY)
The first body of practice is the fluid body, structured around classic Ayurvedic humoral 
theory (tridoṣa): vāta (wind), pitta (bile/fire), and kapha (phlegm). In Ayurvedic medicine, 
health is defined as a state of equilibrium among these three humors and the body's internal 
fluids and saps. Kalarippayattu practice is intentionally structured to regulate and balance 
these humors.

Seasonal Regimens (Ṛtucaryā) and Monsoon Training: Training is strictly organized 
around the seasonal cycle. The most intensive training occurs during the rainy monsoon 
season (June to August), when the climate is 'neither too hot nor too cold.' Cool monsoon 
weather allows the intense internal heat generated by rigorous exercise and massage to be 
counterbalanced by the seasonal accumulation of phlegm (kapha). Conversely, vigorous 
exercise is restricted during the hot summer months (April–May) to prevent the excessive 
accumulation of wind (vāta), which would cause debilitating physiological imbalances.

Massage Therapy (Uliccil) and Behavioral Restraints (Yama): A core component of 
monsoon preparation (meyyorukkam) is specialized full-body oil massage (uliccil), often 
applied with the feet (kāluliccil) by the master using medicated oils (such as kaḷarimukuṭṭ,
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prepared with sesame oil, castor oil, ghee, and herbs). Application of oil before exercise 
promotes deep sweating, drawing out impurities without allowing heat to dissipate too 
rapidly. During the 14-day massage period, practitioners traditionally observe strict 
behavioral restraints (yama) modeled on Patañjali's Yoga: complete sexual abstinence 
(celibacy/brahmacarya to conserve vital energy), avoidance of daytime sleeping, night 
waking, and a rich dietary regimen of milk and ghee, followed by a purgative laxative 
(amṛtādi-kaṣāyam) on the fifteenth day.

4. BODY 2: THE BODY AS SUPERSTRUCTURE AND VITAL SPOT 
APPLICATION (MARMA PRAYŌGAM)
The second body of practice is the physical superstructure (sthūla-śarīra) composed of bones, 
muscles, ligaments, joints, and 107 vital spots (marma). The anatomical frame supports the 
fluid body; correct bodily alignment achieved through animal postures (vadivu) ensures that 
internal channels remain open and fluids flow without obstruction.

Textual Lineage and Marma Classification: Systematized in Suśruta's ancient Ayurvedic 
treatise (Suśruta Saṃhitā), marmas are anatomical junctures where muscles, vessels, 
ligaments, bones, and joints meet. Suśruta identified 107 vital spots primarily for surgical 
caution (śalya). In Kalarippayattu, this knowledge was adapted for combat application 
(prayōgam) and emergency treatment (cikitsā). Kalari texts divide marmas into three primary 
categories based on impact depth and outcome:

• Kula-marma (Most Vital Spots): Direct penetration causes immediate death or 
catastrophic, permanent damage to vital organs.

• Kolu-marma (Catch Spots): Penetration produces an intense, freezing pain that 
temporarily incapacitates the victim or causes paralysis.

• Abhyāsa-marma (Practice Spots): Used during training; penetration causes minor 
injury, pain, or temporary loss of motor function.

Combat Application and Emergency Counter-Treatments (Marukai): Knowledge of 
marma attack and healing is taught in tandem as the highest, most secretive tier of martial 
training. When a vital spot is struck, the impact disrupts the system of internal channels 
(nāḍī) and enrages the wind humor (vāta) at the site of trauma. The master must administer 
immediate counter-application (marukai, literally 'opposite hand')—typically a sharp, 
measured slap on the corresponding spot on the opposite side of the patient's body or a 
specific jerk/twist of the limbs. This counter-shock restores structural equilibrium, after 
which internal herbal medicines and massage therapies quiet the enraged wind humor.

5. BODY 3: THE SUBTLE INTERIOR BODY (SŪKṢMA-ŚARĪRA) IN 
PRACTICE

The third body is the subtle, interior body (sūk ma-śarīra), an ideational and experiential map 
derived from Tantric and Hatha Yoga traditions. It consists of an intricate network of 
channels (72,000 nāḍīs) through which vital energy or wind (prāṇa-vāyu) flows, centered 
along the central axis of the spinal column (suṣumnā-nāḍī) and surrounded by the iḍā and 
piṇgalā channels. Arrayed vertically along the suṣumnā are six or seven vital centers or 
wheels (cakra / ādhāra), ranging from the mūlādhāra-cakra at the base of the spine to the 
sahasrāra-cakra at the crown of the head.

