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Heritage Performing Arts of Bengal alive in
Mask Tradition - A Challenging Revivalism
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Abstract: Masks have been associated with the folklore and
religion of human groups since ancient times. Efforts are
made to express feelings that cannot be expressed through the
body through masks.  Several masked folk dances have
emerged in Bengal based on masks. Masked folk dances
include Chau and Ravankata of Purulia, Bankura and
Medinipur, Gambhira of Malda, Mukha or Mokha folk dance
of Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar, North and South Dinajpur, etc.
The absence of female actors in masked folk dances along
with men and the inadequacy of the faces of various animals
and birds has made the significance of masks important.
Masks and masked dances have now been recognized as
Intangible Cultural Heritage. As a cultural resource and
creative innovation, this traditional folk craft and folk dance
has been revived and preserved. This challenging revival of
masks as Intangible Cultural Heritage has been given
importance in the article under discussion.
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Introduction

Masks have been associated with the folklore and religion of human
groups since ancient times. Efforts are made to express feelings that
cannot be expressed through the body through masks. A number of
masked folk dances emerged in Bengal based on masks. Masked folk
dances include Chau and Ravankata of Purulia, Bankura and

210| 0975 - 7511 SSG Vol. 20 (2) 2025 Biswas

Medinipur, Gambhira of Malda, Mukha or Mokha folk dance of
Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar, North and South Dinajpur, etc. The absence
of female actors in masked folk dances along with men and the
inadequacy of the faces of various animals and birds has made the
significance of masks important. Ajit Mookerjee mentioned in his
book ‘Folk Art of Bengal’ that, “Mask-dancing has been common in
many religious festivals of Bengal, when masks are worn to represent
gods and goddesses in human and animal forms. Generally half-
masks, both coloured and plain, are to be seen in large numbers at
these festivals.”' Asutosh Bhattacharyya mentioned that “There are
probably two reasons for the adoption of masks on such occasions-
one is magical and the other is practical. It can also be a degeneration
of the form of dance held without masks throughout Bengal on such
occasions. It is a fact that the magicians, in primitive society, used
masks in the course of their magical performances. This may be the
continuation of the same practice in this changed form.”? According
to Prodyut Gosh, “The mask-dance owed Its origin to myths and
legends, as the rites of worship emerged from the base of religion.”
Masks and masked dances have now been recognized as Intangible
Cultural Heritage. As a cultural resource and creative innovation, this
traditional folk craft and folk dance has been revived and preserved.
This challenging revival of masks as Intangible Cultural Heritage has
been given importance in the article under discussion.

I

The objectives of the article under discussion are to understand the
necessity of using masks in folk cultural festivals, describe masks as a
traditional folk craft, explore the relationship between masks and
masked folk dances and review how masked folk dances survive on
their dependence on masks, describe masks and masked folk dances
as Intangible Cultural Heritage and understand their current status.
The methodology adopted in this research is historical, exploratory,
and descriptive in context. | gathered data from a variety of primary
and secondary data sources, including articles, magazines, economic
reports from various newspapers, project reports from
banglanatok.com, the central and state governments, a project report
from the West Bengal government’s MSME department, and various
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websites that contain Heritage Performing Art and Mask Tradition’s
information and personal interviews etc. Several masked dances and
the use of masks can be observed throughout West Bengal. Especially
in the northern part of West Bengal, various hill tribes still perform
and organize this masked dance in various festivals. But in the
research paper under discussion, only the Heritage masked dance has
been analysed with emphasis on the diverse masked dances of the
entire West Bengal.

I

Heritage is all those objects or materials from the past that are
currently seen as valuable assets and which are preserved for future
generations. Heritage can be of several types, namely Cultural
Heritage, Natural Heritage and Mixed heritage. All objects that are
created or made or constructed by humans are called Cultural
Heritage. Heritage that is created by nature is called Natural Heritage.
Cultural Heritage can be of two types, those that can be touched are
called Tangible Heritage. On the other hand, Intangible Heritage
cannot be touched. These are Intangible and therefore abstract. Any
cultural belief, custom or ritual falls under Intangible Heritage. Such
heritage flows from one generation to the next over the course of time.
Recently, in the modern world, there has been a significant change in
the content of the term ‘Cultural Heritage’. Cultural Heritage is not
limited to heritage such as monuments and collections of objects from
the past. Since the 1990s, Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) has been
added to world Heritage as its scope and extension. This Intangible
Cultural Heritage includes knowledge, traditions or living expressions
inherited from ancestors that are passed on to the next generation.
What cannot be touched is included in Intangible Cultural Heritage.
Internationally, UNESCO has taken initiatives to highlight the
importance of Intangible Cultural Heritage and preserve it through
conferences in different parts of the world.

