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Abstract 

 

This paper presents an analytical study of the application of music in Pata Chitra of Bengal. 

A traditional scroll painting from eastern India - the Pata Chitra tradition is the important 

essence of intangible heritage and is an intrinsic part of conventional storytelling art forms. 

Though Pata Chitra refers to entire eastern India especially the Indian subcontinents of West 

Bengal, Odisha, Bihar, and Jharkhand, it is in the West Bengal where the painters of this folk 

art represent themselves more as storytellers using music to depict the story behind their 

paintings. Through centuries the Patuās in West Bengal is playing the role of painters, 

composers, and as well as singers and are engaging in this art form by amalgamating the 

three various mediums of art - painting, singing, and storytelling. Based on the previous 

works and critical observation, this paper explores the systematic and scientific study of the 

musical aspects of Pata or Patuā music and their thematic background along with a brief 

introduction of Pata Chitra of Bengal, the Patuā community, and their performative style. 

This paper has also sought to study how in this interactive art form of Pata Chitra, music 

plays a significant role to depict the stories of the Patuās in a more beautiful manner.   

 

Keywords: Pata Chitra of Bengal, Storytelling art, Audio-visual, Oral tradition, Patuā 

songs 

 

Introduction   

Pata Chitra is a traditional scroll painting and storytelling art form of West Bengal1. The 

Patuās2 or the chitrakaras were primarily wondering artists - who would travel from place to 

place with painted scrolls of various deities and show those scrolls to the people by telling 

stories and singing songs. The songs related to Pata Chitra were popularly known as Pater 

Gāna3. Though it is very hard to determine their exact date of origin as a profession, from 

various oral lore and oral traditions- they can be estimated to have begun as a profession from 

around the 10th-11th century AD in Bengal. The term 'bard' is of Celtic origin. Although this 

word was originally used to describe storytelling practiced in Ireland, Wales, Scotland, and 

 
1A state of eastern India   
2 Artists associated with the Pata Chitra art form. Also known as Chitrakaras. 
3In the Bengali language, Gāna means songs. Pater Gāna means the songs of Pata Chitra or the songs of 

Patuās, the artists of Pata Chitra  
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parts of Britain, today 'bard' is a commonly accepted English word for a storyteller who is a 

poet/ singer/ performer. Sometimes bardic performances are accompanied by musical 

instruments, either self-played or played by others. Thus, patuās are nothing but moving 

bards as each picture is being exhibited by them at a time as the roll is gradually unfolded and 

as the story of each picture being chanted to the accompaniment of the traditional ballad 

composed by the patuās themselves.  

  

Patuā Community: 

 
          Patuās have their Hindu names, while a few have Muslim names, but their surnames 

are generally "Chitrakar". They represent themselves as neither Hindu nor Muslim. The 

origin of these patuās is shrouded in mystery. In the ‘Brahmavaivarta Purana’4, which was 

written in the middle of the 13th century AD, their origin has been explained thus:  

 

           The patuās belong to the Nabasākha5 group and are one of the children of 

Vishwakarma, the lord of creative art, and Ghritachi, the Apsara woman. In the Nabasākha 

group, the other artisans are Sutradhāras (carpenters), Mālākāras (associated with shola craft), 

Karmakāras (blacksmiths), Swarnakāras (goldsmiths), Kumbhakāras (sculptors and potters), 

Tantubāyas (weavers), Sankhakāras (those who work on the shells including conch shells), 

and Kangsakāras (those working on metals). The Chitrakaras (also known as Patuās) are the 

youngest of all. It is said all the nine children of Vishwakarma were cursed by Lord Brahma 

that they would be eternally involved in manual labour. Later, all the eight children could 

purify themselves except the Chitrakaras. Vishwakarma was the God of the Dravidian 

community and was an envy of the Vedic God. Thus, the patuās belong to the Austro group 

and have an Austro-Asiatic origin6.  

