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William Thomas, an English antiquarian, first 
introduced the term ‘folklore’ in 1846. Folklore 
embodies a culture’s belief system and contains 
fundamental truths by which people have lived 
for centuries. The word ‘folklore’ consists of two 
words:

• Folk - synonym of people

• Lore - traditions, customs and belief system 
of a community

Therefore, ‘folklore’ is said to be a collective 
name to those traditions, cultures, and verbal 
sayings, which have been transferred primarily 
through the words of mouth, in each and every 
society, since the middle of nineteenth century. 

Folklore of India

The Indian equivalent of folklore is called 
‘lokayana’ which simply means the way of life 
of people or how people spend their life with a 
particular social set up -

• Loka: people

• Yana:  way of life

Folklore plays a very important role in the 
Indian society where people still adhere to 
their religion without any questioning and a 
considerable part of the population is illiterate. 
Even in the literate regions, folklore genres 
like proverbs, idioms, riddles, lullabies, tales, 

ballads, folk songs have always been a part of 
every home. Every Indian, whether literate or 
non-literate, belonging to any caste, religion and 
class, has inside a large non-literate subcontinent. 
It is because the conscience of a person settles 
in his mind in the early years of his life while 
all the other worldly divisions come very later. 
Obviously, the diversity in folklore of India 
owes to the diversity in customs, traditions and 
languages all over the country. Indian folklore is 
definitely rich and ancient. 

Folklore incorporates various genres, as it 
was the only source of entertainment before the 
invention of television, radio and other sources 
of information and entertainment. That’s why it 
incorporates singing, dancing, playing and many 
other creative activities of day-to-day life. The 
elusive materials of folklore can be best defined 
and comprehended through the categorization 
of formal genres. Scholars generally divide these 
genres of folklore into four categories: Oral 
Literature, Material  Culture, Social Customs and 
festivals, Performing Folk-Art. ( Jadhav, 8)

Among these, the performing folk art and 
mainly the folk theatre becomes the most 
important, as it is always a mirror of its society.  
It’s kind of an ‘all inclusive’ pack which can 
provide the whole information about a society 
as it incorporates not only the social traditions 
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of that particular society but also both kind of 
narratives (prose and verse) including poems, 
songs, legends, music, proverbs, jokes, fairy 
tales, stories, myths, dramas, rituals, proverbs, 
idioms, and proverbs prevalent in the region. 
Folk theatre is considered more important as all 
the other genres of folklore vis-à-vis folk songs, 
folktales, various legends can be found in it.

Folk Theatre has been there since ages all 
over the world in many societies, but India 
has the longest and richest tradition in theatre. 
Whereas the earlier stage drama was mostly 
religiously oriented or was staged for teaching 
moral behavior, it turned its face towards the 
depiction of social problems and entertainment 
purposes later on. Also, it has always been closely 
related to ancient rituals and seasonal festivities 
of the country. Indian drama combines all the 
forms such as literature, mime, music, dance, 
movement, painting, sculpture and architecture 
wonderfully. Therefore, folk drama has been the 
chief source of entertainment before the invention 
of television and radio. In Indian aesthetics, it 
has been given a reputed place and is looked 
at with great regard. In Natyasastra, it is clearly 
stated that folk drama would not merely be a 
source of entertainment but would be a source 
of knowledge for all. Music and dance are major 
parts of folk drama. 

Among many forms of folk drama prevalent 
in India, some popular ones are listed below along 
with the names of the states these forms belong to:

FOLK DRAMA STATE

Bhand Pather Jammu & Kashmir

Swang (Saang) Haryana, Rajasthan, 
UP and Malwa

Nautanki U t t a r  P r a d e s h , 
Rajasthan, Punjab 

Raasleela Uttar Pradesh

Maach Madhya Pradesh

Ramman Uttarakhand

Jatra Bengal

Tamasha Maharashra

Yakshagana Karnataka

Bhaona Assam

Bhavai Northern Gujrat

Dashavtar Goa and Konkan

K r i s h n a t t a m , 
Mudiyettu, Theyyam 
and Koodiiyattam

Kerala

Theukoothu Tamil Nadu

Veedhi Natakam Andhra Pradesh
(http://www.gktoday.in/folk-theatre-in-india/) 

Among the rich variety of folk theatres 
available in India, interesting results come 
out when we compare two major folk theatre 
traditions - Jammu & Kashmir’s ‘Bhand Pather’ 
and Haryana’s ‘Saang’. 