“The ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage’ means the practices,
representations, expressions, knowledge, skills — as well as the
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith
— that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize
as part of their cultural heritage.”* and also mentioned the following
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domains of ICH :- (1) Oral traditions and expressions, including
language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage. (2)
Performing arts. (3) social practices, rituals and festive events.(4)
Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe. (5)
Traditional craftsmanship. In their edited book “Cultural Heritage
Preservation: The Past, the Present and the Future”, Thomas Nilson &
Kristina Thorell note that “Cultural Heritage refers to contemporary
society’s use of the past. ‘Our cultural heritage’ contributes to the
shaping of national stereotypes and regional identity and is a modern
or postmodern reflection of the past.” Cultural Heritage as the legacy
of physical artefacts and intangible attributes of a group or society that
are inherited from past generations, maintained in the Present and
bestowed for the benefit of future generations. In the article under
discussion, considering the mask as Intangible Cultural Heritage, the
analytical discussion can be understood in two ways. Namely - the
relationship of the mask with performing arts and as traditional
craftsmanship. Debprasad Jana has mentioned in his book
‘Ahalyabhumi Purulia’ (Part 1) that “The mask is considered a
prominent example of folk art in Bengal. Masks are used in dance,
music, and in the work of Bahurupi. Masks for Chau dance are made
in Purulia and wooden masks are made in Darjeeling....... Among the
themes on which masks are made, the main ones are the characters
from Ramayana, Mahabharata and Puranas™®

Masks are used in the traditional Chau dance of Purulia, Bankura and
Medinipur districts of West Bengal. This dance is a full-night event. It
is performed in a round like a yatra on the ground under the open sky.
Every year, on the occasion of the Shiva Gajan festival of Chaitra
Sankranti, Chau dance is performed in some village Shiva temple or
thane (place) in Purulia or at other places if invited. This dance
continues from the end of the month of Chaitra to almost the entire
month of Ashadha, i.e. until the monsoon rains come properly. There
are different opinions about the meaning of the word ‘Chau’. The word
‘Chau’ means mask, that is, what covers the face is Chau. It is known
to the people of the villages and hamlets of Purulia district that it is a
regional indigenous word, which means colour or joke. The word
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‘chau' is used because the stories of gods and goddesses are made
humorous through dance and gestures, hence the name chau dance.

The theme of Chau dance is mainly based on the Ramayana-
Mahabharata and other mythological stories. The participants in the
dance have to wear masks made in the form of different characters
along with unique decorations, which is the characteristic of this
dance. At one time, Bagmundi was the focal area of this Chau dance,
which was held with the patronage of the landowners of Bagmundi.
Therefore, a settlement of mask-making artists was established in the
village of Charida in Bagmundi. Tarundeb Bhattacharya has
mentioned in his book ‘Purulia’ that “The masks of Chau dance are
made by the forty houses Sutradhar family of Bagmundi police station.
They live in the village of Charida. They came here from Burdwan
district and established a settlement. The king of Bagmundi gave them
land. The condition was that the idols of gods and goddesses should
be carved.”” Later, a section of mask artists lived in Dumurdihi village
under the area of Jaipur police station. In both these places, masks of
the same shape and various characters of Chau dance were made. For
a long time, these skilled artisan groups have been traditionally
making Chau masks with various characters. They have shown
considerable expertise in the method and technique of mask making.
Barun Kumar Chakraborty has mentioned in ‘Bangiya Lok Sanskriti
Kosh’ that, “Charida village, a mile away from Baghmundi police
station in Purulia district, is the only mask making center for this dance
style. The makers are people of the Sutradhar title belonging to the
Hindu caste. Some of them sell masks through shops in Purulia town,
while some have set up a mask making centre in Dumurdi village
under Jaipur police station in this district. The materials include torn
paper, torn cloth, clay, flour. [ron and wooden tools such as scissors,
hammer, chisel, chisel, hammer, etc. are used in making masks.
Earlier, colours were made from trees and used, earlier colours were
bought from the market.”®

