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Abstract
The term ‘bahurupi’ refers to the wandering folk performers- who delineate diverse
characters, mostly mythological in nature, such as Lord Shiva, Lord Krishna, Goddess Kali,
and Hanuman. Bahurupi is a dying folk art form that was once the predominant agrarian
entertainment even a few decades ago. The bahurupis belong to the ‘Bedia’ (byadh)
community (a Scheduled Tribe (ST) community) who were mainly hunters and used to
catch birds and sell them in the market. In course of time, these nomads have turned
themselves into bahurupi performers who tend to amuse people by camouflaging
themselves into different characters. Their art form is also called ‘chameleon art’ because
of their ability to reverse the social hierarchy by camouflaging their real identities. Mask,
costume and Make-Up enable them to camouflage their real identity and appear mostly as
the characters of Ramayana, Mahabharata, and other epics. They are treated as
untouchables, but during their performances, they metamorphose themselves into gods
and goddesses and at that moment, the audience starts interacting with them. So, the
disguise helps to reduce caste and class discrimination and overturn the social hierarchy.
This carnival period is their second life where they can fully express themselves and forget
their real identities. So, this paper will elucidate the bahurupi culture, their origin and
transformation and how the camouflage enables these wandering performers to earn their
livelihood. It will also explore the importance of Carnivalesque in the lives of the lower-

class Bahurupis as they enjoy a certain amount of acceptability during their performances.

Keywords: Bahurupi, Bedia, Camouflage, Carnivalesque, Social hierarchy, Identity,

Performativity.
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Introduction:

Bengal'’s folklore is affluent with various traditions, customs and cultural heritage that
fascinate people through various art forms. One such art form is polymorphism-
represented by bahurupis- the wandering folk performers- who limn diverse
characters, mostly mythological in nature. Bahurupi is a dying folk art form that was
once the predominant agrarian entertainment even a few decades ago. Today, a
bahurupi is dark-skinned Kali, tomorrow he is blue-faced Shiva, or he may appear as
Ardhanarishvara. This is the life of a bahurupi; he lives in many faces, in many shades
and colours. They are the birds of passage who delineate various characters which are
mostly mythological in nature like Kali, Tara, Shiva, and Krishna. They are the street
performers who embrace disguises to amuse the agrarian folks. They dress themselves
in conspicuous costumes of mainly the Hindu gods and goddesses and embellish their
faces with dazzling and spectacular Make-Up and thereby, they metamorphose
themselves into different characters from Hindu epics. They put on their costumes and
do their makeover which are changed every day according to the characters they will
enact and roam around the villages performing and recreating the stories from the
epics. They also employ props, masks and other accessories to heighten their
performances. As they are considered as the lower-class section of society, this art of
disguise becomes convenient for reducing caste and class discrimination in ad interim.
So, the very idea of camouflaging oneself into a God from a human being renders to
theme of carnivalesque and their ‘carnival life’ provides them the opportunity to escape
the morbid reality. They saunter from village to village to perform and accept food,
money, clothes etc. from the audience. In past, the bahurupis were a familiar sight on
the street, but now this form of entertainment is gradually diminishing because of the

easy availability of newer forms of entertainment like television, cinema, internet. Now,
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they perform during a few festivals like Charak, Holi, Ram Navami, Bengali New Year.
So, one day he is disguised as a mythological god or goddess, but he may also take the
disguise of a police officer, a housewife, a saint or a tiger or a lion. This is called a
bahurupi- the mimic man of many faces. This is the lives of these wandering folk
performers. In return for his performance, he receives contributions from the
spectators but it is not considered as begging. This is the way of living by masquerading

as a necessity. This is also the modus operandi of preserving this gradually diminishing

art form of bahurupi.

Figure 2. A child artist in the guise of Lord Shiva.
The Bedias:
The bahurupis belong to the ‘Bedia’ (byadh) community whose primary
profession was hunting. The Bedias are a Scheduled Tribe (ST) community who are
mainly found in Eastern India. They were mainly hunters and used to catch birds and

sell them in the market. They are considered low in the social hierarchy and they were
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restricted from other occupations like farming, and weaving. After the enactment of
forest law, they are forced to renounce their hunting profession and they switched to
other professions like snake charmers, monkey charmers, and herbal medicine sellers.
It is rumoured that a Bedia guard was employed at a zamindar’s house and he watched
a stage performance of a ‘noti’ (a trained actor). After watching this performance, the
guard was so overwhelmed that he taught this to the people of his community and
bahurupi tradition came into existence from this. They were nomadic people but in
course of time, a lot of changes have occurred in their lifestyle. They started to amuse
people by transfiguring themselves into different characters by taking recourse to
camouflage. The bahurupi art is also called ‘chameleon art’ because of their ability to
reverse the social hierarchy by camouflaging their real identities.

