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Abstract 

Hindu religious culture has a rich and long-standing performance tradition containing 
many genres and regional types that contribute significantly to an understanding of the 
living vitality of the religion. 8ecause the field of religious studies has focused on texts, 
the assumption exists that these are primary, and performances based on them are 
mere enactments and therefore derivative. This thesis will challenge this common 
assumption by arguing that performances themselves can be constitutive events in 
which religious worldviews, social histories, and group and personal identities are 
created or re-negotiated. In this work, 1 examine the history of performance cultures 
(understood both as genres and the groups that develop and perform them) in the 
Telugu-speaking regions of South India from the sixteenth century to the present in order 
to elucidate the cross-fertilization among various performance spheres over time. 

My specifie focus is on the figure of Satyabhâmâ (lit. True Woman or Woman of Truth), 
the favourite wife of the god Kr~r)a. Satyabhâmâ represents a range of emotions, which 
makes her character popular with dramatists and other artists in the T elugu-speaking 
regions of South India where poets composed hundreds of performance-texts about her, 
and several caste groups have enacted her character through narrative drama. 

The dissertation is composed of four substantive parts - text, context, memory, and 
mimesis. The first part explores the figure of Satyabhâmâ in the Mahabharata and in 
three Sanskrit Purâr)ic texts. The second examines the courtly traditions of poetry and 
village performances in the Telugu language, where Satyabhâmâ is innovatively 
portrayed through aesthetic categories. The third is based on ethnographie work with 
women of the contemporary kalavantula (devadasi) community and looks at the ways in 
which they identify with Satyabhâmâ and other female aesthetic archetypes (nayikas). 
The final section is based on fieldwork with the smart a 8rahmin male community in 
Kuchipudi village, where men continue to perform mimetic representations of 
Satyabhâmâ through a performative modality known as stri-ve$am ("guise of a woman"). 



Abstract 

La culture religieuse hindoue renferme de longue date une tradition de performance dont 
les nombreux genres et types régionaux contribuent de façon importante à notre 
compréhension de la vitalité de cette religion. Dû au fait que les études religieuses se 
sont à ce jour concentrées surtout sur l'étude de textes, on présuppose généralement 
que ces derniers sont de première importance et que les performances qui y sont reliées 
ne sont que des représentations et, en conséquence, ne sont que dérivatives. La 
présente thèse remet en cause cette présupposition en suggérant plutôt que les 
performances peuvent constituer des évènements constitutifs au cours desquels des 
visions religieuses du monde, des histoires sociales et des identités personnelles et 
collectives sont créées ou renégociées. J'examine dans le présent ouvrage l'histoire 
des cultures de la performance (aussi bien en tant que genres qu'en tant que groupes 
développant et pratiquant ces derniers) dans les régions de langue Telugu de l'Inde du 
Sud du seizième siècle à aujourd'hui, dans le but de clarifier l'inter-fertilisation avec le 
temps de diverses sphères de performance. 

Plus particulièrement, je me concentre sur la figure de Satyabhâmâ (littéralement Vraie 
Femme ou Femme de Vérité), la femme préférée du dieu Kr!?lJa. Etant donné que 
Satyabhâmâ représente tout un éventail d'émotions, son personnage est très populaire 
auprès des dramaturges et autres artistes du monde de langue Telugu de l'Inde du Sud, 
où des poètes ont composé des centaines de textes de performance à son sujet, et ou 
un certain nombre de castes ont personnifié son personnage au moyen de scènes 
narratives. 

La présente dissertation comprend quatre parties principales: texte, contexte, mémoire 
et mimesis. La premiere partie examine la figure de Satyabhâmâ dans le Mahabharata 
et dans trois textes PurâlJiques sanskrits. La seconde partie se penche sur les traditions 
de poésie de cour et de performances de village en langue Telugu, dans lesquelles 
Satyabhâmâ est representée de facon innovatrice au moyen de catégories esthétiques. 
La troisième partie, fondée sur des recherches ethnographiques effectuées auprès de 
femmes de la communauté contemporaine des kalavantulu (devadas~, traite des 
manières dont ces femmes s'identifient a Satyabhâmâ et à d'autres archétypes 
esthétiques féminins (nayikas). La dernière partie résulte d'études de terrain menées 
auprès de la commauté de brahmines masculins des smarta dans le village de 
Kuchipudi, ou les hommes perpétuent la représentation mimétique de Satyabhâmâ au 
moyen d'un mode de performance appelé stri-ve$am ("allure d'une femme"). 
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Note on Language, Transliteration, and Names 

Short Oravidian vowels (oJ and f.J) occurring in Telugu words are marked as ë and o. The 

more common Sanskrit vowels e and 0 are left unmarked. Generally, Sanskrit names 

en ding in a long vowel are marked as short in Telugu literary practice (Satyabhâma and 

not Satyabhâmâ as in Sanskrit). However, for the sake of consistency, 1 have avoided 

this convention, and ail Sanskrit-derived names ending in long vowels appear as they 

would in standard Sanskrit transliteration. The exception is when transliterated 

passages from Telugu texts or their titi es are cited. 

Words occurring in Tamil contexts (a/var, tëvara!iya!, na!!uvanar) are 

transliterated according to the Tamil Lexicon of the University of Madras (MTL). 

Place-names are indicated in standardized or simplified form without diacritical 

marks. The common (sometimes Anglicized) spellings are used for most major towns 

and even commonly cited villages (Kuchipudi, Ballipadu, Vijayawada). Names of 

persons from premodern South India are spelled with diacritical marks (Kr~r:tadevarâya, 

Nârâyar:ta TIrtha), while standard English spellings (without diacritical marks) are used 

for the names of persons who flourished form the nineteenth century onward (Yamini 

Purnatilakam instead of Yâminï POrr:tatilakam). 
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Introduction 

Hindu religious culture has a rich and long-standing performance tradition containing 

many genres and regional types that contribute significantly to an understanding of the 

living vitality of Hinduism. Hinduism foregrounds the idea of performance and ritual, and 

it is this corporeal, emotional and sense-oriented aspect that informs and engenders 

religious praxis. Because the field of religious studies has focused on texts, the 

assumption exists that they are primary, and that performances based on them are mere 

enactments, and therefore derivative. This thesis will challenge this common 

assumption by arguing that performances themselves can be constitutive events in 

which religious worldviews, social histories, and group and personal identities are 

created or re-negotiated. 

ln this work, 1 will examine the history of performance cultures (understood both 

as genres and the groups that develop and perform them) in the Telugu-speaking 

regions of South India from the sixteenth century to the present in order to elucidate the 

cross-fertilization among various performance spheres over time. These include 

performances within the temple and its adjacent pavilions, the streets on which 

processions of the deity take place, the royal courts and private homes. The 

performances themselves range from ritual dance to the enactment of epic narratives to 

acts of blessing and entertainment of guests during rites-of-passage such as marriages. 

Because of the cross-fertilization between religious and courtly performance domains, 

these need to be studied together. 

This historical analysis foregrounds the changing role that performance plays in 

four larger cultural transformations with reference to: (1) the development of poetic and 

performance-based genres in the temple and the court; (2) the relation of these to public 

and private spheres; (3) the relation of performance culture to caste, community and 

gender identities; and (4) the relation of the region (Telugu-speaking South India)1 to 

dynastie patronage, colonialism and nationalism. 

My specifie focus will be on the figure of Satyabhâmâ (lit. True Woman or Woman 

of Truth), the favourite wife of Kr!?lJa. Satyabhâmâ is important in Sanskrit religious 

literature, specifically in the epics and PurâlJas. These Brahmanic texts typically present 

us with a bifurcated typology of womanhood. At one end of the continuum is the model 

1 



of the pativrata, the wife who is modest, loyal, self-sacrificing, morally sound, 

incorruptible and above ail chaste. At the other end is the vesya (courtesan, prostitute or 

other "public woman"), who is aggressive, without verbal reticence, and has a ravenous 

sexual appetite. The pativrata is revered and culturally approbated; the vesya is vilified, 

distanced, and sometimes demonized. Between these two extremes, there are 

instances of their reversal, 2 as weil as various kinds of mediating figures. 

One of the most important mediating figures is Satyabhâmâ. As an archetype, 

she simultaneously embodies aspects of both the ideal wife, the pativrata, and the 

strong, willful woman, the vesya, but without the latter's sexual independence. As such, 

she represents a range of emotions, which makes her character interesting to explore. A 

beautiful woman, she attracts Kr~lJa and becomes his favourite wife, but because of her 

pride and ego, she can be extremely jealous if she perceives her co-wives as 

competitors for his affections. Because of this emotional complexity, Satyabhâmâ 

became very popular with poets and dramatists in religious and courtly circles in the 

medieval period. They imaged her as the eight types of heroine (nayika) and 

aestheticized her relationship with Kr~lJa according to the classifications emotional states 

(bhavas) found in classicalliterary theory. This was particularly true in the Telugu

speaking regions, where poets composed hundreds of performance-texts about her and 

several caste groups have enacted her character through narrative drama traditions. 

Men as weil as women have identified with her character. Ali this contributes significantly 

to the ide a of performance as a constitutive event both for the performer and audience. 

These three paradigms of womanhood - the pativrata especially as a Brahmanical 

cultural ideal but also the nayika and the vesya - are archetypes for real women. These 

performance traditions had pedagogical functions and moulded social reality, even as 

they drew from society. Sandra Robinson argues, for instance, that although mythic 

images "provide models for social values, they also reflect models ofsociety." (Robinson 

1985,182) 

Besides mediating the categories of pativrata and vesya, Satyabhâmâ is a 

mediating figure in other senses as weil. Representations of her character provide fertile 

ground for socio-cultural and religious mediations between texts and performances and 

upper-caste male and female artists. 
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This study will focus on the religious, social and performative contexts of two 

such groups: a community of women called kalavantulu (also known by the more generic 

term devadasi) trom coastal Andhra; and smarttl Brahmin men from the village of 

Kuchipudi in the Krishna district. By looking both to the general history of performance 

culture in South India and to the specific traditions associated with Satyabhâmâ, 1 hope 

to contribute to the understanding of performance at the intersection of religious and 

courtly traditions. 

Boundaries of this Project 

ln this thesis, 1 have examined only religious narrative performance traditions about the 

figure of Satyabhâmâ. 1 recognize that there are many other kinds of religious 

performance traditions in central and costal Andhra, but they are beyond the scope of 

this study. Although 1 have used a selected number of texts in my analysis of genres, 1 

have not studied ail the possible candidates for inclusion under the various typologies 1 

have developed, nor have 1 done an exhaustive translation and study of the individual 

works in this enormous corpus. This type of work awaits future research. 

My ethnography includes interviews with representatives fram ail the relevant 

performing communities, with the exception of the Dalit madiga community that performs 

Cindu Bhâgavatam. 1 have not conducted ethnographic work with thiscommunity 

because they do not include performances about Satyabhâmâ in their theatre repertoire. 

Nevertheless, 1 still discuss them in Chapter Three because of their connections to the 

overall culture of performance in central and coastal Andhra Pradesh. 1 feel that madiga 

insights on these and related topies might prove informative, and this is something 1 will 

explore in the near future. 

Finally, in my work on kalavantulu (devadasïs) of coastal Andhra, 1 examine a 

regional history and therefore do not revisit the pan-Indian history of devadasïreform 

that is characteristic of most works on the subject. In any case the "pan-Indian" 

approach to devadasï studies has sorne methodological problems that are discussed 

below. 
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Llterature Review 

Studies on Satyabhâmâ in Telugu Iiterature have been rare, a fact that is surprising 

given her popularity in regional representations of religious, literary and performative 

culture. P.N. Parvati Devi is, ta my knowledge, the only person to have critically 

examined literary motifs related ta Satyabhâmâ narratives in classical Telugu literature in 

her recent book in Telugu, Andhra Sâhityamulo Satyabhâma Pâtra Citral)amu (1999)4. 

Her work highlights sorne of the intricacies of the early Telugu PurâlJic and kâvya

oriented descriptions of Satyabhâmâ. However, Parvati Devi does not work on the 

content of the later genres that 1 am calling kalâpam, nor does she examine the 

aesthetic and cultural contexts of the T anjavur court and its role in the aestheticization of 

the character of Satyabhâmâ sa central ta later kalâpam texts meant for performance. 

With the exception of a brief discussion of the Kuchipudi tradition, her work also does not 

examine the relation between text and performance in Andhra, nor does it address later 

kalâpam texts composed for devadâsTwomen by Brahmin poets in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. 1 do not wish to reiterate Parvati Devi's excellent work. Instead, 1 

provide a history of Satyabhâmâ-oriented texts in the Telugu literary context in order to 

set up the religio-cultural framework that provides a background to the organization and 

practice of Brahmin and devadâsTtraditions of performance that 1 will examine in 

subsequent chapters. My history of genres takes into account the textual development 

of specifie genres, supplemented by a discussion of literary genres su ch as Tanjavur 

yak$agâna and kalâpam that travel from the literary into the performative realm. 

The only other major work ta deal with genres and stratifications of Telugu 

literature from the pre-Vijayanagara period to the twentieth century is the encyclopedic 

work, Samâgra Andhra Sâhityam (1991) by Bhagavatula Sankara Sastri (known by his 

pen-name Arudra). Particularly noteworthy is volume twelve, where he analyzes several 

works produced in the zamTndâri samasthânas (feudal courts) in Andhra. Other works 

de al with specifie genres of Telugu Iiterature such as yak$agâna. In 1956, Ganti 

Jogisomayaji edited a compilation of several Telugu yak$agânas from the Nâyaka period 

in a two-volume compendium entitled Yak$agânamulu (Tafijâvüru). This remains one of 

the few sources for printed editions of texts in this genre. Another work that discusses 

yak$agânatexts is S.V. Joga Rao's Andhra Yak$agâna Vângmaya Caritra (1961), which 
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also focuses on the Nâyaka period texts in this genre. In English, N. Venkata Rao's The 

Southern School in Telugu Literature (1978)5 also discusses yak$agana and the Telugu 

literary output of the Tanjavur court. Over the years, Velcheru Narayana Rao (more 

recently in collaboration with David Shulman) has produced a significant amount of work 

on a variety of Telugu genres. Together with Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Narayana Rao 

and Shulman have written an authoritative cultural history of Nâyaka ru le in T anjavur 

entitled Symbols of Substance: Court and State in Nayaka Period Tamil Nadu (1992). 

Many of my comments about the aesthetic shifts represented by this period come tram 

their pioneering study. In his more recent work, Narayana Rao has made extensive 

comments on the interplay between temple and court poets in medieval Andhra 

(Narayana Rao 1992; 1995; 2003), which have been extremely helpful for this project. 

ln addition, the recent anthology entitled Classical Telugu Poetry: An Anthology (2002), 

prepared with Shulman is another benchmark piece that contains sorne of the best 

translations of many of the literary genres 1 will be examining in Chapter Two. Narayana 

Rao's translation of the sixteenth-century poems of K!?etrayya that were performed by 

kalavantulu, produced in collaboration with Shulman and Ramanujan (Ramanujan, 

Narayana Rao and Shulman 1994), is the finest English translation of this genre. 

Perhaps the only work to examine the full range of Andhra performance traditions 

is Nagabhushana Sarma's Folk Performing Arts of Andhra Pradesh (1995). Although it 

is unique for the range of traditions it covers, the kalavantulu are not given a space in the 

work but are only mentioned in passing. By contrast, Kuchipudi and even Türupu 

Bhâgavatam (the goldsmith caste's performance tradition) are dealt with in independent 

sections of the work. 

Unlike many others who have written on "devadasTs," 1 do not conflate the Dalit 

jogati and basa vi traditions with the relatively upper-caste kalavantulu in my work on 

women's performance. In addition, 1 do not reiterate the entire history of early travellers' 

reports, missionary writings and other outside perspectives on "dancing girls· in various 

parts of India. Most historical studies of the anti-devadasT movement tend to conflate 

reform-oriented descriptions of the women of "nautch parties" (nacnt) in Calcutta with the 

early bills put forth in the Bombay Presidency against Marathi-speaking kalavants and 

jogati~ with the Madras Legislative Assembly debates. At the very least they address 

these as part of an unbroken history of shifting attitudes towards hereditary female 
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artists (Jordan 1989; 1993; Sundara Raj 1993; Parker 1998; Epp 2000). In this sense, 1 

have found leslie Orr's critiques of the scholarly construction of the "trans-historica!" 

devadasi extremely useful (Orr 2000, 9). My study instead focuses squarely on the 

kalavantulu communities of coastal Andhra. For this reason, my section on social reform 

does not address some of these large historical and cultural patterns of 

disenfranchisement that have been dealt with in detail by others. 

The only major ethnographie accounts of the upper-caste devadasitraditions 

continue to be the well-known works of anthropologists Amrit Srinivasan (1984) and 

Saskia Kersenboom (1987), dealing with the Tamilnadu region, and Frederique Marglin 

(1985a) dealing with Puri, Orissa. These pioneering ethnographies will remain valuable, 

because they document the culture of a marginal and aging group that had been ignored 

by scholars until recently. 

Ethnographie work on the Andhra kalavantulu is virtually non-existent. Only the 

work of K.V.l.N. Suvarchala Devi entitled Andhrana!yam: The Lasya Dance Tradition of 

Andhras [sic] (2001) contains a brief account of some aspects of Saride Manikyam's 

duties at the temple of Kr~lJa in Ballipadu. Earlier, Nataraja Ramakrishna had produced 

several small monographs in Telugu on the early history of female dance traditions in 

Andhra, but his most significant contribution in this respect is a monograph entitled Nava 

Janardanam (1984a), which contains songs from the navajanardana parijatam 

performance tradition from Pithapuram preceded by an introduction to the contexts of its 

performance. The work of Swapnasundari (1995a, 1995b, 1995c, 1996, 1999) is 

certainly very sympathetic to the community but too narrowly focuses on the artistic 

aspects of their lives and thus effaces the other socio-cultural and historical aspects of 

devadasiculture in coastal Andhra. In terms of the social history of Telugu-speaking 

devadasis during the social reform period, two somewhat biased accounts have been 

produced in the more general works on social reform by Kesavanarayana (1976) and V. 

Ramakrishna (1983). More recently, Priyadarshini Vijaisri has worked on the historical 

documents from the reform period that are linked to various kinds of socially ambiguous 

women (bhogam, kalavantulu and matangis) in the Telugu-speaking regions. However, 

for the most part, she relies on secondary sources, and her work does not include any 

ethnographie data whatsoever (Vijaisri 2003). 
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The Kuchipudi tradition has received relatively more attention from scholars in 

India. Nationalist philanthropists and dancers began to write on Kuchipudi in English in 

the 1960s (Devi 1963; Sastry 1966; Kanakalingeswara Rao 1966,1968). These 

explorations established a problematic history for Kuchipudi (which 1 will discuss further 

in chapter six). Over the next three decades, most scholars who wrote monographs or 

essays on the subject simply replicated these histories and assumptions about 

Kuchipudi's past (Naidu 1975; Dakshina Murthy 1976; and Rama Rao 1992 for 

example), while others focused on specifie aspects of its technique in current practice 

(Vasanthalakshmi and Narasimhachari 1987; Venugopala Rao 1987,1995). Notable 

exceptions to these dominant histories were the works of Acharyalu (1969) and 

Acharyalu and Sarabhai (1992), which added sections on the influence of devadasïs and 

"temple dance" on the contemporary Kuchipudi repertoire. The work of Nataraja 

Ramakrishna (1968) also attemped to locate Kuchipudi in a broader performance 

ecology that included the devadasïtraditions of coastal Andhra. In 1994, Arudra wrote 

one of the first critical histories of the Kuchipudi tradition in which he questioned the 

quasi-historical status of the figure of Siddhendrayogi, the supposed "founder" of the 

performance tradition in Kuchipudi village. He also claimed that many of the key 

performance elements found in contemporary Kuchipudi might, in fact, have been 

borrowed from the devadasïtradition (Arudra 1994). However, by far the best work on 

Kuchipudi to date is an unpublished dissertation from the University of Hyderabad by 

Anuradha Jonnalagadda entitled Traditions and Innovations in Kuchipudi Dance 

(1996a). It meticulously documents the nineteenth and twentieth century history of the 

form. This was followed by other shorter publications on various aspects of Kuchipudi 

history by the same author (Jonnalagadda 1996b, 1997, 1998). A recent work by Sunil 

Kothari (2001) builds upon Jonnalagadda's work and also attempts to locate sorne 

aspects of Kuchipudi in a larger performative context. 

Scholarly Contributions 

The scholarly contribution of this dissertation relates to three major areas of study: (1) 

epic and PurâlJic studies; (2) the contextualization and classification of vernacular texts 

and practices; and (3) ethnographie studies of performance cultures in South India. With 

regard to epic and PurâlJic studies, 1 contribute my own translations from Sanskrit of 
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three PurâQic texts, as weil as the first study of the character of Satyabhâmâ using these 

sources. In terms of the study of Telugu vernacular texts and practices, loffer 

translations of sorne Telugu passages and a genre-based analysis of the relations and 

interactions among court poetry, images of womanhood and performance cultures that 

represent the figure of Satyabhâmâ. This dissertation is also the first scholarly study of 

the various contexts in which the performance genre known as Bhamakalapam is faund 

in central and coastal Andhra. My major scholarly contribution relates to my 

ethnographie work in South India. This project represents the first ethnography of the 

kalavantulu (devadasij community of coastal Andhra, a community that is on the brink of 

extinction. It is one of the first academic studies that foregrounds indigenous voices and 

emic categories that emerge out of fieldwork with the devadasi corn munit y in South 

India. To this end, it also contributes to an understanding of the pre-colonial and colonial 

performance repertoires of the community, translates for the first time a selection of 

songs called java!is, and builds a history of the anti-devadasi movement led and 

propagated by Telugu men and women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. 

Methodology 

This dissertation employs two methodological apparatuses, textual analysis and 

ethnography. 1 explore the former with regard to the relation between Sanskrit and 

vernacular texts; the nature of the relation of text and performance in South India; epic 

and PurâQic textual study; and the mapping of genres in the vernacular. With reference 

to the latter, 1 examine the challenges of data collection and the value of the 

anthropology of memory. 1 turn now to a detailed discussion of the two distinct methods 

involved in my work. 

a) Textual Hermeneutics 

The Analysis of Sanskrit and Vernacular Texts: The texts that 1 use for this study include 

background Sanskrit epics and PurâQas that contain passages on Satyabhâmâ, as weil 

as classical Telugu literary genres and performance texts. In addition, 1 examine one 

genre (Gauc;fiya drama) from another region (Mithila-Bengal-Assam) which is introduced 
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for comparative purposes, but discussed mainly in appendix 2. Table 1 locates some of 

the major texts and genres 1 will be using along a diachronic axis: 

Table 1: Satyabhama-Oriented Texts 

HarivalTlsa PadmapurâlJa Gauc;fiya Drama Yak~agâna 

... 1 
j , 1 1 1 r 1 1 

Mahâbhârata Vi~lJupurâlJa Telugu PurâlJa Telugu Kâvya Kalâpam 

1 do not wish to impose a hierarchy on the textual materials, with Sanskrit texts seen as 

the sources of ail subsequent tellings of a given narrative. Working with "classical" 

Sanskrit texts such as epics and PurâlJas as prior to or sources of vernacular texts such 

as South Indian court kavyas, for example, is potentially problematic. David Shulman 

takes note of the "ail too prevalent misunderstanding of the interrelations of texts such as 

these, that is, a classical Sanskrit model and a "translation" or adaptation into one of the 

regionallanguages" (Shulman 1993, 123). As Shulman notes, this type of unidirectional 

model eschews difference - it attempts to create an understanding of these textual 

cultures based on the principle of derivation and posits a clear distinction between 

Sanskrit texts that are almost always perceived as "Ur-texts" and non-Sanskrit ones that 

are simply translated or, at best, re-worked versions of these. Wendy Doniger also 

comments that this paradigm is "used to draw too sharp a li ne between these 

presumably high and low cultures, ignoring the fact that a Brahmin who wrote a Sanskrit 

text with one hand (his right, one assumed) was also quite likely to be the author of a 

Tamil oral tale with the other hand (presumably the left)" (Doniger 1993, viii). 1 prefer to 

envision these texts as located along a cultural continuum, a continuum that acts as a 

cultural "reservoir" (deBruin 1999,164-65), from which poets are able to recall, reuse, 

and transform textual images at will. As we shall see later, this is also a principle at work 

in most performance traditions of South India. However, before proceeding with specific 

methodological approaches, 1 offer my theoretical understanding of the relation of texts 

and performance in South India. 

The Relation of Text and Performance in South India: Studies of performance in South 

India7 have, to a large extent, examined the dichotomies between the conceptual or 
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textual background of the narrative and its performance. Richard Frasca, in his recent 

studyof Mahabharata-based terukOttu performances in Tamilnadu, labels these 

dichotomous elements as "non-performance modes" and "performance." He links these 

to the indigenous Tamil terms kat ai (story, narrative) and kOttu (dance, theatre) (Frasca 

1990,4-5). However, 1 propose here to understand the performance-text itself as 

identical to the conceptual or narrative text. That is, 1 wish to collapse the dichotomy 

between "non-performed" and "performed" text and see text as having a multiplicity of 

dimensions including oral-aural-visual. 1 proceed based on the pioneering study of 

Tamil texts by linguistic anthropologist Saskia Kersenboom. Kersenboom analyzes the 

Tamil performance text called bhairavi varlJam using the tripartite Tamil hermeneutical 

categories iyal (nature, order, word), icai (sound, orality, music) and na!akam (drama, 

mimesis, performance). She points out that "as early as the sixth century, the Tamils 

defined their language as being threefold: muttamij (Iiterally 'three Tamil'), comprising 

word, music and mimetic dance. The natural consequences of this definition imply that 

the Tamil language assumes its full scope only in expressions cast in three medial forms 

and in the dimension of time" (Kersenboom 1995, xvi). 

This Tamil notion of muttamij (three-fold text as word-sound-image) is found in 

the earliest Tamil grammatical treatise, the Tolkappiyam (Kersenboom 1995; Zvelebil 

1990). There is still debate over the date of the various chronologicallayers of this text, 

but we can safely assume that the portions dealing with the ide a of muttamij date back to 

the third century CE. The articulation of the concept of muttamij surfaces most clearly in 

later bhakti contexts (sixth to ninth centuries CE). For example, in a Tamil bhakti 

(devotional) hymn from the sixth century, the poet Appar describes Siva using the 

phrase muttamijum naD-maraiyum aDaD ("the One who has become muttamij and the 

four Vedas")8. Put differently, for the bhakti poet, the deity incarnates into the threefold 

Tamil language. The very invocation of language in its three medial forms generates the 

condition for "the divine presence." The interpreter, as embodiment of word-sound

image, is able to convey experience in a process called rasanubhava (experience of 

taste) in Sanskrit and meyppa!u (experience affecting the body) or cuvai (taste) in Tamil. 

The interpreter's body is, in the end, the experiential site of God's reality. That reality is 

expressed and understood in terms of "taste" (rasa), as if the devotee is tasting God's 

presence, collapsing ail experience into the most interior of corporeal senses. Later, this 
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theory permeates almost ail spheres of poetic culture in Tamilnadu and, 1 would argue, 

becomes (albeit in a subtle, perhaps unconscious way), the paradigmatic model for 

understanding and expressing the relation between text and performance throughout 

South India. 

The text, which appears to be a document, is in effect a "cue for action," an 

event. In the context of South Indian epic theatre traditions, 1 would like to offer a further 

explication of "event". In effect, there are two events that occur simultaneously, as 

Mikhail Bakhtin observes: 

... the event that is narrated in the work and the event of narration itself (we 
ourselves participate in the latter, as listeners or readers); these events take 
place in different times ... and in different places, but at the same time these two 
events are indissolubly united in a single but complex event we might cali the 
work in the totality of ail its events ... thus we perceive the fullness of the work in 
ail its wholeness and indivisibility, but at the same time we understand the 
diversity of the elements that constitute it. (Bakhtin cited in Bauman 1986, 112) 

The "workn or text comprised of the narrative (the "content" being enacted) and the 

narration (the "acf of the performance) are characteristic of most epic-centred dance

theatre traditions of South India. This dualistic split reminds one of Frasca's "non

performance" and "performance" modes. However, it differs from such a dichotomy, 

because the elements are "indissolubly united in a single but complex event" - that is, 

they are both cu es for action and constitute the world of the text. 

This theory can be iIIustrated by performances of Bhamakalapam ("The Ballad of 

Bhâmâ," Satyabhâmâ, the focus of this thesis). The term kalapam in Sanskrit and 

Telugu means "bundle, collection" but is also the name of a genre. These texts are 

effectively bundles of signais that are tied together by the interpretive categories of iya/, 

icai and na.takam. The process of tying together the signais of the performance-texts 

evoke both time and space. The South Indian dance-theatre traditions, then, in their 

visions of text bring together not only narratives framed by time and 'space but shape the 

tradition in word, sound and image. 

Bhamakalapam exists not as a tactile object like a palmleaf manuscript or hand

written notebook but as a living entity. In this way, Bhamakalapam performance-texts 

are akin to the oral epic traditions of the past. In approaching the formation, fluidity and 

embodiment of the Bhamakalapam text, 1 use Hanne de Bruin's idea of the "oral 
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reservoir" as a starting point. In her pathfinding work on the Kaltaikküttu theatre of 

Tamilnadu, de Bruin identifies the "oral reservoir" as a repository of organically linked 

ideas, narratives and memories that exist in latent or dormant as weil as active states. 

The distinctive elements of the oral reservoir can be selected, combined, and improvised 

upon in both literary and performing arts. 1 conceptualize the formation of the 

Bhamakalapam texts as rooted in the larger oral reservoir that 1 have called the Epie

PuralJie-Folk continuum. PurâlJic texts focusing on the character of Satyabhâmâ, such 

as parts of the Harivaf!lsapurafJa (c. sixth century CE) and the PadmapurafJa (c. 

thirteenth century CE), affect the creation of Telugu court poetry du ring the Vijayanagara 

period beginning in the 16th century. These crystallizations of narrative then affect the 

formation of a second "oral reservoir," this time a pool of information that exists in the 

form of vernacular, performance-specifie texts. Here we find that the narratives of 

Satyabhâmâ develop into the Bhamakalapam, a solo performance, narrated almost 

entirely from Satyabhâmâ's perspective and performed by both upper-caste men and 

devadasï women. 

Bhamakaliipam is not a fixed text but rather a fluid poetic narrative that is capable of 

many transformations in its representation. In performance, the actor-dancer may add 

spontaneous interpolations to the text of a vacanam (dialogue), or sing a padyam (song

text) in a new raga (tonal scale), or perhaps improvise some additional abhinaya (mimesis). 

Each of these transmutations of the given text adds to the "Iife" of the text, that is to say 

each embellishes the previous interpretation or even constitutes, through sheer improvised 

creativity, a new event. In this way, the phenomenon of rendering the narrative of 

Satyabhâmâ through performance is truly an "oral-aural-visual exegesis", and its performer 

the virtuosic interpreter. 

Epie and PurafJie Textual Study: Key texts informing the Satyabhâmâ performance 

traditions are the Sanskrit epics and PurâlJas. These belong to a category of Hindu 

religious texts called sm(ti ("remembered" texts, composed in specifie times and places) 

as distinct from Vedic texts, which are sruti ("heard" texts, which have no author). The 

content of these texts drew from an immense pool of cultural data that was rooted in oral 

narratives, folk motifs and bardic traditions. Although ostensibly the products of 

Brahmanic culture, they also contain information about beliefs and practices that are 
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non-Brahmanic in orientation. Julius Lipner explains that "Such material needed 

Brahminic ratification ... it received Brahminic approval 'by the back door' and 

subsequently became a part of the authoritative tradition" through the epics and Purâl)as 

(Lipner 1994, 149). These are th us catchall texts that simultaneously replicate 

Brahmanic cultural patterns, while absorbing and legitimizing non-Brahmanic views. We 

could effectively conceptualize them as storehouses of "folkloric wisdom." ln a 

discussion of the Puranic context, A.K. Ramanujan aptly refers to the "Purâl)ic pool" 

(Ramanujan 1993, 120), but this concept could easily be applied to the epics as weil. 

The functionality of this cultural pool of data, lay in its flexibility and its ability to 

incorporate (despite the rhetoric of homogeneity) diverse kinds of data. But the epic and 

Puranic texts themselves have been fluid over the centuries. There have been regional 

translations and transcreations. In addition, storytellers, poets, acaryas and others have 

drawn from these storehouses of wisdom and improvised, in turn, on them. 

1 examine passages in these texts on Satyabhâmâ, who is the focus of my study 

of performance traditions. To this end, 1 have translated and examined in detail 

passages from the Mahabharata, Harival"flsapural)a, Vi$l)upural)a and Padmapural)a in 

order to itemize the major and minor motifs related to her. By culling this data out from 

the Sanskrit texts, 1 establish the importance of some key symbols and motifs related to 

womanhood that also occupy a significant place in the later vernacular and performative 

interpretations of the figure of Satyabhâmâ. In particular, 1 focus on the ways that 

Satyabhâmâ is constructed as a pativrata (loyal, chaste wife) in these passages with 

special reference to visual markers of her auspicious status (such as ornaments and 

bound hair) and her performance of vrata (votive observances) and dana (donative 

activities). 1 also focus on Satyabhâmâ's other qualities, namely those of stubbornness, 

vanity and pride. And 1 show how she mediates the categories of pativrata and vesya. 

Genre Mapping: Chapters Two and Three of this dissertation consist of surveys of the 

literary and performative contexts in which we encounter Satyabhâmâ in the T elugu

speaking regions of South India. Chapter Two examines the chaotic abundance of 

Telugu-language works dedicated to the figure of Satyabhâmâ. To date, classifications 

of these texts into genres have been messy and the criteria have not been made explicit 

or systematic. My classifications of Vijayanagara, Nâyaka, Marâlhâ and Modern period 
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texts dealing with Satyabhâmâ are based largely on scrutinizations of the structural 

elements of the texts. By detecting characteristics such as the presence of poetic or 

prose passages, the uses of particular metres, narrative or episodic-oriented plots, etc., 1 

locate repetitive characteristics that form distinctive patterns, which allows me to define 

them as belonging to specific genres. 

The crystallization of these genres, in turn, enables me to see both the continuity 

and transformations that characterize the development of Telugu texts related to 

Satyabhâmâ. Through genre analysis, 1 detect the variety of aesthetic explorations of 

Satyabhâmâ that occur as we move through historical periods and various courtly 

contexts. In order to establish the placement of key Telugu texts within four primary 

genres, 1 examine their historical contexts. 1 look for specific social and political 

conditions that might have influenced the transformation of these genres, the creation of 

sub-genres or the creation of new genres altogether. This historicization of genres 

iIIustrates how new cultural data is integrated and helps constitute the performative 

event. 

b) Ethnography 

Most of the ethnography for this study was carried out in selected villages in the East 

and West Godavari and Krishna districts in coastal and central Andhra Pradesh. The 

Godavari delta region is home to large numbers of kalavantulu. The village of Kuchipudi, 

home to the smart a Brahmin community 1 have worked with, is located in the Krishna 

district. The majority of the data was collected during ten months of fieldwork, from 2001 

to 2002, following one year of informai fieldwork in 1995-1996. 

A variety of formai techniques were used in the field, including situation al and 

contextual analyses, participant observation and interviews. Primary ethnographic 

research in the kalavantula community was carried out using a network approach in 

which one woman, Kotipalli Haimavati, was the centre. Her personal network of 

kalavantulu in the Godavari delta region allowed me access into the deepest recesses of 

the community. 1 also interviewed several young women from the community in towns 

such as Rajahmundry, Tanuku and Peddapuram. 

Formai interviews were conducted in Telugu and often videotaped. They were 

then transcribed into English with the help of my research assistant, Voleti Rangamani, 
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who also translated sorne of the interviews. Sorne research was conducted without the 

use of formai interviews, and these informai conversations were also recorded. In total, 1 

interacted with over twenty-five kalavantulu, two temple priests, and five hereditary 

artists from the Kuchipudi and Türupu Bhagavatam traditions. 

My work with the kalavantulu was based less on participant observation 

(because they nor longer perform publicly) than it was on the collection and classification 

of memories and nostalgia. In anthropological circles, a focus on memory as a central 

heuristic lens has, in sorne ways, contributed to a new understanding of the nature of the 

ethnographic enterprise (Bal 1999; Brison 1999). Ann Gold and Bhoju Ram Gujar 

explain, 

Speaking memories, the voices from whose testimonies ethnographers have 
ever woven synthetic fabrics of meaning and knowledge, cannot sound frozen in 
time. An anthropological turn to memory allowed ethnographers to 
accommodate history while retaining the essence of their disciplinary identity. 
One facet of this identity lies in the fragile, vulnerable he art of anthropological 
practice: fieldwork experience generating intimacies, dependent on human 
interactions. Another fact of our discipline remains bound to a quest for patterns. 
From divergent, even clashing, memories within a single community there may 
emerge not only vividly positioned views of reality, but sorne of those designs 
with which anthropologists remain concerned, in spite of dissolution, 
fragmentation and globalization. (Gold and Gujar 2002,22) 

As 1 point out in Chapter Five, ethnographic work in the kalavantula corn munit y was 

difficult, given the extreme social stig ma attached to the women.9 Although the majority 

of interviews were conducted in the women's homes, often these would be disrupted by 

angry male family members or neighbours who were uncomfortable with an upper-caste 

male "outsider" interacting with the elderly women of the house. At these points, it was 

nearly always the close personal relationships 1 had developed with the women that 

made them rebuke such suspicions. Occasionally, devadasï me!ams or performances 

were arranged for me in the homes of the women. Musicians (usually a drummer and a 

violinist or harmonium player) would be called in from nearby villages to accompany the 

women's performances. These would begin around 8.00 p.m. and continue into the 

early hours of the following morning. On these occasions, we would carry electric 

generators and video equipment with us. This type of activity attracted a lot of attention 

in the villages, particularly in Duwa and Muramanda, where the majority of these 

me!ams were held. These events and the other ethnography-related anecdotes 1 
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discuss in Chapter Five made clear to me the fragile and complex relationships that 

kalavantulu have with outsiders. 

If 1 may be permitted a final personal note, 1 would like to point out that my own 

training in KarrJâtak (South Indian) vocal music from the age of fifteen initiated me into 

the technicalities of South Indian musical traditions. This has made it possible for me to 

understand much about these performance texts and their contexts. My long 

collaboration with Hari Krishnan of the Dance Department at Wesleyan University -- who 

as a dancer has been learning repertoire from the descendants of the Nâyaka and 

Marâthâ-period dance masters of the Tanjavur court - has attuned my eye to the 

complex interpretive dimensions of performance culture in South India. 

1 1 use the phrase "Telugu-speaking regions" instead of Andhra Pradesh because it also 
encompasses regions such as the cities of Tanjavur and Tiruttani in present-day 
Tamilnadu, both of which have had (and continue to have) large Telugu-speaking 
populations. In Tanjavur, for example, through the Nâyaka and Marâthâ periods, Telugu 
was a prominent language in the courtly landscape. From the nineteenth century to the 
middle of the twentieth century, both Andhra and Tamilnadu were subsumed under the 
larger colonial territory known as the "Madras Presidency." 

2 The myth of an unnamed Brahmin's wife, Sevyâ, as narrated in the Padmapuraf)a 
(1.51) provides an example of how these categories mutually enforce each other. In this 
narrative, the pativrata Sevyâ, sexually despised by her iII husband, carries him on her 
shoulders to the home of a vesya whom he lusts over. The vesya, seeing the 
compassion and piety of Sevyâ, becomes of a changed nature - she becomes a pious 
woman. Similarly, in the Matsyapuraf)a (70), the sixteen thousand pativrata wives of 
Krf?rJa are cursed to be born on the earth as vesyas. After performing the votive rite 
called anangadau vrata dedicated to Kâmadeva (the God of Desire), they are restored to 
their original status as Krf?rJa's women. In this second narrative, we see the fluidity of the 
categories of wife and vesya. That is, though the categories function as the anchors for 
a binary, there is room for oscillation between the two, where wives become vesyas, or 
vice versa. 

3 The term smarta refers to a Brahmin group also known as aiyyar. Unlike the other 
major Brahmin group in South India known as aiyyankarwho are staunchly Vaif?rJava in 
sectarian outlook, the smartas have traditionally worshipped many deities including a 
cluster known as the pafica-devatas (GarJesa, Siva, Vif?rJu, Devi and Sürya). Theyalso 
have close affiliations with the ma.thas or institutions that are said to have been 
established by the philosopher Sarikara. Though South Indian smartas are found in the 
Tamil, Telugu, Kannada and Malayalam-speaking regions today, historically the Kaveri 
delta region in contemporary T amilnadu has been one of the principal sites where the 
smarta cultural influence has been dominant. Under royal patronage in this region, both 
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Tamil and Telugu-speaking smartas he Id privilege over housing and temple service 
while the land-owning caste called ve//a/a generally controlled political and economic 
power. For details on smarta culture in the Kaveri delta, see Jackson (1991). For 
information on change in the smarta community and perspectives on contemporary 
urban smart as cultural brokers for the nation see Hancock (1999). 

4 This book is a revised version of her Telugu doctoral dissertation from the Department 
of Telugu, University of Madras. 

5 This is a condensed English version of his Telugu work entitled Dak$ifJadesiyandhra 
Vangmayamu published by the University of Madras in 1976. 

6 For discussions of various aspects of temple women and professional female 
performers in Maharashtra, see Cabral e Sa (1990); Datar (1992); Kadam (1998); and 
Rege (1996). 

7 Excellent theoretical insights on performance in South India are found in Blackburn 
(1988; 1996; 1998); deBruin (1998; 1999); Goldberg-Belle (1984); Kersenboom (1995; 
2001 a; 2001 b). For more general discussions of the relationship between text and 
performance in South Asia, see Flueckiger and Sears (1991); Hiltebeitel (1988); 
Lutgendorgf (1991). 

8 Appar Tëvaram, 6.23.9.1 cited in Kersenboom (1995, 6). 

9 For an excellent account of the problems in working with stigmatized communities in 
South India, see Seizer (1997). 
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Chapter 1 

Satyabhâmâ as Female Archetype in Epic & PurâQic Narrative 

She is proud on account of her beautiful form [rüpa] and her husband [bhartB], 
but which woman is not? 

- Satyabhâmâ speaks of Saci, wife of Indra, Vi$I)Upural)B 5.30.76b 

Introduction 

This chapter, is, in effect, a "background" chapter. It provides the Sanskritic 

textual perspective on Satyabhàmà as presented in the Mahàbhàrata and some 

Puràl)ic texts 1• My intention here is simply to take note of a particular kind of 

construction of womanhood found in a specifie textual canon. This chapter 

unlocks some of the deeper culturallogic that allows us to explore the ways in 

which womanhood, even in Brahmanic texts such as the epics and Puràl)as, can 

be understood as a complex phenomenon, operating at and drawing from a 

variety of religio-cultural strata. 

Having its origins in the Mahàbhàrata, mythology concerning Satyabhàmà 

is fully developed in the Vi$l)upuràl)a and is expanded in the Harivaf!1sa- and 

Padmapuràl)as. Generally Satyabhàmà is identified as the daughter of King 

Satràjit,2 whom Kr~l)a marries after securing the Symantaka gem. The main 

narrative of the Puràl)ic tradition, however, centres around an episode 

concerning Satyabhàmà's desire for the flowers of the celestial pàrijàta tree, 

which is planted in the garden of Saci [Indràl)i], the wife of Indra. At the 

request of Satyabhàmà, Kr~l)a "steals" the tree by conquering Indra and replants 

the tree in the garden of Satyabhàmà's palace. 

1 consider the dual concepts of vrata (votive rites) and dàna (alms-giving, 

donation) as markers of Satyabhàmà's identity as a pativratà (ideal, chaste wife). 

These analyses are based on the Harivaf!1sa- and Padmapuràl)a, texts in which 

the pàrijàta myth is "amplified." Unless otherwise referenced, ail translations 

from the Puràl)as are my own. 
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Early History of Satyabhâmâ in the Mahabharata 

The first major references to Satyabhâmâ in Sanskrit literature come from the 

Mahabharata, in the Vana- and Mausalaparvas. While the Mausalaparva (75) 

describes her retreat to a tapovanam (forest where penance is undertaken) 

following the death of her husband Kr~lJa, the Vanaparva reference provides the 

conceptual framework for her later growth as the "True Woman." It is important 

ta realize that Satyabhâmâ does not exist independently of Kr~lJa. In the 

Mahabharata, she is rarely referred to as an auto no mous character, but 

is almost always mentioned in reference to Kr~r:ta (i.e. accompanying him in the 

forest, etc.). The Vanaparva (222-24) reference is in the context of a discussion 

between Satyabhâmâ and Draupacfi (wife of the Pâr:tc;tavas). Satyabhâmâ, 

identified as Kr~r:ta's wife, asks Draupacfi how she is able to keep the five 

Pâr:tc;tavas content, and how she acts while attending upon them (kena draupadi 

v(ttena pafJçlavanadhiti$thasi, 222.5). She asks, 

Have you followed a votive ritual [vratacatya], done austerities [tapas]? 
Is there a special ablution [snana], spells [mantra], herbs [au$açlham]? A 
powerful knowledge of roots [vidyavityam mOlavityam]? Some prayer or 
fire oblation, or drug? Tell me the glorious secret of your sexual power, 
Kr~r:tâ [Draupadï], so that Kr~r:ta will always be amen able to me too.3 

Having assured Satyabhâmâ that she is not among the "wanton women" 

(asatstril}am, literall~ "unreal" or "false" women) who resort to such measures to 

please their husbands, Draupacfi proceeds to describe the virtues of a good wife 

(222.18-35), and summarizes her knowledge of Yudhi~~hira's wealth and her 

present plight (222.40-55). The discussion ends with Draupacfi's poetic 

exposition of advice to Satyabhâmâ (223.1-15): 

No bliss [sukham] is easily found on earth, 
A good woman finds happiness through hardship; 
So worship Kr~r:ta with happy heart [sauhrdena] 
With love [premna] and always the acts of devotion [pratikarmafJa] 

This is the glorious secret of sex 
That leads to heaven and uproots the foes; 
Worship your husband [bhartaramaradhaya] while wearing your costly 
Flowers and jewels [abharafJa] and make-up [angaraga] and seents 
[pufJyagandhail)]. 
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Satyabhâmâ's spouse-centred orientation becomes apparent in the later 

PurâlJic myths, wherein she becomes "possessive" over Kr~lJa, and does not 

wish to share him with her co-wives, especially RukmilJi. The instruction given 

to her by Draupadi might have been influential in shaping her as a "good wife." 

Particularly significant here is the importance attached to ornamentation of the 

physical body by the wife who wishes to please her husband. This importance 

is one that the character of Satyabhâmâ retains throughout the PurâlJic 

narratives. Beauty is significant because it is around her obsession with 

physical beauty and vanity that the PurâlJic episodes and subsequent traditions 

weave their didactic narratives. 

The Pârijâta Episode in the PUrâl)8S 

The earliest PurâlJic reference to Satyabhâmâ as the consort of Kr~lJa is in the 

Vi$l)upurSl)a, which establishes the narrative episode central to her mythology, 

namely the parijatapaharal)a ("stealing away of the parijata tree [by Kr~lJa]"). 

Taking the accepted date of the Vi$l)upural)a as circa fourth century CE4
, 1 will 

study the expansion of the parijata episode. The narrative presented in this text 

provides the "root myth" for the amplification of the narrative in later PurâlJas, and 

perhaps even for the Harivaf!1sapural)a. R.C. Hazra cites the amplification of 

the parijata narrative as one of the reasons for the antiquity of the Vi$l)upural)a 

over the Harivamsapural)a: 

We may now compare the Vi~lJu-p. with the HarivalTlsa to see if the date 
of the former can be pushed further up. In the HarivalTlsa the biography 
of Kr~lJa is given at greater length and in greater detail...The stories have 
been developed and expanded in the HarivalTlsa. The story of 
Jarâsandha and that of the carrying away of the Pârijâta tree by Kr~lJa 
may be cited as examples. Besides these, there are many new additions 
found in the HarivalTlsa. For instance, there are the Âryastava (Hv Il,3) 
and the PUlJyaka-vrata observed by Satyabhâmâ (Hv Il, 77-81). From ail 
this it can be concluded that the Vi~lJu-p. is of earlier origin than at least 
this portion [i.e. the Vi$l)uparvan]of the HarivalTlsa. (Hazra 1975, 23) 

ln the tradition of the Mahabharata, the Vi$l)upural)a also posits 

Satyabhâmâ as a good wife. She is among the sixteen-thousand "beloved 
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women" of Kr~r:'Ia yet occupies a unique place as his principal wife5
. Just prior to 

the parijata episode, Satyabhâmâ is given a boon by Aditi, the mother of the 

devas. The tyrannical demon, Naraka, the progeny of the Earth's sexual contact 

with Vi~r:'Iu during his incarnation as Varâha (and therefore Vi~r:'Iu's own son) 

possessed the two earrings of Aditi. Having slain Naraka, Kr~r:'Ia is given back 

the earrings by the Earth (to protect them - grhal)a kUl)çlale ceme palayasya ca 

santatim).6 Kr~r:'Ia then proceeds to the palace of Aditi, the rightful owner of the 

earrings, and gives the earrings to her while narrating the story of the death of 

Naraka. Aditi praises Kr~r:'Ia (5.30.6-23) and grants him a boon: 

o Tiger Among Men [puru$avyaghra], let your wishes be fulfilled. May 
you be invincible [ajeyatJ] over divine and demonic beings on Earth.7 

Thereafter, Satyabhâmâ, accompanied by Indra's wife Saci, approaches Aditi to 

secure her blessings. Aditi blesses Satyabhâmâ with the boon of ever-Iasting 

physical beauty and youth: 

Then Satyabhâmâ, the consort of Kr~r:'Ia, along with the wife of Sakra 
[Indra] paid obeisance again and again to Aditi, by saying "Be pleased 
[Mother]" . 
[Aditi said:] 
By my blessing, 0 One with Beautiful Eyebrows, old age and physical 
deformity [vairüpyam] will not affect you. Oh Faultless Woman, your 
ever-fresh youth [navayauvanam] will remain eternal [susthiram].8 

Armed with this blessing, Satyabhâmâ develops her characteristic 

attributes of vanity and pride. There is a continuity with the Mahabharata in the 

depiction of Satyabhâmâ as the classic sumangali or saubhagyavati ("auspicious 

married woman").9 As in the discussion with Draupadi in the Mahabharata, here 

also, Satyabhâmâ receives a "doctrine" of stridharma (women's dharma) from an 

established "role model." The maintenance of physical beauty is an integral 

emblem of the "good wife", whose sumangalyam (auspiciousness) is reflected in 

her clothing, make-up and jewellery. 

Turning to the parijata episode itself, it is stretched across three chapters 

in the fifth book (5.30-32) and begins just after Satyabhâmâ secures the blessing 

from Aditi. At the request of Aditi, Indra worships Kr~r:'Ia with ail of the püja 

honours, including the offering of flowers. However, Saci, the wife of Indra, 
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adorned with the flowers of the parijata tree, thinking Satyabhâmâ to be a mortal 

woman [manu$/], does not offer those flowers to her10. Thereafter, Kr~l')a and 

Satyabhâmâ are given a tour of Nandana and the other pleasure-gardens of the 

gods: 

There, the Lord of the Universe [jagannatha}, Slayer of Kesi [kesisüdana}, 
Kesava, saw the parijata tree which was rich in fragrance 
[sugandhadhyam], wielded a number of sprouts [manjaripufijadharifJam1 
always brought about joy [nityahladakaram], decorated with copper
coloured lotus buds [tamrabalapallavasobhitam], which had arisen at the 
time of the churning of the [Milk] ocean, with bark [tvacam] of gold. 

Here we have a description of the parijata tree, which is later to become the 

object of Satyabhâmâ's desire. In chapter 31 , we are given a further description 

of the excellence of the tree: 

Having come in proximity to it, humans of ail classes remember their 
former lives. The fragrance that is emitted from its flowers remains 
fragrant for three yojanas11 [measure of distanceV2 

Satyabhâmâ also sees that "king among trees" [taruraja] and asks Kr~l')a: 

"Oh Kr~l')a, Why should this tree-root not be in Dvârakâ?"13 She rebukes 
him saying, "If your words 'you are my most beloved' [tvamatyartham 
priye] are true, then bring this tree to my pleasure garden 
[madg(haniskuta). On man y occasions you have said to me 'Satyâ, 
neither Jâmbavati nor Rukmil')i is as beloved to me as you are.'14 If you 
have spoken the truth and are not merely patronizing me [na 
upaca.rak(tam mama], then let the parijata tree be the ornament of my 
house [mama gehabhü$afJam]. 1 desire to flaunt [sobheyam] amidst your 
co-wives, with the flowers of the parijata tree in the braids of my hair 
[kesapak$ena)." 15 

At this, Kr~l')a smiles, uproots the tree, places it on the back of Garuça and is 

about to leave when the keepers of the garden protest. To them, Satyabhâmâ 

says: 

"Who is Saci, who is the King of Gods, Sakra to [possess] the parijata 
tree? If this tree has arisen at the time of the churning [the ocean] for 
am(ta (nectar of immortality), then it is the common property of ail 
[samanyassarvalokasya). How can Indra alone possess it?"16 

She threatens Saci with a challenge: 
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"If SacT, on the strength of her husband's arm (i.e. prowess), has become 
filled with pride [garva), and wishes to keep [the tree) for herself, tell her 
that 'Satya is taking away [the tree)' ... Quickly, go tell this to PaulomT 
[Saci], that Satyabhâmâ, in haughty words [garvoddhatak$aram] has said 
that 'If you are truly the beloved of your husband, then he should stop my 
husband from carrying away the parijata [tree).'"17 

The attendants duly convey the message to SacT, a battle ensues between the 

armyof Indra and Kr~l)a (30.53-67), and finally Indra is rendered helpless and 

disarmed. Satyabhâmâ, seeing his plight, says, 

"Because of her pride in her husband's strength, SacT did not see me into 
her home with the appropriate customs. On account of being a woman, 
my heart is also haughty, and 1 am anxious to praise my husband, and for 
this reason, Oh Sakra, this war [vigraham] was launched with (against) 
you. What need do 1 have to steal the property of another? [Saci] is full 
of pride due to her appearance (beauty). Which woman is not proud of 
her husband [bhartra ka str; na garvita]?"18 

Indra, hearing these words, surrenders to Kr~l)a, whom he eulogizes in 

three stanzas (30.78-80). The next chapter (31) begins with Kr~l)a apologizing 

to Indra, saying that he and Satyabhâmâ are "mere mortals" [martya), and that 

he has committed an offensive act [aparadham k{1am mama]. To this, Indra 

replies: 

"You are deluding me [vimohayas/], Oh Lord. Why have you said"1 am a 
mortal"? 1 only know you, Oh Lord, not your subtle self ... Oh Kr~l)a, take 
this parijata tree to Dvârakâ. When you leave the mortal world 
[martya/oke tvaya tyakte], so shall it disappear from the world."19 

Kr~l)a returns to Dvârakâ with the parijata tree. Accompanied by Satyabhâmâ, he 

plants it in her garden: 

Thereafter, having descended from GaruQa, Kr~l)a, accompanied by 
Satyabhâmâ, established [sthapayamasa] the great tree, the parijata in 
[her] garden [ni$kute].20 

The Vi$l}upural}a version of the parijata incident provides the narrative base for 

determining the character of Satyabhâmâ: (1) she is a "devoted wife"; (2) she 

prides herself on physical beauty and on being Kr~l)a's wife; and (3) she is 

jealous of SacT's sense of propriety over the parijata. It is important that even at 

this early stage, Satyabhâmâ is identified with characteristics su ch as vanity, 
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pride, jealousy and haughty temperament yet does not lose her place as Kr~Da's 

most beloved consort. She herself admits to possessing these characteristics 

toward the end of the narrative, enforcing her earlier thoughts on women and 

pride (30.76b): 

[Saci is] proud on account of her beautiful form [rüpa] and her husband 
[bhartS], but which woman is not?21 

The parijata incident also surfaces in two later PurâDas but is only 

summarized in one stanza in each. The two texts seem to be more or less 

contemporaneous, the Agnipuraf)a and the Bhagavatapuraf)a. The Agnipuraf)a, 

in its twelfth adhyaya (chapter), provides us with a summary of the incident and 

simply says: 

Seated on his vehicle Garuc;ia with Satyabhâmâ, Hari, the Slayer of 
Naraka, after defeating Indra, brought the mountain of gems and ail the 
jewels and the parijata tree, and planted it in Satyabhâmâ's palace. 
(12.32-33)22 

Similarly, in the Bhagavatapuraf)a, we have a single verse in the tenth canto 

describing the replanting of the tree: 

Thus implored by his wife [bharyS], he uprooted the parijata tree and 
placed it on Garuc;ia, his vehicle. After defeating the devas, he brought 
the tree to Dvârakâ. (10.59.39)23 

Satyabhâmâ as the Embodiment of Womanhood: 
The Performance of Vrata and Dana in the HarivafTISa- and PadmapUral)BS 

Over and above the intricacies of the parijata narrative itself, a central concern of 

ours is the view of womanhood in the PurâDic texts. Later ones such as the 

Harivaf!lsapuraf)a and Padmapuraf)a engage Satyabhâmâ in the performance of 

the dual acts of vrata (votive observance) and dana (donation). A similar 

"performative" dimension to women's roles in the religious realm as been noted 

in other Indic religious cultures as wel1.24 Both vrata and dana are essential 

forms of tapas (austerity) for women - they are both ritual actions rooted in self

deprivation. The vrata in the PurâDic context often involves ritual fasts, while 

dana implies the sacrifice of material culture. Both vrata and dana (excepting 
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large-scale "royal donations" mentioned in the Purâ~as) are also usually 

entrusted to the women's sphere (McGee 1989; 1991; 1996; Pearson 1996; 

McDaniel 2003). Mary McGee describes women's vratas in Marathi narratives 

as follows: 

Vratas, periodic votive days and fasts which punctuate the Hindu religious 
year, are observed primarily by women, and indeed constitute a significant 
part of the religious activity of many Hindu women. Women observe 
these votive rituals largely to benefit the good health and prosperity of 
their husbands and children ... 1 have formed the conclusion that most 
women perform vratas more out of a sense of duty than desire; that is, 
most women perceive the observance of vratas as a contributing, if not 
necessary, factor in the fulfilment of their stridharma, their duties as wives 
and mothers. (McGee 1996,147-48) 

ln the Purâ~ic context, the same could be said about dana as weil. Kala 

Acharya, in her study of dana in various Purâ~ic texts, notes that the 

performance of dana by women is frequent: 

It is clearly stated in the [Bhavi~ya Purâ~a] (Uttaraparva 156.24ab) that 
the woman who makes the gift of the golden cow goes to heaven by an 
aerial car and she is worshipped by the gods. It is further stated that a 
woman gets ail her wishes fulfilled by making the said gift (ibid., 26). The 
gift of a jaggery mountain is recommended especially for women (ibid., 
197.25ab). The legend of the queen Sulabhâ who enjoyed the love of 
her husband because of making this gift is quoted. The gift of a cooking 
pan (sthalidanam) is also to be made to a woman by a woman. Draupadi 
offered the gift in one of her births (ibid., 170). (Acharya 1993, 251) 

As McGee points out, the purpose of such rites is twofold: first, the rites function 

as a portal to achieving mok$a and second, they also promise lesser yet more 

immediately enjoyable fruits, bath "seen" (d($ta; that is, obvious in this world) and 

"unseen" (ad($ta; that is, other-worldly ones) (1991, 73). McGee notes that the 

second of these two functions (usually related to marital felicity) is clearly more 

important in women's self-perception, although the Sanskrit textual canon tends 

to give prominence, as we would expect, to the soteriological intention of the 

vrata (ibid., 73). 