Pneumatic Physiology and Raising Śakti: In Kalarippayattu, breath control (prāṇāyāma or 
svāsam) is intrinsically linked with dynamic movement. By assuming correct low animal 
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postures (vaṭivu) and maintaining spinal alignment, the practitioner traps and retains vital 
energy in the lower abdomen (nābhi or navel region), bound tightly by a waist-cloth (kacca). 
Stopping the downward movement of apāna and merging it with the upward movement of 
prāṇa creates an 'airtight' body. This internal containment awakens dormant internal energy 
(śakti or kuṇdalinī), imbuing combat movements, strikes, and blocks with a distinct 
qualitative 'heaviness' and deadly force. 

Esoteric Practices and Mantras: Advanced training includes 41-day meditational regimens 
in which the student assumes specific postures (such as the cat pose / pūccavaivu), recites 
sacred syllables (mantra), and manipulates hand mudrās to circulate vital energy through the 
subtle centers, achieving single-pointed mental concentration (ēkāgratā) and complete 
immunity to fear. 

6. PEDAGOGICAL TRANSMISSION, ETHOS, AND SPIRITUAL 
EVOLUTION 

The Gurukkula System: Traditional knowledge in Kalarippayattu is transmitted through an 
intimate, hands-on master-disciple bond (gurukkula system). Secret manuscripts recorded on 
palm leaves (grantham) detailing marma locations, attack methods, and medical recipes are 
gifted only to disciples who have demonstrated devotion, moral purity, and psychological 
stability ('whose heart is pure' and who has become 'like a son'). The master physically guides 
the student's hands to locate hidden marma points and transmits vital energy directly into the 
student during foot massage. 

Transition to Renunciation (Jīvanmukti): Although the initial goal of martial training is 
physical efficiency and combat competence, long-term practice naturally induces a profound 
psycho-spiritual shift. As senior masters age, their attention transitions from outer physical 
combat to internal meditation. The physical discipline generates a sense of spiritual 
detachment, leading many elderly masters to relinquish martial teaching and dedicate 
themselves entirely to silent meditation and pilgrimage, seeking ultimate spiritual liberation 
(jīvanmukti). 

7. ACADEMIC SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSION 
Phillip B. Zarrilli's ethnography of Kalarippayattu reveals an extraordinary synthesis of South 
Asian bodily disciplines. The three bodies of practice—the fluid humoral body, the 
anatomical superstructure, and the subtle pneumatic body—are not isolated theoretical 
models but mutually reinforcing modes of embodiment experienced directly through practice. 
Dynamic kinetic movement balances the Ayurvedic humors; humoral equilibrium supports 
the structural alignment necessary for marma application; and structural alignment opens the 
subtle channels to awaken vital energy (prāṇa-śakti). 

In conclusion, Kalarippayattu stands as a remarkable exemplar of Indian 'embodied 
knowledge' (prakāram), bridging the functional pragmatism of combat and medicine with the 
transcendent aims of classical Yoga and Tantra. In the contemporary era, as 
commercialization and stage performance threaten traditional transmission standards, 
understanding this holistic three-body framework remains essential for preserving the 
historical and philosophical integrity of South Asia's martial heritage. 

Reference Citation: Zarrilli, Phillip B. (1989). 'Three Bodies of Practice in a Traditional South Indian Martial 
Art.' Social Science & Medicine, Vol. 28, No. 12, pp. 1289–1304. 
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CRICKET AND POLITICS IN COLONIAL INDIA 
Comprehensive Academic Notes, Historiographical Framework & Analytical Summary 
Source Text: Ramchandra Guha, Past & Present, No. 161 (Nov. 1998), pp. 155–190. 
Key Focus: Race, Caste, Religion, Subaltern Assertion, Communalism, and National Identity. 

