
ISSN:2455-2631                                                                                                 June 2026 IJSDR | Volume 11 Issue 6 

IJSDR2606151 International Journal of Scientific Development and Research (IJSDR) www.ijsdr.org b511 
 

The Resilient Echoes of the Soil: A Critical 

Review of “Kushan Gaan”, the Folk Theatre 

Tradition of Assam 

Dr. Prasanta Kumar Das, 

Assistant Professor 

Department of Assamese 

Kampur College, Nagaon, Assam-782426 

Email- prasantakumardasg@gmail.com 

Abstract 

India's diverse cultural landscape is enriched by numerous folk performance traditions that embody 

the lived experiences, beliefs, and artistic sensibilities of local communities. Among the folk theatrical 

forms of Assam, Kushan Gaan occupies a significant position as an enduring cultural practice closely 

associated with the Koch-Rajbanshi population of western Assam. Characterized by a harmonious blend 

of storytelling, music, dance, dramatic representation, and oral narration, this tradition has long served as 

a means of preserving collective memory and transmitting social and religious values. Rooted largely in 

narratives derived from the Ramayana, Kushan Gaan reinterprets epic themes through local languages, 

customs, and performance practices, thereby creating a distinctive regional expression. This study 

examines the historical trajectory, performative elements, cultural functions, and contemporary condition 

of Kushan Gaan through a critical review of available literature and cultural documentation. The analysis 

demonstrates that the tradition extends beyond the realm of entertainment, functioning as a repository of 

community knowledge, historical consciousness, and cultural identity. Although confronted by the forces 

of modernization, technological change, migration, and diminishing patronage, Kushan Gaan continues to 

survive through adaptation and community engagement. The paper argues that systematic preservation 

measures, institutional recognition, and active participation by local communities are essential for ensuring 

the sustainability of this valuable folk heritage. The study contributes to ongoing discussions on folk 

theatre, cultural continuity, and the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage in Northeast India. 
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Introduction 

Folk theatre has historically played a vital role in shaping the cultural fabric of Indian society. 

Across different regions of the country, communities have developed unique performance traditions that 

combine storytelling, music, ritual, and social commentary. These forms not only provide entertainment 

but also function as important mechanisms for transmitting knowledge, preserving cultural memory, and 

strengthening community bonds. Long before the emergence of modern theatrical institutions, folk 

performances served as accessible platforms through which religious narratives, ethical teachings, and 

social values were communicated to the wider population. 

Assam possesses a rich and diverse tradition of indigenous performance practices that reflect the 

state's cultural plurality. Among these traditions, Kushan Gaan represents a distinctive theatrical genre that 

developed within the socio-cultural environment of western Assam. Particularly prevalent among Koch-

Rajbanshi communities, the tradition combines recitation, singing, dancing, dramatic enactment, humour, 

and improvisation into a unified performance structure. While its narrative foundation is largely derived 

from the Ramayana, the form has evolved through continuous interaction with local customs, beliefs, and 

linguistic traditions. 

Despite its historical and cultural significance, scholarly engagement with Kushan Gaan remains 

relatively limited. Compared to other well-documented Assamese performance traditions, this folk theatre 
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form has received comparatively less academic attention. At the same time, rapid social transformation, 

changing entertainment preferences, and economic pressures have created new challenges for traditional 

performing arts. Consequently, there is a growing need to critically examine the significance, evolution, 

and contemporary relevance of Kushan Gaan. 

This paper explores the historical foundations, artistic characteristics, social functions, and present-

day challenges of the tradition while highlighting its continuing importance within the cultural landscape 

of Assam. 

Objectives of the Study 

The principal objectives of this study are: 

1. To investigate the historical emergence and evolution of Kushan Gaan. 

2. To examine its performative and aesthetic dimensions. 

3. To evaluate its cultural and social significance. 

4. To identify contemporary issues affecting its continuity. 

5. To propose measures for the preservation and revitalization of the tradition. 

Methodology 

The study is based on qualitative research methods and relies primarily on secondary sources. 

Relevant books, scholarly articles, folklore studies, cultural reports, and research publications relating to 

Assamese folk theatre and Kushan Gaan have been consulted. Through descriptive, analytical, and 

interpretative approaches, the study examines the historical development, cultural role, and artistic features 

of the tradition. Perspectives from folklore studies, cultural anthropology, and performance theory have 

also informed the analysis. 

Historical Evolution of Kushan Gaan 

The origins of Kushan Gaan are deeply intertwined with the spread and popularization of Ramayana 

traditions in western Assam and adjoining areas of North Bengal. The name "Kushan" is commonly linked 

to Kush, one of the sons of Rama and Sita. Folkloric belief associates Kush and Lava with the earliest 

recitation of the Ramayana, thereby establishing a symbolic connection between the epic narrative and the 

performance tradition. 