Bhand Pather

Origin

The folk theatre of Kashmir is known as 
Bhand Pather. This term consists of two words: 
‘bhand’ and ‘pather’. The word ‘bhand’ is derived 
from Sanskrit word ‘bhaana’ which is a realistic 
and satirical drama. Though the word has been 
elaborately used by Bharatmuni in his Natyasastra 
and has a different interpretation there, in 
Kashmir, ‘bhand’ means imitation (nakar) or 
mimicry (maskhari). (Aajiz, 14)  Another word  
‘pather’ is derived from Sanskrit word ‘paatra’ 
which means dramatic character who tries to 
imitate the original ones. Therefore, Bhand Pather 
is a drama having characters that satirize the vices 
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(evil part) of humans and at times, also makes us 
aware of history of the area. 

Themes

Most of these folk dramas are historical and 
pick the themes from the past. Since the poor have 
a history of being exploited by various rulers in the 
past, so this also becomes an important theme in 
Bhand Pather. These dramas also provide advice to 
the folk regarding how they should live life. This 
way these have themes related to morality. Most 
importantly, these are not religion or community 
specific dramas. These are a combination of 
‘Hindu Shaivism’ and ‘Sufi Mysticism’ in style, 
themes and musical instruments. The plot is 
usually kept comic and it is never tragic. Though 
the themes are generally serious, conveying a 
serious message but plots are made comic and 
characters maintain a lighter mood. The themes 
and situations in these performances are very 
much in connection to the mind of spectators 
as the concerns are always humanity specific. 
There are four basic elements of Bhand Pather: 
Dance, Musical Instruments, Singing and Playing. 
Generally, the performance begins with ‘Sufiana’ 
music and ‘Chhok’ dance. There are certain myths, 
which are usually included in the performance of 
bhand pather. These are – 

• Katrishi Myth (named after the great saint 
and dramatist Katrishi) 

• Bhand Chowk (named after the base stone 
of Bhand Pather), 

• Brahmin Bhands (named after the Brahmin 
family of Akingam), 

Types of Bhand Pathers

Bhand Pather of Kashmir is a fully flourished 
drama that has enjoyed long journey. Most of 
Kashmiri dramas are named according to their 
themes such as

•	 Dard Pather: This play portrays the picture 
of Kashmir under the ‘Dards’, which is a 
symbol for tyrant Afghani rulers. (Aajiz, 16)

•	 Raje Pather: This play also shows the 
callousness of Afghani rulers and it also 
depicts the luxurious life of kings and their 
courtiers.

•	 Gosian Pather: This play is based on the 
Kashmiri folktale of a ‘Gosian’ (saint) and 
milkmaid Gopali who gets attracted towards 
Gosian. (Aajiz, 19)

•	 Besim Pather: This drama tells about King 
Biswajit and his rule. A glimpse of Pandavas 
and Kauravas can also be captured in the 
form of their administration in this drama.

•	 Aarmen Pather: This drama manifests the 
lifestyle of vegetable farmers who bear a 
different kind of tradition of keeping their 
son-in-law at home. 

•	 Angrez Pather: This folk drama is all about 
the exploitation, which Britishers did to 
Kashmiri people. It also shows the love of 
Kashmiri people towards their language 
customs and belongings.

•	 Waatal Pather: It is one of the oldest folk 
dramas of Kashmir, which manifests the life 
style of the ‘Wataal’ tribe. 

Apart from these, there are other Pathers like 
Chakdar Marriage, Besim Pather, Shikargah Pather, 
Bakarwal Pather, Buhir Pather, Wount Wali Pather, 
Hanaz Pather etc.

Saang

Now, let’s look at Saang, the folk theatre 
of Haryana. Saang has been an integral part 
of Haryanvi society since the ages. Saangs are 
metrical plays and can be more aptly called 
‘Dramatic Poetry’ rather than ‘Plays’ because 
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a major part of these plays is in verse form. 
Although prose form is also used gracefully and 
fulfills various purposes like:

• Creating a connection between the audience 
and the main plot.

• The performer’s use of it as a tool for giving 
a decisive turn to the main story of the plot.

• Bringing back to the audience the main plot 
because when the whole saang is sung, the 
audience gets absorbed in that music/song 
(in the form of ragini) and looses the track.

• To make the performers come out from the 
gay mood and come back to the main story. 

Origin

Various scholars have interpreted the word 
Saang differently. Dr. Somnath Dutt and Dr. 
Indrasen Sharma believe that this word might 
have been taken from the Sanskrit word ‘Swang’ 
which means to imitate or to pretend. Dr. Shankar 
Lal Yadav looks differently at it and believes that 
Saang is cropped from the word ‘sangeet’ (music). 
Another name of saang is ‘saurath’ which was a 
musical note sung in the night and some people 
believe that saangs are performed in the night and 
that is why this name is given. 

