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Levity during the Mahila holi oral narratives

Notes for a literary and mediatic analysis

Fabio Mangraviti

This article investigates, from an interdisciplinary perspective, the aesthetic and
socio-cultural values incorporated by the oral narratives performed during the
Mahila Holi-s in Kumaon. These are celebrations of a playful and sometimes hu-
morous nature generally performed in this region by women and for a women-
oriented audience. The study proposes to investigate these narratives primarily
through a critical and literary survey of the recited oral texts. It also draws inspi-
ration from data gathered during fieldwork in Almora and other urban and peri-
urban settings in Kumaon, which included the author’s observation of a few per-
formances. Inspired by studies about the forms of “emotional refuge” (Reddy
2001) found in different cultural contexts, in the presence of a certain “emotional
community” (Rosenwein 2006), the research combines these views with theoret-
ical models derived from Humour studies and Feminist approaches to media. The
objective of the article is to analyse the values embodied by these narratives
within the broader characteristics of the emotional community of Kumaoni Holi

performances.
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1. Introduction?

The objective of the article is to present the results of an interdisciplinary analysis regarding the oral

narratives connected to the celebration of Holi (or Hori) in Kumaon, with a focus on the aesthetic and

! The present was funded by the European Union, in the context of the activities connected to the project ‘Fighting with a
Smile: Satirical and Humourist Voices of Resilience from Hindi Speaking Subaltern Subjects and Communities,” under the Call
HORIZON-MSCA-2023-PF-01. Project 101152854. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author only and do
not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or that of the European Research Executive Agency. Neither the European
Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them.

2 The article generally adopts the system of transliteration of words in Devandgari script as indicated by McGregor (1993).
However, there are a few exceptions. The transliteration of Sanskrit terms, unless used in Hindi sentences, embraces the

standard model universally recognised for Sanskrit terminology. The transliteration of the names of Hindu gods also follows
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socio-cultural values embedded in the Mahila Holi (‘Women’s Holi’), a typology of celebration
characterised by the almost exclusive presence of women as performers and in the audience. The
article also investigates the role embodied by the concept of khel (‘play’) in the oral narratives and
performances, often associated with the poetic and aesthetic notions of hasya (‘laughter’), vyangya
(‘satire’) and svarng (‘farce’). It proposes to answer the following set of questions: which socio-cultural
values and norms are incorporated in the elaboration of oral narratives performed by women authors
in Kumaon? What values does the concept of levity embody in the investigated texts? How are such
texts mediatised and employed to develop a certain way of conceiving sentiments as experienced by
women in the Kumaoni public sphere? To what extent do such practices reveal attempts by the local
community to find an ‘emotional refuge’ (Reddy 2001)? By addressing these questions, the article
broadens the reflection on the forms and functions embodied in the Indian contemporary setting by
Holi, the ‘festival of colours,” that marks the beginning of the spring season around mid-March.’ The
study of Mahila Holi is, then, situated within the framework of a number of previous contributions that
have focused on the features of Kumaoni oral narratives. It investigates a gendered North Indian
festival that, despite being explored in the past, has rarely been studied from a perspective focusing on
the distinct value of narratives performed by women artists. The Mahila Holi is said to share the same
cultural value as the other two forms of Holi-related celebrations present in this region: the Khari Holt
(‘Standing Holi’) and the Baithki Holi (‘Sitting Holi’), which are mainly performed by men associated with
the main urban centres of the Kumaoni region.” In this regard, it is worth noting that, according to
Karki, a shared mahaul (Karki 2025b: 99-110), or aesthetic, religious ‘atmosphere,” seems to be
experienced by both men and women performers during the celebration of Kumaoni Holi (Karki 2025a:

175). However, despite the clear affinities between the Mahila Holi and other performances in the

the Sanskrit model. Names of cities and geographical regions, with the exception of those present in the translations from
Hindi and Braj languages, are transliterated by adopting the common usage. Unless otherwise stated, all translations from
Hindi into English are by the author. I would like to thank all the performers and people who contributed to this research,

especially Lata Pande, for their insights. I would also like to thank the two reviewers of this article for their comments.

3 One of the major motifs that inspires Holi is connected to the self-sacrifice of Holika, sister of the two demons Hiranyakasipu
and Hiranyaks$a. Alongside this mythopoetic and religious reference, Holi presents extremely diversified regional temporali-
ties, symbolisms and forms, and seems to embody different socio-cultural values, also with reference to gender dynamics. The
emotions evoked by this festival also vary greatly depending on the different ritual and religious contexts in which it is cele-
brated. For instance, while local forms such as the Masane ki hori (‘Cremation ground’s Holr') are playful and light-hearted, they
also incorporate references to death that are not present in other local forms of the festival (Caranti 2022).

4 One of these centres is the Laksmi Bhandar ‘Hukka Klab’ in Almora, where many generations of holydr-s have contributed to
the preservation and renovation of the Baithki Holi. Other important urban centres can be found in Nainital, Pithoragarh,

Haldwani.
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region, previous studies have also reflected in a succinct way on the relevant discontinuities existing
between them. Primarily, it has been noted that the Mahila Holi can generally be attended only by
women belonging to the Kumaoni community (Karki 2025a, 2025b; Pande 2011; Srivastava 2016; Upreti
2009). A socio-cultural aspect that seems to characterise the Mahila Holi, and may link it to other
performative practices in North India, is the presence of levity and a humourous tone in the
performances. Indeed, according to Karki’s interpretation, since the pre-independence period, women
kalakar-s (‘artists’) and holyar-s of the region, “did not see it as something to be ashamed of but as a
marker of their deep attachment to the festival. Holi’s permissiveness and relaxed social structures
allow them to revel, relax and rejuvenate their spirits” (Karki 2025a: 173).

Another introductory observation concerns the fact that during Mahila Holi women performers
would be engaged not only in reciting oral narratives but also in dramatic enactments involving an
element of farce (Upreti 2009: 163-164). The adoption of a dramatic enactment during Mahila Holi, and
the subsequent use of the body as an instrument through which women performers can express the
sentiments and atmosphere of the celebration, may be another indication of the distinctiveness of the
Mahila Holi in Kumaon. The research, mainly based on the literary survey and investigation of the oral
narratives associated with the Mahila Holi, reflects the data gathered during my personal fieldwork in
a number of urban and peri-urban cultural centres of the region between December 2024 and March

2025.

