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yyam perfonntice

* diffegent p'u'ts of ]nd.\a

"The similarities between rituals and theatre
notwithstanding, there are important differences. A

ntual is sacred theatre whereas the theatre is secular

ritual. The audiences of the two are also different.

So are the sp'\ce, The rtual i s pc:formed in the

midst of the fmthfu] membess of 2 community; not

50 urthcrcasc-of theaue The 3pcctator1n ‘theatre is -
motivated by the desire for amusement. Though-

both ritwal “and theatre happen in a space
earmarked for the purpose, only the dtual space is

considered sacted Some vestiges of the sacrf:d sull

exist 1n the theat.r' In"the course, of its cvoluuon :

the ‘theatre. moved towards greater secularfsation,
leferent theattes are at different stages Of this
process. T he' ﬁncx'nt Greek .and Sanskat tKeatres

- are* still ‘not very far from  the sacred while the’

Ehzabcthan theates has.come a. long way. from the

~ sacred, and the modern Lheatre is sall further away.

Because the sibject, of this book is ‘Indian

] Lradmoml theatre, we have no dccasion to go decp
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brief* survey of a handful of rirual theagc; frpm_
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In Kerala and Tulunad- and in the coastal

(districts of J\'\rmnk'\ there is a popul{n form of

ritua] thmm: calJccl . Teyyam in Malayalam .mcl
Bhooraradhnne Tn ‘Kannada. Though the upper
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caste parmxparesx this form bclongs prcdonnnandy'

to the exploited backward castes. It involves the
worship of different categories of local deities —

into the annlysxs of ricuals. We can only attc:mpt a .
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the. farm]y dcmcs the vﬂngc dcmcs and the anccstral deiges. The Spl.ElES of

ificing . théir lifé for the- commumty are also .
worshipped. In Karnataka these deites are called bhootas. This word stands.
today in.Indian languages’ for ghosts ot demons. But. thc Tulu for it is booth,
which means ‘God’. This points to thc fact that the | dcmcs considered

~benevolent by local and tribal commumnes were identified with demons by

the upper-caste ‘Hindus.” Later some of the most popular bhootas wese

Jdcnuﬁcd ‘with attendants of Shiva, ‘the ongmally non-Aryan God later
-adopted into the upper-caste Hindu pantheon. One of . the popular bhootas
of - Tulunad, Annappa has become Shiva’s “attendant guardmg the -
Dharmasthala Tcmple dedicated to Shivd, The Malayalam word, feyyant also
“means.a ‘demon’. . . b

Bboota: are worchlppcd in thc sacred spaccs at the tcmplc§ dcdlcated to
therm. The pcrformers paint their faces like masks and wear headgears and

cosmymes that appear to, be the prototypes of Kathakali and Yakshagana —
the ? popular thcatncau:orms in this region. The pcrformancc is believed

heroi¢ men and women Ssacrl

to- bfing happiness to the participants and feruhty to the ]and While
*narrators sing praises of the bhoota, the rirualistic actor dances them-out..He -
often! goes into a trance .and cstthsbcs his communion with . bbaata.r He
‘makes predictions for believers and often provide solutlons to~the
. problems. Bhoota performcrs also do the settling of lcgaﬁ disputes..Teyyam or.
bhoota-worship is very ancient. Teyyam is referred in Tamil Sangam literature
to going back to the earliest period of Christian era but in the changmg
course of centuries, a lot of upper-caste feanucs..hwc_bcen adopted | i
A similar- change can be seen in Nagamandala SF Talunad aréaand which
is another primitive ritual thcatrc form going back to the earlier umes.
Nagas, the snake-deities, ar¢ popular all over Indm Nagamandala Is..an.
claborate ritual- thcaur__ccntcrmg : wxpected to
bring he'llth and prospcrlty to the people. and.fcmhty to thc land. Thcsc
days it is an elaborate md c*cpcnswc ntual whlch combines tribal and