I. INTRODUCTION & CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Ramchandra Guha's seminal study, Cricket and Politics in Colonial India, investigates the 
social history of sport in South Asia by framing cricket not merely as a set of physical rituals 
or organizational developments, but as a 'relational idiom'. Guha posits that sport serves as a 
microcosm of the deeper social fissures, ideological tensions, and collective anxieties of a 
colonial society. Rather than isolating cricket within a narrow narrative of associations, 
scores, and institutional evolution, Guha utilizes the game to analyze the three overarching 
themes of modern Indian history: race, caste, and religion. 

The study opens with a striking historical irony regarding the cultural symbolism of colonial 
recreation. In 1881, a petition signed by over five hundred native cricketers in Bombay was 
sent to the Governor protesting the intrusion of European polo players onto the Esplanade 
Parade Ground. Polo—a game of ancient Indo-Iranian origin—had been adopted by wealthy 
British elites as an emblem of imperial authority and aristocratic privilege. Conversely, 
cricket—a quintessentially English sport—was adopted by native Indians across religious and 
caste lines as a vehicle for subaltern recreation and anti-colonial self-assertion. The dispute 
highlighted how a European game became a primary site for contesting colonial hegemony 
and racial dominance. 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH: SPORT AS A RELATIONAL IDIOM 
Guha distinguishes between two methodologies in sports history: 

1. The Narrow Institutional Approach: Focuses exclusively on match statistics, player 
biographies, and financial balance sheets. 

2. The Relational/Sociological Approach (Favored): Views sport as a sphere of activity 
that expresses, in concentrated form, the values, prejudices, communal divisions, and 
unifying symbols of a society. 

 

II. ORIGINS & ORGANIZATION OF COMMUNAL CRICKET 
Cricket was introduced to India in the mid-eighteenth century by British military personnel 
and sailors. The first native community to embrace the game was the prosperous, educated, 
and Westernized Parsi community of Bombay. In 1848, Parsi youths established the 
Oriental Cricket Club, naming subsequent clubs after British viceroys, statesmen, and Roman 
gods (e.g., Gladstone, Ripon, Jupiter). For the emerging Parsi bourgeoisie, cricket offered a 
mechanism to solidify economic and cultural ties with the British rulers while revitalizing 
physical vitality. 

Hindu involvement in cricket emerged partly out of a spirit of 'competitive communalism' 
driven by commercial and social rivalries with the Parsis in Bombay. Early Hindu cricket was 
organized strictly along caste and regional lineages, spawning entities such as the Gowd 
Saraswat Cricket Club, Kshatriya Cricket Club, Maratha Cricket Club, and Gujarati Union. 
Muslim cricket followed soon after under the patronage of prominent families like the 
Tyebjees and Luxmanis, forming the Muslim Cricket Club in 1883 with strong recruitment 
ties to Aligarh Muslim University. 
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To manage these burgeoning sporting entities, land allocated on the sea-reclaimed grounds of 
Bombay by Governor Lord Harris led to the creation of denominational Gymkhanas (Parsi, 
Hindu, and Islam Gymkhanas). This structural organization birthed the city's premier sporting 
event, which evolved incrementally across four decades: 

Stage Year 
Established 

Participating Teams / 
Communities 

Social & Political Context 

Presidency Match 1877 / 1886 Parsis vs. Europeans; Hindus 
vs. Europeans 

Initial racial face-off 
between colonizer and 
colonized. 

Triangular 
Tournament 

1907 Europeans, Parsis, Hindus Institutionalized formal 
communal competition in 
Bombay. 

Quadrangular 
Tournament 

1912 Europeans, Parsis, Hindus, 
Muslims 

Incorporated Muslim 
Gymkhana; became 
Bombay's premier carnival. 

Pentangular 
Tournament 

1937 Europeans, Parsis, Hindus, 
Muslims, 'The Rest' 

'The Rest' added for 
Christians, Eurasians, Jews, 
and others. 

 

III. RACE, IMPERIAL IDEOLOGY & SUBALTERN ASSERTION 
Colonial administrators and visitors frequently constructed an imperial ideology around 
cricket, viewing it as a 'civilizing mission'. Figures like Lord Harris (Governor of Bombay, 
1890–1895) and travel writer Cecil Headlam portrayed cricket as a benevolent imperial 
instrument that imparted moral discipline, nerve, self-restraint, and respect for British 
authority. Headlam famously observed in 1903 that among imperial influences—the hunter, 
missionary, merchant, soldier, and politician—the cricketer did the least harm, uniting ruler 
and ruled on the playing field. 

