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° Modernity Devouring the Arts

Fading Away Amidst the Clamor
of TV and Social Media

HS &b

Lack of Patronage and Financial Hardships

Bép rguaotl ol
S0GE3524136, BODEE5EEA0

Youth Turning to Alternative Professions

State Government Measures to Revive the Arts

rF'a_

o Seeking New Avenues Due
to Lack of Income

® Lack of Creativity Adapted to Modern
Times is a Key Reason

® Survival Depends on Evolving with

the Times

Hyderabad,
Neti Dhathri :
Folk arts stand as living

Rapidly Disappearing Due to Lack of Public Interest

testaments to Telangana’s
culture and traditions.
Significant folk art forms—
such as Chindu
Bhagavotham, Tholu

Bommalata (shadow puppetry), Golla Suddulu, Oggu Katha,
Burra Katha/Sarada Kathalu, and Kolatam—have entertained
and educated rural communities for centuries. Today, however,
they are on the verge of extinction due to the influence of
modern technology (mobile phones, the internet, television)
and cinema, alongside a lack of public patronage.

Chindu Bhagavotham

This is the most popular form of street theatre in Telangana. A
blend of music, dance, and drama, this art form has been
severely impacted by the dominance of mass media and now
faces the threat of extinction. Chindu Bhagavotham (or Chindu
Yakshaganam) is, in fact, an ancient and distinctive form of folk
street theatre in Telangana’s culture. Dating back to the 2nd
century BCE, this magnificent art form blends dance, music,
dialogue, and colorful costumes. It has enjoyed immense
popularity for centuries in Telangana districts such as Nizamabad,
Adilabad, and Warangal. In Telugu, the word ‘Chindu’ signifies
leaping or taking rhythmic steps; during the performance, artists
advance the narrative while performing these rhythmic leaps
on stage. The artists belong to the ‘Chindu Madiga’ community
(a sub-caste of the Madigas), a marginalized section of society;
at one time, this art form was exclusive to their community. As
these plays are predominantly performed during the day, they
are also known as ‘Pagati Bhagavotham’ (Daytime
Bhagavotham). The performances primarily depict episodes from
the Srimad Bhagavatam, Ramayana, and Mahabharata. By
dramatizing the incarnations of Lord Vishnu—particularly the
divine exploits of Lord Krishna—the artists impart a sense of
devotion and social morality to rural audiences. The performers
wear elaborate makeup (using bold yellow, red, and white
colors), large mustaches, and crowns, along with striking
costumes. In the past, these troupes would travel from village
to village for nearly eight months of the year, setting up
temporary camps to stage their plays. During the monsoon
season, however, the artists would work as agricultural laborers
or engage in other occupations. Historically, women did not
appear on stage; consequently, men would dress as women
and portray female characters with remarkable expressive skill.
The name most synonymous with Chindu Bhagavotham is
Chindu Yellamma (1914-2005). Hailing from Nizamabad district,
she brought national recognition to this folk art form through
her extraordinary acting and vocal prowess. She elevated this
Dalit art form—once confined to villages—to prestigious stages
like Ravindra Bharati, earning it great respect in society. More
recently, Chindu Yakshaganam artist Gaddam Sammayya has
also gained significant acclaim in this field. Today, however, the
art form is fading into oblivion due to a lack of financial support
and the failure of the younger generation to undergo training.
Nevertheless, the Telangana state government is making efforts
to revive the art by inviting *Chindu Bhagavotham* troupes to
perform at various cultural festivals.

Tholubommalata (Leather Shadow Puppetry)

This magnificent visual art form—in which stories from the
Ramayana and Mahabharata are enacted on a screen using
leather puppets illuminated from behind—is today on the verge
of extinction. Tholubommalata is an ancient and extraordinary
‘shadow puppetry’ art form deeply rooted in the culture of the
Telugu states (Telangana and Andhra Pradesh). With origins
dating back to the 3rd century BCE, it was once the primary
medium for imparting knowledge and entertainment to rural
communities in the era before radio, television, and cinema. It
is called ‘Tholubommalata’ because it involves a performance
(‘ata”) using puppets made of ‘tholu’ (leather). Goat or sheep
skin is used to craft these puppets; the skin is first thoroughly
cleaned and thinned until it becomes translucent, allowing light
to pass through. Images of gods, demons, and kings are drawn
on the skin and painted using vibrant, natural colors. To enable
movement, the puppets are cut into separate limbs and body
parts, which are then joined together with strings. A large
white cotton cloth is set up as a screen on the stage, and high-
intensity light sources (traditionally castor oil lamps) are placed
behind it. Artists stand behind the screen, rhythmically
manipulating the puppets using sticks and strings, while the
audience delights in watching the colorful shadows cast upon
the screen. These performances primarily feature heroic tales
from the Ramayana (such as Sundarakanda, Lanka Dahanam,
and Mahiravana Charitra and the Mahabharata). To entertain
the audience amidst these grand mythological narratives, local
comic characters like ‘*Ketugadu’ and ‘Bangarakka’ are introduced
to deliver jokes about contemporary social issues. Shadow
puppetry is not merely about puppets; it is a confluence of
various art forms, including painting, music, dance, sculpture,
and a captivating storytelling style. From behind the screen,

