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Abstract

This research paper examines the role of yatras, or religious fairs, as dynamic sites of

cultural exchange, with a specific focus on the folk arts and performances that flourish within the

yatras of Sangli district in Maharashtra. Rooted deeply in tradition, yatras in this region, such as

the Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus in Miraj, the Biroba Yatra in Arewadi

(Kawthemankal tehsil), and the Siddha Nath Yatra in Kharsundi (Atpadi tehsil), serve not only as

spaces for spiritual devotion but also as vibrant platforms where diverse social, economic, and

cultural interactions transpire.

By analyzing the historical, religious, economic, and social significance of these yatras,

the paper highlights how they facilitate intercommunity mingling, thus fostering unity among

people from varied backgrounds. The folk performances, including traditional music, dance, and

oral storytelling, play a central role in these gatherings, acting as both a medium for

entertainment and a tool for preserving cultural heritage. Art forms like tamasha, gondhal, and

jagran are not merely performances but also vehicles for transmitting cultural values and

histories, offering insights into the collective memory of the community.

The paper underscores how yatras act as a bridge between the rural and urban, blending

indigenous customs with broader social influences. Economic exchanges, including the sale of

local crafts and the influx of pilgrims, further amplify the yatras’ role as nodes of cultural

exchange. The study sheds light on how these folk arts contribute to a shared cultural identity

and create an inclusive environment where religious and cultural boundaries dissolve. By

focusing on Sangli’s yatras, the paper illustrates the transformative power of these festivals in

promoting cultural continuity, fostering regional unity, and nurturing a space where tradition and

exchange harmonize.
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Introduction

Yatras, or religious Yatras, have long been an integral part of Maharashtra's cultural

fabric, blending faith, heritage, and community in a singularly vivid tradition. These Yatras,

especially in regions like the Sangli district of Southern Maharashtra, transcend mere religious

gatherings, evolving into complex sites of cultural exchange where diverse folk arts,

performances, and social interactions come alive. Rooted in devotion to local deities and

reflecting the rich folklore of Maharashtra, yatras offer unique insights into the region’s social

dynamics and artistic expressions. Sangli, with its unique tapestry of local deities and cultural

traditions, is home to numerous celebrated yatras, including those in honor of Viththal Birdev,

Sidhanath, Khwaja Mira Saheb, which attract thousands of devotees, performers, and vendors

from surrounding areas.

The concept of a yatra in this region is multidimensional; it is not only a religious

congregation but also a vibrant marketplace, a cultural platform, and a space for traditional art

forms. The folk arts and performances at these yatras are crucial in understanding the region's

cultural exchange, as they encapsulate local narratives, customs, and aesthetic values passed

down through generations. Gajanrutya, Dhanagari Ovi, Dhol, Lezim, Tamasha, Gondhal, Bharud,

and various folk dance forms are just a few of the expressive arts that populate these Yatras, each

resonating with a distinctive identity and cultural symbolism.1 These art forms are not static; they

adapt to contemporary influences and are continually reshaped by the performers’ interactions

with the diverse audiences that attend these gatherings.

Importantly, the yatras serve as a cultural crossroads, where artists, performers, and

craftsmen from various communities often from different social, economic, and linguistic

backgrounds come together. This blending fosters an exchange of ideas and traditions, creating a

space where rural and semi-urban cultures interact, and where traditional forms engage with

modern influences.2 Moreover, yatras provide opportunities for marginalized and tribal

communities to showcase their artistry, preserving their cultural heritage while also finding a

means of livelihood.
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In analyzing the role of folk arts and performances within the context of yatras,

particularly in Sangli district, this paper seeks to explore how these gatherings function as

dynamic sites of cultural exchange. Through examining the interplay of religion, art, and

community, this research will highlight how yatras contribute to the preservation, adaptation, and

dissemination of folk traditions, enriching Maharashtra’s cultural landscape and reinforcing the

communal ties that are vital to the region's social fabric.

Objectives:

1. To Explore the Historical and Cultural Significance of Yatras in Sangli District

2. To Analyze the Role of Folk Arts in Yatras

3. To Investigate the Social Functions of Yatras

4. To Assess the Role of Performances in Cultural Identity Formation

5. To Evaluate the Impact of Yatras on Contemporary Cultural Practices

Research Methodology:-

The proposed research work will be carried out according to the norms of historical

research. The published and unpublished references, books, newspapers, articles, magazines and

periodicals will be used for the study. The Official Document and the Chronicles of the

Government of Maharashtra level will be useful in this research. Visit will be made to Yatra to

collect the data from the primary and secondary sources of published and unpublished references.