2. Problems and methodology: studying levity and emotional refuge

The article is inspired by the wide spectrum of contributions on the function of oral narratives in
establishing a normative representation of gender dynamics within a given society. The assumption of
this theoretical approach is that oral narratives are ‘mediatic’ instruments encompassing a variety of
forms and playing a pivotal intellectual role in constructing and communicating to a given audience
memories and identities established through storytelling (Harvey 2020; Martindale, Schneiderman and
Turin 2018: 200-202). Oral narratives are important instruments for the edification of a collective
memory and atmosphere, that may integrate individual experiences and sentiments experienced
during a performance, into collective forms reflecting the habitus of a given community. Notably, the
article postulates that the atmosphere created by the performance of oral narratives is a dynamic and
unstable entity, whose realisation may be fragmented in a variety of subjective responses and
interpretations by the audience and performers. I postulate two dimensions that define the
heterogeneous nature of the experiences that characterise the Kumaoni Holi. Primarily, oral narratives

and performances—and the feelings associated with them and shared by both performers and
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audience—may reveal a variety of forms, responses and sensibilities that depend on, and are deeply
affected by, the intersectionality of the contexts in which the oral narratives are performed. The Mahila
Holi may be a gendered mahfil (‘gathering’) that, for its intrinsic aesthetic and socio-cultural traits,
represents finalities and patterns of representation that partially deviate from other coeval
performative spaces present in Kumaon during Holi. The gendered nature of this event is, however, one
of the dimensions in which its intersectional character may be studied.

A second dimension reflected on here regards differences in feeling and sensibility detected in
the main urban and cultural cities of Kumaon, such as Almora, Nainital etc., as compared with peri-
urban centres and settings. It is also important to note that the values and functions embodied by the
oral narratives may also be deeply affected by the impact of new technologies. Kumaoni history is
exemplary in this sense. Since the second half of the 19" century, oral narratives associated with this
region have been increasingly incorporated into traditional Indian media (Karki 2025a: 175). More
recently, communities in Uttarakhand and other South Asian regions have shown a tendency to use
oral narratives in new digital contexts, fostering new storytelling practices that adapt the collective
self to current socio-cultural, economic and political needs (Fiol 2010, 2011, 2012). The circulation of
oral narratives through digital technology “helps the ‘traditional’ past converge with present-day
practices, producing transnational cultural forms of memory that rely on hybrid technological
repertoires” (Martindale, Schneiderman and Turin 2018: 200). In this context, a semiotic text analysis
that focuses on the representation of gender identity through a survey of different media and socio-
cultural contexts allows us to derive social meanings from the repeated combination of images,
symbols and words related to women in the Kumaon region during the Mahila Holi.

In line with the perspective proposed by Harvey (2020), the semiotic text analysis of the role
assigned to women in media representation may embody two distinct common features. One narrative
may consist of symbols and values established by projecting upon women cultural “tropes” that are
useful in defining a certain normative, ideal behavior. Regarding this, Harvey writes that “tropes” are
those “devices” that allow the audience to identify with the characters. Tropes have cultural
significance and are specific, but in general, despite some global discrepancies, they seem to follow
certain recurring patterns. The role of tropes is to help the audience establish relations between the
main characters of the narration (Harvey 2020: 58-84). The construction of an ethical/unethical model
associated with gender identity is, however, only one side of the coin. In parallel, the projection of
certain tropes also elicits the definition of a certain idea about the subjectivity of women, that is

established through the representation or self-representation of desires and free will.
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How are these seemingly mutually exclusive narrative tendencies presented in the Indian
context? As Rao argued in reference to thumri and the socio-cultural consciousness and empowerment
of women performers in India, these seemingly different narrative dimensions are not separate but
often tend to coexist (Rao 1999: 475-477). According to Rao, oral performances, especially those
connected to local practices, often represent liminal spaces of continuous negotiation between diverse
societal, aesthetic and cultural tendencies. Local arts and artists may also enact strategies of grotesque
and satirical narrativisation, and render “existing power structures alien and arbitrary” by remarking
how “utopian aspects of performances are subordinated mainly to its satirical functions” (Prakash
2019: 33). The presence of humourous narratives and also, in a more latent way, the representation of
levity, be it linked to a ritualistic religious context or partially separate from it,” may also be important
cultural vectors through which less represented categories can renegotiate the individual and
collective self during the liminal® space of the performance (Dempsey and Raj 2010; Perera and Pathak
2022). The sentiments and modalities through which narratives that define a politics of representation
may be expressed are many and reveal different ways of establishing what may be defined the
‘emotional community’ of Kumaoni women (Plamber 2010: 249-261; Rosenwein 2006). In broad terms,
if the concept of levity is adopted here to refer to narratives that emphasise the concept of
‘playfulness,’ often translated into Hindi as khel (lit. ‘play’), mazaq (‘taste,’ but also ‘wit’) and sukh (‘joy’),
humour, as explained by Attardo and other linguists, primarily reveals linguistic incongruity (Attardo
1994, 2001), which may or may not be characterised by satirical intent (Simpson 2003).

A literary and ethnographic perspective focusing on how distinct communities codify certain
feelings and sentiments, examines also how performative spaces characterised by humour may become
an “emotional refuge” for less represented members. According to Reddy’s theory, an emotional refuge
is a performative space where performers and audience members express in a more independent and
non-normative way. Indeed, it is a “safe release from prevailing emotional norms” and a “relaxation of
emotional effort” that, under certain conditions, “may threaten the existing emotional regime” (Reddy
2001: 129, quoted in Jiang 2019: 90). As theorised by Rosenwein with the scope of explaining the nature
of the emotional community, every social system, despite an appearance of homogeneity, is generally

permeated by the coexistence of a variety of emotional communities (Rosenwein 2006: 1-32).

5 For a recent bibliography on the relationship between humour and religion cf. Gilhus (1997, 2004), Graham (2024),
8 The concept of liminality implies, in Turner’s words, those moments of ‘passage’ during which the subjective and collective
self is on the ‘threshold’ and is subject to a process that is “betwixt-and-between the normal” (Turner 1979: 465). These mo-

ments also usually reveal a transition from one status to another.
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Every community is, therefore, inextricably characterised by an inner heterogeneity and the
continuous aesthetic, socio-cultural and political (re)negotiation of the symbols and values associated
with the manifestation of sentiments. The present study accepts Rosenwein’s theoretical model and,
more precisely, the idea of studying the values associated with the manifestation of feelings, through
oral narratives and performance, in a multidimensional manner. This theoretical perspective is,
indeed, functional at enlarging the picture so far crafted by prior studies, that investigated Kumaoni
Holi as a monolithical and unilateral aesthetic, socio-cultural and religious experience. The idea of the
fragmentation of the emotional community in a variety of intertwined yet distinct coexisting
communities permits the investigation of the intersectional dimensions of the discourse.

Taking a broader view compared to previous theoretical approaches, this article primarily
analyses the processes of elaboration of the women’s identity through the critical study of the oral
narratives recited in Kumaon. It builds on the literary material gathered during the fieldwork in
Kumaon, consisting primarily of booklets published before or during the Holi celebrations (Pandey J.
2017; Pande K. 2025; Upreti 2009).