Satyabhâmâ, the "True Woman," is linked to the concept of stridharma 

through her observance of vrata and performance of dana. These actions bring 

her into the realm of real women; they are markers of her identity as "wife of 
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Krl?l')a". As we have already seen, the concept of saubhagya or sumangalyam 

has played a central role in the development of Satyabhâmâ's persona in the 

early texts. Satyabhâmâ's "quest for saubhagya [good fortune]" (McGee 1996 

147ff.) involves the acts of vrata and dana, and it is on these narratives, found in 

the Harivaf!1sa- and PadmapurafJas respectively, that 1 will now focus. 

The Harivaf!JSapurBl)a: Satyabhâmâ performs the PUl)yaka Vrata 

If we are to take the Harivaf!1sapurana as a khila (supplement) to the 

Mahabharatéf5 and accept its proposed date as c. 500 CE26
, it is the next 

Sanskrit text that examines the parijata episode and more importantly, introduces 

Satyabhâmâ as the pativrata, one who performs votive rites for the welfare of her 

husband. The Harivaf!1sapurafJa is divided into three parvans (parts or books): 

the Harivaf!1saparva (Book of the Lineage of Hari [Vil?l')u]), from which it derives 

its name; the Vi$fJuparva (Book of Vil?l')u), which describes the pastimes of 

Krl?l')a; and the Bhavi$yaparva (Book of the Future), which contains several 

unrelated Purâl')ic narratives of bath Vail?l')ava and Saiva orientation. 

This text is the first to deal with the parijata episode at length, in nineteen 

chapters. Several new narrative elements emerge in the Harivaf!1sapurafJa. 

Most importantly, we are introduced to Rukmil')i, the other principal wife of Krl?l')a, 

to whom he first gives the flower of the parijata tree, thereby rousing 

Satyabhâmâ's anger. Satyabhâmâ's attendants inform her of Krl?l')a's 

"favouritism", and Satyabhâmâ, dejected and angry dons the appearance of a 

widow. Dressed completely in white with no ornaments, she rebukes Krl?l')a. 

As Freda Matchett notes, Satyabhâmâ "does not make ... a profession of humble 

devotion to Krl?l')a" (Matchett 2001,230, n. 28). She freely expresses her 

jealously and sense of betrayal by Krl?l')a (72.49-51, 53-55a): 

But the very proud Satyabhâmâ, eternally beloved of Vil?I')U, cou Id not 
bear the good fortune bestowed upon the other wife. She, full of beauty 
and youth, had pride in her usual good fortune, and was susceptible to 
jealousy. Hearing of the good fortune of the other, she was consumed by 
jealousy. Angry like the flame of a fire, the woman of a smiling face threw 
off her cloth painted with vermilion power and put on a white one ... 
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... Applying sandal and red mud on the forehead, and wearing two 
garments white as snow, these are the markers of anger towards one's 
husband. The deviSatyabhâmâ too, did not forget [to don] this 
appearance. She ripped off her ornaments [while seated on] a bed with 
a large pillow. Then, with her hair tied in one braid, and remembering the 
fortune of her co-wife [Rukmir:Ji], she sat and bitterly shook her head. 

Kr~r:Ja enters her cham ber of anger (krodha grha) and sees Satyabhâma in her 

resentful mood - scratching lotus flowers, smearing sandal paste onto her breast 

then throwing it aside, rising from her bed and falling into it again (73.6-11). He 

approaches her and seeks to console her. When he asks her why she is angry 

and feels dejected, she replies (74.6-7,13,15,22): 

1 held my head high with pride thinking that 1 am the most beloved of your 
wives, Lord. My maids and others inform me that today 1 have been 
made into a laughing stock by my co-wife ... Oh Lord, 1 cou Id never even 
have dreamed that you would honour another woman over me, but this 
has really happened, and that too, in the presence of others ... You have 
told me that people's lives are defined by their sense of self-respect; today 
1 feel as if 1 have no respect for myself and 1 do not wish to live any 
longer ... You used to say to me "Oh Daughter of Satrâjit, there is none 
more beloved to me th an you." Who will remember this [after what has 
occurred today]? 

Kr~r:Ja tries to explain that he did not give the flower to Rukmir:Ji, but rather that 

Nârada gave it to her on his own accord. He offers to bring not only one flower, 

but the entire parijata tree itself to Satyabhâma. She readily agrees (74.33-34): 

Thus addressed by Hari, the beloved woman said: "Oh righteous one, if 
you bring the tree to me, 1 shall abandon my anger, and 1 will be 
immensely satisfied. [For then] Oh Adhok~aja, 1 will reign as the primary 
among ail of your wives." 

Nârada then arrives, and after receiving the customary welcome and meal, he 

briefly narrates the origin of the parijata tree and links its origins to a votive rite 

(vrata) known as pUl)yaka (lit. "merit awarding"), which, as we shaillater see, is 

important for various mythic pativratas who frame its narrative (74.57-64): 

Pleased by the devoted service of his wife Aditi, sage Kasyapa created 
the celebrated parijata tree, so that she could perform the pUl)yaka vrata. 
Kasyapa, who possessed incredible powers due to his tapas, pleased 
with Aditi, asked her for a boon. She replied: "Oh greatest of sages, grant 
me a boon which will enable me to adorn myself with various ornaments 
whenever 1 want, and will grant me the knowledge of song and dance. 
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Oh Lord rich in ascetic power, 1 want to remain ever-youthful, purged of 
inauspiciousness and afflictions, and devoted to my husband and religious 
acts. To please his wife, [Kasyapa] created the parijata tree, with 
eternally fragrant, desire-fulfilling blossoms. The tree, which delighted ail 
who looked upon it, had three ever-blossoming branches. Many types of 
blossoms grew on its branches. Beautiful women often adorn 
themselves with these blossoms, and sorne women also adorn 
themselves with radiant jewels that also grow here. 

The unique element of the pUf}yaka vrata, the ritual of "buying back the husband 

from Nârada" is thereafter described by him (74.67-69): 

The divine Aditi then tied Kasyapa to the tree and "handed him over" to 
me so that she cou Id reap the benefits of the pUf}yaka vrata. Aditi gave 
me Kasyapa, with his neck tied with a flower garland to the parijata tree, 
so that she could complete her votive offering. That sage rich in ascetic 
power was later released when the proper bail was paid [by him] to me. 
Indra was given to me in this way by his wife, Soma by RohiDi and Kubera 
by ~ddhi to secure the continuance of their good-fortune. 

Thereafter, Satyabhâmâ resolves to perform the pUf}yaka vrata, and 

Kr~Da leaves to capture the parijata tree from Indra's heaven. At this point, the 

narrative of the theft of the parijata is more or less the same as the Vi$f}upurana. 

Kr~Da successfully transplants the tree in Dvârakâ, and Satyabhâmâ performs 

the "payment of bail" ritual (83.2-7,11): 

Having worshipped [Nârada] in the customary manner, Sripati [Kr~Da] 
invited him to accept the pUf}yaka offering. At the appropriately 
auspicious time, Vâsudeva [Kr~Da], the Lord of Beings, annointed the 
ritually pure Nârada with incense and flowers, and offered him a me al. 
The woman of good fortune then placed a garland around Kr~Da and tied 
him to the parijata tree. With his permission, she "sold" Kr~Da to Nârada. 
She gifted sesamum seeds shining with jewels, rice and other cereals 
combined with gold, and mounds of gold. In a playful manner, Nârada 
said ''l'm leaving now, you wait here". That most jesting of sages took the 
garland off of Kr~Da's neck and sa id [to him]: "Vou must give me a Kapila 
cow and its calf, and sesamum seeds and gold offered in the skin of a 
black deer." 

Kr~Da fulfils his portion of the ritual by giving Nârada what he requests. 

Satyabhâmâ's votive rite is complete. In celebration of her "breaking the fast", 

she invites the sixteen thousand wives of Kr~Da and offers gifts of cloth and 

ornaments to ail of them (83.19-20). 
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The "payment of bail" ritual is only a minor outward manifestation of the 

rite and its meaning. At another gathering of Jâmbavati, Satyabhâmâ and other 

pativratas in the following chapter, RukmiQi asks Nârada to narrate the origins of 

the pUlJyaka vrata. Nârada tells RukmiQi that the essential meaning of the 

pUlJyaka vrata and its special significance to the married woman was described 

by the exemplary married woman, Pârvati. Pârvati revealed the knowledge of 

the importance of the vrata to a gathering of the foremost pativratas of Hindu 

tradition - Aditi, Saci (spouse of Indra), Sati, Rohini (spouse of Soma), 

Lopâmudrâ (spou se of Agastya), Sâvitri, Sri, Medhâ, Gangâ and Sarasvati 

(84.11-21). These pativratas had gathered for the concluding ceremony of 

Pârvati's own pUlJyaka vrata, wherein she is to give gifts to other married 

women. The vrata "narrative genealogy," to use Philip Lutgendorf's term, is 

"framed" by the three layers of its oral transmission (1991, 23-25): 

Nârada to RukmiQi, Satyabhâmâ and other pativratas 

Pârvati to AruQdhati and other pativratas in Nârada's presence 

Siva to Pârvati 

pUlJyaka vrata 
narrative 

Oral retelling is the way that vrata narratives were, and continue to be, 

transmitted in women's religious cultures in various parts of South Asia. As 

McGee notes, "popular lore and knowledge of vratas has largely been preserved 

and passed on through generations by way of storytelling, still a vital and popular 

pastime in India" (1996,150-51). The transmission of the pUlJyaka vrata 

narrative from Pârvati to AruQdhati as told by Nârada to RukmiQi in our text, 

providesgreater detail into the ritual sequence, the time-place and, most 

importantly, the reasons for the exaltation of this votive rite. Indeed, the 
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alternate names of the pUlJyaka vrata given in the text (uma vrata, aditi vrata) 

suggest the map of its transmission. 

The pUfJyaka vrata, we are told, is to be practised only by chaste, single

mindedly devoted wives. The following passage lays out the moral criteria for 

the potential performers of the pUfJyaka vrata (85.4-7a, 9-10): 

The votive rites of the purafJas are directed toward those who practise 
chastity and religious observance. Oh pure Arur)dhatï, gift-giving, fasts 
and other righteous behaviour is futile for unchaste women. Religious 
observances are defiled by iIIicit sexual relations. Therefore, those 
women who lie to their husbands or practice illicit intercourse do not earn 
the merit of such rituals; rather, they go to hell. Those mild-natured, 
chaste women who see their husbands as god, ho Id the universe 
together ... A wife should never, under any circumstance, abandon her 
husband, even if he becomes a beggar, commits unjust actions, or loses 
his caste. A wife is capable of saving herself and her husband [through 
vratas] even if he is a "good-for-nothing", commits unjust actions, or loses 
his caste. 

The ritual sequence and temporal context is also central to the 

observance of vratas. As we have noted earlier, the "payment of the bail" ritual 

seems to have been the climax of the pUlJyaka vrata, after which the woman 

breaks her fast and the final gift-giving occurs. The vrata itself consists of a 

lengthy, complex series of ritual actions and non-actions or abstentions. As 

Mary McGee points out, "a vrata demands modification of behavior, and most 

often this takes the form of restrictions on diet (upavasa) and sorne times on 

dress. In addition to a disciplined regimen, vratas consist of a series of 

prescribed rites that vary from vrata to vrata" (McGee 1996, 150). 

The temporal duration of the pUfJyaka is to be either one year, six months 

or one month (86.1). It should be undertaken in the months of jyai$!ha (June

July) or a$aç/ha (July-August), and it is particularly auspicious to have the 

concluding ceremonies in karttika (November-December). Five major ritual 

injunctions to be followed during the observance of the pUfJyaka vrata appear in 

the Harivaf!7sapurafJa: 

i) Ritual Salutation and Ablution of the Husband: Every morning the woman 

undertaking the vrata must salute the feet of her husband. She must also 

obtain the permission of her in-Iaws and husband before undertaking the 

30 



vrata (that is, she must declare her sankalpa or intent). She then must take 

a pot full of water and using kusa grass, sprinkle the right horn of a cow, then 

sprinkle the same on her husband (85.21). 

ii) Ritual Bath: The woman finally pours the remaining water over her own head, 

and for her this is the equivalent of "bathing in ail of the holy tïrthas" (85.22). 

iii) Emotional and Physical Austerity: During the course of the vrata, the woman 

should not shed tears, argue, or become angry. She must also not sleep or 

sit [excessively] (85.24-25). She must also avoid comfortable transport such 

as vehicles drawn by animais (85.30), and wear shoes made of reeds 

(85.26). She must only have one meal a day (86.55). 

iv) Ascetic Appearance: The woman performing a vrata must avoid adorning 

herself. She must not wear kohl, flowers, perfume or jewels (85.28). She 

cannot wear colourful clothes and should wear only white. She cannot brush 

her teeth nor wash her hair regularly. When she does clean herse If, she 

must use only mud to do so (85.28-29). 

v) Donations: At the conclusion of her vrata, the woman must donate cloth to 

other married women, cotton and gold sacred threads to Brahmins (86.52), 

and feed several Brahmins (86.55). We shall discuss the importance of 

donation (dana) later. 

The end of the vrata calls for a celebration, in which the woman clips the nails 

and hair of her husband and herself (86.6), bathes and adorns herself with jewels 

and garlands as if she were a bride (86.7). She is to recite the following verses 

(86.11-14 paraphrased): 

May 1 serve my husband as a devoted wife ... May 1 be the best among my 
husband's wives, gifted with beauty and charm, auspicious, the mother of 
sons ... May my husband be dependent upon me, and be steadfast in his 
single-mindedness toward me. May 1 go to the abode of chaste women 
who hold together the universe by their devotion to theirfather-in-Iaw and 
husband .... 

The rewards for such an observance exemplify the very nature of women's 

religious orientation (strïdharma) prescribed in Purâl')ic texts. Among the 

rewards mentioned in our text are "never becoming a widow" (85.56), "having 

immortal sons" (86.62), "having a beautiful daughter in her own image" (86.33), 
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"prosperity" (86.34) and, most importantly for Satyabhâmâ, "ruling over the other 

wives of her husband" (85.63). 

Vrata Observance as Prehistory: Satyabhâmâ's Former Lives 

The vast number of references to Satyabhâma in the PurâDas are either in the 

context of Satyabhâmâ performing vratas herself7
, or are located in very close 

proximity to vrata-mahatmya sections. As David Shulman has pointed out, the 

temporal settings for PurâDic narratives are rarely limited to a single lifetime. 

Rather, the PurâDas often locate the motivation behind their narratives in the 

past lives of a given character (Shulman 1993, 133). 

ln terms of the PurâDic descriptions of Satyabhâmâ's previous life, we 

find two variations, each linking Satyabhâmâ to the performance of vrata. The 

first of these is found in Skandapuraf)a, 2.4.13.4-23: 

There was once a Brahmin named Devasarmâ who lived in Mâyâpuri. 
ln the later part of his life, he gave his only child GUDavati in marri age to 
his own disciple Candra. One day, when they went into the forest to 
gather kusa grass and other offerings for their fire sacrifices, they were 
both killed by a heinous demon. Both of them immediately went to 
VaikuDtha, on account of their pious lives and karmic merit. GUDavati 
was traumatized by the loss of both her father and husband. She sold 
ail of the household goods and furniture to make arrangements for their 
final rites and sraddha. As a pious woman, GUDavati continued to 
observe the two vratas that she had observed throughout her life: the 
ekadasi vrata and the karttika vrata. One year, while performing the 
karttika vrata, she fell iII, and though burning with fever, she went to the 
Gangâ for her ritual bath. Ali of a sudden, she saw a chariot [vimana] in 
the sky. The chariot descended, she mounted it, and was taken to 
VaikuD~ha, on accord of her faithful observance of the karttika vrata. 
Kr~Da then goes on to explain how, when he descended tothe earth in 
his present form, Devasarmâ was reborn as Satrâjit [father of 
Satyabhâmâ], and GUDavati was reborn as Satyabhâmâ. He also 
explains that during her birth as GUDavati, she had cared for tu/as; 
plants, and thus the parijata tree has been replanted in her court yard 
(2.4.13.20). 

This sa me narrative is reiterated almost verbatim in the Padmapuraf)a. The 

second narrative concerning Satyabhâmâ's previous lives cornes from a 

chapter of the Matsyapuraf)a called Bhimadvâdasivratakathanam ("The Story 

of the Vrata of Bhima Dvâdasf'). It narrates how, due to the performance of 
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the bhima dvadasi vrata, a woman from a Vaisya clan was reborn as IndrâDï 

(Sacï), and how the servant-girl of that woman was similarly reborn as 

Satyabhâmâ by the merit accrued from the observance of this vow: 

[Kr~Da said:] 
A woman born into a vaisya-kula became daughter of King Puloma 
(Sacï), and wife of PuruhOta (Indra). Thus, in a similar way (through the 
performance of this vrata) , her servant-girl has become my most 
beloved Satyabhâmâ (MatsyapuralJa, 69.60).28 

ln both versions, Satyabhâmâ is born as the chief wife of Krl?Da due to the 

karmic merit (pulJya) accrued from the observance of vrata rites. 

The PadmapurBf)a: Satyabhâmâ Performs the Tulâpuru~dâna 

The PadmapuralJa is a lengthy PurâDic text of "Ioose composition", meaning that 

its contents were likely composed by different authors at various points in history. 

It is a hybrid text of both Saiva and Vai~Dava orientation, containing six khalJçias 

[books], usually called Sr$1i, Bhümi, Svarga, Brahma, Patala and Uttara. Our 

narrative is in the last book, the UttarakhalJçia, chapters 90-91. The 

UttarakhalJçia is Vail?Dava in orientation, and on account of its several references 

to the BhagavatapuralJa, we can assume that it is a fairly recent portion of the 

text. 

The PadmapuralJa attaches great importance to gift-giving. In fact, in a 

narrative from the Sr$1ikhalJçia, Krl?Da'S sixteen thousand wives were cursed to 

become vesyas or courtesans and redeemed themselves by making gifts to 

Brahmins (23.74-142). There are various types of danas mentioned in the text, 

and the sixteen types of "great gifts" are termed mahadana in the UttarakhalJçia 

(86.26)29. The first of these, tuliipuru$a ("weight of man") is called the foremost 

(tulapuru$adanadyaih - 72.94). The earliest and most detailed description of 

this type of gift occurs in the MatsyapuralJa (274.6b), where it is said to be "the 

giver of virtue, long life, dispeller of ail iIIs, venerated by Brahmâ, Vi~DU and Siva 

and other Devas"30. 

The MatsyapuralJa provides a lengthy description of this type of ritual, 

including the dimensions of the scale to be constructed, and the types of Vedic 
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sacrifices to accompany the gifting ceremony. The text lists the benefits of su ch 

a gift as follows (274.75-77): 

Those who observe this Mahâ Dâna in such a way reign over a Loka for 
one manvantara. He becomes iIIustrious like the Sun and then goes to 
the realm of Vi~r:tu seated in a Vimâna decorated with beautiful perforated 
work, bells, garlands and adorned by the nymphs where·he remains for 
crores of kalpas. On the completion of his store of virtues he is born as 
an iIIustrious emperor on this land and conquers thousands of kings after 
performing sacrifices.31 

ln addition, the Bhavi$yapural)a provides a description in which Kr~r:ta himself 

explains the tulapuru$adana. According to this text, the ritual must be 

performed in the months of karttika (November-December) or magha (February

March) (Acharya 1993, 179). It should also be performed in a time of extreme 

calamity.32 

The parijata narrative in the Padmapural)a is the same as the 

Harivaf!1sapural)a excepting two details. First, when Nârada brings the parijata 

flowers to Kr~r:ta, he distributes them among ail of his wives, forgetting 

Satyabhâmâ (88.3).33 Second, once Kr~r:ta has replanted the parijata in 

Satyabhâmâ's garden, she becomes proud (88.15a) and asks Nârada what she 

should do to secure Kr~r:ta and the parijata in ail of her future births (88.15b).34 

Nârada instructs her to perform a tulapuru$adana ("to give away an 

amount of material goods equivalent to the weight of a man") (88.16-17). She 

places Kr~r:ta and the parijata tree on one end of a scale and gives Nârada the 

equivalent weight in mate rial goods (88.21-45). 

ln the chapter that follows, Kr~r:ta describes to Satyabhâmâ her previous 

birth as Gur:tavati, a pativrata who, after observing the vrata of krttika and 

ekadasi, received the grace of Vi~r:tu and was reborn as Kr~r:ta's wife, 

Satyabhâmâ (91). 

Again, as in the Vi$l)upural)a, we come across the two concepts of 

'womanhood' expressed by Satyabhâmâ who wishes to secure the 'balance' of 

married life, and 'vanity' in that she is possessive of Kr~r:ta, and will go to any 

measure to keep him as her own. Here, Satyabhâmâ is born as Kr~r:ta's wife as 

a result of the vratas she observed in her past life. Her acts of merit transcend 
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the here-and-now, and for Satyabhâmâ, the performance of su ch acts is simply a 

continuation of her single-minded love for Krl?Qa and concern for the weil being of 

ail around him. Dana, which is certainly related to vrata, enforces Satyabhâmâ's 

pativrata dharma and transforms her into an ever-auspicious female, placing her 

firmly in the same realm of the spouse goddess. As such, she is reminiscent of 

the goddess Lakl?mi.35 

Conclusions 

This chapter has examined epic and PurâQic constructions of Satyabhâmâ that 

later are manipulated in medieval South Indian (specifically Telugu) poetic and 

performance traditions. The Mahabharata and most PurâQi~ texts depict the 

figure of Satyabhâmâ as an exemplary pativrata. Through the performance of 

specific acts such as vrata (votive observance) and dana (donation), 

Satyabhâmâ is brought into the realm of "ideal wifehood." The dharma of 

women, as our texts have shown, deals with the everyday world. Soteriological 

aims are of minor, if any concern. When "other-worldly" concepts are 

mentioned, they are usually an expression of a desire for continuity into the next 

life. Women's power, as McGee describes it, "is a strong force, a life-force, 

which maintains and feeds the well-being of others" (1996, 164). Satyabhâmâ's 

role as the observant wife in Sanskrit textual tradition establishes her along the 

continuum of canonical pativratâs, as we saw in the narrative genealogies of the 

pUf}yaka vrata. She becomes a cogent exemplar of the feminine ideal. Indeed, 

she must live up to her name. 

The importance of ornamentation cannot be understated when we 

examine a figure such as Satyabhâmâ. Ornamentation also clearly links 

Satyabhâmâ to real pativratas because it symbolizes prosperity and 

auspiciousness even today. In her work on adornment in Nepal, Bronwen 

Bledsoe has rightly observed that personal adornment "is honour and 

propitiation, a mark of domestication, a lakshan [characteristic or attribute] of 

woman in her proper and au spi cio us role" (Bledsoe 1984, 88). For the auspicious 

married woman (the sumangalior saubhagyavati), the body must remain 
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"marked" by gendered symbols. In her study of contemporary Tamil smart a 

women in Madras city, Mary Hancock notes that " ... women who se bearing was 

modest, whose hair was neatly plaited, who were attired in silk, gold bang les, 

and wedding necklace (tall), as weil as ornamented with a pottu (the dot applied 

between the eyebrows) and daubs of kutikumam, were 'Lakshmi-like' 

(Iatcumikaramaka). As married women with living husbands, they embodied 

auspiciousness (matikalam) and with their actions enhanced this quality" 

(Hancock 1999, 103). Apposite images of womanhood are thus constituted, to 

some degree by physical markers, especially ornaments, which symbolize 

women's powers to generate, preserve and disseminate auspiciousness. For 

Satyabhâmâ too, as we shall see later in our discussions of South Indian 

performance traditions, jewels (particularly her nose-ornament) signify both her 

auspicious femininity and her status as wife of Krl?r:aa. Bledsoe also notes that 

"Adornment is aesthetically delightful, but excessive use of beautification 

implies vanity and is subject to strong disapproval" (Bledsoe 1984, 93). 

A significant rupture is represented by the depiction of Satyabhâmâ in the 

Harivaf!lsapurafJa where Satyabhâmâ's character is more fully developed. Here 

we encounter a slightly different woman, one who is proud, jealous, and haughty. 

She is only satisfied when Krl?r:aa concedes to her desire for the parijata tree. 

The pativrata ideal is thus juxtaposed with representations of her assertive, 

jealous, desirous and vain nature. This two-fold Purâr:aic representation is 

parallel to the images of Satyabhâmâ encountered in the T elugu-speaking 

regions of South India. In terms of Brahmanic cultural models of womanhood, 

then, Satyabhâmâ incorporates qualities of the two categories of pativrata and 

vesya (again without the latter's sexual independence). As such, she emerges 

as a mediating figure. The Sanskrit texts are striking because they focus on the 

complex character of Satyabhâmâ in a nuanced manner that does not limit her 

representation to the normative pativratya ideal. At the same time, however, this 

representation does not diminish her claim to pativrata status. Her identity is not 

absorbed into her husband's, nor is it meshed together with those of the other 

heroines who are known to us solely on the basis of their ekagrata (single-
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mindedness) toward their husbands. Satyabhâmâ does not lose herself in the 

model of the ideal woman but rather expresses her "real" qualities. The creation 

of the mediating category generalizes the figure of the pativrata and introduces 

an element of emotional complexity to the depiction of female characters. 

ln the Harivaf!1sapurafJa, Satyabhâmâ's womanhood is intrinsically linked 

to performing or "acting out" particular "states of being," or bhavas as the 

aesthetic tradition would say. In the next chapter, 1 look at how PurâlJic images 

of Satyabhâmâ are complemented by the roughly contemporaneous emergence 

of vernacular literature that brings Satyabhâmâ fully into the realm of aesthetics. 

The "aestheticized" Satyabhâmâ re-negotiates concepts of idealized womanhood 

in new ways as her popularity grows in South India. 

1 Similar studies on figures such as SUâ, Draupadi and Râdhâ in Sanskrit and 
vernacular traditions have been carried out by many scholars including 
Sutherland (1989) and Wulff (1984; 1985; 1996; 1997; 2000). 

2 Sometimes Satyabhâmâ is described as having two sisters, Vratini and 
Padmâvati, whom Kr~lJa also marries (Harivaf!1sapurafJa, 28.34). The 
Harivaf!1sapurafJa itself does not refer to these women again, although other 
PurâlJas (such as the MatsyapurafJa) mention their names among lists of Kr~lJa's 
wives. 

3 Ali translations of the Mahabharata, unless otherwise referenced, are from 
J.A.B. van Buiteneil, The Mahabharata (1975).1 have included Sanskrit terms in 
parentheses where relevant. These are from the critical edition of the 
Mahabharata, ed. V.S. Suthankar et al. (1933-66). 

4 According to R.C. Hazra, the Vi$fJupurafJa is "one of the most important of the 
extant puranas" (1975, 19). Although Hazra does not attempt to solve the 
problem of the date of the text, Ludo Rocher provides a list of the proposed dates 
of the text, ranging fram 700 BCE to 1045 CE (1986, 249). The commonly 
accepted date of the text lies between 200-500 CE (Klostermaier 1989, 419), 
making it among the earliest PurâlJic writings. In its present form, it consists of 
six af!1sas ('parts' or books) and a total of one hundred and twenty-six chapters. 
The fifth af!1sa deals entirely with the Kr~lJa cycle, and clearly posits Kr~lJa as an 
avatara of Vi~lJu. According to Rocher, 

The Kr~lJa story of the Vi~lJu[purâlJa) has repeatedly been compared with 
other Kr~lJa stories, in the HarivaJTIsa and in several purâlJas, the 
Bhâgavata in particular. Wilson already held out two possibilities: either 
the Bhâgavata[purâlJa) amplified and "improved upon" the Vi~lJu[purâlJa), 
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or the latter's greater conciseness resulted fram its being an abridgement 
of the former ... Both the amplification and, to a lesser extent, the 
abridgement theories have found favor with later scholars. (1986, 251) 

5 After vanquishing the demon Naraka, Krl?r:Ja marries the 16,000 maidens whom 
Naraka had kidnapped and held hostage (Vi$fJupurana, 5.31.14-20). Ali 
references to the Vi$fJupurafJa are fram Vi$fJupurafJa published by the Gita Press 
(1943). 

6 Vi$fJupurafJa, 5.29.24b. 

7 ibid., 5.30.25: 
evamastu tatheccha te tvamase$aissurasurailJ 1 

ajeyalJ puru$avyaghra martyaloke bhavi$yasi Il 

8 ibid., 5.30.26-27: 
tatalJ kf$fJasya patni ca sakrapatnya sahaditim 1 

satyabhama prafJamyaha prasïdeti punalJ punalJ Il 
matprasadanna te subhru jara vairüpyameva va 1 

bhavi$yatyanavadyar'lgi susthiraf!1 navayauvanam Il 

9 For discussions and analyses of the concept of sumar'lgalyam, see Marglin 
(1985); Kersenboom (1987); and Narayanan (1985). 

10 VisnupurafJa, 5.30.29: 
saci ca satyabhamayai parijatasya pU$pakam 1 

na dadau manu$ïf!1 matva svayaf!1 pU$pairalar'lk(fa 1\ 

11 A yojana is equal to four krosas, raughly eight or nine miles. 

12 VisnupurafJa, 5.31.12: 
yamabhyetya janassarvo jatif!1 smarati paurvikim 1 

vasyate yasya pU$potthagandhenorvi triyojanam Il 

13 ibid., 5.30.33b: 
kasmanna dvarakame$a niyate kf$fJa padapalJ Il 

14 ibid., 5.30.35: 
na me jambavatï tadfgabhi$.ta na ca rukmifJï 1 

satye yatha tvamityuktaf!1 tvaya kf$fJasak(fpriyam Il 

15 ibid., 5.30.37: 
bibhratï parijatasya kesapak$efJa mafijarïm 1 

sapatnïnamahaf!1 madhye sobheyamiti kamaye Il 

16 ibid., 5.30.45b, 46: 
ka sacï parijatasya ko va sakrassuradhipalJ Il 
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Mahâbhârata", Journa/ of Vaisnava Studies, Vol. 4, No.3, Summer 1996, 127-
138. 

26 This is the commonly accepted date of the text (vide. Kinsley 1986, 83). 
Couture maintains that it is not possible to agree on a fixed date for the 
emergence of the work (1996, 135-36). 

27 For example, Skandapural)a (2.4.13.4-23); Matsyapural)a (69.60); 
Harivaf!lsapural)a (74-86). Most of these will be discussed in detail below. 

28 Matsyapural)a (69.60): 

jatathava vaisyaku/odbhavapi pu/omakanya puruhütapatnï 1 

tatrapi tasyal} paricarikeyaf!l mama priya samprati satyabhama Il 

29 These sixteen are tu/apuru$a, hiral)yagarbha, brahmal)çla, ka/paVfk$a, 
gosahasra, kamadhenu, hiral)yasva, hiral)yasvaratha, hemahastiratha, 
panca/anga/a, dharadana, visvacakra, ka/pa/ata, saptasagara, ratnadhenu and 
mahabhütaghata. This list is actually fram the Matsyapural)a (274.6-10). 

30 Matsya Pural)am (Part 2). Trans. A Taluqdar of Oudh. Allahbad: Sudhindra 
Natha Vasu, 1917, 347. 

31 ibid., p. 351. 

32 Ibid., p. 179. 

33 Padmapural)a, Uttarakhal)çla, 88.3: 
naradastanipu$pal)ikf$l)ayopajaharaca 1 

kf$l)al} $oçlasasahasrastrïbhyastanivyabhajyata Il 

34 ibid., 90.15: 
bhavebhave kathaf!l prapyastadakhyatubhavan mama Il 

35 1 have often been told by lay Vai~lJavas in Tamilnadu that Satyabhâmâ is 
"Lak~mï-like" (Iatcumikaramaka). 
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Introduction 

Chapter 2 

The Popularization of Satyabhâmâ 
in South Indian Poetry and Performance-Texts 

manaf!7be ti5çiavu satulaku 
maname praf)adhikaf!7bu manamakhila sa

mmanamulaku mülaf!7bagu 
mana rahitamaina bratuku maninikela Il 

A woman's jewel is her pride, 
more precious th an life. 

Pride is the basis of ail honour. 
How can a woman live 

if she loses pride? 

- ParijatapaharafJamu of Nandi Timmana (1 .127) 

This chapter will focus on the popularization of Satyabhâmâ in South India, more 

specifically in the Telugu-speaking regions. From the fourteenth to nineteenth centuries, 

the image of Satyabhâmâ was popularized in the various regions and vernacular 

languages of the subcontinent. The process that 1 refer to as "popularization" was 

facilitated not only by the use of vernaculars, which brought the image of Satyabhâmâ 

closer to the masses but also through the incorporation of Satyabhâmâ into literary 

genres meant for performance. One major development of this popularization occurred 

in the North-East (Mithila, Assam and Bengal) in dramas and devotional rasa-oriented 

texts. By the time we reach Rüpa Gosvâmi's Prakrit and Sanskrit drama Lalita-madhava 

written in the year 1537, the image of Satyabhâmâ has entered the realm of 

aestheticized and eroticized devotion or madhura bhaktirasa, through her identification 

with the figure of Râdhâ in the Gauc;Hya Vai$Qava context. Appendix 2 provides details 

on the major texts dealing with Satyabhâmâ from the Mithila-Assam-Bengal region. 

Most of these texts are also contemporary with sorne of the early Telugu court kavyas 

(poems) from the Vijayanagara period, where Satyabhâmâ becomes the sole focus of 

several texts composed in the prabandha mega-genre. 
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ln late-medieval Andhra and Tamilnadu, Telugu writers and performers invoke 

and use the image of Satybhâmâ in a variety of modes and contexts. One of the major 

developments as we move from Sanskrit PurâlJic images of Satyabhâmâ to elite court 

and popular literary contexts, is the evolution of an aestheticized Satyabhâmâ. 

Satyabhâmâ is identified not so much as a pativrata but as an ideal "character" in the 

dramatic or aesthetic sense. She is seen as well-suited for representation through 

aesthetic modes of expression such as poetry and drama. However, this process of 

"aestheticization" cannot be understood without examining basic shifts in cultural context 

and ethos. Therefore, unlike the previous chapter, my purpose in this chapter is not so 

much textual analysis as it is a kind of textual "genre mapping". In mapping the figure of 

Satyabhâmâ in Telugu literature, 1 have classifed literary texts into four genres: (1) 

Telugu PurâlJa; (2) Telugu Kâvya or Court Poetry; (3) Yakl?agâna ("musical dramas") 

from the Tanjavur court; and (4) Kalâpam ("solo dance theatre" texts commissioned by 

feudal kings or devadasiwomen). These four genres can roughly be aligned with four 

historical stages of popularization. The mapping of genres signais the significant 

changes in cultural context and ethos that manifest through poetic elaborations such as 

those we find in the material related to Satyabhama. This survey, however, is limited to 

examining a select number of representative texts from among those found in T elugu

speaking South India. It does not claim to be comprehensive. 

Locating Satyabhâmâ in the Telugu Literary Context 

From the early fifteenth century onward, the figure of Satyabhâmâ becomes the focus of 

a large corpus of texts written by Telugu poets in various parts of Andhra and 

Tamilnadu. The origins of the Telugu texts on Satyabhâmâ, or rather the origins of the 

cultural "selection" of Satyabhâmâ as a female cultural archetype by Telugus, are 

somewhat uncertain. However, as Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam point 

out, "thematic selectivity is itself a major indicator of cultural change" (1992, 163). An 

increasing preoccupation with the representation of Satyabhâmâ runs parallel to the 

development of a court culture rooted in the ethos of aesthetics. Here 1 follow the work 

of Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam on Nâyaka imperial culture (1992). By 

the end of the seventeenth century, Satyabhâmâ is fully transformed into a nayika, or 
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heroine in the culture of Sanskrit aesthetic theory, and the bulk of the texts written about 

her are meant for performance through drama and dance. Following sorne of the early 

textual stratifications suggested to me by Arudra, 1 posit four distinct yet interactive 

genres in the development of pre-modern Telugu literature related to imagings of 

Satyabhâmâ. The four genres are represented below with the names of exemplary 

authors from each genre given in parentheses: 

Table 1: Four Genres of Telugu Satyabhama-Oriented Literature 

1. Telugu Purât'la 2. Telugu Court Poetry 
(eg. Potana) (Prabandha) 

(eg. Nandi Timmana) 

... 

.... 
1 , , ; 

; 

1 , ; 
1 , ; 
1 

, , ; 
; 

1 " 1 ; 
; , , • ; , 

~ 
, 

It ':.11 

.. 

...... 

4. A~a-Bhâgavatam/ 
Kalâpam 3. Tanjavur Yak~agâna 

(Pârijâtam) (eg. Raghunâtha Nâyaka) 
(eg. Narakuri Nârâya~a, 
Marigu Jagannâtha, 
Gaçiçiam Subbarâyuçiu) 

ln Table 1, 1 have arranged these genres in a developmental model, which 1 understand 

as a process of cumulative stratification represented by the solid lines. But 1 have also 

tried to show the secondary directions of influence, represented by the dotted lines. 1 

suggest that this process of cumulative stratification and secondary influences creates a 

poetic culture of intertextuality. In addition, when it cornes to the latter two genres, titles 
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such as "yak$a9,âna" and "kalâpam" (also known as pârijâtam or pârujâtam1
) are easily 

interchanged. Gaddam Subbrayudu Sastri's fourteen Bhâmâkalâpam texts, for 

example, are referred to as "pârijâtam" or pârujâtam by the kalâvantulu (devadâsïs) of 

the Godavari delta, but are also called Atabhâgavatam and Bhâmakalâpam. In the 

sections that follow, 1 will outline the historical and stylistic contexts of each of these 

genres, and discuss the figure of Satyabhâmâ in a representative text from each genre. 

Again, my intention is to signal to the reader sorne of the differing genres in which 

Satyabhâmâ appears through the vast corpus of Telugu literature. 

Telugu Purâ.,a 

The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries constituted a seminal period in the development of 

Telugu Vai~Dava culture, with a tremendous amount of religious and intellectual activity 

concentrated at centres such as the NarasilTlhasvâmi temple at Simhachalam (Vizag 

district).2 Bammera Potana (early fifteenth century) was born in the town of Bammera 

(Warangal district) near Simhachalam. His literary magnum opus is the 

Mahâbhâgavatamu, the "Great BhâgavatapurâDa."3 This work is almost universally 

recognized as one of the gems of medieval Telugu literature, and verses from certain 

episodes in the text are memorized and recited by many contemporary Telugu 

Vai~Davas. Velcheru Narayana Rao notes the important distinction in medieval Andhra 

between what he calls "court poets" and "temple poets". The former are those who 

liberally accept royal patronage, whereas the latter are those who reject imperial 

patronage and the power-based political privileges that come with it (Narayana Rao 

1987,143-54). Potana is said to have refused the patronage of the local king Sarvajfla 

Sirighabhüpâla. Instead, he dedicated his Mahâbhâgavatamu to his "divine patron," 

Râma, and thus can be called a "temple poet" unlike ail of the later Telugu poets who 

have written about Satyabhâmâ. 

Shulman describes Potana's Mahâbhâgavatamu as "a Brahminic, regional 

adaptation of a classical Sanskrit text" (Shulman 1993, 152 n. 7). Like the Sanskrit 

Bhâgavatam which reads more like kâvya than an epic narrative, Potana's 

Mahâbhâgavatamu is replete with literary and aesthetic nuances. Shulman notes that 

Potan a does not make many major narrative departures from the Sanskrit text of the 
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Bhagavatam, and, in fact, he very cleverly borrows entire clusters of compounds fram it 

and adds these to his own Telugu verses. However, for our purpose, the 

Mahabhagavatamu of Potana makes one very important narrative innovation in its 

depiction of Satyabhâmâ. 

Our discussion here will focus not on the parijata incident (which has little 

narrative innovation in Potana's work), but the section that immediately precedes it, 

namely the slaying of Narakâsura. In the Sanskrit Bhagavatam, this episode also occurs 

in the same chapter as the parijata incident (10.59).4 Naraka is the son of the earth, 

Prthvï or Bhümi, and thus is also known as Bhaumâsura. He kidnaps sixteen thousand 

young women ($at-sahasra kanyal)) and steals the earrings of Indra's mother Aditi, the 

umbrella of VaruQa and the mafJiparvata, a pleasure-zone located atop the Mandara 

mountain. Indra appeals for help to Kr~Qa in Dvârakâ, and Kr~Qa and Satyabhâmâ set 

off to Prâgjyoti~apura, the abode of Naraka. At Prâgjyoti~apura, they encounter the 

five-headed demon Mura, whom Kr~Qa decapitates with his cakra (discus). Eventually, 

Kr~Qa locates Naraka and slays him: 

Bhauma [Naraka], whose attempts [to slay Kr~Qa] left him frustrated, lifted his 
trident to slay Acyuta. 
But even before the trident could be discharged, Hari [Kr~Qa] severed the head of 
the demon who was seated upon an elephant with his sharp-edged discus.5 

ln the dasama-skandhamu of Potana's Mahabhagavatamu, we find Satyabhâmâ aiding 

Kr~Qa in his battle against Narakâsura. Satyabhâmâ enters the battlefield, full of rage, 

and engages in battle with Naraka's armies. This is a significant departure fram the 

Sanskrit Bhagavatam, and in terms of the development of the character of Satyabhâmâ, 

it represents a major shift in representation. In Potana's work, Satyabhâmâ emerges as 

a vira vanita, or valouraus woman, cast as a virangana (heraic woman) of late-medieval 

India (Hansen 1992b), as in the following verse about Satyabhâmâ battling the armies of 

Naraka. Naraka says to Kr~Qa: 

maguva magavari mUf!ldara 
magatanamulu süpa rafJamu manuta nikun 
magatanamu gadu danujulu 
maguvala desa janaru magalamaga laguta ha ri 
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A woman [Satyabhâmâ] is showing off her "manliness" 
by fighting in a fierce battlefield. And Hari [Kr~Qa], you have stopped fighting! 
Don't you have any virility (lit. "manhood") [Ieft]? We demons 
don't step foot into battlefields where women [fight]. 

A few verses later, Kr~Qa decapitates Naraka by hurling his discus at him. Although 

ultimately Naraka is slain by Kr~Qa, Satyabhâmâ is not a passive observer of the event. 

She is actively involved in the fight and later oral re-tellings in Telugu tradition eventually 

depict Satyabhâmâ as slaying her own son, in an extreme violation of Hindu conceptions 

of motherhood. The slaying of Naraka (narakasura-vadham) is perhaps the best-known 

mythic explanation for the origins of the festival of dipava/i in South India. The night 

before dipava/i is also known as Naraka Caturdasi, because Naraka's death took place 

on the caturdasi (fourteenth day) of the fortnight that ends with amavasya (new moon 

day), which is dipava/iproper. Even today, in many parts of Andhra, dipava/iis 

celebrated as the day after Kr~Qa (or Satyabhâmâ) killed Narakâsura. The image of 

Satyabhâmâ presented by Potana continues to fascinate the South Indian imagination, 

and sorne of the earliest South Indian films depict Satyabhâmâ as per this text - as a 

warrior (vira vanita), with weapons in hand. Examples of this range from the Tamil 

Bhama Vijayam ("The Victory of Satyabhâmâ"), produced in 1934, with P.S. Ratna Bai in 

the role of Satyabhâmâ (Fig. 1), to the extremely popular Telugu film Dipava/i, produced 

in 1960 with the actress Savithri as Satyabhâmâ (Fig. 2)6. 

Telugu Court Poetry: A New Poetic Universe 

The Vijayanagara dynasty ruled over the southern peninsula of India for more than three 

centuries. From the mid-fourteenth to the seventeenth cventuries, the Vijayanagara (lit. 

"City of Victory") kingdom exerted a tremendous amount of cultural influence in the 

region. Not only was Vijayanagara imaged as a powerful and militarily resilient culture 

(Stein 1993), but its leaders were also imaged as paradigmatic rulers who were great 

aesthetes and patrons of the arts. In particular, the cultural apogee of the dynasty was 

the rule of the King Kr~Qadevarâya (r. 1509-29f. Perhaps one of the greatest 

acknowledgements of the sophisticated forms of cultural negotiation that occurred at the 

hands of the Vijayanagara kings cornes from Phillip Wagoner's recent essay on the 

"Islamicization" of Hindu courtly culture (1996). Wagoner suggests that the 
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transformations that occurred at the Vijayanagara court as a result of Islamic influence 

could best be characterized as a politicized strategy that altered cultural practice, but did 

not replace established cultural forms (ibid., 1996,854). It is against the backdrop of this 

hybrid religio-political mileu that 1 begin a discussion of the literary output of this period. 

My focus in this section is specifically on the court poets who were patronized by 

Kr~Qadevarâya, since the earliest reference to Satyabhâmâ comes from this period. 

As Narayana Rao and Shulman note, in the first half of the sixteenth century, the 

earlier style of Telugu PurâQic poetry "gave way to full-fledged kavya or prabandha texts 

- elevated and sustained courtly compositions" (2002, 11). It is in this period that we 

see a new perception of the importance of vernacular poetic (kavya) and aesthetic 

(alatikara) writings in various parts of South IndiaB
• 

Kr~Qadevarâya's only surviving composition is the Amukta-malyada, about the 

Tamil female saint ÂQ!â!. However, his court patronized some of the finest Telugu 

poets. Later historiographic tradition calls these celebrated court-poets the 

a$.fadiggajalu,9 or "Eight Elephants of the Directions," namely Allasâni Pêddanna, Nandi 

Timmana, Mâdayyagâri Mallanna, Dhürja!i, Piriga!i Süranna, Râmarâjabhü~aQa, 

Ayyalarâju Râmabhadruçlu and Tênâli Râmakr~Qa. 

The poets of Kr~Qadevarâya's court are thought to have ushered in a "golden age" 

of a poetic genre called prabandham. Traditionally, Allasâni Pêddanna (early sixteenth 

century) is thought to have written the definitive prabandha-kavya, Svaroci$a Manu 

Saf!7bhavamu. As early as 1600, Pêdapâ!i Jagganna wrote an anthology of prabandha 

texts called Prabandha-ratnakaramu, clearly indicating that the form had attained a 

significant status. Nandi Timmana's Parijatapaharaf)amu, which will be the focus of our 

discussion, likewise is a prabandha text. Narayana Rao notes the distinguishing 

characteristics of prabandha texts as thick description and attention to ornamental detail: 

A prabandha is defined by the number of descriptions it contains, generally listed as 
eighteen (an auspicious number) but almost always more. These are supposed to 
include descriptions of such subjects as a city, seasons, sunrise, moonrise, 
marriage, lovemaking, the birth of a son, hunting, battle, and so on. The focus of 
the prabandha is on the aesthetic quality of the descriptions and not on narrative or 
character development. The grandeur of the prabandha consists in the ornamental 
beauty of the language, in luxurious description and intricate detail. It is a text to 
savor, to relish, and the notion of sanctity acquired through listening to the story is 
far less important th an in the case of itihasas and puraf)as. (1987, 137-38) 
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That fact that one of the most important Telugu Satyabhâmâ-oriented texts is specifically 

composed in the prabandham genre is significant. We are now in the realm of pure 

aesthetics, where the demonstration of literary prowess becomes the focus of the poet's 

creative enterprise. Within the genre of prabandha, Telugu literary historians designate 

certain texts as belonging to a sub-genre called srrigara-prabandha. Srrigara-prabandhas 

consist largely of female-oriented love-poetry, and it is iri this context that images and roles 

of women clearly take on new forms and meanings. 

ln the sixteenth century, one of the court-poets of King Kr~Qadevarâya, Nandi 

('Mukku') 10 Timmana, composed a landmark srrigara-prabandha text called 

Parijatapaharaf)amu ("Theft of the Pârijâta Tree"). This is one of the earliest Telugu texts 

specifically centred around the character of Satyabhâmâ. It is considered one of the finest 

pieces of Telugu poetry and has become a literary benchmark. In this text, Satyabhâmâ is 

presented at the height of her arrogance. She is identified with the Vijayanagara queen 

Tirumaladevi. According ta traditional accounts of Nandi Timmana's life, there was a 

particular incident that sparked the composition of parijatapaharaf)amu. Kr~Qadevarâya 

awoke one day ta find that his queen Tirumaladevi was sleeping with her feet touching his 

head. Kr~l)adevarâya was exceedingly angry by this sign of disrespect on her part. 

Timmana is said ta have composed the Parijatapaharaf)amu in arder that Tirumaladevi be 

able ta win back the affection of Kr~Qadevarâya. They hoped that the king would perce ive 

the text as a didactic poem on the basics of love relationships. In the tirst canto of the 

Parijatapaharaf)amu, Kr~Qa bows at Satyabhâmâ's feet 50 that she may forgive him for 

giving the parijata flower ta RukmiQi. Perhaps this was the image that Tirumaladevi was 

hoping for - that Kr~Qadevarâya would realize his folly and come back ta her. 

The conflation of the images of the king and the deity is complete at 

Kr~Qadevarâya's court. Timmana is clear that he not writing about just any king. At the 

beginning of the Parijatapaharaf)amu (1.17), he clearly identifies the King Kr~Qadevarâya 

with Kr~Qa: 

Because as a cowherd he could not sit on a throne, 
he was ta take his place, radiant, on a throne. 
Because he made love ta the wives of other cowherds, 
he was ta act as a brother toward ail women not his own. 
Because he lost Mathura to the demon Jarâsandha, 
he was ta take by force the fortresses of his enemies. 
Because he had greedily stolen Indra's Pârijâta tree, 
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he was to wipe out that blemish with his charity. 
Because ail these faults had to be his when born 
before as Krishna, he has returned so as to remove them. 
He is Krishna descended again, who has taken on a form 
that receives utmost honor from everyone in the world: 
the son of Narasarâya, Krishnarâya, lord of the earth. 
(Narayana Rao 1987, 148) 

It is this pattern of complete identification between the king in his court and the deity in the 

temple that continues as the paradigmatic model of kingship later in the Nâyaka period. 

Indeed, a famous standing bronze image of Kr!?Dadevarâya inside theTirupati 

Vetikalesvara temple depicts him flanked by his two queens, Tirumaladevi and Cinnadevi 

(c. 1514-18) and is reminiscent of the images of Vi!?DU flanked by Sri and Bhü, and Kr!?Da

flanked by RukmiDi and Satyabhâmâ, discussed in Appendix 1. 

The ParijatapaharafJamu consists of 507 stanzas spread across five cantos (called 

asvasam). The text bases its narrative structure completely on the Harivaf!1sa (2.65-67, 

77-80), and includes the mention of the pUfJyaka vrata (the votive observance performed by 

Satyabhâmâ). The first canto, which is the most popular, describes Kr!?Da'S gifting the 

parijata to RukmiDi, Satyabhâmâ's attendants conveying the news to Satyabhâmâ, 

Satyabhâmâ's subsequent anger and dishevelled appearance, and Kr!?Da'S promise to 

replant the parijata tree in Satyabhâmâ's garden. The second canto of the work deals with 

Nârada blessing Satyabhâmâ and the forays of Kr!?Da and Satyabhâmâ into the abode of 

Indra. The third canto describes the reception hosted for Kr!?Da by Indra and the couple's 

stay in the Vaijayanti palace, where the parijata tree is located. Canto four describes their 

overnight stay at the palace, and how in the morning, Kr!?Da uproots the tree. The 

attendants of the garden protest, and a dialogue very similar to the one in the Vi$fJupurafJa 

(5.30.45-50) ensues between the guards and Satyabhâmâ. The battle between the devas 

and Kr!?Da begins toward the end of canto four and continues into canto five. After Kr!?Da 

successfully planted the tree in Satyabhâmâ's garden, Nârada informs Satyabhâmâ of the 

pUfJyaka vrata, which requires that Satyabhâmâ give away her most precious possession 

to Nârada. Satyabhâmâ gives away Kr!?Da to Nârada, and later "buys" Kr!?Da back. Kr!?Da, 

"bought back" by Satyabhâmâ, lives as her eternal slave, unable to be released from his 

mistress' clutch. 

49 



Timmana's narrative innovations acted as a conceptual "template," upon which 

several versions of the Bhamakalapam were drafted, composed and recomposed. Let us 

examine one significant narrative innovation made by him that is recounted or replicated by 

severallater authors who compose parijata texts in Telugu. In the first canto or asvasam, 

when Kr!?r:ta finds Satyabhâmâ in her "sulking room," tired and dejected, he approaches 

her, and bows at her feet, asking for her forgiveness. This is perhaps a scene inspired by 

a similar incident involving Râdhâ in Jayadeva's Gïtagovinda (10.8)11. However, unlike 

Râdhâ in the Gïtagovinda, Satyabhâmâ's anger is not so easily quelled. Instead of 

considering Kr!?r:ta's plea, she kicks his head, much as Tirumaladevi had touched her feet 

to Kr!?r:tadevarâya's head. The following verses clearly outline the incident in Timmana's 

elegant poetry. The equally eloquent translations are by Narayana Rao and Shulman 

(2002,277-78): 

She kicked him with her left foot, 
Right on the head - the head of God, honoured 
by ail other godS.12 That's how it is. 
When the husband errs, the wife is usually too furious 
to be sensible.13 

1 am deeply honoured to have been kicked 
by Your Highness, in loving anger. My only worry 
is that my bristling hairs might have hurt 
your ever-so-tender foot. Please don't be angry any more.14 

Tricks and lies were born along with you. 
You sucked them in with your mother's milk. 
1 know that, but still, like a fool, 1 loved you. 
Now l've lost ail self-respect. What am 1 to dO?15 

A woman's jewel is her pride, 
more precious than life. Pride 
is the basis of ail honour. How can a woman live 
if she loses pride?16 

Eventually, Kr!?r:ta promises to bring Satyabhâmâ the entire parijata tree, and this 

promise finally quells her anger. This incident brings to the forefront a number of 

important issues related to our study of Satyabhâmâ. First, Satyabhâmâ's audacity to 

kick Kr!?r:ta is surprising on two grounds - on the one hand Kr!?r:ta is her husband, and on 

the other, he is God. Wulff (1997) has discussed a similar imaging of Râdhâ in Sengal 

as manini (the "woman offended"), and she notes that in kirtan performances, the figure 
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of Râdhâ ridules and humiliates Kr~r:1a. She says that it can be traced back to Bengali 

literary conventions of pati-ninda (lit. "husband abuse") found in medieval mangal-kavyas 

(ibid.,75). Wulff attributes the use of this rhetoric to bhaktitheology, in which women 

are considered to be natural devotees. This implies that men must become women to 

fully experience God (ibid., 67). Such understandings are also prevalent in South India 

(as we shall see in chapter six) and certainly underlie our example from the 

ParijatapaharafJamu, but we must remember that the court is also a site where 

reconfigurations of womanhood occur. Second, Satyabhâmâ's pride (manam) is explicity 

mentioned here. This is an uncommon trait for pativratas, especially in Sanskritic 

religious contexts. Early Sanskrit dramatic literature mentions characters possessing 

garva ("pride"), but even this is rarely used with respect to female characters. More th an 

likely, the depiction of Satyabhâmâ's manam is a result of a courtly context where the 

presence of real women, perhaps role models such as Tirumaladevi, might have allowed 

for the expression of such ideas in written form. 17 

Telugu Yak$agâna and the Origins of 'Kalâpam': Courtly Conventions and Parijata 
Texts from Nâyaka and Marâlhâ-Period Tanjavur 

The Nâyakas were essentially captains/regents of the Vijayanagar state who had broken 

away to form autonomous kingdoms in four South Indian locales: Tanjavur, Gingee, and 

Madurai (in Tamilnadu) and Ikkeri (in Karnataka). Following the breakdown of the 

Vijayanagara state in 15El5, several court poets migrated South to the new capital of 

Telugu aesthetic patronage, the city of Tanjavur in Tamilnadu. The Nâyaka penetration 

of the Tamil country is a complex historical process, which has been thoroughly 

discussed by several scholars, including Karashima (1984), Narayana Rao, Shulman 

and Subrahmanyam (1992) and Subrahmanyam (1995). For our purposes, we need 

only concern ourselves with the Nâyaka rule at Tanjavur, which begins with Cevappa 

Nâyaka, whose occupation of Tanjavur supposedly began through a marriage alliance. 

Cevappa's wife, Mürtimâmba, was the sister-in-Iaw of the Vijayanagara king 

Acyutadevarâya (Kr~r:tadevarâya's brother), who is said to have gifted Tanjavur to 

Cevappa18
. 
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Table 2: The Nayaka Kings of Tanjavur 

Cevappa Nâyaka (r. 1532-1560) 

Acyutappa Nâyaka (r. 1560-1600) 

Raghunâtha Nâyaka (r. 1600-1634) 

Vijayarâghava Nâyaka (r. 1634-1673) 

Alagiri Nâyaka (r. 1674) 

Cengamaladâsa Nâyaka (r. 1675-1676) 

At this point, there is a radical shift in the way that culture is perceived. Nâyaka dynastie 

ru le speaks the language of courtly decadence, centred around a new kind of eroticism. 

Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam cali this a "telos with existential features, 

that is, 'enjoyment' (bhoga)" (1992, 57). This culture of bhoga, of erotic longing and 

fulfilment, is one in which the court and temple have merged in a single universe. 

Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam further note that: 

An ideology of bhoga, such as that which emerges in the Nâyaka courts, almost 
inevitably implies an interest in ... violation. One begins with the human body 
regarded now - from the mid-sixeenth century on - with a new and far less 
qualified seriousness ... If bhoga presupposes violation, then a society oriented 
toward it must incorporate antinomian drives ... Normative hierarchies may be 
challenged and ... re-ordered or reversed ... More generally, the imagined social 
universe takes shape, it seems, by imaginatively breaking down the existing, 
external one. (1992, 163-64) 

ln the Nâyaka period we also begin to see very clearly a ri ch culture of drama and more 

specifically dance being performed at the royal court. The T anjavur Nâyakas were great 

patrons of music as weil and had the magnificent structure now known as 'SangHa 

Mahal' (a proscenium-style theatre) built on the grounds of their palace. 

