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Michael Baltutis’s The Festival of Indra: Innovation, Archaism, and Revival in a South Asian
Performance is a welcome addition to studies of religion and ritual performance in South Asia
and in Nepal specifically. The annual, public Indra festival in Kathmandu, Nepal’s capital and
urban centre, is one of Nepal’s most prominent festivals. It is remarkable that this festival is
only now the subject of a dedicated research monograph. Further, given that the prevailing
narrative about Indra largely confines the god to Vedic texts, for Hinduism scholars and
students and Hindu devotees outside of Nepal, the mere existence of a living Indra festival
continues to be a source of surprise, which reinforces the importance of this study.

This book is more than the sum of its parts: a textual analysis of ancient and early medieval
Sanskrit texts, a discrete historical account of 19th century Nepal, and a contemporary
ethnography of a dynamic living practice. Baltutis weaves together all three to produce a
textured, holistic narrative of the Indra festival as a unitary performance tradition. He is careful,
however, to not characterize it as a linear survival story from the ancient period to the modern
day. Rather, through a close reading of both historical texts and contemporary practices—and
the significance of the gaps between or silences in them—Baltutis uncovers and examines
instances of archaism, innovation, and revival, overarching themes stated in the book’s subtitle.
He simultaneously highlights another set of recurring themes, namely, (local) kinship and
(universal) kingship, royalty and rivalry, and urban power. At the literal and symbolic centre of
these discussions stands the ritual pole or dvaja.

In the ancient and early medieval Sanskrit textual world, the pole represented Indra, and
festival activities and associations were oriented directly toward kingship. Baltutis reaches this
conclusion through a close reading in Chapter One of five instances of the Indra festival in the
Mahabharata, Natyasastra, Visnudharmottara Purana, Samarangana Sutradhara, and
Bhagavata Purana. Departing from prior scholarship, he approaches these texts not as a
group but individually, and draws out themes that he revisits in the contemporary Nepalese
performance context in subsequent chapters, including dharma, drama, royal power,
architecture, and devotion. The Mahabharata holds a place of primacy in Baltutis’s reading
because, as he argues, the Mahabharata begins with an account of the Indra festival and
purposefully revisits the festival several times throughout the epic narrative. Further, in
Chapters Six and Seven he aims to situate Nepal’s living Indra festival in a larger network of
living folk Mahabharata festivals that also include one in the Garhwali Himalaya and the Tamil
Draupadi cult in south India.

Despite the central role of the pole in these earliest texts, Baltutis explains that such a pole
was either never actually used much in practice in Nepal or it had fallen away as a prominent
practice until the 19th century, when king Pratap Singh Shah “introduced the raising of Indra’s
pole into a festival classically known precisely for this singular event” (p. 120). This revival was
in fact an act of innovation that “plays on the archaism of the classical festival” to bolster and
reorient the festival through a presumed Vedic origin and toward the royal darbar, the king,
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and his worship of the Kumari, the Living Goddess. He argues that this was part of a larger
process promulgated by the Shah rulers who conquered and subjugated the Newar
Kathmandu Valley in 1768-1769 to Sanskritize the Hindu and especially Buddhist Newar
population. Baltutis examines this development in Chapters Four and Five through a close
reading of two 19th century Nepali Sanskrit texts, the Nepalikabhupa Vamsavali (previously
widely known as the Wright Vamsavali) and Indradhvajotsava Kathanam, respectively. The
Shah revival of the Indra-pole-centred Indra festival conflated the city, the (Shah) king, and a
universalized form of Hinduism that was rooted in and familiar to Brahmanical Indian Hinduism.
In any of the aforementioned textual accounts, that this is Indra’s festival, laden with an
association to kingship, power, and victory, is clear from the many Sanskritic names given to
it: Indradhvajotsava, Indramaha, Sakramahotsava, and Indrayatra, which in the Nepali
vernacular becomes its widely known name, Indrajatra.