The dance sequences of the Chau dance are composed based on the
Ramayana-Mahabharata and other mythological stories. For the dance
sequences of these sequences, masks of the main characters like
Rama, Sita, Hanuman, Ravana, Bhima, Arjuna, Abhimanyu,
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Duryodhana, Parashurama etc. are made. In addition, masks of gods
and goddesses like Durga, Kali, Ganesha, Kartik, Shiva, Manasa etc.
are also made. Along with this, the animal masks that the artists make
include lion, tiger, bear, boar, deer, peacock and horse etc. The artists
are busy making masks from Magh to Jyaishta month. At other times,
they make masks of the sailor-boatman or Santal couple, Parrot birds,
peacocks, tigers, hooded Shiva, etc., as home decoration materials in
the style of masks, and they also make idols and do woodwork.

The materials used to make the mask are, namely - sticky clay, paper,
old thin cloth, garjan oil for polishing, glue, dhuno, jute, fake hair, bird
feathers, dyes, beads, shalma-chumki and various colors, etc. and with
the help of a few simple tools, this extraordinary art is created. First, a
sample face mold of the mask to be made is made by placing the clay
palm on a board, which is called a ‘mold’. After making the mold,
when the raw clay of this idol dries a little, fine ash powder is spread
on it. Then, a paper of the appropriate size is dipped in a very thin type
of glue, softened and coated on the prepared mold. In this way, eight
to ten layers of glue-soaked paper are glued one above the other. Now,
the eyes, eyebrows, nose, lips and chin are given the proper shape with
clay on the mold. Then, a measured piece of thin, fine cloth is soaked
in the liquid clay in a container and pressed tightly onto the mask
mold. The artists call this coating of fine clay ‘kabij lepa’. Now, the
artists start polishing the statue with a special type of smooth wooden
tool, which the artists have called ‘thapi’ or ‘khupi’ polishing. After
the thapi polishing is completed, it is left to dry in the sun. After it
dries a little, the paper and cloth lining is removed from the clay mold.
What is found is the portrait of the mask and its excess part is trimmed
and brought to the proper shape. Now, appropriate holes are made in
the mask to place the holes for the eyes and nose. Finally, the structure
of the mask is finished. Now, it is the turn to apply paint.

Ajit Mookerjee mentions in his book 'Folk Art of Bengal' that, “All
carpenters cannot carve these masks, for they have to be made in
accordance with the descriptions of the gods and goddesses whom
they are made to represent. The rules are laid down in the treatises on
arts and crafts called Shilpa-Shastras. After the carpenters have done,
the patua, i.e. the painter, applies his brush to them, and thus makes
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them ready for use. Besides these, earthen masks, variously coloured,
are also offered for sale by expert potters.” The entire mask is painted
with chalk paint and that color is applied to the entire mask according
to the character of the mask. Then, eyes, face, mustache, etc. are
painted with paint and brush. In order to increase the brightness of the
mask, a thin layer of arrowroot is then applied and Garjan oil is applied
on top of it. Now the work of decorating the mask begins. First, black-
dyed cotton or nylon hair is applied and materials such as painted bird
feathers, peacock feathers, beads, beads, shalma-chumki and jamir
leaves are tied with wire ties according to the skill of the artist and the
crown part of the mask is completed. Among these, the crown part of
those masks is decorated with special pomp, which is known as the
'Panchakhilan’ mask. This work is quite difficult and it all depends on
the artist's artistic skills. The variety of spectacular techniques and
construction techniques that mask artists create in the traditional
practice of making Chau dance masks is unparalleled, and the fame
that such a colourful rural folk dance has gained through performances
at home and abroad is rooted in the contribution of this unique piece
of folk art, Chau masks. 5005 artists from Purulia are covered under
the RCCH II initiative. A Chau Folk Art Centre has been established
in Maldi, Balrampur, Purulia.