The T anjavur Nâyakas made the Mannargudi Râjagopâlasvâmi temple their 

primary ritual centre, and Kr~l:la as Râjagopâla was established as the tutelary clan deity 

(Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992, 172). The Nâyaka palace at 

Tanjavur, in fact, hou ses a miniature replica of the Mannargudi shrine, where the 
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Nâyaka kings and their families performed daily worship of Râjagopâla (for details on 

Râjagopâla see appendix 1). It is thus not surprising that there is a spate of literature 

connected with the Mannargudi temple (and with Kn;;Qa more generally) composed 

during this time. 

ln addition to the culture of the court dramas, Nâyaka ru le served to conflate the 

roles and identities of the temple woman (devadas~ and the royal courtesan (bhoga-stri, 

vesya). Their new role as artists who performed both in temple and court in fact allowed 

these women to be imaged as mistresses, wives or even queens (Narayana Rao, 

Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992, 187). In addition, the Nâyaka court supported 

creative writing by these women - works by Râmabhadrâmba and Rarigâjamma, for 

example, are considered among the crowning literary pieces from this period. 

Râmabhadrâmba, a highly learned courtesan and wife of King Raghunâtha Nâyaka, 

composed a Sanskrit literary masterpiece called Raghunathabhyudaya,19 valorizing the 

deeds of the king, and linking him explicitly to Râma-Vi$Qu-Kf$Qa by positing his royal 

career as a re-enactment of Râma's life (Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 

1992, 195-97). Rarigâjamma was the authoress of two yak$aganas (dramatic 

compositions discussed below): U$aparilJayamu, describing the love and eventual 

marriage of the demon BâQâsura's daughter U$â and Kf$Qa's grandson Aniruddha; and 

Mannarudasa Vilasam, celebrating the marriage of King Vijayarâghava and the 

courtesan KântimatT. In addition, she wrote several ca!u verses20
, and erotic songs 

(padams) that have unfortunately been lost. This is the period when the padams of 

K$etrayya were composed, partly under the patronage of Vijayarâghava Nâyaka. The 

padams of K$etrayya, which still survive in the repertoire of the kalavantulu community 

today, reflect new images of womanhood and a unique image of fully eroticized 

devotion. Many of these songs express female desire and are completely unabashed in 

their representations of the corporeality of sexual experience. These padams were 

exclusively sung by the kalavantulu in various parts of T elugu-speaking South India, and 

as we will see in Chapter Four, served to crystallize their identities as ambivalent 

women. 

The Nâyaka period is considered the high-point of a particular genre called 

yak$agana (lit. "Song of the Yak$a"). While erotic bhakti poetry, local shtalapuralJas and 

many other literary forms th rive under Nâyaka imperial patronage, the yak$agana 
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dramas are unique in terms of form and content. T echnically the genre of yak$agana 

begins at the Vijayanagara court of Kr~Qadevarâya with the composition of two texts -

the Saubhari-caritramu of ProlugaQ!i Cennaya and the Sugrïva-vijayamu of Kanduküri 

Rudrakavi - but the genre is recognized as only reaching its maturity in the hands of the 

Nâyaka-period Telugu poets. Yak$agana becomes an enduring genre - it survives weil 

into the Marâ!hâ period, when hundreds of new texts in this genre are created, and 

presumably enacted, in the royal precincts. 

Along with the evolution of the yak$agana cornes the evolution of one of its most 

important components, the literary and musical form daruvu (also called daru). Indeed 

yak$agana texts can be distinguished by the presence of the daruvu - it is the primary 

marker of the yak$agana text. Many scholars have remarked that the daruvu is a direct 

descendant of kind of song called dhruva in Sanskrit, mentioned in the Natyasastra 

(Kothari 2001, 49; 80, n. 8)21, although in reality, Telugu yak$agana authors who were 

familiar with Sanskrit poetics, likely borrowed the principle of the Sanskrit dhruva, altered 

it, and applied it in the form of the daruvu, to their works. Essentially, a yak$agana text 

may be defined as a text consisting of several compositions that are linked to a particular 

subject or more commonly, a particular narrative. The compositional genres that make up 

the yak$agana are generally daruvu (song), vacanam (prose, dialogue) and padyam 

(verse). The "link" might seem obvious in the daruvu-compositions themselves, or might 

be provided by monologue (vacanam, padyam) or dialogue (saf!1vadam) that "fill in the 

gaps" between the compositions. 

An important text based on the parijata episode was supposedly composed by 

NârâyaQa TIrtha (c. 1675-1745 CE).22 A palm-Ieaf manuscript of this text was discovered 

by Dr. V. Raghavan in the village of Nallur (Tanjavur district, Tamil Nadu) in 1942. The text, 

consisting of 27leaves, contains daruvus indicating the ragas (melodic structures) in which 

they are to be sung.23 Entitled ParijataharafJa Nataka ("The Drama of the Stealing of the 

Pârijâta"), the narrative centres around the gifting of the parijata flower to RukmiQï (although 

it is erroneously written on leaf 7 as Satyabhâmâ), Satyabhâmâ's düti (attendant) 

describing the event to her, Satyabhâmâ's susequent anger, a dialogue between 

Satyabhâmâ and RukmiQï, Kr~l")a's consoling Satyabhâmâ, Kr~l")a journeying to Indra's 

palace to steal the parijata and his replanting of the tree in Satyabhâmâ's garden. At the 

moment when Kr~Qa enters Indraloka, the demon Naraka is introduced, and Kr!?Qa slays 
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him before uprooting the parijata tree. The final two leaves describe Indra's arrivai in 

Dvârakâ and his prayers to Kr!?l)a. 

The text of the Parijataharal)a Na.taka is important to this study for several reasons. 

First, it is an example of a highly Sanskritized Telugu composition based on the the me of 

the parijata narrative. Like a paper manuscript entitled Sri Parijataharal)am (G.O.M.L. 

R2961) by one Kirti Nârâyal)a Kavi Râjapal)Qita (unknown date),24 the text provides us with 

evidence of the many linguistic tangues in which the parijata episode was represented; in 

this case it is a hybrid-Ianguage (mal)iprava!a) of Sanskrit and Telugu. It is also a written in 

the style of the yak$agana-prabandha as are the later Telugu renditions. Structurally, being 

a performance-specific text, it contains the elements of patra-pravesa daruvu (entrance 

song of characters), safTIvada daruvu (dialogue song), etc. which are central ta the Telugu 

performances. From the perspective of narrative, tao, its contents match many of the 

eleven characteristic elements of the parijata narrative in vernacular tradition mentioned by 

Arudra that we shall examine below. 

The text is important from the perspective of the chronology of parijata-centred 

texts. If we place the beginning of Telugu ones at the earliest around 1634 CE, then 

Nârâyal)a TIrtha's text is contemporaneous with the earliest writings on the subject. This is 

important as it tao may have acted as a "source-text" yak$agana from which the later 

Telugu performance traditions have arisen. It is also significant that the Sri 

Kf$l)a/ilataratiginï, Nârâyal)a TIrtha's most popular Sanskrit devotional composition, is a 

popular text among the communities that preserve traditions of parijata-centred 

performance. Excerpts from the Sri Kf$l)alilataratigini figure prominently in the repertoire 

of the mejuval)i (entertainment dance) traditions of the coastal Andhra kalavantulu 

(devadasis), and at the beginning of this century these were incorporated into the neo

classical dance tradition known as Kuchipudi by Vedantam Lakshminarayana Shastri 

(1875-1957). Many authors have referred ta Nârâyal)a TIrtha as a native of Andhra 

Pradesh (Naidu 1975, 22). Because his Sanskrit compositions remain popular in Andhra in 

spite of his long stay in Tamil Nadu and because the manuscript was discovered in Nallur, it 

is quite possible that this text contributed ta the formulation of Telugu texts in the kalapam 

genre, in terms of narrative content and structure. 

One of the key shifts in this period is the marked aestheticization of Satyabhâmâ. 

The image of Satyabhâmâ is re-worked through a series of (Iargely Sanskritic) aesthetic 
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signposts. The most prominent of these is the explicit identification of Satyabhâmâ with the 

female aesthetic category of nayika (heroine)25. Appendix 2 demonstrates the identification 

of Satyabhâmâ with the nayikas in ROpa Gosvâmi's Lalita-madhava, but the Nâyaka court 

is where we first encounter this identification in the Telugu literary context. As we shall see 

later, these aesthetic imagings of Satyabhâmâ become extremely important in various 

genres of performance throughout Andhra. Indeed, as one moves through the corpus of 

performance-specifie texts about Satyabhâmâ (called yak$agana and kalapam), one 

notices that the image of Satyabhâmâ as nayika becomes the central heuristic tool used by 

men and women to unpack the meanings of womanhood. 

One of the earliest surviving Telugu references to Satyabhâmâ as a nayika in 

Telugu literature is from Cerigalva Kâ!akavi's Rajagopalavilasamu.26 Cerigalva Kâ!akavi 

was a court poet in the Nâyaka court of Vijayarâghava Nâyaka of Tanjavur (1633-73). 

Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam note that the Rajagopalavilasamu 

incorporated "the local purâQa materials of Mannarkuti as weil as ... [reworked] ... Krishna 

materials in terms of the Sanskrit alankara typologies" (1992, 335). The 

Rajagopalavilasamu is in effect a poetic Telugu rende ring of the Sanskrit Mannargudi 

sthalapuralJa, called Campakarar:wamahatmya. In this work, Cerigalva Kâ!akavi identifies 

the eight principal wives of Kr~Qa (a$!abharyas) with the eight principal nayikas 

(a$!anayikas) of Sanskrit natya- and alankarasastra. The chart below maps these 

identifications: 

Table 3: Kr$lJa's Bharyas and the A$!anayikas in the Râjagopâlavilâsamu 

Bhâryâ 

RukmiQi 
8hadrâ 
Lak~aQâ 
Jâmbavati 
Mitravindâ 
Sudantâ 
Kalindi 
Satyabhâmâ 

Nâyikâ 
Sviyâ 
Kalahântâritâ 
Vâsakasallikâ 
Vipralabdhâ 
KhaQQita 
VirahotkaQthita 
Pro~ita 
Svâdhinapatikâ 

Cerigalva Kâ!akavi images Satyabhâmâ as svadhinapatika or svadhinabhartrka, the nayika 

whose husband is forever by her side because he is fully captivated by her. The 

svadhinabhartrka is fully in control of her husband. 
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From the mid-1670s, Tanjavur was ruled by the Marâ!hâ Bhosala clan (Table 4), 

until it came fully under British control in 1856. Vijayarâghava Nâyaka, the last Nâyaka 

ru 1er of Tanjavur fell to his enemy, the king Verikalakf!?r:tappa Nâyaka of Madurai in 1673. 

ln a highly poetic description of this fall, provided in the eighteenth-century Telugu text 

TanjavOri-fmdhra-rajula-caritram, the Nâyakas of Madurai storm Vijayarâghava's fort as he 

is offering his daily prayers to his clan deity, Râjagopâlasvami of Mannargudi. He dies at 

the hands of the Madurai Nâyakas crying "Rariganâtha! Râjagopâla!" and at that very 

moment, the priests of the Srirarigam temple, sorne sixt Y miles away, report seeing 

Vijayarâghava and his imperial retinue enter the sanctum and merge with the image of 

Rariganâtha there (Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992,307-8). 

Verika!akf!?r:tappa appointed Alagiri Nâyaka as governor of Tanjavur during a brief 

interregnum from1673-76. It was at the end of this interregnum that Tanjavur was passed 

into the hands of the Marâ!hâ ruler Ekojï 1 (r. 1676-1683), aided by the Sultan of Bijapur. 

Table 4: The Mara.tha Kings of Tanjavur 

Ekojï (c. 1630-1686/87) 

Sâhajï (r. 1683-1711) 

PratâpsilTlha (r. 1740-63) 

Tu!ajâji Il (r. 1764-89) 

AmarasilTlha (r. 1787-98) ~ Temporary Shift to Tiruvidaimarudur 

Sarabhojï [Serfoji] Il (r. 1798-1832) 

Sivâji Il (r. 1832-1855) 

Tanjavur annexed to the British in 1856 

The Marâ!hâ kings, though not remembered for their military prowess, continued 

the aesthetic expansions of the landscape of Tanjavur culture. The Marathi speaking rulers 

legitimated their rule over the Tamil populus by simultaneously enforcing and supporting 

indigenous cultural idioms (such as the patronage of Telugu literature and endowments to 

Tamil temples) and by ushering in new, often hybrid cultural forms (such as Marathi 
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lavaf}i~P, harikatha traditions28
, and multilingual dramas29

). Although Narayana Rao, 

Shulman and Subrahmanyam comment that royal rhetoric seems somewhat depleted in 

this period, they also note that the fascination with the culture of eroticism continues in 

"even more extreme expressions" (1992, 316). The rule of the Tanjavur Marâthâ kings can 

be best chacterized by what Indira Peterson terms "accelerated social change ... that 

accompanied the increasing power of European colonial interests" and a unique form of 

multilinguial, hybrid cultural creativity (Peterson 1995,3). Peterson goes on to note three 

distinguishing features of the literary and performative output of this period: 

Firstly, under Maratha patronage, the boundary between literature and the 
performing arts was nearly completely eliminated. Secondly ... most literary texts 
appear to have been written for performance, especially for enactment in the form 
of dance, before larger public audiences (eg. at temples, during festivals) as weil as 
in the Tanjore court. Most works also acquired a decidedly "popular" cast, at the 
same time unobtrusively incorporating key elements of scholarly theory and 
classical form ... Lastly - and this is the most striking feature of the three - not 
content with nurturing Telugu and Sanskrit, with making Marathi, their mother
tongue, a major participant in literary and cultural transactions, and with patronizing 
new genres in Tamil, the Maratha kings experimented with ail these languages, in a 
plethora of genres. (Peterson 1995, 4) 

ln the year 1799, King Sarabhoji [Serfoji] Il was forced to sign a treaty with the East India 

Company. From that point onward, Tanjavur was a British province, although the king and 

his family were guaranteed certain privileges, including an annual income of twelve lakh 

rupees, and the right to collect revenue in a few towns (Bhosale 1995, 56). 

The cultural prommence of devadasiwomen continued in the Marâthâ court as 

weil. Like the literary figures of Râmabhadrâmba and Rarigâjamma from the Nâyaka 

period, the Marâthâ court encouraged writing by such women. The most notable 

example is that of Muddupa!ani, a woman from Prâtapasir)1ha's court, who wrote a 

materpiece of Telugu literature called Radhika Santvanamu ("Appeasing Râdhikâ"). 

This highly erotic work, modelling itself after the kinds of thick description found in the 

padams of K~etrayya, describes Kr~Qa's love for his new young wife I!a, and Râdhâ's 

feelings of jealously that follow (Narayana Rao and Shulman 2002, 396-99; Tharu and 

Lalita 1993). Scholars often classify this poem as belonging to the genre of srngara

kavya or srngara- prabandham, and like the padams of K~etrayya, often analyze it 

according to Sanskrit alankara typologies. Its authorship by a devadasi and much of its 

erotic contents are still the source of much debate in contemporary South India. As we 
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shall see later, a cali for a ban on the Radhika Santvanamu in the public sphere is one 

the earliest historical moments that propels the anti-devadasï movement in coastal 

Andhra in the late nineteenth century. 

At the Marâthâ court, Telugu yak$agana texts are known by a variety of names, and 

although technically retaining their identities as yak$aganas, they also (quite confusingly) 

represent themselves by the title prabandha. In rare cases, we come across a hyphenated 

title, yak$agana-prabandhéfo, alongside the Sâhajï and post-Sâhajï yak$aganas that cali 

themselves prabandha or simply na!akamu ("drama"), such as the Pallaki Seva 

Prabandhamu and the Sivakamasundari Parif)aya Na!akamt.l1
• 

An early text dealing with Satyabhâmâ composed at the Tanjavur Marâthâ court 

is PratâpasilTlha's parijataharaf)a-na.taka in Marathi. This text calls itself a "na!aka," and 

Mayabai Sardesai who edited the work for publication calls it a yak$agana. In her 

introduction, she discusses the fact that it was meant for performance as a nrtyana!aka 

"dance-drama" (1969, 38). The work, however, does not contain the structural elements 

of yak$agana texts per se - most strikingly, it does not make use of daruvus. The major 

part of the drama involves the sütradhara (director/narrator) speaking in verse. Although 

portions of the text contain raga and tala indicators, their structure is unclear. These 

sections are not divided using the standard terminology such as pal/avT, anupal/avT, etc. 

that one finds in earlier works such as Sâhajï's Pallaki Seva Prabandhamu. In terms of 

narrative, there are few innovations, and the work essentially follows the standard 

narrative structure of earher works like Nârâyar:la TIrtha's Parijataharaf)a Na!aka 

manuscript. 

The other major work on Satyabhâmâ from this period is written by the court poet 

Mâtrbhütayya, a velanaçiu Telugu Brahmin, who likely lived during the reign of King 

AmarasilTlha (1787-98). Although popular hagiographies of the composer revolve 

around his encounter with King PratâpasilTlha (r. 1740-63), internai evidence from his 

compositions suggests that most of his creative output was commissioned during the rule 

of AmarasilTlha (Seetha 1981, 163). 

His major work, a Telugu yak$agana entitled Parijatapaharaf)a Na!akamu only 

survives in the form of one manuscript in the Tanjavur Sarasvati Mahal Library32. Apart 

from this piece, a Telugu text called Abhinaya Darpaf)~3 is attributed to him, as are four 

Telugu musical compositions (kïrtanas)34. The kïrtanas bear the mudra (signature) 
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"trsiragiri," a reference to Siva as Trsiragirïsvara or Matrbhütesvara, the presiding deity 

of the town of Tiruchirapalli (Trichy)35. The Parijatapaharal)a Natakamu was apparently 

commissioned by a minister in AmarasilTlha's court named Sivarâyamantri. Upon the 

completion of the yak$agana, the King is said to have presented Matrbhütayya with two 

vefis (measures) of surface-irrigated land (nanjal) near Tiruvaiyaru, and a house (Seetha 

1981, 164). 

Mâtrbhütayya's yak$agana is central to our study because the language, form 

and raga assignments found in the text are very similar to those used in the living 

traditions. Although there are no innovations in the narrative (it basically follows earlier 

works), stylistic aspects of the text are noteworthy. It consists of song-genres including 

daruvus, verses called cOrl)ika and dvipada, as weil as propitiatory compositions called 

toçlayam, sobhal)am and mar'lgalam. It also contains a mal)ipravafa daruvu bringing 

together Kannada, Marathi, Hindi and Tamil in one song36. Most of the daruvus are 

highly descriptive and lend themselves weil to abhinaya (histrionic representation). For 

example, in expressing her viraha (Ionging) to her friend, Satyabhâmâ sings the 

following daruvu in the raga ghal),arava: 

What can 1 say, girl? What shalll do now, girl? 
Girl! He's the one with the dark hue of an emerald, wearing a golden cloth, 
He's full of compassion, adorned with the most excellent wreathes from the 
forest, with a feather crowning his head, that cowherd Kr~t:la! 

What can 1 say, girl? What shall 1 do now, girl?37 

This daruvu is similar in style and imagery to a daruvu in the contemporary Brahmin 

Bhamakalapam performances of Kuchipudi village, wherein Satyabhâmâ, unable to utter 

her husband's name in front of the audience out of modesty, sings to her friend: 

1 am shy, 0 friend, to utter his name! 
Born on the earth as the son of Vasudeva, 
He is the grazer of cows, the son of milkmaids. 

1 am shy, 0 friend. 

By the time we reach the end of the Marâ!hâ period, we have ail the elements of 

the kalapam present at the Tanjavur court. The creation of kalapam texts, however, had 

already begun in the eighteenth century in the zamïndari samasthanams (principalities, 

"Iittle kingdoms") of Andhra. The presence of Satyabhâmâ enters the realm of 

performance largely through the emergent genre of kalapam. Kalapam performances 
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are found in various communities, and in Chapters Five and Six we will examine two 

specific examples of how kalapam performances about Satyabhâmâ affect ideas about 

womanhood among devadasT and smarta 8rahmin communities in Eastern and central 

Andhra. 

Charting the Emergence of Kalapam 

The word kalapam has several meanings. First, it can simply mean "bundle" or 

"assemblage," a meaning that is reflected in the structure of the genre as a collection of 

literary forms such as daruvu, cürlJika, padyam, etc. ail linked by a single narrative 

framework. Another meaning of the word kalapam that elaborates upon this idea is "a 

peacock's tail," where again, each of the forms that constitute the kalapam are seen as 

comprising various hues and shades, yet ail he Id together by conceptual or narrative 

uniformity. 

From the literary historian's perspective, by the time we enter the late eighteenth 

century, two primary streams of literature called kalapam have come into being. These 

are the texts called Bhamakalapam, connected with the narratives of Satyabhâmâ, and 

those called Gollakalapam ("Kalapam of the Milkmaid"), connected with a narrative 

involving an unnamed 8rahmin and a Gollabhâma (milkmaid)38. 

Table 5: Kalâpams Focused on Satyabhama and Gollabhama 

Bhâmâkalâpam 
Bhâmave~a Katha 

Âlabhâgavatam Bhâmave~a Katha 

Kalâpam 

1 

Gollakalâpam 
Gollabhâmave~a Katha 

It is very difficult to ascertain exactly when the kalapam tradition crystallizes. One of the 

earliest texts to focus on Satyabhâmâ as a central character without many references to 

others is a seventeenth century work called Satyabhama Santvanamu ("Appeasing 

Satyabhâmâ")39 by Liriganamakhi Srikâmesvara Kavi. 

As we noted earlier, Mâtrbhütayya's ParijatapaharalJa Natakamu from the 

Marâlhâ court of Amarasirylha presents us with one of the earliest specimens of texts 
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with Satyabhâmâ as central character that employs forms such as daruvu, cürfJika and 

dvipada, as weil as propitiatory compositions such as toçlayam, sobhafJam and 

mangalam. 

Palmleaf manuscripts of several types of texts that we could classify as kalapam 

are found throughout South India. The Oriental Research Institute (Tirupati), the 

Sarasvati Mahal Library (T anjavur) and the Madras Government Oriental Manuscripts 

Library (Chennai), for example, ail house manuscripts with titles such as Bhamave$a 

Katha, A.tabhagavatam and Bhamakalapam40
, but most of these texts are fragmented, 

and also do not usually contain the names of the authors, proprietors or performers of 

the text. These manuscripts are in need of much linguistic analysis in order to establish 

their chronology. At this point, then, we can only proceed based on the data available to 

us thus far. In terms of linguistic style, one of the earliest of such texts that survives in a 

nearly complete form is the Atabhagavatam Bhamave$akatha, written by the poet 

Narakuri Nârâyal')a, under the patronage of Vêlugoli Kumârayacam Nayani (r. 1777-

1804), the zamïndarof Venkatagiri (present Nellore district). This is to be found in the 

The Oriental Research Institute (Tirupati)41. 

1 posit two phases in the development of kalapam. Both phases were nourished 

by smaller zamïndari samasthanams governed by Reddi, Kamma and Vellama castes. 

Noted among these for their patronage of the arts were the samasthanams of Bobbili, 

Pithapuram, Peddapuram, Kalahasti, Karvetinagaram, Nuzvidu and Venkatagiri, to name 

but a few. The first phase begins in the early eighteenth century, while the second 

begins in the late nineteenth and continues into the early twentieth. The first is 

represented by early works that have not been performed for the past hundred and fifty 

years. These are the versions of Bhâmâkalâpam that survive largely in written form 

today, usually as palmleaf manuscripts in libraries or private collections. The tunes 

(menu) for rendering the daruvus have been lost. 

The second phase begins in the late nineteenth century, when kalapam texts 

appear to be more and more visible through performances by devadasï, Brahmin and 

goldsmith commmunties in central and coastal Andhra. These texts, such as the ones 

composed by Gaddam Subbarayudu Sastri for devadasïs in coastal Andhra or Mangu 

Jagannatha Panditulu's text for Kuchipudi Brahmins, do not seem explicitly connected to 

the texts of the earlier phase. They seem to be drawing on the genre of kalapam at a 
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conceptuallevel, selecting structural and sometimes descriptive features fram the oral 

pool that the earlier texts constitute. Table 6 visualizes this relationship between the first 

and second phases of Bhamakalapam development: 

Table 6: Two Phases of the Development of Kalapam Texts 

Early Kalapams, 
Manuscript Material Oral Pool 

1SJ11' and 20'" Century 
Kalapam Texts 
for Performance 

Phase 1 

Phase Il 

ln terms of narrative, ail texts that we can identify as Bhamakalapam begin their tellings 

after the parijata tree has been planted by Kr!?r:ta in Satyabhâmâ's garden. The parijata 

episode thus does not figure prominently in the kalapam traditions. In most kalapams, 

the narrative begins with Satyabhâmâ and Kr!?r:ta being distanced from each other due to 

a quarrel, in which Satyabhâmâ tells Kr!?r:ta that she is more beautiful th an he is. In a 

huff, Kr!?r:ta leaves Satyabhâmâ, and the rest of the narrative focuses on the inner 

feelings of Satyabhâmâ as she passes thraugh various stages of longing (viraha). Her 

confidante (sakh~ Mâdhavi intervenes and requests Kr!?r:ta to come back to 

Satyabhâmâ. In certain texts and in the list of kalapam elements pravided by Arudra 

(see below), a final episode depicting a quarrel between Rukmir:ti and Satyabhâmâ is 

also featured, but this element, often called savatula kayyam (or sapatni vivadam in 

Sanskrit), is present only in the devadasi and Türupu Bhâgavatam presentations of 

kalapam42
. 

The texts that emerge in this context are notable for their retention of the 

classical descriptive aspects of earlier yak$agana texts, but these texts are clearly meant 

for performance. Thus certain other aspects of the earlier texts such as the prominence 

of the sütradhara (director) or other "narrator" have been minimized or deleted 

altogether. Structurally, the kalapam is not distinct from the earlier Nâyaka yak$aganas. 

Like the yak$agana, the kalapam also consists of daruvus strung together using speech 
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(vacanam) or dialogue (saf!lvadam). It may also contain verse passages (cürf}ika and 

dvipada, for example) and may be framed by propitiatory opening verses (stuti or 

mangalam) and concluding songs (also called mangalam). 

Arudra (1994) developed the following typology of eleven distinct narrative elements 

found in the Bhamakalapam texts he observed in written or performed versions. Most 

kalapams will selectively borrow fram this pool and will not incorporate ail eleven situations. 

1. prastavana - introduction/preliminaries 
2. viraham - suffering the pangs of separation 
3. dütika saf!lvadam - conversation with the maid 
4. svapna-avastha - state of dreaming 
5. avadhi - conclusion 
6. bhama saf!lvadam - dialogue between Satyabhâmâ and Mâdhavi 
7. manmatha-upalambhana - rebuking the God of Desire (Manmantha) 
8. candra-upalambhana - admonishing the moon 
9. vayu-upalambhana - reprimanding the breeze 
10. mürccha-avastha - state of fainting or swooning 
11. sapatni vivadam - quarrel among the co-wives 

(Arudra 1994, 242) 

Clearly, the emphasis in the kalapam works is on the different states of viraha (suffering 

or longing) that Satyabhâmâ passes thraugh in the course of her separation fram Krl?Qa. 

These texts were created for interpretation by a solo dancer-actor, and thus narrative 

situations requiring multiple characters were eliminated, and those in which the image of 

the main character (Satyabhâmâ) could be thoroughly examined, were elaborated upon. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has traced the literary history of Satyabhâmâ in non-Sanskrit textual 

materials. Unlike the figure of Râdhâ, which undergoes a pracess of "theologizing" in the 

Gauçjïya and Sahajïya Vail?Qava traditions of North India, the Telugu image of 

Satyabhâmâ is only aestheticized - it is not taken any further. She is morphed into the 

vira vanita or virile woman, on the one hand, and the archetypal nayika (heroine), on the 

other. Yet even as archetypal heroine, she is identified largely with the confident, bold 

varieties of nayikas such as svadhinabhartrka (the woman who is confident of her love). 

This "aestheticization," then, is marked not only by the incorporation of Satyabhâmâ into 

aesthetic paradigms (su ch as those of the nayika classifications) but also by a selective 
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focus on the rasa or aesthetic sentiment called srngara in classical Sanskrit poetics. The 

use of paradigms from Sanskrit aesthetic theory influences much of the literary output of 

the South India court milieu. Representations of Satyabhàmà as both the valiant 

virangana and the nayika emerge in the courtly context. The royal heroic culture of 

Vijayanagara and Nàyaka-period South India provides the cultural framework for these 

new developments. Finally, it is in the new cultural ethos of the Tanjavur court from the 

nineteenth century onwards (and in Andhra's little kingdoms that replicate many of its 

cultural patterns) that we are able to see the development of the Bhamakalapam texts in 

the form that we presently encounter them. 

The four major genres of Telugu Puràl)a, Telugu kavya or court poetry (which 

begins at the Vijayanagara court), yak$agana (from the Tanjavur court) and kalapam 

(which likely begins under the patronage of feudal kings), each possess several key 

features that are rooted in historical and structural patterns. Potana's 

Mahabhagavatamu, represents a vernacular transcreation of the Sanskrit 

Bhagavatapural)a. Telugu Puràl)as such as Potana's are characterized by the 

innovative integration of new cultural data into known Puràl)ic narratives. Telugu court 

poetry, especially in the srngara-prabandha genre, is marked by an emphasis on lengthy 

poetic passages of thick description and, much like the later kalapam, contains little 

narrative development. Yak$agana refers to a particular genre of musical court drama 

that crystallizes in Nàyaka-period Tanjavur, in which specifie songs (daruvus) are linked 

by prose passages (vacana, padyam, cürl)ika). They usually contain a linear narrative 

and are characterized by Iyrical passages that dwell on character development. By the 

eighteenth century, an offshoot of yak$agana emerges that retains ail of its characteristic 

structural components but focuses on the two figures of Satyabhàmà and Gollabhàmà (a 

milkmaid). These kalapams appear to be written specifically for mimetic interpretation 

(abhinaya) by one or two performers. They focus squarely on the heroine (Satyabhàmà 

in the case of Bhamakalapam) and her movement through a vast landscape of 

emotions. 

The purpose of this chapter has thus been twofold: to trace the growth of texts 

and literary genres centred on the figure of Satyabhàmà and to examine the ways in 

which these texts and genres depict Satyabhàmà, largely vis-à-vis representations of 

srngara (Iove-oriented or erotic sentiments). In this process, we have seen how 
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representations of womanhood that tend to move away from images of pativratya into 

the more fluid spaces of courtly culture where multiple roles for women - ranging from 

queen and wife to courtesan - are represented and valued on their own terms. In the 

next chapter, 1 will examine cultures of performance in which the hermeneutic, didactic 

and aesthetic ethos of these textual traditions continues to survive. 

1 1 have been unable to find a specific reason as to why "parijatam" becomes "parujatam" 
in common parlance within the devadasï community. 1 think that it may simply reflect a 
change in pronunciation. Often the Sanskrit vowel fis pronounced "ru" by Telugus (for 
example, the word vfk$amu, "tree", is usually pronounced "vruk$amLi'), and perhaps a 
similar occurrence has taken place here with the conjunct sound ri. However, it is also 
interesting that words like paruçJu ("Brahmin") and paru!akka ("Brahmin woman") are 
used frequently in Telugu, and since most devadasï kalapams were composed by 
Brahmins, this may by a possible derivation of the term "parujatam" (paruçJu "Brahmin" + 
jata "born of"). 

2 For details on the expansion of Simhachalam and Ahobilam as cultic centres and the 
early history of NarasilTlha worship in Andhra, see Narasimhacharya (1989). 

3 Potana did not complete the entire work himself. As Narayana Rao and Shulman 
(2002, 200) note, several books or skandhamulu of the Mahabhagavatamu were 
completed by later authors: book five by B6pparâju Garigayya, book six by ErcOri 
Siriganna, and books eleven and twelve by Vëligandala Nârayya. 

4 The Naraka episode is also given a detailed treatment in the Kalikapural)a, 36-41 . 

5 Bhagavatapural)a, 1059.21: 

sülafTI bhaumo 'cyutafTI hantumadade vitathodyama/) 1 

tadvisargatpürvameva narakasya siro hari/) 1 

apaharad gajasthasya cakrel)a k$ura nemina Il 

6 The representation and uses of the image of Satyabhâmâ in Telugu cinema is complex 
but consistent. Early films interpret and re-interpret the PurâlJic episodes, such as Sri 
Krishna Tulabharam (1935 and re-makes in 1955 and 1966), Satyabhama (1942), 
Satyabhama Parinayam (1962), and Sri Krishna Satya (1971). Modern films use the 
name Satyabhâmâ to invoke the idea of a strong female character. For example, 
Srimati Satyabhama (2002) is a modern Telugu action film in which the heroine is a 
strong-willed female police officer named Satyabhâmâ, who wreaks vengeance upon her 
uncle for killing her father. 

7 For a detailed discussion of Kr~lJadevarâya and a full translation of the Nâyaka-period 
"biography" Rayavacakamu ("Tidings of the King"), see Wagoner (1993). 
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8 The Vijayanagara poetic culture gives ri se to a tradition of vernacular, yet heavily 
Sanskrit-oriented srngara-texts produced in the courts of Andhra. For example, a 
Telugu text known as Srngara Mafljariwritten c. 1660 supposedly by Akbar Shah in 
Golkonda is a case in point. Although it borrows its classifications of the nayikas and 
erotic experience from Sanskrit texts on aesthetics (such as the tenth century 
Dasarüpaka of Dhanarijaya), it also borrows from the works of Brajbhâl?â poets of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as Kesavdâs and Sundardâs. In the opening 
of the Srngara Mafljari, the author clearly acknowledges both the Sanskrit and 
Brajbhâl?â sources as equally legitimate texts (pramukhagrantha). It is translated first 
into Sanskrit (possibly by the author himself), and then eventually into Brajbhâl?â by 
CintâmalJi Tripâthi in the year 1670. For details see the first printed edition of the 
Srngara Mafljariedited by V. Raghavan. 

9 The use of this analogy of the eight cosmic elephants that hold up the earth is found in 
other literary contexts as weil. For example, in the later Srivail?lJava literary tradition, the 
eight primary disciples of MalJavâ!a Mâmuni are called a$tadiggajas as weil. 

10 The word "mukku" is a kind of nickname traditionally associated with Timmana. 
Mukku means "nose, " and there is a popular legend about Timmana that explains that 
he once composed a beautiful verse comparing a woman's nose to the campaka flower. 
The verse was subsequently incorporated into the Vasu-caritramu witten by the poet 
Bhattumürti: 

ln agony the campaka blossom wondered 
Why bees enjoy the honey of so many flowers 
But never come to her. 
She fled to the fore st to do penance. 
As a reward, she achieved the shape of a woman's nose. 
Now she takes in the perfumes 
Of ail the flowers, and on both sides 
She is honoured by eyes 
Black as bees 
(Narayana Rao and Shulman 2002, 266-67) 

11 ln the twelfth-century Sanskrit text Gitagovinda, Râdhâ rebukes Krl?lJa for his infidelity. 
Krl?lJa's song of apology contains the following verse: 

smara garala khaf)çJanam mama sirasi maf)çJanam 
dehi pada pallavam udaram 
jvalati mayi daruf)o madana kadanaruf)o 
haratu tad upahita viküram Il 
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Place your foot upon my head -
A sublime flower destroying poison of love! 
Let your foot quell the harsh sun 
Burning its fiery form in me to torment love. 
(Gïtagovinda 10.8, trans. Barabara Stoller Miller 1977, 113) 

Donna Marie Wulff notes a similar tradition among the kirtaniyas of contemporary 
Bengal. In a performance episode highlighting Râdhâ's power over Kr!?lJa, Kr!?lJa bows 
at Râdhâ's feet. Râdhâ, in turn, does not even look at him but only notices him because 
the anklets she is wearing jingle when his head touches them (Wulff 1985, 233). 

12 The exact translation here would be " ... honoured by the lotus-born One [Brahmâ], 
Indra [Vâsava] and others." 

13 jalajatasana vasavadi sur a pOja bhajanaf!lbai tana-
rcu lataf!ltayudhu kanna taf!lç/ri siramacco vama padaf!lbunan 
t61agan droce lataf!lgi yafla yagu nadhul neramul seya pe
ralukan jef!ldina yafti kaf!ltalucita vyaparamul nerture (1.119) 

14 nanu bhavadiya dasuni manaf!lbuna neyyapu kinka bOni ta
cina yadi naku mannanaya celvagu ni pada pallavaf!lbu ma
ttanu pulakagra kaf!l.taka vitanamu takina noccunaf!lCU ne 
nani yeda nalka mana vu gada yikanaina nara!a kUf!ltala (1.121) 

15 ga.ttiva ceta/un pasalu kalla tanaf!lbulu nivu pu.ttaga 
pu.ttinavef!ldu leni palu pokala mayalu niku vennato 
pe.ttinavau ferif!lgiyunu bela tanaf!lbuna ninnu nammi na 
gu.ttunu tejamun migula kolpaç/i poyitinemi jeyudun (1.125) 

16 manaf!lbe t6ç/avu satu/aku 
maname praf)adhikaf!lbu manamakhila sa
mmanamulaku mOlaf!lbagu 
mana rahitamaina bratuku maninikela Il (1.127) 

17 As literary motifs, jealously and pride are also characteristic of Carikam and bhakti 
literature in Tamil, but in this context, 1 would argue that this motif is squarely located in 
the politics of courtly culture in South India. 

18 The information on the origins of Nâyaka rule at T anjavur are found in an anonymous 
eighteenth-century Telugu work called TafljavOri-andhra-rajula-caritra. See Narayana 
Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam for a critique of sorne of the claims made by this text 
vis-â-vis the problem of the origins of Nâyaka rule (1992, 40). 

19 This is not to be confused with the Telugu works called 
Raghunathanayakabhyudayamu and Raghunathabhyudayamu, both attributed to 
Raghunâtha's son Vijayarâghava Nâyaka. These works have been edited by N. 
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Venkataramanayya and M. Somasekhara Sarma and published in the Tanjore 
Saraswathi Mahal Series (No. 32), in 1951. 

20 The calu is a kind of "remembered verse," usually attributed to a single poet, usually 
written in Sanskrit, Telugu or occasionally Tamil. See Narayana Rao and Shulman's 
work on calus (1998) for details. 

21 Nalyasastra 32.9-48 mentions five types of dhruvâ songs, pravesiki("entrance"), 
ak$epiki ("indicative"), prasadiki ("soothing"), antara ("transitional") and nai$kramiki 
("departing"). Although many yak$agana texts and even the later kalapams do appear to 
employ sorne of these types of songs (eg. patra-pravesa daruvu to indicate the entrance 
of a character), today the South Indian daruvu as a musical genre used in narrative 
theatre is often treated as a kirtana or krti, containing the tripartite divisions of pal/avi, 
anupal/avi and multiple caral)ams. 

22 On the contested dates of Nârâya~a TIrtha, see the introduction to B. Natarajan's 
translation of the Sri Kf$l)alila Tarangini (1988, 62-84). 

23 A summary of the contents of each of the leaves of the manuscript is provided by V. 
Raghavan (1942). 

24 This is a paper manuscript (R2961) transcribed from the palm-Ieaf manuscript in 1919-
20 in the town of Kunnankulam in Kerala. It was given to me by the curator of the 
Government Oriental Manuscript Library in Madras. The author's date is unknown. It 
consists of ten sargas (chapters) and is a lengthy Sanskrit kavya of 84 paper pages. It is 
not a yak$agana-prabandha and therefore does not follow the style of the Telugu texts 
known as Bhamakalapam/Parijatam, nor that of Nârâya~a TIrtha's Parijataharal)a. 

25 The word nayika cornes from the verbal root -.J ni, "to lead". It is used in early texts 
such as the Nalyasastra and Kamasütra, and eventually cornes to represent one of the 
central categories of human experience in aesthetic and religious literature in Sanskrit 
and vernacular languages. For details on the evolution of nayika-types in Sanskrit 
literature, see Râkesagupta (1967). For an interesting study of the nayika representing 
the "transformation of patriarchal power" in medieval South India see Ali (2000). 

26 It is interesting that like the texts called "Pârijâtahara~a," the title "Râjagopâlavilâsa" 
becomes extremely common in Telugu, Sanskrit and even Marathi literature produced in 
Marâlhâ-period Tanjavur. One of the other well-known "Râjagopâlavilâsa" texts is in 
Marathi, by Syâma Kavi, who was likely a court poet during the reign of Sâhajï (r. 1683-
1711). What survives of this text is an incomplete manuscript of only two ullasas 
(chapters) that has been edited by S. Ganapathi Rao, and published in the Journal of the 
Tanjore Maharaja Serfoji's Sarasvati Mahal Library (1966). The word campakaral)ya 
appears in the text in several places, indicating that it was in praise of Râjagopâla of 
Mannargudi, as Campakâra~ya ("Forest of Campaka Trees") was one of the Sanskrit 
names of the site (Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992, 172, n. 6). Other 
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than sharing its title, Syâma Kavi's Rajagopalavilasa bears absolutely no resemblance to 
Cerigalva Kâ!akavi's text. 

27 The lavaf}i is a particular Marathi literary form that is meant for performance. The term 
lavaf}itherefore can signify both the song-texts as weil as the performance itself. 
Women lavaf}i performers in Maharasthra were generally called kalavantif} and formed a 
distinct community much as the kalavantulu of Andhra. Lavaf}is performed by 
kalavantif}s were generally of two types: phadavarci lavaf}i (those sung at public 
gatherings) and baifhakici lavaf}i (those sung at chamber or private salon 
performances). For details on the historical contexts of kalavantif} peraformance see 
Kadam (1998). On the transformations and reconfigurations of lavaf}iperformances in 
colonial and postcolonial contexts, see Rege (1996). Lavaf}iperformance culture 
eventually gave ri se to a particular kind of verse form, which was quite prominent at the 
Tanjavur Marâlhâ court. For example, Sarabhoji Il'5 pilgrimage to various parts of 
Northern and Southern India is documented in a text attributed to the king himself (but 
more likely a composition of his court poet Sri Ohur:l<;lisuta Siva) called Tristha!i Yatrecya 
Lavaf}ya written as a series of lavaf}isongs, consisting of various sections such as 
chanda and dhruva. The text was edited by A. Krishnaswami Mahadick Rao Sahib and 
published in the Tanjore Saraswathi Mahal Series (No. 37) in 1951. For a detailed 
treatment of the Tristha!i Yatrecya Lavaf}ya, and discussions of Sarabhoji's pilgrimage to 
Varanasi in 1820-22 as a location for strategie negotiations with colonial administrators, 
see Peterson (2002). 

28 For details on the development of the culturally hybrid, multilingual harikatha or 
kathakalak$epa traditions of T anjavur see Gurumurthy (1994). 

29 See below (n. 46). 

30This term is mentioned by Dr. S.A.K. Ourga in her discussion of the Basavakalyaf}a 
Yak$agana Prabandham. See Ourga (1979,36; 58 n. 47). 

31The Pallaki Seva Prabandhamu by King Sâhajï (r. 1683-1711) is a ritual Saiva 
prabandham set in the temple of Tyâgarâja (Siva) at Tiruvarur, Tamil Nadu. Until recently, 
it was enacted by the kOf}fi paraf!1para devadasis as part of the "palanquin-ceremony" 
(pallaki seva) during the brahmotsava of the Tiruvarur temple. It has been edited and 
printed in two editions, one by P. Sambamoorthy (Madras, 1955) and the other by Gowri 
Kuppuswami (Mysore, 1976). 1 have learned many of the songs of the Pallaki Seva 
Prabandhamu fram P.R. Thilagam, the last woman in the artistic lineage of the kOf}fi 
parampara devadasis of Tiruvarur. The Sivakamasundari Parif}aya Nafakamu is a 
composition attributed to King Tu!ajâjï (Sâhajï's successor). It revolves araund the myth of 
the wedding of the Goddess Sivakâmasundari to Siva in his form of Nalarâja (both deities 
are enshrined in the Nalarâja temple at Chidambaram). It has been edited by Dr. S. 
Seetha (1971). 

32 Manuscript No. 543 (Telugu Collection). See also Seetha (1981,161). 
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33 This work has been edited by T.V. Subba Rao, and published by the Government 
Oriental Manuscripts Library, Madras in 1951. 

34 The musical notation for MâtrbhOtayya's four surviving kirtanas (in the râgas toçii, 
sâranga, kalyâf}i and kedâragaula) are to be found in the Sangita Sal!1pradâya 
Pradarsini of Subbarâma Dïk~itar (Vol. 5), pp. 1404, 1406, 1412, and 1415. 

35 MâtrbhOtayya was conceived after his parents visited the temple of the goddess 
Sugandhi Kuntalâmbâ at Tiruchirapalli. Hence he was named after her consort, Siva
MâtrbhOtayya (Seetha 1981, 162). 

36 This was of course reflective of the multilingual court culture of Tanjavur in the 
eighteenth century. Perhaps the earliest creation of such a multilingual work at the 
Tanjavur court is a text by King Sâhaji called Paflcabhâ$âvilâsam (see Peterson 1995). 
The following is the daruvu by MâtrbhOtayya, with a line-by-line translation. My 
translations are based on Seetha's original text (1981, 165-66), which 1 have 
transliterated using the appropriate methods for each language. 

1. Kannada 
baro kr$f)a barD ondu muddu taro 
melayitu sri trsiragirisvaraf)a mitranada sucarita 
karuf)e i!!u barD kr$f)a baro 
Come, Kr~Qa, come to give me just one kiss. 
Friend of the Lord of Trsiragiri (Siva), Virtuous One! 
Show sorne compassion, come Kr~Qa! 

2. Marathi 
ya ho gopala karuf)ena yata 
Come, 0 Gopâla, with Compassion 

3. Hindi 
gale gale mi/iye re gopal 
Come, embrace (me), Gopâla 

4. Tamil 
eoaiya kopala umakku ittaoai moti 
yaoummai varittum vërum vif)accuto 
iwa!avum tOf)ato naooaccutu 
af)aittu piriyalamo 
acaikof)tu mokave$amtirakküti 
pëca vef)ta eooai ëcukirir 
taca camrak$alJollacarë vaikuf)ta vacarë 
tiricirakiricarkum nëcarë 
What's this, Gopâla? You have so much anger (towards me)? 
Still upset? Any other concerns? 
Ali this [drama] will not even be remembered, very good! 
Can you be separated from me with ail this? 
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You scold me saying "don't say anymore", 
yet you create love and infatuation in my heart. 
Lord who resides in VaikuQlha, one who sports in the protection of his servants, 
Friend of the Lord of Trsiragiri (Siva) 

37 The original text is cited in Seetha (1981, 164): 

ela telavarenamma nenindukemisetunamma 
bala! indranïlavarfJuç/u kanakaceluç/u 
karufJalavaluç/u varavanamalikabharafJuç/u 
mauli pinchamu gala gopalakr$fJuç/u 

38 ln terms of texts connected with living performance traditions of kalapam, the TOrupu 
Bhàgavatam tradition (that we will examine in Chapter Three) also uses a kalapam 
called Choc;ligànikalàpam, which is wholly a satire on husband-wife relations. This was 
among the more popular kalapams performed by TOrupu Bhàgavatam artists 
(Nagabhushana Sarma 1995, 103). 

39 Muddupa!ani's Radhika Santvanamu from the eighteenth-century T anjavur court may 
have been inspired from Kàmesvara Kavi's text. 

40 For example, in Tirupati, Bhamakalapam (R429); Bhamave$a Katha (01917); 
Bhamave$a Katha (01916); Bhamave$a Katha (01919). For details see Jonnalagadda 
(1996a, 43, n.80). 

41 A.tabhagavatam Bhamave$akatha (01899). Anuradha Jonnalagadda (Hyderabad) 
and Swapnasundari (Oelhi) have both indicated to me that they are interested in 
pursuing the date question further with this and other Mss. materials from Tirupati and 
Tanjavur. 

42 ln a contemporary re-working of Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam created by Vempati 
Chinna Satyam in Madras entitled "Sri Krishna Parijatam", the script-writer, S.V. 
Bhujangaraya Sarma has included this episode of sapatni-vivadam or savatula kayyam. 
For details see Satyanarayana and Surya Rao (1994). 
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Chapter3 

Performance Genres of Andhra Pradesh: 
Representing Caste and Gender Identities 

"Satyabhâmâ is an egotistical woman (ahankari), who still has a good (maticl) name". 

- Kottuvada Anjali, a woman tram the goldsmith 
community, the first woman to perform in the 
male-oriented TOrupu Bhâgavatam tradition. 

Satyabhâmâ figured prominently in the literary texts surveyed in the last chapter and had 

entered the realm of performance with the development of the yak$agana and kalapam. 

ln this chapter, 1 investigate the cultural ecology in which narrative theatre traditions of 

Andhra Pradesh are located. In a few of these narrative theatre forms, we find the 

performance of Bhamakalapam ("Kalâpam about Satyabhâmâ") occupying a central place. 

A striking feature of these developments in genre is their connection with caste and gender 

identities. 

1 propose a tripartite model of narrative theatre traditions in Andhra, loosely 

configured using the names yak$agana, kalapam and ve$am. Each of these traditions 

yields several performance genres that represent a diverse spectrum of gender and caste 

identities and performance techniques. After discussing sorne of the general features of 

each, 1 focus on two genres, Türupu Bhâgavatam and Cindu Bhâgavatam, to look at the 

ways in which caste and gender are implicated in performance culture in South India. 

Türupu Bhâgavatam, performed by a goldsmith community, is a genre with a focus on 

Satyabhâmâ, derived from the Kuchipudi Bhâgavatam of the upper class smarta Brahmins 

in Krishna district. Türupu Bhâgavatam serves to simultaneously enforce and subvert 

caste ideologies, the subversion being accomplished largely through the rhetoric of parody. 

Cindu Bhâgavatam performances, on the other hand, do not involve the representation of 

Satyabhâmâ, but, as a gender-inclusive form of Dalit theatre, Cindu Bhâgavatam 

demonstrates the principle of flexibility wh en it cornes to representations of gender in the 

living theatre forms of Andhra. Here, women can play male parts, in an inversion of the 

normative performance model found throughout South India, where men play female roles. 

Furthermore, the cindu women are usually jogins, village prostitutes, and their identities are 

often erroneously confused with the devadasï or kalavantulu we shall examine later. 
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Finally, 1 end this section with a brief introduction to the Kuchipudi (Brahmin) 

Bhâgavatam and the devadasi Bhâgavatam, both of which are upper class kalapam 

traditions, in an attempt to articulate the indigenous distinction between the performance 

"bands" referred to by the gendered categories na.t!uva me!am (dance band) and natya 

me!am (drama band). This final section demarcates the basic features of Brahmin and 

devadasiperformance cultures, which are the focus of chapters four, five and six. 1 focus 

on the Brahmin and devadasitraditions because these are closely linked to classical 

Telugu literature and courtly culture. As opposed to the other traditions, it is in these 

traditions that Satyabhâmâ occupies a central place, and it is perhaps because of these 

communities' connections to elite literary culture that we find Satyabhâmâ figuring so 

prominently, although the clear establishment of this link awaits further investigation. The 

next three chapters of this dissertation will focus on two communities of performers, both 

of which can be classified as performers of kalapam. The discourses on caste and 

gender put forth in our discussions of Türupu Bhâgavatam and Cindu Bhâgavatam in 

this chapter form a backdrop for understanding Kuchipudi and devadasitraditions. In 

both the Türupu and Cindu Bhâgavatam traditions, we shall encounter issues of caste 

and gender at play in various ways. 

Caste, Gender, and Performance Culture in Andhra: 
Towards a Mapping of Genres 

Scholars of Andhra performance traditions have long grappled with the production of 

typologies for the various forms of performance culture in the region (for example, 

Nagabhushana Sarma 1995, 85ft.). Narrative theatre traditions in Andhra present a 

taxonomical problem because of the fluid way in which performance genres are referred to 

in everyday speech. For example, the terms "yak$agana" and "bhagavatam" are generic 

terms that can refer to a wide range of performance practices, sorne of which employ 

radically difterent performance grammars, and others which are performed by varying caste 

groups. The term "bhagavatam" can refer to a range of performance genres, from Brahmin 

group performances to solo devadasiperformances, or even Dalit mixed-gender 

performances. In addition, as we have already seen in the case of Telugu literary texts, 

terms such as "parijatam" or "kalapam" are also used interchangeably in the realm of 

performance. Devadasis in coastal Andhra thus refer to their performances of 
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Bhamakalapam as "parijatam" (or "parujatam") as weil as "kalapam" and "bhagavatam". To 

cite another example of this confusion over performance typologies, most audiences 

refer to narrative performance traditions sim ply by the term bhagavatam or bhagotam, 

presumably after the Bhagavatapuraf)a. The term, however, is indiscriminately used to 

refer to any of the performance traditions we have referred to in the previous section, 

regardless of their gender or caste associations. 

Table 1: Narrative Theatre Traditions in Andhra 

Yak,agâna 
Full-Iength dramas that tell a story from beginning to end (usually linear 
narratives). Many actors playing different parts. 

Sub-genres: 
• Vidhi-nâlakam (also called Bayalâla) 
• Cindu-bhâgavatam 

Kalâpam 
One, or at most two characters, little narrative content, non-linear, sometimes 
episodic, explores a particular state of being or bhava. 

Sub-genres: 
• Kuchipudi-bhâgavatam (pre-modern) 
• Türupu-bhâgavatam 
• Devadâsi-bhâgavatam 

Ve,amlVe,âlu (lit. "guises") 
One character performs a monologue or a scene from a known drama. 

Sub-genres: 

• Pagali Ve!?âlu 
a) Bahurüpulu (some related to Kuchipudi) 
b) Jâtra Ve!?âlu (Garigamma Jatras, Tirupati) 
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1 propose to delineate three major "strata" of narrative theatre traditions in Andhra, taking 

into account both the textual genres and performance conventions employed in each 

(Table 1). 1 have chosen to demarcate these using the terms yak$agana, ka/apam and 

ve$alu. Each of these terms are traditionally loaded ones - their boundaries are permeable 

and fluid. My purpose here is not to attempt to fix these categories, but rather to explore 

their fluid nature through an examination of the composite performance genres that 

comprise them. 1 also recognize that this paradigm does not consider forms such as 

to/ubomma/ata (puppet theatre) or any of the "katha traditions" (recitation theatre, such as 

burrakatha, vïrula katha, asadi katha etc.) found in various parts of Andhra. These forms 

have been discussed at length by other scholars 1. 1 am dealing specifically with what 

scholars such as Nagabhushana Sarma have termed Telugu "folk theatre forms" (1995), 

that is, forms of dance-theatre that employ stylized modes of somatic mimesis (abhinaya), 

as opposed to the narration-oriented presentation of epics or ballads that we find in the 

katha traditions. The three strata of performance culture span a range of caste groups and 

cover ail of the three major geo-cultural zones of Andhra: T elangana, Rayalaseema and 

Coastal Andhra. 

The first stratum is what 1 have called yak$agana. By yak$agana, 1 am referring to 

those theatre forms that narrate full-Iength dramas, with many actors taking on the various 

roles. These usually involve relatively more elaborate costumes and staging techniques. 

Perhaps the most clear example of this would be the genre known as vïdhi bhagavatam or 

vïdhi natakam (lit. "street theatre"). The vïdhi natakam traditions found in Andhra are 

largely forms of epic theatre, and are almost exactly the same as the Terukküttu or 

Kallaikküttu traditions found in Tamilnadu2
. In the Rayalaseema region, vïdhi natakam 

is also referred to as baya/a.ta (lit. "open-air theatre")3. Dramas with titi es such as Sïta 

Ka/yaf)amu (The Marriage of Sitâ) are fairly common4
. Aiso included in this stratum 

would be the form known as Cindu Bhâgavatam, which has a structure similar to the 

vïdhi natakam but is performed exclusively by Dalits (untouchables) from the cindu 

community. We shall examine Cindu Bhâgavatam in more detail below. 

The second stratum is what 1 cali kalapam, again, after the literary genre of the 

same name. We have already dealt with the literary characteristics of ka/apam in the 

previous chapter. Here, it is important for us to note that of ail the forms of narrative 

theatre in Andhra, the ka/apam is perhaps the most "Sanskrit-oriented". In terms of 
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literary development, it provided a space for Brahmin males to compose forms of what 

has been characterized as adhyatmika-alankarasastra ("the art of religious poetics"). Its 

texts are almost always composed by Brahmin males, and yet it often contains satirical 

or socially subversive subtext. In terms of the visual dynamics of kalapam 

performances, they are usually centred around one, or at most two figures. In the case 

of Bhamakalapam these are the characters of Satyabhâmâ and her confidante, 

Mâdhavi. The characters are occasionally assisted by minor characters such as Kr~t:1a 

or the Sütradhari-ve$am ("narrator" or "director", usually played by the same individu al 

playing Mâdhavï) who appear briefly, and quickly disappear. 

The third stratum of performance culture is what 1 cali ve$am or ve$alu in plural. 

The representative genre here is what is generally called paga!i ve$am (lit. "guise du ring 

the daytime [pagalu]"), performed in two contexts by different sets of performers, known as 

bahurüpalu or bairüpulu ("[taking on] many forms") and jatra ve$alu ("guises of the jatras 

[fairs]"). The major difference between the bahurüpalu and the jatra ve$alu is that the 

former come from a variety of caste and class backgrounds (including smarta Brahmins), 

whereas the latter usually come from the weaver (kaikola) community. Paga!i ve$am 

performances differ from yak$agana and kalapam in that each performance actually 

consists of a series of smaller performances or "guises" (hence the use of the plural term 

ve$alu to describe the performances). A typical paga!i ve$am performance may thus 

consist of a serious mythological ve$am followed by a comedic ve$am, followed by yet 

another mythological ve$am. The sequence and content of the ve$alu are determined by 

the actors, and usually do not follow any particular order. 

The jatra ve$alu derive their name from the location of performances during jatras, 

usually held in honour of local goddesses, especially the goddess Garigamma of Tirupati5
. 

ln a remarkable essay on the Garigamma jatra of Tirupati, Don Handelman has examined 

the various ve$alu performed as part of the jatra rituals (such as to!i [untouchable sweeper], 

dora [prince] and visvarüpa ["true form" of the goddess Garigamma as the essence of the 

universe]). The bahurüpalu performers by contrast are largely concentrated in the Coastal 

Andhra and Telangana regions. In Telangana, they belong to a caste group called buçJige 

jangam, but in the Coastal Andhra region, they usually come from Kuchipudi village. It is 

not known exactly when Kuchipudi smartas began to perform ve$alu, although Arudra 

notes that he has counted more than thirty-three different ve$alu being performed by 
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Kuchipudi Brahmins (Arudra 1994, 241). These types of pagati-ve$ams were likely 

performed by the Kuchipudi men who did not usually dance, or by others who had retired 

from perfoming the regular repertoire (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 42). These artists usually 

perform ve$ams that can be c1assified into three broad categories: social parodies, 

mythologicals and comedies. Under the first category of social parody come ve$ams such 

as somayajulu-somidevamma-ve$am, parodying the orthodox Brahmin man and his 

annoying wife, and komati-ve$am, parodying the cunning North Indian (baniya) merchants. 