There is, however, one name for the festival that belies its local practice and orientation. Locally
among Nepal's Newars, who are the indigenous inhabitants of the Kathmandu Valley, the
festival is known as yem yah (punhi), or the “(full moon) festival of Kathmandu.” That Indra as
king has only a peripheral presence in local celebrations is evident in Baltutis’s rich
ethnographic account in Chapters Two and Three that describes the dynamic, multifaceted
performance of the festival in Kathmandu. Through his participant observation of the eight-day
festival ritual activities, he argues that the festival’'s contemporary local performance in
Kathmandu focuses on death, danger, and ancestors. These themes align with many other
Newar festivals, especially those leading up to the Indra festival, such as Gai Jatra, which
explicitly mourns and celebrates the recently deceased. For Newars, the Indra festival
celebrates the city and its divine, human, and ancestor populations. It is not the pole itself, but
Indra’s mandala or sacred region that is around the ritual pole that serves as a representation
and recreation of Kathmandu. The main ancestral rite of the festival is the walking of the
perimeter of the old city, and it is the local Bhairav Aju (Grandfather in Newar)—not a
universalized Indra—who is the figure at the literal geographic and also symbolic centre of this
rite. Indra’s pole in Kathmandu today therefore “serves merely as a signal to the important
rituals that are being performed nearby,” most notably those dedicated to Bhairav and Kumari
(p. 83). Baltutis teases out these various local elements to highlight the Nepalese innovations
that reflect prevailing Newar orientations and practices that were steeped in Tantric practices
associated with Bhairav and Kumari. While both headline their own processions during the
multiday festival, Bhairav remains surprisingly understudied outside of Baltutis’s own earlier
work, so these elaborations on his identity, manifestations (such as the quasi-demonic dancer
Lakhe), and associated practices are important contributions. Baltutis similarly explores other
local Newar features of the festival and its several processions, such as the Matrka/ Ajima
(Mothers/Grandmothers), and other Newar figures associated with the masked dance and
processional performances, such as Indra’s elephant in the local form of Pulukisi and Indra’s
mother Dagim (Dagi), adding to a critical corpus of Newar ethnography. Many of these central
entities and pivotal ritual moments or events are also visually illustrated in more than a dozen
images peppered throughout the book.

At the same time, Baltutis weaves in comparative details from other festivals in Nepal,
especially other jatras in the Kathmandu Valley or celebrations that feature ritual poles. Most
notable among these is the work of esteemed Newar anthropologist and ethnographer Gérard
Toffin, who has examined and chronicled the Indra festival in the Pyangoan village (in Lalitpur
district in the Kathmandu Valley) since the 1970s. Baltutis also draws examples from India,
which highlights lines of continuity or patterns that exceed the confines of Kathmandu and
Newar culture and religion. He is attuned to both parallels and discontinuities in practices, and
also to silences in preexisting scholarship that afford opportunities to probe and rethink
previous accounts of the Indra festival.
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Similarly, Baltutis is attentive to the historical moment in which he conducted the initial research
for this project, namely, the tumultuous end of the Maoist civil war (1996-2006) and the collapse
of Nepal’s 240-years-old Hindu monarchy. In the book’s conclusion, he offers a necessary
update on the status of the Indra festival in Kathmandu today—approximately 20 years since
the fall of Nepal’s Hindu monarchy—and the actors involved in its performance. This makes a
further contribution in addressing religion and politics in post-monarchy Nepal. Baltutis argues
that it is the dual focus on kingship and kinship—namely, ancestors—that has enabled the
Indra festival to continue in Kathmandu without a king.

For all its important contributions to the fields of Nepali and Newar Hindu formations and
festivals, South Asian performances studies, and kingship and kinship studies in South Asia,
The Festival of Indra expects its reader to have some background in classical Sanskrit literature
and scholarship, especially regarding the Mahabharata epic, and also of Kathmandu’s
geography and Nepalese religious orientations and practices. This makes the book more
appropriate for scholars and more advanced students. The book would have also benefitted
from two supplementary apparati: a map that visualizes the geography of the Kathmandu
festival, including the forest from which the sacred pole is cut and its various processional
routes, and a glossary of Newar and Nepali terms. These critiques, however, are minor and do
not detract from this innovative and richly layered study of the Indra festival.
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