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Abstract 

 

Yakshagana is a traditional dance-drama that has flourished for centuries in the 

coastal regions of Karnataka, particularly in Udupi, Dakshina Kannada, Uttara 

Kannada, and parts of northern Kerala. The term Yakshagana literally means 

“the song (gana) of the demi-gods (yaksha)”. Combining dance, drama, music, 

dialogue, elaborate costumes, and religious themes, Yakshagana stands as a 

unique fusion of folk and classical art forms. Yakshagana is typically performed 

by male artists in open-air theatres or temples. This paper explores origin of 

yakshaganas, history, role of dance moments, costumes and symbols, modern 

days adaptions, role of yakshaganas, chillume seva, unwritten code of hasyagara 

freedom, ancient night vision technique, silent communication among passed 

only orally, hidden symbols in costumes. By providing an in-depth exploration 

of this visually and rhythmically captivating element, this paper sheds light on 

yakshagana’s enduring legacy in Kuchipudi. 

 

Introduction 

 

Yakshagana is a traditional dance-drama that has flourished for centuries in the  

Coastal regions of Karnataka, particularly in Udupi, Dakshina Kannada, Uttara  

Kannada, and parts of northern Kerala. Combining dance, drama, music, 

dialogue, elaborate costumes, and religious themes, Yakshagana stands as a 

unique fusion of folk and classical art forms. It is not merely a performance but 

a living tradition deeply embedded in the spiritual and social life of the region. 

 

Yakshagana is typically performed by male artists in open-air theatres or temple  

premises,  often throughout the night. The performances are based on 

mythological and epic narratives, mainly drawn from the Ramayana, 

Mahabharata, Bhagavata Purana, and other local legends. A typical Yakshagana 
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show includes narrative singing by the Bhagavata, dramatic dialogues by the 

actors, powerful body movements, and rhythmic footwork, supported by 

instruments like chande (drum), maddale, and harmonium. 

 

The term Yakshagana literally means “the song (gana) of the demi-gods 

(yaksha)”.  

The dance component of Yakshagana is a critical element that conveys emotion,  

battle sequences, divine interventions, and moral struggles. It is highly stylized,  

energetic, and expressive, with movements rooted in Natya Shastra, yet infused 

with local flavors. 

 

One of the unique features of Yakshagana is its improvisational nature — artists 

often adapt dialogues and expressions to suit the context, audience, or even 

current events. This flexibility keeps the art form dynamic and interactive. The 

costume and makeup (known as vesha) are grand, with towering headdresses, 

painted faces, and vibrant colors symbolizing the nature of the character — 

divine, heroic, demonic, or comical. 

 

Over time, two major styles of Yakshagana have evolved — the Badagu Tittu 

(Northern style) and Tenku Tittu (Southern style) — each with distinct music 

patterns, costume details, and dance techniques. 

 

Yakshagana is more than just performance art; it is a community tradition that  

combines devotion (bhakti), education, entertainment, and cultural transmission.  

Though modern influences have introduced changes in duration, staging, and  

participation of women, traditional troupes still adhere to age-old practices 

involving ritualistic preparation, offering of prayers before the performance, and 

strict adherence to spiritual discipline. 

 

In today’s world, Yakshagana continues to survive and evolve through 

community support, cultural festivals, research by scholars, and interest among 

younger generations. Its dance component, often overshadowed by the dialogue 

and costume, plays a vital role in storytelling using physical expression to 

embody mythological emotion, divine energy, and moral messages. 
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Origin of yakshaganas 

 

Yakshagana, a vibrant dance-drama tradition, originated in the coastal regions 

of Karnataka, particularly in districts like Dakshina Kannadaa, Udipi, and Uttara 

Kannada, and also in Kasaragod district of Kerala. It is believed to have evolved 

from earlier forms of storytelling and performance art, potentially influenced by 

Bhuta-worship, folk dance, and even Sanskrit drama.  

 

Here's a more detailed look at its origins: 

 

Coastal Karnataka: Yakshagana is deeply rooted in the coastal culture of 

Karnataka, particularly in the Dakshina Kannada, Udupi, and Uttara Kannada 

districts.  

 

Kerala's Influence: Kasaragod district in Kerala is also considered an 

important area of origin for Yakshagana.  