However, Guha demonstrates that cricket served as often to divide as to unite ruler and ruled. 
Native victories were appropriated by nationalist opinion as symbolic triumphs over British 
racial superiority. In February 1906, when the Hindus defeated the Europeans in a 
representative match, the nationalist newspaper The Tribune of Lahore explicitly compared 
the Hindu victory to Japan's defeat of Russia at Port Arthur—framing it as a monumental 
victory of Asia over Europe. Furthermore, when British players breached code—such as an 
English Army Major challenging Hindu umpire M. D. Pai in 1916—the Hindu Gymkhana 
rigorously held the officer accountable to the ideals of British sportsmanship, forcing the 
adoption of neutral umpires long before the practice existed in international cricket. 

IV. CASTE, SOCIAL MOBILITY & THE PALWANKAR BALOO 
LEGEND 
One of Guha's most crucial analytical contributions is unearthing the story of Palwankar 
Baloo and his brothers (Shivram, Ganpat, and Vithal), demonstrating how cricket intersected 
with internal caste hierarchies within Hindu society. Baloo was a member of the Chamaar 
(leather-working) caste, ranked near the bottom of the Hindu ritual hierarchy. His 
extraordinary bowling talents were initially discovered while working as a servant at the 
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British-only Poona Gymkhana, where he bowled to English batsmen in practice. 

Desperate to defeat the British side, the high-caste Brahmin administrators of the Deccan 
Gymkhana recruited Baloo onto their team. However, severe caste discrimination persisted: 
during match tea intervals, Baloo was forced to stand outside the pavilion and drink tea from 
a disposable clay cup, separate from his Brahmin teammates. Despite this abhorrent 
treatment, his bowling prowess made him indispensable, leading to his recruitment by the 
Bombay Hindu Gymkhana. 

'It is a landmark in the nation's emancipation from the old disuniting and denationalizing 
customs... Hindu sportsmen of Poona and Bombay have shown that where national interest 
required, equal opportunity must be given to all of any caste, even though the offer of such 
opportunity involved the trampling of some old prejudices.' 

— The Indian Social Reformer (February 18, 1906), commenting on Baloo's admittance. 

Despite being the team's star bowler and strategist, Baloo was repeatedly denied the captaincy 
due to high-caste prejudice. In 1920, when the Hindu Gymkhana passed over Baloo to 
appoint a younger Brahmin (D. B. Deodhar) as captain, Baloo's brothers Vithal and Shivram 
staged a public revolt and withdrew from the team, issuing a searing public statement against 
caste-based selection. Supported by the nationalist public and the moral climate generated by 
Mahatma Gandhi's anti-untouchability campaign, the resistance bore fruit: in 1923, 
Palwankar Vithal was officially appointed captain, leading the Hindus to victory in the 
Quadrangular while being carried on the shoulders of high-caste fans. 

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL PARALLELS: BALOO, W.G. GRACE & JACKIE 
ROBINSON 

Guha draws directly on Trinidadian historian C.L.R. James (Beyond a Boundary) to highlight 
how mainstream historians ignore foundational subaltern figures: 

• W.G. Grace Parallel: Just as British historians omitted W.G. Grace from nineteenth-
century social histories, Indian historians neglected Baloo's central role in social 
reform. 

• Jackie Robinson Parallel: Socially, Baloo's breakthrough against untouchability 
predated Jackie Robinson's breaking of the color barrier in Major League Baseball 
(1947) by over four decades. 

• Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's Tribute: Ambedkar actively celebrated Baloo's achievements, 
organizing public functions for him and acknowledging Baloo as an inspiration for 
Dalit self-respect. 

 

V. COMMUNALISM, NATIONALISM & THE COLLAPSE OF THE 
PENTANGULAR 

By the 1930s, the political atmosphere in British India had transformed dramatically. With 
the rise of the Muslim League and growing demands for separate electorates and statehood, 
the Pentangular tournament became caught in the crossfire between inclusive Indian 
nationalism and religious communalism. While the Congress Party championed a unified 
nation transcending sectarian divisions, tournament dynamics increasingly mirrored national 
political fracturing—especially as Muslim teams won five titles between 1934 and 1940, 
celebrating with political fervor. 

