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Abstract

Bhortaal Dance is a vibrant and dynamic traditional performing art of Assam, India,
originating in the 1950s at the Barpeta Satra. This unique dance form is a creative fusion of
Sattriya dance, a leading classical dance tradition of Assam, and Thiyo Naam, a folk tradition
of Barpeta district. Founded by Mahananda Sutradhar, a skilled Taal (cymbal) player, and later
developed by Narhari Budhabhakat, a renowned Sattriya dancer. Bhortaal is traditionally
performed by males,; Bhortaal dance has evolved to include female performers. Over the years,
it has evolved, incorporating various elements of Sattriya dance and Thiyo Naam, becoming
an integral part of Assamese cultural heritage.

Analytically, Bhortaal dance represents the cultural synthesis that has occurred in
Assam over the centuries. The blending of Sattriya dance with Thiyo Naam reflects the dynamic
and adaptive nature of Assamese culture. Furthermore, the dance form's emphasis on rhythm,
movement, and rotation style of the Bhortaal highlights the importance of these elements in
Assamese cultural expression. This paper aims to provide a deeper understanding of Bhortaal
dance and its significance within the broader context of Assamese culture.

This study explores the history, evolution, and significance of Bhortaal dance,
highlighting its importance in Assamese culture. The paper examines the dance form's
characteristics, performance, and presentation, as well as its key concerns and
recommendations for preservation. The research aims to document and preserve the traditional
form of Bhortaal dance, promote its cultural significance, and ensure its continued
transmission to future generations.

Keywords: Bhortaal dance, Sattriya dance, Thiyo Naam, Assamese culture.
1.00 Introduction

1.01 Bhortaal dance, a vibrant and dynamic traditional performing art of Assam, India,
embodies the rich cultural heritage of the region. Originating in the 1950s at the Barpeta
Satra, this unique dance form is a creative fusion of Sattriya dance, a classical dance
tradition of Assam, and Thiyo Naam or Veer Naam, a folk tradition of Barpeta district.
Founded by Mahananda Sutradhar and developed by Narahari Budhabhakat, it has gained
popularity worldwide. Bhortaal dance is a unique fusion of the rotation process of the
Bhortaal, used in the Thiyo Naam or Veer Naam prevalent in Barpeta, and various
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1.02

elements of Sattriya dance. The dance is characterized by the rotation of the Bhortaal. The
final part of the performance, based on the "Chautal," features various physical gestures,
postures, Bharimaan, and the spectacular rotation of the Bhortaal. As a traditional
performing art, Bhortaal dance plays a significant role in promoting Assamese culture and
preserving its rich heritage. However, despite its importance, Bhortaal dance remains a
relatively understudied topic in the realm of dance research. This paper aims to fill this
knowledge gap by exploring the history, evolution, and significance of Bhortaal dance,
highlighting its importance in Assamese culture, and examining its key characteristics,
performance, and presentation. Through a comprehensive analysis of existing literature,
interviews with experts, and observations of performances, this study seeks to provide a
deeper understanding of Bhortaal dance and its significance within the broader context of
Assamese culture. By documenting and preserving the traditional form of Bhortaal dance,
this research aims to promote its cultural significance and ensure its continued
transmission to future generations.

Objectives of the study

The primary objectives of this paper are:

To explore the history and evolution of Bhortaal dance.

To examine the key characteristics and performance of Bhortaal dance

To highlight the significance of Bhortaal dance.

To recommend measures for the promotion and preservation of Bhortaal dance

2.00 The History, Evolution and Significance of Bhortaal Dance

Bhortaal dance originated from the Thiyo Naam or Veer Naam, a folk music tradition

of Barpeta, Assam, combining the elegance of Sattriya Dance, the classical dance of Assam.

Mahananda Sutradhar, a skilled cymbal player, created the dance form by combining the

rhythmic patterns of the Bhortaal instrument with elements of Thiyo Naam and Sattriya dance.
Narhari Budhabhakat transformed Bhortaal dance into a high-quality performing art by
incorporating additional elements of Sattriya dance. The dance was created and performed by
Mahananda Sutradhar and Narhari Budhabhakat in the 1950s at the Barpeta Satra.

worldwide. However, its original form has undergone
significant changes. Historically, this dance was
performed exclusively by male dancers. In recent times,
female performers have also adopted this traditional
dance form. While this shift is welcome, it's crucial that
female performers invest the necessary energy and effort
to maintain the dance's authenticity. The global

Today, Bhortaal dance has gained popularity
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popularity of Bhortaal dance has led to a paradoxical i :
consequence: its traditional form has become Figure1 Instruments used inBhortaal Dance
increasingly obscured. A closer examination of the
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dance's current landscape reveals a striking disconnect between its authentic roots in its district
of origin and its adapted manifestations in other regions. This transformation poses a significant
threat to the preservation of Bhortaal dance's cultural heritage. According to Mishra (1991),
Bhortaal dance can be considered a reformed version of Sattriya dance, created in the tradition
of the Mahapurushas (p. 110). They also note that Bhortaal dance is a new addition to the
Shankari or Sattriya culture (p. 110).