Some interviews will be useful. Beside this sources the method of oral history would be used

wherever it necessary. The internet sources will be useful in this regards.

Cultural and Social Significance of Yatras in Sangli

The Yatras in Sangli District, known locally as "yatras" or "jatra," have deep historical

roots tied to local deities, saints, and seasonal agricultural cycles. These Yatras began as

religious gatherings around temples, where devotees would come to pay respects and participate

in rituals. Over time, they evolved into vibrant social events. The festivals were not only

religious but also provided a space for people from surrounding areas to gather, interact, and

celebrate. Yatras became significant for villages and communities, marking a time of renewal,

both spiritually and socially. For instance, major Yatras dedicated to deities like Lord Birdev and

Goddess Mahalakshmi have shaped regional identities, creating continuity between generations
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by preserving local customs, dialects, and art forms. The cultural impact of these Yatras has thus

been profound, providing a sense of unity and continuity in Sangli’s rural life.

Religiously, Sangli’s Yatras serve as places for collective worship, pilgrimages, and the

reaffirmation of beliefs. They are often dedicated to specific deities, with traditions reflecting

agricultural life—offering thanks for good harvests or seeking blessings for prosperity. Festivals

like the Birdev Yatra in Arewadi are attended by thousands, demonstrating the importance of

these events in spiritual lives. Economically, Yatras are crucial in stimulating local commerce.

Traders, artisans, and craftsmen set up temporary stalls, providing villagers with access to goods,

clothes, and tools that may not be available locally. These Yatras are opportunities for economic

exchange and often create a circular flow of money that sustains rural artisans and farmers.3

Additionally, the Yatras encourage local folk arts, including dances, puppet shows, and other

performances that draw both locals and visitors, supporting cultural heritage.4 Socially, Yatras in

Sangli are among the few occasions that bring together diverse groups, fostering a shared

cultural space that helps bridge social divides. People from various castes and socioeconomic

backgrounds come together, participating in shared rituals, performances, and recreational

activities.

One of the most significant aspects of these Yatras is their role as sites of cultural

exchange. Sangli’s Yatras attract a range of visitors merchants, artists, religious leaders, and

pilgrims from various villages, castes, and even regions outside Sangli. This congregation

facilitates a blend of traditions, languages, and customs, contributing to a larger cultural

synthesis. Yatras provide an inclusive environment where individuals from different

backgrounds can participate without the rigid social stratification usually observed in village

settings. This setting has allowed for greater acceptance and fusion of cultural practices, as

people engage with each other through folk arts, collective rituals, and shared food practices.

Folk performances whether Dhangari Ovi, Gajanrutya,, Lavani, or Gondhal become focal points

of unity, creating bonds among diverse attendees.these Yatra’s from Sangli District also

promoting the Classical Music And Classical Singing.

In Conclusion The Yatras in Sangli District not only serve as religious or economic

events but act as significant sites of social and cultural exchange. They offer a unique lens to

understand how tradition and modernity coexist in rural Maharashtra, fostering community

identity, promoting local folk arts, and creating a rare platform for intercommunity harmony.
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The Yatras of Sangli District as Sites of Cultural Exchange:

Overview of Major Fairs in Sangli:

Sangli district, located in the western part of Maharashtra, is known for its vibrant fairs

and yatras, which are important cultural events and sites of religious and social significance.

These fairs serve as platforms for the celebration of folk arts, music, dance, rituals, and

community gatherings. They reflect a blend of religious traditions, social interactions, and

cultural exchange, drawing people from different backgrounds and regions. The following are

some of the prominent yatras in the district:

1. Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus (Miraj)

The Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus in Miraj is a significant Sufi religious fair

dedicated to Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb, a revered saint of the Sufi tradition. The Urus marks

his death anniversary and is celebrated with a mix of devotion, music, and rituals.

Historical and Cultural Significance:

This fair is an important event for not only Muslim community but also all communities

in the region. It draws a large number of devotees from across the region who come to pay

homage to the saint. The event is characterized by Classical singing, Classical Music, Qawwali

performances, Sufi music, and a sense of spiritual devotion.5 The fair fosters religious tolerance,

with people from various communities coming together to participate in the festivities.