Mythological ve$ams include the very popular ardhanarisvara-ve$am, depicting the actor in 

the half-male, half-female form of Siva, or sakti-ve$am, depicting the warrior goddess 

Durga. Finally, there are the "comedic" ve$ams such as singi-singaçJu, the bird-catcher and 

his wife (Iikely adapted from Tamil kuravaflci performances6
). 

TOrupu Bhâgavatam: A Goldsmith Community Performs Satyabhâmâ 

Türupu bhagavatam (Eastern Bhâgavatam) is a type of performance found in and 

around the northeastern parts of Andhra, especially in the Srikakulam, Vizianagaram, 

and Visakhapatnam districts. The majority of performers identify their caste as visva

brahmalJa7, equivalent to the kammari or goldsmith caste. Strictly speaking, the Türupu 

Bhâgavatam is actually a kalapam tradition - there are only two characters, and the 

narrative content is minimal, yet it is very ri ch in terms of descriptive content. It is most 

definitely derivative of the Bhamakalapam tradition at Kuchipudi, which will be the focus 

of Chapter Six, although It appears to have a high operatic content when compared to 

the more dramatic and kinaesthetically developed dance-dramas of Kuchipudi. Visually 

as weil, Türupu Bhâgavatam is particularly striking. Satyabhâmâ wears large wooden 

ornaments, including an imposing headdress, and her face is bright yellow (pasupu), 

smeared with auspicious turmericB (Fig. 3). 

Kottuvada Anjali, my primary informant for this tradition, herself represents an 

anomaly in the Türupu Bhâgavatam tradition. She is one of four daughters born to the 

eminent Bhâgavatam artist, the late Kocherla Brahmananda Bhagavata from the 

Vizianagaram district. Women traditionally have not participated in this Bhâgavatam 

tradition. Initially, Brahmananda Bhagavata was extremely hesitant to teach her, but 

eventually gave in when urged by other theatre artists in the region. Anjali's first lessons 

involved learning the entire Bhamakalapam, with her father playing the role of Mâdhavï, 
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Satyabhâmâ's confidante. Eventually, she went on to perform Gollaka/apam and two 

other dramas Na/a Damayanti and Sarailgadhara with her father. She, together with her 

father and other sisters (who would act in minor roles or as musicians), used to give 

performances in temples, particularly during the jatras (fairs) of the local goddess 

Poleramma. Today Anjali is married and has a son. She works at her husband's shoe 

store in the town of Nidadavolu and has not performed publicly for close to twenty years. 

ln January 2002, Anjali performed excerpts of Bhamaka/apam for me. The 

songs that she sang were in fact the same as many of those heard in contemporary 

Kuchipudi performances, although, as Nagabhushana Sarma has pointed out, the texts 

used by contemporary Türupu performers are composite texts that consist of 

contributions made by several poets over a span of at least one hundred and fifty years9
• 

Anjali told me that she thinks that Satyabhâmâ is "an ahailkari [egotistical woman], who 

still has a good [manc/] name". However, she was careful to note major departures in 

the Türupu performances from those of the Kuchipudi tradition. Nagabhushana Sarma 

observes that many narrative performance traditions evolved as reactions to, or even as 

subtle parodies of the dominant upper-caste Brahmin forms such as the one from 

Kuchipudi village (1995, 94). The most prominent departure from the Kuchipudi tradition 

according to Anjali was the imaging of Satyabhâmâ's confidante Mâdhavi as a buffoon

like character whom she referred to as a "hasyam" (lit. comedic) artist. To show the 

nature of this character, she sang a song in which the buffoon mocks Satyabhâmâ's 

entrance song (called patra pravesa daruvu). This is sung in the same melody (me!tu) as 

Satyabhâmâ's entrance-song. The first line of Satyabhâmâ's song is bhamane 

satyabhamane, or "1 am Bhâmâ, Satyabhâmâ." The Türupu Bhâgavatam buffoon sings 

instead, bot/ane nene viram bot/ane, or "1 am a bot/u [another name for smarta 

Brahmins, such as those who perform the Kuchipudi Bhâgavatamro, 1 am a mighty 

bot/u." A translation of the excerpts that she sang is given below: 

pravesa daruvu (mukhari raga) 

1 am a bo.t/u, a mighty bot/u. 

1 am a bo!lu who can fill my stomach with 160 dosa (rice pancakes), vaçJa (fried 
lentil doughnut), sweets and snake-gourd curry! 

/ am a bot/u, a mighty bot/u. 
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Oh, Madanagopâla [Kr~lJa] might come, but 1 still need five camaras (yak-tail 
fans) to cool me off (after ail that eating)! 
"ghabel ghabel ghabel ghabel ghabel' sounds the roar (of my stomach) 
"tapaI tapaI tapaI tapaI tapaI' stealthily [Kr~lJa] cornes. 

1 am a bo/lu, a mighty bD/lu. 

As a performance culture that mimicks the upper-caste Kuchipudi tradition, Türupu 

Bhâgavatam uses Bhamakalapam (and Gollakalapam) performances as a way of 

expressing a critique of caste difference. In the above song, for example, the Brahmin is 

parodied - he consumes an over-abundant amount of food, and although ostensibly 

serving Kr~lJa, seems more concerned about his own well-being. Narayana Rao, 

Shulman and Subrahmanyam's comments on parody characterize what is going on in 

Türupu Bhâgavatam performances: 

The folktale is, precisely, a parody of, not a foil to, high-caste Sanskritic models, 
a parody which is in sorne sense mortgaged to its object, which it partly 
assimilates into its own radical, folk perspective. Indeed, mimesis infuses parody 
with its most penetrating power ... Parody ... pivots on a hinge that swings in two 
directions - both toward, and away from, the parodied subject (which the parody 
partially constructs). By its very nature, it is simultaneously mimetic and 
subversive. Its mode is ambivalence, never simple, overt hostility. (1992, 21) 

Like the eighteenth and nineteenth century South Indian Sanskrit bhaf)a dramas 

described by Indira Peterson (1997), these performances largely consist of "gentle 

ribbing, perhaps, but certainly not savage satire" of Brahmanic culture (1997, 5). Türupu 

Bhâgavatam performances are definitely "mortgaged" to the Kuchipudi tradition, but 

there is room for sorne freeplay. In a similar way, as we shall see later, performative 

depictions of Satyabhâmâ in general are bound to the reiteration of gendered Brahmanic 

values, yet they are flexible enough to allow for subtle subversions and re

interpretations. 

Men and Women Interchange Gender: 
Cindu Bhâgavatam (Dalit Performance Tradition) 

Narrative theatre forms in Andhra are not limited to the upper or even middle castes. A 

form of Bhâgavatam known as Cindu Bhâgavatam, for example, is performed by a Dalit 

community called cindu-madiga in the northern districts of Telangana. The performers in 

the community are called cindus (lit. "step"), and their patrons, who belong to the same 
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caste, are called madigas. The cindu community is one among approximately six sub

divisions of the madiga (dalit) community that practices performing arts. Il Each of these 

communities is expected to travel and perform in various madiga villages (mostly in the 

Nizamabad district) during the annual performance season (roughly corresponding to 

winter). Ideally, a cindu performance troupe is supposed to live off the collections of 

material and food donated by families who watch the performances during the 

performance season for the rest of the year. In reality, however, many members of the 

madiga community are leather tanners for the rest of the year. In his recent work, 

Pulikonda Subbachary cites the cindus as an example of what he terms "dependent 

performing castes" (Subbachary 1998, 2003a, 2003b). Subbachary's work clearly outlines 

the intricate ritual functions and social privileges accorded to cindus who are performing 

artists. 

Cindu Bhâgavatam artists, to my knowledge, do not perform narratives about 

Satyabhâmâ. However, in spite of this, my reasons for briefly discussing this tradition are 

twofold. First, a discussion of Cindu Bhâgavatam aids us a great deal in locating the 

flexibility of gender raies in Andhra performance traditions. Cindu Bhâgavatam traditions 

are perhaps unique since they not only allow for the active inclusion of women in the realm 

of public performance but in fact also allow for women to take on male roles du ring 

performance. Second, the women who do act in Cindu Bhâgavatam usually are known as 

jogin or jogati, and often are confused with the devadasïs or kalavantulu women whom we 

will encounter in Chapter Four. A discussion of Cindu Bhagavatam will therefore also help 

bring attention to the fundamental differences between Dalit jogins and upper-caste 

devadasïs. 

Unlike the Türupu Bhâgavatam, which is essentially a kalapam form, Cindu 

Bhâgavatam is technically a yak$agana tradition, with many actors taking on the roles of 

different characters in a largely action-oriented drama. Even though cindu-madiga 

performances are generally grouped under the generic category "Bhâgavatam," in 

essence the primary oral epic in the community is known as JambapuralJamd2. This is a 

caste-specifie oral narrative (kula-purafJamu}13 about the supremacy of the madiga caste 

over ail others. It is the story of the Bear-King Jâmbavantuc;iu (Skt. Jâmbavan) of the 

RamayafJa, who marries a woman named Nilâdrikanyaka and, after overcoming his 
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enemies, rules the world along with his descendents, the madigas, having secured the 

blessings of Goddess Yellamma. 

ln the performance of Jambapural)amu, Yellamma appears on stage to give her 

blessings ostensibly to Jâmbavantuc;lu but in reality to the audience. The role of the 

goddess Yellamma, called Yellamma ve$am (which ends every performance of Cindu 

Bhâgavatam), must be played only by a woman. The prominence of Yellamma in Cindu 

Bhâgavatam is explained by Chindula Yellamma of Armoor village in Nizamabad (Fig. 

4), one of the senior-most Cindu Bhâgavatam artists and herself a jogin, as follows: 

ln the past when a fierce battle was going on between Lord Siva and Tripurâsura, 
then seven crore supporters of Jâmbava origin supported Lord Siva. [As the 
demons of Tripurâsura's army are being killed, each drop of their blood that falls 
to ground gives rise to a thousand demons] ... To stop this multiplication, Âdisakti 
or Yellamma was invoked ... She drank the blood pouring out from the bodies of 
these demons. Then she became unconscious and fell asleep. So, to regain her 
consciousness, 33 crore gods and goddess tried [to wake her] ... but their attempt 
was without result. Then crores of Harijans [madigas] took the kanaka-çlappu [a 
golden drum] and ... [played it. To the accompaniment of the drum, Jâmbavan's 
daughter performed a dance and worshipped Yellamma]. Her dance was just 
like the waves of the ocean ... Yellamma was very happy and pleased with the 
dance. Then began the 'cindu' dance.14 

The mandatory Yellamma-ve$am at the end of each Cindu Bhâgavatam 

performance, therefore signifies the "presencing" of the clan-goddess and serves to 

intimately connect the goddess' worship with the performance genre of Cindu 

Bhâgavatam. Indeed, M. Nagabhushana Sarma describes the Yellamma-ve$am as the 

point when the "whole performance situation immediately changes into a ritual" 

(Nagabhusana Sarma 1995, 106). 

Most of the women of the madiga community who perform Cindu Bhâgavatam 

are not married. Instead, the female performers are called jogin or jogati. They have 

been dedicated to the Goddess Yellamma and have ritually married her bodyguard, 

Po!!urâju. The worship of Yellamma and the tradition of "dedicating" young girls to her, 

which is found through areas in Andhra, Karnataka and Maharashtra, has been 

discussed at great length by Bradford (1983), Assayag (1990), Epp (1995, 1998), 

Bruckner (1996) and Evans (1998). The majority of these scholars in fact refer to 

Yellamma's devotes by the generic term "devadasi and invariably link them to a 

degenerate form of the "Hindu temple dancer." ln reality, however, there is very little that 
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connects these two figures other than a dedication ceremony to a deity that employs the 

rhetoric of marriage. The jogins of contemporary Andhra have been extensively 

documented by V. Chandra Mowli, and even he notes that they have too often been 

confused with the local traditions of kalavantulu (Chandra Mowli 1992, 5). As we shall 

see in Chapter Four, the kalavantulu are of relatively high-caste background, and until 

recently were independently wealthy women who lived in matrifocal households, were 

supported by feudal land grants, and were ski lied in music and dance traditions that 

today would be called "classical". There is a fundamental difference between the jogin 

and the devadasïthat most scholars do not realize - the jogin (from the Sanskrit yoginï, 

"renunciant") has always been imaged as an ascetic, but the South Indian devadasï 

proper has never been imaged this way. Contemporary jogins are, for example, 

supposed to earn their livelihood through begging Uogva or bhik$a), whereas the 

devadasïs affiliated with the court and temple were perceived, as we have seen in our 

discussions of Nâyaka and Marâthâ culture (and will continue to see in Chapters Four 

and Five), as courtesans, who were nonetheless embodiments of "power, piety, 

magnanimity, and even of the wifely virtue of faithfulness" (Narayana Rao, Shulman, and 

Subrahmanyam 1992, 316). 

The practice of dedicating young girls to local goddesses, particularly Yellamma 

and Pocamma, is concentrated in the Telangana region today, especially in and around 

the Nizamabad district15
. Many girls in this region are dedicated to the goddess for 

largely financial reasons (a girl child is usually seen as a financialliability), or in sorne 

cases to fulfil a vow (mokku) made to the goddess. Dedication ceremonies usually take 

place before puberty. The girl is ritually "married" to the Goddess' guardian, Pot1urâju, 

and after reaching puberty, has another ceremony performed called mi/a patta, in which 

the highest bidder (usually an influential man in the village) has the right to "buy" her so 

that he may be the first to have sexual relations with her. After that she usually ends up 

as the village prostitute and is visited by any number of men. These young women are 

also called upon to sing songs and dance a kind of a circular step-dance at the time of 

funeral processions, while the corpse is carried to the cremation ground. The majority of 

these girls are forced into prostitution at a very young age and exploited in various ways 

(including sometimes being sold to brothels in larger cities), making them the focus of 

several women's Non-Governmental Organizations and even scholarly studies. The 
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large numbers of dedication-ceremonies of jogins in the T elangana region has instigated 

the government of Andhra Pradesh to pass the "Andhra Pradesh Devadasis (Prevention 

of Dedication) Act of 1988"16, modelled after the famous 1947 Anti-Devadasi Act of the 

Madras Presidency. In a sense, it is easy to see how at first glance these women might 

be confused with the kalavantulu, but it is imperative that we maintain this very important 

distinction for the purposes of our study. As we shall hear from kalavantulu informants in 

Chapter Five, it is in fact this conflation of identities that has further marginalized 

kalavantulu women in contemporary Andhra. 

Most jogin performers of Cindu Bhâgavatam have managed to escape forced 

prostitution on account of their inclusion into the performance me/ams. As we have 

noted, today's leading cindu artist, Chindula Yellamma, is a jogin who has not engaged 

with the lifestyle of most modern jogins. Instead, she and her troupe members are 

known for their performances of JambapuralJamu and other narratives. Cindu 

Bhâgavatam provides us with a gender-inclusive performance model, which unlike most 

other performance traditions in Andhra, allows women to play male roles and even 

become troupe leaders (nayakuralu) as in the case of Chindula Yellamma. 

The Cindu Bhâgavatam tradition th us provides us with an example of the 

complexity of gender and caste representations found in the narrative dance theatre 

traditions of Andhra. We shall now move on to look at the performance traditions of the 

devadasïs or kalavantulu and the smarta Brahmin men of Kuchipudi village. These two 

traditions will form the major foci of our analyses of representation of womanhood 

through performance. The primary reasons why 1 have chosen these traditions are their 

links to Satyabhâmâ-oriented narratives, on the one hand, and their proximity to 

Sanskrit-oriented courtly and poetic cultures, on the other. In other words, these are 

both somewhat elite performance traditions. 

Me/am: Indigenous Gendered Divisions of Performance in Andhra 

The word me/am ("band") is used to refer to troupes of performers throughout much of 

South India. From approximately the early eighteenth century to the early part of the 

twentieth century, the Tamil terms cinnamë!am and periyamë!am were used, for example, 

to delineate two broad divisions of communities of temple performers in the Tamil country. 

The term cinnamë!am ("small band") referred to the collective made up of the devadasï, her 
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dance master (nat!uvanar), the drummer and mukhavTl)a player, and the term periyamë/am 

("big band") referred to the ritual music troupe consisting of a nagasvaram (oboe) player 

and his drummer. 17 

ln the Telugu-speaking regions, the word me/am or its plural form me/alu was used 

to delineate broad performance categories but was also used to refer to specific troupes led 

and directed by famous troupe leaders (called nayakuralu). Many of the natya me!a 

troupes, for example, would cali their troupe by the name of their nayakuçJu, such as 

Chintavari Me/am, Vedantamvari Me/am, etc., where "Chinta" and "Vedantam" were the 

family names of the troupe leaders. In the case of the Kuchipudi me!ams, they usually 

toured for six months when they took time off from their agricultural activities. The various 

me!ams of the village would agree to perform only in particular areas so as to afford enough 

performance opportunities for each me!am (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 43). As we shall see 

later, devadasi communities in Coastal Andhra also used the terms me!alu and nayakuralu, 

but here the "leader" is usually the senior-most woman in the troupe, and the word me!am 

is in fact used to refer to the performances themselves. For example, most devadasT 

women told me that they "perfomed me!ams," meaning that they participated in public 

performances, referring to dancing as a part of a troupe in the homes of patrons or during 

the processions (üregif!1pu) of the temple deity on festival occasions. 

The term me!am is also used today to describe the gendered division of 

performance genres in Andhra. The two terms nat!uva me/am and natya me/am have been 

used since the beginning of the twentieth century to refer to female and male genres of 

performance respectively. Whereas the term natya me/aml8 is used quite loosely to refer to 

any narrative theatre troupe consisting of male performers (Kuchipudi 8rahmins, Türupu 

8hagavatam artists, etc.), the term nat!uva me/am is specifically used only to refer to the 

performances of the devadasTwomen of Andhra, also known as kalavantulu, sanivaru, and 

bhogamvaru. 

Brahmins and Devadâsïs: Towards a Model of Interclass Co-dependency 

The caste issue has plagued the arts community throughout South India where problems 

of cultural property rights, ownership and representation have come to the forefront. 

Critical scholarship has created what seems like a clear-cut distinction and even tension 

between "8rahmin" and "Non-8rahmin" (read "devadasf') identities in history, particularly 
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following the rise of Non-Brahmin political assertion (Ramaswamy 1997; 1998; 

Srinivasan 1983; 1984; 1985; 1988; Q'Shea 1998; 2001). Although the tension between 

the two communities is a very real one today, there appears to be enough evidence (in 

both the Tamil and Telugu-speaking regions) of co-dependent relationships among 

Brahmins and the devadasicommunity in the period fram ca. 1750-1930. The pre

"dance-revival period" (ca. 1800-1920) is marked by a conscious interaction among 

Brahmins and the devadasicommunity19. Indeed, in the Tamil region, this interclass 

collaboration was not limited to Brahmin men and devadasiwomen. As an example, 

one can cite the figure of K. Papammâ.! (1854-1921), recently discussed by B.M. 

Sundaram (2003). Papammâ.! was a Brahmin woman who performed the devadasi 

dance in public in the late nineteenth century, long before Rukmini Devi Arundale (1904-

1986) claimed to have been the first woman fram outside the traditional community to 

perform the dance in 1935. 

ln late nineteenth and early twentieth century coastal Andhra, the devadasi 

community interacted with Brahmins regularly in order to expand and create repertoire. 

For example, the famous poet of the Godavari delta, Gaddam Subbarayudu Sastri (d. 

1940) composed individual Bhamakalapam librettos for fourteen devadasiwomen in the 

East Godavari region, including the famed Maddula Lakshminarayana and Maddula 

Venkataratnam. Atkuri Subbaravu, a contemporary of Sastri, composed similar librettos 

for the devadasis of the famous Annabhatula family of Mummidivaram. Devadasi 

performances in this region did not, for the most part, include male nattuvaDars (dance

masters, orchestra leaders) as we see further south. Therefore, in many instances, 

upper-class men pravided accompaniment for certain kinds of dance. For example, the 

sutradhari-ve$am (who played the raie of Mâ.dhavi in the devadasi Bhamakalapam 

librettos) was most often an upper-class male, who was a specialist in music and Telugu 

poetics. 

Turning to the development of the repertoire of Kuchipudi as we understand it 

today, it is important to note that it was the result of the intermingling of smarta Brahmin 

and devadasidance traditions. Two devadasis, Duggirala Jagadamba (c. 1911-1979) 

and Pandiri Venkataratnam (c. 1905-1971), are known to have been students of 

Vedantam Lakshminarayana Sastri of Kuchipudi village. They might have been 
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responsible for the expansion of his own repertoire of padams, javalis and padavarnams. 

We shall discuss this further in Chapter Six. 

Finally, we cannot forget that aspect of the devadasitradition that most artists 

and scholars in contemporary India are hesitant to talk about. In Tamilnadu and Andhra, 

the majority of relationships that devadasiwomen had were with upper-class men. The 

"mixed" caste identities of devadasi households are arguably difficult to define. Most 

devadasi lineages are of "mixed" caste background precisely because they contain 

Brahmin elements. Many devadasiwomen, in Andhra especially, also adopted the 

Brahmin dialect and visual markers of Brahmin women (such as wearing maç/ikattu - the 

ritually pure saritied in the orthodox Brahmin manner - on a regular basis), and in sorne 

cases, it was difficult to distinguish who was Brahmin and who was not. 

Today's politically-charged and divisive discourse around Brahmins and 

devadasis needs to be understood as a contemporary construct. Pre-modern relations 

between thecommunities in Andhra were fluid. From the standpoint of music and dance 

traditions, the relations between the two communities could weil be represented as a 

model of complementarity instead of the tactful and fractured dyad we have inherited 

today. 

Conclusion 

ln this chapter, 1 have examined the ecology of performance culture in which narrative 

theatre traditions of Andhra are embedded. The three genres of yak$agana, kalapam 

and ve$am each have rich and nuanced histories, sub-genres and performance 

conventions: yak$agana performances, such as the Cindu Bhâgavatam involve multiple 

actors playing various roi es in a linear narrative performance; kalapams are performed 

usually by one or two actors and elaborate on the varying states-of-being (bhavas) 

experienced by one character in a given narrative episode; and ve$ams are also 

performed by one actor who "becomes" a character from a particular drama. 

The Türupu Bhâgavatam and Cindu Bhâgavatam traditions demonstrate how 

images of caste and gender are played out in various ways through performance. In the 

Türupu Bhâgavatam tradition, caste differences between the Türupu (kammari or 

goldsmith caste) artists and the Kuchipudi (Brahmin) artists are highlighted using the 

mode of satire. In the Dalit Cindu Bhâgavatam, a major structure of South Indian 
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performance traditions, namely the impersonation of female characters by men, is 

reversed. In Cindu Bhàgavatam, women not only play women's roles such as that of the 

goddess Yellamma but sometimes also play men's roles. 

Finally, in this chapter, 1 have considered the form and function of the me/am 

(troupe). It is important to note that one of the key features of the me/am was its 

itinerancy. Me/ams would travel from one village to another at the invitation of temple 

authorities, kings, zamindars and other patrons. As such, they traversed the thresholds 

of the court, temple, and home. The performance me/am was, in fact, a key modality 

that linked these various domains. This explains, for example, how the courtly rhetoric 

and conventions of texts such as yak$aganas or kalapams enter the repertoire of 

theatre-forms that are enjoyed by the masses in villages. Although often the courtly 

tradition represents itself (or is represented in scholarship) as "elitist," its influence on 

popular culture in Telugu-speaking South India is undeniable. The dialectical 

relationship between court and village-Ievel performances again speaks to the 

dynamism of, and cultural necessity for, the narrative theatre traditions in this region. In 

the next chapter, we will begin our discussion of the devadasi dance traditions of coastal 

Andhra. As we have already noted, from the Nàyaka period onward, these women 

simultaneously served in both the temple and the court. 

1 For tolubommalata, see Goldberg-Belle (1984), for virula katha see Roghair (1982). 
For burrakatha see Negens (1996). Other katha forms of Andhra such as asadi katha 
have been discussed by Nagabhushana Sarma (1995, 13-45). 

2 For details on Terukküttu in Tamilnadu, see Ramasamy (1987), Frasca (1990) and 
DeBruin (1998, 1999). Among these, the most clear and comprehensive study is 
DeBruin (1999), whose troupe, the "Tamil Nadu Kattaikkuttu Kalai Valarchi Munnetra 
Sangam" prefers to represent the artform by the name KaUaikküttu, after the ornaments 
(kattal) worn by the actors. Based on my experience, modern vidhi natakam actually 
resembles a mix between KaUaikküttu and the "Special Nà1akam" genre also found in 
Tamilnadu (see Seizer 1997). For details on the vidhi na.takam tradition of Andhra, see 
Raghavan (1969), Pandu Ranga Rao (1981) and Nagabhushana Sarma (1995, 99-105). 

3 The Kannada yak$agana tradition of Karnataka is also known by the name yak$agana
bayalata. 

4 The majority of contemporary vidhi natakam texts were written by Chervirala 
Bhagayya, and his Muslim student Mohammad Abdullah in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. In an innovative twist, the leftist theatre group Andhra Praja Natya 

88 



Mandali has used vidhi na.takam technique to present plays such as Hitler Pa!anam 
("The Fall of Hitler") written by Koganti Gopalakrishnayya in 1946 (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 
47; Nagabhushana Sarma 1995,105). 

5 One of Tirupati Garigamma's "peripheral forms" is Ve$âlamma, the "Mother of Guises 
(ve$am)." For details see Handelman (1995). 

6 Kuravaflci (lit. "Drama of the Kura Woman") is a post-eighteenth century literary and 
performance genre from Tamilnadu. The second half of the typical plot of the kuravaflci 
texts revolves around the fortune-telling Kura woman from the hills (also called Kuratti or 
Ciriki) and her lover, a hunter or bird-catcher, known as Cirika!}. See Muilwijk (1996) for 
a literary study of the Kumaralinkar Ku[avaflci, and Peterson (1998) for an excellent 
critical study of the ku[avaflci genre in transition. 

7 Personal communication, Kottuvada Anjali, daughter of the late Kocherla 
Brahmananda Bhagavatar, Nidadavolu, January 2002. 

8 ln South India, turmeric is considered cooling and is thought to have a healing or 
medicinal property. It is used in almost ail female lifecycle events. Puberty ceremonies 
in South India involve an obligatory bath in turmeric-water, many bonus or talis (wedding 
necklaces) are made of string dipped in turmeric and have a piece of turmeric root as a 
pendant, and finally, turmeric is also used in fertility rituals for pregnant women known as 
garbhadanam, pUf!1savana and simantam. On the meanings and uses of turmeric, see 
Chellaperumal (2003, 619-20). 

9 The following place-names occur in most daruvus in this tradition: Narasinghapalli, 
Kesavapuri, Bobbili, Duwa and Nellimarla. This is almost exactly the same case with 
the navajanardana parijatam texts that used to be performed by Pendyela Satyabhama 
in the Kuntïmâdhavasvâmi temple, Pithapuram. Nagabhushana Sarma believes that the 
majority of the daruvus in Türupu Bhâgavatam were written in the nineteenth century by 
one Vankayala Balarama Bhukta (Nagabhushana Sarma 1995, 97). 

10 A nineteenth-century mystic (and perhaps Tantric practitioner) named Potuluri Vira 
Brahmendra Svami was also known affectionately as viram botlayya. Here the term is 
used as one of endearment and respect, as Brahmendra Svami was reportedly an 
extraordinarily bright child. 

11 The six major subdivisions of the madiga community include: cindu-madiga, ç/akkali, 
kommula, baif}ç/la, asadi and nulaka-candrayya. There is great variety among the types 
of arts these communities specialize in. For example, the ç/akkali community plays a 
peculiar lute called kinnara and in the off-season writes Telugu manuscripts on 
palmleaves. The ç/akkali community is thus, today at least, a literate Dalit community of 
musicians and scribes. The nulaka-candrayya community, by contrast, performs a type 
of bhagavatam called dasari bhagavatam, and in the off-season specializes in making 
cots out of date-plant leaves (personal communication, Dr. K. Muthyam, Department of 
Telugu, Koti Women's College, Osmania University, Hyderabad, January 2002). 
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12 The Janapada Kala Parisodhana Vedika of Hyderabad has recently published a 
version of the JambapurafJamu, under the title Jamba PurafJam: MaçJiga Saf!1skrtika 
Citram, Cindu Bhagotam (1997). In addition to the JambapurafJamu, according to 
Venkateswara Rao (1999,13-14), the cinducommunity also performs the following 
dramas: Alli Râr:ti, Bhakta Râmadâsu, Bhakta Kurcela, Bâlanâgamma, Bâr:tâsura, 
Bhïmârjuna, Bhakta Prahlâda, Bhabruvâhana, Cencu Lak~mi, Candrahâsa, 
Dharmârigada Carita, Garigagauri Vilâsam, Kanaka Târa, Kâliriga Mardana, Kantimati, 
Kïcaka Vadha, Lak~mi Parir:tayam, Mârkar:tçieya, Mairâvar:ta, Prabhâvati Vilâsam, 
Rukmârigada, Satyatulasi, Satisâvitri, Satyahariscandra, Sugrïva Vijayam, 
Vipranârâyar:ta, Virâbhimanyu. The plethora of Brahmanic themes explored in the cindu 
community through the enactment of these narratives is very interesting and could 
potentially be a topic for future research. 

13 The performance of kula-purafJamu or caste-myths by various communities in Andhra 
is fairly common. The cindu-madiga's performances, however, are perhaps best 
representative of Subbachary's idea of dependent performing castes. For an excellent 
analysis of the structure and strategic functions of kula-purafJas in South India, see 
Subbachary's "KulapurafJas: A Counter Narrative System" (1998). 

14 1 was unfortunately not able to meet Chindula Yellamma in person. This account was 
told to Mudapaka Venkateswara Rao and subsequently incorporated into his monograph 
published in 1999. 

15 Within the Nizamabad district, the taluks of Bodan, Banswada, Yellareddy and Madnur 
are ail known for the jogi patta ceremonies in which the girls are dedicated to the 
goddess. 

16 The act has been published at least twice to my knowledge, first in the Andhra 
Pradesh Gazette, March 31, 1988, then again as Appendix 2 in Chandra Mowli (1992, 
75-80). 

17 The distinguishing features of më!ams and the më!akkaran community in nineteenth 
and twentieth century Tamilnadu have been discussed at length by Kersenboom (1987, 
1988) and to a lesser extent by Amrit Srinivasan (1983, 1985, 1988). 

18 The na!ya me!am ("drama band") comprises the rendering of Purâr:tic narratives by 
upper-caste males, known as bhagavatulu. Although the most famous bhagavata tradition 
cornes from the Kuchipudi village in the Krishna District, several other such traditions (such 
as the Türupu Bhâgavatam discussed earlier) also exist. 

19 ln Tamilnadu, perhaps the best-known example of such a model of co-dependency is 
the relationship of Râmasvâmi Dïk~itar and his son Muttusvâmi Dïk~itar with the kOfJ!i 
paraf!1para women of the Tiruvarur temple. Râmasvâmi Dïk~itar (1735-1817) is 
popularly known to have studied music with the musicians and female dancers of the 
temple, whereas his son, Muttusvâmi Dïk~itar (1775-1835), was the guru of Tiruvarur 
Kamalamuttu (c. early nineteenth century, daughter of Tiruvarur Kuniyammâ!). 
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Kamalam may also have been among the first women to dance the compositions of 
Dïk~itar's student Poooaiyâ (1804-1863) of the T anjavur Quartet, the others being the 
devadasïs Mïnâk~ï (of Mannargudi), and Sarasammâ! of Tanjavur (for details see 
Sundaram 1997, 32). 
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Chapter4 

Situating Devadasi Culture in Andhra Pradesh 

Andhradesh, 1 think, is the heart of this evil. Hindu society here engages dancing 
girls - especially during marriages and festivals of the deity - to sing obscene 
songs accompanied by obscene gestures before the pious deity, and sets a bad 
example before the newly-wed couple. The misery of a whole community 
consigned to a life of prostitution is great. Young men here are trying to do their 
best to root out this evil. 

- A young man's letter to Gandhi, 1934 
Introduction 

ln this chapter, 1 shift our focus from the figure of Satyabhâmâ to the figure of the 

devadflsï of coastal Andhra Pradesh. A large portion of this chapter focuses on 

contemporary ethnographic work with over thirty devadflsïs in coastal Andhra Pradesh, 

in order to listen to their voices, and hear their own articulations of the form and 

functions of the devadflsïtradition in Andhra, as weil as the enormous changes brought 

about by the social reform and social purity movements of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. The figure of Satyabhâmâ was prominent in devadflsitraditions 

linked to temple culture in pre-reform coastal Andhra. However, today the contexts for 

these types of performance have been dismantled, and devadflsïperformances of ritual 

repertoire in temples and Bhflmflkalflpam performances in temple court yards and 

pavilions have disappeared altogether. 

ln this chapter, 1 chart the various pre-reform contexts for devadflsiperformance 

in coastal Andhra, in order to situate the functions of the devadflsi community and their 

relationship to the figure of Satyabhâmâ. Next, 1 trace the disappearance of devadflsi 

performance culture in the Telugu-speaking regions, with a particular focus on the early 

attempts at reform that were ushered in by Telugu men, and the unique focus on Andhra 

devadflsïs by Gandhi in the 1920s. 1 discuss the figure of Yamini Purnatilakam, a 

devadflsifrom coastal Andhra who became a devout Gandhian and established a set of 

rehabilitation centers to "rescue" women from her own community, in spite of the 

tremendous amounts of internai resistance to such activities. 1 end this chapter with a 

history of the events that led to the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act of 
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1947, which is where we will begin the next chapter that deals with contemporary 

devadasï identity and the mobilization of female archetypes in coastal Andhra. 

However, before we begin our discussions of the contexts of devadasi 

performances, 1 would like to briefly address the issue of "naming" in the devadasï 

traditions of contemporary Andhra. The women 1 have worked with belong to a class of 

persons who cali themselves ka/avantu/u ("receptacles of the arts" or ka/avati in the 

singular), i.e. women trained in the performance of music and dance. As such, they 

were a sub-set of the larger category of women called bhogam ("embodiments of 

enjoyment")1, a reference to their non-normative sexuality. Not ail bhogam women are 

ka/a van tu/u. In one family of family of bhogam women, sorne will be trained in the 

performing arts, whereas their sisters might not be. 1 point this out only to move away 

from both homogenized and to sorne extent, romanticized understandings of devadasï 

cultures in South India. The use of the Sanskrit word "devadas7' as an umbrella term 

referring to women with temple associations throughout various parts of South India, 

Maharashtra and Orissa, is rooted in colonial attempts to classify data on such 

communities (Orr 2001 ; Vijaisri 2003). However, throughout this dissertation, 1 will be 

using the terms devadasï and ka/avantu/u (or its singular form, ka/avatl), largely because 

this is how contemporary women in the community wish to refer to themselves2
• At the 

same time, 1 recognize the problems with the use of the term devadasïin particular: (1) it 

connotes a pan-Indian tradition, evoking Sanskritic traditions over vernacular ones; (2) in 

doing so, it loses the specificity of Telugu bhogam culture by homogenizing ail South 

Indian devadasï cultures; and (3) in the Andhra context, it collapses the distinction 1 have 

made between bhogam and ka/avantu/u. 

Contexts of Devadasï Performance in Andhra Pradesh 

ln Precolonial South India, devadasïs in coastal Andhra performed in three basic 

contexts - the temple, the court, and the private home of a patron. The temple 

performances cou Id be further sub-divided according to the sites where performance 

took place: the temple sanctum, the temple maflçJapa (pavilion) and the temple 

procession. One of these, namely the performance of Ka/apam in the public space of 

temple maflçJapas or panda/s, drew upon the textual performance genres and 

Satyabhâmâ material discussed in Chapter Three. 
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Table 1 : Contexts of Devadasi Performance in Nineteenth-Century Andhra 

dance troupe 
(nattuva me/am) 

upper-caste devadasï 

temple court zamindaris/private homes 
a) sanctum kacceri mejuvafJi 
ritual (guçfi seva) 

b) procession 
ritual/entertainment (üregif!1pu) 

c) maQc;lapaipandal 
entertainment (kalapam) 

Table 1 represents the nature of devadasï and Brahmin performance cultures in 

eastern Andhra Pradesh. Although 1 shall examine the devadasïperformance context in 

great detail in this chapter and the Kuchipudi Brahmin context in Chapter Six, at this point it 

is necessary only that we understand the basic settings and variations in repertoire that are 

characteristic of each group. The term na.t!uva me/am (dance band) refers to the tradition of 

dancing confined to a particular community of female dance-professionals (kalavantulu). 

As of the nineteenth century, devadasï performances took place in three sites: (1) the 

temple, where performance was referred to as guçfi seva (temple service); (2) the royal 

court, where the performance was called "concert" (kaccen) and (3) the homes of feudal 

landlords or other wealthy patrons, where the performance was called "mejuvafJl' or 

"mezuvafJi," from the Urdu word mezban, meaning "host" or "Iandlord". As we shall see, 

the actual repertoire performed in many of these sites however, was fluid. 

ln the temple context, ritual dance that complemented or mirrored the ritual 

sequence of events inside the temple sanctum (garbha-grha) was perhaps the least 

widespread of ail the traditions. By early twentieth century, devadasïparticipation in daily 

temple ritual had been severely curtailed on account of colonial critiques and the reform 

movement. However, the üregimpu me/am or dancing with the deity as it was taken on 

procession, was common, even among women in the community who had not been 
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dedicated to deities. The üregimpu me/am consisted of a random selection of songs and 

dances from the kacceri or concert repertoire that would be performed for the enjoyment of 

both the deity and devotees, when the deity would periodically stop for "breaks" enroute the 

procession. The devadasï bhagavatam or kalapam consisted of the rende ring of night-Iong 

performances about the archetypal female characters Satyabhâmâ, a wife of the god Kr!?Qa 

(called Bhamakalapam) and Gollabhâmâ, an intellectual milkmaid (called Gollakalapam). 

The devadasï bhagavatam was essentially thought of as a dramatic idiom (natakamu)3. 

The Temple Context 

The early history of temple women in South India is somewhat problematic. Although 

there is certainly early evidence of women performing ritual tasks (including the 

performance of music and dance) in medieval Andhra temples and there is also 

evidence of an active community of female performers at this time, as Leslie Orr points 

out in her work on medieval Tamilnadu, there is no reason to assume that these groups 

together represent what is popularly understood as "the devadasï institution" in South 

India (Orr 2000, 5, 177). Beginning in the Kakatiya period (twelfth to fourteenth 

centuries), there are numerous references to women employees, servants, and donors 

in Andhra temple inscriptions. However, these women are not married to the temple 

deity, nor do they have specific ritual tasks to fulfill in the temple. Cynthia Talbot, in her 

recent work on medieval Kakatiya-period inscriptions notes that 

The temple institution was the primary public arena for women in Kakatiya 
Andhra. There they could hold honoured positions as officiais in charge of the 
treasury, as weil as serving as temple dancers. In several temples of coastal 
Andhra, endowments were administered by the collective body of temple women 
known as Sani 300 [munnüru sam]. Most of these temple women, or guçJisani, 
were daughters of respectable men like nayakas and settis. In at least one 
instance, a temple woman had been married as weil. These tantalizing hints 
demonstrate the vast differences between the temple women of medieval Andhra 
and the devadasï of the nineteenth century ... (Talbot 2001, 84) 

Part of the confusion around the activities of women in medieval Andhra concerns 

terminology. Historians have often collapsed the Telugu terms for women in medieval 

evidence. Thus, the terms found in the inscriptional record - sani, guçJisani, guçJipatra, 

maf)ikkalu, bhogam, and birudu-patra to list a few - are ail read by scholars as referring 
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to the direct ancestors of the devadasïs or kalavantulu of nineteenth and twentieth 

century Andhra (Arudra 1990, 1995; Swapnasundari 1995c). It is more likely that each of 

these terms denoted a specifie kind of woman, who functioned either in the temple (as 

evidenced for example, by the term guçJisani, lit. "temple-lady"), or in the court (as in the 

term birudu-patra\ lit. "honoured actress"). In the Vijayanagara period, we do hear of at 

least one example of a woman moving from one context into the other. Muddukuppâyi, 

who was a dancer in the court of King Acyutarâya (r. 1530-1542), left her official position 

to serve Lord Vi~l')u in Tirupati through the daily performance of dance in that temple 

(Arudra 1990,52). However, such instances were extremely rare. For our purposes, it 

is important that these scattered and fragmentary references to temple women, court 

dancers, and other "public women" only coalesce in the Nâyaka period (c. sixteenth to 

seventeenth centuries), when the roles of the court dancer and temple woman are fully 

collapsed, and the identity of the devadasï as we understand her today (characterized by 

a marriage to the temple deity, the right to ritual and economic honours within both 

temple and court structures, a complex dance repertoire and matrifocal social structure) 

emerges (Narayana Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992, 187). 

Certainly, from the Nâyaka period onward, there is an increased level of these 

women's participation in the public aspects of temple worship and in the culture of the 

royal court, where she was imaged as an embodiment of enjoyment (marked by the 

Telugu terms bhogini, bhogam or bhoga-stn) in keeping with the imperial ethos of late

medieval South India. Saskia Kersenboom (1987) has shown that a reconstruction of 

the exact duties of these women in the temple is an extremely challenging task. There 

are only a few hereditary manuscripts that provide the song-texts that were sung by the 

women in the temples5
, and there are the somewhat fragmented oral accounts of the 

tasks performed by the last women who had served in the temples immediately prior to 

the implementation of the Anti-Devadasi Act of 1947. In light of the problem of sources, 

and to focus sorne of our discussion specifically on Satyabhâmâ, 1 draw on the memory 

of one devadasï, Saride Manikyamma (Fig. 5), who recounted to me her ritual duties. 

There is no reason to believe that these were very different from what devadasïs did in 

temples in previous centuries, but we do need to remember that even by her time, 

devadasï participation in temple ritual had been severely curtailed on account of colonial 

critiques and the reform movement (to be discussed in due course). In the early 
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twentieth century, there were only a handful of temples where dance was still performed 

as part of daily temple ritual (nityapüjii). 

This section deals with a religious dance-culture from the town of Ballipadu (West 

Godavari district). Using the women dedicated to the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple in 

Ballipadu as paradigmatic examples, 1 provide an image of the form and function of the 

devadiisïtemple tradition as it existed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries6
. The marriage festival (kalyiil)otsavam) of the deity and the temple 

procession (üregif!1pu) were the primary temple events in which devadiisïwomen of 

coastal Andhra were active participants. Saride Manikyam's descriptions of her duties in 

the temple probably represent the residual substance of the devadiisïs' links to the 

temple. The discussion ends with a short description of the ekiinta se va or bedtime 

service for Kr$l)a, in which devadiisïs would perform the roles of Kr$l)a's multiple 

consorts. Satyabhâmâ figures in this ritual context only briefly alongside figures such as 

Sitâ and Râdhâ. 

a) The Ritual Repertoire of Knu)a's Women at the Madanagopâlasvâmi Temple, 
Ballipadu 

Saride Manikyamma was a performer in, and supported by the Madanagopalasvami 

temple in Ballipadu, a small village in the Attili Mandalam of the West Godavari district. 

The temple was constructed by Pemmaraju Konayamatya (exact dates unknown) 

sometime in the late eighteenth century (Fig. 6). The central image in the temple is that 

of Kr$l)a as Madanagopâlasvâmi, "The Cowherd Beautiful as the God of Desire" (Fig. 

7f. The two other primary shrines in the temple are those of the Goddess Lak$mi and 

Vi$l)u as Verika!esvara (popularly called Yerikanna-bâbu)8. The temple also houses 

images of the ii/viirs. Excerpts from the Tiruviiymoji of Nammâ!vâr are recited daily in 

the temple, preceding the morning biilabhoga nivedana around 6.00 a.m. and preceding 

the evening dhüpa sevii at 8.00 p.m. 9 

The earliest surviving records of the temple exist in the form of written documents 

called paçJitaram or paçJika.t.tu, which outline the administrative and ritual processes of 

the temple. Another major textual source for understanding the culture of this temple 

comes from the Madanagopiila Viliisam. This Telugu text was written by Poduri 

Mrityunjaya Kavi and Pemmaraju Sumitramba (the wife of Pemmaraju 
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Lakshminarasimha, who was in charge of the temple when its dhvajastambha [flag staff] 

was erected in 1901). It was given to me in the form of a handwritten transcript by 

Saride Varahalu when 1 visited the home of the Saride family of devadasïs in Duvva, 

West Godavari district, in February 2002. The text consists of a series of musical 

compositions, apparently written by the authors, that delineate the religio-artistic 

contours of "ritual performance" in the temple. The text contains compositions in the 

daruvu genre, poetic verses in various Telugu meters, as weil as other compositions 

including mailgalaharati patulu (auspicious songs to accompany the ritual waving of 

lamps), lali-patulu and jola-patulu (Iullabies), and heccarikalu ("warning" songs meant to 

be performed as part of the baliharaf}a rituals to propitiate the a$tadikpalas, guardian 

deities of the eight directions). 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple consistently 

supported two major artistic ensembles (me/ams) which wou Id pertorm for the daily and 

periodic rituals: cinna me/am (small troupe) and pedda me/am (large troupe), also known 

as sannayi me/am. 10 The cinna me/am consisted of the female dancer and male 

musicians who played the mukhavïf}a (a sm ail reed instrument), srutipeti (a small 

harmonium-like box used to maintain the pitch), mrdailgam (double-headed drum) and 

ta/am (small hand cymbals). The pedda me/am or sannayi me/am consisted of men who 

played the çJolu (known in Tamilnadu as the ta vil, a double-headed drum), sannayi 

(known in Tamilnadu as nagasvaram, an oboe-like double-reed instrument), srutipeti and 

ta/am. 

Bhamakalapam was not pertormed by the women of the Saride house 

themselves because Manikyam's aunts Saride Mutyam and Saride Madhuram died 

prematurely following their first public pertormance of Bhamakalapam, and this was 

considered an inauspicious omen. However, because Bhamakalapam was so 

important, the temple turned to outside pertormers. Marampalli Induvadana and 

Chittajallu Vaidehi (Fig. 8), two kalavatis known for their expertise in Bhamakalapam and 

Gollakalapam, used to pertorm both kalapams for the annual kalyaf}otsavam of the 

Ballipadu temple, to celebrate Kr~l)a's wedding to Rukmil)i and Satyabhâmâ, and thus 

the performance of Bhamakalapam was a regular feature of the kalyaf}otsavamu. 
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The Daily Ritual (nityapüjà) 

P. Purushottamacharyalu, one of the principal priests (arcaka) of the temple, described 
the daily ritual sequence of the temple to me as follows: 

6.00 a.m. 

7.00 a.m. 

11.00 a.m. 

3:00 p.m. 

5.30 p.m. 
8.00 p.m. 

9.00 p.m. 

tïrthabinde abhi$ekam (bath for Kr~lJa using the waters of the temple 
tank) 
dhOpa seva (offering of dhOpa or incense) 
draviçfa prabandha seva (recitation of the Tamil hymns of the a/vars) 
aragimpu, also called balabhogam (a naivedya offering consisting of curd
rice) 
mahanivedana, also called madhyangana (a naivedya offering of a full 
meal) 
naivedya offering (consisting of nuwa pappu [sesame seeds] and 
bellamu Uaggery]) 
mahanivedana, abhi$ekam and arcana 
dhOpa seva 
draviçfa prabandha seva 
aragimpu (naivedya offering consisting of ci.ttigarelu [fried rice flour 
cakes], canagalu [chick peas] and k$ïrannam [sweet rice pudding]) 
pawa!impu se va (putting the deities to sleep) 
prahari (offering to the a$!adikpalas [gods of the eight directions]) 

Devadasïparticipation in the daily ritual was rather minimal. From a quantitative 

perspective, as Saskia Kersenboom has shown, devadasïparticipation in nityapOja has 

been primarily oriented towards the morning and evening rituals (Kersenboom 1987, 

111) 11. My main informant for the ritual repertoire, Saride Manikyamma, was quick to 

point out that in her time, the night-time worship called pava!impu seva or ekanta seva 

was the primary occasion for the performance of the devadasïritual repertoire. 

Saride Manikyamma, now eighty-one years of age, was the last woman who 

performed du ring the daily ritual offerings (nityapOja) of the Madanagopalasvami temple. 

Born in 1921 in the village of Kaldari (Undrajavaram Mandai, West Godavari district), 

Manikyamma was dedicated to Kr~lJa in the Ballipaçju temple at the age of nine. She 

remembers her initiation as follows: 

There are four of us who were married to Madanagopalasvami. My sister 
Seshachalam and 1 were brought to Ballipadu together with my cousins Mutyam 
and Anusuya. 1 was trained in vocal music by Rudrabhatla Ramamurti, and in 
dance by my grandmother, Dasari Mahalakshmi for a period of four years, from 
age five to nine. 1 was nine years old when 1 performed my gajjapOja (ceremony 
of worshipping the ankle-bells, a kind of de but performance). Subsequently, 1 
was married to Madanagopalasvami. The mangalasOtram (marriage cord) was 
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tied by a priest from the temple. Everyday, after the alarikara and balabhogam, 1 

wou Id perform the ritual of the pafica-harati (waving five lamps in front of the 
deity), while singing the song "jaya marigalam, mahotsava marigalam". 

On Fridays, at the time of the evening abhi$eka (around 5:30 pm), Manikyamma would 

perform excerpts from the court repertoire to entertain the deity: 

After Madanagopâlasvâmi was seated in the Mahâmar:Jçlapa, 1 would perform 
kumbha-harati (waving of the pot-lamp)12 for him. Then 1 would perform a 
selection of alarif!1pu, pal/a vi, svarajati, varf}am, padam, java!i and Adhyatma 
Ramayaf}a kTrtanas. 13 

Wearing her maçJika.t.tu (ritually pure nine-yard sari, tied in the orthodox Brahmin 

manner), she used to stand in front of the dhvajastambha (fi ag-staff) and sing padams 

and java!is to Kr~r:Ja. She also became known throughout the region for her 

interpretations of the Adhyatma Ramayaf}a kTrtanas, songs composed in the nineteenth 

century by the poet Munipale Subrahmanya Kavi. 14 

ln addition to her regular ritual duties in Ballipadu, for a period of five years she 

gave public performances of java!is during the annual marriage festival (kalyaf}otsavam) 

of the Satyanârâyar:Jasvâmi temple in Annavaram. 

Ekanta Seva: Inside the Bedchamber of the Lord 

The figure of Satyabhâmâ appears in the daily ritual called ekanta-seva that took place 

in the bedchamber of God. Among the rituals of the devadasTs of Ballipadu remembered 

by the women themselves was that of the ekanta-seva (solitary, private service) which 

took place in the bedchamber of Madanagopâlasvâmi. This service, which usually took 

place around 9:00 p.m., was also known as pawafif!1pu seva (service in the 

bedchamber).15 ln February of 2002, Saride Varahalu read the text of the ekanta-seva 

to me from a handwritten copy of the Madanagopala Vilasam and described the details 

of the ritual. Although she had never performed the ritual herself, her eider cousin, 

Saride Manikyamma had, and Varahalu had observed it on several occasions. 

According to her account and the song-text for the occasion found in the Madanagopala 

Vilasam, ekanta-seva was structured as a dialogue (saf!1vada daruvu) between Kr~r:1a 

and his beloved women, in which Kr~Qa would individually request each one of them to 

come and sleep with him. The ritual enactment of this dialogue was done by a male 

musician who would sing the lines of Kr~r:Ja, and a devadasTwho would sing the lines of 

100 



Kr~r)a's women. Following the evening procession, the deity was made to hait outside 

the garbhagrha, and the saf!lvada daruvu was recited by the devadasïwhile standing at 

the threshold of the garbhagrha, as though she were barring Kr~r)a from entering. The 

daruvu began with Kr~r)a calling Sïtâ, then Satyabhâmâ, JâmbavatT, Mitravindâ, Bhadrâ, 

Sudantâ, Kâlindi and finally Râdhâ. 16 The parts for Kr~r)a were in the kandartham metre, 

and the female parts in adhracandrika metre. 1 have translated below the section on 

Satyabhâmâ and the final section on Râdhâ: 

ardhacandrikalu kandarthamu ekanta se valu 

puru$uçJu [male]: 

stri [female]: 

puru$uçJu [male]: 

stri [female]: 

Your father (Satrâjit) gave you to me to make up for the mistake 
he made17

. Now, Satyabhâmâ, don't you recognize your mistake 
(of not coming to bed)? Why don't you just come here and play 
Kâma's games [maruni ke!l]? 

Listen, here's why l'm not coming. You were secretly sweet
talking that woman with teeth like jasmine buds! What is this? 

1 wililisten to your orders from nowon. Tell me your thoughts, Oh 
Râdhâ with intoxicating eyes [madirak$i radhikamwu]. How will 
we have union, Sweet Râdhâ? 

Madanagopâla of Ballipâçlu! From the beginning, it was Iwho 
taught you the arts of love. Kr~r)a, come! 

This passage provides us with an interesting example of the fluid exchange between the 

temple and court aesthetics 50 characteristic of South Indian devadasïperformance 

traditions in the nineteenth century. Here, Kr~r)a is overcome with desire, and wishes to 

engage in love-play ("Kâma's games"). But the reference to Satyabhâmâ places her 

within the framework of the jealous wife. In this composition, Râdhâ is illicitly connected 

to Kr~r)a. Satyabhâmâ is the only woman who expresses jealously towards her (the 

"woman with teeth like jasmine buds" is Râdhâ). None of Kr~r)a's other wives rebuke 

Krsna in su ch a way. Here we can clearly see the crossover between temple ritual and 

the poetic universe of the Telugu court. 

b) Devadasi Kalapam or Bhagavatam Performances 

The devadasïs' public performances in the temple context were in the form of kalapams, or 

narrative-oriented, night-Iong performances based on the characters of Satyabhâmâ and 
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Gollabhâmâ. These types of open, public performances helped generate income for the 

temple. DevadasT kalapams, which could be classified as "popular entertainment," 

attracted pilgrims fram araund the Godavari delta region, who would come to temples such 

as the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple in Ballipadu and the SatyanârâyalJasvâmi temple in 

Annavaram specifically to watch them. Figure 9 shows the me/am of Annabhatula Buli 

Venkataratnam (from Mummidivaram, East Godavari district) just prior to a performance of 

Gollakalâpam, c. 1950. These kalapam performances are similar in structure and form to 

many of those found in the other male-oriented narrative-theatre traditions such as the 

Türupu Bhâgavatam and Kuchipudi Bhâgavatam. Most devadasT kalapam texts divide the 

kalapam into sm aller sections or episodes called pattu ("acts"). So, for example, the entire 

first act in most versions of devadasT kalapam is called viniki-pa.ttu (audience [or hearing?fS 

act), because this is when Satyabhâmâ speaks fram behind a curtain and introduces 

herself to the audience for the first time. 

The Kalâpam Tradition of the Kuntimâdhavasvâmi Temple, Pithapuram 

Pithapuram is a town situated eighteen kilometres fram Kakinada in the East Godavari 

district of coastal Andhra. The ancient capital of the Kâlirigas was known as Pi~lapuram 

or Pai~lapuraka, and Pithapuram is its present name. The primary deity in the temple 

here is Sri Kuntïmâdhavasvâmi (Fig. 10), a standing form of Vi~lJu as Mâdhava, 

depicted holding his satikha (conch), cakra (discus) and gada (mace), and flanked by 

small images of Lak~mi (to his right) and Bhümi (to his left)19. 

According to the temple priest, the following narrative accounts for the name of 

the temple, and also links it to a larger circuit of five Vai~lJava temples in various parts of 

the subcontinent: 

ln order to expiate the sin of killing the Brahmin demon Vrtrâsura, Indra 
established five images of Vi~lJu in different places thraughout India. These are 
called the panca-madhava-k$etras. They are Bindu-mâdhava (in Varanasi, Uttar 
Pradesh); VelJu-mâdhava (Prayaga, Uttar Pradesh); Kuntï-mâdhava 
(Pithapuram, Andhra Pradesh); Sundara-mâdhava (Anantapadmanâbhasvâmi, 
Tiruchirapalli, Tamilnadu); and Setu-mâdhava (Rameswaram, Tamilnadu). 

ln Dvâparayuga, Kuntïdevi, the mother of the Paiica-PâIJQavas, worshipped 
Vi~lJu in his form as Mâdhava in the area that is now Pithapuram. So, our Lord 
now has the name Kuntï Mâdhavasvâmi. 
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The annual celebration of suddha-ekadasi in the month of Mârgasïr!?a (December

January) attracts a large number of pilgrims to the Kuntïmâdhvasvâmi temple. 

Devadasis belonging to the Pendela [or Pendyela] clan had served at the 

Pithapuram temple for several generations20 . In the late nineteenth-century, when 

Gangadhara Rama Rao ruled Pithapuram (r. 1877 onward), a woman named Pendela 

Satyabhama21 was the primary temple performer at the Kuntïmâdhava Temple22. The 

Bhamakalapam she used to perform was in the context of a larger religious ceremony 

simply called navajanardanam ("ni ne Janârdanas" [Janârdana is a name of Vi!?l)u]), 

performed in the mahamaf)çJapa (main pavilion) of the temple (Fig. 11). The name 

navajanardanam is derived from the name attributed to a circuit of nine Vai!?l)ava 

temples in the Godavari river delta. The sage Nârada is thought to have consecrated 

nine temples to Vi!?l)u in his form as Janârdanasvâmi in the following ni ne villages: (1) 

Mandapeta; (2) Dowlaiswaram; (3) Midiki; (4) Jonnada; (5) Alammur; (6) Kapilesapuram; 

(7) Korumilli; (8) Kotipalli; (9) Machara. The nine temples to Vi!?l)u as Janârdanasvâmi 

are ail located in the coastal belt, spanning the present-day East and West Godavari 

districts. 

ln the navajanardana ritual, usually hosted by the zamindar of Pithapuram, nine 

devadasi me!ams would perform Bhamakalapam for nine consecutive nights. This was 

done in a kind of relay fashion, when one devadasiwould resume the narrative where 

the previous performer hp.d ended. On the evening of the tenth night, the tenth canto of 

the Bhagavatapuraf)éf3 would be recited in Sanskrit, and the local ruler, the Maharaja of 

Pithapuram [the zamindar) as the commissioner (yajamana) of the ritual, along with the 

devadasis, would receive ritual honours and gifts from the temple. Although the 

Kuntïmâdhava temple in Pithapuram is not one of the navajanardana temples, it appears 

to have been the site where such performances, in honour of the nine localized forms of 

Janârdanasvâmi, were held. In addition, sorne of the songs from the text performed 

during this ritual by the Pendela family, were dedicated to Vi!?l)u as the "Lord of 

Pï!hikâpura"24. 