Gambhira songs and Gambhira mask dance, locally called Mukha
Nach, are performed throughout Malda district of West Bengal to
celebrate the Gajan festival of Shiva during Chaitra Sankranti. This
traditional mask dance, which has been practiced for a long time, is a
solo dance, not a group dance like the Chau dance. The subjects of this
dance include Kali, Chamunda, Ugrachanda and Narasimhi. The
Gambhira mask is made of wood. Since neem and fig wood are
considered sacred from a religious point of view, masks are made from
those woods. The method of making this mask is that first, according
to the shape of the mask, the artists and craftsmen properly carve the
nose, mouth, eyes, ears, etc. on a piece of wood, and then attach
triangular wooden plates in a spear shape as a crown decoration on the
mask. On top of that, appropriate pictures are painted according to the
character of the mask. Among other themed masks, the Kali mask with
its tongue sticking out is the most popular. One unique aspect of this
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mask is that there are no holes near the eyes. The artist has to dance to
the beat of the drum with his eyes and face covered, exerting great
physical effort.

Barun Kumar Chakraborty has mentioned in ‘Bangiya Lok Sanskriti
Kosh’ that “The most attractive and main mask in this dance is that of
Narasimha. It is made of neem wood, quite heavy and large. It has big
eyes, long nose and red painted lips. Two horns protrude from the ears.
Earlier, in this dance, the identifying masks of Kalika, Chamunda,
Hanuman, Shiva, and Buraburi were made. Today, except for
Narasimha, everyone has clay or cardboard masks. And most of them
no longer use masks.”!” Regarding this mask, Haridas Palit has said in
his book ‘Adyaer Gambhira’ (1912) that “Before dancing, the devotee
takes a new wooden-made face and installs it in the house of the
worshiper. Those who have a face, offer worship on the day of
Vijayadashami. Now this type of worship system has almost
disappeared... The common people of this country believe that some
faces are awakened. Many have lost their lives while dancing with
their faces on.”!! Benoy Kumar Sarkar has mentioned in his book ‘The
Folk Elements in Hindu Culture’ that, “It is reported that some mask-
dancers somehow or other incurred the displeasure of the gods or
goddesses they meant to represent and in consequence lost their lives.
Those who in olden times danced with the masks of deities, especially
of Kali, Chamunda, Narasimha and Vasuli, took special care to do no
such thing as might bring down on them the displeasure of their gods.
Before they put on these masks for dancing, they gave up the use of
oil and the eating of fish and meat, tried to make their hearts clean of
all impious thoughts and ideas, and dressed and decorated themselves
with pure clothes and ornaments.”!> Nearabout 293 artists from Malda
are covered under the Rural Craft and Cultural Hubs I initiative.