 

            If we look at their festivals and religious rituals, they are found following rituals of 

both of the religions, Hindu and Muslim. They make matrimonial relations among their 

communities. Traditionally in West Bengal Patuās were to be found in various villages in 

Medinipur, 24 Parganas, Birbhum, Bankura, Howrah, Murshidabad, and Bardhaman districts. 

Today the majority of Patuās come from the village of Pingla of West Medinipur, Habichawk 

of East Medinipur, Majramura of Purulia, and a couple of villages of Birbhum district.  

 
Pata Chitra – The Storytelling Art:  

  
             The term storytelling is very comprehensive and covers a wide range of narrative 

forms. Dictionary has defined it as 'piece of narrative, a tale of any length, told or printed in 

 
4Sanskrit text and a major Purana (Mahā Purana) of Hinduism. The text is notable for identifying Krishna as the 

supreme reality 
5An occupation-based community 
6The Indian Austro-Asiatic speakers are mainly tribes, which may be indicative of the oldest inhabitants of India 

(Pattanayak 1998) 
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prose or verse of actual and fictitious events, legend, myth, anecdote, novel, romance, etc’ 

(Sykes, 1976). The parallels for the story from Sanskrit 'Kathā' and from Hindi 'Kahāni' also 

convey that story is a kind of narrative form. "Storytelling is the art or craft of narration of 

stories in verse and/or led by one person before a live audience; the stories narrated may be 

spoken, chanted or sung, with or without musical, pictorial, and/or other accompaniment, and 

maybe learned from oral, printed, or mechanically recorded sources, one of its purposes must 

be that of entertainment."(Pellowski 1977, 3-5) 

             Throughout the ages, the Pata Chitra of Bengal has been a platform where several 

methods of communication mingled- including visual messages, oral tradition, and music- all 

of which helped to amalgamate, involve, and portray nature, society, and its ideations. On the 

other hand, they also helped to preserve valuable information about social transformations, 

stories of migrations, and details of socio-political and religious reflections as well- all of 

which helps to form the framework of an important section of the history of the masses- 

which often goes unexplored.   

  

Pata Khelāno – An Audio-Visual Art Form:  

            Audio-visual7 means the things which we hear as well as see. Audio-visual aids help 

in stimulating the sensory organs like ears and eyes and facilitate quick comprehension of the 

message by the audience. These may be used for literate as well as illiterate people.   

 

             The displaying of the paintings or the scrolls or the patas with the help of songs 

would be referred to as ‘Pata khelano’8. A traditional pata is about 25 to 35 ft. in length, two 

bamboo sticks are fixed on at their two ends for rolling. There is no vacant place in the scroll. 

It is filled with the organization of the pictures. The Chitrakaras explain the pictures with the 

aid of songs, the tales are, no doubt, long, but the picture panels are few. In a Pata, there are 

about 17 to 19 parts of the pictures. The pictorial arrangement in the painted scrolls is in the 

form of a sequence almost recalling the early days of cinematography.    

 

 
                              Jamela Chitrakar is performing Pater Gāna 

 
7According to the Cambridge dictionary, the term audio-visual is used to refer to something that 
involves seeing and hearing. 
8Literary means playing with the scrolls 
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Pater Gāna or Patuā Songs:  

 
            Songs of Pata Chitra are called Pater Gāna or Patuā songs. Music is a vital part of this 

art form as the artists feel themselves not only mere painters but with the help of self-

composed songs they play the role of storytellers, educators, and the reformers of the society. 

Pater Gāna can be regarded as the typical example of folk song. Folksongs are the natural 

view of folks and their image. Folksongs are also the mirror image of their social value, and 

we are found the depiction of their rules and regulations, the concept of ethics, their beliefs, 

doubts, and superstition in their songs. They are very clear about their concept and sentiments 

of family and society, industry, and religion. Patuā music also reflects the image of the 

society through mythological stories. Patuā songs are about the simplicity, affection, warmth, 

sacrifice, and many more sentiments of rural Bengal.  