Also, a few Hindi collections of Kumaoni Holi Sastriya (‘canonical’) and lok (‘popular’) songs have
been consulted and adopted for the translation and analysis of the oral texts.” After a literary and
linguistic analysis of the narratives produced by oral practices, the second part of the work, primarily
through interviews and observations gathered during the fieldwork, analyses two other aspects that
are functional in contextualising the performative ‘life’ (Lutgendorf 1991) of the texts. The first
dimension regards the role of farce, intended here as a mode that, apart from the enactment of oral
narratives, also implies the realisation of small dramatic sketches that can also embody a playful,
humourous and satirical value. The term which is generally used in previous Hindi studies to denote
the concept of farce in the Mahila holi is svamg; or, less commonly, prahasan. Here, this terminology has
a general value, and does not specifically refer to the musical theatre tradition that, according to
Sharma, developed in many North Indian regions during the 19" century (Sharma 2025: 42). The
research does not aim to give a comprehensive ethnographic or ethno-musicological analysis of this
cultural phenomenon. Rather, it is an attempt to provide an interdisciplinary understanding of this

celebration by emphasising the narratives present in the oral literary forms of the Mahila Holi. It also

71t is relevant to note that, apart from this aesthetic separation between ‘high’ and ‘popular’ traditions of Kumaoni oral nar-
ratives, the majority of the songs recited during this celebration are fit to be included in what Manuel (2015a, 2015b) and,
more recently, Caranti call ‘semi-classical’ or ‘intermediate’ genres of Hindustani music, musical genres that play a “transi-

tional” role between the classical and the popular genres (Caranti 2022: 41).
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develops an introductory critical approach toward sociocultural tendencies surrounding the Mahila
Holi in the current Kumaoni cultural sphere.

The data collected in research through interviews and notes was provided by participants who
were previously informed about the scope of the research. Performers associated with the Mahila Holi
also played the role of gatekeepers in permitting observation of events connected to the celebrations.
In the context of the fieldwork in Almora, the informants were holyar-s associated with the Laksmi
Bhandar ‘Hukka Klab.” I also attended public Mahila Holi-related events held in this religious site in
March 2025. In this month, besides private Mahila Holi-s held at home, a few public events connected
to this celebration are organised at the Hukka Klab and in other religious and non-religious venues.
The main informant among the women performers associated with the Laksmi Bhandar ‘Hukka Klab’
was Lata Pandey, with whom I had a virtual interview on 15 January 2025. I had other smaller and
informal interactions with this performer in the following months. To collect general information
about the aesthetics, forms and socio-cultural values of Holi in Kumaon I had also interviews with the
men performers at the above-mentioned centre. With regards to the fieldwork in urban and peri-urban
areas of Munsyari the data were primarily collected through anonymised interviews with local
performers. Indeed, by doing the research under the methodological principles articulated by general
ethical considerations,’ I have preferred to use the anonymisation method for local artists connected
to the Kumaoni Holi who are not associated with major cultural and artistic centres. The open-ended
interviews, which entailed reflection on the general forms, aesthetics and the content of the main oral
narratives of the Mahila Holi, had a variable duration and were usually held in the home of the artists. I
limited myself to the observation of performances where the presence of a man would not be seen by
participants as a limit to self-expression. From this perspective, 1 decided to have a limited
participation at public celebrations only, avoiding attendance at private meetings. In addition to
analysing the data collected during the fieldwork, the second part of the article considers the dynamics
of mediatisation in the Kumaoni region regarding the aesthetics and socio-cultural values associated

with Mahila Holi. To investigate these processes, the research built on Harvey's theoretical approach to

8 Cf. Atkinson (2009); Harvey (2020), especially with reference to the role embodied by the positionality of the research/re-
searcher during the research and fieldwork; Bonetti-Natali (2024: 11-38, 186-195); ‘Ethical Guidelines 2021 for Good Research
Practice,” by the Association of Social Anthropologist of the UK (ASA); ‘Statement on Ethics: Principles of Professional Respon-
sibility,” by the American Anthropological Association (AAA). The research has been also situated in the context of the ethical
lines inspiring the Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (General Data Protection Regulation) and the European Code of Conduct for Research Integ-
rity (2023).
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the study of media and considered the role of both traditional media in Hindi and new media in Hindi

and English.

3. Main characteristics of the three forms of Kumaoni Holi

Alongside the Mahila Holi, the most significant celebrations performed during Holi in the region are the
Khari and Baithki/Nagar Holi. Before delving into an analysis of the specific narratives and tropes
embodied by the Mahila Holi, I now briefly consider the broad socio-cultural characteristics of the three
typologies of Holi in Kumaon. Some of the more famous Kumaoni baithak-s (‘meetings’) are associated
with religious centres present in major cultural cities of the region, particularly the cities of Almora,
Nainital and Haldwani. Generally, they are organised through institutions, such as the Laksmi Bhandar
‘Hukka Klab’ at Almora, where the aesthetic value of the oral narratives performed is enshrined in the
solemn and mystical dimension of these centres. The earliest Kumaoni baithak-s are organised around
mid-December, during the first ravivar (‘sunday’) of the month of paus, and in the period that spans
from December to the Hindu month of magh, with the beginning of the Vasant paficami. The majority of
the oral narratives recited during the Baithki/Nagar Holi’s celebrations are of a highly solemn and
spiritual tone (Pande 2011, 233). During this phase, named Nirvan ki Holi, detachment is the dimension
mostly represented by the holyars, a theme often pursued by artists through songs that stress the leit-
motif of the barahmasa, the ‘songs of the twelve months.” The repertoire of the oral narratives
performed during this phase is mostly inspired by bhakti literature and reveals affinities not only with
Braj literature but also with nirgun (lit. ‘without qualifications’) bhakti literature and, among other
early-modern devotional authors, with Kabir’s poetry.

After this temporary phase, performers shift from the narration of solemn stories of detachment
to motifs of love and play. During this phase, around mid-February to March, the holyar-s may be
engaged in exhibitions that stress the notion of Srngara rasa, the aesthetic category that focuses on the
‘flavour’ of erotic sentiment in artistic and literary representation (Upreti 2009: 111). The language
adopted by the artists during this and the following phases of the Baithki Holi is Braj, but, occasionally,
Khari Boli may be used during the performance. Also, in spite of the impact made by local culture on
the rhythm and sound of the songs recited, the Kumaoni language is mostly avoided in the recitation.
The manifestation of the §rigara rasa may also be accompanied by narratives emphasising the symbolic
role incorporated in Kumaon, and elsewhere in India, by notions of play and levity. While considering
the aesthetic traits of the Baithki Holi within the broader discourse on the value of levity and humour
during the Kumaoni Holi, two aspects emerge that distinguish it from the Khari Holi and, to a larger

extent, from the Mahila Holi. Firstly, with a few sporadic exceptions, humour is generally excluded from
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the oral narratives recited during these performances. In contrast, as noted by Karki, more ‘serious,’
solemn motifs and a general sentimental tone emerge, characterising the majority of the Holi baithaks
(Karki 2025a: 174-190). Another crucial aspect is that dramatic performances are generally excluded
from these shows, where the emphasis is placed on music and poetry.