The ‘Gamira’ dance and song, held in Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar, North
and South Dinajpur districts of North Bengal from Chaitra Sankranti
to Ambubachi of Ashadh, is locally known as Mokha or Mukha Khela,
i.e. the game of masks. This dance is based on a story like Chhau
dance, which is especially based on the musical Ramayana story.
There is also a dance related to the fight against demons with the ten-
armed Durga. It is customary for the participants of this Mokha dance
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to wear masks according to their respective characters. Mokha dance
is quite ancient. The medieval poems of Bengal are proof of this.
References to Dinajpur Gamira can be found in books like
‘Manasapuran’ by Dinajpur poet Tantravibhuti, ‘Manasamangal’ by
Jagajjivan Ghoshal, ‘Chandimangal’ by Manik Dutt or ‘Shunyapuran’
by Ramai Pandit. ‘Gambhirar Nach’ has become popularly known as
‘Gambhirar Nach’. The Gamira of Dinajpur is not dominated by Shiva
like the Gambhira of Malda, but here Udankali is the main goddess,
locally known as ‘Shikanidhal’. The Gamira of Dinajpur is only
dominated by dance. It has nothing to do with singing. This dance is
based on the desire for welfare and is performed to destroy evil forces
and establish good forces. This dance begins with a mix of
Mahabharata, Ramayana, various Puranas and local myths. That is
why, apart from the proper masks of Ramayana's Ramayana, Ram-
Ravana and others, masks of tigers, deer, bears, Hanuman, folk gods
old and young, Kali, Bhadrakali etc. are used in this Mokha Khel. The
masks that attract special attention are the giant masks of the
Shiknidhal dance, which are a terrifying sight. The masks are skillfully
carved from wood and are also painted with appropriate colors. After
the end of each year's dance, the masks are carefully kept in the house
of the Devanshi, i.e. the head priest of the Mokha Khel. Before the
next year's dance, the masks are painted again and renovated. The
festival begins with the ‘Phuljhari’ ceremony. At that time, groups of
servants wearing masks of tigers, bears, and buraburi go from house
to house to perform ‘mangan’ or sidha. After eleven or twelve days of
sidha, everyone gathers at the Gamira floor. Then, local royal priests
or devanshis sprinkle water with mantras on masks like Udankali,
Masankali, Dakinikali, Duar-Kuari, Changkali, Dano, Buraburi, Khar-
Dushan, Bhadrakali, Jatapakhi, Shiknil, Swargapeiri, etc. and bring
them to life. The Gamira Mokha dance begins. Dancers wear masks
of different characters and dance while musical instruments play in the
background. Mokha dance is seen not only during Gamira, but also
during various other folk and social festivals here. There, singing is
also mixed with dance. In the ‘Chorchuanir Gan or Songs’, a dance of
pawns, clerks, and bear masks is performed. It still contains images of
the various oppressions of feudal society. Kushmandi, a well-known
cultural hub in Dakshin Dinajpur district of West Bengal.
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Mahishbathan Rural Handicrafts Cooperative Society Limited is a
cooperative organization organized by the state government in
collaboration with UNESCO to provide a platform to local artists and
craftsmen to showcase their handicrafts as well as reach out to a larger
market. Nearabout 75 Mukha dance artists from Dakshin Dinajpur are
covered under the Rural Craft and Cultural Hubs I
initiative. According to Sachindra Nath Sarkar, a veteran artist of the
area, this dance has been preserved despite various obstacles.
However, he says that due to lack of financial support, the spread of
this performing art has not expanded as much as it should.

In some parts of Bishnupur in Bankura district, a folk dance called
Ravanakanta is performed during Durga Puja. This traditional dance
has roots dating back centuries. It is believed to have been introduced
by Raghunath Malladeva, the 51st king of the Malla dynasty, in the
mid-17th century. It is performed once a year near the Raghunath Jiu
temple. It consists of three episodes from the Ramayana. It is staged
for three consecutive nights after Vijaya Dashami. To be more precise,
the beheadings of Indrajit and Kumbhakarna are narrated on the first
two nights. On the third night, Ravana is killed. Six masks are used
during this related event - the masks of Ravana and
Indrajit/Kumbhakarna are kept at the Raghunath Jiu temple. Ravana's
mask - which is characterized by ten heads - is placed on a trunk that
takes the place of his body - and remains there during the performance.
Four other masks, corresponding to the characters of Hanuman,
Sugriva, Jambuvan and Vibhishana, are worn during the drama - while
during the rest of the year the actors - from selected families - keep
them from generation to generation, so that some of these masks are
believed to be centuries old. These masks are usually repainted every
year before the festival. Nowadays, the village members support the
event by donating cash for the event, in ancient times it is said that the
king of Bishnupur personally donated this money.