 

             Now the point comes to mind why do patuās use songs to explain their pictures? If 

we go to Andhra Pradesh, we can get to know a similar kind of storytelling art form, called 

Kalamkari9 where the painters tell the stories by showing their pictures in front of their 

audience but without using music. In Bengal, it is the use of music that helps to increase the 

popularity of the patuās among the masses, and probably it is because of the acceptability of 

music. Another reason can be traced that may be the very tune and rhythm of the music helps 

to imagine, memorize, and remember the whole story of a particular song.    

 

Lyrical aspects: 

 

          If we analyse the lyrical value of the Bengali patuā musical poetry, we can find the 

very ingenuousness of Bengali folklore. They are the perfect example of the natural flow of 

poetry and lack of linguistic ornamentation. These songs are sung generally in simple Bengali 

language with some regional varieties. Though some Hindi, Urdu, and Arabian words are 

also used, perhaps it is because of the Muslim impact on society.  

             The primary themes or subject matters of Pata Chitra can be divided into the 

following categories (Maitra Bajpai 2015, 4-5) –  

 

Stories from various Indian religious 

texts (e.g., Ramayana, Mahabharata, 

Bhagavat Geeta, etc).  

Stories from Indian mythologies (e.g., 

Puranas, Manasā Mangal Kāvya10, 

Chandi Mangal Kāvya11, etc).  

 
9 Deriving its name from the word 'kalam,' which means pen, 'Kalamkari' refers to an intricate style of hand-

painting onto cloth and is noted for its beautiful earthy tones. 
10Medieval Bengali literature. Manasā Mangal Kāvya is the oldest of the Mangal Kāvya and narrates how the 

snake-goddess Manasā established her worship in Bengal by converting a worshiper of Shiva to her worship.

   
11Another important sub-genre of Mangal Kāvya and comprises two unrelated narratives. The narrative of 

Kālketu and Phullarā is known as the Ākhetik Khanda (hunter section) and the narrative of Dhanapati and his 

wives is known as Banik Khanda (merchant section)   
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Stories from local folk tales, including 

an oral tradition of communities.   

Stories from various Hindu and 

Muslim saints who were locally 

famous (e.g., Chaitanya12, Gāzi13, 

Satya Pir14, Satyanārāyana15, etc).  

Different historical, socio-cultural, 

religious incidents of regional, 

national, and international significance 

(9/11 attacks in the USA, etc).   

Different social and health-related 

awareness programs (e.g., global 

warming, AIDS, HIV, Corona, etc).   

 

            Bengali patuā songs can be considered as lyrical ballads. They are the oral form of 

narrative poetry that recites a single event or a dramatic story through lyrical portrayals. They 

are quite lengthy. Each song can be divided into four parts or limbs –   

1. Bhumikā or the introduction: The first part of a patuā song can be called bhumikā or 

introduction. In this part, the artist firstly greets the audience and introduces the 

subject matter which he is trying to depict during his performance. For example, 

patuā starts the story of ‘Neel Bidroho’ or ‘The indigo revolt’ by singing the lines –  

 

                                              “Shono shono o bāburā/ shono shono o dādārā  

                                                Nil chāsher kathā shono nā/   

                                                O dādārā/ Nil Bidroher kathā shono na”  

Which means – “Respected sir and respected brothers/   

                          Please listen to the story of indigo revolt”   

2. Kāhini or the story: After giving a small introduction to the subject matter, patuā 

starts the second part, kāhini or the story where he generally describes the whole 

portrayal elaborately. Patuā song can be presented in solo, duet, or chorus form. In 

every performance, there should be the main singer along with some supporting 

singers who sing the lines repeatedly and give support to the main singer. The part is 

regarded as the most prolonged one. For example, in a 'Manasā mangal' Pata, the 

whole story of Behulā and Lakhwindar can be described as kāhini.  

