Name of the EIment- Mahabharata Koothu Festival

Region-Tamil Nadu

Brief Description-

The Mahabharata Koothu Festival is a unique and immersive celebration held in the northern
Thondaimandalam villages of Tamil Nadu, traditionally from mid-April to the end of June,
following the Tamil New Year. Spanning ten to forty days, this vibrant festival transforms the
Mahabharata into a lived experience, combining ritual, theatre, and collective memory.

Each day begins with the narration of the epic as part of village rituals, while the nights come
alive with elaborate theatrical performances in the Koothu tradition—a ritual theatre practice
with origins in the ancient Sangam era. Villagers use “Koothu” and ‘“Natakam” interchangeably,
highlighting the deep integration of performance into everyday life.

At the heart of the festival lies Draupadi, who emerges as both the queen of the Pandavas and a
symbol of all those wronged by war. Here, the Mahabharata is not merely a tale of conflict but a
record of resilience and survival, seen through a local lens that reflects the community's values,
ethics, and collective struggles.

Key rituals include:

e Bagasuran Vadham: A dramatic reenactment where Bhima slays the demon Bagasuran,
drawing every villager into the world of the epic.

e Arjuna Tapas: A dawn ritual where Arjuna’s penance is symbolized by climbing a tall
pole, believed by women to bring blessings of fertility.

o Padukalam: A symbolic battlefield enacted through the village streets, culminating in
Bhima striking an earthen pot hidden in the statue of Duryodhana’s thigh, signifying his
death. The red liquid inside is then used in a ritual to anoint Draupadi’s hair.

Framed by the comic yet insightful commentary of Kattiyakaran, the sutradhara or narrator, the
performance bridges the mythic and the mundane, allowing villagers to reflect on ethics, justice,
and survival. Despite its cultural richness, this tradition remains underrecognized outside the
region.

The Mahabharata Koothu Festival is more than a performance—it's a profound expression of
memory, identity, and moral imagination in Tamil rural life.