However, as new forms emerge, it's essential to nurture and protect them. Just as
seedlings require care to grow, these emerging art forms need attention to flourish.

3.03 About the creators of Bhortaal Dance

Mahananda Sutradhar: Mahananda Sutradhar was a multifaceted Artist, and cultural
enthusiast born on 2 Jeth, 1918, in Barpeta, Assam. His father, Naram Ram Sutradhar, and
mother, Mamata Bala Sutradhar, were part of the esteemed Sutradhar Bangsara(clan). After his
mother's untimely demise, he was raised by his grandmother. He attended Dalahati Primary
school and later Government High School but left in 1930 to protest the Cunningham Circular.
This marked the beginning of his involvement in the freedom movement. Mahananda Sutradhar
became a Sevak Dal activist in Gandhiji's "Boycott Foreign Textiles" movement and learned
carpentry, which later became his livelihood. He was an accomplished artist, skilled in playing
the khol, Taal, and was well-versed in singing Bargeet, Ragmalita and Thiyo Nam.
Mahananda's expertise in rotating ‘Taal” and gestures led to the creation of Bhortaal dance. This
innovative dance form was initially performed as a solo dance and later evolved into a group
performance. Mahananda Sutradhar passed away on 20 Magh, Saturday, in 1979, leaving
behind a legacy that continues to inspire generations of dancers and artists.

(Based on the information contained in the memorial book based on the life of Mahanada
Sutradhar published by Sankardev Kalaksetra ,Barpeta in 2018 and according to the
information given by Vashudev Das, the disciple of Mahanada sutradhar)

Narahari Burha Bhakat: Narahari Burha Bhakat was a renowned dancer, musician, and
cultural icon who played a pivotal role in popularizing Bhortaal dance. Born in 1912, Narahari
transformed Bhortaal dance into a high-quality performing art by combining it with elements
of Sattriya dance. He was an accomplished musician, skilled in playing the Taal, Khol, Nagara,
Flute, and Dotara. Burhabhakat performed Bhortaal, Kalidaman, and Dashavatar dances on
stages in villages, towns, and cities across India, including London, Madras, Delhi, and Patna.
He collaborated with prominent artists, including the internationally renowned dancer Uday
Shankar, and worked with Dr. Bhupen Hazarika on the film Erabator Sur and the documentary
Amar Lakshinath. His dance was broadcast on Delhi Doordarshan, and he received acclaim for
his performances. He passed away on 22 October 1985, at the age of 73, leaving behind a
legacy that continues to inspire generations of dancers and artists. His grandson, Hemen
Budhabhakat, succeeded him,

(Based on the information contained in the memorial book based on the life of Narahari
Budhabhakat published by Narahari Budhabhakat Smriti Raksha Samiti, Barpeta in 1991 and
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according to the information given by the present Budhabhakat of Barpeta Satra Hemen
Budhabhakat (grandson of Narahari Budhabhakat))

According to renowned Bhortaal dancer Vashudev Das, who was a disciple of
Mahananda Sutradhar, Narahari Budhabhakat learned Bhortaal dance from Mahananda
Sutradhar and later performed it independently. In an interview at his residence on April 15,
2021, Time-12.30 p.m -2.18 p.m, Vasudev Das shared valuable insights into the history of
Bhortaal dance. A highly accomplished artist, Basudev Das was known for his exceptional
proficiency in Bhortaal dance. Sadly, he passed away on November 26, 2021. Vashudev Das
recalled that initially, Bhortaal dance was performed as a solo dance. He himself had performed
solo Bhortaal dances at various prestigious events, including the Congress Mahasabha in
Jalukbari (1958), Punjab (1947), National Culture Festival (1989), Bangalore (1999), and the
Santan movie etc.

4.00 Performance Style of Bhortaal Dance

The term "Bhortaal" is believed to have originated from the word "Bhut Taal".
Historically, the Bhortaal instrument is thought to have originated from Bhutan and was
brought to other regions from there. Over time, the name
"Bhut Taal" underwent a transformation, eventually
becoming known as "Bhortaal". The Bhortaal dance,
which originated from the musical instrument 'Bhortaal’,
has evolved from a solo performance to a group dance.
This dance form is characterized by intricate footwork,
body movements, and Bhortaal rotation based on the
'Choutal' used in the last part of the Thiyonaam prevalent

. o Figure 2 The original Bhortaal
in Barpeta district of Assam.