 

3. Mahatmā or the glory: The word ‘mahatmā’ means ‘greatness’ or ‘sublimity’. The 

theme of a patuā song depends either on the mythological gods and goddesses or on 

some great personalities of the society. So, in this part, the patuās generally illustrate 

the greatness of the protagonist of the story. But in modern times, there are a lot of 

patuā songs which are based on social issues. For that matter, the artist gives the 

summary or the moral of the story in the Mahatmā part.  

 

 
12Shri Chaitanya Mahāprabhu was a 15th-century Indian saint   
13Muslim saint who is said to have spread Islam in the parts of Bengal 
14Satya Pir is a belief system found in Bengal created by the fusion of Islam 
and local religion 
15Hindu deity 
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4. Bhanitā or the self-introduction: The bhanitā or the self-introduction part is an 

essential element of Padābali kirtan, one of the most enriched branches of Bengali 

folksongs. Giving the self-introduction of the artist is becoming increasingly popular 

among the patuās, especially among the patuās of the Medinipur district. They 

generally mention their name and their village like this way – "I am Swarna 

Chitrakar from Naya village in Pingla thānā, Medinipur". But this is not a 

compulsory element of all traditional patuā songs.   

  

 Musical Elements: 

  
              Performance of the Patas demands a dual skill of the singers: hand play and vocal 

recital. The use of the instrument has not yet been, but music exists in the tonal variations. 

The singers will recite in some familiar tunes maintaining a rise and fall for tonal variation by 

memorizing stanzas after stanzas. Rhythm is maintained rather in an irregular way by using 

some doubling and redoubling words and phrases. Sometimes a few lines of the song are 

sung for a long time. For versification, the Patuās mostly choose rhyming couplets and 

colloquies.  

 

Tune: 

  
            The text and the music of a particular patuā song are influenced by a process of 

transformation. The tunes are mostly taken from traditional and popular Bengali music. 

Region-wise Bengali Pater Gāna or Patuā song is sung in the southern part of Bengal which is 

a region of Pālā and Pānchāli16 singing style. So, the traditional Pater Gāna borrows their tune 

from this Pālā and Pānchāli singing style. Stylistically Pālā and Pānchāli are very 

monotonous and only a particular combination of notes is sung throughout the narrative. But 

as a traditional art form is also dynamic and grows over time so for centuries, Pater Gāna also 

borrows its tune from the other Bengali folk musical forms. In recent times, the traditional 

tune of Bāul17 music is used in many Patuā songs. We can notice the use of standing notes on 

the higher octave which is a typical feature of the Bengali Bāul song. Sometimes in the Patuā 

region of Birbhum, Purulia districts, we can observe the influence of Tusu18 songs on Patuā 

music. Though the artists of Pater Gāna do not use musical instruments while performing still 

by listening to the Patuā songs of those regions anyone can feel the flavour of the rhythms of 

mādal or dhāmsā, the famous percussion instruments of that very region.   

 

             Traditionally, Patuā songs are sung mainly in the middle and higher octave. The 

reason behind this fact may be explained as for the centuries the artists of Pata Chitra were 

storytellers and their main purpose was to tell their stories as well as to reach their audiences 

 
16Pānchāli is the narrative song ritually sung in the praise of a particular god and goddess.   
17Folk music of Bengal  
18Tusu is a local deity and also the song which praises the goddess Tusu is called Tusu song.  
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by singing without the help of any technical support or electronic equipment. In a Pata Chitra 

performance, the artists are seen using specific dramatic and emotional effects. The choral 

presentation provides an interesting vocal change in the total performance. In a particular 

story there are various sections; in each change over the tune shifts from high to the low and 

vice-versa which is dramatic. This is very hard to determine the influence of Indian classical 

music on patuā songs as the artists do not have any conventional music education and Pata 

music is perfectly free from any sophistication. But still, if we analyse the combination of 

notes is used in patuā songs then we can have some similarities between patuā music and 

Hindustani classical music. The combination of notes and scale of patuā songs clearly show a 

strong resemblance to some Indian classical music rāgās19, especially to the rāgās like 

Bilāwal, Kāfi, Bhairavi, etc.  