T

aditional Theatres -~
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_,'--“"Bmhmmxcnl clcmcnts It is Emanced by nch no-Bmhmm castes of the
region on the adv1ce of Brahmin prests well- véfsed in rirual derails. ‘The
' muar‘pqce is 2 specml space where an elaborate mandala (sacred geomcmc
pattern) symbolising a snake is drawn and worshipped. with offering of
plantains, tender coconuts-and rice. The idols of all the important local
deities are brought to the ritual area 'md offered special worship. The rirual
takes place with the. full attendance of local divinities, Vedic rituals like
Chandi-homa are also pe:formed. However, th\e culmmauon of rituals takes
‘plate Wit the fascinadng smkc darice performcd by a trained Brahmin®
pHESC VRS invokes and personifies naga yakshi, the female attendant of the:
snake deity. This-is "tccomp'lmcd by songs prmsmg the explous of the nagas
and is sung to the accompaniment of a hand-drum. At the point &f climax,
the movements becore extremely wild- and assume conspicuous erotic

. suggestions. The rithal concludes with all thc parucxpmta partaking the
prasadant, the sacred focn.ng | ko
N gy o Tradik
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Theatre

Laj Haraoba is qno.ther fcmltty ritual popular In t.he region of Mampur. -
Though this ritval has many rcglonal vadations in Mampur the type
performed around Imphal — the Kang]a Lai Haraoba, is rega:dcd as the -

most comprchcnswc Ttis pcrformcd either in the pre-agricultural seasonor
" in the pre-harvest. months. It can last from seven daysl to 2 whole month.
; This complex ritual theatre has several acts: On the ﬁrs]t day the priestess Ty
trance gathers lifespirits from water ¥ia a raw thread pagsed through a pot
hung on the neck of males. On the second day, the sleeping deities are.

awakened by.the songs: of minstrels, bathed and worshipped. Symbolic
dances are performed to dramatise the creatons, the cosmos and the h\unan
- beings. Next, the minstrel sings lullabies to put the dclt'y to sleep. The gods
and the. consorts, are taken“out in a palanquin for a hunt and feast. On the
last day but one, a ritual drama is staged.. Panthoibij, ;hc coSrmc—Grcator

~ clears the ]ung]e disguised as Nurabi, 4 tribal wornan The womcn
spectators become her collcagues in the exercise. They meet a hill-man who
lays claim to the land. An eldcr settles the dispute that follows. The specches
Anvolve a lot of jokes and bantcr with bawdy associations. “This* drama of
rapprochement bctwccn male.and female polanm:s is followed by intense -

- oath-taking between gods and performers assiring each other of harmony,
On the last day. the ritual ‘of cutting down trees is performed, followed by .
the song of creation, mtended to remember the depqrted souls. after the
straying of elements durmg the festival. Thus the Manipuri ritual [theatre of .
Lai Haraoba is an’ claborate drarha dcpxcung how gods and human bemgs

- come together to pxoduce benefits for the good of the community.

Lai Haraoba as. a ritual theatre retains its pristine non-Aryah identty
whcrcas those ‘of Kerala 3dd Tulunad represent different degrees of
| amalghmauon berween. different cultural ldcnuucs The Veeragasc of
Karnataka an‘d Andhra represent the clash bctwecn cultural pmarmcs A

. special mentlon is tmade here of this form because, unlike’ most nmzl'