I

Through analytical discussion, we can become aware of multiple
perspectives. The relationship between masks and folk culture has an
ancient past. The use of diverse masks in various religious and social
festivals, rituals and customs of human groups has been going on since
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ancient times. Through heritage performing art, traditional folk dances
are performed through masks. The folk dances of each region of
Bengal are the regional Cultural Heritage of that region. According to
the definition of UNESCO, these regional masked folk dances have
now been identified as Intangible Cultural Heritage. The traditions are
passed down from one generation to the next. Mask making is
associated with handmade cottage industries. Today, traditional
masked folk dances have become globalized, surpassing regionalism.
In this context, it may be mentioned that “For the first time, Chau
dancers from West Bengal will take part in a three-day Chau Dance
Festival in Singapore. The festival will start from 28 April and
continue till 30 April. Chau dance was recognised as Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO in 2010. The programme
in Singapore is titled A Tapestry of Sacred Music Chau Mythology in
dance.”® As a Dying Art Form, efforts have been made at various
levels, including government, private and international, to revive and
preserve the traditions. It is known through the newspapers that, “A
three-day Chau Mukhosh Mela has begun in Charida village of Purulia
district. A three-day Chau Mukhosh Mela has been organized in
Charida village of Baghmundi block under the auspices of the
Department of Small, Medium and Medium Enterprises and Textiles,
Government of West Bengal, and UNESCO.”'* However, the spread
of dances other than the masked Chau dance is very much limited to
regional boundaries and depends on local religious customs and
rituals. Recently, there has been a trend of women participating in
masked dances alongside male dancers, especially in the case of Chau
dance. In this context, it can be mentioned that “Moushumi
Chowdhury. Due to the enthusiasm of this young woman of twenty-
two, the scope of Bir Ras Chau has changed in the last seven-eight
years. Now there are four girls’ Chau groups in the district. Ten years
ago, in 2010, when this folk culture of Purulia was included in the
representative list of UNESCOs ‘Intangible Cultural Heritages of
Humanity’, no one could have imagined this. Moushumi brought the
right to wear the goddess mask with a huge crown to the girls.”'S Due
to the lack of expected socio-economic prosperity and development
opportunities, the number and interest of both dancers and mask-
making craftsmen are very small. Since they depend on specific
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festivals at certain times of the year, there is no way to earn income
throughout the year, and many are currently unable to maintain this
traditional creativity for several reasons. In many cases, masks are
made for the purpose of using them as toys or home decorations, but
their positive impact on the lives of artists and technicians is not
noticeable. However, to ensure that this tradition is not lost, efforts
have been made to preserve it by organizing dancers and craftsmen,
and initiatives have been taken to create workshops and museums in
important places of regional Heritage.

Conclusion

At the end of the discussion, we can conclude that masks are one of
the means of expressing the diverse traditional folk culture of Bengal.
Traditional masked folk dances are dependent on masks. Masks are
one of the hallmarks and cultural assets of Bengal's folk crafts. And as
this Cultural Heritage, masks are a kind of man-made cultural
innovation. It is necessary to keep traditional folk crafts like masks
alive, otherwise we will not be able to be aware of the various
mythological and historical events of Bengal’s Cultural past through
mask-based performing arts. Therefore, the interest and enthusiasm of
people involved in performing arts and mask making must be
highlighted at all levels of society and people must be informed about
this tradition. These socio-economically backward people must
smooth the path of opportunity to develop their talents beyond
regional boundaries. A globalized context has been developed for
Purulia's Chau dance. Initiatives must be taken to bring other
traditional masked dances of Bengal to the world through government
and private sponsorship so that we can keep this tradition alive. In the
current globalized world, multiple means of entertainment have come
to the socially connected people. It is absolutely necessary in the
current civilization to keep in mind the importance of these traditional
masked folk dances intact and to convey their importance to the
people. Otherwise, we will fail to leave the diverse patterns of our past
tradition to the next generation as Cultural Heritage.
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Enhancing Mental Health and Well-Being
Among Youth Through Mindfulness

Anupam Rajauria

Abstract: Mental health challenges among youth and
adolescents have become an increasingly pressing concern in
today's fast-paced and demanding world. The transitional
nature of adolescence, combined with academic pressures,
social expectations, and technological influences, has
contributed to increased levels of worry, tension, and
emotional instability. Addressing these challenges requires
proactive and sustainable interventions. This paper explores
mindfulness as an efficient technique for improving mental
health and well-being among youth. Mindfulness, the practice
of cultivating present-moment awareness with an attitude of
acceptance, has been shown to promote emotional regulation,
resilience, and psychological flexibility. Through a
comprehensive review of existing literature and empirical
studies, this paper highlights how mindfulness-based
interventions (MBIs) can reduce symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and stress among adolescents. Furthermore, the
paper discusses the integration of mindfulness practices in
educational settings, providing youth with lifelong skills for
coping with adversity. Challenges related to the
implementation of mindfulness programs, such as
engagement and cultural adaptability, are also addressed. By
fostering greater emotional awareness and self-compassion,
mindfulness empowers young individuals to navigate the
complexities of modern life with greater ease and confidence.