Several accomplished women artists were called upon to perform in the 

navajanardana parijatam. For example, according to Saride Manikyam, her aunt, Saride 

Chandramma, was brought to Pithapuram by the Maharaja to take part in the 
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navarajanardanam in the early part of the 1920s. The me!ams were carefully chosen by 

the Maharaja on the basis of the skills and accomplishments of the devadasï. 

T oday what is left of the navajanardanam survives in the form of a few songs that 

were learned by dance-teacher Nataraja Ramakrishna (Hyderabad) from Pendela 

Satyabhama. These songs obviously represent only a very small portion of the whole 

gamut of the texts meant for navajanardanam performance. In these songs, no single 

author's "makutam" or signature is to be found. One song mentions a certain 

"Verikalakavi," but the identity of this author is ambiguous. The following is the pravesa 

daruvu or entrance song of Satyabhâmâ: 

daruvu (Bhâmâ) 
bhamayani pilucure, raga: mukhari, tala: misracapu 

He [Kr~l)a] calls me Bhâmâ, they think 1 am Vayyâri Satyabhâmâ 
He calls me Bhama 

Among ail women, 1 am the first, my beloved calls me "Bhâmâ" with such love. 
He calls me Bhama 

My father is the great king of seven islands, and 1 am his beloved daughter, so 
the people of the world say. 

He calls me Bhama 

Siva, Brahmâ, Indra and others ail worship the Lord who Resides in Nellimarla, 
but 1 am far greater than even the varapuru$as (gifted persons) and dikpatis 
(guardians of the eight cardinal directions). 

He calls me Bhama 

The devadasï kalapam was also very closely connected to the culture of the literati. The 

kalapam texts were composed by or commissioned from upper-caste poets by the 

devadasïs. In many cases, these men would analyze the meaning of the poetry with the 

devadasï and makes suggestions as to how it should be interpreted through abhinaya. 

For example, a small section of the viniki-pattu 1 collected from the Bhamakalapam 

composed by Subbarayudu Sastri for Maddula Venkataratnam in the early part of the 

twentieth century, makes the Telugu courtly aesthetic influence apparent. The following 

section is an imitation of the verses from Timmana's sixteenth-century 

Parijatapaharaf)amu, wherein Satyabhâmâ kicks Kr!?l)a's head: 

sigasina pU$pamvalla nï mrduvaina padalu 
ka.thinamaina na sirasunu tagilina nï padalu n6ppipettenemo Il 
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Your foot is as delicate as the flower meant to ornament one's hair [sigasina 
pU$pam]. 
My head is strong. Was your foot injured? 

For at least the past hundred and fifty years, if not more, devadasis have been 

performing Bhamakalapam in public settings, usually at temple festivals in makeshift 

spaces. Though clearly meant as entertainment, these performances take us away from 

the popular idea that devadasiperformance was limited to short, erotic compositions 

such as java!is that we will encounter in the court repertoire. The kalapam was one of 

the genres that afforded the individu al devadasi an opportunity to insert her own identity 

into her performances. Like the Brahmin men from Kuchipudi village 1 will discuss in 

Chapter Six, devadasis also identify with Satyabhâmâ, but specifically with the fact that 

Satyabhâmâ represents a female anomaly, much like the devadasis themselves25
. We 

shall return to this discussion in Chapter Five, when we discuss the ways in which 

contemporary devadasis in coastal Andhra represent themselves. 

c) Devadasi Performances in Temple Processions (üregi",pu) 

As we have noted, the performance of ritual dance in the temple, particularly in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, had already become extremely rare in most parts 

of South india. However, the üregimpu me/am or dancing with the deity as it was taken on 

procession, was common, even among women in the devadasicommunity who had not 

been dedicated or married to deities. The üregimpu me/am consisted of a selection of 

songs and dance from the kacceri or concert repertoire that would be performed for the 

enjoyment of both the deity and devotees, when the deity would periodically stop for 

"breaks" on the procession route. 

On February 16, 2002, 1 visited the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple with Saride 

Anusuya and Saride Varahalu. Anusuya recounted to me that every Saturday evening 

there was a procession around the streets of the village (tiruvidhi gramotsavamu). She 

also told me that in the month of March, the temple would celebrate one of its greatest 

annual festivals, which she called "The Ponna Vehicle Village Festival of the Lord and 

His Consort" (sri svamivariki ammavarulaku ponnavahana gramotsavamu). This is the 

festival in which Kr~I:1a is taken on procession riding the ponnavahana vehicle, a chariot 
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fashioned in the shape of the ponna tree that Kr~lJa is said to have climbed when he 

stole the clothing of the milkmaids (gopikas) who were bathing in the river. As a prank, 

Kr~lJa secretly stole the clothing that the women had removed and placed at the 

riverbank. He climbed a ponna tree, tied their clothing in its branches, and played his 

flute. When the women had figured out that their clothing was tied high up in the tree, 

Kr~lJa agreed to give back their clothes only if they came out of the water and appeared 

before him naked. This episode, called gopikavastraharaf)amu (the stealing of the 

clothes of the gopikas) is celebrated in this annual festival in Ballipadu. In connection 

with it, the devadasïs must perform during the üregif!1pu, according to Anusuya. As the 

women closest to Kr~lJa, they donned the image of the gopikas, and sang songs to 

Kr~lJa, while he was mounted on the ponnavahana chariot. Although there is no specifie 

repertoire for this type of performance, it is notable because here the devadasïs were 

free to sing whatever they desired. According to Anusuya, they most often chose songs 

fram the court and home repertoire, they also could sing other popular folk songs or 

devotional songs (bhajanas). 

Devadasi Court Performance 

The most common feature of devadasï performance culture was the concert repertoire 

called kacceri (concert). This would take place in the courts of feudal kings (zamïndars) or 

at the homes of influential members of society (often poets, politicians, business people, 

etc.). The devadasïand her troupe (me!am) would receive an obligatory fee or "gifts" 

(6salgulu) for their performances in this context. These performances were sometimes 

known as "mejuvaf)/' or "mezuvaf)i," from the Urdu word mezban, "host" or "Iandlord". 

The Andhra devadasï court repertoire as we encounter it in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century builds largely upon the Tanjavur court repertoire as it 

developed under Marâ!hâ patronage in the nineteenth century. By the late nineteenth 

century, the Andhra kalavantulu were performing sorne of the genres that had been 

systematized by the Tanjavur Quartet (see appendix 3), such as the sabdam, varf)arrf6
, 

padam, java/i and til/ana. In addition, they performed genres su ch as the pallavP and 

daruvu that were specifie to their communities. The padams of K~etrayya were also an 

integral part of devadasï public performances, especially in the court and home contexts. 
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It is striking that there are no dan ces based on Satyabhâmâ in the court 

repertoire, even though literary and poetic genres such as yak$agana develop in this 

context. In our present state of research, it seems that the Satyabhâmâ poetic texts did 

not become part of courtly performance in either Tanjavur or Andhra. It is difficult to 

know why, but one could postulate that as in the padams of K~etrayya, the nayikas 

(heroines) presented in the devadasi court repertoire were unnamed. Therefore, just as 

one does not find mention of Satyabhâmâ, so also Râdhâ, RukmiQi, and other consorts 

and spouses of deities are similarly absent. Thus, even though there is no explicit 

Satyabhâmâ repertoire in the court, it is important for us to look at the Andhra court 

context because one of its main genres was the java!i, which becomes a hall mark of 

devadasi performance culture in the Godavari delta in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. 

Composers such as Vidyala Narayanasvami Nayudu of Tirupati (1875-1942) and 

Neti Subbaraya Shastri (c. 1880-1940?) composed javafis that became tremendously 

popular in the coastal Andhra region (Arudra 1986b). The poets themselves had close 

interactions with the kalavantula women of their times. Vidyala Narayanasvami Nayudu 

sang for the dance performances of Nayudupeta Rajamma, a famous devadasi artist 

from Sri Kalahasti (Chittoor district). 1 have had the opportunity to see Neti Subbaraya 

Shastri's compositions, marked by the makuta "naupurisa" performed by devadasis in 

coastal Andhra. The beautiful javafi, ceragu mase ("I1's that time of the month ... ") in the 

raga KalyâQi discussed in the following chapter, is a composition by Subbaraya Shastri. 

1 begin this discussion with a typical example of a java!i from the repertoire of the Saride 

family of women in Duwa. This java!i was performed for me by Saride Seshachalam 

(Fig. 12) in February 2002. Dedicated to the zamindar of Vizianagaram, Sri Ananda 

Gajapati Maharaju (1850-1897), this composition was likely written by one of the 

hundreds of poets he patronized (Rama Rao, 1985). In it, the married nayika asks her 

lover, the King, to be patient. He has approached her at her in-Iaw's home, and she is 

afraid of getting caught with him. (Full translations of sorne of the java!is 1 have collected 

during my fieldwork have been translated as Appendix 4): 

A Woman to Her Lover 

Why are you in such a hurry, beautiful one? 
1 will have union with you, just wail... 
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You should know that in the evening, my in-Iaws are around. 
We can't make love here! 

l'II come [out of my hou se and meet you] at our special love-nest, 
and we will be able ta make love on a large wooden bed fit for a king! 

Don't follow me around! 
l'm telling you, l'II come ta meet you! 
Alas, it seems as though you don't believe me! 

You place your hand on my breast (caTJfI) and body (valJfl), 
and speak such sweet words ta me. 
But, if my husband's eye falls on us, we're in big trouble! 

l've ta Id you not ta do it in my house, 
and my heart aches because of that. 
1 will be yours in one hour. But for now, please go -
look, there's the road ta your house. 

It's been sa long since l've been with you-
1 can't leave you! 

My heart trembles with fear. 
But, what will my "agent" (yejalJfu, husband) think? 

You are sa intelligent, such a connaisseur, an expert in the arts of love 
just like the Gad of Love, and full of desire-

1 will certainly come and make love ta you! 
Oh King Ânanda Gajapati, salutations ta you (bhajire)! 

enduki tondara 
raga: anandabhairavi, tata: misracapu 
Sung by Saride Seshachalam, February 20,2002, Duwa village 

The kalavantulu of Andhra Pradesh preserve highly developed and complex systems of 

performative hermeneutics or abhinayéfB. For at least the past two centuries, they have 

been experts in mimetic elaboration or saficari. The kalavantulu of the Godavari delta in 

particular have been famed for their unparalleled technique of sandhi-viccheda-saficari, 

where lines of sangs are split up (viccheda) and particular words are repeated over and 

over again, adding emphasis ta specifie ideas. 

The strongest accusations made by colonial administrations and social reformers 

against devadasïs in Andhra in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was that 

their sangs and dances were lewd and somehow represented a morally degraded 
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approach to aesthetics. In my work with the community, 1 found several aspects of the 

devadasi dance that have been consciously erased from the re-worked, modern 

versions of these dances practiced under the name "Bharatanâtyam" in various centers 

across South India. Among these was the usage of rati-mudras (Fig. 13), that is, hand

gestures that depict the various positions of sexual union (rati-bandhas) described in 

medieval works on erotics (kamasastra) such as Anaflga Raflga and Ratirahasyam. 

Most devadasis invoked the taxonomies of Kâmasâstra when performing 

padams and sometimes javafis. Terms such as samarati [man on top], uparati [woman 

on top, also viparatt] , and nagabandhamu [bodies coiled in the serpent position] were 

common parlance among the women. 1 witnessed one of the most elaborate of such 

performances by the late Maddula Venkataratnam (Fig. 14) in January of 2002. In the 

midst of the rich repertoire that Venkataratnam possessed was a beautiful K~etrayya 

padam, in the raga Mohana. In this unique padam, the nayika mocks her lover Kr~r:la for 

not being able to satisfy her sexually. It is a rare example of the explicit expression of a 

woman's own sexual desire. The pal/a vi (refrain) of the padam reads: 

okkasarikë yi/againanoho yide.ti ratira 
makkuva dircara ma muwagopa/a 

If only one round of love-making makes you so tired, 
what [kind of love] is this? 
Come, fulfill my desires, 
my Kr~r:ta-Muwagopâla! 

ln her performance, Venkataratnam sang the words makkuva dircara (come fulfill my 

desires) over fifty times, and provided a new hand gesture to depict sexual union each 

time. 

Devadasi Home and Salon Performances 

Ka/avantu/a women performed largely in the salons of zamindars and other influential 

individuals. Here, the singing and dancing of compositions called padams and more 

importantly javafis created the public persona of the devadasï. Devadasi mefams could 

be called upon to perform inside the homes of patrons on two occasions: (1) as part of a 

life-cycle (saf!1skara) celebration such as a birth or wedding; and (2) as part of the 

"mejuvalJl' (entertainment for guests) in a salon setting. Salon performances in the 
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homes of wealthy zamïndars are significant - the salon is last context in which the 

ka/avantu/a women claim to have had a public identity. With the collapse of the 

zamïndari patronage in South India in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

this type of salon performance shifted to the homes of other wealthy persons. 

'Karpta' Ritual 

Until recently, the presence of devadasïs at weddings was extremely important and was 

a clear visu al marker of high-society weddings in the Godavari delta. Most of the women 

1 worked with referred to this as kaf!lta, after the kaf!lta (or kaf!lca), "metal platters" 

given to them by the hosts at this time. This was the time when the devadasïs' status as 

nityapufJistri (ever-auspicious woman) was most evident. The devadasïs not only would 

dance padams, java/is and other erotic compositions at weddings but would also be 

involved in providing blessings to the bride in a process of symbolically transferring her 

powers of auspiciousness. By tying the beads (nallapüsam) of the bride's manga/asütra 

or wedding necklace, the devadasïwould ensure the longevity of the woman's husband. 

This was a transaction that was at once economic, social and religious. The fOllowing, in 

Kotipalli Rajahamsa's words, is a brief description of a typical kaf!lta ritual: 

After the wedding ritual, large amounts of kUf!lkum, fruits, sweets and a silk 
shawl (pattu sa/va) would be placed on large platters (kaf!lta). People carry the 
kaf!ltas, and we follow them, doing me/am [ie. singing and dancing] in procession 
to the bride's new home. When we finally reach the house, the bride and groom 
are seated on a cot. The hosts will ask the nayakura/u [troupe leader] to take 
one of the kaf!ltas, and will also give her a large sum of money and several sets 
of new clothes. Then the mejuvafJi [performance of dance and music as 
entertainment for the guests] begins. 

Only we can tie the nallapüsam [black beads on the marriage necklace] because 
we are nityapufJistris. We never [experience] widowhood. So, we tie the beads 
on whoever calls us, and bestow blessings so that they will also remain pUfJistris 
like us. 

The home repertoire may be seen as a "cross-over category." Although much of the 

repertoire performed here is taken from the court repertoire (for example, java/is figure 

prominently), there are certain types of compositions that are unique to such performances. 

A parallel tradition was present in the Tamilnadu-Andhra border regions. Saskia 

Kersenboom's primary informant P. Ranganayaki from Tiruttani (Tel. Cirutanni) mentions 
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distinct compositions that Kersenboom calls saf!1skara saf!1bandham (related to rites-of

passage). These include compositions such as swing-songs (üfija/-pa.tu), lullabies (Ia/ï

patu) and marriage songs (Kersenboom 1991, 145-46). On such occasions, the devadasïs 

would also perform the kumbha-harati (waving of the pot-Iamp) to protect the family of the 

patron from any ill-fortune or potential negativity (d($ti-do$a). Ali of these activities have 

also been described by my informants. However, my informants often used the word 

mejuvafJi (entertainment of guests) in the context of salon performances, implying that atter 

these types of "ritual" activities were over, a formai concert of dance would follow. Many 

women, for example, remember performing elaborate court compositions such as varfJams 

and padams at these private soirees. 

The Disappearance of Devadasï Culture in Colonial South India 

Colonial rule in South India, particularly in the town of Tanjavur (Tanjore, annexed to the 

British in 1856), and in the coastal Telugu-speaking parts of the Madras Presidency 

(modern Andhra Pradesh), occasioned the creation of new configurations of devadasïs 

as morally inferior, diseased, fallen women (Whitehead 1995; 1998; 2001). These new 

images were ushered in largely by colonial critiques of the devadasï lifestyle as 

associated with lewd dancing traditions on the one hand, and temple "prostitution" on the 

other. Colonial power also undercut the traditional sources of patronage for devadasï 

performance, in particular the support provided by the royal courts and zamïndari 

samasthanams. The zamïndari samasthanams of South India in particular were 

implicated in radical processes of cultural negotiation with colonial rulers (Price 1994, 

1996; Waghorne 1994). In the nineteenth century, reform activity related·to women in 

coloniallndia was widespread. Issues such as safi, widow remarriage, and the age of 

consent were prominent in public debate, judicial process, and eventually, in the 

twentieth century, nation-making. As Kunal Parker has argued, "Anglo-Indian courts 

[from 1800-1914] neither discussed what specific activities might constitute 'prostitution' 

nor required evidence of specific instances of 'prostitution'. In addition to being taken as 

a given, the 'prostitution' of temple dancing girls was seen as a condition' (Parker 1998, 

613-14). As early as 1876, however, devadasïs in the Madras Presidency were 

approaching courts in order to urge them not to conflate their identities with those of 

prostitutes who belonged to the emergent sex trade in urban colonial centres29
. 
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Nevertheless, colonial re-evaluations of devadasis were rapidly internalized by the 

emergent educated urban elite. The presence of missionaries in the Telugu-speaking 

regions dates back at least to 1805 (Oddie 1977), and Protestant education shaped the 

early generation of English-speaking Indians in the late nineteenth century. In the 

Telugu-speaking regions of what was then the Madras Presidency, the Arya Samaj, 

founded in 1875 by Dayananda Saraswati, had also become a visible part of the 

landscape of the new religio-cultural modernity ushered in by colonization. 

Social reform movements, such as those led by Kandukuri Viresalingam 

(beginning in 1881) and Yamini Purnatilakam (from 1922 onward) in coastal Andhra, 

dislodged the devadasis from their matrifocal homes, "domesticated" them in 

rehabilitation centres, and generally questioned their legitimacy. 1 trace this history, and 

the significant role played by Gandhi in the attempted "reform" of Andhra kalavantulu, 

and juxtapose this with written and perlormed resistance to reform on the part of T elugu

speaking devadasis. 1 then proceed to examine the impact of anti-devadasi legislation 

on women today and look at rhetoric that allows them to retain and express sorne sense 

of their fractured identities. In the words of Susan Seizer, "reform movements deployed 

modernity in an oppositional endeavour: they overtly opposed 'traditions' thought to be 

barbaric, un jus t, and oppressive with the egalitarian, just, and compassionate practices 

they attempted to mandate through governmentallegislation" (Seizer 1997,157). In this 

section, 1 investigate the ways in which the anti-devadasi (also called the "anti-natuch"30) 

movement begins in South India as a struggle for the middle-class male to re-orient the 

idea of womanhood around British standards of ideal womanly conduct (Chatterjee 

1993, 116-159). The restriction of women's lifestyle choices to Victorian sexual norms 

also resonated deeply with indigenous patriarchy31. Kathryn Hansen explains Parth a 

Chatterjee's well-known ideas of "home" and "world" in terms of indigenous 

constructions of the domestic woman and the public woman, the artist: 

Gender roles ... are defined in spatial terms, with women occupying private inside 
spaces and men public outer ones. Women are valued for their domestic labour 
and for their reproductivity, which must be controlled for the perpetuation of pure 
family and caste lines. Enclosure, whether effected by parda (the curtain or 
screen or a segregated household), by the canopy of a bullock cart, or by a veil 
or sari-end drawn over a woman's face, is conceived as necessary to preserve a 
woman's chastity, and, by extension, her menfolk's honor. Since the social 
construction of gender places "good women" in seclusion, women who appear in 
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public spaces (such as on stage) are defined as "bad," that is, prostitutes. 
Subjected to the gaze of many men, they belong not to one, but to ail. (Hansen 
1992, 22-23) 

British missionaries, liberals and progressive Indians became involved in a movement 

that questioned the legitimacy of devadasiwomanhood. At the epicentre of the debate 

was the extra-domestic sexual life of the devadasi, and much legal and cultural debate 

investigated the acts of temple dedication and dance practice to ascertain the exact 

source or locus of the devadasi's sexuality. This is the reason why, when independent 

India outlawed devadasilifestyles with the well-known Anti-Devadasi Act of 1947, sexual 

relations are nowhere mentioned - only the rituals of dedication and dance performance 

are criminalized. In the end, the anti-devadasi movement and its resolutions served not 

only to rebuke extra-domestic (emale sexual activity but in fact served to further enforce 

indigenous patriarchies and further polarize gender roles. This will be discussed further 

in due course. 

Social Reform and Social Purity Movements in T~lugu-Speaking South India 

Social reform in the Telugu-speaking regions is generally thought to have begun with 

Kandukuri Viresalingam (1848-1919), a Brahmin from Rajahmundry, who lived much of 

his early life in the Godavari delta. In 1874, Viresalingam began his post as the 

headmaster of the Anglo-Vernacular School32 and also started publishing his first Telugu 

journal, Viveka Vardhani. In 1875, the journal carried an article called Vesyalu 

("prostitutes"). In it, he posits his town of Rajahmundry, a stronghold of kalavantula 

culture, as infested with "whorehouses": 

ln this day and age, contact with prostitutes is praised as meritorious. Individuals 
who leave their wives and consort with prostitutes are not ridiculed today. 
People who do not patronize prostitutes are not regarded as important. 
Individuals with one wife are considered eunuchs, not men. While rich people 
are honoured as great men, they themselves patronize procurers and hou ses of 
prostitution ... These women do not acknowledge respectable people by standing. 
[Instead] they spread their legs fearlessly because of their patron's protection. It 
is the fault of the devils who patronize them, not the women alone. Although 
there are many whorehouses elsewhere, there are an excessive number in 
Rajahmundry. (Viveka Vardhani VV, June 1875, cited in Leonard 1991, 60-61) 
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Viresalingam also wrote a Telugu satire called Vesyapriya Prahasanamu ridiculing men 

who had relations with bhogam women in general and kalavantulu in particular, which he 

staged to educate people in Dowlaiswaram and the Rajahmundry region (Ramakrishna 

1983, 139). In 1893, he encouraged public opinion in the Godavari delta in support of a 

memo sent to the Governor of Madras, from the newly-formed Madras Hindu Social 

Reform Association, an organization headed by Subramaniya Aiyer, editor of The Hindu 

newspaper. The Madras Association's memo requested that the government 

discourage the devadasi system, for that would "strengthen the hands of those who are 

trying to purify the social life of their community" (Vijaisri 2003, 182). The Governor of 

Madras, Mr. Wenlock, responded that he had himself witnessed many such dance 

performances (me!ams, "nautches") and had not seen anything that "in the remotest 

degree, be considered improper" (ibid., 182). 

ln 1895, another figure took charge of the anti-devadasimovement in the Telugu

speaking regions. Raghupati Venkataratnam Naidu (1862-1939) was born in 

Machilipatnam and converted to the Brahmo Samaj in Madras33
. He was president of 

the Metropolitan Temperance and Purity Association in Madras (Ramakrishna 1983, 

137), and it was in this capacity that he formally moved an "anti-nautch" resolution at the 

eighth annual Indian Social Conference in 1895. Writing in 1901, Naidu says: 

Among ail the countries with which India would wish to compete in morals and 
civilisation there is not one that accords to open, flagrant impurity such 
recognition as this country gives to the nautch-girl. Secret vice and veneered 
inchastity [sic] ale to be found ail the world over; but immorality as a hereditary 
and acknowledged profession, living in peace and amity with and amidst other 
avocations, fortified against the attacks of time and change, and endowed with 
the privileges of social sanction, is peculiar to this land (Venkataratnam Naidu 
1901, 271-72) ... In the temple, she has not only the free and ready admission of 
any lay person, but, in innumerable cases, a position next only to that of the 
priest or the manager (ibid., 272) ... "How is it," asks that eminent temperance
preacher and great friend of India, the Revd. T. Evans, "that the temple Priests 
and sacred Brahmins do not step to the front to reform such a degrading abuse 
as this?" But the question is really an appeal to the heart and the conscience of 
ail educated India. (ibid., 274-75) ... As to the particular community concerned, 
when deprived of the prestige of music, its hope will be chiefly in two healthy 
changes: - (1) the allotment of temple-service (of course, wholly for sacred 
purposes) as the reward for chastity - married life being no disqualification, and 
(2) the education and improvement of the male members of the community -
now, mostly drones or parasites ... But if the present wealth and influence of the 
community be wisely utilised, the meed of immorality may be happily changed 
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into the price of salvation. A caste, chartered to a vicious life, will cease to be; 
and though sorne poor sheep may deplorably go astray, not a few of the 
daughters now deliberately prodigal will be restored to the longing bosom of the 
Divine Mother (ibid., 279) ... The crowning feature of our national hero was that he 
never sent but one arrow and never loved but one woman - the Kohinoor of her 
kind. Our national type of truthfulness preferred gifting away an empire to 
plucking the rose from a maiden brow. Our national model of devotion made 
purity the basis of piety by finding a "mother" in every "stranger woman." The 
greatest of our epics tells man "to look upon his neighbour's wife as on her that 
gave him life." (ibid., 280) 

Clearly, the sexual freedom and ritual status of the devadasïwas a core issue. Her 

elevated social position ("next only to that of the priest or manager") was acknowledged 

and problematized. Venkataratnam Naidu was weil aware that once the "nautches" 

came to a stop, the economic infrastructure of the community would be dismantled. As 

an alternative, he suggested that women be allowed to perform ritual service in temples 

as a "reward for chastity". He ended with a eulogy on the glories of motherhood, a 

strategy that connected the nation with the self-sacrificing image of the mother, a familiar 

trope in South Indian regional politics (Ramaswamy 1997; 1998; O'Shea 2001). 

At the end of his paper, Venkataratnam Naidu proposed what he called a 

"Specimen Pledge" for the upholding of social purity. The "Social Purity Movement," 

started by Naidu in the early 1880s, effortlessly melded together the meta-discourses of 

elite, gendered nationalism and religious "reform". Naidu felt that if such pledges, 

modelled after the purity pledges of Christian organizations such as the White Cross 

Societies of America, were adhered to by men and young boys in South India, their 

attendance at "nautch-parties" (me!ams) would decrease, and by extension, the "social 

purity" of the nation would be augmented. Table 2 below shows Venkataratnam Naidu's 

"Specimen Pledges" (1901) and the pledges of the American White Cross Society (for 

men) and the "Knights of the Silver Crown" (for boys) dated 1886 (after Willard 1887, 

12). 
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Table 2: Specimen Pledges by Venkataratnam Naidu (1901) and the American White 

Cross Society (1886) 

1.] SUCI.AL PlTRITY. 

APPENDIX. 

L SP};CLà! [l, l)Lli:l!f.a:s. j 

A. Fm' ..:1dllltli. 

281 

\Vitil the help of God, l pledgc ll1yseH tél keep the 
fûliowing covenant ;-

1. l will not attend auy gaLherÎllgs whcl'e nllu(ehcs arc pre
sent. 01' iuyite them myself, 01' do ILDythiug ebo thaü t\;UÙS ta eu
cOllrage them. 

~, ] Willll0L use impul'C Ja.ngllage, or tell coal'se je~t~, or oing 
indecGuo ~()ngs, 01' indulge in )isü,niug to sueh language. ~ODgs or 
jests, 

:.:. l will Ilot indnlgc in WiLllcS~illg indecent pictures, paintiugs, 
or sceues. 

4. l will 1l0~ eOllyerSe or read, for t,he sake or impure pleasure, 
about sllbje~ts that a.re calculll.ted to ,mggcst impure thoughts, and 
will try my host not to cllterLaiu any snell tL:uughts. 

:,. l will he ehltstc ill bodJ' and will cndea.voul' my oost to be 
chaste in miud. as weil as lO promoLo the cn.u~e of pUl'ity in gClleral. 

B. .{ir}/, Un!!8' 

ln O1.'der w prOSCl'Ve my (lwa pel's0ual plll'ity anu to 
. encourage il, in uthers, as beillg one important featurc of a. 
souna character, 1 promis\.', with trust in God'!> holp and 
guidnncc, tu try my l'ery best-

(1) To cnltivate such hahit.s us wil! help jll1rity in thought, 
speech and "cLioll ; 

(2) 1'0 ahstaill, while showillg obedieunc to "he wishe~ of Ill)' 
{ather (01' gllardia.ll), frorn I<lwh cngagemeuls a~ arc likc· 
Iy to be hibrmful ~u pet'sonal pH!'ity ; :'1ll1 

~::) Tu persuade m:; fl'tend" aud ~~b(J()l-m,\\'es tu do lik(n\'b~. 
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THE WHITE CROSS SOCIETY 
is formed on men alone. No woman or girl has ever, in any land been made a 
member. It is not a secret society, but it very sim ply organized, and has no admission 
fee. Each member takes the following fivefold obligation: 

1. ............................................................................... . 
PROMISE SV THE HELP OF GOD 

1. - To treat ail women with respect, and endeavor to proteet them from wrong 
and degradation. 

2. - To endeavor to put down ail indecent language and coarse jests. 
3. - To maintain the law of purity as equally binding upon men and women. 
4. - To endeavor to spread these principles among my companions, and to try and 

help my younger brothers. 
5.- To use every possible means to fultil the command, "Keep THYSELF pure." 

"THE SILVER CROWN" was organized last year (1886), and the following pledge, 
prepared by Dr. De Costa, has been adopted as the pledge of this new society, 
whose members are known as "Knights of the Silver Crown." 

THE SILVER CROWN 
Take Silver and make Crowns. Zech. 6:11. 

1 will refine them as silver. Zech. 13:9. 

1. ............................................................................... . 
PROMISE SV THE HELP OF GOD 

1. - T 0 treat ail women with courtesy and respect, and to be espeeially kind to ail 
persons who are poorer or weaker or younger than myselt. 

2. -To be modest in word and deed, and to discourage profane and impure 
language; never doing or saying anything 1 should be unwil/ing to have known by my 
father or mother. 

3.- To avoid ail conversation, reading, pictures and amusements which may put 
impure thoughts into my mind. 

4. - To guard the purity of others, especially of companions and friends, and avoid 
speaking or thinking evil. 

5.- To keep my body in temperance, soberness and chastity. 

This is for boys, and like the White Cross, is not a secret society. 

Gandhian Womanhood, Nationalism and the Rehabilitation of Telugu-Speaking 
Devadâsïs 

As we have seen, the roots for the anti-devadasï movement in Andhra were planted long 

before the arrivai of Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddi's initial anti-devadasï resolution in the 

Madras Legislature in 1927. Elite philanthropy, reform and anti-colonial nationalism 

went hand-in-hand in the re-imaging of a variety of cultural and religious dimensions of 

the emergent national consciousness. 

ln this section, 1 focus specifically on the devadasïsocial reform movement as it 

atfected Telugu-speaking devadfJsïs in the Andhra region. Although excellent studies 

such as those by Jordan (1989), Meduri (1996) and Natarajan (1999) have already 
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traced such histories in Tamilnadu, no systematic attempt has been made to delineate 

the process of marginalization of the kalflVantulu of Andhra. 

Most of the studies 1 have mentioned focus, perhaps rightly so, on the "action" 

occurring in Madras city, where legal decisions and moral pronouncements were being 

made. 1 suggest shifting the focus to the rural areas, where the majority of devadasis 

lived. These were the places where the "Madras decisions" had profound effects. Major 

displacements of the community resulted when reformers moved into the rural areas, 

empowered by the politics of Madras, and attempted to affect change. In this final 

section on reform, 1 would like to address another forgotten chapter in devadasihistory, 

namely the formation of rehabilitation centres for devadasis in the Madras Presidency. 

While these institutions have not received much attention from scholars, it is the 

memories of these institutions that are most poignantly remembered by many 

contemporary devadasis, particularly those from the Telugu-speaking regions. In 

addition, the formation of these rehabilitation centres for devadasis is implicated in larger 

discursive fields, namely those of Gandhian nationalism and emergent Indian feminism. 

ln 1921, Gandhi made his first visit to Andhra. He met several members of the 

devadasi community in Kakinada, a stronghold of kalavantula culture. Whereas 

Coomaraswamy, Tagore and other cultural commentators who were not involved with 

the aggressive nationalism of the 1920s and 30s sympathized with a romantic image of 

the devadasi, Gandhi spoke vehemently against it (Whitehead 1998, 97; Vijaisri 2003, 

184). Combing through ail of the writings of Gandhi from 1921 to 1940,1 have traced 

Gandhi's references to his encounters with these "fallen sisters," his responses to letters 

from the men of the kalavantula community of Andhra, and his visions of reform for the 

devadasi communities of South India. In addition to feeling like "sinking into the bowels 

of the earth" (Gandhi 1942, 173; 174) every time he was faced with the devadasiissue, 

Gandhi used the familiar trope of "false consciousness" wh en it came time to listen to 

devadasiresistance to reform. He refused to listen to devadasivoices, or in his words, 

"The opinion of the parties concerned in the immoral traffic cannot count, just as the 

opinion of keepers of opium dens will not count in favour of their retention, if public 

opinion is otherwise against them." (Gandhi 1942, 203) The rhetoric employed by 

Gandhi became the inspiration for Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddi's well-known legislative 

proposais that culminate in the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act of 
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1947. Recent studies such as those by Alter (1994; 1996; 2000), Capian (1987), Katrak 

(1992), Lai (2000) and Patel (2000) have analyzed Gandhi's attitudes towards sexuality 

in general and female sexuality in particular. Although it is certainly important to 

acknowledge the success of Gandhian idealism in mobilizing women in the public 

sphere, his attitudes towards women who did not "fit" into his vision of the new woman of 

the nation are worth reconsidering. As Ketu Katrak has remarked, 

... Gandhi's involvement of women in his "satyagraha" ... movement - part of his 
political strategy for nationalliberation - did not intend to confuse men's and 
women's roles; in particular, Gandhi did not challenge patriarchal traditions that 
opposed women within the home. Furthermore, his specifie representations of 
women and female sexuality ... promoted ... a "traditional" ideology wherein female 
sexuality was legitimately embodied only in marriage, wifehood, motherhood, 
domesticity ... (Katrak, 1992, 395-96). 

Here is what Gandhi had to say about the devadasis of coastal Andhra after they had 

welcomed him to Kakinada (Cocanada) during his first visit in 1921 : 

1 had my full sayat Rajahmundry on an important matter, and 1 hope that some 
Telugu friend will reproduce that speech, translate it, and spread it broadcast 
among hundreds of our countrymen. It was about ten o'clock last night in 
Cocanada that dancing girls paid me a visit when 1 understood the full 
significance of what they were. 1 felt like sinking in the earth below ... 1 ask you, 
brothers and sisters, to send me assurance, as early as possible, that there is not 
a single dancing girl in this part of the land. 1 charge these sisters who are sitting 
behind me to go about from place to place, find out every dancing girl, and 
shame men into shunning the wrong they are doing. (Young India 11-05-1921 
cited in Gandhi 1942, 174) 

As is well-known from studies of devadasireform in Tamilnadu, men from the 

community were among the most staunch supporters of the reform movement 

(Srinivasan 1984; Vijaisri 2003, 185-86)34. In Andhra, as early as 1906, young men from 

the community took vows not to accompany the women on violin and mrdatigam for their 

performances, in addition to pledging to get the women educated at the new schools and 

to get them married (Krishnapatrika April 15, 1906, cited in Ramakrishna 1983, 143).35 

Here, in a letter written in 1934, a young man from the kalavantula community writes to 

Gandhi about the devadasi situation in Andhra. He notes that "Andhradesh" is the 

"heartland of this evil," and links devadasis to Dalits, arguing that both are in urgent need 

of "moral elevation": 

119 



1 wanted to write to you long ago. But 1 was awfully shy. Thank God, 1 am at last 
confiding my burden to you. 

1 come from the devadasi community. My life was socially a torture. 
Mahatmaji, do you think that there is any other profession worse than that of the 
dancing girls in the universe? Is it not a blot on India that prostitution should 
personify in a corn munit y? 

Andhradesh, 1 think, is the heart of this evil. Hindu society here engages 
dancing girls - especially during marriages and festivals of the deity - to sing 
obscene songs accompanied by obscene gestures before the pious deity, and 
sets a bad example before the newly-wed couple. 

The misery of a who le community consigned to a life of prostitution is 
great. Young men here are trying to do their best to root out this evil. But they 
badly need guidance. Won't you kindly take up this matter as equally important 
and emergent as the Harijan movement? Please have this affair always in a 
corner of your heart and give it publicity. You have not only the Congress but the 
whole public opinion at your back. What the Brothels Bill and the I.P.C. could not 
do, 1 am confidant a word from your mouth would do. 

1 am legally and religiously married to a girl of my own community, and 1 
am a father of two daughters. My wife is pious in my eyes as any other Hindu 
wife. Still society looks down upon us. The sins of our ancestors are wreaking 
vengeance on us. The stigma of prostitution is attached to us, though both of us 
are free from the vice. 

Harijans and devadasis are the only two communities which are almost in 
the same degree of depravity. Of course, they will have to help themselves to 
moral elevation. Still a teacher like you would educate them and the society 
more quickly than they can do it for themselves. These are two sister 
movements. Please don't forget the sister community in your enthusiasm for the 
Harijans. (Harijan, 14-09-1934 cited in Gandhi 1942, 205-06) 

ln an address to a gathering at the Gandhi Ashram in Pudupalayam, Tamilnadu, on 

March 21,1925, Gandhi supported the institutionalization of devadasïreform, 

suggesting that "domesticating" the women by teaching them handicrafts would 

somehow solve the issue of prostitution: 

... we must take up the case of these unfortunate women and find them suitable 
employment. .. The income of these women is large; we cannot promise them the 
same income in their alternative professions as they are getting from their sinful 
practice; nor wou Id they require such an income if they lead a reformed life. 
Spinning may not secure a living for them. They could take to it only as a 
recreation, as a sacrificial practice. 1 place it before them only as purification. 
But other occupations can be found for them which they can easily learn and 
follow. There is weaving, tailoring, or fancy-work on khaddar. Sorne Parsi 
women have taken to fancy weaving. There is also lace-work, embroidery and 
other handicrafts which can easily yield them an income of three quarters of a 
ru pee to one and a half rupees per day. The Devadasi class being small, it must 
not be a difficult matter to find five or six handicrafts for them. We require men 
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and women - preferably women who been trained in these handicrafts and lead 
a pure life - to take up this cause of reformation of their fallen sisters. Vou may 
also study and copy the institutions with similar objects working in other places. 
There should be a specialist to devote his life to the noble work of reclamation. 
(The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi XXXIV 351-52) 

Yamini Purnatilakam, a middle-aged woman from the kalavantula community36, inspired 

by Gandhi's visit to Kakinada and his stance on the devadasï issue, became a 

spokesperson for the anti-devadasï movement in Andhra. With the backing of the 

important nationalist figure D. Chenchayya, Yamini Purnatilakam made herself visible by 

lecturing on Gandhian philosophy and Telugu literature. She was patronized by the 

Theosophical Society, and was a key figure in the founding of the Kalavati Reform 

Association in 1922 (Kesavanarayana 1976, 221). In the same year, she also founded 

a fortnightly newspaper, Hindu Yuvati, and an institution in Madras called Hindu Yuvati 

Saranalayam. As a "rehabilitation centre" set up for devadasïs, the Hindu Yuvati 

Saranalayam saw to the "moral, vocational and literary instruction of the inmates to 

wean them away from their traditional lives ... the vocational part of the instruction 

consisted of spinning, weaving, basket-making and gardening" (ibid., 222). Although 

these institutions have not received much attention from scholars, it is the memories of 

these institutions that are still recounted by many contemporary devadasïs, particularly 

those from the coastal Andhra region. Purnatilakam's Hindu Yuvati Saranalayam 

inspired men in A.ndhra to set up similar institutions in Guntur and Narasapur, many of 

which began as "associations" or "educational institutions for poor girls and destitute 

women." 

ln 1924, Purnatilakam was instrumental in organizing the first Andhra Provincial 

Kalavantula Social Reform Conference in Guntur. The conference president, C. 

Anjaneyulu in his introductory address echoed the voices of Gandhi and Purnatilakam. 

He advocated a return to "a wholesome atmosphere for healthy progress", referring to 

the kalavantula tradition as a "moral depravity", and to the fact that it was "unmeaning 

[sic] that Hindu civilization should have given recognition to if' (ibid., 223). The 

conference resulted in several "resolutions", including the organization of an annual 

meeting to implement the changes necessary to rehabilitate the kalavantula community, 

the official proposai of an amendment to section of the Penal Code dealing with 

prostitution, and the creation of a "marriage board" to initiate kalavantula women into 
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"decent ways of life". In 1925, the board secured marriages for three kalavantulu, K. 

Sitaramamma, Annapurnamma, and D. Venkatamahalakshammma (ibid., 225). In May 

of 1926, a new group, called the Kalavantula Social Reform Propaganda Committee, 

began to visit the homes of kalavantula women in their villages with a view to dissuade 

them from teaching music and dance to their female children. In Rajahmundry, where 

there were close to 120 kalavantulu households, the reformers could only persuade 25 

to give up their hereditary profession (Krishnapatrika June 5, 1926 cited in 

Kesavanarayana 1976, 225). Many families in Rajahmundry refused to let the reformers 

into their homes, in spite of warnings that they would be violating the newly amended 

section of the Penal Code in doing so. The following year, Muthulakshmi Reddi 

introduced her well-known resolution of 1927 in the Madras Legislative Council. Reddi 

herself spoke at the 1932 Andhradesa Kalavantulu Conference in Rajahmundry and 

represented kalavantula women as eagerly awaiting the reforms she had in mind: 

1 have had the joy of knowing sorne of the Kalavanthulu women who, having 
given up their traditional mode of easy and luxurious living have of their own 
choice taken up to a very simple yet honourable mode of life ... 1 have found ... that 
they are as good and pure as any woman could be but only custom - wicked 
custom, has made them otherwise. 1 found them clean-hearted, earnest and 
anxious that their children should lead a different life from theirs and be made 
good, pure and respectable women (1932 Andhradesa Kalavantulu Conference 
Proceedings, 609, cited in Natarajan 1997, 127). 

Muthulakshmi Reddi's 1927 resolution,37 which urged the government to legislate 

against devadasïtemple dedications, provided a major impetus for the concerted legal 

effort to criminalize the devadasïlifestyle. This nearly three decade-long legal and 

bureaucratie struggle, well-documented by other scholars (Jordan 1989; Meduri 1996; 

Natarajan 1997; Whitehead 1998; 2001), resulted in the Madras Devadasis (Prevention 

of Dedication) Act, passed into law by the Madras Legislative Assembly in 1947, based 

on a document entitled "A Bill to Prevent the Dedication of Women to Hindu Temples" 

that Reddi had proposed to the Legislative Council in 1930. "The Act," as contemporary 

devadasis refer to it, irrevocably displaced the social, economic and religious aspects of 

their lives. In the next chapter, we will examine the ways in which contemporary 

devadasis in coastal Andhra represent themselves in light of the criminalization of their 

traditional ways of life in the twentieth century. 
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Conclusion 

Prior to the reform movements that began in the late nineteenth century, devadâsi 

me!ams (also called bhoga me!ams) formed an integral, visible part of public culture in 

coastal Andhra Pradesh. The three primary contexts for their performances - the temple, 

court and home - reflected the diversity of religious, aesthetic and social practices of 

these women. Temple performances, specifically those that took place as part of the 

daily worship in the inner parts of the temple and in the more public spaces of mafJçlapas 

or panda/s, often included references to Satyabhàmà. The contexts for devadâsi 

performances sometimes overlapped - for example, the temple processions included 

court repertoire, and the devadâsi Bhâmâka/âpam performance was "ritualized" in the 

nine-night long navajanârdana performances at Pithapuram. Court performance and 

mejuvâfJi (performances for guests in homes) included the representation of various 

kinds of nâyikâs. In the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, compositions from 

the Tanjavur court had made their way into the Andhra ka/âvantu/u repertoire. The 

jâvaji, in particular, becomes a hall mark of devadâsi me!ams in the Godavari delta. 

The vociferous social purity and anti-nautch movements of South India were led 

by T elugu-speaking men and followed by the Gandhian-inspired activities of women 

such as Yamini Purntilakam and Muthulakshmi Reddi. These movements not only 

contributed to the disappearance of devadâsi performance from the public sphere but 

also severely stigmatized women in this community. Often forced or coerced into the 

Saranalayams (rehabilitation centres), ka/âvantu/u women's familial structures and 

sources of income were dismantled. In the following chapter, we turn to strategies of 

resistance to social reform employed by T elugu-speaking devadâsis. We will hear of the 

1055 that contemporary ka/âvantu/u feel because of the reforms. And we will see how 

they use memory to reconstitute their identities in contemporary South India. 

1 Arudra insists that this word cornes from the Sanskrit bhogini, meaning "lady of 
enjoyment" (Arudra 1990; 1995). The Sanskrit word bhoginiis al 50 found in classical 
Telugu literary contexts. For example, the poet Bammera Potana (1450-1510) who 
wrote the Telugu Bhâgavatam, is also attributed with the composition of a poem called 
Bhogif1i DafJçlakam, which he is to have composed in praise of the concubine a local 
king, Sarvajrïa Sirigama Nàyuc;lu. 
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2 Most contemporary women recognize the social value of the terms devadasi and 
ka/avati. Devadasi links them to spirituality and temple traditions, while ka/avati marks 
them as artists, women with special skill. Most women 1 have worked with did not 
appreciate the use of the words bhogam or sani, with a few exceptions. These terms 
appear to have acquired a more severely pejorative connotation in the early part of the 
twentieth century. 

3 Devadâsi involvement in "dramas" was fairly common in Tamilandu in the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For example, other th an the kuravaflci 
performances discussed in Appendix 3, many disenfranchised devadasis in T amilnadu 
founded or joined drama companies who performed either Kal1aikküttu or "Special 
Nâtakam." DeBruin cites devadasïtroupes who performed dramas such as Pava!akkoti, 
Va!!i TirumarJam, Alli Arjunan, Cürpaoakai Parikam, Citâ Kalyâoam, Nâ!âyani Carittiram, 
Na!a Tamayanti, Cattiyan Cavittiri, Pâtukai Pal1âpicëkam and Vellâ!arâjan Carittiram in 
the Kal1aikküttu idiom (deBruin 1999,101). 

4 The word patra (Skt. patra) is used to refer to female dancers in literary and 
inscriptional materials from various parts of South India. An interesting inscriptional 
anâlysis of temple women and the use of the term patra in Karnataka is found in 
Parashar and Naik (1986). Sathyanarayana (1990, 38-39) also deals briefly with 
Vijayanagara materials related to Rarnataka. 

5 For example, Kersenboom is in possession of what she has called the 
"Subburatnamma Manuscript," a Telugu text written by her primary informant P. 
Ranganayaki's grandmother, Subburatnamma (1871-1950). It outlines the song-texts 
and contexts of the ritual dance and music compositions of the devadasis of Tiruttani 
(Kersenboom 1987,151-164; 1991). 1 have similarly acquired a hand-written copy of the 
Madanagopa/a Vilasam, a nineteenth-century text that documents the song-texts 
composed for the annual festivals of the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple in Ballipadu. 

6 1 havenot witnessed either of these types of performance, yet there is no reason to 
assume that ritual dance as described by my informants did not occur, given the details 
of the oral accounts. 

7 The name "Madanagopâla" is also encountered in South Indian Vai$oava iconographie 
literature, where it refers to a specifie multi-armed image of K[$oa, holding among other 
things, the sugar-cane bow (ik$ukodaf)çJa) and flowery arrows, like the Gad of Desire, 
Madana or Kâma (Champakalakshmi 1981, 146-7; Gopinatha Rao 1914, 210, Appendix 
[Pratimâlak$aOâni], p. 48). Another source is a verse from the Pâricarâtra text, where 
he is referred to as madanagopavilasave$am, "Guise of the Play of the Cowherd, 
Beautiful as Madana," Parasarasaf!1hita, 15.256: 

kondaf)çJamaik$avamanekasaraf!1 ca pau$paf!1 cakrabjapasas(f)ikaflcanavaf!1sana/am 1 

bibhranama$!avidhabahubhirarkavarf)af!1 dhyayet harif!1 madanagopavi/asave$am Il 
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8 The presence of a separate image of Verikatesvara in this temple complex is likely 
indicative of the popularity of the Tirumala-Tirupati shine at the turn of the century when 
the Ballipadu temple was built. 

9 The rende ring of the Tiruvaymoli is called draviçJa prabandha seva by the priests of the 
Madanagopalasvami temple. This service is not rendered by a community of araiyars 
(reciters) as it is in sorne temples in Tamilnadu. To the best of my knowledge, it is 
largely hymns fram the Tiruvaymoli that are recited here, with the exception of the 
rendering of AlJta!,s Tiruppavai during the celebration of Ama! KalyalJam on the day of 
bhogi-ponga/ (the first of the three-day long ponga/ festival in January). For details on 
celebrations of ponga/ in South India see Good (1983) and for a discussion of ponga/ in 
the South Indian Vail?lJava context, Narayanan (1999). The adhyayanotsavam (festival 
of reciting the hymns of the Tiruvaymo/l) is celebrated at Ballipadu for five days 
beginning on mukkoti or vaikufJtha ekadasi (mid-December) as it is in Srivail?lJava 
temples elsewhere in Andhra and Tamilnadu. For detailed discussions of the 
adhyayanotsava and the place of the Tiruvaymoli in Tamil temple ritual, see Narayanan 
(1994), Cutler (1987), and Younger (1982). For details on the adhyayanotsava in the 
Tirupati temple, see Ramesh (2000, 171-96). 

10 The terms çJo/u and sannayi, 1 believe, are adapted fram the Hindustani words çJho/ 
and sehnaï, but in reality these instruments resemble the South Indian tavi! and 
nagasvaram. The tavi/ is a double-headed drum played by using a short stick, on the 
one hand, and wearing hardened rice-flour bandages on the fingers of the other hand. 
The nagasvaram is a double-reed, oboe-like instrument, seen in South India as the 
manga/a vadyam (auspicious instrument) par excellence. The Hindustani equivalents, 
çJho/ (technically known as naghara) and sehnaï, were praminent in the Mughal courts 
where they belonged to an ensemble called naubat. Today the naghara and sehnaï are 
played as part of Hindu festivals and at Hindu weddings. For details on the technique 
and function of the nagasvaram in South India, see Skelton (1971) and Terada (1992). 

11 ln Tamilnadu, devadasïparticipation in nityapOja appears to have centred araund the 
cayaratcai ("dusk" pOja) in Saiva temples. According to Tamil Saiva temple traditions, 
the cayaratcai is the both the most auspicious and most dangeraus time of the day. It is 
a power-charged moment, and thus its power must be praperly controlled and 
channelled. The cayaratcai pOja is also usually the most well-attended pOja of the day. 
Kersenboom's primary informant, Smt. P. Ranganayaki, remembers the performance of 
kumbha-harati at this time, as weil as the performance of svami-pu$pafija/ï (a dance of 
"offering flowers"). See Kersenboom (1987, 112-13), and for the text of the svami
pU$pafija/ï of the TiruttalJi Murukao temple, see 154-59. On the Andhra side, Vail?r:"Iava 
devadasï participation in nityapOja centred around the pawafifTIpu-seva, equivalent to 
the very last daily ritual of the Tamil Saiva tradition known as pa!!iyarai cëvai ("service in 
the bed-chamber"). 

12 The kumbha-harati or kumbharati seems to have been one of the primary markers of 
devadasïidentity in both Tamilnadu and Andhra. The use of the pot-Iamp(kumbha
dïpa) is prescribed primarily in late Saivagamic textual sources, such as 
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Sadyojâtasivâcârya's Tamil commentary on the Kamikagama. Kersenboom links the 
performance of the kumbha-harati to the image of the devadasï as an embodiment of 
Sakti: 

Her special qualification of being ever-auspicious (nityasumanga/~ made her 
more suited to this task than any of the ritual personneL .. No one but a female so 
close to the auspiciousness of the goddess was considered fit to perform this 
task (Kersenboom 1987, 119-120). 

13 This idea of the "randomness" of temple performance in the early twentieth century 
was also brought to my attention during an interview with Kotipalli Sitaramalakshmi of 
Muramanda. According to her, at the time of the abhi$ekam (ritual ablution) of the 
sivalitiga at the Somesvarasvâmi temple, the devadasïwould perform one line from the 
khamas raga varl)am by the Tanjavur Brothers (sami nï rammanave) , for which she 
would perform a saficari (mimetic elaboration) depicting sorne general ritual activities 
(pouring ablutions, lighting lamps, offering flowers, etc.) through gesture. This clearly 
demonstrates the idea that "temple dance" in the early twentieth century had been eut off 
from its ritual context. The devadasfs actions were not related directly to ritual tasks or 
specifie ritual injunctions (such as offering pU!~pafijali, üfijal, bhoga, etc.). Rather, her 
presence represented a kind of token. As Saride Varahalu of Duwa told me, they would 
just be called upon at certain points of the ritual, and told to "do something .. ." 

14 These songs are kïrtanas, similar to the compositions of the saint Tyâgarâja. They 
follow the same tripartite structure, consisting of pal/av;' anupal/avï and caral)am. His 
composition called Adhyatma Ramayal)amu consists of 104 such kïrtanas, spread 
across six sections or kal)Qas (Bâla, Ayodhyâ, Âral)ya, Kiskindha, Sundara, and 
Yuddha). A printed edition of selections from the Adhyatma Ramayal)amu was brought 
out by Manchala Jagannatha Rao in 1962 (Adhyatma Ramayana Kirtanams of Munipal/e 
Subrahmanya Kavi in Notation. Rajahamundry: Andhra Ganakala Parishat). 

15 The phrase pawafif!1pu seva, used commonly throughout Andhra temples to refer to 
the bedtime rituals of the deities, is derived from the Telugu pawa!ificu ("to lie down, to 
recline"). 

16 This list has excluded sorne of the traditional a$!a-bharyas (eight wives) of Kr~l)a, such 
as Rukmil)i, Nagnajiti and Lak~mal)â and has added the more popular figures of Sitâ 
and Râdhâ. 

17 The mythic reference to Satrâjit, Satyabhâmâ's father, cornes from the Purâl)ic 
context, where Satrâjit gifts his daughter Satyabhâmâ to Kr~l)a as a form of gratitude for 
returning to him the prized syamantaka gem. Satrâjit's mistake was giving the gem to 
his younger brother Prasena. This narrative is found in several Purâl)ic sources, but one 
of the more elaborate versions is from Padmapural)a (6.249). 

18 Brown lists several meanings for viniki that could be relevant here, including 
"audience, hearing, listening" (Brown 1903, 1185). 
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19 This is a perfect Mâdhava image. By this 1 mean that the traditionallists of the twenty
four permutations of Vil?OU images describe the image known as 'Mâdhava' in a manner 
that is reflected in the image at Pithapuram. These lists are found in the iconographic 
text RüpamafJçfana and in the patala-khafJçfa of the PadmapurafJa (Gopinatha Rao 1914, 
227-244). 

20 There were women from several families serving at the Kuntimâdhava temple. 
Nataraja Ramakrishna told me that he had learned the ritual repertoire from Chinna 
Parankusam and Pedda Parankusam, the older ritual specialists of the temple. The 
temple priest Sri Narasimhacharyulu informed me that the last woman to have 
performed dance in the temple was Puwulu Tayaru, who passed away in 2001. 

21 According to Nataraja Ramakrishna, a disciple of Pendela Satyabhama, she received 
special honours at the Vïraverikata Satyanârâyaoasvâmi temple in Annavaram. 

22 At the temple, the performances apparently took place either in temporary pandals or 
in the mahamafJçfapam of the temple (Fig. 11). This mafJçfapam was an open space 
until 1961 when a permanent wall and roof were added. 

23 The tenth canto (dasama skandha) of the BhagavatapurafJa is considered by most 
contemporary Vail?oavas as the most sacred part of the text, because it contains ail of 
the major portions of the work that deal with the life of Krl?oa. 

24 Nataraja Ramakrishna and some of his students perform some of these songs today. 
The name "Pithikâpura" appears in a song that Satyabhâmâ addresses to her "uncle
moon", Candramâma, wherein the childhood of Krl?oa is recounted. Other than the 
Pithapuram temple, the text contains songs dedicated to a variety of localized forms of 
Vil?OU from ail around the Godavari delta region, including Mohini Kesavasvâmi (Ryali) 
and Sâttvika Lakl?mi-Narasif"!1hasvâmi (Korukonda). 

25 Apart from the instances of devadasïs identifying with Satyabhâmâ in their interviews 
with me, 1 am convinced that popular culture in Andhra has established a larger cultural 
link between the image of the devadasï and Satyabhâmâ as nayika. A case in point is 
Maidanam, a 1927 Telugu novel written by Gudipati Venkata Calam. Known for 
developing "female narrators with complex subjectivities" (Pal 2003, iii), Calam's heroine 
in Maidanam, Râjesvari, describes the various shades of her experience with her lover, 
using analogies to both Satyabhâmâ and bhogamvalu (devadasïs): 

Sometimes we were too close! At other times for no reason, there was a 
shyness, though there was no newness, there was an intense shyness, lover's 
games. Mad kindness. Acting angry and hurt. A mother's coaxing. A pleasure 
woman's teasing temper [bogamdanibet!üj. Satyabhâma's anger [satyabhama 
dhürtatvamüj, quarrels, 1 used to show him ail different kinds of change (Pal 
2003, 176). 
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26 For a translated example of a varlJam by the Tanjavur Quartet that survives in practice 
in Muramanda village, see Appendix 3, n. 31. 

27 The pal/a vi (lit. "sprout") is a nrtta or abstract dance composition that usually does not 
contain text (sahitya). In the pal/avi one line of music is repeated over and over again, 
and the devadasïperforms specifie sets of "choreographed" movement. There are three 
types of pal/avi found in the living performance traditions: (1) s vara-pal/a vi; (2) sabda 
pal/a vi; and (3) sahitya pal/a vi. The first of these is the most common, and consists of a 
line of svaras (solfa syllables or notes). In the sabda pal/a vi, the svaras are replaced by 
a line of colkaftu or sabda (rhythmic syllables), and in the rare sahitya pal/a vi, there is 
one line of text (sahitya). 1 have also heard from sorne informants that pal/avis used to 
be performed doing the balabhoga or morning meal offering to the deity in the temple 
context in the early part of the twentieth century. 