 

Evolution from Bhuta-worship: The art form is thought to have emerged from 

the ancient Bhuta-worship practices prevalent in these areas 

 

History of Yakshagana: 

 

Yakshagana originated between the 10th and 16th centuries in coastal 

Karnataka, blending folk traditions, temple rituals, and classical elements. It 

began as a devotional storytelling art performed in villages and temples, 

evolving into a structured dance-drama with music, costumes, and mythological 

themes. 

 

Role of Dance Movements: 

 

Dance in Yakshagana is not just for beauty-it expresses emotions, actions, and 

character traits. Each movement, from footwork to hand gestures, helps convey 

battles, divine acts, and moral conflicts, adding rhythm and energy to the story. 

 

Costume and Symbolism: 

 

Yakshagana costumes are colorful and exaggerated, featuring large crowns, 

painted faces, and elaborate makeup. Each color and shape symbolizes character 
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type-red and black for demons, gold for gods, and soft tones for sages or 

women. The attire transforms the actor into a larger-than-life figure. 

 

Modern-Day Adaptations: 

 

Today, Yakshagana is performed on modern stages, shorter in duration, and 

sometimes includes women performers. It is taught in schools, featured in 

festivals, and even adapted into TV and digital formats, keeping the tradition 

alive while making it accessible to younger audiences. 

 

Secret Training Rituals ("Chillume Seva"): 

 

Before a performer is allowed to take on divine or demon roles in Yakshagana, 

some troupesconduct a private ritual called Chillume Seva, where the artist 

offers betel leaves and coconut to the troupe’s deity — not in temples, but inside 

the greenroom (called chowki), symbolizing their transformation from human to 

mythic character. This is a non-public, sacred practice rarely documented. 

 

The Unwritten Code of "Hasyagara" (Clown) Freedom: 

 

The Hasyagara, or clown, has the unique, unofficial permission to break 

character, improvise jokes, or even challenge social norms during performance 

— almost like stand-up comedy hidden within mythology. Some senior artists 

say that historically, Hasyagaras were used to criticize kings and landlords 

under the guise of humor without getting punished. 

 

Ancient Night Vision Technique: 

 

Yakshagana was traditionally performed at night in forests or remote villages 

with no electricity. Artists developed a technique called "Kannu Chikichike" — 

meaning “training the eyes” — by performing nightly in darkness without 

spotlights. They trained their eyes by focusing on campfire reflections on 

metallic ornaments to navigate the stage. 

Silent Communication System Among Artists 

 

During intense scenes, Yakshagana performers use subtle foot taps and ankle 

bell rhythms to communicate changes in tempo or cue a surprise entrance for 
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another character — a silent language known only within the troupe, never 

taught to outsiders or written down. 

 

Female Characters Played by Men — But with ‘Shakti’ belief. Even today, 

many troupes avoid women on stage. However, when a male performer takes on 

the role of a goddess like Durga or Draupadi, the greenroom rituals involve 

invoking “Shakti Anugraha” (divine feminine blessing) — the belief is that the 

actor doesn’t just play, but briefly becomes the goddess. Some actors fast or 

follow celibacy before the performance. 

Customized Ragas Passed Only Orally 

 

While many Yakshagana ragas are documented, there are unique, family-

specific or region-specific ragas (like Bettale Raga or Yelu Kathe Raga) that are 

passed orally and kept secret to preserve their uniqueness. These are only 

performed during private family Yakshagana events and never recorded 

publicly. 

 

Hidden Symbols in Costumes: 

 

The number of feathers in the demon crown (Kirita) is not random — odd 

numbers like 3, 5, or 7 are used for rakshasas (demons), while even numbers 

like 4 or 6 are for gandharvas or devas. This small detail is known only among 

senior costume designers (Banakaars). 

 

Conclusion: 

 

Yakshagana, a vibrant dance-drama tradition from coastal Karnataka, 

beautifully blends devotion, performance, and culture. Rooted in centuries-old 

storytelling, it combines rich costumes, symbolic dance movements, and music 

to depict mythological narratives. Beyond its visual appeal, Yakshagana carries 

deep layers of meaning—through secret rituals like Chillume Seva, symbolic 

costume details, and unwritten performance codes such as the freedom of the 

Hasyagara (clown). 

 

Its traditions are preserved with great care, whether through orally transmitted 

ragas, silent communication methods among performers, or rituals that 

transform actors into divine figures. Modern adaptations on stage and digital 
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platforms have allowed Yakshagana to evolve while maintaining its spiritual 

depth and artistic integrity. Together, these elements make Yakshagana not just 

a performance, but a living heritage that continues to inspire, teach, and 

entertain across generations. 
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