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Indian Chhau Dance Masks

Masks from
Around
the World

These are all characters from the stories.

Japanese Noh Masks
Masks from Papua New Guinea

After the performance people buy
replica masks to remind them of the
dancers. Replica masks are exact copies
of the masks worn by the dancers but
they are much smaller.
These masks are replica masks from
Orissa, India and they are copies of the
masks worn in the Chhau dance where
the dancers mime traditional Hindu
stories.

This is an actor from the
Noh theatre. All the
characters in the play are
played by men.

There are many festivals in
India and often dances are
performed
during the
festival..
Chhau is a mask dance that is performed in certain
areas of West Bengal. It tells the story of the
Ramayana, a very old and very long story from
India. You might have heard one of the stories from
the Ramayana about Rama and Sita. During the
dance the characters wear masks so that the
audience know who the characters are.

Some masks are very beautiful
and very complicated!

These masks represent characters from
the Krishna legend. Some characters are
half-man, half-woman or half-demon.

This mask is from Japan. It’s a
Japanese theatre mask called a
Noh theatre mask. The plays
are very old and were all about
planting crops and the harvest.

The men have moustaches, the women
wear nose rings and the demons have
long tongues.
Long ago, the life-sized masks used to
be carved from wood but now they are
made from papier mache and their
headdresses decorated with beads,
mirrors and tin foil.

All the masks are small and
tied to the head so that only
the front of the face is
covered. This actor is putting
his mask on.

There are five kinds of
Noh masks: gods,
demons, men, women
and the elderly.

They are
performed to
music from
the flute and
drum.

The masks are
very simple.

They are
only worn
by the main
characters
in the play.

The masks all have
small holes for eyes,
nostrils and mouth.
These are the Mudmen
from Papua New Guinea.

Masks are carved from one piece of cypress
wood then coated with a special mixture of glue.

They have to be very light
because they have to be worn
throughout the play which can
last for hours.

Long ago, a tribe from the village of Asaro were
fleeing from their enemies across the muddy Asaro
River. They emerged on the other side covered in
mud. On their way home they ran into another tribe.
By then all the mud had dried and cracked and they
looked a frightful sight.

In those days, most
tribes in the area were
scared of spirits and
that’s what they thought
these muddy men were!

One day, an enemy
realised they were
real men not
strange spirits to
be afraid of and
so their trick was
discovered.

As soon as they saw
the Mudmen they fled.
After that the warriors of Asaro always covered
themselves in mud before going to war. For a while
the idea worked well and the Mudmen became
wealthy.

Their masks must be very heavy!

This is an Eharo mask. These masks
were made and worn by men
from neighbouring villages.

Long ago many of the
tribes in Papua New
Guinea used masks for
different purposes.

Men from the villages would
wear their masks as they
entered the host village where
a special ceremony was to
be held. The ceremony was
mostly held for fun and as
the men entered the village,
women pelted them with
shredded coconut. Then the men
danced around the women to try to
win back their favours.

The Mudmen have
kept their traditions
and perform for
tourists but now, many
other masks can only
be found in museums.
These Asaro Mudmen are resting between shows.

This mask was made about 100
years ago. It was made of bark
cloth and sticks then painted in
red, black and white pigments.

The men put
bamboo sticks on
their fingers to
make noises that
will frighten their
enemies.

Now, many years later,
instead of scaring away
their enemies, the people
dress up to entertain
visitors and tourists.

Many of the masks had
different creatures on the top.
This one has a fish but insects,
birds, trees, mushrooms and
jellyfish were also used.

Eharo dance masks
could be as tall as
six meters.

Originally a thick fringe of fibre
would have hung down from the
bottom of the mask to cover the
wearer’s shoulders.

They were usually
intended to be
amusing.
This is an old photograph of one of the masked dancers.
It was taken 70 years ago.

The mask is now in a museum.

This mask is 100 years
old. It was made by a
boy’s father and uncle
and used to celebrate the
time when the boy
became a man.

The boys were ambushed by their uncles and
taken to a clearing where the uncles would cut
bark fibre to a suitable length for the boys’ masks.
Wearing their masks the boys would then be
taken to the beach to compete in races against
other men from the village.
For a month they would
patrol the beach looking
very funny in their masks!
After that their masks were
burned so only replicas
have survived.
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