Modern Lifestyles and Habits Contrasting Sharply
with the Artistic Way of Life

artists play instruments like the dholak and harmonium, modulate
their voices to suit the characters, and sing songs and verses.
With the rise of digital entertainment, the popularity of these
performances has significantly declined. Consequently, to sustain
their livelihoods and keep the art form alive, artists are adapting
to the modern market by creating beautiful leather lamp shades,
wall hangings, paintings, and home décor items alongside
traditional puppets.

Golla Suddulu

Storytellers from the Yadav community convey moral lessons
and historical tales to society through Golla Suddulu. The current
generation shows little interest in these performances. Golla
Suddulu is a unique form of folk storytelling that was once
immensely popular in the rural regions of Telangana and Andhra
Pradesh. In Telugu folk terminology, ‘Suddi’ signifies ‘news,” a
‘message,’ or ‘words of wisdom.”‘Golla Suddulu’ is a performance
art form in which artists from the Yadava (Golla) community
impart moral lessons to society by narrating stories through a
rhythmic blend of song and dialogue. Let us explore the key
features of this art form, which once served as a primary medium
for both entertainment and fostering social awareness in rural
areas.

Typically, the performance involves three individuals: a lead
narrator (the Suddulu teller) and two support artists who provide
backing vocals, inject humor, and help drive the narrative
forward. Traditional instruments—such as chiruthalu (wooden
clappers fitted with small bells), a small dholak, or a bell—are
used to maintain the rhythm during the storytelling. The artists
perform with great enthusiasm, wearing headscarves (turbans)
and ankle bells, while holding a stick and dancing as they sing
the story. Their repertoire primarily includes the exploits of Lord
Krishna, the legends of the Yadava hero Katamaraju, tales
regarding cattle herding, and devotional stories. During the
freedom struggle and in the subsequent period, Golla Suddulu
served as a powerful tool to raise public awareness about
contemporary social issues such as superstition, literacy, family
planning, and environmental conservation. Although Golla
Suddulu and Burra Katha (also known as Sharada Kathalu) may
appear similar at first glance, there are subtle differences in
their performance styles. The Tambura and Gummeta serve as
the primary musical instruments in Burrakatha. In Golla Suddulu,
the Chirutalu (clappers) are the main instrument, and the
narratives strongly reflect Yadav culture, their way of life, and
rural dialects. Like many other folk art forms, Golla Suddulu has
reached the verge of extinction due to changing times; however,
some artists are still striving to keep the art form alive through
cultural performances and by promoting government welfare
schemes.

Oggu Katha

This heroic dance-narrative art form, in which stories of Shiva-
Parvati and Lord Mallanna are recounted to the rhythmic beat of
the damarukam (a small hand-held drum known as Oggu), is
currently confined to only a few regions. ‘Oggu Katha’ is a
powerful and popular traditional folk art form that embodies the
spirit and ethos of the Telangana soil, exuding heroism. It is a
maghnificent storytelling tradition that blends song, dance, and
dramatic dialogue. This art form shares an inseparable bond
with the culture of the Komuravelli Mallanna temple in the Siddipet
district of Telangana. Let us look at the key features of this
distinctive heroic dance-narrative art. The *Oggu’ (or Jagru) is a
small instrument resembling the damarukam held by Lord Shiva;
it is played rhythmically throughout the narration. The traditional
priests who perform these stories are known as ‘Oggu Pujaris,’
from which the art form derives its name, *Oggu Katha.’ This art
form originated primarily among the Golla (Yadava) and Kuruma
pastoral communities of Telangana. With great devotion and
reverence, they narrate the heroic sagas and marriage chronicles
of their clan deities—Komuravelli Mallanna (an avatar of Shiva),
Beerappa, and Renuka Yellamma. The ‘Patnam’ (a ritual involving
colorful floor patterns/designs) performed by Oggu Pujaris and
the Oggu Katha performance constitute integral parts of the
rituals during the Jataras (festivals) at the Komuravelli Mallanna
shrine. Typically, this performance involves five to seven artists.
One serves as the lead storyteller (Oggani), while the others
provide backing vocals and enact various characters. Instruments
such as the Oggu (a small hand-held drum), the loud Oggu Dolu
(a large drum), the Kanjira, and large bronze cymbals infuse the
performance with a spirit of valor and enthusiasm. The artists
perform a majestic dance, adorned with turmeric and vermilion
marks on their faces and ankle bells, while holding swords or
sticks. Prominent figures who brought global recognition to Oggu
Katha include Midde Ramulu and the prestigious Sangeet Natak