  

Tāla: 

 

            Now, if we discuss the use of tāla20 and laya21 in Bengali folk music then the most 

prominent genre of Bengali folk song, Padābali Kirtan has a separate tāla system and is sung 

in vilambit22, Madhya23, and drut laya24.  The other forms, Bāul and Bhātiyāli25 use generally 

vilambit and madhya laya. On the other hand, Sāri26 and Jāri27 gāna use drut laya. As the 

subject matter, Patuā song generally is either religious, historical, or social so the artists 

compose and sing them using madhya laya. The other reason for using a slower tempo in 

Patuā songs is because of the storytelling technique. To portray a story and to be understood 

by the audience or the listener the artists compose their song in moderate to fast tempo.  

 

             Patuā music is very close to Bengali Pānchāli Gāna, the other prominent type of 

chanting music in Bengal. But Pānchāli Gāna is mostly religious and is sung to praise the 

gods and goddesses. Just like the Pānchāli gāna, Patuā music is composed in a very simple 

rhythmic pattern. It would be a debated matter if it is said that the artists in Pata Chitra use 

dādrā28, keherwā29 or any other tāla of Indian classical music. But from this research work, it 

can be mentioned that the Patuās have a peculiar tendency of using 3/3 or 4/4 beats in most of 

their songs. Besides the use of 3/3 and 4/4 beats or dadrā or ektāla30 and keherwā or tintāla31 

 
19 Melodic pattern 
20Repeating rhythm pattern   
21Tempo or speed of a piece   
22Slow tempo or Laya, between 10 to 40 beats per minute.  
23Medium tempo or Laya, 80 beats per minute.  
24Fast tempo or Laya, 160 beats per minute.  
25Bhatiyāli is a river song of both Bangladesh and West Bengal  
26Sāri Gāna is to be sung during ‘noukā bāich’ competition or boat racing game in Bangladesh.   
27musical form of Bangladesh, West Bengal, Barak Valley, and Brahmaputra valley, and most are based on 

legends relating to Muslim heroes Hasan Ibn  Āli and Husain Ibn Āli.  
28Six beat tāla which is extremely common in the lighter forms of music.  
29Eight beat tāla of Hindustani music  
30 Twelve beat tāla of Hindustani music 
31 Sixteen beat tāla of Hindustani music 
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of Indian classical music, we can also find some other rhythmic patterns in Patuā music but 

not on regular basis. The use of 5/5 beats and 7/7 beats in a cycle is also found very rarely. In 

a famous Chandi Mangal Patuā song (song name- “Tārite Hobe Mā Tārā/Loyechi 

Shoronāgoto”- https://youtu.be/0Xmc_bGw3HA) firstly the artists use 5/5 beats or Jhāptāla32 

but after that, the rhythmic pattern changed and again 4/4 beats or tintāla is used. Perhaps, this 

trend of changing rhythmic patterns or using various rhythmic patterns in a song is taken 

from the Padābali Kirtan singing system of Bengal.  

 

Conclusion: 

 

            With the growing intensity of globalization through advanced technology, commercial 

entertainment, hybrid culture, and mobile capital, the traditional village audiences of Pata 

Chitra turned their face away from the Patuās. The artist community faced enormous 

problems and sometimes failed to compete. But gradually over time during the 1970s this 

folk-art form emerged as a unique unparallel art form of Bengal to boast of among a new 

rank of the educated audience of urbanity. Today the majority of Patuās (men and women 

both) come from the districts East and West Medinipur, Birbhum, and Purulia in West 

Bengal. For the last few years, the Patuās have started traveling around the world with their 

painted scrolls and self-composed songs and this increasing popularity of this art form makes 

the young promising Patuās interested to carry out their age-old tradition and compose new 

Pata Chitra as well as Pater Gāna on various subject matters. Lastly, some of the well-known 

exponents of recent times who are especially associated with Pater Gāna are Dukhushyam 

Chitrakar, Satinath Chitrakar, Rāni Chitrakar, Golāp Chitrakar, Swarna Chitrakar, Manimālā 

Chitrakar, Gurupada Chitrakar, Putul Chitrakar, Māmoni Chitrakar, etc.  