2. Biroba Yatra (Arewadi, Tehsil- Kawthemankal)

The Biroba Yatra at Arewadi is a religious fair dedicated to Biroba, a local deity

worshiped primarily by the tribal and rural communities in the area. The festival involves

offerings, rituals, and a procession to honor the God Biroba.

Historical and Cultural Significance:

This yatra has strong ties to the rural folk traditions of the region. Biroba is believed to

protect the society from all type of disasters, and the fair serves as an expression of gratitude and

devotion. The cultural significance lies in its connection to local traditions, with folk dance

called Gajanrutya and folk songs called Dhangari Ovi.6 The performances that depict life,

Culture and values of Dhangar society. It also strengthens the bond between the agricultural and

tribal communities.
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3. Siddha Nath Yatra (Kharsundi, Tehsil- Atpadi)

The Siddha Nath Yatra at Kharsundi honors Siddha Nath, An a revered avatar of Lord

Shiva. The yatra is celebrated with devotion, prayer, and processions, often involving the entire

community.

Historical and Cultural Significance:

Siddha Nath is associated with spiritual enlightenment, and the yatra has deep religious

significance for the community. It serves as a space for collective prayer and religious expression.

The cultural significance is reflected in the communal participation in the rituals and the folk

performances like Here Sasankathi is danced to the beat of Halgi instrument and Gulal is spilled.7

that accompany the event, showcasing local traditions.

Folk Arts and Performances in Sangli’s Fairs:

 Dance Forms:

1) Gajanrutya (Biroba Yatra, Arewadi):

The Gajanrutya is a traditional folk dance performed during the Biroba Yatra in Arewadi.

This dance form is accompanied by the rhythmic beats of the dhangari dhol, a traditional drum

used to provide a pulsating energy to the performance. The dance, deeply rooted in local

customs, is a tribute to Biroba, a revered deity. The performance is characterized by energetic

movements, depicting reverence and devotion, with performers dancing to honor the spirit of the

deity, offering both spiritual significance and cultural vibrancy to the event.

2) Sasankathi Dance (Siddhnath Yatra, Kharsundi):

The Sasankathi dance is a prominent folk dance form performed during the Siddhnath

Yatra in Kharsundi. This dance is accompanied by the sound of the halgi, a traditional

percussion instrument, which helps in maintaining the tempo and rhythm of the performance.

The dance itself is expressive, with dancers depicting stories and myths associated with

Siddhnath, creating a mystical atmosphere during the festival. The dance not only highlights

local traditions but also fosters a sense of communal participation.

 Musical Performances:

1) Classical Singing and Music (Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus, Miraj):
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The Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus, held annually in Miraj, is famous for its

classical music performances. One of the key events of the festival is the Sangeet Sabha

(Musical Concert),8 where classical singers and musicians gather to perform devotional music in

homage to Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb. The performances during the Sangeet Sabha are rooted

in Indian classical traditions, with ragas and talas shaping the rhythm and mood of the music.

These performances are a major cultural attraction, emphasizing the spiritual and artistic heritage

of the region.

2) Folk Songs (Biroba Yatra, Arewadi):

During the Biroba Yatra in Arewadi, folk songs known as Dhangari Ovi are sung. These

songs are dedicated to honoring Biroba, celebrating his legend and divine qualities. The folk

songs are sung in a traditional style, often accompanied by the beat of the dhangari dhol, adding

a layer of depth and rhythm to the spiritual message conveyed through the lyrics. The Ovi form

of song is an integral part of Maharashtra’s folk music tradition, with its simple yet powerful

verses echoing the reverence for the deity.

Cultural Exchange and Community Bonding:

In the context of Sangli District’s festivals, cultural exchange and community bonding

play a pivotal role in uniting diverse social and cultural groups. The three fairs mentioned—

Hazrat Khwaja Meera Saheb Shamna Urus in Miraj, Biroba Yatra in Arewadi, and Siddha Nath

Yatra in Kharsundi serve as key examples of how such events act as meeting points for different

communities, thereby fostering social cohesion.

These fairs not only serve religious purposes but also facilitate significant cultural

exchange. By providing a platform for various social and cultural groups to interact, participate

in rituals, and engage in folk performances, they help build stronger communal ties. The shared

experiences at these fairs create a sense of collective belonging, reinforcing the shared values of

unity, respect, and cultural pride among participants. In this way, the fairs in Sangli District act

as crucial sites for community bonding and cultural exchange.
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