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Abstract - RGmalila a popular form of traditional theatre in the state of Odisha. It provides a
detailed analysis of the historical evolution of RGmalild and its unique features that distinguish
it from other forms of theatre. The paper also delves into the various aspects of Ramalilg,
including its music, dance, and elaborate stage design. The research paper focuses on the
theatrical tradition of Rdmalila in the Indian state of Odisha. It explores the history and evolution
of this popular form of traditional theatre, and its unique features and characteristics that set it
apart from other forms of theatre. The paper delves into the music, dance, and stage design that
are integral to RAmalild, and how they contribute to the overall experience of the performance.
The author also examines the social and cultural significance of RGmalild, and how it has been
used as a medium for cultural expression and social commentary. Through this research, the
author aims to promote a deeper understanding and appreciation of RGmalild as an important
component of Odisha's rich cultural heritage.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Ramalila is a popular form of traditional theatre that has been a part of the theatrical tradition in the Indian
state of Odisha for centuries. The term 'Ramalld’ literally means the ‘play of Rama), referring to the epic
Hindu mythological character Rdma, and his story as told in the epic poem, the RGmayana. RAmalia is
typically performed during the festival of RGma Navami, which commemorates the birth of RGma, and is
also performed during other festivals throughout the year. The performances are usually held in open-air
theatres called ‘pandals’, which temporary structures are made of bamboo, thatched roofs, and decorated
with colorful cloths and lights. The performance of RGmalila is a collaborative effort, with actors, musicians,
and dancers all playing an important role in bringing the story to life. The musical aspect of Ramalla is
particularly noteworthy, with traditional Odissi music and instruments such as the mardala, dholak, and
cymbals being used to create a mesmerizing soundscape.

The actors in Ramalla usually wear elaborate costumes and makeup to depict the various characters from
the Rdmayana, such as RaGma, Sitd, Laksmana, and Ravana. The performances are marked by intricate
dance sequences, dramatic dialogues, and impressive stunts and acrobatics, all of which make for a
captivating experience for the audience.  In addition to its entertainment value, Rdmalild also has a
significant cultural and social significance in Odisha. It serves as a medium for cultural expression and
social commentary, with themes such as morality, justice, and the triumph of good over evil being explored
in the performances. Overall, RGmalia is a vibrant and captivating form of traditional theatre that continues
to be an important part of Odisha's rich cultural heritage.
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2. RAMAKATHA IN SCULPTURE, PAINTING AND LITERATURE

When the character ‘Rdma’ was known in the Odia speaking regions is in question. However, he was in local
folklore and his lllas became conspicuous in temple architecture and paintings of Odisha. Stories of the
RGmayana, i.e, Abduction of Sitd, Friendship between Rdma and Sugriva, Death of Bali, Monkes and Bears
Engaged in the Making of Setubandha and images of Hanuman, Sugriva, Jatdyu, Marica, Surpanakhd,
Mayamrga and many more are elaborately chiseled on the panels of temples between eighth and fifteenth
century AD!

Fig -1: Svarnajalesvar Temple, 8th Century

During those days there was also the tradition of decorating temple walls and domes with the images of
epic and purdnic characters and deities. But these sculptures have been victims of the vagaries of harsh
clime over a long period of time. And, they fail to say the exact time they were born. Colour- paintings seen
on the walls of Jagannath temple, another small Jaganndtha temple at Manikarnikdsahi, Gangamatha,
Bada Odidmatha at Puri are age- old witness of the name Radma. There are few other temples; i.e,
Viraficinarayana temple (18th century A.D., Buguda), Srikurma temple (18th century, Odisha and Andhra
boarder), Jagannatha temple (19th century, Dharakot) where facets of Ramar’s life are diligently painted.?

Fig -2: Wall -painting, Viraficindrayana temple, Guguda
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Fig -3: Wall Painting, Bada Odidmatha, Puri

Besides, RGma is also enlivened on the surface of palm- leafs and patas (specially made clothes) indicate
typical style of Odishan paintings. The oldest palm- leaf manuscript is Gitagovinda of Jayadev where the
text is scribed along with illustrations on lines and colours by Dhanafjaya in 17th century A.D. Though this is
a text about eternal love affairs between Radha (Prakruti) and Krsna (Purusa), RGma is invoked as seventh
incarnation of Parambramha among the rest.3

Fig -4: Palm-Leaf Painting, Gitagovinda, Fighting between Rdma and Ravana

Further, patacitra have a history of more than five hundred years where lives of gods and goddesses are
painted on the surface of specially made clothes.
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Fig -5: Pata Painting, Puri, Ahalyg Udharana, Puri

However, there seem to be a striking resemblance among all the three different styles of painting, i.e. mural
painting, palm- leaf manuscript and pata- painting. Most of them are profile-shaped having sharp outlines
to illustrate the contour of different parts of body, heavy costume, jewelries and motifs of flowers, creepers,
leafs, animals and birds are neatly elaborated. And, the artist’s favorite colours are usually black, blue and
red.®

The writing of the Rdmayana across India took new course in eleventh century A.D. The forerunners amongst
the galaxy of poets are Kompan, Rangandtha and Sarald Dasa — the great trio who translated the Sanskrit
text into Tamil, Telugu and Odia languages respectively.® They started reconstructing the classic in their
own way to make the natives aware of their status as human beings. These poets are honored as the strong
voice of protest against Brahmnic hegemony and are regarded as great champions of a society of fellow-
feeling and good- governance.