" theatres, it drammsc< conflicts rore. than . commumon Pcoplc ‘trained,

PP B 1 o SCUREE G,
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. mostly hercdltanlv pcxform it The occasion is elther Samte festivals like )
Shivaratd or some auispicicus cecasion like 2 marriage in’ thc family. o_f the. .
devout. Iean be 1 5816 or group performance. The pcrformcrs are called y
« Lingadabteras (heroic Shaivites). Alternatively, they ‘ate - called Puravantas
(rehabilitators of cities). This word. seems an antonym: of :Pyrandhara
(desroyer of cities) and is.another namé of. the Aryan God, Indra indulging
in the destruction of well-built fort-cities of non-A_ryans Thus this
drualisti form of martial dance-drama places itself in~an antagonistc
relationship to. Ar)an culture, The mythical nartative informing the form -
too points to it.. The dancer-actor. embodies -the violent destiucdon that
Vuabhadxa Shiva’s commander-in-chief, wreaked through the fire sacrfice
of the Aryan. king, . Daksha, Thc reason for the fury was Daksha’s choice-to
keep Shiva out of the sacrifice. Enraged at this, Daksha’s daughtcr and
Shiva’s wxfc Sad,.jumps into the sacrficial flaes and immolates herself.
* Qut of . Shiva's} :mgnshed fury, Virabhadr is born and Shiva sets out to
_butchcr all the | paru- 1pants in, r_fac_yzyna '
o The abovc Story .is narrated in rhythrmc prose and songs either b)z the
- actor or narrator to the accompamment of dcafemngly loud beats.on’ halage - -
(2 huge drum) and swkbaveene (a small wind- -pipe), Brandmhmg a sword, the
actor performs a vigSrous dancc;, dressed in a saffron kurta and whlte dhots,
a crown and other otnaments of the.deity, forchead smcarcd W.lth holy ash

and neck adorned with a 7udraksha necklace, th‘c last WO bemg Saivite

~symbols. His costum includes the Saivite symbol of .r))wa/mgam worn on the
chest and the-metal head of Daksha ded: around his waist as the story ¥
culminates. in. the. teheading. of.- Daksha\by Virabhadra. The dddce is
puncwuated:-by-vadaly rhythmic utterances, of Saivite phﬂosophv ‘The dance
is-sometimes accomanied by, the ritual of one or Rore actors walking.
throigh 2 ‘pit-field >f burning ‘charcoal, ‘This is called Aonda baynvudy -

(crossmg the fire- -pit), symbolising.the ordeal.that a Saivits devoree has to il
pass through. T o ;

’Frav'di‘t'ion_a';l

Scanned with CamScanner



Veeragase is a prototype .af protest ritual theatée forms. On r'_'hc'or_her,
hand, rial performances of -the north-western Himalayan commumues.

the Gaddis of meachal Pradesh, has.a more complcx structure-in which

e m em

" . conﬂjctmg elements are accommodatcd In rirual pcrformauve practces, the -

socio-political and cosmolog1ca1 aspects of life are integrated through an
‘.‘mmcnte symbolism. “The textmal basis of these ritual theatres is the Gaddi
Shiva Purana which is- v¢ry different from the classical Shiva Purdana in

Sanskrit. While, natrating and enacting episodes from the Shiva rnythology, .
the Gaddis eelebmtv and sanctify théic own lifestyle, history, geography and -

. socio- pohucal oxga nisation, They. perform the .nitval theatre, Nuala,
celebrate the ausp:cious occas1ons like mamagc house-warming and

- chddburh

TRe oral narratives about Sh.lva are sung to the accomgammcnt of
instruments like: dbolkis.and dbanthal. Alongside the singers, 2 male dancer
..danccs “The: pcrformance also includes a,jgi, the silent witness & everything.

. and a supporting group 6f women singers rcady to take' oveq from male

singers nccdmg rest. Lc further involves a chela (priest and huma mechum of

the deity): sc:rvmg ar 2 link between the peoplc and God. The arena of

performance is an 'ast-fﬂcmg wall smeared with cowdung A complex
mandala of 32 squan s-is drawn on the plastered square. The hub of the:

mandala is identified with bumadh Parvat Kailash, Shiva’s abode wwhich is .

watered by nine.strezms of G'\nga symbohscd b)) nine woollen thréads, A

" ram is sacrificed-in hdnour of the deity. Lord Shiva is invoked and phcea at ..