28 Abhinaya, which 1 translate as "mimesis," is the primary interpretive tool employed in 
devadasïperformances of poetry. It encompasses not only gestural action, but also 
rhythmic and melodic expression, and transformations of the performer's outer 
appearance (dress, make-up, etc.). Technically, the word abhinaya consists of the prefix 
abhi (toward) added to the verbal root "nï (to lead, guide or carry) and thus signifies any 
kind of action that carries meaning towardthe audience. However, abhinaya is always 
more than "mimesis", for it is almost wholly improvised. The process of "traveling" 
through the oral reservoir in order to grasp the signs and symbols of meaning is referred 
to as sancaribhava (wandering emotions). The word sancari cornes from the root car (to 
walk, move, travel, roam about), and here we have the key modality of devadasïtextual 
exegesis. The performance of a composition by an artist in this system is marked by the 
conscious allusion to ideas and situations that serve to augment the emotional and 
descriptive content of the composition. Lines of texts are repeated over and over again, 
each repetition being the place for a new interpretation, a new "wandering" into varied 
terrains of meaning, a new opportunity for the interpreter to reach deep into the reservoir 
of oral memory. With each repetition of the line, the interpreter demonstrates a new 
understanding of each word or phrase. The meaning of the given text is thus stretched 
with each repetition. The rendering of a padam or java!itext is therefore never just a 
direct translation of the text into mimesis. 1 nstead , it is a process of free improvisation 
based on the oral reservoir of inherited symbols and meanings, and th us each 
performance captures interpretations from the pool of possible renderings. Devadasï 
exegeses of text are th us necessarily polysemous (open to many meanings). 

29 For example, the cases of Regina vs. Arunachalam (1876) and Public Prosecutor vs. 
Kannammal (1913) cited in Parker (1998,614). Anglo-Indian courts however, preferred 
to sometimes use the term "concubinage" to refer to devadasïs' sexual lifestyles. Even 
then, they did not wish to draw a distinction between the terms "concoubine" and 
"devadasT (ibid.). 

30 The word "nautch" is an Anglicized form of the Hindi nac "dance". Devadasï dance 
was sometimes referred to as "Tanjore Nautch," and the term "nautch" eventually came 
to stand for any genre of public dancing by a female. 
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31 Other works that address social reform activities related to female sexuality in colonial 
India include Banerjee (1987; 1993; 1998; 2000), Gupta (2001; 2002); Hardgrave 
(1979); Levine (1996); Mani (1998); Nair (1996); Oldenburg (1990); and Whitehead 
(1995). 

32 lronically, Viresalingam, a great proponent of women's education, does not comment 
on the fact that the devadasï community in the Godavari delta consisted largely of 
educated women. Devadasïwomen were among the first women in South India to 
attend colonial schools (Anantha Raman 1996) and, as always, continued to legally 
adopt and "purchase" orphaned or abandoned children (Parker 1998). 

33 Venkataratnam Naidu grew up in Northern India, where he learned Urdu and Persian. 
During his stay in Banda, Uttar Pradesh, his Bengali teacher Babu Gangadhara 
Mukherjee introduced him to the reformist ideas of Lord Bentick and Rammohun Roy. 
Later, he moved to Hyderabad, where he met Aghorenath Chattopadhyaya at the 
Nizam's College. Chattopadhyaya introduced him to the principles of the Brahmo Samaj 
founded in 1828 by Rammohun Roy. After graduation, Venkataratnam moved to 
Madras, where he studied at the Madras Christian College, and officially converted to 
the Brahmo Samaj under the guidance of Pandit Sivanath Sastri and Mannava Buchaiah 
Pantulu in the year 1881. Although his "anti-nautch" work began in Madras, where he 
served as Vice-Chancellor of the University of Madras, he later moved to Andhra, where 
he taught in cities such as Machilipatnam, Eluru, Rajahamundry and Secunderabad 
before finally settling down as the principal of the Pithapuram Maharaja College at 
Kakinada in 1905. For details on Venkataratnam Naidu's life, see Ramakrishna (1983, 
136-37). 

34 During my fieldwork, 1 have come across extreme resentment towards elderly 
devadasïwomen from their sons and grandsons. The case of Saride Anusuya from 
Duwa is a good example of this: 

We did what we did with sincerity. But after us, these younger ones do business 
[vrttl]. Our children get angry with us and say "Hey, get in the house!" 
My son doesn't let me go out of the house. If 1 do, he threatens to beat me. "Hey 
you!" he says, "We don't want to get a name like you. We are süryabalija, not 
devadasï." 

Süryabalija (lit. "born of the sun sacrifice") is a caste identity that contemporary 
kalavantula families have taken upon themselves, to conceal their stigmatized 
backgrounds. A similar phenomenon took place in twentieth-century Tamilnadu, where 
the devadasï and na.ttuvanar families took on the caste identity of icai ve!!ala (lit. 
"cultivators of music") in the year 1948 to lend a ring of respectability to their profession 
(Irschick 1986, 215). 

35 Moreover, in the early twentieth century, the men of the kalavantula community formed 
associations on behalf of their women such as the Kalavanthulu Vidhya Sangham 
("Kalavantulu Educational Association") and the Kalavanthulu Samskarana Sangham 
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("Association for the Amelioration of Kalavantulu"). Similar associations still exist. For 
example, in Duwa village (West Godavari district), 1 came to know of Saride Seshagiri 
Rao and Saride Narasimha Rao who head the Kalavanthulu Sangham (Reg. 308/88) 
that seeks to regulate outsiders' representation of and accessibility to kalavantula 
women in the region. 

36 Yamini Purnatilakam and Muthulakshmi Reddi represented a fraction of the Tamil and 
Telugu-speaking devadasicommunities who supported the abolition of the system. For 
alternate perspectives and details on figures such as Muvalur Ramamirthammal (a 
Tamil-speaking devadasiwho wrote a novel that supported reform) see Anandhi (1991); 
Kannabiran (1995); Kannabiran and Kannabiran (2003). 

37 The resolution to the Madras Legislative Council reads as follows: 

This Council recommends to the government to undertake legislation or if that is 
for any reason impracticable, to recommend to the Government of India to 
undertake legislation at a very early date to put a stop to the practice of 
dedication of young girls and young women to Hindu temples for immoral 
purposes under the pretext of caste, custom or religion (Proceedings of the 
Madras Legislative Council Vol. XXXVIII, cited in Jordan1989, 243) 
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Chapter5 

Defiance, Memory, Identity: 
Devadasis Invoke the Image of Satyabhâmâ and Other Female Archetypes 

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize "the way it really 
was." It means to seize ho Id of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of 
danger. 

- Walter Benjamin (1955, 255) 

Now we have our memories left, isn't it? Who knows about the future. Wait, let 
me tell you a story about a performance in Ballipadu ... " 

-Saride Varahalu (Duwa, West Godavari District) 

Encountering DevadasiWomen ln Coastal Andhra 

Like a row of houses in Repallë 

This old Telugu proverb comes to mind when 1 think about my first attempts to locate 

devadasïwomen in coastal Andhra. Repallë is the Telugu name for Vraja, the town 

where Lord Kr!?l:la passed his childhood and youth in the company of the local women 

(gopïs). For devotees, Repallë is a paradise where Kr!?lJa sports with the gopïs, 

although for others, it is just a place known for its loose women. 

Peddapuram is a town located in the East Godavari district of Andhra Pradesh, 

about twenty kilometres fram the city of Kakinada. It is famous for its celebration of the 

annual festival Uatra) of the local goddess Maric;iamma 1 in the month of Jyai!?!ha, and 

infamous for its raws of brathels (Fig. 15). Today, the town of Peddapuram is known for 

the exceptionally high numbers of prastitutes who in habit its streets. Many of them are 

kalavantulu. These women have ended up in the brothels of towns like Peddapuram as 

the result of a complex political, religious and cultural restructuring that began in the 

nineteenth century. 

One of the first women 1 encountered in Peddapuram was Jakkula Radha, one of 

the senior-most kalavantulu living in that town. Today Radha sells bïçfis (tendu-Ieaf 

cigarettes), candy and other confectionary at a small stail outside her home. For about 

an hour after 1 met her, Radha refused to discuss her kalavantula identity. Instead, she 
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talked about the fact that she has converted to Christianity, because the local mission 

pays her Rs. 60 (about $2) per month for maintaining a Christian lifestyle2
. When she 

finally began to speak openly about her past, she insisted on continuing our 

conversation elsewhere. We helped her into our Ambassador car and started to back 

out of the lane on which her hou se was located. Sure enough, four young men rushed 

out from nearby houses, and started yelling "mul)çalu mUl)çalu" ("Whores! Whores!") at 

us, while throwing small stones at our car. 

This chapter focuses on the ways in which memory and performance can act as 

modes of resistance. Beginning with historical resistance demonstrated by kalavantulu 

during the social reform period, 1 move back into my ethnographic work, where 1 observe 

how kalavantulu lapse into the realm of nostalgic longing and see figures such as 

Satyabhâmâ as archetypes. 

Ethnographie Location and Memory Theory 

My ethnographic field research with the devadasT community of coastal Andhra (1998-

2003) concentrates on issues of identity, oral history, memory and performance. 1 

conducted much of my research in the "red light" areas of villages, explicitly marked as 

off limits to persons outside the village. One of my research assistants, Kotipalli 

Haimavati, herself a devadasTliving in Muramanda village (East Godavari district), 

functioned as a primary interlocutor during the final and most intense phase of my 

fieldwork conducted from January to May of 2003. 

Although it is not necessary to provide details here, it is important to point out the 

significant shifts in South Asian anthropological studies that have taken place since the 

mid-eighties. As with anthropology as a discipline, ethnographic studies on South Asia 

have moved away from the pretenses of objectivity and linearity which until recently 

characterized most studies of this type. Recent studies by Kirin Narayan (1993) and 

Kamala Visweswaran (1994), for example, have questioned the status quo when it 

comes to issues of positionality in the field. Their works have demonstrated, in a highly 

nuanced manner, the necessity for re-organizing the relationship between the 

ethnographer and the subject. Visweswaran has pointed out that "Lies, secrets and 

silence are frequently strategies of resistance" (Visweswaran 1994, 60). This certainly is 
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true in the case of the devadasïs of coastal Andhra. As we noted with the example of 

Jakkula Radha, the majority of devadasïs choose to hide their devadasï identity in 

public. This conscious "strategy of lies" is one among many ways in which 

contemporary devadasïs choose to interact with the world outside their community. It 

affected the data gathered by anthropologists and others and thus challenged the factual 

basis on which their daims of objectivity were built. Much of my own work rests upon 

the relationships that 1 have built with my "subjects" over a span of several years. In an 

atmosphere of trust, they revealed to me their "lies and secrets," or broke their public 

silence on several delicate topics. Chapter Five attests to the physical and emotional 

conditions under which most kalavantulu live today - these are same circumstances 

under which my interviews in 2002 were conducted. In my work 1 have tried to bring out 

some of the emotional tenor of my experiences working with physically, economically 

and emotionally broken women. 

ln the words of Pierre Nora, memory, as opposed to history, is "a perpetually 

actual phenomenon, a bond tying us to the eternal present." (Nora 1989, 8) It is 

affective, only accommodates those facts that suit it, and nourishes recollections. 

Memories are collective yet individual. They take root in the concrete - in spaces, 

gestures, images and objects. Whereas in today's public culture, devadasïs oscillate in 

and out of sets of historical and moral discourses in which they embody a highly 

contested subject position, in their homes, contemporary devadasïs embrace fragments 

of the past by remembering (and in some cases re-enacting) precisely those aspects of 

their identity that they can no longer express or display in public. The memories of the 

ritual and artistic aspects of temple service, and more potently, the memories of their 

painful severance from the socio-economic infrastructure provided by temples and 

feudal kings (zamïndars) serve as anchors for their identities as devadasïs. Thick 

description and emotional intensity characterize these movements through the 

remembered landscape, and provide new perspectives on the study of devadasï culture 

in South India. Using historical evidence and ethnographic data, this chapter 

demonstrates that memory is the central heuristic lens through which devadasïs are able 

to personally reconcile, re-constitute and represent their identities in contemporary South 

India. 
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For many devadàsTwomen today, and certainly thraugh their recent history as 

colonial subjects, Satyabhâmâ, Râdhâ, the gopTs, and the hundreds of unnamed nàyikàs 

(heraines) of the padams and jàvaJis they dance, are the principal expressions of 

identity. These archetypes live in the minds of devadàsTs who invoke and re-activate 

them fram the depths of their memory, consciously manipulate them, and to an extent, 

re-image them. 

Devadasi Resistence and Defiance in Colonial and Early Independent South India 

To counter the colonial construction of themselves as prostitutes, devadàsTwomen 

relied on the expression of themselves as semi-divine beings, using the rhetoric of sakti 

(goddess-derived power) and the nityasumangali (eternally auspicious woman). This 

can be clearly evidenced fram the praceedings of the Madras Legislative Assembly 

debates. Many representations of devadàsT women in fact, stem from this historical 

moment, as ideas about the supposed victimization of these women, their social and 

ritual powerlessness and the value of their artistic heritage are being discussed and re

interpreted in the discursive spaces of colonialism and social reform. Recent 

scholarship on devadàsTs has questioned the legitimacy of social reform vis-â-vis 

devadàsTlifestyles (Srinivasan 1984; Marglin 1985a; Kersenboom 1987; Meduri 1996; 

Nataraja.n 1997; and Orr 2001). 

Excellent studies on the legal history of devadàsT reform have been praduced by 

Jordan (1989), Natarajan (1997) and Parker (1998). Jordan and Natarajan in particular, 

have documented the written forms of resistance that were presented during the Madras 

Legislative Assembly debates in the 1920s. Written resistance centred on the devadàsTs' 

own articulation of their identity in terms of its dissimilarity to that of the prastitute, while 

their performances invoked the image of Satyabhâmâ, as weil as of the various 

unnamed nàyikàs of the jàvaJi tradition. In the Bhàmàkalàpam performances and in the 

jàvaJis, women are depicted as haughty, assertive and often rebuke their male partners. 

These images of womanhood were at complete odds with Gandhian femininity 

(represented by the self-sacrificing, nurturing, chaste wife) and instead were clearly of an 

alternative nature - they lacked sobriety and austerity. Using these images, devadàsTs 

attempted to destabilize the rhetoric of femininity espoused by social reformers and the 

emergent national consciousness they claimed to speak for. 
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To make sorne of these contexts clear, 1 will briefly cite sorne examples from two 

government documents 1 have examined, in which prominent devadasTwomen spoke 

against the early legislations proposed by Muthulakshmi Reddi. Many devadasTs were 

adamant about expressing the fundamental difference between themselves and 

"prostitutes." ln a letter that T. Dorai Kannammal, (Secretary of the Madras Devadâsi 

Association) sent to the government in 1927, devadasTwomen articulate their identity in 

the following terms: 

The community which dedicates their women to temple service are known as 
devadasis. It is a compound of two words God and Devotee and means the 
devotee of God. Dasi is the feminine of the word Dasa occurring in such words 
as Ramadasa. Popularly our caste is styled by the name of dancing girls 
probably due to the reason that most of our caste women are experts in dancing 
and music. Such a hoary name is now unfortunately mingled up and associated 
with an immoral life. It would, we submit, be easily conceded by everyone that 
the institution of dedicating one's life to a temple has nothing to do with 
prostitution (G.O. 4079, 2) ... Hence we make bold to question the implied 
identification of Devadasis with prostitutes (ibid., 3). 

We are only most anxious that true public opinion ought to be ascertained on this 
point and that the principles underlying this subject be seriously and calmly 
considered in ail its aspects and bearings. The principle of dedicating one's life 
to religion and service and the sanction of law and religion in support of it, the 
pledge of religious neutrality by the Government and the attempted deviation 
from the same, the avowed object of suppressing the institution of Devadasis and 
how far the means employed will secure that end without detriment to public 
interests, these and similar questions should be considered by the public in a 
calm atmosphere (G.O. 4079, 4)· 

ln the same document, quoting the late Saiva text Kamikagama, they write: 

... Sivasaid: 

... Therefore to please me during my puja, arrangements should be made daily 
for Shudda [sic] Nritta (dance). This should be danced by females born of such 
families and the five Acharyas should form the accompaniments ... 
Again, Lord Siva says, 
'Therefore, let (everyday) the dance be arranged only be those barn of the 
dancing girl caste.' (ibid.) 

DevadasTwomen were also weil aware of the detrimental effects of colonial writings 

such as Katherine Mayo's Mother India3 on their community and on the general status of 

women in the emergent nation. In response, they continue, "The violent and untrue 
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description given by a wandering globe-trotter ought not to dim our eyes with respect to 

real facts of the situation ... such legislation is unparalleled in the civilized world" (ibid.) 

1939: 

Similar protests are recorded in a Home Department Government Order dated 

The present state is so terrible that if we ... [had] a separate place ... one would 
adopt the course [to move out]. But we do not want to leave the Punya-bhumi or 
Bharata-bhumi of which we hope we still are the shining ornaments (G.O. 3210, 
8) ... We beg to submit - could it be the intention of anyone to crush us - to wipe 
us completely out of existence? (G.O. 3210, 12) 

Although these accounts come from organizations such as the Madras Devadasi 

Association, it must be noted that a large number of the members of such groups were 

Telugu-speaking devadasïs from as far north as the Godavari delta. Also, at this time, 

men from the Andhra devadasï community founded associations such as the Provincial 

Kalavanthula Reform Association, which were active in siding with reformers 

(Kesavanarayana 1976, 230-33). Even in light of these associations, the women of the 

East Godavari region in particular exhibited a tremendous amount of resistance to any 

kind of reform. In addition to supporting the resistance activities in Madras, they also 

continued to give me!am performances at weddings and soirees after the 1947 act was 

passed, pointing out that the act did not prohibit such non-temple related performances 

(ibid., 232). 

It is also important to note that Yamini Purnatilakam's efforts (discussed in the 

previous chapter) were not appreciated by the majority of devadasïs. Like the relatively 

unnoticed protests from the devadasïcommunity against Muthulakshmi Reddi, Telugu

speaking devadasïs began a slow protest against Yamini Purnatilakam and her 

Saranalayams. The imposition of a domestic lifestyle on most of these women was 

traumatic, as was the forced disintegration of the matrifocal structure of their 

households. A 71 year-old woman from Tanuku, West Godavari district, remembers: 

My mother's sister was taken to the Narasapur sarafJalayam. They told her what 
she should wear, how she should speak, everything. By that time, nobody in our 
family wanted to give their daughters as devadasïs. We were scared. My 
mother had to sell the land she got as manyam so that we could live. 

At the same time that social reformers were attempting to disrupt the socio-religious

economic bases of the devadasïsystem, devadasïwomen in various parts of South 
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India began a rather short-lived resistance movement questioning the de-Iegitimization 

of their lifestyles. 1 posit that this resistance movement serves as the ground for the 

creation and deployment of various new discussions about the meaning and significance 

of the devadasïtradition. The active resistance on the part of the devadasis of the 

Madras Presidency not only takes the form of written petitions (recorded in the 

Government Orders of the Home and Law Departments of the Government of Madras), 

but also of performance. 

The performative resistance on the part of the devadasis of coastal Andhra 

consists of the development and increased public performance of a ritualized 

Bhamakalapam, called navajanardana parijatam, under the auspices of the 

Kuntimâdhavasvâmi temple in the town of Pithapuram (discussed in the previous 

chapter), as weil as defiant and outspoken me/am (processional) performances of erotic 

compositions such as padams and javafis (also called mejuvalJl) , in spite of the threat of 

prosecution. Immediately following the introduction of the Devadasi Bill in the Madras 

Presidency in 1947, there was a strong resistance to the reform by kalavantula women 

in the Godavari District. On June 17, 1948, fourteen kalavantulu of Relangi and 

adjoining villages took part in a me/am procession celebrating the marriage of a man 

named Saride Narayana in the village of Mukkamala in an act of public prote st 

(Kesavanarayana 1976, 231). The defiant women were willing to get arrested to display 

their protest of the new act. However, when news of the "violation" reached the Madras 

High Court, it was decided that their street procession in fact did not violate the act, 

because it did not in any way revolve around an actual "dedication", and therefore, ten of 

the women were fined Rs. 25 each, and the case was dismissed (High Court Criminal 

Petition No. 142, 23-02-1950). In some regions, the mejuvalJi tradition of entertaining 

guests was still carried on by the kala van tulu, for this did not seem to interfere with the 

prohibition on "temple dancing" as described by the act. On August 14, 1956, however, 

the Andhra government carried out a final amendment to the act, which outlawed 

dancing at marriages and other private social events as wel1.4 

Although 1 feel it is necessary to rewrite the history of the anti-Devadâsï 

movement by demonstrating that devadasis were not wholly subdued by their situation, 1 

must also not be over optimistic about the efficacy of such resistance. Individual women 

certainly were attempting to better their own situations through challenges such as the 
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legal and performative resistance that sought to articulate and assert devadasïidentity. 

But the systemic biases against the community were so strong that, in fact, as collective 

subjects, devadasïs could not reclaim their former professional status. The experiences 

of contemporary devadasïs reflect one possibility in the large range of the results that 

agency can yield. As Ann Gold has recently observed, " ... we could think of South Asian 

women's tactical subversions and radical voiced imaginings as sometimes contesting, 

sometimes threatening, sometimes squelched should their threat be perceived to 

empower, sometimes empowering to the point of overpowering" (Gold 2002, 180). 

Effects on Repertoire/Performance: Loss of the Classical Genres 

As social reform movements gained momentum under the leadership of Raghupati 

Naidu, Yamini Purnatilakam and Muthulakshmi Reddi in the early part of the twentieth 

century, the public visibility of devadasïperformances in the Telugu-speaking regions 

declined. In 1915, out of fear that this tradition was slowly disappearing because of the 

social reform movement, Devulapalli Virarâghava Sâstri (Fig. 16), a Brahmin poet from 

the Kakinada region, attempted to preserve this tradition in the form of a book, which he 

called Abhinaya Svayambodhini (Teach Yourself Abhinayat ln his preface, he notes 

that the kalavantula technique of textual interpretation (abhinaya) is fast disappearing, 

and that his primary aim in collecting and publishing these compositions is to document 

them for the benefit of future generations. The Abhinaya Svayambodhini provides the 

song-texts; underneath each word is a list of possible ways to interpret it through 

mimesis. 

ln the somewhat disparate performances that continued in the twentieth century, 

usually in salon settings, repertoire was becoming more and more limited. Java!is 

acquired a special status in this period, because they were more accessible to lay 

audiences in comparison to other longer, more technical compositions in the court 

repertoire such as the varf}am. Indeed, by the 1930s, the javafi had become the 

mainstay of devadasï performances throughout Andhra. Other than the performance of 

java!is, Bhamakalapam performances by devadasïs were also popular in this period. As 

with the javafi, Bhamakalapam performances were "accessible," because they presented 

a more narrative-oriented exploration of a single character. Perhaps the defiant nature 

of the character of Satyabhâmâ was consciously being invoked to assert the devadasïs' 
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public presence despite the activities of the social reform movement. This seems 

probable given the fact that the devadasï Bhamakalapam often incorporated the identity 

of the devadasï into the text, and that even today, Satyabhâmâ serves a mythopoeic 

function for devadasïidentity.6 

Effects on Lifestyle: Impoverishment, Disenfranchisement, and Prostitution 

Saride Manikyamma (the woman whose memories we drew upon for our discussions of 

temple ritual in the previous chapter), and her family were formally expelled from temple 

service in the late 1940s. Manikyamma owned twenty acres of land and several 

residential properties as weil as over one hundred kasulu of go Id (one kasu roughly 

equals eight to ten grams). After 1948, this devadasïfamily was no longer entitled to 

patram (land ownership) from the temple. The women attempted to win back their 

rights through litigation but were unsuccessful. With no money, they moved to the 

nearby village of Duwa (about six kilometres away), and formed a small me!am (dance 

troupe). They continued to tour rural Andhra, performing mejuvalJi (concert repertoire as 

entertainment) at births, marriages and other festive occasions. They would 

occasionally perform the court repertoire (mainly padams and java!is) at the Ballipadu 

temple in the context of the Oregif!1pu (temple processions) but only after the temple had 

obtained permission from the district authorities. 

As we have seen in the case of the women of the Ballipadu temple, the reform 

movement in general and the Madras Devadasis (Prevention of Dedication) Act of 1947 

in particular, not only dislodged devadasïs from public culture (by outlawing their art) but 

also drove them into dire poverty. Saride Anusuya (Fig. 17), now eighty-two years old, 

remembers: 

We became beggars (mu$.fiva!fu). The dharmakartalu (temple trustees) took ail 
our land. We were born for the temple, for God. We danced for God. But they 
took our land and made us beggars. Whatever was there is gone. Even Kr!?r:ta 
has forsaken us! 1 don't want to go back into that temple. 

Saride Manikyam, Anusuya's cousin, also remembers: 

1 remember, it was about 50 years ago. Suddenly the temple staff was 
dismantled. 1 had nowhere to go. 1 felt miserable. We fought a losing battle in 
the courts. The case even reached the high court. Finally, 1 moved to Duwa, 
another nearby village after selling my 136 acres of property. 
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Saride Varahalu, seventy-six years old and another cousin of Manikyam, who took to 

performing Harikathâ after the ban, told me: "We are the sisters of Lak~mï, and have 

been made into outcastes by society ... We have been treated worse than animais!" 

Saride Seshachalam, now seventy, who was on the brink of beginning her performing 

career at the time of the reforms remembers: "Ali we did was sign a bond promising to 

stop even our public performances after the closure of the temple services. 1 have 

nothing but one room in this small house to my name, and no means to sustain myself." 

What did the social reform movement mean for devadasis in rural areas? If they 

managed to escape being forcibly institutionalized in the Saranalayams, the dismantling 

of the economic support of the temple devasthfmas and the zamindari samasthanas left 

the devadasis in a liminal, vulnerable position. Many younger devadasis began to 

dance to popular songs at public events, and, as in Tamilnadu, many entered the film 

industry (Srinivasan 1984, 16). Nayudu Chilakamma of Mandapeta village remembers: 

The land my eider sisters owned was given by the devasthana [both her sisters 
were dedicated devadasis]. During t6li-ekadasi they performed bhagavatam 
[Bhâmâkalâpam] at the Gudivada temple. They also did me!am. When the older 
people used to do me!am, it was good. But then younger ones started to dance 
for money, and did "record" dance (dancing to film music). The older women 
such as my sisters wouldn't allow these women to dance in the me!am with them, 
so they didn't. They went into "business" (vrtti, prostitution) instead. 

Kola Somasundaram, from Muramanda, who used to have her own me!am (she was a 

nayakuralu) , remembers the threat of prosecution, and how she would pray for the 

success and protection of her me!am in light of efforts by the police to monitor and raid 

me!am performances: 

When the Act came, 1 secretly took bookings for me!am. If 1 was caught, 1 was 
arrested by the police. This happened a few times. 1 didn't know what to do -
should 1 leave behind me!am or not? 

1 remember, in those days, Vinâyaka Caturthi was very important. The gajja 
(ankle bells), tala (hand cymbals), maddala (mrdarigam, double headed barrel 
drum), harmonium and p(tha-karra (wooden board and stick used to keep 
rhythm) were ail placed in front of Lord Gal)apati. Ali the sanis (devadasis) from 
one neighbourhood (bast!) would gather at one woman's home. We broke 
coconuts, performed püja and danced for Gal)apati, to ensure that we had 
success in the future, and more importantly, to ensure that there would be no 
breaks or halts in our performances [because of the reform movement]. 
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Kotipalli Haimavati described the ways in which the mânyam (rent and tax collection 

from the lands she owned) were slow to come, or sometimes never came at ail because 

of the reform movement. Eventually her mother sold ail her mânyam land, and today 

Haimavati and her sister, Sitaramalakshmi, live in a small home in Muramanda, with no 

property of their own: 

My mother is Kotipalli Manikyam. She told me that sometimes the mânyam 
money would come in once a year. Until that time, they would live by borrowing 
money throughout the year, and clear the debt wh en they received the mânyam. 
With the money they received on loan, they would sometimes have jewelry made 
for the performances. They danced when and where the nâyakurâlu told them. 
The nâyakurâlu would fetch an advance for the performance. She would divide 
the money as follows: 

Fifteen rupees for the orchestra, ten rupees (one share or vâ!a) for the me/am 
artists, five rupees (half a share) for child-artists, and thirty rupees for the 
nâyakurâlu, who was a "class artist" [English term used]. 

My mother sold the temple mânyam she received so that we could eat. It was a 
very difficult time for us. We simply could not perform in public. My mother also 
had many students [Haimavati looks around the room, at Rajahamsa, 
Somasundaram and Krishnaveni, ail of whom were students of her mother, 
Kotipalli Manikyam] 

Haimavati also remembers that often men would come to the me/am performances led 

by her sister after having seen the performances of jogins (Dalit women we had 

discussed in the Cindu Bhagavatam section of chapter three) at funerals and expect the 

same from them. In her younger days, she had herself performed snake-dances, 

somersaults, and other forms of lewd entertainment for money. She told me how the 

requests for songs that subtly implicated the identities of devadâsïs as prostitutes 

became frequent. As an example, she sang the following song for me: 

Vou've done so much, you've ruined my house, Vou whore 
l'm shocked by ail this, here and there, there and here, Vou whore7 

The context for the song is actually a quarrel between two women who are fighting for 

the love of the same man. However, the invocation of the crude language (the words 

laf!1ja, daf!1ga and mUl}qa - ail synonyms for "whore") serve a reflexive function when 

the devadâsïs are made to perform the composition. The song continues, 
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You've caught [the Brahmin] by his tuft of hair and you're swinging on it, playing 
on it, swinging on it, playing on it. .. 8 

The sexual overtones of the song are clear. As Haimavati explained, "They enjoyed 

seeing us talk about each other in that way". Most of these men were businessmen from 

the city, tax collectors and ministers. Undoubtedly, there was an almost indisputable 

publicization of the kal{lVantula woman's new identity as "whore" in the post-social 

reform period. 

Unlike in Tamilnadu, in Andhra, opportunities for devadasïs to teach their art to 

non-devadasïwomen for money were rare. In the 1930s, there was a movement to 

create a "regional" dance form for Andhra, much like the newly created "BharatanâlYam," 

which had become a national symbol of Tamil culture (O'Shea 2001). Nationalists and 

elite philanthropists accorded this status to a re-worked version of the smarta dance 

tradition at Kuchipudi, and not to the indigenous devadasï dance of Andhra. From 1940 

onward, girls came in large numbers to study from the traditional gurus from Kuchipudi 

village, but the devadasï art of Andhra remained marginalized and was not re-fashioned 

or re-constituted by the upper classes as the catir dance of the Tamilnadu devadasïs 

was in Madras9
• According to Maddula Venkataratnam, the few women (such as 

Maddula Lakshminarayana) who tried to start dance schools in their villages had to 

obtain a certificate from the police and hang the certificate in a visible spot outside their 

homes. The certificate legitimated the fact that they were bona 'ide dance teachers and 

were not bringing young girls into their homes for other purposes. 

ln the early twentieth century, when traditional systems of patronage such as 

manyam were dismantled, in a self-fulfilling prophecy, some younger devadasïs indeed 

turned to prostitution. As a result, devadasïs in general were seen as prostitutes and 

their art, once a central aspect of cultural experience in South India, was seen as unfit 

for consumption by respectable people. This was also a time when the kalavantulu 

community in particular was targeted by various North American Christian missionary 

groups who sought to "rescue" the "fallen" devadasïs of coastal Andhra. By the middle 

of the twentieth century, a large number of women in the kalavantulu community had 

converted to Christianity, because this promised them a stable monthly income as 

members of the new rehabilitation programs of the missions. 
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Colonial and Indigenous Categories Around Womanhood 

"If every woman is a pativrata, then Sïtâ wililose her position." 

-Maddula Venkataratnam, Tatipaka Village, West Godavari District 

The socially and morally ambiguous status of devadasïs in pre-colonial and colonial 

South India has been commented upon by nearly ail scholars who have discussed the 

subject (for example, Srinivasan 1984; Kersenboom 1987; Seizer 1997; Q'Shea 2001). 

ln attempting to locate the anti-devadasï movement in a larger historical and cultural 

framework, 1 will briefly draw the reader's attention to the basic paradigms of female 

sexuality suggested by sorne of these scholars, and then examine these vis-â-vis sorne 

of the categories 1 have culled from my ethnographic data in Andhra. As Srinivasan 

notes, Victorian images of womanhood revolved largely around the three categories of 

wife, nun and whore. 

wife 
married, controlled sexuality 

nun 
celibacy 

whore 
public, uncontrolled sexuality 

Although the parallel is at many levels problematic, these categories roughly align with 

the categories of wife (patn~, female ascetic (sar!myasin~10 and whore or courtesan 

(vesya). These types of cultural parallels might explain how, as many authors have 

argued, a new Brahmanic ideology ushered in by anti-colonial nationalism and Victorian 

morality went hand-in-hand in dislodging devadasïs from the public sphere (Kersenboom 

1987; Natarajan 1997; Q'Shea 2001). 

pat ni 
married, controlled sexuality 

salTlnyâsini 
celibacy 

vesyâ 
public, uncontrolled sexuality 

Throughout my fieldwork, 1 was unable to hear devadasïs referring to these types of 

"roles" for women. Instead, however, it was quite common to hear of the ways in which 

they conceptualized the relationships (saf!1bandhamu) they had with men. In the 

diagram below, 1 have recovered the Telugu terms for various types of relationships for 

heuristic purposes, even though 1 have not heard devadasïs use the last category 

(raf!1kaçtu) : 
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~II; pe .. 
marriage 

(multiple lives) 

safTIbandhamu 
long-term relationship 
(mediating category) 

rafTIkâçlu11 

short-term relationship 
(one-night) 

When we examine devadasi culture through this kind of a typology, we can clearly see 

that the devadasis belong to a mediating category that does not fit into the wife-vesya 

binary that we examined in chapter one. As Srinivasan has noted, 

Quite unlike the 'prostitute' in the modern-day sense of the term ... the devadasi 
stood at the root of a rather unique and specialized temple 'caste' tradition ... The 
only other cultural examples of obligatory or institutionalized female celibacy 
available from India - the widow of conservative, domestic society and the nun of 
the heretical [JainalBuddhist] monastic organization - were also committed to the 
unmarried state and to a specifically religious life ... AII three demonstrated that 
the chance for attaining sorne kind of 'education' or proficiency in a vocation 
could only occur in the case of women outside the married state ... These 
underlying resemblances however disappear when we consider that out of the 
three, it was only the devadasi who was permitted to have sex and bear children 
despite her being 'without a husband.' (Srinivasan 1984, 286-88) 

$àn;s and SafTIsâr;s: Devadâsïs Articulate Ideas About Womanhood 

ln this section, 1 will examine the ways that contemporary kalavantulu in coastal Andhra 

represent the ambivalent womanhood of the devadasilifestyle. In other words, what is 

the emic perspective on this type of lifestyle, and how do devadasis articulate their 

identities as women? This section addresses two features around devadasi 

womanhood that were both described to me during my fieldwork: (1) the relationships 

that devadasis had with (usually) upper-caste men; and (2) the lack of menstrual 

pollution in their community. In both cases, devadasis spoke about themselves as being 

distinct from other women. 1 would argue that even if insufficient to reverse or 

overthrow popular constructions of themselves as "prostitutes," such features could 

nevertheless be effective as positive expressions of identity for individual women. These 

statements serve the dual functions of conferring positive self-worth and allowing 

devadasis to retain and express sorne sense of their past identities. 

A couple of generations ago, it was not at ail uncommon for upper-caste married 

men in South India to have relationships with devadasis. Maintaining a dt;Jvadasi as a 

lover, or having a second family with her, was not considered anything out of the 

ordinary. Contributing to the economic functioning of the household of a well-known 

devadasi artist was thought to be a rare privilege. The sexuality of the devadasiwas the 
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nodal issue throughout the social reform movement led by Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddi in 

the early part of the twentieth century. As Srividya Natarajan notes, Reddi's use of the 

rhetoric of victimization of devadasïs was dependent upon her imaging of the devadasfs 

sexuality as a mark of her oppressed status: 

80th the medical discourse of the time and the ideology of the Victorian middle 
class he Id that sexual agency was incompatible with femininity. The fact that the 
devadasis as a community customarily invited sexual relationships (rather th an 
acquiesced in them, as the far more abject upper-class girl-bride was bound to 
do) had to be interpreted as sexual exploitation by men of the devadasis; once 
this was established, the devadasis could be saved by right-thinking people. 
Throughout the anti-nautch campaign, and especially in the speeches of 
Muthulakshmi Reddi, we have the recurrent motif of 'rescue': upper-caste, 
enlightened people saving the devadasis from priests, from patrons, from older 
women in their community, from disease, from sin, from themselves (Natarajan 
1997, 116-17) 

Perhaps the most important difference to clarify here is that contemporary devadasïs 

very clearly distinguish their lifestyles from those of householders. Throughout coastal 

Andhra, they use the term saf!lsari (from the word saf!lsara, world) to refer to 

householders (grhasthins, that is ordinary married couples and their extended families) 

and the term sani (from the word svaminï, female leader, wife of the Lord) to refer to 

themselves. 

kannerikam 
pe!!i 

= sàni 
sa'1lsàri 

The clear distinction between householder and sani is maintained in nearly ail devadasï 

households. Devadasïs do not use the word pe!Ji (marriage), and householders do not 

use the word kannerikam (initiation of a virgin). The two spheres are consciously kept 

apart. 

Kannerikam: Devadasi Dedication and Relationships 

As opposed to girls in the jogin traditions which we have already discussed in Chapter 

Three, devadasïwomen in coastal Andhra were not forced to have sexual relations with 
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multiple men after being dedicated to the temple deity. Kotipalli Rajahamsa provided the 

following description of the dedication ceremony called kannerikam (>kanya, virgin): 

Days after the girl becomes mature, she is bathed, and old women [from the 
community] tie a ta/i on her, sprinkle turmeric rice on her head, and place a 
yellow thread [katikaram] around her wrist. This is how they do the kannerikam 
[ritual]. 

See, nobody shows us the AruQdhati nak$atra!12 We cali a brahmaçJu [Brahmin 
priest], and he recites some mantras. Then ail the women [from the communitYJ 
come and we give them tambü/am [betel nut). 

A raja or zamïndar would be called, and the girl has to receive rice trom his fields 
for the next one year. She should also have sexual relations with him. For that 
one year, she should not have relations with anyone else. He looks after her for 
that period. After one year, they are free to sever the relationship. He can leave 
if he wants, so can she. 

We women look after ourselves (anta açJavafJe jücukovali). We don't want to wait 
for someone to come and help us. It isn't that we are dependent on men, like 
most other people think. 

Dedication ceremonies were almost always accompanied by the simultaneous 

commencement of training in music and dance. Maddula Ramatulasi from Tatipaka 

describes this process: 

First the eiders of the village were called. Permission had to be obtained from 
them. The girl goes to the temple with her guru [usually an eider woman from the 
community]. The püja materials are kept in front of the deity; püja is performed, 
and the girl begin~ to learn dance. Then dak$ina is given to the guru. 

ln our community, mokku [votive offering of a daughter to God] was common. 
Sometimes, if one has asked a mokku from God, then one girl in the family is 
dedicated. That girl stays in the temple for three days and nights. Her tirst 
husband is God (moda!i bharta devuçJe). She can be dedicated to Kr!?Qa or 
Yerikanna-bâbu [Verika~esvara). Sorne people think that we give ail the children. 
This is not true. Only one daughter can become a devadasïfrom one tamily. 

Unlike the devadasïs of Puri, for example, devadasïs in coastal Andhra were less 

restricted in their sexual relations. Frederique Marglin mentions, for instance, the otticer 

called dosandhi pariccha, whose responsibility it was to ensure that the devadasïs ot 

Puri did not have relations with males from non-water-giving castes 13 (Marglin 1985, 91). 

Because of the lack of influence of the King/ zamïndar in the social organization of 

devadasï households in Andhra, this type of highly structured, hierarchical system was 
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absent. Restrictions on sexual relations were rare, and if at ail present, were dictated by 

the parents of the girl. Often the devadasi mother and her male partner (usually the 

biological father of the girl) would chose the first man the girl would have relations with, 

in a process much like an arranged wedding. This was usually the case in coastal 

Andhra by the early 1920s, when the imaging of devadasis as prostitutes had already 

crystallized, and social reform movements had made a significant impact in the region. 

Saride Varahalu, for example, mentioned that her father had chosen appropriate 

partners for her and her sisters, and that each of these men came form different class 

backgrounds: 

Let me give you the example of my own family. We ail had relations with men, 
but ail of our men were from different communities [although we should note that 
these are ail from elite class backgrounds]. My man was a saukar, a koma.ti (a 
vaisya, businessman). Anusuya had a Brahmin, Seshachalam had a kamma 
(also known as caudhari, influential agricultural community) man, and Maithili had 
a velama doralu (a very wealthy landlord). 

Most of the women 1 have encountered have had only one partner in their lives. In most 

cases, the male partners die long before the devadasiwomen themselves. The partner 

will usually leave some percentage of his wealth and/or lands for the devadasi and her 

children. If this is not the case, the devadasiwill move back into the home of her akka 

(eider sister). Many devadasis did not want children, especially those who were actively 

involved in performing dance and music in public. They employed indigenous forms of 

contraception. The stanrlard way of expressing this was pi!!alni pu!taniwa ledu, ("I did 

not let children be born") and usually involved the insertion of homemade pessaries into 

the vagina near the cervix. 

ln post-social reform Andhra, kannerikam ceremonies became conflated with the 

pedda-manu$i rite-of-passage for the onset of menarche. The obvious reasons for the 

domestication of this public ritual relate to the legal sanctions imposed on the dedication 

of girls to temple premises. The majority of my informants below the age of seventy 

were th us not married to temple deities, but instead, their ritual "marriage" and their 

embodiment of eternal auspiciousness were symbolically conferred upon them during 

their pedda-manu$i ceremony, now conflated with the kannerikam. 
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Purity and Impurity: The lack of Menstrual Restrictions Among the Devadâsis of 
Andhra 

Brahmanic constructions of female sexuality generally view menstruation as auspicious 

yet polluting 14
. Women are considered to be untouchable (aspf$!a) for four (or 

sometimes three) days every month. At this time, in orthodox homes, they are barred 

from eating with other family members, from cooking and bathing, from worshipping at 

the family altar and at public shrines and from adorning their bodies. The very zones rrr 
the home such as the kitchen (vafJtillu in Telugu) that define much of female identity are 

closed-off to women during this time. In most orthodox Telugu smarta Brahmin 

households, separate meals are cooked for menstruating women, and the utensils that 

they have touched are washed only by servants and not by other members of the 

household. 

During a casual conversation with Kotipalli Haimavati after her mother's funeral in 

March 2002, 1 noticed that Haimavati and her half-sister Sitaramalakshmi were not 

observing any kind of mourning rituals or post-mortem pollution. 1 asked Haimavati 

about mai/a ("pollution") in general. She told me that her family does not observe mai/a 

of any sort, like many of the untouchable communities in Andhra. 1 later decided to ask 

other members of the devadasï community in Andhra about pollution. 1 began with one 

of the senior-most women 1 had been working with, Maddula Venkataratnam. When 1 

asked her about menstruation, she said: 

We have no restrictions to go into the temple during our periods (maku açlçlu 
/edu). If we have a five night-Iong performance and we get our period in 
between, we bathe and continue with our performance. We always are in 
possession of turmeric and kUl!lkum. We do not remove it when our man dies. 

Surprised, 1 continued to ask women from other devadasïfamilies the same questions 

about pollution and menstruation. Saride Anusuya, the eldest of the Saride women 

living in their Duwa home, confirmed Venkataratnam's answers: 

We can dance during our monthly periods (ne/a ne/a). There is nothing wrong for 
us [to do this] (maku yemi tappu /edu). 

Later, my research assistant asked Kotipalli Rajahamsa, aged 64, dedicated at the 

Somesvarasvâmi temple, Muramanda, the same questions and received similar 

answers: 
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Rangamani: Do you dance when you are having your monthly periods (ne/a 
ne/a)? 
Rajahamsa: There is nothing wrong in this for us (tappu /edu). 
Rangamani: How about when someone dies, there is pollution (mai/a) from that, 
do you observe that? 
Rajahamsa: We have no such mai/a. 

It quickly became apparent to me that devadasTs in Andhra did not observe menstrual 

pollution. For Maddula Venkataratnam, there is a direct link between the lack of 

menstrual taboo and the concept of the devadasT as nityapuf)istri. Because she is an 

ever-auspicious woman, she need not bother with mundane and temporary forms of 

pollution such as those caused by menstruation and death. Months later, ail of the 

women of the Saride family in Ouwa village wou Id tell me that this was one of the 

primary differences between sanis and saf!1saris. Saride Anusuya, in particular, was 

vehement about the fact that this was a unique marker of devadasT identity. 

ln the early twentieth century, when the social reform movement was reaching its 

apex, ka/avantu/u in coastal Andhra popularized a javafi composed by Neti Subbaraya 

Shastri that dealt with the issue of menstrual pollution. The performance of these 

compositions by devadasTs attests to the fact that the stigmatized issue of menstruation 

was publicly discussed by devadasTwomen. In February of 2002, Saride Maithili (Fig. 

18) sang the composition for me: 

Ifs that time of the month, what can 1 do? 
1 can't even come close to you! 

You useless God! You create obstacles to intercourse 
For three straight days! 

Ifs that time of month 

Even on our first night, we did not make love. 
Even though 1 was reveling in thoughts of union. 

Ifs that time of month 

Lord of Naupuri with a gentle-heart, 
Don't have these worries in your heart, 
ln another two days 1'11 be able to give you satisfaction! 

/t's that time of month15 

ceragu mase yemi setura 
Râga: Kalyâl)i, Tâla: Rüpakam 
Sung by Saride Maithili, Duwa village 
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ln this javaJi, Kr~Qa has come to a woman asking her to make love to him. The woman 

is menstruating and exposes the hypocrisy of the situation - the very god who has made 

the ru les of purity and pollution now wishes to break them at will. The woman resists 

and teasingly tells him that he will have to wait until after her period of impurity is over. 

This java!i bears a striking semblance to a K~etrayya padam, likely composed nearly 

three centuries earlier. In K~etrayya's padam, however, it is the heroine who has come 

to Kr~Qa for sex. Kr~Qa is apprehensive about touching her in her polluted state, and 

she implores him to let go of the "taise taboos" (tappu) that society places on 

menstruation: 

l1's true, 1 have my period, 
but don't let that stop you. 
No rules apply 
to another man's wife. 

1 beg you to come close, 
but you always have second thoughts. 
Ali those codes were written 
by men who don't know how to love. 
When 1 come at you, wanting you, 
why do you back off? 
You don't have to touch my whole body. 
just bend over and kiss. 
No rules apply. 

What if 1 take off my sari 
and crush your cnest with my breasts? 
l'II be careful, except with my lips. 
Here is sorne betel, take it 
With your teeth. No one's here. 
l'm watching. 
No rules apply. 

You don't seem to know yourself. 
Why follow these false taboos? 
Haven't you heard that women like it now? 
l1's not like every day. 
You'lI never forget today's joy. 
No rules apply.16 

(trans. Narayana Rao and Shulman 2002, 336-37) 

ceragu masiyunnanu 
raga: begaç/a, tala: capu 
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After she sang the jàva/i "ceragu màse" by Subbaraya Sastri, Maithili was quick to add, 

however, that the meaning encoded in this song only applies to saf!1sàris (householders) 

and not women such as herself. "But who among the saf!lsàris will talk about such 

things?" she said. Although it is not possible to go into an elaborate analysis of the 

performance conventions deployed in the representation of this jàva/i, 1 will note one 

very obvious point. In the depiction of the pallavi or refrain of the song (" ceragu màse 

yemi setura") , Maithili holds the pallu or end of her sari, as if to confront the tact of 

menstruation, represented by the soiled clothing. This is not some kind of a stylized, 

abstract or displaced representation. It is a way of marking difference - the sàni or 

devadàsi can and will confront this fact and elaborate upon it, whereas according to 

Maithili, the saf!1sàri will not. "They can't talk about it, but we can" she noted. 

Remembering: Devadasïs, Satyabhâmâ and Devadasïldentity Today 

ln 1948, at the end of a long struggle with the discursive contours of "social reform", the 

five women attached to the Ballipadu Madanagopâlasvâmi temple - Manikyam, 

Anusuya, Varahalu, Seshachalam and Maithili - were expelled from temple service. 

They subsequently moved to the small town of Duwa, where they still maintain a small 

matrifocal home, adhering to their traditional patterns of kinship as devadàsïs. The five 

women trom Ballipadu do not ostensibly retain any markers of devadàsïidentity: they no 

longer sing or dance in public, they no longer have any ritual duties in temples, they no 

longer receive tax-free land (mànyalu) from temples or zamïndàri samasthànas and they 

no longer are called upon to bless homes during auspicious occasions. Yet, they insist 

on referring to themselves as devadàsis, despite the extreme social stigma attached to 

this identity. What is it, then, about devadàsï culture that persists? 

Unlike in many parts ot Tamilnadu, after the Anti-Devadasi Act of 1947 was passed, 

salon performances of bhogam me/ams continued in coastal Andhra, because these did 

not interfere with the prohibition on "temple dancing" as described by the act. However, 

on August 14th
, 1956, the Andhra government carried out a final amendment to the act, 

which outlawed dancing at marriages and other private social events as weil. 

What then happened to the bhogam me/am? Did it sim ply disappear after 1956 and is 

devadàsï performance culture in Andhra really dead? 1 would argue that today bhogam 
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me!ams still take place, but secretly, behind closed doors. They have gone 

"underground" - that is to say, they have found a safe haven inside the homes of the 

devadlisïs themselves. Today there is no audience, but this is not a criterion for 

performance. The me!ams have become part of the devadlisïs' interior world - they 

have moved trom the realm of public spectacle into the realm of nostalgia and memory. 

Whereas in public culture devadlisïs are perceived as women of iII repute, in their 

homes, contemporary devadlisïs embrace fragments of the past by remembering (and in 

sorne cases re-enacting) precisely those aspects of their identity that they can no longer 

express or display in public. Their music and dance repertoire, their extra-domestic 

sexuality, their devotionallives, their lack of menstrual taboo, and their own experiences 

during the anti-devadlisï movement in the early part of the twentieth century figure 

prominently in these private journeys of recollection. During my fieldwork with devadlisï 

communities in coastal Andhra, 1 have had the good fortune of being able to observe 

and document sorne of these private journeys of recollection and nostalgic longing that 

take place spontaneously, often at late hours of the night. These plunges into the 

nourishing reservoirs of memory are not "fleeting" nor are they simply retrospective 

narrations. 

These journeys are embodied memories of clear performative contexts. They 

nurture identity and help the devadlisï not to forget who she is and from where she 

came. Citing three examples - two related to Satyabhâmâ and another to Lak!?mi-I 

show that these journeys of memory also highlight the disjunctures between past and 

present. They resist attempts to erase or deny the past. In this final section, 1 would like 

to make the argument that identity can be produced through acts of memory, and that 

devadlisïs in coastal Andhra wistfully and nostalgically elaborate upon identity to affirm 

their subjectivity in the present. 

Venkataratnam's Bu/ski 

"1 won't dance without my bullikï(nose ornament)!" Maddula Venkataratnam, an eighty

two year old devadlisï said to me one day. When 1 looked at her with a perplexed face, 

not knowing what she really meant, she started singing the entrance song of 

Satyabhâmâ from Bhlimlikallipam. After she had finished singing the anupallavï 

section, she sat down next to me and said, "So, you want to know about Satyabhâmâ?" 
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1 nodded my head. 1 then realized the connection between the nose-jewel and 

Venkataratnam's articulations of female identity. The nase ornament immediately 

brought ta her mind the image of Satyabhâmâ, and by extension, an image of herself. 

She continued, 

Kr!?r:Ja loves Bhâmâ. He has 16, 000 gopika-stris, and of these, eight are his 
pafta-mahi$ilu [main queens]. They are ail raja-kanyalu [royal maidens]. 
Satyabhâmâ is Kr!?r:Ja's most beloved wife [maha-prïti bharya]. She is eroticism 
[avaçie srngaram]. She has a lot of pride. She is the most beautiful of ail. She 
is an artist [kalakaru ralu]. She is a singer [pataku ralu]. She is like us, no? She 
has pride [garvam] because she cornes from a great family. She is not like 
others. For this reason, in spite of her abuses and beatings, Kr!?r:Ja still loved her 
[afT/duke tittina ko.t!ina aviçia afT/te kr$f}uçiiki prema]. 

Venkataratnam, who passed away in 2003, was among the last devadasis to have 

performed Bhamakalapam in public. She passed away just prior to the date we had set 

to record her performance of Bhamakalapam. In the early part of the twentieth century, 

along with several other devadasis from the East and West Godavari districts, she 

commissioned an individual Bhamakalapam "libretto" of her own from one of the greatest 

Brahmin poets of the time, Gaddam Subbarayudu Shastri (d.1940). In total, 

Subbarayudu Shastri composed fourteen such Bhamakalapam texts specifically for 

individual devadasis in the coastal Andhra region. In addition, he provided them with 

lessons on how to interpret highly sophisticated poetic passages from the text through 

abhinaya (gestural and other expressive forms of mimetic interpretation). 

Today, none of Subbarayudu Sastri's Bhamakalapam texts survive in the 

devadasi community. 1 have not been able to see or record any performances of 

devadasi kalapams. However, the powerful image Satyabhâmâ continues to linger in 

the minds of Andhra devadasis, many of whom had never performed Bhamakalapam. 

The popularity of Satyabhâmâ among women from devadasifamilies in the Godavari 

delta region is astonishing. Daughters and granddaughters of women who used ta 

perform Bhamakalapam had memorized key passages and could talk about the 

aesthetics of such performances in detail, even though they were so far removed in time 

and space from them. 
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Satyabhâmâ as a Devadasi: Varahalu's Story of Candrasenâ 

One of the key links between real women and the image of Satyabhâmâ is provided by 

Saride Varahalu (Fig. 19), now eighty-four years old, who lives in Duvva village, West 

Godavari district. In the late-1940s, Varahalu and her sisters became dispossessed of 

the land that they owned due to the implementation of the Anti-Devadasi Act of 1947. 

They eventually moved from their home in Ballipadu to the village of Duvva where they 

continue to live together, in a matrifocal household, even today. Varahalu, a gifted 

vocalist, stands apart from many other kalavantula women because she has taught 

herself the art of harikatha (also known by the term kathakala$epa in parts of South 

India); that is, she is a modern-day Paurâl')ikâ (oral commentator on the Purâl')as). 

Varahalu's primary income comes from discourses on the Purâl')as that she gives in 

various villages in the West Godavari District. Varahalu's Purâl')ic stories, however, are 

loosely structured, fluid, Telugu oral narratives, and many of them centre around the 

figure of the devadasi. Varahalu does not hide or shy away from her devadasiidentity in 

public. In fact, she negotiates the implications of being a devadasiin modern South 

India by creating and deploying legendary paradigms that validate her devadasi 

heritage. One of Varahalu's favourite stories links kalavantula women to Satyabhâmà 

During my fieldwork in 2002, she told me this story of Candrasenâ, a kalavati, who loved 

and worshipped Râma. However, as Râma was an eka-patni-vrata [chaste husband, 

with loyalty only to one woman], and was already married to Sitâ, he promised 

Candrasenâ that in her next life she would be reborn as Satyabhâmâ, he would be 

Krl;> 1') a, and that her love and desire would be thus fulfilled. So, said Varahalu, "Didn't 

you know? Satyabhâmâ was a devadasi!" The following isthe story of 

CandrasenâlSatyabhâmâ, as narrated by Varahalu: 

ln Tretâyuga, Mairâval')a kidnapped Râma and Lakl;>mal') a. He imprisoned them 
in a Kâli temple. Ârïjaneya Svâmi (Hanumân) went to look for them in 
Pâtâlalarikâ (Mairâval')a's home). There, he met a girl who was born in 
Ayodhyâ, and was a great Râma-bhakta. Now, those women who worked in the 
Ayodhyâ palace were our people; they were devadasis. One of the women 
whose job it was to wave the fly-whisk (viflcamara) for the king had twin girls. 
One of these girls was given away in adoption in the city of Ayodhyâ itself. The 
other was given to the mother's sister in Pâtâlalarikâ. Ali these women were 
kalavantulu. That girl (who grew up) in Pâtâlalarikâ was known as Candrasenà 
Before she was given in adoption, she used to play with Râma, back in Ayodhyà 
When she went to Pâtâlalarikâ, she couldn't forget Râma. She kept him in her 
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heart and loved him. She and her mother used to dance in the asthana (court) of 
Mairâvar:la. MairâvalJa desired Candrasenâ; he loved her. He took great care of 
her, but even then, she couldn't forget Râma and continued loving him. 

Now, Ârïjaneya Svâmi took great difficulties to penetrate into MairâvalJa's Lankâ. 
He went to Candrasenâ's house. He said to her, "MairâvalJa has taken Râma 
and Lakl?malJa. l've come to kill him. Please tell me where Mairavana's prafJa 
(Iife-breath) is located." She said, "1 will certainly tell you, but on one condition. 
want to marry Râma. Vou must promise me that if 1 tell you about MairâvalJa's 
prafJa, 1 will get to marry Râma". "1 will fulfill your desire," said Ârïjaneya Svâmi. 

That night, Candrasenâ indulged MairâvalJa, pleased him with her dance, and 
found out the secret location of his prafJa. MairâvalJa's prafJa was located in five 
butterflies. Ârïjaneya Svâmi promptly found the five butterflies, and killed them, 
and th us MairâvalJa was also killed. He rescued Râma and Lakl?malJa. Then he 
told Râma about the promise he had given Candrasenâ. Râma said "How can 
this be? 1 am eka-patni-vrata. 1 can't do this. What will 1 do now?" Ârïjaneya 
Svâmi said "But she saved you, you must do something, Lord!" So they made a 
plan. 

Ârïjaneya Svâmi took on a sük$ma-svarüpa (subtle form) and went under the cot 
on which Râma and Candrasenâ were to sit. Candrasenâ arrived, and Râma 
was about to sit on the cot. At that moment, Ârïjaneya Svâmi broke the cot into 
pieces, and Râma fell to the ground. Râma blamed Candrasenâ, "Vou called me 
here, and now you've insulted me by making me fall!" Candrasenâ started 
weeping. "1 haven't done this, Lord. 1 only love you. Vou are God. Vou should 
know what's in my heart." 

Râma looked at Candrasenâ and smiled. "Ves, 1 know what's in your heart. Vou 
trulyare a devotee (nivu nijamaina bhaktu ralivl). Vou shouldn't keep your mind 
fixated on kama (desire). 1 will absorb you into my being (Iinam cesukof!1!anu). 1 
can fulfill your desire only in your next birth." 