The development of Kushan Gaan illustrates the process through which classical narratives are 

adapted and transformed within local cultural settings. Although the Ramayana provided the principal 

narrative framework, performers drew inspiration from regional retellings, oral traditions, and community-

specific interpretations. Over generations, the epic story acquired local colour, making it more relevant and 

meaningful to rural audiences. 

The growth of the tradition was closely connected to village festivals, religious observances, and 

community gatherings. Such occasions provided opportunities for collective participation and cultural 

exchange. As a result, Kushan Gaan emerged not merely as a theatrical form but as an important social 

institution that fostered cultural continuity and communal interaction. 

The ability of the tradition to survive across centuries reflects its flexibility and responsiveness to 

changing social realities. While retaining its mythological foundation, performers continuously 

incorporated contemporary experiences and local concerns into their presentations. 
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Performance Structure and Artistic Dimensions 

The Role of the Kushani 

At the centre of every Kushan Gaan performance stands the Kushani, who functions as the chief 

narrator and leader of the troupe. The Kushani's responsibilities extend far beyond storytelling. As a singer, 

commentator, actor, and coordinator, he guides the dramatic progression of the performance and facilitates 

communication between the narrative and the audience. 

The effectiveness of a performance often depends on the Kushani's command over language, 

memory, improvisational skills, and vocal ability. Through narration and interaction, he sustains audience 

interest while ensuring the coherence of the storyline. 

The Dowari 

An equally important supporting figure is the Dowari, whose primary role is to introduce humour 

and provide dramatic balance. Through witty exchanges, satire, and spontaneous observations, the Dowari 

offers moments of comic relief that make the performance more engaging. This character frequently 

comments on everyday social issues, thereby connecting mythological narratives with contemporary 

realities. 

The Sokra Tradition 

Historically, women were generally excluded from public theatrical performances in many rural 

communities. Consequently, young boys known as Sokras assumed female roles on stage. These 

performers wore elaborate costumes and carefully enacted female characters through dance and dramatic 

expression. 

Although contemporary performances sometimes involve female participants, the Sokra tradition 

remains an important aspect of the historical identity of Kushan Gaan. 

Narrative Themes 

The thematic content of Kushan Gaan is primarily derived from the Ramayana. Frequently 

performed episodes include Rama's exile, Sita's abduction, Hanuman's adventures, the conflict with 

Ravana, and the narratives surrounding Lava and Kush. 

However, performances rarely adhere strictly to canonical versions of the epic. Artists often modify 

stories, introduce new dialogues, and incorporate references to contemporary social circumstances. Such 

adaptations contribute to the continued vitality and relevance of the tradition. 

Musical and Choreographic Elements 

Music is integral to the performance structure of Kushan Gaan. Songs serve multiple purposes, 

including introducing characters, advancing the narrative, and conveying emotional intensity. Traditional 

instruments commonly used include the Bena, Dotara, Sarinda, Flute, Harmonium, Manjira, Jhumjhumi, 

and Dhol. 

Dance movements complement the musical and dramatic elements of the performance. Together, 

song, movement, and narration create a rich theatrical experience that appeals to both auditory and visual 

senses. 
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Oral Transmission and Language 

The language employed in Kushan Gaan reflects the speech patterns and dialectal features of the 

Koch-Rajbanshi community. The use of familiar linguistic forms enhances audience participation and 

cultural identification. 

Knowledge associated with the tradition has historically been transmitted through oral means. 

Apprenticeship, observation, and participation remain central to the learning process, underscoring the 

importance of oral heritage in sustaining the performance tradition. 

Socio-Cultural Importance 

Custodian of Collective Memory 

Kushan Gaan serves as a powerful medium for preserving collective memory. Through repeated 

performance, communities maintain connections with mythological narratives, historical experiences, and 

shared cultural values. The tradition has historically functioned as a form of informal education, 

particularly in regions where access to formal literacy was limited. 

Expression of Cultural Identity 

The performance tradition plays a crucial role in articulating and preserving Koch-Rajbanshi 

cultural identity. Elements such as language, costume, music, and narrative style reflect local cultural 

realities and reinforce a sense of belonging among community members. 

Ethical and Spiritual Instruction 

The stories presented in Kushan Gaan communicate moral ideals associated with righteousness, 

loyalty, devotion, and sacrifice. Through dramatic representation and emotional engagement, these values 

become accessible and meaningful to audiences across generations. 

Community Cohesion 

As a collective cultural activity, Kushan Gaan encourages interaction among individuals from 

diverse social backgrounds. Performances create spaces where people gather, celebrate, and participate in 

shared cultural experiences, thereby strengthening social solidarity. 