Akademi Award recipient Dr. Chukka Sattayya. Dr. Sattayya
went beyond mythological tales, using the Oggu Katha medium
to raise public awareness about social issues such as literacy,
the abolition of the dowry system, and family planning. While
this art form was traditionally restricted to men, female artists
like Jamma Mallari have recently entered the field, making history
by performing Oggu Katha. Educational institutions are also
stepping forward to preserve this folk art; recently, the University
of Hyderabad (UoH) honored 25 prominent Oggu artists from
Telangana in a grand event titled ‘Oggu Katha Universe’ and
released an English documentary about the art form titled ‘Gods
in the Voice".

Burrakatha / Sharada Kathalu

This art form, in which stories are narrated while playing the
tambura and wearing ankle bells, once served as a platform for
social consciousness, though its prominence has since declined.
Burrakatha and Sharada Kathalu are highly influential folk
storytelling forms in the Telugu-speaking regions, particularly
within the cultural and political history of Telangana. Originating
from the ancient tradition of Jangam Kathal*, these arts evolved
over time from purely devotional narratives into powerful
mediums for igniting social and political awareness among rural
populations. Although they share a similar style, there are
interesting differences regarding their musical instruments,
performance techniques, and regional origins. The name
‘Burrakatha’ is derived from the tambura (which has a gourd-
shaped resonator, or burra) played by the lead narrator and the
dakki (or burra)—a clay or bronze drum—played by the
supporting artists. The lead narrator stands in the center, playing
the tambura and wearing ankle bells, while vividly portraying
the Navarasas (nine human emotions) through the story. The
performer to the narrator’s right provides vocal support and
critiques contemporary politics and social ills. The performer to
the left focuses on humor, cracking jokes in the common dialect
to entertain the audience. Between 1930 and 1950, Burrakatha
was utilized as a potent weapon to expose the atrocities of the
Nizam’s feudal lords during the anti-Nizam struggle and the
Telangana Rebellion. Artists like Shaik Nazar (the father of modern
Burra Katha) brought a revolutionary form to this art. The
‘Sharada Kandru—itinerant performers who narrate ‘Sharada
Kathalu'—are found only in the Telangana region (specifically in
Warangal and Nalgonda districts) and are not seen in the Coastal
Andhra or Rayalaseema regions. ‘Sharada’ refers to the tambura
(a stringed instrument); the instrument they carry on their
shoulders is known by this name. At the beginning of a
performance, they sing songs invoking Goddess Sharada
(Saraswati), the deity of knowledge, which is how they acquired
the name ‘Sharada Kandru’. Performance style: The narrator
plucks the tambura with the right hand while keeping rhythm by
striking andelu (small cymbals) worn on the left thumb. Compared
to Burra Katha, their narratives focus more on heroic ballads,
local struggles, and stories of caste deities. While Burra Katha
themes primarily revolve around historical heroes (such as Alluri
and Ailamma) and government social awareness campaigns,
Sharada Kathalu mostly feature mythological, folklore, and local
heroic or struggle-based tales. Once capable of captivating village
audiences throughout the night, these art forms—Sharada
Kathalu and Burra Katha—have lost popularity with the advent
of television and mobile phones. Following the formation of the
Telangana state government, efforts are being made to revive
these arts by providing opportunities to artists through
‘Samskrutika Sarathi’ to promote government schemes.
Kolatam

Kolatam is a highly popular, rhythmic traditional folk dance form
in the states of Telangana and Andhra Pradesh. With a long
history dating back to the 7th century AD, this art form is also
known in Sanskrit as ‘Hallisaka’ or ‘Dandarasaka’. The term ‘Kol
refers to a small stick, while ‘Atam’ signifies a game or dance.
Performed by holding two small wooden sticks and striking them
against each other rhythmically while singing, this dance reflects
rural culture. Typically, 8 to 40 artists participate in Kolatam,
forming two concentric circles on a stage or in an open space.
The rhythmic stick movements and footwork executed by the
dancers are known as ‘Kopulu’. A lead performer or guru stands
in the center, guiding the song, while the surrounding dancers
strike their sticks against one another and vary their steps.
Kolatam is an integral part of the cultural festivities in Telangana,
particularly during the Bathukamma celebrations in the month of
Ashwayuja and the Dasara Navaratri festival; women clad in
colorful sarees perform Kolatam rhythmically while circling the
Bathukamma. Additionally, during the month of Karthika, a
devotional version known as ‘Bhakta Kolatam’ is performed with
great reverence in temples—and at spiritual events like the ‘Koti