Themes

Various themes related to life are found in the 
Haryanvi Saangs. For example, Pandit Lakhmi 
Chand’s Saangs have a wider range of variety. 
His Raginis discuss every aspect of life. If in his 
Saang Cheer Parv, he defines the grandeur of the 
kingdom of Kauravas and Pandavas through 
the words of Draupadi, he has moralistic theme 
in ‘Tarachand’. Also, the colloquial language, 
proverb and rural lifestyle are essential parts of 
his creations. Same is the case with other Saangis.

Types of Saang:

At its initial stage Saang was classified into 
two types: 

• One type was of hymns which later 
transformed into Rasleela and Ramleela.

• Another type of Saangs were those that carry 
themes of day to day life and appeal to the 
other senses rather than the religious ones. 
All mythological, historical and social folk 
theatres come into this category. 

Shankar Lal Yadav also mentions two 
different kinds of styles Hathras and Rohtaki 
(Yadav, 387) in his book Haryana Ka Loksahitya.

Today, there are mainly five major Types 
of the Saangs that can be named after the 
propagators:

• Pandit Lakhmichand

• Pandit Mangeram

• Baje Bhagat

• Dhanpat Singh

• Ram Kishan Vyas 

Comparison between Bhaand Pather and 
Saang

Haryana and Kashmir carry different kinds of 
identity. The former is known for its prosperity, 
while the latter is known for its scenic beauty and 
various precious dry fruits. Also, Kashmir has 
always been a centre of attraction for rulers and 
always carried a turbulent and painful history. 
The things become the central themes of the folk 
theatres of both these areas. 

Similarities between Bhand Pather and 
Saang

• The meaning of both the theatres can be 
said similar to a certain extent. As discussed 
above, both these words are distinct words 



Upstream Research International Journal (URIJ) ISSN 2321 –0567
A Peer Reviewed Refereed Indexed Journal Vol. V, Issue IV (Oct.- 2017)

Upstream Research International Journal (URIJ) ISSN 2321 –0567
Approved by UGC New Delhi Vol. V, Issue IV (Oct.- 2017)
Website: www.eupstream.com Impact Factor: 1.024 : IC Value:6.48

for same meaning, which is an imitation of 
a character or something.

• Both dramas begin with invocation and 
end with Gods’/Goddesses’ blessings. It 
is always an important part for all theatre 
performances.

• The character of a clown/jester is also found 
in both the dramas.  In Kashmiri theatre, this 
character is known as ‘Bacchakot’, but in 
Haryanvi theatre however, this character is 
not given any distinct name but it is among 
the other performers and he comes at every 
occasion to collect the offerings.

• An element of humor or satire always 
remains an integral part in both the theatres.

• In terms of theme, the story of Kauravas 
and Pandavas can also be seen in the 
performance of both these theatres.

• Music and dance also remain an integral part 
of these dramas and generally both of them 
start with the play of musical instruments. 

• In both, the performers are considered very 
pious kind of person. And people respect 
them and ask them for prayers for the well 
being of society. 

Dissimilarities between Bhand Pather 
and Saang:

•	 Theme and Content: As both the theatres 
belong to the distinct geographical areas, 
so the difference in their themes is natural. 
In Haryanvi Saang, most of the renowned 
Saangs are mythological and almost every 
Saang represents the history of this region 
like – ‘Harishchandra’, ‘Keechak Vadh’, 
‘Cheer Parva’, ‘Krishan Janam’ etc. On 
the other hand, the themes of Bhand Pather 
manifest a painful story of its turbulent past. 
Most of the themes revolve around the cruel 

kings and mean merchants who ruthlessly 
killed or tortured to the people of Kashmir. 
‘Dard Pather’, ‘Raje Pather’, ‘Bakarwal 
Pather’, and ‘Angrez Pather’ etc. are some 
famous Pathers. 

•	 Occasion of Performance: Although 
the time of performance of both these 
theatres was chosen in a way that most 
of the common folk were found free to 
actually relish the show, but there were 
certain special occasions too when these 
performances took place. In Kashmir, it 
used to be a tradition that ‘bhands’ were 
invited twice a year on certain occasions. 
They were looked at by all respectfully and 
offered certain offerings in terms of money, 
clothes and eatables. About Haryanvi Saang 
it is said that there was hardly any marriage 
in rich or middle clans where Saang was not 
performed. And at times the marriages were 
solemnized on the bet of whosoever would 
bring the greatest ‘saangi’. Though Saangs 
were performed usually on festivals, but 
at other times also whenever the agrarian 
society of Haryana got free time from their 
tough life of agriculture, they called these 
performers for a Saang show. One very 
important distinction in both is that Bhand 
Pather is performed in day time and its 
duration also does not exceed more than 
one hour. On the other hand, Saang is mostly 
performed in the evenings and at times, it 
is performed for the whole night for two or 
three days.        