Myth Related to Their Origin:

The term ‘Bahurupi’ is originated from the Sanskrit word ‘Bahu’ (many) and
‘Rupa’ (form), meaning one who changes his form. It is one of the earliest forms of
recreation in ancient India and the meaning of the term dates back to the ancient period
when bahurupis used to work for the kings as spies to gather information from the
enemies. The references to bahurupis can also be found in Jataka tales (circa 4th century
BCE). We can encounter various stories related to their origin. Sometimes, it is called
that King Jarasandha of Magadh was their forefather. In another version, it is told that
they are the descendants of monkey king Bali who was killed by Lord Rama to make
Sugriva as the king of the monkeys but Rama also promised him that he would kill Rama
in his next life. It is believed that Bali was reborn as a byadh and kills Krishna. Another
story tells that Kalketu, the byadh of Chandimangal is their ancestor. There are multiple
versions of the stories of their origin but every version denotes their ‘otherness’ and
lower social strata. In Ain-I-Akbari, we find references to the bahurupis who used to
entertain people by taking different disguises. But they are not probably the ancestors
of bahurupis of Bengal. The bahurupi performers are the lower caste Hindus who can
still be found in many villages. But in course of time, because of the hardship of the
profession, many bahurupis have switched to different professions and some of them
have turned themselves into farmers. In West Bengal, they initially identify themselves
with the Kurmis but later they pleaded for their inclusion into the Scheduled Tribe

category. So, the narrative of their origin is not a singular one and they have
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transformed themselves from purely nomads to semi-nomadic folk performers.

Mask and Make-Up: Means of Camouflage:

Mask and Make-Up act as means of camouflage in bahurupi art form. Camouflage
is a tactic that is used to mask one’s identity, location and movement. Bahurupis take
recourse to masks and makeovers for their performances. A mask is used to
metamorphose into another self by concealing the real one and Make-Up is used to
highlight and enhance their performances. We encounter the bahurupis transforming
themselves into mainly the Hindu Gods and Goddesses by dint of shimmering, eye-
catching costumes and Make-Up. For Make-Up, they mainly use zinc oxide, alaktaka
liquid, vermilion powder, coconut oil, vaseline etc. Their Make-Up boxes contain so
many things like- daggers, guns, knives, false arms and heads, rubber snakes, dolls,
flutes, drums, and masks of various animals. So, these cosmetics and masks help them to
mask up their real identity and give them the opportunity to portray their second self

before the world.

B S
Figure 4. A child bahurupi artist is being painted.

Tales Told by the Bahurupis:
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Their art form owns a cultural distinctiveness, it is not merely a means of

sustenance. They entertain people by frightening them, playing jokes, making mock
fights etc. For most performances, there is a story and a bahurupi does his costume and
makeover accordingly. He has to learn jumping, dancing, acrobatics and also the art of
polyglottery for his performances. He receives training from his guru for this art. They
mostly enact the tales from Ramayana, Mahabharata and other epics. They do not follow
any written script instead they depend on their oral narratives. Religion is closely
associated with their performances as dressing up as Hindu Gods and Goddesses
becomes helpful for earning money. If a bahurupi performs dressed up as Shiva or Kali,
he will be easily able to attract the audience and the audience will provide him with
some money and seek blessing from him. Mostly performed epic characters are Lord
Rama, Ravana, Lord Krishna, Lord Shiva, Goddess Kali, Tara Maa, Lord Hanuman, and
Ardhanarishvara. Dressing up as animals like tiger, langur, lion, bear is also common.
They mainly perform during festivals like Durga Puja, Kali Puja, Charak. Now, they also
use film songs and jokes in their performances to attract the audience. Nowadays, they
also perform at weddings and birthday parties to amuse the guests and they dress up as
Charlie Chaplin, birds, animals and some other cartoon characters. Through their
performances, they also provide progressive messages like the abolition of child

marriage, pandemic, global warming etc.

Figure 5. Two bahurupis in the disguise of Rama and Lakshman narrating stories from

the Ramayana.
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Figure 7. A man dressed up as the Hindu God Hanuman is performing in a village.

The Effectiveness of Camouflage:

Many of the bahurupis have changed their profession because of the meagre
income and hardship. But, some of them are still continuing with this profession. It’s
crucial enough to discuss the necessity and effectiveness of camouflage of the
bahurupis.

¢ [Initially they were the hunters, their work was to trap birds and sell them in the
market. Therefore, they did not have the skill of agricultural work or other skills.

So, after the enforcement of forest law, they switched to the performative art of

bahurupi culture. It was easier for them to learn the art of bahurupi. Previously,
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they were nomads, so they continued their habit of wandering from village to
village and earning their living.

e They mostly take the disguises of the Hindu Gods and Goddesses as religiosity
becomes helpful for them to earn their livelihood. They are the lower-class
people but when they camouflage their identity with the help of masks and
Make-Up, spectators forget the caste demarcation and segregation temporarily
and mingle themselves with the bahurupis. So, the camouflage of Gods and
Goddesses offers the bahurupis a social acceptance for the time being.

e They are treated as untouchables; they are not allowed inside the houses of
upper-class people. So, they feel uncomfortable in the company of the upper-
class sections of society. But during their performances, they metamorphose
themselves into gods and goddesses and at that moment, the audience starts
interacting with them. So, the disguise helps to reduce the discrimination of caste
and class. This disguise offers them a second life where they can escape the harsh

reality and emancipate themselves from the shackles of caste barriers.