In response, nationalist journalists (such as S. A. Brelvi of the Bombay Chronicle) and 
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student organizations (such as the Fort Students' Union) launched a ferocious campaign 
against 'communal cricket'. The launch of the non-communal, inter-provincial Ranji Trophy 
in 1934 offered an alternative vision for Indian cricket based on regional rather than religious 
representation. 

The decisive blow occurred in December 1940, when representatives of the Hindu Gymkhana 
sought Mahatma Gandhi's counsel. Gandhi unequivocally denounced communal cricket, 
stating: 

'I can understand matches between Colleges and Institutions, but I have never understood the 
reason for having Hindu, Parsi, Muslim and other communal Elevens. I should have thought 
that such unsportsmanlike divisions would be considered taboos in sporting language and 
sporting manners.' 

— Mahatma Gandhi (December 1940) 

Although popular enthusiasm, commercial radio interests, and Gymkhana balance sheets 
briefly prolonged the tournament through wartime relief matches (donating gate proceeds to 
Bengal Famine and Gujarat Flood funds), the political reality of impending Partition rendered 
communal tournaments unsustainable. The Pentangular was permanently abolished in 1946. 

VI. HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS & ANALYTICAL 
FRAMEWORKS 

A core objective of Guha's work is synthesizing the divergent historiographical 
interpretations surrounding communal sport in colonial India. The table below categorizes the 
four primary historiographical perspectives identified in the essay: 

Historiographical 
School 

Key Figures / 
Outlets 

Core Argument / Thesis Critique / Limitations 

Imperialist / 
Colonial 

Lord Harris, Cecil 
Headlam 

Cricket as an imperial 
'civilizing' bond promoting 
moral discipline, order, and 
racial harmony under British 
stewardship. 

Masked British imperial 
interests, ignored 
institutionalized racial 
segregation, and denied 
native national unity. 

Traditional 
Nationalist 

J.C. Maitra, S.A. 
Brelvi, K.M. 
Munshi 

Communal cricket as a 
British 'divide and rule' 
tactic that artificially 
fostered religious animosity 
and obstructed nation-
building. 

Over-simplified origins 
by ignoring internal 
Hindu caste prejudices, 
Parsi snobbery, and 
genuine popular spectator 
passion. 

Communalist / 
Separatist 

Muslim League, 

Dawn newspaper 

Separate cricket teams 
reflected distinct communal 
'nationhoods' (precursor to 
the Two-Nation Theory) 
operating in healthy rivalry. 

Reduced complex social 
pastimes to rigid political 
separatism and ignored 

inter-community 
camaraderie on the field. 
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Subaltern / 
Revisionist (Guha) 

Ramchandra Guha, 

C.L.R. James 

Sport as a complex 
'relational idiom' that 
simultaneously eroded 
internal hierarchies (caste) 
while reinforcing external 
divisions (religion/race). 

Provides a nuanced, 

multi-layered view 
showing how sport both 
reflected and actively 
shaped colonial Indian 
politics. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION & HISTORICAL LEGACY 
Ramchandra Guha's analysis demonstrates that cricket in colonial India was never a mere 
pastime insulated from real-world politics. Instead, it served as a primary arena where native 
identities were negotiated, challenged, and transformed. The historical trajectory of the 
Bombay Pentangular highlights how sport acted as a double-edged sword: it provided a 
platform for lower-caste emancipation and subaltern anti-colonial assertion (exemplified by 
the Baloo brothers), while simultaneously providing an institutional framework that 
reinforced religious communalism during a period of intense political polarization. 

In concluding his essay, Guha invokes the early caution of 1881 petitioner Shapoorjee 
Sorabjee: 'To expect all political difference to disappear or all available self-interests to be 
foregone on the institution of cricket relations is to live in a fool's paradise.' The eventual 
abolition of the Pentangular in 1946 and the rise of the secular, state-based Ranji Trophy 
marked a decisive transition toward post-colonial nation-building, cementing cricket's 
permanent role at the center of South Asian political and social consciousness. 
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