Baithki Holi is primarily associated with music and oral narratives, whereas the Khari Holi, which is
performed standing, is a dance-centred celebration that, in continuity with the Baithki Holi, also
incorporates oral narratives. As regards the timing with which these narratives manifest themselves
during Holj, it is relevant to note that the Khari Holi reveals almost the same temporality observed in
relation to the development over the months of the themes sung during Baithki Holi. Particularly
relevant during the early phase of this celebration, when dance is not allowed (Upreti 2009: 4), is the
presence of songs called vihdag, which immediately precede the Cir bandhan, performed during Holika
astami mostly in the peri-urban and rural areas of the region. The cir, a strip of cloth attached to a
sacred stick, is bound during this celebration—from this derives the name (lit. ‘binding of the strip’)—
and a procession is led by a person holding the cir, and by the men of the community for several days.
The celebration has a gendered character and involves a quite strict ritual separation between men
and women. The popular dimension of the Khari Holi is proven by the diffusion of this kind of
celebration in many second-tier cities, peri-urban and rural areas of Kumaon, where, alongside the
Mahila Holi, it is probably the most widespread form of Holi-related celebration present in the region.

Compared to Baithki Holi, the Khari Holi is characterised by an aesthetic hybridity that, according
to performers interviewed at the ‘Hukka Club’ and elsewhere, is not present in the highly solemn
environment of the Baithki Holi. It is worth noting that not only do the artists connected to Baithki Holt
tend to mark the profound aesthetic and social difference between these arts, but, also on the popular
level, these events are devised through the use of labels that openly establish aesthetic hierarchies
between the above-mentioned events. While, as noted by Upreti, the Baithki Holi is often labelled as a
canonical form of Holi, the Khari Holi and the Mahila Holi are considered as moti, more ‘rough’ and less
polite forms of Holi (Upreti 2009: 13). If considered in the context of the broad aesthetic, socio-cultural
and religious characteristics of the two other men-oriented forms of Holi in Kumaon, the Mahila Holi
reveals a few remarkable differences. First of all, it is generally considered the most ‘noisy’ among the
forms of Kumaoni Holi celebrations (Upreti 2009: 163). This specificity derives not only from the
presence of oral narratives and songs during the Mahila Holi, but also from the realization during this
performance of dramatic enactments that reveal a ‘tradition of farce’ (svarng ki parampara; Upreti 2009:
163). There are a few socio-cultural reflections that may be derived from the observation of farce in

Kumaon during the Mahila Holi, to which I will return later; for now, it is important to outline that,
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more than Khari Holi and, in a much more marked way than the Baithki Holi, the Mahila Holi seems, at
least in the reading that is generally offered by holyar-s and prior studies, to have a less solemn tone.
Another reflection that was derived from the interviews to authors associated with the Mahila Holi is
that, in a much more marked way than the Baithki Holi, this celebration may embody a variety of forms
and social dimensions. Before reflecting further on the specific tropes and narratives incorporated
during the Mahila Holi two additional contextual hints must be provided.

The first relevant observation regards the different temporality that marks and differentiates this
mahfil if compared to the Baithki Holi and Khari Holi. Generally, based on prior studies and fieldwork, the
Mahila Holi celebrations start around mid-February—almost two months after the start of the other
celebrations—and are introduced by the mangalacaran, with a dedication to Ganesa and songs devoted
to Visnu (Visnupadi git; Upreti 2009: 163). Not unlike the other Kumaoni Holi-related celebrations, a
crucial moment in the development of a feeling of levity and erotic sentiment comes after the
realisation of the Cir bandhan. In the peri-urban areas of Kumaon, the Mahila Holi celebration is usually
performed by carrying out a procession that is led simultaneously with the other men-oriented
celebration. Further, I had the possibility to note that that the women are generally not allowed access
to the temple. As for the oral narratives recited during the celebrations, in spite of the presence of a
few raga-s that are sung during the performances, the songs of the Mahila Holi-s generally have a distinct
melody (tarz) and sound (dhvani), and are not deemed by the majority of the holyar-s as belonging to a

classical genre.

4. Levity and other emotional tones of the Mahila Holi

On the basis of a critical analysis of songs assembled in religious booklets, anthologies, and reported to
me during the fieldwork I conducted in Kumaon, it is possible to identify a wide spectrum of emotional
‘tones’ associated with the representation of women in the context of Mahila Holi in Kumaon.
Significantly, however, not all the songs I analysed reveal what, according to some previous studies,
seems to be the essential and specific element of this celebration, namely a lesser emphasis on the
religious and solemn elements of Holi in Kumaon. In addition, many of the songs analysed do not seem
to allude, through the use of words such as khel (‘play’) and sukh (‘joy’), to the joyful and light-hearted
atmosphere sometimes associated with Mahila Holi. On the contrary, especially if we focus on the songs
collected in the booklets, it seems that a large part of the repertoire sung by performers during this
festival addresses the concept of maryada, the obligations that the local community of the Kumaoni
women must fulfil. Much of this repertoire focuses on the religious and mythopoetic imagery of the

Itihasa-s, and seems to represent the duties of women within the framework of ideal relationships
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established by female goddesses with their male counterparts. The figure of Sita stands out in this more
solemn and moralising context, appearing in numerous compositions in which the Ramaite
iconography is present. The construction of values, associated with the gendered representation of
mythical figures through oral narratives, is certainly part of the processes that have always
characterised the retelling of the story of Rama and related figures throughout history. Sita not only
represents an ideal of fertility and socio-cultural and political renovation, but her figure is inextricably
connected to issues of purity, innocence and legitimacy that are at the core of almost all the renderings
of the Ramargjya (the ideal ‘kingdom of Rama’), found in the Ramayana and elsewhere.” Sometimes,
alongside the representation of elements that refer to the duties of figures belonging to religious
iconography, the songs seem to indicate to the audience—presumably composed in most cases of
women—elements that refer to spiritual and religious paths of improvement and purification. Quite
marked in some of the songs I identified in booklets is the reference to the concept of moksa, or spiritual
liberation. However, this dimension is sometimes accompanied by the idea of ‘prosperity’ or ‘fortune,’
that can be achieved through a series of invocations and/or by complying with a series of duties and

moral obligations.
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Remember the prosperity [of the time when] there were Sita and Rama,
Otherwise you will not get salvation.

In this Kaliyuga there are only two great entities,

the one was Ganga, the other was Rama, otherwise you will not get salvation.
The Ganga is great in destroying the sin,

remember the name of Rama, otherwise you will not get salvation.

9 For a brief bibliography on the notion of Ramardjya in the Ramdyana and in Indian literature and its socio-cultural implica-
tions throughout the centuries cf., among the others, Gonzalez-Reimann (2006), Lutgendorf (1991), Pollock (1993) and Stasik
(2009).
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In this Kaliyuga there only two great entities,

one was a brahman, the second was a cow, otherwise you will not get salvation.
The priest is extraordinary in performing his obligations,

the cow is extraordinary in letting the family cross,

otherwise you will not get salvation."