 

 

 

 

 
32Ten beat tāla of Hindustani music  
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Krishna Leela Patachitra 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sangeetgalaxy.co.in/


Vol. 11, Issue-2 (July 2022) pp. 61-70  Sangeet Galaxy e-Journal [ISSN: 2319-9695] 

 

UGC-CARE enlisted & Indexed in the EBSCO International Database of Journals 

 
 

www.sangeetgalaxy.co.in   70 
 

References: 

 

1. Bhattacharya, A. (1958). Banglar Lok Sahitya, Vol 3. Calcutta: Calcutta Book House. 

87-91, 500-508. 

2. Bhattacharya, A. (1967). Vangiya Lok-Samgit Ratnakar, Vol 6. (An Encyclopaedia of 

Bengali Song, Vol 6.) Calcutta: D.M. Library. 1896-1907. 

3. Bhattacharya, A. (1978). Folklore of Bengal. New Delhi: National Book Trust. 161-

172. 

4. Bhowmick, A. C. (1995). Bengal Pat and Patuas - A Case Study. Indian 

Anthropologist, 25(1), 39–46. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/41919763 

5. Chakrabarty, M. (1995). Banglar Kirtan Gan. Calcutta: Sahitya Lok. 56,188.  

6. Dutt, G. (1939), Patua Sangit (Patua Songs). Calcutta: Calcutta University Press.  

7. Ghosh, P. (2000), The Story of a Storyteller’s Scroll. RES: Anthropology and 

Aesthetics, 37, 166-185. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/20167499 

8. Hauser, B. (2002). From Oral Tradition to “Folk Art”: Re-evaluating Bengali Scroll 

Paintings. Asian Folklore Studies, 61(1), 105–122. doi: 10.2307/1178679 

9. Maitra Bajpai, L. (2015). Intangible Heritage Transformations – Patachitra of Bengal 

exploring Modern New Media. International Journal of History and Cultural Studies, 

1(1), 1-13.  

10. Mandal, K. (2017). Social Customs and Rituals of Patuas of the District of Paschim 

Medinipur – A Study. ISOR Journal of Humanities and Social Science, 22(10), 20-25. 

11. Mc’Cutchin, D., & Bhowmik, S. (1999). Patuas and Patua Art in Bengal, Calcutta: 

Firma K.L.M. Pvt. Ltd. 24-36. 

12. Pellowski, A. (1977), The World of Storytelling. New York: Bowker. 3-17, 34, 63. 

13. Sen, S. (1960), History of Bengali Literature. New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi. 121-132. 

14. Singh, K. (1996). Changing the Tune Bengali Pata Painting’s Encounter with the 

Modern. India International Centre Quarterly, 23(2), 60-78. Retrieved from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23004649 

15. YouTube Links of some of the Patuā songs are given below: 

 https://youtu.be/36DJ6KK98Q4 

https://youtu.be/N64vs1PGPlY 

https://youtu.be/_Y6yjuUH1zk 

https://youtu.be/ctB1hBEU7_Q 

 

 

 

http://www.sangeetgalaxy.co.in/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41919763
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20167499
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23004649
https://youtu.be/36DJ6KK98Q4
https://youtu.be/N64vs1PGPlY
https://youtu.be/_Y6yjuUH1zk
https://youtu.be/ctB1hBEU7_Q