the -centre of ~the svandale during the perform'\hcc Though 'no overt
reference is made to the qcrml history of the | peoPIe the conseLr'ttcd space

itself becomes Q}mbohc of theselands 'md is integrated with the exploits of

the deity. . &
" Another form of dtual theatre enfacted by Gaddis is Manunahesh Jatra. - 4.
It involves a journey from a small v111'1gc Sachuin, to the foothills of Mounr - :ﬁ:
Kailash. The ritual journey is the re- cnaumcnt of Shw'\s mvthxcal ;oumcy Shi
‘. K B . tegnplh Bl -+ Traditiona
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_ and dance to ﬁms' ndino ;
| - ¢ sic, il :
r tance, Ty concludes ar M ' ) landmg I a state of complete

‘symbolically. merging

¢
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different local deides ‘ntegrates all sections of ;
people into the dtual journey’ from thc hurmm

plane to the Shiva plaae. -
Chatrad jatas is the third ntual Lhcat:c of

Gaddis symbohsmg the people’s’ wctory over
demonic forces, ladting -for three days and- :
enacted at a Shiva- Shalcd Temple in the village
of Chatrari. Thé stage is the temple courtyird

and the temple itself b:comes the greenroom. .
The first part involves the circumambulition
of the temple by.the idol-of Batuk Mahadey,

an incarpation of Shiva, The procession s

joined by huge crowds of devotees and led by
musicians singing:" iAfier the return of the
“ deity to-the temple cames the core of this
ricual drama. Kappa: Baddhc the ‘mask
" dancers, come out of the temples and begin _
to dance. As Lhcy represent demonic’ forces, "
the 'mchcncc does eve:ything' to keep them
out — jeering, mocking, screaming, ‘tgging
and throwing branches of a stringent plant.
This 'is followed 'by the dance ‘of malc
members and' the’ sacrifice of a black goat.

The goddess now éenters in the human fom'i
with the drelenbodying hers He pcrforms e ,." .i.”"

trance dance, answers—the crowd” suerdes and
gives ‘them blessmgs The male crowd
uufonms rhe rltunl cance d_e,pmtmg the

victory.of the goddess s>ver demonic forces.
In"this way the performance reaffirms the
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0 Theatre.

cohesion of the commumcy, their. mtemal conﬂlcts notWIthstand.Lng

., Yet anothcr rmnl play of the Gaddis is- Kugujatar. Itis the }uxtaposmon |
of the serious danice by chelas impersorating as Baba Balak Nath and another
dancer, the c/,;e/a Hanuman, playing monkey tricks. The serious dance
continues in spitc of this distraction and culminates ina collective trance .
-followed by. ‘pattaking of gifts and sacrcd offerings.

All the.rirual forms including those described above convey fcch.ngs of
r\everence adoration, determination to-dse above obstacles, and mtcgrauon
with different and conﬂlctmg sphcrcs of bemg In different: measurcs these
are built into ather forms of theatre, too. - ' ) \..

e
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2[ -Sar{islkrit;‘-i"heatre —Visual Poetry -
: Fn ' . :
T he Na ga:ba:tm wasan. atncmpuo-buud-up a comprehcnsxve thcory on gvery Pncet
‘of theatrical prictice in ancient Indid,: It is dcscnpuvc in' the ‘sense that a ot of
'observcd details of existing theatrc pracncc go into it. But it also came to play a.
prescripave role for che generauons that followed. Bharata had centuries of theatre
.theory to direct him. A. ccordmg to Panini (400 BC), there already existed nwo 'mthors |
. Shilali and Krishashav who had written Natasutras, the manuals, of’ actmg Perh
\'a.na.ffmmn came as the acme 6f_cenmiries: ‘old theatre theory. .

What is interesting is the- kmshap—bstwccn the teachings of Na gfa:ba.rrra and the

actual practice of great Sanskrit dramatists who ﬂounshed bctwe.cn thc
to the 5th century AD,

Though Sanskrit olaywriting continued * welt- beyond
excepton of Bhavbhutt (Ab 700), the quality of
“0r 2 greater part

aps

1st ceqm:y
this period, with- the -

aywntmg plummctcd thereafrer
Fthc hneage of. the greats of Sansknr drama thag- mcludcd X
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