@ il 0 HewS, Breft o fo o

T foreT &0 Hew, Bt o oA o

T, TR, HERT A §F | i OS] AT
HEEATR

SR 0] WERT AT, 6 ol 5t
et o fea o

T AT S Y, 57 6 bl TS 31T
et o fea o

ST S SHTEws! H1%, T g qs] AT
dieht & fe & (Upreti 2009: 165)

Oh Mahar3aja, make your fortune in the days of Holi.

Oh Mahar3ja, cancel the obstacles, in the days of Holi.

[ praise Ganapati, Gauri, Mahesa,

I offer my pija today to all of Them,

during the day of Holi.

[ praise Brahma, Visnu, Mahe$a, I offer my piija to all of Them,
during the day of Holi.

I offer my piija to Rama, Laksmana, Bharata, Satrughna,
during the day of Holi.

I offer my piija to the Genitrix of the World, to the Mother of the World, to the
nine Durga-s during the day of Holi.

The intellectual horizon in which these narratives are situated tends to place greater emphasis on an
external focalisation of women’s feelings and condition. Characters are often portrayed within the
intimate and private context of the family. As we see in the first narrative, women goddesses are not
represented individually, but often as part of divine couples. This type of representation, especially in

reference to Sit3, fits a model that is present within the textual tradition relating to the Ramayana

10 The words hira janam literally mean ‘diamond birth;’ in this context, they may be interpreted as a reference to the concept

of moksa, liberation from rebirth.
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(Goldman 2018: 61; Hess 1999: 1-3), and informs the gendered tropes present in numerous performative
contexts of northern India. However, it is possible in Kumaon to see less monolithic and rigidly
idealised images focusing on the duties to which women are subject. These narratives often derive from
elements taken from Itihdsa-s, but they sometimes develop more ‘marginal’ paths relating to the
representation of Sita and other figures. As noted by Goldman, the representation of Sita and, in
particular, that of Sita’s body is generally used in many textual traditions to mark a religious “anxiety”
(Goldman 2018: 68). One moment where this feelings emerges regards the ordeal of the agnipariksa, a
‘trial by fire,” to which the Sitachaya (‘Sita’s shade’) is subjected to prove her purity at the end of the
Yuddhakanda (Yuddhakanda, 101-104). The second moment in which this feeling emerges would be
connected to the trope of the Sitatyaga, the ‘abandonment of Sita,” that appears in the Uttarakanda
(Uttarakanda, 43ff). Both episodes, writes Goldman, “are deeply disturbing and have sparked much
debate” (Goldman 2018: 68). According to Hess, both of these episodes have produced a variety of
cultural, philosophical and religious responses that “creatively engage with the tradition, altering plot
points, shifting emphases, adding and dropping episodes, bearing the mark of regional cultures and
historical developments” (Hess 1999: 4). Such moral tension and anxiety, that is also part of a few oral
narratives collected in the consulted booklets and anthologies, seem to be well exemplified in the song
Sita van mern akeli kaise rahi, that is generally performed during the Mahila Holi but also in the frame of

the Baithki and Khari Holi:

ST HIAT 3 H bt h T

8 T fed-Tr T o7 0 s1eheft 4 T

3 71 L T ved U9 SIS =l

T e TR i o 7 Tehelt e
ST BT L HT Y WieH BT weft

I T IS @ HT I B 31eheft el &I
ST &1L T g o B =l

T 1 uTd foer Hidr 97 & el 0 @

ST g X Hiar €@ w2l B Tl (Upreti 2009: 171).

Oh, how did Sita wound up alone in the forest?

How did she wound up for the whole day and night, alone, in the forest?
Oh, Sita left the palace and everything else and went away!

In the forest she enjoyed a stay in the small hut,

how did Sita wound up alone in the forest?

Oh, she gave up food endowed with six flavours and went away.

In the forest she ate the fruits of the forest,
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how did Sita wound up alone in the forest?
Oh! She left her bed and went away!

She spread leaves in the forest,

how did Sita wound up alone the forest?

Oh! sita left the company of her friends and went away!

The episode described in the narrative framework of this song seems to recall the emotional dimension
evoked by Sita's exile from the city of Ayodhya after being subject to the ordeal by fire. Unlike in other
songs belonging to the same repertoire, the figure of Sita does not appear stylised or idealised, but the
focus seems to be on a series of elements that highlight the drama of this goddess's new status after
exile. This narrative, and the consequent vulnerability to which the character is exposed, is expressed
through the juxtaposition of ingredients that recall the comforts at court, and a series of elements that
seem to destabilise Sita’s existential and ontological condition. Thus, for example, the foods endowed
with the six flavours, a reference to Ayurvedic medicine, are contrasted with the frugal foods eaten by
Sita in the forest; similarly, the sumptuous bed of palace life is contrasted with the bed of leaves that
Sita prepares in the liminal space of the forest. Parallel to this narrative style, that underlines the
separation between what happens inside the palace (mahal) and everything outside it, is the reflection
on Sita's loneliness, expressed through the use of the adjective akeli (‘alone’). However, while the tone
of this and other similar songs seems generally and allusively critical of the system that produced this
exile, significantly, this song does not seem to outline an alternative ethical or moral vision to that
present in the Ramayana. The criticism, if present, remains subtle and forms the backdrop to a
reflection that focuses on the psychological and existential condition of the goddess. Interestingly,
even though it is set in the carnival context of Holi, the narrative is neither humorous or satirical.
Finally, while exposing the fragility of Sita 's situation, I believe that this kind of songs projects onto
this figure an idea of strength and heroism. Sita is not only portrayed as a figure who is subject to
events, but becomes part of a transformative process through which she seems able to overcome her
new difficult situation. This takes on even more significance when the song is contextualised in
Kumaon, where the image of women as harbingers of independence, strength and responsibility is
recurrent, even in oral narratives unrelated to Holi, and seems to be at the centre of socio-cultural
dynamics of normalisation to which traditional and new media also contribute. This imagery can be

seen in songs and popular practices that celebrate the symbolism of the kirsan, of the bhyokhuli and
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daukhuli (Negi, R. 2022: 33)."! This analysis suggests a thematic repertoire in which the dimension linked
to the representation of women's feelings appears veiled by a subtle and implicit critical reference to
a patriarchal system.

Considering the representation of ideas of responsibility and duty towards such a system, the
semantic and symbolic spectrum linked to the idea of play and lightness appears equally multifaceted.
The songs listed below quite clearly reveal the adoption of concepts that refer to the idea of play, and

serve to represent the polysemy of this notion in the oral narratives linked to Mahila Holi in Kumaon.

AT T Gl B
T e BRI Wl el
T Te T TR

T e BN Ted

SheRuT sier 1T MY (Uprett 2009: 172).

We will play Holi in Barsana,

what we will wear by celebrating Holi, oh Krsna,
what will the fair-skinned Radha wear?

We will play Holi wearing a crown,

The fair-skinned Radha wears bracelets.