However, it is the fact that the philosophers, pundits, creative artistes and practitioners of different schools
of religion, such as, the Jainas, the Buddhists, the Saktas, the Shaivaits and the Vaishnavites have been
reinterpreting the master text through various genres and languages as suited to their ideology.” A.N. Jani
has prepared an exhaustive list of the Rdmayanas in Sanskrit of varied ideology.® However, scholars of
different schools of religion, dalits and women have also questioned RGma’s attitude towards women and
the people at the lowest strata of the society and have alleged the RGmayana as the voice of Brahmanical
hegemony.?® Interestingly, when Kampan and Tulasi Dds see Rama as nirgunabrahma, the
Rasikasampraddya conceives him not as a hero, but an icon of love and lust in nature.™ The RGmayana
has also been transported to south- east Asian countries and Sri Lanka, Japan and surprisingly it embraced
regional cultures, religious beliefs, languages and literatures.” But Darius L Swann’s comments that the
RGmayana is,” the voice of Hindu society” and “the vision of what national life might be”. In my opinion this
seems to be a wrong interpretation.”? This is, rather, a grand narrative of humanistic ideals and ideal
statesmanship.
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Looking at the textual diversities and varied philosophical discourses, Paula Richman has rightly pointed
out that their differences intrigue us because they testify to the diversities of Indian culture, indicating that
throughout history multiple voices were heard within the Ramayana tradition®. And the narratives of the
texts developed in later period are not faithful to Valmilki, but articulation of social aspirations and
ideological concerns of various social groups. The Ramayanas of Odisa should be discussed on the basis
of aforesaid concept.

Among the north-east Indian languages, Sarald happens to be the first translator of Valmiiki's Ramayana
as Vicitra Rdmayana — a product of contemporary socio-cultural and political milieu. This text is unique for
two reasons; first, the poet has authored the narratives of the Rdmadyana in flash-back style remarkable in
episodes of “Sita in exile in Valmilki's ashRGma” and second, in the story of the cowherd couple quarrelling
among themselves. Hearing an unpleasant remark on her chastity by the husband, the enraged milk-maid
flared in rage and retaliated strongly saying that blaming one’s wife who uses to move around village
streets selling milk and at times making pleasant gossip with other male folk for the purpose would rather
be appreciated, than blamed. And, she can never a Sitd relishing the arrogance of her husband Rama for
no fault of hers' There is another text available as Vilankd Ramayana whose authorship is in question. This
text speaks of the atrocity of Sahashrasira, a thousand-headed demon king of Vilanka. On the request of
the devatas ( gods), Rama along with Laksmana and Hanumana went to Vilanka to punish the demon, but
they failed. And, in the end, Sita could effortlessly overpower and killed the demon. This text bears likeness
to Advuta Ramayana, a piece of work in which Sakti has been portrayed as the primordial deity, the symbol
of eternal womanhood and the energy that controls the happenings of the whole universe.® Besides,
Sarald’s weakness for the Rdmayana is also exposed in his great work the Mahdabharata where Ramakatha
is narrated in brief in Banaparva.® But the crux of Sarald’s creative excellence lies in looking into the
properties of the universe, both the nonliving and the living and his humanly approach helps the people of
all walks of life understanding the reality of worldly living. In later years, Odisha witnesses Sarald’s
ideological praxis manifesting through the works of Bala RGma Dadsa, Arjuna Ddsa, Dhanafjaya Bhanija,
Upendra Bhafija and many others in different genres?

3. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the RGmalila tradition of Odisha is a significant cultural and religious practice that has been
passed down through generations. This tradition is centered on the retelling of the Hindu epic Ramayana
through musical performances, which often involve colorful costumes, elaborate sets, and lively dances.
The Ramalila tradition of Odisha has deep roots in the state's history and is an essential part of the region’s
cultural heritage. The tradition has evolved over time, incorporating new elements and adapting to
changing social contexts. Today, it continues to be a popular form of entertainment and a way for people
to connect with their cultural and religious roots. Despite the challenges posed by modernization and
changing social mores, the Ramalla tradition of Odisha remains a vibrant and important part of the state’'s
cultural landscape. Its enduring popularity is a testament to its significance and the deep connections it
fosters between people and their traditions.
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