She is Satyabhâmâ (avaçJe satyabhama). It is because he had granted her the 
boon of fulfilling her desire that Krl?lJa became Satyabhama's slave 
(satyabhamaki dasuçJu ayipoyaçfu).17 

Varahalu Sings About Devadasïs 

ln addition to the story of Candrasenâ, Varahalu, knowledgeable in classical Telugu, 

recited verses form Allasâni Peddanna's sixteenth century classic Svaroci$a Manu 

Saf!1bhavamu. Pêddanna was mentioned in chapter two, where we noted that his 

Svaroci$a Manu Saf!1bhavamu, written at the court of King Krl?lJadevarâya, was seen as 

the definitive work in the Telugu prabandha genre of court poetry. In one of the most 
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popular parts of the text called varüthinï pra vara vrttantam, the apsaras named VarüthinÎ 

has a dialogue with a handsome, orthodox man. VarüthinÎ validates her identity as an 

apsaras by telling the man that she is the sister of the goddess Lak~mÎ, that the arts of 

music and kamasastra are like child's play for her, and that dancing in the assemblies of 

Brahmâloka, VaikuQtha and Kailâsa cornes as easily to her as the gariçlï (a kind of 

acrobatie fencing): 

cinni vennela kaf!1du vennudanni sudhabdim-boçlamina celuva tombuttu maku 
rahiputta jaf!1tra gatramula ralgaramgif!1cu-vimala gaf!1dharvaf!1bu vidya miiku 
nanaviltu sastraf!1pu minuku lavartif!1cu-pani vennatoçliim bettinadi maku 
hayamedha rajasüyamulanam berpaçlçla-savana taf!1traf!1buluf!1kuvalu makum 
ganakanagasïmam kalpaVfk$amula nïçlam baccaracattugami raccapattu makum 
badmasaf!1bhava, vaikuf!1.tha, bhargasabhalu samu gariçlïlu maku 
gotramaref!1dra ! 

The goddess born from the ocean of milk 
in the wake of the crescent moon 
is our sister. Our gift is in making 
music to fan desire, with voice and lute, 
pure enough to melt a stone. 
The arts and sciences of making love 
are our birthright: smooth 
as butter. Men go through huge sacrifices -
offering up horses (asvamedha), crowning kings (rajasüya)
just to win our hand. We perform 
on stages set with emeralds, 
in the shade of wishing-trees 
on the Golden Mountain, 
and the courts of the gods 
are where we get our exercise. 

(trans. Narayana Rao and Shulman, 2002, 247-8) 

Varahalu extends the relevance of this identity to herself and to the kalavantula 

community. "We are the sisters of Lak~mÎ," she interpolates. In this way, the invocation 

of archetypes (here the apsarases and Lak~mÎ) has tremendous significance in locating 

and expressing contemporary (albeit individual) devadasïidentity in Andhra. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the last phase of the social reform movement and its effects 

on the community. In addition, we have examined sorne of the ways in which 

contemporary devadasïs understand and express womanhood. Their articulations of 
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difference from saf!1saris (householder women) represented by their long-term 

relationships (saf!1bandhamu) and lack of menstrual taboo place them, like Satyabhàmà, 

in a mediating category. They, too, are neither pativratas nor vesyas. Like Satyabhàmà, 

they, too, are married to God. As artists they publicly display emotions and represent 

(through performance) transgressive behaviours. But perhaps the most interesting point 

here is that the identifications between them and the figure of Satyabhàmà are made by 

the women themselves. Venkataratnam's bulakï incident and Varahalu's Candrasenà 

story point to the ways in which Satyabhàmà remains a model for them, des pite the fact 

that their Bhamakalapam performances have disappeared. 

The incorporation of the devadasï into myth represents one way of negotiating 

identity and status for contemporary devadasïs. The mythopoeic articulations of 

devadasï identity allow for the expression of loss and nostalgia. The fact that these 

expressions arise in the context of me/am performances is significant. The act of 

performance ignites a larger process of recollection and reflection. Figures such as the 

nayikas of the javafis and Satyabhàmà become the foci of comments on topics such as 

sexuality, society and personalloss. What do such private journeys of recollection tell us 

about devadasïidentity in contemporary South India? ln a recent essay, Margaret 

Meibohm (2002, 61) suggests that the core questions of identity formation, "Who am I?" 

and "What do 1 do?" can be partially addressed through the additional queries of "Where 

have 1 come from?" and "Who have 1 been?" For devadasïs in Andhra today, the 

answers to these questions can only come from behind c10sed doors, from what we 

might cali "deep memory" - a process that "remakes the self" and reconstructs identity 

form scattered fragments of remembrance, knowledge and experience. In the following 

chapter 1 shift our focus from the kalavantulu to a community of Brahmin men that 

continues to perform Bhamakalapam. 

1 Mariçjamma is generally thought to be a goddess of the lowest castes, and is 
worshipped primarily in the Visakhapatnam region. Her festival Uatra) at Peddapuram 
attracts thousands of worshippers, including members of the upper castes. For details 
on Mariçjamma, see Padma (2001, 135-6). One of the primary ritual activities at the 
Peddapuram Mariçjamma jatra is the performance of the garagalu dance (> Tarn. 
karakam, karaka.t!am), wherein male and female performers dance while balancing a full 
pot (garaga, pl. garagalu), a symbol of the goddess, on their heads. The garaga is the 
only representation of the goddess worshipped at this time. Garagalu dance often 
induces trance, and after the performance, water from the garaga is sprinkled on the 
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threshold of each house in the village using margosa leaves, as an act of protection and 
purification. A similar tradition exists in the Mariyammao jattirai of the Cheyyar taluk 
(Tiruvannamalai district) in northern Tamilnadu, where the dance is called karaka.ttam 
and is performed by profession al artists from the küttu community. For details see de 
Bruin (1999,64-71; 96-7). Sarah Diamond's doctoral dissertation on karakattam links 
karakattam with devadasï culture in Tamilnadu, specifically suggesting that many 
disenfranchised devadasïs might have opted to join karakattam performances after the 
anti-devadasïmovement in the early twentieth century (1999, 37-40). To the best of my 
knowledge, kalavantulu do not take part in such performances in Andhra. However, at 
my request, on March 11, 2002, my research assistant Haimavati brought a Dalit female 
garaga performer to Duwa, where we were about to videotape the Saride family's 
me/am. This woman was an ardent devotee of Mariçjamma, and performed garaga 
dance to popular film songs. For details on the garagalu of Andhra, see Nagabhushana 
Sarma (1995, 60-62). 

2 Christian missions are still extremely active in coastal Andhra and have historically had 
a strong base in this region (for details see Oddie 1977). Devadasïwomen have been 
the focus of many of their activities. The mission that appears to be the most prominent 
in the region is called "World Missions Far Corners Inc.," an organization headquartered 
in Long Beach, California. Their special ministry directed toward devadasïwomen called 
"Operation Rescue" is headed by evangelical leader S. John David, the AII-Asian Field 
Director of the organization. When 1 interviewed Mr. John David in Kakinada in January 
2002, 1 observed that he referred to the women as mUlJçJalu ("whores"), and he 
eventually told me that the kind of sympathy that 1 am showing these women will "trap 
them into the same evil." But he was glad that 1 would "show the world who they really 
are." 

Upon arriving back in North America, 1 discovered their website, which has the following 
to say about "Operation Rescue": 

This "sight seeing" tour was God's appointment -- the beginning of a powerful, 
exciting ministry we cali OPERATION RESCUE. The rescue of these women and 
girls was hectic and dangerous with monumental problems. Organized 
syndicated prostitution on this scale had muscle and power to withstand intruders 
as we soon learned. Operation Rescue, the first of its kind, sprang forward. A 
ministry of compassion with its center in Christ and the Gospel. Its design is 
simple -- rescue fallen women and their children. By God's leading we 
discovered thousands more called Devadasis trapped in religious rituals such as 
temple prostitution, a system passed down for generations. These women are 
taught from birth that they are born to serve the gods for the pleasure of the 
temple priests and the wealthy; to serve the gods of lust for personal pleasure. 
These facts make harsh judgement of these women difficult. God gave answers 
to thorny problems. We found it amazingly simple to lead these girls to a saving 
knowledge of Jesus Christ. Programs of rehi;lbilitation and training were set up. 
Many New Life Centers are now in operation today, practical work shops where 
the needs of the whole man are met body, soul and spirit and venereal disease 
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stamped out with full emphasis on the spiritual. Thousands of Devadasi women 
have accepted Jesus Christ, fled slavery of prostitution and are now in one of the 
many New Life Centers having their dreams fulfilled. More th an five hundred 
have married and moved to other villages with their children, new creatures in 
Christ, trained and equipped to take their place in society. No longer are they 
outcasts of society. They have regained their dignity and respect! 
(http://www.worldmissionsfarcorners.com/or.htm) 

The ministry works with both jogins (from the Telangana region) and ka/avantu/u and 
does not recognize differences between the two groups. In terms of maintaining a 
Christian "Iifestyle," most kalavantu/u who have joined the "Operation Rescue" program 
clearly have done so for the economic stability it offers them by providing Rs. 60 per 
month. Most households, for example, keep an image of Christ in their domestic püja 
(worship) spaces, next to images of Verikatesvara, Siva and Ourga. As Kotipalli 
Haimavati told me using the English word "dut y" , worshipping the image of Christ is "our 
dut y." The use of the English word here is indicative of Haimavati's perception of "acting 
Christian": it is a formality, an outer act. Only in the home of Kola Subrahmanyam in 
Bommur, a suburb of Rajahmundry, did 1 observe Subrahmanyam, a senior ka/avati, 
dressed in white, with only images of Christ on her household altar. Interestingly, her 
own daughters have not adopted a Christian lifestyle, even though their home is one of 
the principle "headquarters" for the distribution of the Rs. 60 monthly allowances for 
ka/avantu/u in the East Godavari district. Her daughters practice prostitution and 
regularly perform "record" dance, a kind of titillating dance to the accompaniment of 
Telugu and Hindi film songs, for the enjoyment of their customers. 

3 Katherine Mayo's book Mother /ndia was a controversial colonial depiction of India 
published in 1927. See Mayo (1927). For detailed critiques of Katherine Mayo and 
Mother India, see Sin ha (2000a, 2000b) and Wilson (1997). 

4 ln the East Godavari district in particular, me/am performances at homes were 
particularly strong, even after the act was in place. Kesavanaryana (1979, 261, n. 76) 
cites a letter from M. Ayyanna, Treasurer of the Provincial Kalavanthula Reform 
Association dated February 13, 1949 to this effect. This region is still the stronghold of 
the ka/avantula community in Andhra even today. 

5 Abhinaya Svayambodhini by Devulapalli Virarâghava Sâstri. Kâkinâçlâ: Sarasvati 
Mudrâkl?ara Salâ, 1915. 

6 More research is required to establish the quantitative shift from court repertoire into 
Bhamaka/apam performances that took place in the coastal Andhra region at this time. 
As we shall see later in this chapter, performances such as the navajanardana parijatam 
of Pithapuram might have indeed been related in sorne way to a new religio-cultural 
expression of devadasï culture in light of the social reform movement. 

7 The pallavï and anupallavï of the song run as follows: 
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ef!1to jesinave elamaç/i k6mpamapitivi, ° laf!1jamufJç/a 
af!1taku vintaye viramari ef!1taku ef!1tauno, ° daf!1gamufJç/a 

8 vaç/i pilaka pattukoni uyalalo, mari jhampalalo, mari uyalalo ... 

9 ln 1972, Nataraja Ramakrishna held an abhinaya sadas (gathering) and brought many 
kalavantulu together in Hyderabad for the first time after the Anti-Devadasi Act had been 
passed. He urged the women to come forth to teach his own students. He aided many 
of them financially, including Saride Manikyam. Together with many kalavantulu, he 
coined a syllabus for teaching the art of the coastal Andhra devadasïtradition, which he 
christened "Ândhra Nâtyam," modeled after the new name given to the re-worked form 
of the devadasïart from further south, "Bharatanâtyam". In 1993-94, Swapnasundari, an 
upper-caste woman who was one of the nation's most famous dancers, embarked on a 
project that contested Nataraja Ramakrishna's codification of the Andhra devadasï art. 
She studied dance and music repertoire under several kalavantulu, including the Saride 
women of Ballipadu, and named her version of the Andhra devadasï art "Vilâsini 
Nâtyam." 

10 It is important to remember that the category of saf!1nyasinïwas never a formai one in 
Brahmanic culture. Although Buddhist and Jaina traditions developed orders of nuns, 
such institutionalized celibacy for women was never fully endorsed in Hindu textual 
tradition. For an excellent study of samnyasinïs as "anomalous women," see 
Khandelwal (2004). 

11 The word raf!1ku refers to illicit intercourse and is most often used to refer to adultery. 
Compounds such as raf!1ku-botu (adulterer) or raf!lkutatu (whore, adultress) are also 
common. 

12 The ArufJdhati nak$atra is the constellation named after the pativrata AruDdhati. In 
most orthodox Telugu weddings, the bride is shown the ArufJdhati nak$atra. 

13 ln Oriya, this term is pafJisprusya (water-touching) and refers to ail the castes that can 
give water to Brahmins. It refers to the fact that the devadasïs of Puri must come from 
families of these castes only. Untouchables and other non-water giving castes cannot 
become devadasïs (Marglin 1985, 68). 

14 On Brahmanic images of menstruation and menstrual taboo, see Leslie (1989; 1994; 
1996), Marglin (1995). 

15 ceragu mase yemi setura 
dariceranaina vïlu kadura 

k6ramalina daivamakata 
nelaku sariga mudunal/u 
marukefiki vedalu cesi 
muriyucu musurusu konenu 
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muripemugala modatiratirilo 
mucataina diraledu 
kOç/udamani muriyucuf)ç/a 
intalone ceragu mase 

mrdula hrdaya naupurisa 
madini cinta cef!1daboku 
mariyoka renalaku ni 
mudamu tira kalayuC;Jamu 

To my knowledge, this composition, like most of the javajis of coastal Andhra, has never 
been published. Therefore, the above text is technically corrupt and has been pieced 
together by Saride Maithili. Her memory of the composition is vague but nonetheless 
conveys much of the spirit of the text. 

16 The Telugu text of the padam is as follows: 

ceragu masiyunnanu yocanaseya vaddura sami d6rayau na muwagopala 
para satulaku dosamennaç/u ledura 

sarasaku rammani cala ne veç/iti sanka padevemira 
arasikula tappu sastramulu nijamanucunammavaddura 
durusuga neni vaddiki vaccina dOramarigevemira 
valapu mira avaranuf)ç/i okamuddaina yiwara 
nannan!aka sami 

sadaya napayyeda t61agifici ni 
yedacanu m6nala gummeda 
6digimenan!aka ntdu tiyanimovi 
y6naraga nanedanu 
madana janaka anduf)ç/e ni m6na paf)!iki 
maç/upu landiyuduna 
madi ne vaganaina munduvenuka mari jOtura sami 

tannu tanerugaka t6lagu!a yiva!!i 
tappu nemamu lelara 
vane laç/ulakidi sahajaguf)ambani 
vartayu vinavemira 
innallavale gadura ne!i sukha 
merigite maruvavura nasami 

17 This oral narrative is based on the popular folktale known in various parts of 
Tamilnadu as Mayilravaf)an Katai (The Story of the Peacock RâvaQa), a reworking of 
various South Indian RâmâyaQa sources. In his translation of one Tamil version of the 
Mayilraval)an Katai, Kamil Zvelebil notes that the text is a "folklore version of a high 
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literary theme, derived, in regional oral traditions, from the great pan-Indian epic tradition 
of the RamayafJa" (ZvelebiI1987, xxxv). A character similar to Mayilrâvar:laO (Peacock 
Râvar:ta) is also found in the Sanskrit SivapurafJa (3.20.34), where he is called 
Mahïrâvar:ta (Râvar:ta of the Earth). The MayilravafJan Katai also seems to have been 
popular in Telugu literary and performative contexts. This is known in the shadow 
puppet traditions (tolubommalata) of rural Andhra (Shulman 1979, 20). David Shulman, 
in his analysis of the Tamil text CatakafJtaravafJan Katai, notes that there is close 
proximity between this text and the MayilravafJan Katai, and that the Tamil 
CatakafJtaravafJan Katai might in fact be based on earlier Telugu versions (Shulman 
1979,2). 
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Chapter6 

Men Perform Satyabhâmâ: 
Gynemimetic Representation Among Smârta Brahmins in Kuchipudi Village 

'1 am Bhâmâ, the lovely and charming Satyabhâmâ 

Among the sixteen thousand women, 
a friend, sister, girl, confidante, 

1 am the woman who has stolen the heart of Kr~r:'Ia 

1 am Bhâmâ, the lovely and charming Satyabhâmâ 

- Entrance Song (pravesa daruvu) trom Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam 

Kuchipudi [Kücipüçli] is a village about 80 kilometres from Vijayawada in the Muwa 

Mandalam of Krishna district. On a hot day in early June of 1995, 1 travelled to 

Kuchipudi village accompanied by my videographer, Y. Ganesh Babu. We spent the 

next week interviewing the residents of the village, mostly smarta Brahmins who until 

recently have practiced agriculture and theatrical performance as their hereditary 

occupation. 1 1 had decided to make a trip to Kuchipudi in arder to interview Vedantam 

Satyanarayana Sarma (b. 1934, Fig. 20), the last hereditary artist who performs the role 

of Satyabhâmâ through female impersonation, and the seventy-five year old Vedantam 

Parvatisam (b. 1920, Fig. 21), the senior-most of the living Kuchipudi artists, who had 

earlier edited and published a version of Bhamakalapam. On our way to Sarma's home, 

we stopped by the village temple, home of the patron goddess of the Kuchipudi artists. 

The temple is popularly known as ammavaru guçfi after the image of the goddess 

housed inside, though its "official" name is Râmalirigesvarasvâmi Guçli. Flanking 

Bâlatripurasundari are images of her consort, Siva-Râmalirigesvara, and Virabhadra. 

Aiso housed in the temple is an image of Arïjaneya Svâmi (Hanumân). The temple used 

to have an image of Kr~r:'Ia-Ver:'lugopâla, which was damaged and now is located on the 

premises of the Siddhendra Kala Kshetra, a Government-operated school established 

for the preservation of the Kuchipudi performance tradition in the early 1960s. Sarma 

was born in Kuchipudi village in 1934. His training in the dance-drama technique began 

under the guidance of Chinta Krishnamurti (1912-1969) at the age of seven. His de but 

performance was held in La~kmipatisvâmi temple in the village of Pedda Muktidivi. He 
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later continued his training with Vedantam Prahlada Sarma (1929-1991). At a young 

age, Vedantam Satyam (as he is also known) won accolades for his representation of 

the female roles of Satyabhâmâ and U~â. At the age of thirty-six, he was awarded the 

"Padmashri" award by the Government of India for his unique contribution to keeping the 

female impersonation traditions of Kuchipudi village alive, and for his unrivalled artistry. 

Vedantam Satyam represents one of the last living links to a unique tradition of upper

caste men who once gave night-Iong Bhamakalapam performances in the villages 

around the Krishna river in central Andhra. 

This chapter examines the ways in which hereditary smarta Brahmin practitioners 

of Bhamakalapam articulate ideas about womanhood through their performances. The 

chapter begins with a brief critical history of performance at Kuchipudi village, followed 

by a section dealing with an oral genesis myth describing the origins of Kuchipudi. 

Following some general remarks on Brahmin male involvement in the performing arts, it 

moves on to address issues around gender mimesis and transformation. This is 

followed by a synopsis of a typical Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam performance, and finally 

sorne analysis of its contents. The analysis focuses on the ways in which these 

performances simultaneously enforce and question upper-caste ideologies about 

womanhood, through the figure of Satyabhâmâ. Her pride, longing, devotion, 

intelligence and svabhava (innate nature) are ail brought into the discursive realm 

through performance. 

Towards a Documented History of the Performance Tradition at Kuchipudi 

The earliest surviving documents pertaining to the practice of dramatic performance in 

Kuchipudi village come from the reign of Nizam Ali Khan, also known as Asaf Jah Il (r. 

1762-1803).2 With the decline of Mughal power in the eighteenth century, Nizam UI

Mulk (1724-1748) also known as Asaf Jah l, established his supremacy over the Deccan 

and declared independence from the Mughals. The Nizam ruled a vast region, 

consisting of six provinces that covered much of peninsular India, south of the river Tapti 

with the exception of a narrow strip of the western coast that belonged to the Mâralhâs. 

Nizam Ali Khan, also known as Asaf Jah Il was Nizam UI-Mulk's successor. Among 

other things, he is remembered for shifting his family's capital from Aurangabad to 

Hyderabad on June 12th, 1770. The central location of the city of Hyderabad was 
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conducive to the economic and political expansion of the East India Company, which 

eventually lead to the city's heightened prosperity. Anuradha Jonnalagadda (1996a) has 

painstakingly examined the documents relating to this period, which she had secured 

from Pasumarti Subrahmanya Sastri and P.S.R. Appa Rao. 

ln the year 1763 a property rights dispute arose among several families living in 

Kuchipudi village. Members of these families (recorded as having the surnames 

Vedantam, Vempati, Hari, Bhagavatulu, and others) appealed to Nizam Asaf Jah II. The 

Nizam appointed two persons, Mosalikanti Kamoji Pantulu and Kandregula Jogipantulu 

to resolve the case. As a result, the village of Kuchipudi was divided, and land was 

apportioned to fifteen families having the following surnames: Bhagavatulu, Pasumarti, 

Vedantam, Yellesvarapu, Hari, Mahankali, Josyula, Vallabha Josyula, Bokka, Darbha, 

Peddibhatla, Polepeddi, Vemu, Venukunti and Vempati recorded in a document dated 

August 24, 1763. In addition, the document refers to the land as an agraharam or 

Brahmin settlement (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 40; Arudra 1994, 236). 

Later, in 1897, British administrators issued a Revenue Order to the residents of 

Kuchipudi village. As proof of their continuing rights to farm on the land, the Revenue 

Order document mentions that the village was originally granted to four persons, 

Bhagavatula Lingayya, Vedantam Ramesam, Gopal and Peddibhotla Gurulingam, as a 

stotriya dharmasasana (religious endowment) in the year 1744 by the Zamindar of 

Bezawada, Kalvakolanu Bucanna Caudari. This document also mentions that the 

primary occupations of the residents of the village were agriculture and dance 

(Jonnalagadda 1996a, 41). 

It is around this time that we hear of one the earliest traceable ancestors of the 

present cluster of Brahmin families settled at Kuchipudi, Hari Madhavayya, who likely 

lived in the late eighteenth century. Not much is known about him other than the fact 

that he is said to have trained with his father, who was named Srirâmulu, and that he is 

credited with having visited Tarijâvür and therefore is thought to have introduced the 

traditionally female-oriented sabdanr genre into the realm of kalapam performances 

(Jonnalagadda 1996a; Kothari 2001, 155). 

ln the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, professional theatre 

companies from Dharwad and Bombay became extremely popular in various parts of 

Andhra. The Parsi theatre in particular, seems to have had a great effect on the 
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transformation of dramatic performances at Kuchipudi. The Parsi theatre usually 

employed European stage technologies including electrical lighting and sets adapted to 

plays written in Gujarati, Hindi and Urdu, thereby creating a new genre of theatrical 

performance which attracted large audiences throughout India. Shakespearean-style 

drama houses and stages were set up in various parts of India as a result of the 

popularity of the emergent Parsi theatre.4 Parsi theatre companies such as the New 

Alfred Theatre Company, Parsi Natak Mandali, the Empress Victoria Theatrical 

Company and many others had extensive India-wide tour schedules especially in the 

period ca. 1850-1930 (Hansen 1999,142-3). Parsi theatre troupes influenced almost ail 

regional forms of theatre around the country. K. Narasimha Rao notes that: 

ln 1881, a Maharashtra drama troupe named the Dharvada Company toured ail 
over Andhra extensively. On seeing the interest of the people in drama, 
Kandukuri Viresalingam produced Sakuntalam in Telugu with his students on the 
stage of the Dharvada Company. (Narasimha Rao 1995, 200) 

Similarly, in 1884, Dharmavaram Ramakrishnamacharyalu (1858-1912)5, hailed as the 

"father of Telugu theatre", set up the Sarasavinodini Sabha in Rayalaseema, modelled 

after the Maharashtra Jinkhandi Company (Narasimha Rao 1995, 200; Arudra 1986a, 

45). Many hereditary Kuchipudi artists also participated in the Parsi theatre, and learned 

the rather peculiar hybrid music used in these performances. The term pârsi mettLl 

(Parsi tunes) was used to refer to this "new music" by the traditional Kuchipudi artists, 

who speak about it as a denigrated form of music (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 125). 

It was at this time that Chinta Venkataramayya (1860-1949), founder of the 

Venkatarâma Nâtya MalJçJali (also called Chintavâri Me/am, Fig. 22) - perhaps one of 

the most famous Kuchipudi me/ams in recent memory - began to reach beyond the 

traditional kalâpam repertoire and decided to present longer, narrative-oriented 

yak$agânas in response to the popularity of the Parsi theatre. The first non-kalâpam 

text to be staged in Kuchipudi village appears to be Bhakta Prahlâda (known today as 

Prahlâda CaritramuV, written by Vedala Tirunarayanacharyulu and Tiruvalikkeli 

Ramanujacharyalu (S. V. Joga Rao, cited in Jonnalagadda 1996a, 46), and Chinta 

Venkataramayya was responsible for its debut performance. His Venkatarâma Nâtya 

MalJçJali staged the performance in the year 1875, and the music for this was apparently 

tuned by Hari Mâdhavayya himself (ibid., 115). In addition, he is also said to have 
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adapted various other texts including Aniruddha Natakamu (known today as U$a 

ParifJayamu) by Renducintala Cidambarakavi and Rukmangaçla Natakamu (known 

todayas MohinT Rukmangaçla) by Betapudi Bhagavanta Rao for performance. Another 

yak$agana text, Sasirekha ParifJaya Natakam by Vallabhaneni Chaudhari mentions in its 

last few lines that it was written in the year 1911 specifically for a troupe of performers 

from Kuchipudi village (ibid., 46 f. 93). These yak$agana performances, unlike 

kalapams that focused on elaborate and sophisticated abhinaya, were able to 

accommodate the new European theatrical technologies more easily, and popular 

Kuchipudi performers such as Vempati Venkatanarayana (1871-1932) and Vedantam 

Ramakrishnayya (1919-1971) continued to adapt and evolve many of these new 

techniques into Kuchipudi village productions weil into the mid-twentieth century. 

ln the early twentieth century, nationalist patrons and scholars attempted to 

demonstrate the hegemony of the Sanskritic male Brahmin tradition at Kuchipudi village 

over other traditions of performance in Andhra. Kuchipudi village, once hardly known 

outside the Krishna district, became a "cultural symbol of national importance" while 

devadasT culture receded to background. However, sorne of the most characteristic 

elements of modern Kuchipudi in fact do not stem from Kuchipudi village nor from the 

male performance traditions. They were consciously borrowed from the devadasT 

traditions in the early part of the twentieth century. Vedantam Lakshminarayana Sastri 

(1875-1957) was born into a hereditary family of farmers and performers in the village of 

Kuchipudi. Though trained in the hereditary dance-drama technique of Kuchipudi by his 

male relatives, Sastri sought out female kalavantulu teachers as weil. He eventually 

gathered a sizable repertoire of kalavantulu compositions including the Adhyatma 

RamayafJa kTrtanas composed by Munipâlle Subrahmaoya Kavi, that were the specialty 

of the Saride house of kalavantulu in the village of Ballipadu. 

With the visibility of the catir dance (the term used to refer to the court dance of 

the devadasTs of Tamilnadu) in the Madras Presidency in the 1930s, Sastri was inspired 

to create a form of dance for a female solo dancer modeled after the catir of Tamilnadu, 

but rooted in the aesthetic traditions of Andhra. He began to re-construct the form, 

technique and repertoire of the dance tradition at Kuchipudi almost single-handedlyB. 

With his two students, Vempati Chin na Satyam, C.R. Acharyalu and his son Jagannadha 

Sarma, he took his new form outside of Kuchipudi village for the first time in the mid 
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1930s. He also taught dancers in Madras such as Balasaraswati, Ramaiyya Pillai and 

Uday Shankar. His re-imaging of tradition, largely a response to the prominence of the 

catir dance in the emerging cultural life of Madras, consisted of changes to the repertoire 

of Kuchipudi tradition. By re-casting the group theatre of males impersonating females 

onto female solo dancers, Sastri essentially blurred the boundaries between na.ttuva 

me/am (dance band) and nà!ya me/am (drama band) traditions. 

Banda Kanakalingeswara Rao, a nationalist patron of the arts and advocate by 

profession, has been described by historians as "the inspiring force behind the revival 

and development of Kuchipudi dance" (Rama Rao 1992, 70). At the highpoint in his 

career as evangelist for the new "Kuchipudi tradition," Rao went to great lengths to insist 

on the legitimacy of this form using the Sanskrit textual canon9
• Founder of Prabhat 

Theatre in Eluru (West Godavari district) in 1942, Rao was clearly a fond admirer of 

Sanskrit textual traditions. In 1956, Rao was working with the Ali India Radio in 

Vijayawada, and came to meet Chinta Krishnamurti, son of the late Kuchipudi master 

Chinta Venkataramayya. A few years later, after raising funds with the aid of the 

Andhra Pradesh Sangeeta Nataka Akademi, the Tirumala-Tirupati Devasthânam Trust, 

and the State Government, Rao helped establish the Sri Siddhendra Kala Kshetra, a 

training institute in Kuchipudi village. Rao's re-writing of the history of the dance 

traditions of Andhra represented essentialist and unhistorical notions of "tradition". His 

revised histories, commissioned by the Central Sangeet Natak Akademi, Marg 

Publications, the Madras Music Academy and other organizations, not only demonstrate 

a privileging of the dance tradition at Kuchipudi over the other nà!yame/a traditions, but 

also a clear disdain for the kalàvantula women and their art: 

Oevadasis as weil as rajanartakis were very popular. Sensuous dances crept in 
gradually. The devadasis danced to please their patrons and lost respect for the 
deity. But the gurus of these devadasis were still orthodox and maintained their 
purity. (Kanaklingeswara Rao 1966, 32) 

His writings depict the Kuchipudi brahmins as the legitimate representatives of the 

ôpureô culture of the Indian nation by virtue of their ownership of the key elements which 

define such purity: 

Siddhendra thought that they [the devadasis] would still more demoralise [sic] 
society if they presented Bhama Kalapam dances. So he induced good-Iooking 
young Brahmin boys to learn Bhama Kalapam. Till then then the 8rahmins never 
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danced, though they were Gurus ... Every dancer [in Kuchipudi village] had to 
learn Vedas and Sastras, Natyasastra and music, and had to perform Trikala 
Sandhya-vandanams (ritual salutations to the dawn). (Kanaklingeswara Rao 
1966,33) 

Rao envisaged the dance of Kuchipudi village as the perfect site for implicitly and 

explicitly producing and reworking tradition. The devadasïfor Rao and others after him, 

was "corrupt and impure" and thus could not participate in the new culture of the nation

space. Lakshminarayana Sastri's restructuring of the repertoire and technique allowed 

for non-devadasïwomen, however, to revel in that same space. Kuchipudi dance, in its 

new, urban form, is thus very much removed from the me/am ethos that once governed 

its practice. It has been removed from the cultural ecology of the religious narrative

theatre milieu. 

The tradition al performances at Kuchipudi village (Fig. 23) lasted for several hours 

and usually began late in the evening. Although these night-Iong performances were 

presented with greater frequency prior to the development of the "neo-classical" modern 

dance style called Kuchipudi, today, these types of full-Iength performances can only be 

seen once a year at the annual Siddhendra Jayantï (birth anniversary of Siddhendra) 

celebrations in the village. However, even here, ail the aspects of the new Kuchipudi (new 

movements, costumes, styles of singing and texts) are now employed during this annual 

celebration. Prior to the development of the new Kuchipudi dance, the transmission of the 

artform was based on heredity with only the male offspring of the fifteen traditional families 

of the village being allowed to present the performances. 

The Bhamakalapam of the Kuchipudi tradition has been edited and rewritten 

several times. In recent memory, Marigu Jagannâtha Pal)çiitulu of Akiviçiu village in West 

Godavari district significantly altered the texts of many of the traditional daruvus. There are 

three significant printed editions of the full text of the Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam: (1) an 

edition published in 1913, edited by Marigu Jagannâtha Râvu; (2) an edition published in 

1964, edited by Vedantam Parvatisam Sarma; and (3) an edition published by the Andhra 

Pradesh Sangeet Natak Akademi in 1967, edited with the aid of Banda Kanakalingeswara 

Rao. In the late 1980s, the late Arudra had found a palm-Ieaf manuscript in Telugu 

characters entitled Bhamakalapam, which contained a few daruvus similar to those found in 

both the Brahmin and devadasï communities. The manuscript, which consists of 62 leaves, 
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is, however, in very poor condition. It will be necessary to study this manuscript in detail in 

order to enhance our knowledge about the Bhamakalapam texts of both the male and 

female traditions. 

Oral Histories at Kuchipudi: 
Siddhendrayogi and the Genesis of Kuchipudi Bhilmilkalilpam 

There are no references to Kuchipudi in any medieval Telugu kavyas. The origin of the 

dance tradition at Kuchipudi is attributed to a quasi-mythic figure Siddhendrayogi, who is 

said to have composed the first version of Bhamakalapam. The figure of Siddhendrayogi 

occupies a praminent place in the minds of the Brahmins of Kuchipudi and until recently, 

the very existence of a "historical" Siddhendra has not been questioned. None of the 

daruvus (songs) in the modern Bhamakalapam performances in Kuchipudi village contain 

any references to Siddhendrayogi. Until his death, Bhagavatula Sankara Sastri, also 

known by his pen-name Arudra (1925-1998), had been one of the few scholars to have 

pursued this line of inquiry, and just prior to his death narrated the following incident to me. 

ln 1990, he had finally discovered a daruvu containing the mudra or makutam ("signature") 

"siddhendra svami" in a manuscript of Bhamakalapam originally thought to have been in 

the possession of Vedantam Chalamayya (early nineteenth century), great-grandfather of 

Vedantam Prahlada Sarma (1929-1991). However, later he found the same daruvu 

popular in the repertoire of the devadasïs (kalavantulu) of the East Godavari district, with 

the mudra "srï basa va svam/'. This incident reveals several aspects of the nature of 

transmission of Bhamakalapam: 

(1) There was a free exchange between the Brahmin texts and those of the devadasï 
tradition. Either the daruvu was originally in the repertoire of the devadasïs, and the 
mudra changed to "siddhendra" as a way of legitimising its performance in the 
Kuchipudi repertoire, or it was a composition of the Kuchipudi Brahmins, and later 
built into the repertoire of the devadasïs of Konasima (Coastal Andhra) where its 
mudra changed to "basa va svami" so that it could be identified with the local deity of 
the temple. 

(2) There may have been a "Iayering" of compositions fram various sources in 
Vedantam Chalamayya's text. Perhaps the Kuchipudi artists collected several 
daruvus fram the surraunding areas and collated them into a single text that could 
be performed by the Brahmins with the mudra "siddhendra". 

(3) The fact that mudras were themselves fluid entities might indicate that there could 
have been multiple authors who used "siddhendra" as a pen-name, or that the 
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compilers of the daruvus (if indeed the text is a compilation) freely interchanged 
various mudras according to the local performance contexts in which they were to 
be performed. 

Historical evidence for the existence of a Siddhendrayogi who composed a Bhamakalapam 

is thus virtually non-exisitent. As mentioned earlier, however, images of the legendary 

figure of Siddhendra and his "sacred tex!" are still key images in the self-perceptions of the 

people of Kuchipudi village. Today, lithographs of a bearded poet, pen in hand, seated 

amidst various musical instruments, adorn many homes in Kuchipudi village (Fig. 24).10 

The training centre funded by government grants in Kuchipudi is known as the Sri 

Siddhendra Kala Kshetram (The Art Centre of Sri Siddhendra). The narrative of the 

"genesis" of Bhamakalapam at the hands of Siddhendrayogi is a very important aspect of 

the identity of the Brahmin families in Kuchipudi. Nearly every person 1 spoke to in the 

village made reference to Siddhendra, and more importantly to Siddhendra as originator of 

Bhamakalapam. 1 have compiled the following version of the oral narrative of Siddhendra 

from interviews with several persons in Kuchipudi village and with C.R. Acharyulu and 

Mallika Sarabhai: 

A young orphaned boy came Srikakulam (Krishna district in Andhra Pradesh) 
named Siddhappa. Nothing was known about him except that since childhood he 
had followed dance troupes wherever they went...Often, at sunrise, entranced but 
totally exhausted by watching an all-night performance, the sleepy boy would curl 
up in a corner of the ma.tha built by the svâmi Narahari TIrtha ... The principal of the 
math was a wise and farsighted man ... realizing he was no ordinary boy, [the 
principal] sent him to the main ma.tha at Udipi for religious instruction. 

Two decades went by. Siddhappa became a scholar of the Vedas and sastras, an 
avid reader of the Na.tYasastra of Bharata, a composer of music and a trained artist. 
At last, receiving the blessings of his guru, and now renamed Siddhendra, he 
returned home to Srikakulam. 

Wh en the eiders of his hometown realized who the young man was, they were 
delighted and urged him to fulfil his marriage vows and bring home his wife to 
whom he had been married when he was a mere infant. Following their advice 
Siddhendra sent word to his in-Iaws who lived on the other bank of the Krishna 
river. Selecting an auspicious day he set out to cross the river to bring back his 
bride, filled with anticipation and joy. 

Suddenly the sky clouded over. The dark clouds split asunder creating a violent 
storm. The boat overturned and the young man found himself helplessly tossed 
into the mighty river, dragged and battered by the huge angry waves. In anguish, 
devoid of ail hope of being saved, Siddhendra prayed to Lord Krl?r:"Ia promising to 
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sever ail ties with the world if he could reach the other bank alive. As he prayed he 
saw a vision of Kr!?t:la who appeared to bless him. Suddenly the storm subsided 
and the waves calmed. Siddhendra, as though in a revelation, realised his 
vocation. He threw away his sacred thread as a gesture of severance from the 
world, and swore to serve only God ... 

On reaching his bride's home, he was received with great joy and respect and led to 
his wife whose beauty stirred him deeply. Siddhendra forgot his vow to Kr!?t:la, that 
of becoming a sarrmyasi, rejecting the life of a householder and dedicating himself 
to God. His wife shyly got up and came towards him. As she raised her eyes to 
him, she suddenly screamed "sa,!7nyasl' and fell to the floor unconscious. In a 
flash, Siddhendra saw a vision of Kr!?t:la and his consort Satyabhâmâ. He was filled 
with bliss. In the face of his wife, he saw the beloved of Krishna, Satyabhâmâ. In 
an instant he understood that ail human love, lust and sensu al desire had to be 
sublimated to the desire for oneness with God. He realised that he too was like 
Satyabhâmâ, craving eternal oneness with Kr!?t:la. 

Revelation had come to Siddhendra. His whole being was filled with his love for 
Kr!?t:la. He composed song after joyous song of exalted love. He sang and danced 
these songs and above ail he felt that he was Satyabhâmâ, the devotee and 
beloved of Kr!?t:la. 

Soon Siddhendra's songs, ail of which were dedicated to Satyabhâmâ, came to be 
known as Bhamakalapam. He decided to teach [the compositions] only to Brahmin 
boys who were devout students of the sacred scriptures. 

The training of the first group soon began in earnest.. .The young students had to 
study the Vedas and sastras, music and the canons of the performing arts as 
prescribed in the Natyasastra of Bharata Muni. 11 

1 cite this narrative at length since it represents the transformation of the parijata 

narrative into sacred scripture, revelation. The incident of the parijata tree is now invoked 

by Kr!?t:la and Satyabhâmâ as a way of conferring their grace (anugraha) upon their 

devotee Siddhendra. They decree that representing it through the medium of performance 

is a sacred act. The oral hagiography of Siddhendrayogi also bears an uncanny 

semblance to several narratives from the Vijayanagara period. For example, in a sixteenth 

century work attributed to King Kr!?t:ladevarâya (r. 1509-29), the Amukta-malyada (The 

Woman Who Gives a Garland Already Worn), the King visits the Ândhravi!?t:lusvâmi temple 

at Srïkâkulam on Ekâdasi, and has a dream wherein the Lord commands him to write a 

work in Telugu commemorating his wedding to Ât:llâ! in Srïrarigam.12 

The story of Siddhendra frames the parijata narrative in the context of a "divine 

eroticism" and casts Satyabhâmâ into a mortal coil. Siddhendra is a bhakta, and identifies 
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himself directly with Satyabhâmâ, the devotee par excellence. An emotional dimension is 

brought to the tradition with the image of Siddhendra in ecstatic rapture while performing 

the texts of his songs. Similarly, the Brahmin male Who plays Satyabhâmâ is imaged in a 

state of "divine bliss" where he transcends the gender difference between himself and 

Satyabhâmâ and completely identifies with her and her Lord Kr~lJa. Siddhendra's 

"teaching", the Bhamakalapam, is seen as "revelation" - it is the product of divine vision 

(the Sanskrit words pratyak$a and darsana were employed by Vedantam Satyanarayana to 

describe Siddhendra's experience). 

Introducing the Brahmin Male Performance Tradition at Kuchipudi 

Brahmin male involvement with the performing arts is fairly common throughout South 

·India. Many scholars link the performance tradition at Kuchipudi to Nâyaka culture. 

During the Nâyaka period in Tanjavur, we see a definite crystallization and patronage of 

Brahmin male artistic production. For example, the King Acyutappa Nâyaka is said to 

have granted an agraharam (Brahmin village) called Melattur in the Kaveri delta to a 

group of Telugu Brahmin performers, and this is thought to have been the origin of a 

performance genre called Bhâgavata Mela Nâ!akam13
. Smarta men in the Kaveri delta 

region were also actively involved in the presentation of harikatha or kathakalak$epa 

recitals (Gurumurthy 1994) and bhal)a dramas (Peterson 1997), in addition to the 

production and codification of vocal and instrumental devotional and concert music 

(Jackson 1991, 1994). In other words, South Indian Brahmins have always been 

experimental with new forms of religious and cultural expression. Most performance 

traditions, including ritual performance traditions (such as Vedic fire sacrifice, see Knipe 

1997) are the media through which new ideas are expressed. And indeed, the medium 

is often the message. Wh en it cornes to narrative theatre traditions, this is the certainly 

the case. As the carriers of technical expertise, South Indian Brahmins have received 

imperial or state support for their endeavours. 

The Bhamakalapam performances, which are linked to South Indian bhakti 

traditions on the one hand, and to the courtly culture of bhoga (enjoyment) on the other, 

are the traditions where smarta Brahmins in the Krishna river valley have carried out a 

vast number of cultural experiments from at least the eighteenth century onward. 
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Like many other traditions of narrative religious/devotional performance 

throughout the Indian subcontinent, the one at Kuchipudi traditionally barred females 

from performance. Female impersonation in South Asia is often seen as what Kathryn 

Hansen calls a "theatrical compulsion resulting from the social taboo of women 

performing" (Hansen 1999, 130). The "taboo" on women's public performances is 

imbricated in larger discourses surrounding the relegation of upper class women to the 

private sphere, and the concurrent creation of the image of the "public woman," whose 

very identity was fixed in and represented through song and dance. 1 acknowledge, as 

does Min Tian in a recent study of female impersonation in China, that underlying male 

performances of Bhamakalapam is an understanding that male artists are superior in 

their understanding of the true essence of womanhood (Tian 2000, 86-87). In the 

Brahmanic social order, men are generally considered capable of representing women in 

a more idealized, generalized manner, and thus, to sorne extent, regulating their 

representation. 

This approach to understanding female impersonation in South India, though 

recognizing sorne of the larger issues around Brahmanical patriarchy and women's 

representation, illustrates one aspect of what is going on at Kuchipudi. As Hansen notes 

in a recent essay, traditions of female impersonation in South Asia are often too quickly 

dismissed as "surrogates for missing women," given the social taboo on upper-class 

women participating in the public domain. In the Andhra context, a vital tradition of 

women performers (devadasïs and also Dalit women in the case of cindu bhagavatam) 

had existed long before the advent of the Brahmin bhagavata traditions. Why then, the 

need for men to perform the same repertoire? As Hansen explains, gynemimetic 

performers "were desired in their own right, as men who embodied the feminine" 

(Hansen 2002, 164). Hansen goes on to note that: 

ln the South Asian context, where women of status had long been secluded 
within private domestic spaces, masquerades of gender were productive new 
ways of imagining and viewing the female form. Through the transvestite 
performer, the externallook of the "woman" was regulated by minute attention to 
details of ... feminine accoutrements. This reworking of the surface was conjoined 
to a new focus on the interiority of character (ibid., 169). 

ln the case of the Brahmin bhagavatas of Kuchipudi, gynemimetic performances serve 

largely to reproduce and reinterpret dominant gender ideologies. As Purnima Shah 
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notes in a recent work on gender transcendence in Kathak dance, the gynemimetic 

performer is "concerned with conveying not ci personal code of gender but a set of 

signais that are natural and stylized, abstract and graphic, compared to those 

transmitled in everyday social interaction; his portrayal of 'male' and 'female' is 

absolutely culture-specific" (Shah 1998,9). The situation becomes increasingly complex 

and nuanced because male performers in this tradition identify as 'Kf~r:'Ia'S women

devotees.' That is, they play with the epistemological and symbolic structures of South 

Indian Vai$(7ava bhakti. 

Performance as Religious Experience: Kuchipudi Bhiimiikaliipam as Adhyiitmika
alankiirasiistra 

ln 'performing' Satyabhâmâ, the basic experience emphasized by Kuchipudi 8rahmins 

over and over again, is that of the longing and pain of separation (viraha). Metaphysical 

allegory is a seminal image in the contemporary representation of the act of female 

impersonation in Kuchipudi theatre. 14 According to Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, 

Bhamakalapam is not merely a story of the love between Kf$r:'Ia and 
Satyabhâmâ. It has a deeper significance. Kf$r:'Ia is the paramatmuçlu, and 
Satyabhâmâ the jïvatmuçlu, and Mâdhavi represents the maya that interferes 
with their union. At every stage, one can see that this is a text that is spiritual 
(adhyatmika) and at the same time overflows with the beauty of the art of poetics 
(alankarasastra) ... For example, after Satya seemingly abandons her ego 
(ahaf!1kara) and writes Kf$r:'Ia the letter [asking his forgiveness), she waits for 
Kf$r:'Ia to come. Now, here ail the intricacies of a kha(7ç1ita nayika are shown. 
When the Lord doesn't come, the devotee rebukes him (ninda-stuti) no? So 
here, Bhamakalapam is adhyatmika-alankarasastra (a philosophically-oriented 
aesthetic expression).15 

From both structural and epistemic perspectives, Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam bears a 

striking resemblance to the raganuga bhakti sadhana as developed by Jiva Gosvâmi. 

Bhamakalapam projects Satyabhâmâ as the ideal detovee, just as the character of 

Râdhâ is developed in Jiva's works, and the character of the sakhï (here Mâdhavi) plays 

an extremely important role. 16 Satyabhâmâ emerges as the quintessential heroine in the 

dramatic traditions of the ali-maie 8rahmin performances in villages such as Kuchipudi. It 

is in these presentations that Satyabhâmâ metaphorically transforms into the "archetypical 

bhakta". The performers are ail bhaktas themselves, and perform the text as if it were 

"sacred narrative". In this sense, these performances are similar to other Vai$r:'Iava ritual-
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performance traditions that are linked to bhaktitheology, such as the Ramlila of Ramnagar, 

the PafJçiavalila of Garhwal, the K[$f)alila of Brindavan and to sorne extent, the araiyar 

cevai of Srirangam, Srivilliputur and Alvar Tirunagari17
. 

Mimesis and Transformation: Vedantam Satyam on "Being" Satyabhâmâ 

ln this dissertation, 1 have chosen to refer to the tradition of female impersonation as 

gynemimesis. Although generally glossed as "the imitation of women" in a very wide 

sense, 1 use this term because of its links to the idea of action or performance, 

represented, in our context, by abhinaya (which 1 translate as "mimesis"). Technically, 

the word abhinaya consists of the prefix abhi (toward) added to the verbal root --J ni (to 

lead, guide or carry) and thus signifies action that carries meaning toward the audience. 

ln the Kuchipudi performance tradition, ideas and images of womanhood are 

communicated through the gynemimetic modalities of abhinaya called stri-ve$am (the 

assumed appearance of a woman). Often stri-ve$am is misrepresented as referring only 

to the outer appearance (dress, ornamentation, makeup) of male performers who 

perform female roles on stage. The word ve$am cornes from the verbal root ...Jvi$, "to be 

active, to act, do, perform". 1 locate stri-ve$am very much within the realm of abhinaya, 

and posit it as a form of total (albeit temporary) gender mimesis, which includes a 

transformation of the inner, emotionallandscape as weil as outer appearance. My use 

of the term gynemimesis is in many ways similar to William Beeman's definition of 

mimesis as he encounters it in the female impersonation traditions of Iranian ru-hozi 

theatre. According to Beeman, "mimetic representation depicts women through imitation 

of overt gender markings with great skill, intending that the audience cannot easily 

determine whether the actor is a woman or not" (Beeman 1992, 18). 

The men of the Kuchipudi theatre, particularly in referring to their mimetic 

representations of characters such Satyabhâmâ, often tell stories of the very real effects 

of their performances on men and women in audience. Throughout Vedantam 

Satyanarayana's career (Fig. 25, 26, 27), he has been mistaken for a woman following 

his sophisticated abhinaya performances. He recalls two such instances: 

Once in Nagpur Andhra Mahasabha, 1 was performing the role of Usha in Usha 
Parinayam [U$a ParifJayamu, one of the other popular Kuchipudi dramas, 
depicting the love between BâQâsura's daughter Ul?â and Krl?Qa's grandson 
Aniruddha]. 18 After the performance of the Pravesa Daruvu and finally Krishna 
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Sabdam, there was a standing ovation form the audience. 1 went to the green 
room and started changing ... One of the spectators, a wealthy landlord, sneaked 
into the green room, glanced at my long braid, sari, etc., and started making 
amorous advances. 1 did not pay any attention to him and when 1 was about to 
return to the stage, he stood in my way making sorne mad demands. 1 had to 
reveal my identity and plead with him to allow me to proceed to the stage for the 
next part ... [of the performance]. He felt embarrassed and returned to his seat 
after saying that had 1 really been a lady, he would have bequeathed his entire 
property to me, but unfortunately 1 happened to be a male. 

On another occasion, we went to Duwa village in East Godavari district of 
Andhra Pradesh. We were staying in the house of a rich landlord. Members of 
the landlord's family were talking to us during the day. By nine o'clock in the 
evening, we commenced the performance of Bhama Kalapam in one of the 
temples in the village, and 1 was playing the role of Satyabhama. The landlord 
and his wife were among the audience. While the performance was still on, he 
went to the market, purchased a huge garland and came directly onto the stage 
and garlanded me. His wife started crying believing that her husband had 
garlanded a strange lady in her presence and went home in a huff. When the 
performance was over and we reached the house, the landlord had to face the 
torrent of abuses from his wife. He was amused and started play-acting as 
though he had really committed the crime he was accused of by his wife. 
Meanwhile, 1 removed my make-up and went to see them. The fight was almost 
reaching the climax when 1 explained to her that it was none other than 1 who 
played the role of Satyabhama and showed her the garland. She was shocked 
and went inside the house with an embarrassed look. (Sarma, 1999b, 41) 

Sarma's way of explaining his transformation, which he reiterated several times to me, 

was rather matter-of-fact. He feels he has clearly become Satyabhâmâ, and for the time 

that he is engaging with this performance, he feels like Satyabhâmâ. Once the 

performance is over, he feels like "himself": 

Look, when 1 put on Bhâmâ's jaçJa (braid), 1 feellike 1 am Satyabhâmâ. When 1 

take it off and wear my dhoti again, 1 feel like the old Satyam has come back. 19 

On other occasions, however, he has expressed a rather nuanced expression of his 

transformation. Sarma explains how abhinaya can cause an actor to get "carried away" 

in the mood of the moment, and how he sometimes felt as if he was in a "trance" while 

he performed Bhamakalapam: 

When 1 have chosen a particular character, 1 have always made it a point to 
study its several bhavas or moods, with reference to the background and context, 
through the epics and the kavyas .. . so [as] to evoke such a clear picture of the 
character in my mind. This may not seem very difficult, because even the most 
sensitive and subtle of characters, whatever its [sic] divinity, has been modelled 
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mostly from experience in reallife. Still, [even] this is insufficient to bring out the 
full power and impact of the character, in the absence of sincerity and one's 
complete integration into the personality [of the character]. Often, carried away 
by such moods, 1 have imagined myself to be Satyabhama, spontaneously 
improvising the nuances as they might occur, impelled by the mood of the 
moment. Then 1 am very much irritated at the approach of men and occasionally 
feel as if 1 am in a trance, too. (Sastry 1964, 35) 

Before we turn to examining some of the key features of the Kuchipudi Bhamakalâpam, 

we will briefly survey the narrative elements of a typical performance. It is important to 

realize that such performances for the most part do not take place anymore in their 

entirety. 1 have observed elements of these performances (sorne of which were 

specially staged so that 1 would document them), and the synopsis that follows has been 

put together in consultation with Vedantam Satyam and Vedantam Parvatisam. 

A Synopsis of the Performance of Bhamakalapam by the Kuchipudi Brahmins 

The performance of the Kuchipudi Brahmins begins with a short hymn to GaIJesa, followed 

by the recitation of a hymn of thirteen verses to the Goddess T ripurasundarro. The first 

character to enter the stage is the sage Nârada, followed by Kr~IJa. These characters set 

the scene - that is, they enact the narrative of the gifting of the parijata flower by Nârada to 

Kr~IJa. The performance proper begins with the act known as vinikipattu, wherein 

Satyabhâmâ enters behind a curtain with the terabaildara (entering from the curtain) 

daruvu. From behind the curtain, Satyabhâmâ thows her pedda jaçla (large ornament

laden braid) over it. The sOtradhara (story-teller/production director) enquires about the 

jaçla, and Satyabhâmâ provides its history21. Next, Satyabhâmâ relates to the sOtradhara 

(who now represents her maid, Madhavï) how she has been looking for her Lord Kr~r:"Ia, 

and the curtain is removed22. At this point, she performs her pravesa daruvu (entrance 

song), "bhamane satyabhamane" (1 am Bhâmâ, Satyabhâmâ) which introduces her 

character, and concludes by stating that she is pining for her Lord. Mâdhavï, her 

confidante, asks who her Lord is, and in a gesture of feminine shame (fajja) she replies 

"siggayano amma" (1 am embarassed, 0 friend), since the pativrata is not to mention her 

husband's given name in the company of others. Helpless, Satyabhâmâ finds herself 

tormented by Manmatha (the God of Love), the moon and the cool breeze. She calls out to 

Manmatha, "Beautiful Kr~r:"Ia has forgotten me! 1 cannot bear these arrows any longer!" ln 
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despair she turns to her friend and requests her to speak to Krl?r:la, and bring him back. In 

return, she promises to give Mâdhavï her nose-ring. 

Mâdhavï offers sympathy to Satyabhâmâ and asks her to write a letter to Krl?lJa, 

asking his forgiveness, and inviting him back to her palace. This scene, known as patra

lekha, is one of the longest and most emotional passages in the performance. At this point, 

Satyabhâmâ sees auspicious signs (sakunalu) around her such as lightning in the sky and 

women carrying full water-pots (purl}a kumbhalu). Madhavï leaves and returns with the 

news that Krl?lJa was immersed in love-making with RukmilJï and that under RukmilJï's 

influence, he would not leave her side. When Krl?lJa finally arrives, Satyabhâmâ rebukes 

him, until he promises to present her with the parijata. Satyabhâmâ is humbled and 

realizes her folly. The pair is united, and Satyabhâmâ worships at Krl?lJa's feet. 

The Kuchipudi performances thus employ many of the same characteristics found 

in the literary kalapam texts, including sorne of the eleven stages typical of kalapam texts 

mentioned by Arudra in chapter two. In this next section, 1 will examine in detail at sorne of 

the key motifs around the figure of Satyabhâmâ in the Kuchipudi tradition. 

Satyabhâmâ in the Performance Tradition at Kuchipudi 

ln the following section, we comb thraugh Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam texts to examine how 

idealized womanhood is signified thraugh references to various markers of womanhood. 

By invoking the rhetoric of the powers of feminine modesty, ornamentation and restraint, 

Kuchipudi performances of Bhamakalapam obviously serve to uphold upper-caste gender 

raies for women. We shaillook here at three signifiers of pativratya (the power of the 

chaste and virtuous woman) and how they are represented in Bhamakalapam 

performances in Kuchipudi village: (1) modesty or feminine shame (fajja); (2) saubhagya or 

auspiciousness, symbolized by ornamentation, specifically the nose-ring; and (3) restraint 

and chastity, represented by bound hair. 

Feminine Modesty and Shame (/ajj8) in Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam 

The concept of feminine modesty often encompasses restraint in action and speech. 

Normative stridharmic injunctions strangly encourage verbal reticence (Leslie 1989, 170-

6). Indeed the pativrata should not only avoid talking to any man who is not related to 

her (parapuru$a), but ideally should also not utter her husband's name in public (Leslie 
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1989, 161) as a sign of Jajja (from the root ~Jaj, to be ashamed). Julia Leslie notes that 

according to Tarkatirtha Lakshmanshastri Joshi of the Prajrïapâ!hsâlâmal)çiala in Vai, 

Maharashtra, 

Even today in Maharashtra, the traditional wife will say "My husband is out," without 
mentioning his name. A generation ago, that too would have been contrary to strict 
tradition: she would have said, "The coat is not here" or "1 see no turban," thereby 
implying her husband's absence (Leslie 1989, 161). 

Orthodox women in Andhra follow the same principle. The Telugu noun used in this 

context in place of the Sanskrit Jajja is siggu, meaning "shame, shyness, modesty, timidity" 

(Brown 1903, 1338). In the Kuchipudi BhamakaJapam, we see Satyabhâmâ unable to utter 

Kr~l)a's name. Traditionally, the following daruvu, "Siggâyanoyamma" was performed with 

Satyabhâmâ covering her face with a veil, out of modesty. 

vacana (Mâdhavï) 

Seeing that jewel among women (vanitajana mar:/I), who could not bear the awful 
suffering and "fire of agony" due to being separated from the Rider of Garuçia, 
the companion said to her: 

"Tell me his name, Lady." 

sarylvâda (BhâmâlMâdhavï) 

Bhâmâ: 
Mâdhavï: 
Bhâmâ: 
Mâdhavï: 
Bhâmâ: 
Mâdhavï: 

Bhâmâ: 

Mâdhavï: 
Bhâmâ: 
Mâdhavï: 
Bhâmâ: 

padyam (Bhâmâ) 

1 will tell you, listen. My Lord ho Ids a cakra (wheel), friend. 
Oh, a cakra? He isn't a kommari (potter) is he? 
My Lord ho Ids a sankha in his other hand. 
Hmm ... then the Lord of the jangama~3 must be your husband! 
No! My Lord is crowned with a peacock feather. 
Oh, a peacock feather! That means your lord must be a ceflcl.f4 
boy! 
Abba!25 He wears earrings shaped like the makara, do you know 
who he is now? 
Ok, now 1 know. Your husband is a yajfla-performing brahmaf)a! 
What more can 1 say? 
Come on, describe your Lord to me. 
Friend, how can 1 speak of my Lord? 