•  Medium/Mode: These theatres are 
different from each other in terms of 
medium. Whereas Bhand Pather is in the 
form of dialogues, Haryanvi Saang is a 
metrical play and is in verse form always. 
Prose form is also there but only at certain 
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points.  Music plays an important role 
in both the performances but the music 
of Bhand Pather is different from that of 
Haryanvi Saang, because it is ‘Sufiyana’ 
music and generally performed at a very 
low and soft pitch. On the other hand, the 
beauty of Haryanvi music is its high pitch. 
Even the instruments used in both these 
performances are also different from each 
other. In Bhand Pather – ‘surnai’, ‘dhol’, 
‘nagara’ and ‘taal hur’ are basic elements, 
but in Saang, there is a large variety in 
musical instruments like – ‘dhol’, ‘nagara’, 
‘damru’, ‘duff’, ‘khanjari’, ‘khadtaal’, ‘gadha’, 
‘chimta’, ‘gungru’, ‘sarangi’, ‘bansuri’, ‘algoja 
jodi’, ‘shehnai’, ‘shankh’, ‘tasha’, ‘been’, and 
‘jhanj’. Kashmiri theatre has two distinct 
items which one never finds in Haryanvi 
theatre – one is ‘Koodar’ (long whip made of 
dry stem of bhang plant that looks like a thick 
rope which is forked at its tip). Another is a 
‘split bamboo stick’ that makes great sound 
making the subjects more dramatic. ‘Chhok’ 
dance of Kashmir performed during the 
drama is also of different from Saang where 
no such group dance takes place. 

•	 Venue/Stage: Stage is also different in 
both the performances. In Haryanvi Saang, 
the stage is a raised platform in the centre 
and audience can sit around it. In Kashmiri 
theatre, no proper stage is there; any plain 
area where a large throng can be gathered 
becomes the performance venue. 

•	 Participants: In a standard Haryanvi folk 
theatre, there are sixteen performers and in 
Kashmiri theatre, there are just four to six 
members. In Bhand Pather, the performers 
are specifically from the ‘bhand’ community 
who belong to the ‘Gharanadar’ families 
of ‘Wathora’ except one Brahmin family 

from Akingam. The composer or one can 
say ‘mahagun’ (a person who attributes a 
lot of quality), is a reincarnation of Bharat’s 
‘sutradhar’  is from ‘Mahaguni tola’. The 
participation and role in Kashmiri theatre 
is family specific (tola). Haryanvi theatre 
is not caste specific and it is seen that most 
of the renowned composers were ‘Pandits’ 
or of some other caste including the bhand 
ones. Duties are also not family specific in 
Haryanvi theatre. It is always a collaborative 
effort of all.     

•	 Performance/Recitation: Both these folk 
theatres are different from each other in 
terms of their style of performance. Bhand 
Pather is generally in dialogic form and 
performance specific in nature where the 
complete interest of the audience is focused 
on their physical activity.  On the other hand, 
Saangs are metrical plays generally recitative 
in nature. 

•	 Costumes and Make-up: Costumes play 
an important role in Kashmiri theatre. Each 
participant wears a costume according to his 
role in the performance, but in Haryanvi 
theatre, the performers are in casual dresses. 
In a Saang, even the roles can be exchanged 
according to the need of the story and an 
actor who is performing the role of the king 
can also perform the role of a servant. In 
Kashmiri theatre, there is a very less scope 
of this kind of exchange.

•	 Structure: The performance in a theatre is 
always well structured and definitely carries 
a beginning, middle and an end. There is 
also generally a preface and an epilogue. But 
Bhand Pather is not episodic and generally 
finishes in about one hour; but Saangs are 
generally episodic. It is performed for a 
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long duration of two or three days. Another 
difference in the structure is that in Bhand 
Pather – while the basic theme remains the 
same but the script and dialogues change at 
each performance; but Saang is performed 
on a specific script and words remain the 
same at each performance. Saang is in poetry 
form and any discrepancy in words loses its 
complete essence. 

After studying Bhand Pather and Saang in 
detail, one fully agrees with the view that the 
folklore of one area shares some similarities with 
the other, but many differences are also found 
there. It is understandable because each area 
has its own distinct history, traditions, rituals, 
notions and geographical backgrounds that play 

an important role in building up and nourishing 
its folklore. 
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