T STl o 2 o T v,
INEEAREIRAUCR RG]

S A T

e i wawr s 8

IFRT A I I, ..
Tteg-sreier @ forret

I T FhAR, WSIT. .
AT ST g o

Bifert § srepgie wigma (Upreti 2009: 176).

Don't go my love, Holi has arrived and is here to stay. Don't...
The wives of those whose husbands stay at home

in the month of Phagun are full of happiness.

™ As noted by Negi, the term kirsan is usually adopted in the Kumaon region to address the ideal and trope of the hardworking
and dedicated woman; bhyokhuli is a technical term that is employed to refer to highly skilled women climbers. Finally, the
term daukhuli is used to refer the skilled tree climbers (Negi, R. 2022: 33).
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The wives whose husbands live in foreign lands
are full of anger. Don't...

sindir and kajal shine a lot,

the eyes are being shaken,

the velvet blouse shines a lot,

the breasts are being shaken. Don't...

B e wRqfer ATer

TR JUTA HERT TA...
ECUSIRCCRAERIISIRER

wref} forrs rer, AR Auret H) e @,
T St Ot o St @t

diar forrst grer, TR AU HIg O, ..
EERSIRCNICRHEEASIRE )

Ty forret e, R AuTe #igd @l (Upreti 2009: 166).

We will celebrate Holi, oh Lord Pasupati,

in the city of Nepala, we celebrate Holi...

Lord Brahma will play, Visnu will play,

alongside the shining Laksmy, in the city of Nepala. We will celebrate Hol...
Lord Rama will play, Lord Laksmana will play,

Alongside the shining Sit3, in the city of Nepala. We will celebrate Holi...
The elder brother will play, the younger brother will play,

Alongside the shining Radha, in the city of Nepala. Let’s celebrate Holi...

foret # 2t 8 et & wrate o €@

- AT HIMT AT T E AT T

X Tt =g A i & g A

AT ST AT ISAT ISl ATl {1

X Tt =g A i & g A

TR o G- AR ol

TEe grer 9 frag et gan | (Upreti 2009: 176).

How will I celebrate Holi in Braj today with my dark-skinned beloved?
New and diverse water pots have been requested,

inside which colours have been mixed, buckets of water have been placed at the ready, and my
whole body is numb.

Abir and gulal are being thrown and sprinkled in all seven colours,
buckets of water have been thrown in front and the whole bodice is numb,

your voluminous skirt is making a lot of noise and your whole body is numb
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your husband is a great idler; come with us!

The songs reveal several shared features. Firstly, most of them appear to draw thematic inspiration
from tales of eroticism centring on the relationship between Krsna and the Gopi-s, with a few
references to Radha. The iconographic context within which these compositions are set is therefore
strongly influenced by Braj literature, which, according to the interpretation of the well-known
literary critic Ram Candra Sukla, seems to define more clearly an interest in aspects that are apparently
more light-hearted and linked to the narration of Krsna’s plays (lila-s)."” In light of this, most of the
analysed oral narratives reveal a lighter poetic dimension, in which the image of play defines a
sentimental horizon often different from the more solemn tone of the previous songs. From the formal
perspective, with the notable exception of Biraj Holi kaise khelirgi, the texts under investigation avoid
first-person narration and this, as I am going to explain in the following, contributes to the
construction of a narrative in which the representation of the subjectivity of women’s characters
remains less visible. Alongside these affinities, some significant differences in the modulation of
feelings can be identified. One tendency can be seen in texts, such as Mat jao piya Hori ai rahi, where the
concepts of lightness and suhag (‘joy of the wifehood’) are, in a sense, ‘contained’ and linked, albeit not
explicitly, to the idea of preserving the notion of women as protectors of marriage. This theoretical
model is also evident in the song Calo barsane khelemge Hori. Here, it is plausible to figure out that an
atmosphere of play remains embedded within the ethical and gendered responsibilities of the women
toward their home and familiar boundaries. The poetic construction of women’s subjectivity appears
to serve the purpose of defining and regulating the possibities of finding what Reddy would call as an
‘emotional refuge’ within the broader ethical boundaries of the Kumaoni ‘emotional community.’

A different thematic model for representing levity in relation to the portrayal of women
characters can be found in Hori khelerh Pasupati Nath, where a certain eroticism seems to be emphasised,
and ethical ambiguity permeates the allusions to the relationships established by single goddesses with
couples of gods. Negi emphasises in her study on the representation of women in the oral traditions of
Kumaon the echo of a symbolism, sometimes of a satirical and humorous nature, linked to the erotic

dimension. This component, to use Negi’s words, is present, alongside songs that extol the dimension

12 This imaginary usually transcends the more normative social and ethical horizon of Ramaite literature or that of the Krsnaite
iconography described in the Bhagavadgita. In the Sirsagar, a 16th-century literary work by Stirdas, the concept of play, linked
to eroticism and love, serves as a means of expressing a form of devotion that is similar to, yet distinct from, that present in
Ramdite literature. According to Sukla, in this type of work, “the image to which these poets refer is a sea filled with waves

produced incessantly by joy and aesthetic pleasure” (Sukla 2011: 130-131).
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of sacrifice and personal chastity, in “a few genres of songs that explore aspects of feminine desire and
sexuality, and women are portrayed as desiring subjects who long for their lovers and husbands” (Negi,
R. 2020: 19). However, it is worth noting that, in some cases, such as in the song considered above, the
woman's subjectivity apparently does not constitute the thematic epicentre of the narrative but, to put
it in Harvey’s (2020: 120-125) words, it represents the ‘object’ of the desire directed at her by male
characters. From this point of view, in light of the present mapping of the sentimental tones and socio-
cultural values expressed in songs that refer to the idea of play in Kumaon, it is reasonable to assume
that, within the framework of the songs I have analysed, only lyrics such as Biraj Holi kaise khelimgi
reveal the formal and aesthetic hallmarks that denote the concept of emotional refuge as described by
Reddy.

The first characteristic that distinguishes this and similar songs is the presence of the first person.
The use of this device in local Indian performing arts is not a common ingredient; moreover, as Shen
Dan (2001: 128) notes, the use of the first person is rather rare, even outside the Indian context, in
spaces where ‘folk’ arts involve the presence of a narrator and an audience in the same place.
Meanwhile, other songs belonging to the Mahila holi repertoire demonstrate that the presence of the
first person is not an indispensable element for the manifestation of subjectivity on the part of women
narrators. In other contexts, for example in the distinctly erotic song entitled Sahar sito jago rasiya (‘The
city was sleeping, my beloved woke up’),” the narrative is characterised by the use of the third person.
Similarly, in numerous songs, the narrator addresses the lover and expresses her desire through the
use of the second person. Nevertheless, it is significant that in certain contexts the first person is used
to directly articulate the sensitivity and desire of the woman narrator.