Bhortaal dance is primarily Talasrayi and male-dominated (Tandavadharmi),
combining the rotation system of Taal (cymbal) of Thiyonaam with elements of Sattriya dance,
such as hand postures and footwork. During the performance, dancers carry a pair of Bhortaal
in their hands, which are often fake and lighter than the
original Bhortaal for convenience. The dance gains
momentum, accelerating to the beat of the Nagera. The
"Pathak" recites the Pad (verse), while the Paalis (reader)
sing it, accompanied by the taal (big size of cymbal) and
Nagera. The Bargeet "Pawe Pari Hari" is sung based on
the Trital, although some performances feature the song |

igure3 Fake Bhortaal used in Dance

"Bane Banamali Benu Bajavata....". As the dancer’s transmon from the Nagera with chapari to
the Chotal and Trital, they rapidly rotate the Bhortaal with impressive techniques, increasing
the pace of the performance.
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The Dance getting faster and faster.
Rapidly sung on the basis of the
chowtali:

“Bhal kariya kanu ae

Ki aehe khelana khelai
Khelar madhuri hari ae
Ki aehe he bhubana bhulai .”

Figure 4 Bhortaal Dance Performance

According to Shobharani Das, a student of Narahari Budhabhakat (Das, 2018),
Mahananda Sutradhar was the pioneer in incorporating five mudras into the Bhortaal dance:
(1) Pravesh, (2) Abhibadan, (3) Archana, (4) Vandana, and (5) Jhalak. Narhari Budhabhakat
further enriched the dance by adding four more mudras: (1) Chata, (2) Muruka, (3) Jhumura,
and (4) Madhurpan. Bhortaal dance is an independent dance form created with Sattriya
materials. Unlike other dances, Bhortaal dance does not involve hand gestures, as the dancers
hold the Bhortaal instrument in their hands. This dance form is characterized by its energetic
and exciting movements, which are reminiscent of Sattriya dance. The Bhortaal dance is
performed with great enthusiasm and energy. The dancers move their feet and bodies in a rapid
and intricate manner, creating a dynamic and captivating performance. There are many
elements of Sattriya dance in Bhortaal dance such as Chata, Orat Baha-Utha, Paak, Jhalak etc.

Bhortaal dance is typically performed in a group, with multiple dancers participating in
the performance. The dance is accompanied by traditional Assamese music Bargeet, Totai etc,
including the Bhortaal instrument, taal, and Nagera.

The Costume of Bhortaal Dance

The traditional attire of Bhortaal singers is distinctive and ornate. The costume typlcally
consists of a turban adorning the head, a white net
chapkan chola covering the body, although the
upper torso is sometimes left bare. A decorative belt
is draped from the left shoulder to the waist and
then to the right, adding a touch of elegance.
Additionally, a saleng cloth may be worn to add an
extra layer of intricacy. The lower half of the body
i1s covered with a white Dhuti, with velvet Dhuti

being a modern variation. To complete the look,
gems and ornaments such as necklaces, waistbands, Figure 5 Costume of Bhortaal Dance
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and junukas (anklets) on the feet are worn, adding a touch of splendor to the overall attire.
Conclusion:

Bhortaal dance is a vibrant and dynamic traditional Performing Art of Assam, showcasing the
state's rich rhythmic and aesthetic traditions. This dance form has evolved over the years,
incorporating various elements of Sattriya dance and music. It has a distinct origin, evolution,
and style. Originating in Lower Assam, the dance tradition spread throughout the state,
evolving into a creative fusion of folk and musical traditions. Traditionally performed by males,
the dance form has undergone significant changes over time, emphasizing the need for
preservation. The Bhortaal dance faces key challenges, including the loss of its traditional form
and lack of authenticity in modern performances. To address these concerns, documenting and
preserving the original form, promoting the traditional form through performances and
workshops, and educating performers about preserving the traditional form can help safeguard
the cultural heritage of Bhortaal dance.

Recommendations:

1. Documentation and Preservation: Efforts should be made to document and preserve the
Bhortaal dance form, including its history, evolution, and performance techniques.

2. Training and Education: Institutions should be established to provide training and education
in Bhortaal dance, ensuring the continued transmission of this traditional performing art.

3. Promotion and Dissemination: Efforts should be made to promote and disseminate the
Bhortaal dance form, including performances, workshops, and festivals.

In conclusion, Bhortaal dance is a unique and valuable part of Assam's cultural heritage.
With its rich history, distinct style, and cultural significance, it is essential to preserve and
promote this traditional dance form for future generations.
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