eOtherwise, They Are Destined to
Become Mere Memories

Deepotsavam’ in Hyderabad—accompanied by the singing of
hymns dedicated to the deity. The ‘Jada Kopula Kolatam’ is a
rare and spectacular art form. It is a highly complex and unique
performance found in the rural areas of Telangana, particularly
in the eastern parts of Adilabad district. In this performance,
colorful sarees or ropes are tied to a ceiling or a central pillar.
Each performer holds a rope in one hand and a Kolatam stick in
the other while moving in a circle. As they sing and dance, the
ropes intertwine to form a beautiful, braided pattern. By the
time the song concludes, they reverse their movements in the
same rhythm to unravel the braid without any tangles. This
performance demands immense concentration and coordination.
Historical monuments in Telangana bear witness to the fact
that Kolatam is an ancient tradition. At the Ramappa Temple in
Mulugu district—a World Heritage Site—sculptures of dancers
performing Kolatam from the Kakatiya era can be seen on the
black granite pillars. These sculptures were carved based on
the treatise Nritta Ratnavali authored by Jayapa Senani.
Although this traditional dance has seen a slight decline in villages
as modern youth gravitate towards Western dance and DJ
music, the women of Telangana keep the culture alive today
through the Bathukamma festival.

Main reasons for the decline of art forms

People have drifted away from traditional forms of entertainment
due to the influence of smartphones, social media, and OTT
platforms. With the rapid expansion of smartphones, television,
the internet, and the film industry, people have drifted away
from traditional performances. They now prefer watching
television at home over attending street plays held at night. As
the income generated from folk arts is insufficient to support
their families, the younger generation is turning towards other
professions. Even at village festivals and fairs, live folk
performances have been replaced by DJ sound systems and
orchestral music, drastically reducing opportunities for local
artists. Witnessing the hardships faced by their parents, today’s
youth are reluctant to learn these art forms. The traditional
Guru-Shishya (teacher-disciple) lineage of passing down training
to the next generation has been disrupted. Furthermore, these
art forms have languished because grassroots artists often
lack proper identification cards, pensions, and access to
performance opportunities in their villages.

Government Measures to Preserve the Arts

The Telangana government and various cultural organizations
are undertaking special initiatives to safeguard the state’s
vanishing folk arts and provide financial security to the artists.
The Department of Language and Culture is implementing
several innovative programs to revitalize these folk art forms.
‘Telangana Samskruthika Sarathi’ serves as a major platform
established not only to preserve art forms but also to bring
light into the lives of artists. Through this organization, the
government has recognized over 550 folk artists—who played
a pivotal role in the Telangana movement—as government
employees and provides them with fixed monthly wages. Under
the aegis of Telangana Samskruthika Sarathi, these artists travel
to villages across the state, taking government welfare schemes
to the people through folk art forms such as Oggu Katha, Burra
Katha, and Chindu Yakshaganam. This initiative ensures
continuous performance opportunities for these art forms.
Eligible folk, tribal, and traditional artists are identified and
issued official identity cards, which grant them benefits such as
travel facilities and priority access to other government schemes.
The government also provides financial support to elderly and
impoverished senior folk artists by offering monthly honorariums
or pensions. Folk performances—such as Oggu Dolu, Dappu
dances, and Golla Suddulu—have been made an integral part
of official state festivals like Bathukamma, Bonalu, and the
Sammakka-Saralamma Jatara. Furthermore, Special week-long
celebrations and performances for folk artists are being
organized at the renowned ‘Ravindra Bharati’ in Hyderabad
and at auditoriums across various districts, thereby bringing
these art forms closer to urban audiences. Workshops are
being conducted under the ‘Guru-Shishya Parampara’ (teacher-
disciple tradition) scheme—with the support of both Central
and State governments—to ensure that endangered art forms
are passed on to the next generation. Senior artists provide
training to today’s youth in disciplines such as ‘Oggu Katha’ and
the making of leather puppets, while the trainees receive
stipends. Numerous folk tales and songs that existed only in
oral tradition—without written records—are being digitized
(documented) in audio and video formats for future generations.
Thanks to these sustained efforts, many folk art forms that
were once feared to be on the verge of extinction are now
witnessing a revival and gaining renewed popularity.
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