The second relevant aesthetic feature of Birdj Holi kaise khelarngi lies also in its humorous and
satirical character. Indeed, in this context, levity is also associated with a satirical and farcical tone that
is evident in the use of the term bare nikhattu (‘great idler’) to describe the husband. The term alludes
to the idea of the Gopi-s cheating on their husbands, while also ‘justifying’ this behaviour due to their
husbands’ indolence. This ambiguity is perfectly in line with the textual tradition relating to the deeds
of Krsna, where, as Siegel points out, a religious tone does not appear to be disconnected from a more
irreverent vein, represented by the sometimes impetuous irruption of the comic and satirical

dimension. Krsna, writes Siegel, referring to the aesthetic categories implied in Bharata’s notion of

3 Negi notes that, in the context of the Mahild holi celebrations, this is one of the songs that more explicitly translates the idea
of a clandestine encounter between a woman and her lover. Also, in Negi’s interpretation, this song may suggest the idea of a

sexual encounter between two women (Negi, R. 2020: 19).
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rasa, is not associated only with “trickery,” “excessive audacity and desire” and “embodiment of
childish love” (Siegel 1989: 340-341), but also embodies the ethics of a total devotion toward the Divine.
The representation of the inner feelings of the women belonging to the Kumaoni community in the
context of this and other songs seems to suggest something that, in this reading, embodies also another
value if considered in the broader characteristics of the ‘emotional community’ of Kumaon. The
subjectivity of the woman and the description of her devotion for the beloved that is not associated
with the private sphere of the home, is, indeed, also essential in the elaboration of a space, connected
to the religious system but, apparently, external to the direct sight and perspective of the men
belonging to the community, where the manifestation of feelings is less rigid.

Such aesthetic relaxation, especially if considered in the context of the Kumaoni social life, may
also embody a social value of empowerment; however, on the basis on the textual evidence gathered,
it does not seem to enact any form of clear-cut deviation from the aesthetic values generally associated
with the broader values of the Kumaoni Holi. Rather, it seems to strengthen the idea of an existence,
within the broader values of the local mahaul, of a distinct and specific cultural and social sphere where
the women holyar-s may overcome, under certain conditions, the aesthetics that tend to associate
women only with idealised models of sacrifice and responsibility. Levity and, to a lesser extent, humour
and satire are, following this interpretative line, essential instruments for establishing a separation of
this ‘other space’ from the performative dimension and atmosphere associated with the Khari Holi and
Baithki Holi. They, moreover, are adopted to establish a repertoire of caricatures that, often building
upon the Krsnaite iconography, may be used to mock a variety of figures that are seen to be external to

this dimension.

5. Mediatisation of the Mahila Holi’s songs and performances

On the basis on the survey I made in Kumaon consulting various holyar-s, cultural centres and gathering
data from local journals, we can begin to envisage a few tendencies that characterise the definition by
traditional and new media of a certain view of the values and symbols associated with the Mahila Holi
in Kumaon. The broader consideration regards the fact that, on the administrative level, some
initiatives are currently pursued to preserve Kumaoni-related oral performances and celebrations.
These initiatives are also an attempt to promote, also on the pan-Indian level, the identity and culture
of Kumaon. In this context, it is worth noting that many initiatives have been addressing arts associated
with local women artists and performative authors. With reference to the organisation of celebrations
associated with the Mahila Holi, for example, in 2016 a cultural programme has been implemented in

the region for the organisation by Mahila Holi-related holyar-s of a comic play focusing on the theme of
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demonetisation (Negi, R. 2020: 30). As revealed in a personal interview by Lata Pande, a well-known
holyar and artist committed to the spreading of the Kumaoni culture, there are many other activities
and programmes that, also at the local level and transversally in the urban and peri-urban areas, are
being adopted to raise awareness and knowledge about a variety of social themes. During the Mahila
Holi-s and Baithki Holi-s occuring in Almora in March 2025, for example, initiatives have been organised
in this city to implement the Nasa mukti, a programme addressing the issue of the drug addiction in the
region. It is plausible to claim that also the traditional media are currently playing an important role
in implementing the programmes associated with the Mahila Holi celebrations and in giving visibility
through many strategies to holyar-s connected to the Mahild Holi. Over the last years, the analysed
journals have started considering the specificities of the Mahila Holi and emphasising its connection to
the broader aesthetic and cultural dimension of mahaul, as experienced in Kumaon.

One aspect often addressed regards the playful and comic value of the Mahila Holi’s songs and their
capacity to foster a variety of coping and empowering strategies in the region.' This increasing
attention toward the representation of the women in the local culture and society is reflected in a
variety of new studies, at both the academic and non-academic level, which permit a more detailed and
complex survey of the songs, and relative social and cultural values, tied to the Mahila Holi. The role
epitomised by the traditional media in promoting new initiatives and activities connected to the Mahila
Holi reflects also creation of new urban spaces where initiatives associated with this celebration are
currently being led. Every year, for example, the Laksmi Bhandar ‘Hukka Klab’ in Almora, besides the
mahfil-s usually associated with the Baithki Holi-s, organises Mahila Holi celebrations and offers the
possibility to new generations of women holyar-s to do exhibitions. As far as the role embodied by new
media in the promotion of Mahila Holi-s is concerned, it is possible to detect a certain aesthetic and
narrative continuity in the elaboration of the picture tied to the role embodied by Mahila Holi in the
region.

As noted by holyar-s, new media such as YouTube are providing the possibility to preserve and, at
the same time, to renew on the aesthetic level the repertoire of songs performed during the Kumaoni
Holi and, specifically, the Mahila Holi. Lata Pande, for example, engages in producing a variety of new

lyrics, inspired by Kumaoni local culture, to extend the visibility of this local art. The process of

1 Cf. the article, published on the online page of the journal Kumaini vani desk, Sreft Feicaa # Hweh! FHIGAT S, TAE< F {org &

TSt oSt feeratt T FHTSHT Sl I = 1 o wew...” (‘Kumaoni culture was reflected in the Holi festival, women dressed with

shawls and necklaces gave the message of saving Kumaoni culture...”); also the article, published on Mati ki khabreri desk, Fwreft
Afee et st SEfT (‘Presentation of the Kumaoni Mahila Hol?).
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mediatisation does not concern only local practices associated with the cultural hub of Almora and/or
with other important urban settings of the region. On the contrary, such a tendency can also be seen
in peri-urban and rural areas, where, through the support of local associations, a variety of new actors
are engaged in the development of narratives regarding cultural practices in less central areas of the
Kumaoni region.” At the urban level, the quite common presence of prosceniums during public events
is paving the way for a partial remoulding of some of the ritual practices usually associated with this
celebration. As also noted by a few performers of main urban centres, this has produced, both on the
visual and narrative level, the emergence of new styles, genres and songs. This partial aesthetic shift is
perceived by some performers with a feeling of nostalgia. This partial transformation in the
atmosphere surrounding the festival also leads them to ponder on the fact that, outside the urban
context, it is possible to find a ‘genuinity’ that, sometimes, also due to the mediatisation to which the
celebration is subject, seems to be less experienced in major cultural centres. The preservation of a
humorous and satirical dimension, as noted earlier, is also at the core of many cultural activities and
programmes conducted in the region. At the same time, it seems that the variety of emotional tones
associated with the idea of playfulness in Kumaon becomes less polysemic in urban cultural contexts
and through the agency of traditional and new media, that tend to project onto the Mahila Holi quite a

monolithic picture.