Cultural Assertion in a Global Age 

In an era characterized by globalization and cultural standardization, Kushan Gaan functions as a 

symbol of cultural distinctiveness. Its continued practice represents an assertion of local identity and a 

commitment to preserving indigenous artistic traditions. 

Critical Reflections 

A critical examination of Kushan Gaan reveals its dual character as both ritualized performance 

and popular entertainment. While grounded in sacred narratives, the tradition remains open to innovation, 

improvisation, and audience interaction. 

From the perspective of performance theory, Kushan Gaan illustrates the active role communities 

play in reshaping inherited cultural narratives. Rather than reproducing epic stories in a fixed manner, 

performers reinterpret them in accordance with contemporary contexts and local experiences. 

The tradition also highlights the complex relationship between textual authority and oral creativity. 

Although the Ramayana exists as a literary text, its meaning within Kushan Gaan is continually recreated 
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through performance. This process underscores the dynamic nature of oral culture and its capacity for 

adaptation. 

Furthermore, the incorporation of current social issues demonstrates the ability of folk theatre to 

remain relevant in changing socio-cultural environments. Through this adaptability, Kushan Gaan 

continues to engage audiences while preserving its traditional foundations. 

Contemporary Challenges 

Despite its cultural significance, Kushan Gaan faces several obstacles that threaten its long-term 

sustainability. 

Changing Entertainment Preferences 

The widespread availability of television, cinema, digital media, and social networking platforms 

has transformed patterns of leisure and entertainment. As a result, traditional folk performances often 

struggle to attract younger audiences. 

Financial Constraints 

Limited economic returns remain a major concern for practitioners. The absence of stable funding 

and adequate remuneration discourages many young individuals from pursuing the tradition professionally. 

Decline of Traditional Training Systems 

Urbanization, migration, and changing career aspirations have weakened traditional modes of 

knowledge transmission. Fewer young people are willing to devote the time required for mastering the art 

form. 

Inadequate Institutional Support 

Compared to mainstream cultural industries, folk traditions often receive insufficient attention from 

policy-makers and cultural institutions. This lack of support affects training, documentation, and 

performance opportunities. 

Disappearance of Intangible Knowledge 

Many performance texts, songs, and techniques remain undocumented. The loss of experienced 

performers can therefore result in the permanent disappearance of valuable cultural knowledge. 

Strategies for Preservation 

Ensuring the future of Kushan Gaan requires coordinated efforts from multiple stakeholders. 

Comprehensive documentation projects should be undertaken to record performances, songs, 

narratives, and oral histories. Educational institutions can contribute by incorporating folk theatre studies 

into academic curricula and research programmes. 

Financial assistance, fellowships, and performance grants should be provided to artists and cultural 

groups. Community-based workshops and training initiatives can encourage youth participation and 

strengthen intergenerational knowledge transfer. 

Digital technologies also offer new opportunities for preservation and dissemination. Online 

archives, virtual exhibitions, and digital performances can help introduce the tradition to broader audiences 

while enhancing its visibility. 
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Findings 

The analysis leads to the following observations: 

1. Kushan Gaan represents a multifaceted theatrical tradition that combines narrative, music, dance, 

and dramatic performance. 

2. Its narrative foundation is rooted in the Ramayana, although local cultural experiences significantly 

influence its presentation. 

3. The Kushani remains the central creative force within the performance structure. 

4. The tradition serves as an important vehicle for preserving cultural memory and historical 
consciousness. 

5. It plays a vital role in maintaining community identity and social cohesion. 

6. Adaptability and improvisation have contributed significantly to its survival. 

7. Economic pressures, modernization, and weakening transmission mechanisms pose serious 

challenges. 

8. Long-term sustainability depends on documentation, education, institutional support, and 

community involvement. 

Conclusion 

Kushan Gaan stands as a remarkable example of Assam's living cultural heritage. More than a form 

of entertainment, it represents a complex system of artistic expression, social communication, and cultural 

preservation. Through its creative adaptation of epic narratives and its close connection with community 

life, the tradition has maintained its relevance across generations. 

The enduring strength of Kushan Gaan lies in its ability to balance continuity and change. While 

remaining rooted in inherited cultural values, it continues to respond to contemporary realities through 

innovation and adaptation. Nevertheless, the combined impact of globalization, economic uncertainty, and 

changing cultural preferences presents significant challenges. 

Protecting Kushan Gaan requires a collective commitment to preserving not only a performance 

tradition but also a unique repository of indigenous knowledge, historical memory, and cultural identity. 

Through sustained efforts in research, documentation, education, and policy support, this invaluable folk 

theatre tradition can continue to inspire future generations and remain a vibrant part of Assam's cultural 

landscape. 
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