Camouflaging the Carnivalesque:
Mikhail Bakhtin in Rabelais and His World (trans. 1984), propounds the idea of
‘carnivalesque’.
‘This literary mode parallels the flouting of authority and temporary
inversion of social hierarchies that, in many cultures, are permitted
during a season of carnival. The literary work does so by introducing a
mingling of voices from diverse social levels that are free to mock and
subvert authority, to flout social norms by ribaldry, and to exhibit various
ways of profaning what is ordinarily regarded as sacrosanct.” (Abrams
and Harpham 86)
Carnival is the laughter, the bodily, the parody, the ugly and the so-called ‘low’.
Laughter, clowning and bodily functions are part of carnival as official culture does not
sanction them. So, the carnival is the eventual other, it escapes control and
classification. Bakhtin speaks for the need for subversion of the established order.

«

Bakhtin defines carnival as- “... it marked the suspension of all hierarchical rank,

privileges, norms, and prohibitions. Carnival was the true feast of time, the feast of
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becoming, change, and renewal” (Bakhtin 10).

Carnival overturns the established social order temporarily and it allows people of all
classes to interact freely. The behaviour which is not accepted in normal life is
legitimized during carnival. It also removes the discrimination between high and low.
Bakhtin states that carnival offers people a second life which is full of laughter, banter

and amusement and in the second life, a person can express him/her fully-

‘...all were considered equal during carnival. Here... a special form of free
and familiar contact reigned among people who were usually divided by

the barriers of caste, property, profession, and age.” (Bakhtin 10)

Bahurupi culture can also be analyzed in the light of ‘carnivalesque’. Their main
purpose is to entertain and amuse the audience and for that purpose, they camouflage
their real identities with the help of masks and make-up. During their performances,
they decorate themselves with the costumes of Gods and Goddesses. In their real life,
they are the lower-class people of the society and they are not allowed to mingle with
the upper-class people. But, during their performances, they are allowed to interact
with the upper-class sections and the spectators also seek blessing from them
considering them as the incarnation of gods. So, their transformation into Gods and
Goddesses with the help of costumes and makeover helps them to overturn the social
hierarchy and emancipate themselves from the shackles of casteism. This carnival
period is their second life where they can fully express themselves and forget their real
identities.

Mask plays an important role in overturning the social hierarchy and
camouflaging the real identity of a bahurupi. The costumes, Make-Up, and masks act as
means to conceal their real selves and enjoy the second life.

‘...it (the mask) rejects conformity to oneself. The mask is related to

transition, metamorphoses, the violation of natural boundaries, to

mockery and familiar nicknames. It contains the playful element of life; it

is based on a peculiar interrelation of reality and image, characteristic of

the most ancient rituals and spectacles.” (Bakhtin 40)
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In normal life, a bahurupi is regarded as untouchable and he experiences segregation
and discrimination. But during the carnival, the difference between a bahurupi and the
audience is annihilated. He can freely interact with the audience. He gets the freedom to
enjoy his carnival life and escape the harsh reality.

Conclusion:

This once popular rural art form is now disappearing in the age of extreme
globalization. In course of time, newer forms of entertainment like television, internet,
radio have captured the field of older art forms. The changing taste of the audience has
pushed the bahurupis to move on to other fields. The once-popular folk-art form is now
the dying art form. The popularity of the mass media, modernization and lack of
patronage have tolled its death knell. Many of the bahurupis have switched to different
professions and migrated to urban areas and the bahurupi families are not at all eager
to allow their children to continue with this profession because of the hardship of this
profession. In an interview with VillageSquare.in, Chabi Chowdury, a 45-year-old

woman artist tells-

‘There were days when people touched our feet and took blessings
though they knew we were just dressed as gods and goddesses. But things
have changed now and it’s painful that some have even begun to look

down upon as beggars.’

They also blame the state govt. for their precarious situation. The state govt. has
introduced Lokprasar Prakalpo Scheme and assured to grant one thousand rupees per
month but most of the performers do not have the retainer card and so, they do not
even get the minimum amount of grant. They were also promised to give at least two
shows per month but all are just promises; nothing has been changed. Still, there are
some performers who are trying their best to preserve the age-old art form. They have
also collaborated with theatre artists, musicians, and puppeteers to make their
performances more innovative for present-day spectators. But, if the younger
generations do not take the initiative for perpetuating the dying art form, this unique

and fascinating art form will dissipate into oblivion.
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