6. Notes on the performative life of the Mahila Holi

The dimension of farce detected in Biraj Holi kaise khelimgi seems to prelude a satirical dimension that,
from my personal experience at public mahfil-s in Almora, has only been marginally detected. It is
plausible to imagine that during the events organised at home in the urban context forms of dramatic
enactment are still held by members of the community. However, in this city, as confirmed by holyar-s
at the Hukka Klab, the so-called ‘tradition of svarhg,” a popular dramatic enactment with satirical
humorous narratives, drama and music, has been generally limited. Outside major urban centres,

however, the data gathered through participation at forms of Mahila Holi in the peri-urban areas

5 A Website which is contributing to the elaboration of digital stories about the rural areas of North India and has also gath-
ered, through fieldwork research, narratives associated with Mahila Holi in Kumaon is PARI, People’s Archive of Rural India.
The article ‘Melodies of Mahila Holi in Munsiari’ can be retrieved at the following link: <https://wagtail.ru-

ralindiaonline.org/en/articles/melodies-of-mahila-holi-in-munsyari/>.
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surrounding Munsyari offer a somewhat different picture.'® Here, the rite consisting of a procession
through the homes of the villages by two distinct audiences/groups of people is still present and the
women belonging to the community still have access to a distinct ritual sphere where oral narratives,
dance and some dramatic enactments are present. Also, outside public events, informants recount the
presence of farce during the meetings that are usually organised at homes during Holi.

Local holyar-s seem to embody a variety of aesthetic functions that span from the simple act of
reciting songs to the enactment of small exhibitions where members of the community also perform
small satirical sketches. Which are the main topics that are generally the object of jokes and dramatic
enactments performed during the events? In general, in Uttarakhand, in a region characterised, since
the 20™ century, by tendencies and trajectories of eco-feminism, one of the most common satirical
targets regards the literary topos of the ‘idler husband,” already encountered in songs such as Birdj Holi
kaise khelimgi. To mock this character, performers associated with the Mahila Holi generally take on the
role of a man, dressed in clothes that emulate those used by men of the community during the Khari
Holi. Based on data collected through participation in activities on site, such dramatic enactment is not
usually associated with the interpretation of a text to be recited. On the contrary, the farcical
dimension is usually mimed, with simple, stylised gestures, through the emulation of potential ‘vices’
to be projected onto this figure. The performer is generally surrounded by the community, who may
also dance in a circle and/or recite verses commonly associated with Mahild Holi."" In other cases,
however, it seems that the dimension of farce is not necessarily associated with a satirical dimension
and, on the contrary, it merely functions to emphasise the dramatic enactment of the feelings tied to
the celebration. From this perspective, it is worth noting that a comparison of the Mahila Holi forms
performed in urban and peri-urban settings reveals at least two essential aspects for producing a more
detailed picture of the value embodied by the concept of levity in this performance. The first evidence

suggests that performances in a peri-urban context offer the holyar-s much greater scope for

16 with reference to the socio-cultural characters of Munsyari and the surrounding villages it is worth noting that two major
communities that inhabit this geographical area are the Bhotiya-s, who, especially in the past played an important role in the
Himalayan commercial routes (Chatterjee 1976, 1977; Kak 2000), and the Silpkdr-s, a Scheduled Caste. For a study concerning
the historical role played by Silpkar-s in this region during the 19 and 20" centuries cf. Kumar (2003); Negi, S. (2011); Pathak
(2003).

7 With reference to the development of an eco-feminist movement in Uttarakhand, it is important to note that the roots of
this movement can be traced back to the Cipko Movement, originated in the 1970s in the Reni forest of the Garhwal region but
whose impact has deeply affected the whole North-Indian area and also the Kumaoni area. This movement, rooted in the
Gandhian principles of non-cooperation, stressed on the need in this region to preserve a sustainable ecological stability and
to contribute to a distribution of wealth. Cf. Shiva and Bandyophadhyay (1986); Jain (1984).
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expression than those in an urban setting, where a more normative form of Mahila Holi tends to be
affirmed. This, if we consider recent feminist criticism on the relationship between comedy and the
‘politics of body’ (Kein 2015; Mizesejewski 2014) is quite remarkable. It seems to suggest, but this
hypothesis should be better explored in the future, that in these ritual contexts the constraints over
the display of the performative body are less strong than in other cultural contexts, where the
embodiment of a humorous and satirical self must be someway justified by a socially-oriented
programme.

Limiting the discourse to the peri-urban areas of Munsyari, it is possible to observe some aesthetic
shifts. One such transformation regards the opportunity for women in the community to occasionally
celebrate the festival at night, which was generally off-limits to women in the past. It is also worth
noting that, with reference to performances attended during Holi in Kumaoni peri-urban areas, the
impact of literary narratives in Braj and Hindi seems quite diffused. Another aesthetic factor regards
the fact that, as the reflection on the performative life of the Kumaoni Holi repertoire suggests, the
satirical and humorous dimension associated with Holi seems to be present in the performances of
these areas, where a distinct space for the performance of women seems to be maintained and

preserved by the community.

7. Conclusion

Based on the critical survey of texts that have been studied through the fieldwork and on previous
anthologies by Hindi scholars, it was possible to trace two general narrative tendencies that
characterise the representation of women in these songs. One tendency reveals a more ‘serious’ tone,
and stresses the relevance of the responsibilities that the represented characters must fulfil; it also
tends to support the trope of woman as heroines of Kumaoni society and upholder of the home. The
other narrative tendency decoded, mostly inscribed within the mythopoetic horizon of the Krsnaite
literary tradition, paves the way for the representation of a more light-hearted motif. However, as I
have tried to demonstrate, a normative tendency may be found in the analysed songs focused on the
concept of khel. The concept of play is often associated with an idea of responsibility towards home and
the society. What Reddy would call an ‘emotional refuge’ within the broader ethical and aesthetic
characters of the Kumaoni Holi was found only in a few other compositions, where the subjectivity of
the woman is expressed by stressing the feelings of desire, longing and, sometimes, the extra-marital
experiences of love and devotion of the devotee toward God. If the mediatisation of Mahila Holi tends
to produce a rather normative view of these mahfil-s, setting aside narratives that cannot be reduced

to a ‘contained’ form of playfulness, then fieldwork in peri-urban areas seems to support the hypothesis
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that spaces where women can express their feelings more ‘relaxedly,” in Reddy's terms, exist even
within the gendered system of Kumaoni Holi. At the present state of the research, and by virtue of the
processes to which Mahila Holi is subject, the value of levity, farce and satire during these events
generally does not deviate in a clear-cut way from the system but, rather, produces a less rigid
renegotiation, also through the relaxation produced by it, of the symbolic and ethical values usually

associated in the region with the local community of women.
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