His neck is marked with three lovely lines 
His eyes are large and dazzling 
His long arms reach down to his knees 
His body is a beautiful blue shade 
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He wears a large nOpura-hara on his chest 
His feet appear tender like young sprouts. 
His glorious body is blue in colour 
His face is marked by the nectar of his tender smiling lips 
He is distinguishable by the quality (gul)a) of beauty 
His glory is equivalent to the beauty of millions of gods of love 
He is the child of Devaki, He is Lord Vi!?QU26

. 

He is a feast for the eyes of women to behold. 

vacana (Mâdhavï) 

Come on, how can 1 know who he is unless you tell me his name? 

vacana (Bhâmâ) 

"Abba! 1 teel ashamed to utter His name! How can Satyabhâmâ utter her Lord's 
name in front of ail these men and ail these women? Abba! l'm ashamed!" 

Daruvu (Bhâmâ) 
siggayenoyamma, raga: madhyamavatï, ta/a: adi 

1 am ashamed, 0 friend, to utter his name! 

Since childhood, 1 have been accustomed to not uttering his name [in the 
presence of others]. 

/ am ashamed, 0 friend. 

Born on the earth as the son of Vasudeva, 
He is the grazer of cows, the son of milkmaids. 

/ am ashamed, 0 friend. 

"A Woman's Most Important Ornament is Her Nose-Ring": 
Representing Female Chastity and Fidelity in Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam 

Of the various types of auspicious accoutrements worn (and removed as we saw in the 

narrative from the Harivaf!1sa) by Satyabhâmâ, the nose-ornament (Tel. mukkara) and the 

plait of tied hair (Tel. jaçJa) are pre-eminent signifiers of her identity as a married woman 

(sumanga/ï or saubhagyavat~ and ideal bhakta. 

The history of the nose-ornament is rather problematic. According to Altekar (1956, 

303), it appears to be of Arab origin, and he suggests that it may have acquired a Hindu re

imaging sometime in eighth-century Malabar, where marine contact with Arabs was 

common. Altekar also notes that it is conspicuously absent from pre-Muslim sculpture and 

painting, and is only to be seen in images from Puri, Rajputana and Tiruvanantapuram from 
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the thirteenth century onwards (ibid., 303). There is no indigenous Sanskrit-derived word 

for the nose-ornament, and, indeed, how it has come to be such a prominent visual marker 

of the auspicious married woman in contemporary Hindu culture is somewhat unclear. 

Altekar's ideas about the Muslim origins of the nose-ornament are corroborated from a 

study of terms. For example, the Tamil word used to refer to the distinctive nose-ornament 

worn at the columella (the ridge between the two nostrils) is pullakku or pulakku, from the 

Urdu bulaq (Tamil lexicon 2781,2787). In Telugu the same word is rendered bulakï, and 

Brown traces it to Boulak, a suburb of Cairo (Brown 1903, 898). 

The common Telugu word used to denote the ornament worn on the nostril is 

mukkara or mUl'lgara, from the word mukku (> Tam. mükku) meaning "nose." Orthodox 

Telugu women usually wear the ornament on their right nostril, and like the South Indian tali 

(Skt. mangalasütra, mangalyabharafJam or kafJ.thasütram), the nose-ring 

"confirms ... marriage, legitimates sexual relations, binds the procreative capabilities of the 

wife to the husband, and makes the woman auspicious" (Reynolds 1980, 38). 

Orthodox Brahmins in Andhra place great emphasis on the importance of the nose

ring for married women. In 1997, after recording one of the daruvus from the Kuchipudi 

Bhamakalapam, C.R. Acharyalu commented, "You know, a married woman's most 

important ornament is her nose-ring. Without it, she cannot have [sexual] relations with her 

husband. look at this song. See what Satyabhâmâ is doing?" The daruvu we had just 

finished recording was the following, where Satyabhâmâ, tired of her friend Mâdhavï's silly 

games and her lack of sympathy, requests her to go and bring Krl?r:la back. 

vacanam (Mâdhavi) 

1 desire only this nose-ornament of yours, Bhâmâ. 

vacanam (Bhâmâ) 

Mâdhavi, for a woman, the nose-ornament is the most important of ail her 
ornaments.27 

daruvu (Bhâmâ) 
vadamela pave, ahiri raga, tisrajati adi tala 

Why are you arguing? Go bring my lord! 
You are my only comfort, 
my only support. 
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Excellent girl of golden complexion, 
don't deceive me now, my friend! 
If you heed this one request, 
1 will give you my nose-ornament. 

Why are you arguing 

Ali of my hopes will be dashed, 
every breath, will be unbearable. 
That love, like a transient dream, 
will be fruitless, lost. 

Why are you arguing 

Here, Satyabhâmâ chooses to part with that most cherished possession, the nose

ornament. However, there is a caveat. She instructs Mâdhavï to understand that she 

has not taken the place of Satyabhâmâ by wearing her nose-ornament. In other words, 

Mâdhavï can have the nose-ring, but cannot be afforded the privilege of having union 

with Krl?Qa that the ornament represents. Satyabhâmâ is a chaste wife, and in a way, 

her chastity, symbolized by the nose-ornament, is given to Mâdhavï for safekeeping 

during her period of separation from Krl?Qa. In C.R. Acharyalu's spontaneous oral 

commentary on these lines, he adds, "During [sexual] union [when the couple is kissing], 

the nose-ornament blocks the bad winds from entering the nose of the man. If a man 

has union with a woman who is not wearing a nose-ring [ie. with a woman other than his 

wife], his pralJa [vitallife-breath] will be affected." This is a common belief among 

Telugu men in central and coastal Andhra. Here the nose-ornament, like the tali, serves 

a protective function. It is an amulet, warding off the dangerous instability of 

inauspiciousness (do$am) and other inimical forces. Satyabhâmâ's pativratya, which 

encompasses not only her own chastity and fidelity, but also Krl?Qa's well-being, is thus 

brought to the forefront in Acharyalu's interpretation of this daruvu. By urging Mâdhavï not 

to "deceive" her, she is protecting both herself and Krl?Qa. 

The Who le World in Her Hair: 
Satyabhâmâ's Hair Ornament and the Jaç/a-V{1tantam 

From the early PurâQic texts, Satyabhâmâ's ornamented braid of hair (Tel. jaçla, or Skt. 

ja.ta, jata-kalapa, or kesa-pak$a) is an important symbol of her desire. It is in her hair that 

she wishes to place the flowers of the parijata tree (bibhrati parijatasya kesapak$elJa 

mafijarim, vide. Vi$lJupuralJa, 5.30.37). 1 ndeed , as we have noted earlier, bound hair is 
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also a symbol of female propriety, control and restraint. Bound hair symbolizes chastity 

and order, while unbound hair represents unbridled sexuality and chaos. 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma is in the possession of the hereditary wooden 

jaçfa that has been in his family for several generations. For him, the jaçfa represents a 

microcosm. To use the epistemology of the Mahabharata, the jaçfa th us simultaneously 

locates Satyabhâmâ in the realms of both pravrtti (involvement in the world) and nivrtti 

(renuciation of the world) dharma. Satyabhâmâ as ideal inheritor of the pativratya tradition 

is concerned with the here and now, while at the same time, as an ideal bhakta, a liberated 

being, she also engages with the transcendent or other-worldy realm. In the words of 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, 

On one side of the li ne of partition of the hair is fixed a silver ornament denoting the 
Sun, and on the other side is one denoting the Moon. On the parting itself is a line 
of pearls descending to an ornament over the forehead, and over this is fixed a 
parrot representing Nature. At the back, on top of the braid, is the hood of a 
serpent and to the plait itself are fixed 27 stars corresponding to the celestial 
nakshatras, Asvini, Bharani and so forth. At the end are three pendent tassels, 
denoting the tribhuvana, or three worlds, and below these, again are nine sm aller 
ones in triple bunches denoting the navagraha, or nine planets. Thus it is seen that 
Satyabhama symbolises the very universe and hence is regarded as the very soul 
of the Kuchipudi tradition (Sastry 1964, 35). 

Why does Satyabhâmâ "symbolize the universe"? Vedantam Satyanarayana explains that 

Satyabhâmâ, as an exemplary devotee has taken on the aspects of the Lord. She is 

identified with the cosmos as both consort and devotee of Kr~r:ta. As divine consort she 

certainly has the cosmos as part of her own body, and as devotee, she has merged 

completely with Kr~r:ta, and therefore shares his divya-mangala (divine, auspicious) 

nature.28 

Until about eighty or ninety years ago, performances of Bhâmâkalâpam by 

Kuchipudi Brahmins would start with a long prelude in which Satyabhâmâ would stand 

behind a curtain for hours, with only her jaçfa flung over the top of the curtain, and here she 

would perform what was called jaçfa vrttantam or jaçfa bharatam. In this prelude, she would 

relate the narrative of the jaçfa to the audience, locating herself in the long lineage of 

pativratas fortunate enough to possess it. In the devadasTtraditions, women would take 

this opportunity to introduce themselves through the character of Satyabhâmâ in the form 

of personalized librettos composed for them by Brahmin scholars29
• In Kuchipudi village, 
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the actor playing Satyabhâmâ would use the prelude to dwell on the symbolic meaning of 

the jaçJa and by extension, Satyabhâmâ as the ideal woman. 

Although today the jaçJa vrttantam is not part of performances in Kuchipudi village, 

the narrative of the origin of Satyabhâmâ's jaçJa, embedded in the performance of the jaçJa 

vrttantam, was told to me by Vedantam Satyanarayana: 

A si/pi (sculptor or architect, sometimes identified as Visvakarma) once performed 
penance and secured a boon from Siva enabling him to create anything he desired. 
Vi~Qu suggested that he create a celestial braid. The si/pi's braid was given first to 
Siva's consort, Pârvati, who gave it to 8rahmâ's consort Sarasvati, who in turn gave 
it to the pativratas Damayanti and AruQdhati for their blessings, who then gave it to 
Vâyu (the 'wind-god'). Eventually it was given to Kr~Qa who presented it to 
Satyabhâmâ, in whose possession it was to eternally remain.30 

Clearly, the plait had passed through the hands of the celebrated pativratas, just as the 

pur:lYaka vrata tradition survived through a lineage of illustrious pativratas in the PurâQic 

texts we had examined in chapter one. This makes it one of the distinguished markers of 

the ideal woman, and it is only natural that Satyabhâmâ, the "true woman," be its rightful 

heir. Pativrata values are thus endorsed by a host of role models, and through the symbol 

of the jaçJa and its inheritance, Satyabhâmâ is to consciously emulate these righteous 

women of old. 

The pativrata, represented by the jaçJa and its lineage, is also linked to bhakti. 

Pativratya is an ideal state of union (saf!1bhoga srngara, or love in union), and the worst 

fate a pativrata can suffer is to be distanced or separated from her husband 

(vipra/af!1bha srngara or love in separation). Hence, the jaçJa plays in extremely 

important role in the Kuchipudi Bhamaka/apam. It signifies Satyabhama's eternal 

attachment to Kr~Qa, and during the time of her lament at being separated from him, it 

serves as a reminder for the potential of reunion. 

So far, we have examined the ways in which Kuchipudi Bhamaka/apam serves to 

reiterate and reinforce dominant constructions of gender as they are found in 

8rahmanical textual culture. However, it is significant that the rhetoric and aesthetics of 

bhakti allow for the projection of a slightly altered ideal of womanhood. While the 

primary leitmotifs of Kuchipudi Bhamaka/apam certainly appear to revolve around ideal 

of women's chastity and modesty, spaces do exist in the performances where bhakti 

images are dominant. 
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The clearest example of the merging of the aesthetic, erotic and devotional in 

Kuchipudi performance is to be seen in a passage called patra-/ekha, or "writing of the 

letter". This passage has been reworked by many, many authors, and is found in ail 

performative variants of Bhamaka/apam. Here, Mâdhavï suggests that Satyabhâmâ 

write a letter requesting Kr~l)a to come back to her. Satyabhâmâ dictates a letter to 

Mâdhavï, while the actor playing Satyabhâmâ performs the abhinaya. Below is a 

paraphrased translation from the patra-Iekha sung for me by Vedantam Parvatisam in 

Kuchipudi village: 

patra-Iekha (Bhâmâ) 
srïmad ratnakara putrika, arabhi raga 

Kr~l)a, Vou blissfully sip the sweet honey flowing form the lotus-like face 
(mukharavindamu) of the daughter of the ocean. You gifted boons to the King 
Mucukunda. You are the son of Nanda. Since the day 1 was given to vou in 
marriage by my father, we have spent so many days making love in the samarati 
(man on top) and uparati (woman on top) positions, reviving my soul by touching 
me with his hands, on this swan's-down mattress. Even though 1 am your truly 
beloved, Rukmil)ï has captured your heart. You have left me. Mâra is being cruel-
he pierces by heart with his sharp arrows. The sounds of the cuckoo birds are 
intolerable, the buzz of honeybees makes my head spin. The moon affects me with 
his cooling rays, the southern wind burns my skin like the flames of a pra/aya ... O 
Lord, 1 am always immersed in thoughts of Vou, and your lotus-like feet are forever 
in my heart, and 1 eternally worship you ... 
A [written] reply will not do. You must answer my prayers and come to me [in 
person] so th an we can speak to each other. 1 need vou. 
i!/u bhavat caraf)adasi satyabhama [the Servant at your lotus-feet, Satyabhâmâ]. 

Here we see very clearly the ways in which the bhakti of Bhamaka/apam is aestheticized 

and eroticised. The common leitmotifs of the painful mating calls of birds, the buzzing of 

bees, the rays of the moon, and the southern wind, are reminiscent of the somatic 

symptoms of viraha in classical and medieval kavya. The explicit references to desire and 

the rati-bandhas (sexual positions) are in keeping in line with much of K~etrayya's bhakti 

padams, and as we have noted earlier, these form an integral part of devadasïcourt and 

salon performance traditions. 

viraha-vedana (Bhâmâ) 
raga: $af)mukhapriya, ta/a: eka 
madana, madana, madana 
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daruvu (Bhâmâ) 
madanagopaluçJu, raga: $ar:lmukhapriya, tala: adi 

madanagopaluçJu nannu maruvakura svami 
maruni saramula bari korvagajala 
cukkalarayuçJu mukkuna velese 
rawa seyu.tame!a rajagopala 
neramulef!1caku nera nammitira svami 

The arousing arrows of Kâma disturb me. 
The moon mocks me. 
Râjagopâla! Don't fight with me! 
Pardon my faults, come now to protect me, Lord! 

ln this part of the performance, the lines between agony and ecstasy, sfngara and bhakti 

are clearly blurred. There is a deliberate playon the word "madana". The piece begins 

with Satyabhâmâ simply calling out "madana! madana!" as if pleading with Kâma (also 

known as Madana) to stop piercing her heart with his relentless arrows of passion. 

However, when the daruvu begins, the first word is "madanagopaluçJu', an epithet of 

Kr~l)a, and it appears as if, like the archetypal bhakti mystic, Satyabhâmâ is calling upon 

the Lord. Rukmil)ï has captured Kr~l)a's heart, he has left Satyabhâmâ, and she longs 

for him (viraha). She is jealous, yet overcome with viraha-tapa (the heat of separation). 

But, as we shall see below, unlike the ideal bhakta, Satyabhâmâ's ego is not burnt away by 

the fires of longing. 

On Vanity, Intelligence and the Nature (svabhava) of Women 

A Telugu construction used to describe Satyabhâmâ that occurs frequenty in the 

performance traditions of both the Brahmins and devadasrs of Andhra is vayyari 

satyabhama. The term refers directly to Satyabhâmâ's attributes of vanity, femininity and 

charm. Brown translates the Telugu word vayyamu as "vain, useless" (Brown 1903, 1137). 

As we have already seen in Purâl)ic tradition, vanity and desire characterize Satyabhâmâ 

and play an important role the mythological incident of the parijata flower in which her 

personality is fully developed. Similarly, the situation al contexts and specifie daruvus of the 

Kuchipudi tradition reveal that this aspect of Satyabhâmâ's nature is integral to the texts of 

the vernacular performance traditions as weil. The entrance-song (pravesa daruvu) in the 

Kuchipudi tradition perhaps best exemplifies the concept of vayyamu (vanity): 
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pravesa-daruvu (Bhâmâ)31 
bhamane satyabhamane, bhairavi or mukhari raga, misracapu tala 

1 am Bhâmâ, the lovely and charming Satyabhâmâ 

Among the sixteen thousand women, 
o friend, sister, girl, confidante, 
1 am the woman who has stolen the heart of Kr!?Qa 

1 am Bhama 

By threatening the de vas, [Kr!?Qa] immediately won the parijata 
1 made him bring the tree to my garden, and firmly plant it there. 

1 am Bhama 

Threatening Narakâsura, 1 released arrows upon him. 
1 am Bhama 

My beauty is comparable to that of a chrysanthemum, a flowery arrow, or a full
blown marigold. 
Endearing mannerisms? Among ail women, 1 am endowed with the most! 

lamBhama 
1 am the dearest among ail of the daughters of King Satrâjit 
1 cannot bear the suffering of being estranged from my Lord Madana[gopâla]. 

1 am Bhama 

[1 desire] the embrace of the lotus-eyed one who dwells in Dvârakâ 
[1 desire] to be engaged in play-fighting and love-play 

1 am Bhama 

The Natyasastra (7.67) mentions several forms of garva (pride, arrogance), many of which 

feature prominently in performative representations of Satyabhâmâ. The Na!yasastra 

delineates the types of garva based on their root causes. The five forms of garva 

mentioned in Na!yasastra 7.67 are those that arise due to vidya (knowledge), yauvana 

(youth), rupa (form, beauty) , aisvarya (fame) and dhanagamat (acquisition of wealth).32 

Satyabhâmâ is, as Vasanthalakshmi and Narasimhachari point out, 

... a soundarya garvita [sic] (one who is proud of her beauty), a prema garvita (one 
who is proud of her Lord's love for her), a vidya garvita (one who is proud of her 
knowledge), a yauvana garvita (one who is proud of her youthful charms) and a 
kula garvita (one who is proud of her lineage). (Vasanthalakshmi and 
Narasimhachari 1987, 28) 

According to Vedantam Satyam, the pravesa daruvu iIIustrates ail of these forms of garva. 

The word muddula, "kiss, charm" in the first line33, refers to her pride in her physical beauty 

(saundarya garva), the reference to Kr!?Qa replanting the parijata tree in her garden34 
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indicates prema garva. The vidya garva can be seen in her "knowledge of warfare" in 

asserting that she defeated the demon Naraka with arrows35, while the yauvana garva is 

exemplified in her assertion that she is "foremost among the sixteen thousand women of 

Kr!?lJa".36 The reference to her father, King Satrâjit is an obvious example of Satyabhâmâ's 

pride in her lineage, kula garv~7. The Natyasastra in addition mentions aisvarya garva 

(pride due to fame) as weil as dhanagamat garva (pride due to the acquisition of wealth), 

both of which are to be seen in the line where Satyabhâmâ asserts that the parijata has 

been planted in her garden. 

Satyabhâmâ's garva signifies not only her own disposition, but could also be read 

as signifying the svabhava or inherent nature of women in general. Kuchipudi 

Bhamakalapam performances seem to offer a commentary on stri-svabhava in various 

places. For example, later in the performance, Mâdhavï asks Satyabhâmâ how she came 

to be estranged from Kr!?lJa: 

Bhâmâ: a friend, one day when 1 was sleeping alone on my mattress of swan's
down, the Lord came into my chamber. He sat me on his lap, dressed me in 
jewels, and dressed himself in jewels too. He held up a mirror. Then, looking at 
our reflection in the mirror, he asked me: "Satyabhâmâ, are you more beautiful, 
or am I?" 

Mâdhavï: Then? What did you reply? 

Bhâmâ: Oh! With my female intelligence (açJabuddhl), 1 answered "1 am more 
beautiful! [nene cakkani dananalJtine]" 

Mâdhavi: Weil, that's fair, isn't it? 

Bhâmâ: Then the Lord got very angry with me, and went away! 

Here, stri-svabhava is depicted as it is in Brahmanical dharmasastra and in our initial 

textual encounters with Satyabhâmâ and Draupadï in the Mahabharata. Woman, even 

the "True Woman" Satyabhâmâ, possesses a distinctly lower level of intelligence. 

Satyanarayana Sarma glosses this episode by saying "the Lord has forsaken the 

devotee out of the devotee's ignorance". It is here that we see the complex ideological 

intersections of svabhava and bhakti. This passage and many others like it throughout 

the Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam performances illustrate the extent to which gynemimetic 

performance is capable of replicating ideological definitions of womanhood. 
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Theories of Gender and Gendered Performance: Gynemimesis in South India 

Gender is performance. As a cultural construct, made up of learned values and 
beliefs, gender identity (if one can posit such an absolute) has no ontological 
status ... Like a Berkeleian universe, gender exists only insofar as it is perceived; 
and the very components of perceived gender - gait, stance, gesture, 
deportment, vocal pitch and intonation, costume, accessories, coiffure - indicate 
the performative nature of the construct. Even when the performance becomes 
second nature, it can, like any other performance, vary in plausibility, 
verisimilitude, and persuasive power (Senelick, 1992, ix). 

Laurence Senelick, in his Introduction to Gender in Performance offers support for a 

theory of social constructionism, arguing that gender roles and identities are not natural, 

universal or essential, but rather are constructed by socio-performative discourses and 

processes. As Judith Butler puts it, "such acts, gestures, enactments, generally 

construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise 

purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs 

and other discursive means" (Butler 1990b, 173). The performance of the gendered 

body serves to represent, reconstitute, and reconfirm epistemological structures found in 

culture at large. Moreover, Butler emphasizes the fact that "the acts by which gender is 

constituted bear similarities to performative acts within theatrical contexts" (Butler 1990a, 

272). In many parts of South India, theatrical performances function as sites that both 

support and subvert dominant constructions of gender roles. As we will see with the 

Bhamakalapam as it is performed in Kuchipudi, these performances are capable of 

delineating (and subtly pushing) the boundaries of sexual propriety, modesty, dharma, 

and svabhava as they relate to women. 

Bhakti, Performance and Svabhava 

Do male devotees appropriate stri-svabhava when they image themselves as women? 

That is, to what degree is the gendered idea of svabhava flexible and fluid, or, put 

another away, does gendered svabhava really become altered when a male bhakta 

approaches God as a nayika (heroine)? ln an insightful essay called "Real Men and 

Ideal Women: The Construction of Gender in the A$!ayamalila," A. Whitney Sanford 

demonstrates the ways in which 
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bhaktas use the constructions of femininity depicted in the padas and lTIàs as 
models for arousing bhàva for Krl?r:Ja. They depict paradigmatic visions of the 
feminine, and bhaktas can refine their approach using these stylized modes of 
girls and women. These feisty gopïs provide a variety of models for the bhaktas. 
(Sanford 1997, 178) 

A similar approach to the conscious uses of female models is what 1 see going on at 

Kuchipudi. However, in this case, Sanford's later claim that such models are "clearly 

presumed to be left in the realm of the ideal and are not to be enacted in the so-called 

real world" does not hold true (ibid., 180). Unlike the clandestine gopïs who leave their 

husbands and families and "violate almost every conceivable social norm to meet with 

Krl?r:Ja" (ibid., 180), Satyabhâmâ is a proper wife, and therefore, 1 argue that 

Bhàmàkalàpam performances articulate dharmic models of womanhood that clearly are 

meant for the "real world." Kuchipudi performances of womanhood belong to the realm 

of what Peggy Phelan caUs "representational visibility" - spectacles where "the real is 

read through the representational and the representational through the real" (Phelan 

1993, 2). 1 believe that in these performances, the image of Satyabhâmâ is to be likened 

to that of a real woman, and that real women are interpreted as having sorne kind of 

relationship to Satyabhâmâ. Once, during our detailed discussions of the devadàsï 

heritage of the East Godavari district, Nataraja Ramakrishna, a historian and teacher of 

dance said, "Satyabhâmâ is the typical dominant Telugu wife. Her image is taken from 

the real ways in which Telugu households are often run [sic)." 

Conclusions 

Gynemimetic performance in South India represented by the Brahmin artists at 

Kuchipudi serves a pedagogical or didactic function. The modality of strï-ve$am ("guise 

of a woman") creates and disseminates images of archetypal femininity. Many upper

caste Telugu women have told me that they would be inspired by the performances of 

men who played female roi es in the performances of the early Telugu theatre 

companies. As with the performances of the Marathi actor Bal Gandharva in the early 

1900s (Hansen 1999,135), upper-class Telugu women would often impersonate the 

feminine mannerisms, attire and speech of leading male performers. 

What then distinguishes the Kuchipudi Bhàmàkalàpam from other Satyabhâmâ 

performance traditions? The primary differences relate to the enforcement of upper-
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caste ideology towards women, on the one hand, and the articulation and exploration of 

bhaktitheology, on the other. Satyabhâmâ here is framed mainly as a pativratii who 

practices modesty (Iaüa, siggu) , and she usually repents for her "transgressions" by 

pining for Kr~l)a (as seen in the letter-writing sequence)3B. In the Kuchipudi tradition, as in 

the epics and Purâl)ic texts examined in chapter one, several of the same motifs of vanity, 

pride, and jealously are juxtaposed with Satyabhâmâ's pativratii qualities. The gifting of the 

jaçJa (braid ornament) by Kr~l)a, Satyabhâmâ's inability to utter her husband's name, and 

the importance attached to the symbolism of the jaçJa and nose-ornament offer ample 

evidence of Satyabhâmâ's role as an epitome of auspicious yet sexually-controlled 

wifehood, but her vanity and pride in the pravesa daruvu and her jealousy toward Rukmil)ï 

as seen in the letter-writing scene present a contradiction in identity. However, for the 

Kuchipudi artists, this is resolved by the injection of bhakti into the narrative. As the 

archetypal devotee, Satyabhâmâ is allowed to rebuke her lover-God (ninda-stuti), even 

though she knows that he is omnipotent. The entire situation becomes transformed into a 

ma (divine play). Kr~l)a is merely "playing" with Satyabhâmâ. In the words of Vedantam 

Satyanarayana Sarma, Satyabhâmâ's ultimate union with her lover-God will only take place 

"when she abandons her vices, her ahaf!1kiira." 

1 It is likely that most of the Brahmin families in this agraharam (Brahmin settlement) 
were vaidiki Brahmins. Smiirtas in Andhra fall under two distinct groups, vaidiki and 
ni yogi. Vaidiki branches of this community were traditionally associated with temples, 
while ni yogi smartas were bureaucratic Brahmins, employed by the king. The clan 
names of the Kuchipudi Brahmins such as Sâstri, Vedântam, etc. indicate that they are 
vaidiki smiirtas. For details on the rituals of vaidiki Brahmins in the Godavari delta, see 
Knipe (1997). 

2 Most scholars mention a document called the "Machupalli Kaifiat," an eighteenth 
century land-grant document. This document contains a reference to a village called 
Kuchipudi, traces its antiquity back to the year 1145 CE, and notes that its residents are 
descended from the Kâsyapa gotra. However, Arudra opines that the document actually 
refers to another Kuchipudi village in the Tenali Taluk, Guntur district (Arudra 1994, 
238). 

3 Sabdams are dance compositions that probably date back to the Nâyaka period. 
According to Sunil Kothari, Mâdhavayya took the compositions of Me!anür Kâsinâthayya 
(1684-1712) to Kuchipudi village from Tarijâvür (Kothari 2001, 155). The compositions 
of Kâsinâthayya were popular in the devadiisïrepertoire of the Tarijâvür court dancers 
until the early part of the twentieth century. Kothari makes specific reference to 
Kâsinâthayya's composition called mafJçJOka sabdam travelling from Tarijâvür to 
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Kuchipudi. This same sabdam is reproduced (or rather "documented") in 
Karikaimuttupi!!ai's Tamil work Natanati Vattiya Rancanam, a record of the dan ces that 
survived in the repertoire of the dance-masters (na.t.tuvanars) of Tirunelveli in the year 
1898. The sabdam is to be found on page 39 of this text, under the heading "telinku 
mafJtükacaptam." For details on the compositions of see Kâsinâthayya, see 
Visvanathan (1985). 

4 For example, Parsi theatre companies also influenced indigenous forms of Tamil 
theatre in Tamilnadu. Two major Tamil theatre companies were established in 
T amilnadu, one by Campanta Mutaliyâr in 1891, and another by Carikaratâs Cuvâmika! 
in 1910, and these gave rise to the hybrid Tamil theatre genre known as "Special 
Nâlakam." For details see Seizer (1997, 162-63). 

5 Dharmavaram Ramakrishnamacharyalu and other educated and affluent Brahmin men 
actively involved in acts of cultural production around this time (Ramakrishnamacharyalu 
was a lawyer by profession), were also intimately connected with the kalavantulu 
(devadasTs) of coastal Andhra. In fact, Ramakrishnamacharyalu himself also became 
famous as a composer of javafis (ajavafikarta). See Arudra (1986a, 45). 

6 For details on me.t.tu or "tunes" in classical KarQâlak concert music, and the contested 
"identities" of popular me.t.tus in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, see Allen (2000). 

7 Prahlada Caritram is the story of the child-devotee Prahlâda and his demonic father 
HiraQyakasipu, who is slain by Vil?Qu-Narasi'Tlha. The text by Vedala 
TirunârâyaQâcâryalu and Tiruvalikkeli Râmânujâcâryulu as it is pertormed in Kuchipudi 
also contains some verses from Bammera Potana's fifteenth century Mahabhagavatamu 
as weil as prose passages from another text called Prahlada Nataka written by 
Dharmavaram Ramakrishnamacharyalu [1858-1912] (Jonnalagadda 1996a, 115-16). 

8 Lakshminarayana Sastri created a Sanskritized solo invocatory dance called 
pürvarangam ("preliminaries", a name taken from the fifth chapter of the Natyasastra), 
which brought together the introductory verses from the Sanskrit text AbhinayadarpafJa, 
and the "gurur brahma ... " sloka from the gurustotram found in the Visvasâra Tantra. 
This pürva rangam replaced the mefavif!1pu or sabhaka.t.tu to the goddess 
Bâlâtripurasundarï containing Tantric bijamantras (beginning with the words ambaf!1 
bhajami, hrTf!1 hrTf!1 mahaka/~, which was sung before the night-Iong dramas in 
Kuchipudi village until ca. 1940. 

Most important, however, was Lakshminarayana Sastri's adaptation of the nrtta 
technique of the kalavantulu solo dancers for the creation of the new "Kuchipudi" dance. 
The technique of pure movement or nrtta in the repertoire of the dance-dramas at 
Kuchipudi was limited, because the narrative aspects were considered paramount. 
Sastri developed a system of basic movements (açJavusamu), which he culled from the 
devadasTtraditions in the Krishna district. He modified the various groups of açJavusamu 
prevalent in the repertoire of the Krishna district kalavantulus such as valaçJavu and 
guppaçJavu and included these in his choreographies for solo female dancers. 
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The most characteristic feature of modern Kuchipudi, dancing on the edge of a 
brass plate while balancing a pot of water on one's head, also has its roots in devadasi 
performance. Dr. K. Uma Rama Rao, Head of the Dance Department at Telugu 
University in Hyderabad, considered a historian and guru of modern Kuchipudi, has this 
to say about the dance: 

Sorne of the modernists, who believe in classicism look at this item as mere 
acrobatics .. .The special and attractive feature ... of this dance was the artist 
exhibiting the intricate footwork and body movements with a pail of water on the 
head and feet balanced on the sharp edges of the brass plate. In the spiritual 
aspect of Kuchipudi dance, this is 'yoga' and meditation. We could conclude that 
whatever Kuchipudi artists perfomed, it was with a devotional fervor, leading to 
the union of jivatma and paramatma (Rama Rao 1992, 50-51). 

Until the 1930s, the dance on the brass plate while balancing water on one's head was 
extremely popular during the wedding performances of the kalavantula women. It was 
an integral part of the mejuvalJi repertoire, which had no other purpose than to entertain, 
much like the vegetable, chicken and kite dances found in the rites-of-passage 
(saf!1skara) repertoire of the devadasis of Tamilnadu (Kersenboom 1987; Meduri 1996). 
Sastri took gitams (short musical compositions) from the Third Book of the Sanskrit text 
Sri Kr$lJalilatarangini and choreographed the "plate dance" with this religious text as a 
conceptual frame. The secular, popular traditions of the devadasiwere thus re-invented 
in the subtle language of spiritual idealism. 

9 Rao introduced the recitation of four nandi slokas (invocatory verses) from chapter five 
of the Na.tyasastra in the presentation of Kuchipudi dance-dramas. According to 
Vedantam Parvatisam, the senior-most living artist from Kuchipudi, the nandi of the pre
modern Kuchipudi dramas consisted of a saf!1vada-daruvu (dialogue-song) between the 
na.ti and sOtradhari. 

10 These images, 1 was told, were recently commissioned, and the portraits of 
Siddhendra were modelled after those of NârâyalJa Tirtha and Kl;>etrayya. 

11Acharyalu and Sarabhai 1992, 7-10. 

12 A brilliant translation of this portion of the Amukta-malyada has recently been done by 
Narayana Rao and Shulman (2002, 252-65). 

13 For discussions of Bhâgavata Me!a Nâ!akam, see Jones (1963); Iyer (1969) and 
Ranganathan (1982). 

14 1 am weil aware that much of this emphasis could simply be symptomatic of the "post
revival" Neo-Vedântic discourses about the nexus between religion and the arts that 
have aftected ail the performing arts in post-Independence India. However, many 
Bhamakalapam texts and performative exegeses of such texts in the tarupu tradition 
make clear references to bhakti, and so 1 treat this as a somewhat indigenous part of the 
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premodern tradition at Kuchipudi village. See Meduri (1996), Allen (1997) and Q'Shea 
(2001) for details on the strategic uses of the bhakti allegory in the representation and 
transmogrification of South Indian performing arts, c. 1920-1950. 

15 Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, Kuchipudi Village, July 21, 1995. 

16 For details on the interpretation of Ràdhà and her sakhi in the Gauçtïya tradition see 
Haberman (1988, 81-86). 

17For analyses of the Ramlila see Lutgendorf (1994) and Sax (1990), for the PalJçJavalila 
see Sax (1991), for K($lJalila see Hawley (1981) and for araiyar cëvai see Narayanan 
(1994). 

18 Until recently, Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma was known for his masterful 
representations of U~à in this drama, which were considered only second to his portrayal 
of Satyabhàmà. Representations of the U~à-Aniruddha narrative also find prominent 
representation in the literary canon of prabandha literature in Telugu, continuing weil into 
the time of the Maratha kings of Tanjavur. N. Visvanathan, former Telugu Pandit at 
Sarasvati Mahal Library, Tanjavur, has recently produced a critical edition of a Marathi 
U$a ParilJayamu, attributed to King PratàpasilTlha himself, preserved in a Telugu 
character manuscript, which he calls a Marathi "bhagavata me/a" script. See U$a 
ParilJaya Nataka, ed. N. Visvanathan (2000). The version performed at Kuchipudi 
village is one attributed to one Renduchintala Chidambara Kavi (early nineteenth 
century?) who is said to have lived most of his life in Palnadu (Guntur district). 

19 Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, Kuchipudi Village, July 21, 1995. 

2°The amba stuti ["Hymn to the Mother"] begins with the words amba paraku devi paraku 
mammelu ma saradamba paraku Il It contains the name of the village in the eleventh 
stanza: müçJu mutrulaku mülamaina kücipü{Jilo vëlasina bala paraku Il 
See KücipüçJi Bhama Kalapamu, ed. Vedantam Parvatisam Sarma, pp. 8-9. 

21This is largely an improvised monologue. 1 have not come across a printed edition of 
the Kuchipudi Bhamakalapam that contains the jaçJa vrttantam as it is known. See 
below for details on the jaçJa vrttantam. 

22 According to C.R. Acharyalu, the vacanam "anuvaf!1daga satyabhama naf!1dure 
nannun" is repeated several times and eventually sung in misracapu tala (a rhythm cycle 
of seven beats), at which point the curtain is removed and Satyabhàmà dances the 
daruvu "bhamane satyabhamane". 

23 The term used here is jangama-devara and actually alludes to Siva. The jangamas 
are the Vïrasaiva followers of Basava. The word jangama literally means "mobile" and is 
the term that technically refers to the linga worn by Vïrasaiva devotees around their 
necks. Initially, the term was applied to individual ascetics and later came to refer to 
communal identity (Narayana Rao 1990, 8, 25, passim). 
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24 The word cencu refers to a group of tribal persons found mainly in Andhra but also in 
the areas bordering on Karnataka and Orissa. They are a patrilineal, exogamous 
hunting and gathering tribe. They are Hindu and are recognized as being part of the 
varfJa system. Their language is also known as cencu and has a close affinity to other 
Dravidian languages, although many cencu people speak Telugu today. 

25 The Telugu expression "abba!" is similar in usage to the Tamil "ayyo!". It is an 
interjection expressing grief, astonishment or admiration. Literally, the word abba means 
father (Brown 1903, 67), so an English colloquial equivalent might be something like "Oh 
Brother!". 

26 Though Satyabhàmà tells Màdhavi that he is Vi!?r:Ju, she does not say "Kr!?r:Ja." 

27 oyamma, strilaku samastabharafJamulunanu mungaralenicu avanniyu vrdhaguni 1 

28 Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, Kuchipudi Village, July 21, 1995. The expression 
divya-mangala vigraha, used commonly in the Srivai!?r:Java theological context to refer to 
Vi!?r:Ju's nature, is also used by Satyabhàmà in the Kuchipudi Bhàmàkalàpam in the 
patra-Iekha, or letter writing sequence. 

29 An example of this type of libretto was sung for me by Maddula Venkataratnam in 
Manepalli village on February 16, 2002. The text outlined Venkataratnam's lineage and 
also contained a condensed sthala-mahatmya (local Puràr:Ja) of the Kr!?r:Ja-Ver:Jugopàla 
temple in Tatipaka (West Godavari district) to which she was dedicated. This libretto 
was composed for her by the late Gaddam Subbarayudu Sastri in the early part of the 
twentieth century. It was used to identify her (Venkataratnam) with Satyabhàmà 
( ... venka!aratnamanuperu velayucufJçli satyabhamakalapambu saravitoçla ... ) for the 
duration of the performance. 

30 Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma, Kuchipudi Village, July 21, 1995. The same story 
was also narrated to me by Vedantam Parvatisam, Kuchipudi Village, July 22, 1995. 
See also Rama Rao (1992, 36). 

31 Ali references to the text of Bhamakalapam have been taken from recording of the oral 
performances by Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma in 1995, and C.R. Acharyalu in 1997. 
References to variant versions of the text as per Vedantam Parvatisam's printed edition 
are indicated with page numbers. 

32 vidyayauvanarüpadaisvaryadatha dhanagamadvapi 1 

garvaf} khalu nTcanaf!1 dr$!yangavicarafJaif} karyaf} Il (7.67) 
Na!yasastram, ed. Batuka Natha Sharma and Baladeva Upadhyaya. Varanasi: 
Chaukhambha Sanskrit Sansthan, 1980, p. 90. 

33 bhamane satyabhamane vayyari muddula satyabhame Il 
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34 attahasamu jesi suru/a natte ge/aci parijatapu 1 

cettu decci nadu veratanu gattiga natimcukunna Il 
From KOcipOdi Bhama Ka/apamu ed. Vedantam Parvatisam Sarma, p. 18. 

35 attahasamu jesi narakasuruni batti saramu druf!1ci Il 
ibid., p. 18. 

36 bhamane padiyaru vela koma/u/af!1darilona 1 

37 kOrimi satrajittu kOturaiyif!1dari/ona 1 

38 The letter-writing sequence, and many other such features 1 have discussed in this 
chapter are common to ail the ka/apam performance traditions, including the devadasJ 
Bhamaka/apam. However, the degree to which Satyabhâmâ longs for Kr~r:1a and the 
particular imaging of this as an apology or repentance is unique to Kuchipudi. 
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Conclusions 

Making, Unmaking, Remaking: 
Performance as a Key Modality of Hindu Religious Culture 

ln its most general sense, performance can be characterized as serving hermeneutical, 

pedagogical, and aesthetic functions. In this way, performance can be seen as a 

constitutive event. Hermeneutics, from the Greek verb meaning "to interpret," refers to a 

process of making, unmaking and remaking meaning. As developed by Wilhelm Dilthey, 

the concept of the "hermeneutic circle" implies that one cannot understand the whole 

without understanding its parts, but the parts rely on the structural context of the whole 

for their meaning in what appears like a circle. From the perspective of performance 

culture, particularly in its distinctive South Indian expressions, we can see more clearly 

what might be signified by the term "hermeneutic circle." ln performance, understanding 

develops through the reciprocal interplay of word, sound and image. Repetitions, oral 

and corporeal expression, and improvisation intensif y, augment and clarify meaning. In 

this sense, South Indian performance can itself be seen as a hermeneutic process. In 

our discussions of the devadasi performative exegesis called sandhi-viccheda sancari 

(lit. creative wandering based on the splicing of phrases) in Chapter Four, we observed 

how a single line of text can be opened up to reveal a multiplicity of varied meanings 

through improvisation. 

Expertise is often hereditary, and it is this "system of human experts" 

(Kersenboom 1995) that provides for the transmission and refinement of skill that is 

central to performance. Oral transmission (usually from teacher to student) provides the 

core framework for a given performance, for example, the basic melody for a song, the 

key gestures for the literai interpretation of a text through abhinaya (mimesis), or the 

central monologue for a theatrical performance. In performance, this fixed yet extremely 

flexible core is manipulated, transformed or "remade" using various forms of 

improvisation. Fixity and improvisation, training and performance are th us correlatives. 

A reciprocity of ideas exists between sender and receiver, teacher and student, text and 

its interpreter. 
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Performance also has a pedagogical function. As we have seen clearly in 

Chapter Six, performance culture around the figure of Satyabhâmâ promotes cultural 

values (as in the case of Brahmanical norms) but also integrates the values of other 

castes because it addresses the need of society as a whole to integrate diverse 

communities. But various castes utilize the fundamental flexibility of the cultural pool for 

their own performance hermeneutics, which in the case of the lower castes such as the 

kammari (goldsmith caste) artists who perform Türupu Bhâgavatam might even satiJize 

the values of the upper-castes altogether. This commentary, too, is part of the 

hermeneutic circle. 

As we saw in Chapter Three, performing communities in Andhra that have been 

discussed in this study have included Brahmins, devadasïs, goldsmiths and Dalits. 

Accordingly, a range of caste groups participate in the creative processes of making and 

remaking culture. In the case of the Cindu Bhâgavatam (madiga) and kalavantulu 

communities, caste and performing expertise contribute significantly to the creation and 

representation of identity. 

Another dimension of performance relates to its aesthetic value. The 

pedagogical component of performance is purposeful; it serves as a cultural conduit. 

But, pleasure and sheer enjoyment are also important - play is something that is central 

to human nature. As Richard Schechner observes, liA coherent theory of play would 

assert that play and ritual are complementary, ethologically based behaviors which in 

humans continued undimlnished throughout life ... play creates its own permeable 

boundaries and realms ... " (Schechner 1993, 26). Because of the strong component of 

play in Bhamakalapam or devadasï court repertoire, which involves the interaction of 

artist and audience, such performances become constitutive events. 

ln my discussions of Satyabhâmâ in Sanskrit texts, vernacular texts and 

performance traditions, 1 have established her figure as representing a mediating 

category between the pativrata and the vesya. Although pativratya is the ostensibly 

preferred ideal (as a Brahmanical norm), Satyabhâmâ is loved because she represents 

the human face of the norm. Her foibles and turbulent emotions are at the centre of her 

character. This makes her an archetype for the ordinary woman. Given her enormous 

popularity, 1 surmise that women could more easily see themselves in her than in the 

dutiful perfection of a Sïtâ and yet still be inspired by the concept of the good wife. If that 
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was a bit beyond the pale for sorne groups of women, such as the kalàvantulu who were 

not formally wives (although their long term relationship with one male partner was 

certainly analogous and suggests they too valued "wifely" loyalty), they could also be 

inspired by the preeminently strong and willful character of Satyabhâmâ. She served as 

an archetype for their own position in society as public figures, artistic experts at the 

heart of expressive culture. 

Men are also drawn to the figure of Satyabhâmâ. As one informant noted, "She 

represents the typical dominant Telugu wife." ln addition, upper-caste men's 

relationships with devadàsis, who in many ways represented characteristics that 

Satyabhâmâ embodies, might have something to do with this. On the other side, male 

artists can virtually become Satyabhâmâ. 

Performances help define the historical moment through its reworking of cultural 

data. They represent dynamic living processes that contribute to cultural vitality in 

general and religious experience in particular. The Kuchipudi tradition provides a 

concrete illustration of this principle. The Kuchipudi performers are smàrta 8rahmins 

with clear Vai~Qava leanings. Much of the imagery embedded in their performance 

culture is akin to Srïvai~Qava religious ideology. Though no concrete historical links to 

this effect can be established given the present state of research, it might be useful to 

think about some of these. As 1 noted in my discussion of the Kuchipudi 

Bhàmàkalàpam, Satyabhâmâ can also be read as a bhakta or devotee of God. The myth 

of Siddhendrayogi's identification with Satyabhâmâ is reminiscent of the uses of the 

feminine psychology as a central modus vivendi in early Tamil bhakti and Srïvai~Qava 

exegetical contexts (Young 1995, 185). 8rahmin performers in Kuchipudi see the 

performance as adhyàtmika-alankàra sàstra (philosophically-oriented aesthetic 

expression). As such, it can be understood as analogous to the Srïvai~Qava poet's 

expositions of anubhava (descriptive "enjoyments" of the forms and qualities of God) 

(Hopkins 2002). Indeed, other key Srïvai~Qava ideas find place in the Kuchipudi 

Bhàmàkalàpam including those of prapatti (surrender) and, of course, the modality of 

nàyaka-nàyaki bhàva (the emotionalism of the lover-beloved relationship). However, in

depth explorations of these links await further investigation. 
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On the female side, the women of the Madanagopâlasvâmi temple in Ballipadu 

whom 1 examined in Chapter Four see themselves as wives of Kf$l)a. Aside from the 

ritual duties of these women, their role as artist was also deeply influenced by the 

devotional ethos. Many of the nayakas (heroes) of javafis and other compositions of the 

court and public repertoire were male deities, most often Kf$l)a. Having said this, we 

must also note how performance can serve to demarcate boundaries or mediate 

between spheres of experience. Devadasi involvement in temple processions at 

Ballipadu, for instance, was limited to performing while the deity halts or breaks the 

procession. This time is set aside for "entertainment." It is distinct from the imperial act 

of the god surveying his domain, which is symbolized by the procession. Vet it is 

precisely this oscillation from one domain to another, this fluidity mediated by structure, 

so characteristic of performance in South India, that allows it to speak for religion, culture 

and history. 

Performance culture focused on Satyabhâmâ is a window on the massive 

changes in Indian society from the late medieval period through the twentieth century. 

This thesis has been able to trace the history of performance cultures through three 

major dynasties into the modern period, and the resultant classification of genres has 

helped bring some order to the plethora of Satyabhâmâ-oriented vernacular texts. This, 

in turn, serves as a heuristic tool for identifying cultural continuity and change. 

ln my delineation of the four major genres of Telugu Purâl)a, court poetry 

(prabandha), yak$agana and kalapam, Satyabhâmâ has morphed into the vira vanita or 

virile woman, on the one hand, and the archetypal nayika (heroine), on the other. During 

the Nayaka period, Satyabhâmâ enters a new cultural domain marked by the signs of 

sensual enjoyment (bhoga) , and it is in this culture that we see the development of texts 

similar to the Bhamakalapam texts in the form that we presently encounter them. 

Representations of srngara (Iove-oriented or erotic sentiments) are key markers of 

courtly and religious culture. There is a distinct cultural shift here in terms of a focus on 

the actualization of the eros of Vai$l)ava devotion. The court serves as a testing ground 

for cultural experiments - the clearest example being the conflation of the role of the 

temple-woman with that of the courtesan. In the South Indian context, we have traced 

sorne of the shifts in the perceptions of womanhood in literary and performative contexts, 

where multiple roles for women are represented. 
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Another clear porthole through which to examine how historical processes are 

informed by aesthetics is the transformation of the kalàvantulu. In colonial South India, 

the performative visibility of devadàsi me!ams was de-Iegitimized through a shift rooted 

in the cultural incorporation of Victorian values and a re-awakening of 8rahmanical 

idioms of purity. This phase of the "aesthetic purification"" of the emergent nation results 

in a massive change in the performance culture of the kalàvantulu. Their traditional 

patronage structures collapse, they lose their audiences, and, more poignantly, their 

very identities are brought into question. These types of changes, symbolized by shifting 

attitudes towards the meanings embedded in performance, contribute to the 

homogenizing of images of womanhood under the aegis of a slightly re-worked ideal of 

pativratà. 

To conclude, 1 posit that performance is a core institution of Hindu religious 

culture. Granted "institution" is an odd word to use here, because of the acephalic 

characterizations of the radically decentralized nature of Hinduism with its lack of formai 

bureaucracy or common leaders. However, Hinduism does have its own kind of invisible 

institutions and structures that function at several levels and are connected through 

dynamic networks. The performing troupes or me!ams of Andhra reflect the peripatetic 

nature of Hinduism. Continuity and dynamism are provided by the movement between 

courts and temples as weil as public and private spheres. The underlying "institution" of 

performance, then, is one of the invisible yet central structures of Hindu religious culture. 

Performances arise but are ephemeral; they perpetually lapse in and out of the cultural 

pool, simultaneously drawing from it and nourishing il. This is the dynamic of 

performance that encompasses processes of making, unmaking, and remaking always 

in new, ever more creative ways. 
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APPENDIX 1 
Kr~lJa as Râjagopâla or Râjamaooâr 

Although it is extremely problematic to date this development, another source of the 

"popularization" of Satyabhâmâ cornes from iconography. In the T elugu-speaking 

regions, there is a conspicuous absence of Satyabhâmâ icons in temples until after the 

Nâyaka period. But she does appear in sorne Tamil temples. We will discuss this 

curious situation of the presence and absence of Satyabhâmâ in iconographie traditions. 

1 begin with a cursory look at South Indian Pâncarâtra texts and Cola imperial culture in 

the period from roughly the ninth to twelfth centuries to examine the evolution of the 

representation of Kr~oa and his consorts from early standing images of Vi~ou called 

bhogasthanakamurti in the Âgamas. Images of Kr~oa and his two principal consorts 

emerge in Cola art from the eleventh century onwards, and usually represent Kr~oa in a 

peculiar iconic form called Râjagopâla (or in Tamil, Râjamaooâr, or simply Maooaoâr), 

where he is flanked by RukmiOï and Satyabhâmâ. This image becomes very popular in 

the Cola period and beyond, especially during the Nâyaka ru le in Tanjavur. 

Kr~lJa as Râjagopâla or Râjamaooâr 

The presence of Satyabhâmâ in images and texts from South India is inextricably linked 

to a peculiar iconographie conception of Kr~oa, variously known by his Tamil names 

Râjamaooâr or Maooaoar ('King'), and Ceolalarikâra ('Adorned with the Cowherd's 

Crook [ce~!u]'), or the Sanskrit equivalent, Râjagopâla ('Royal Cowherd'). From roughly 

the eleventh century CE, the imperial Colas begin to set up these image of Kr~oa as 

Maooaoâr flanked by his consorts, Rukmioï (to his right) and Satyabhâmâ (to his left). 

This image of Kr~oa flanked by his consorts mirrors much earlier standing 

images of Vi~ou flanked by Srï-Lak~mï and BhOmi, which Gopinatha Rao classifies as 

'BhogasthânakamOrti,1 (1914, 81-83). These were likely the conceptual prototype for the 

image of Kr~oa as Maooaoâr. This idea of the Lord surrounded by his two consorts 

(upaya nacciyar in Tamil) eventually becomes a ritual imperative in the form of bronze 

karmabimba~ or utsava-mürtis (processional images) throughout Vai~oava temples in 

South India. 
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Some South Indian Pâiicarâtrâgama texts dating from roughly the ninth to twelfth 

centuries in particular refer to such images3
. In addition, though the esoteric theology of 

Pâiicarâtrâgama recognizes three consorts of Visnu (Sri, Bhü and Nïlâ>Nappiooai4
), 

there is clearly an emphasis on Sri and Bhümi as the two primary consorts to be 

represented in image form. 

Table 1: Configuration of the South Indian Bhogasthânakamürti 

Sri 
RukmilJi 

Vi!?lJu 
K[!?lJa 

Bhü 
Satyabhâmâ 

Pâiicarâtra texts cali this type of an image (with Vi!?lJu tlanked by his consorts, devotees 

and/or other beings) bahubera ("many icons"), as opposed to representations of Vi!?lJu 

appearing alone called ekabera (Smith 1969, 5). When this configuration is reworked as 

RukmilJi-K[!?lJa-Satyabhâmâ, Satyabhâmâ is identified with Bhümi. The reworked forms 

of the Bhogasthânakamürtis as RukmilJi-K[!?lJa-Satyabhâmâ are mentioned in both early 

Pâiicarâtra5
- and Vaikhânasâgamas, as weil as in Sanskirt PurâlJic texts dealing with 

iconography such as the Vi$fJudharmottarapurafJa. 6 As Jan Gonda has noted, Vi!?lJu's 

association with Bhümi has a long and complex history (1969,125-26) that we cannot 

explore fully here. Among the earliest images depicting Vi!?lJu and Bhümi are those 

related to Varaha's rescue of the earth after slaying the demon HiralJyâk!?a (the 

BhagavatapurafJa version [3.17-19] of this narrative is the most popular). According to 

some accounts, Vi!?lJu's contact with Bhümi creates the demon Naraka, who is later slain 

by Bhümi herself in the form of Satyabhâmâ. Most RâmâyalJa traditions link SUâ to 

Bhümi, while the South Indian Srivai!?lJava hagiographie tradition links the ninth-century 
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female saint Ât:1lâ! to Bhümi. Other than a few stray references in very late Vai~Qava 

Upani~ads such as the K($f}opani$af and a commentary on the Bhagavatapuraf}éf, 

there are not, to my knowledge, any references explicitly connecting Satyabhâmâ to 

Bhümi in either the Pâncarâtra or Vaikhânasâgamas, nor in the writings of the Âlvârs, 

nor in Cola period inscriptions. At this point, other than to suggest that Cola imperial 

expansion might have influenced the popularity of "royal" images of deities such as 

Mannanâr, it is difficult to say exactly how or when images such as the 

Bhogasthânakamürtis were reinterpreted as RukmiQï-Kr~Qa-Satyabhâmâ images. 

Regardless though, by the eleventh century CE, this form of Kr~Qa is known in Cola 

period inscriptions as Mannanâr ('King'), and sorne of the temples in which such images 

are found are often given the name tulaparattap, or the place where the tulabhara ritual 

(ritual of donating offerings in the amount equal to one's weight to the temple) takes 

place (Champakalakshmi 1981, 141). 

The origins of the unique posture of the image of Kr~Qa as Mannanâr are 

unknown, though Vidya Dehejia suggests that the image of the standing Kr~Qa, with one 

arm resting on Satyabhâmâ to his left (Fig. 28) may have been taken from earlier Saiva 

images of Siva standing against the bull Nandi in a form known as Vr~abhârüQhamürti 

(Dehejia 1989, 60)9. In one of the earliest stone specimens of this image (Fig. 29) Kr~Qa 

is depicted with only one consort, which sorne have suggested may be RukmiQï 

(Gopinatha Rao 1914, 204). However, given her placement to the left of Kr~Qa, and the 
, 

trace of what appears to be a yajflopavïta (sacred thread) across her chest,10 it is 

perhaps more likely that this is in fact Satyabhâmâ. 

Clearly, one of the most important Cola period monuments to house this image is 

the temple in the town of Mannargudi (Tanjavur district), named after this form of Kr~Qa, 

dating to the reign of the King Kulotturiga 1 (c. 1070-1122). The immovable image (or 

mülasthana mürtt) at Mannargudi is known by the name Vâsudeva, and yet it is really 

the processional image of Mannanâr after which the temple is named. In addition to this 

major centre, smaller temples such as those in Kattumannarkoyil (South Arcot district) 

and Mannarkoyil (Tirunelveli district) bear the name ('Mannâr') of this deity. The bronze 

processional images of Kr~Qa as Mannanâr become fairly common in Vai~Qava temples 

throughout the Tamil country after the twelfth century, and today the most popular of 
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these is the one housed in the Mannargudi temple, considered unique because of the 

dancing bells worn on his feet (Fig. 30). 

The significance of the image of Kr!?~a as Mannanâr to our discussion of 

Satyabhâmâ can most clearly be seen in the Vijayanagara period, then later in Nâyaka

period Tanjavur, when perhaps what we might want to cali the "imperial cult of 

Râjagopâla" (see Fig. 31 for a contemporary representation of Râjagopâla) matures and 

reaches its apogee. As we saw in Chapter Three, this imperial Nâyaka period cut! gives 

ri se to various forms of cultural expressed oriented around Kr!?~a as Râjagopâla and his 

consorts. 

1 Gopinatha Rao evidently takes this term from Vaikhânasa texts. Champakalakshmi 
employs the same paradigm, distinguishing between sthfmaka (standing), asana 
(seated) and sayana (reclining) forms. Nowhere are any sources for this paradigm 
provided. She also notes that the sthanakamurtis can be yogasthanaka ("standing in the 
attitude of yoga"), where Vi!?~u is depicted along with sages such as Bhrgu and 
Mârka~Qeya (along with Bhümi), and the bhogasthanaka ("standing in the attitude of 
enjoyment") which we are discussing here (Champakalakshmi 1981,66-67). Vasudha 
Narayanan provides a more common list of four major postures of Vi!?~u images 
corresponding to the four forms of Vi!?~u as per Pâncarâtra tradition (after Narayanan 
1985b,55): 

Posture 
Sitting 
reclining 
Striding 
standing 

Form of Vi~;rJu 
para (transcendant) 
vyOha (four primary emanations) 
vibhava or avatara ("descent forms") 
antaryamin or harda (subtle form, inside 
the hearts of living beings) 

The fifth form, arca ("image for worship"), is an embodiment of ail the other four, and can 
be represented in any of the four postures. This five-fold understanding of deity is the 
way the tradition justifies its name, pancaratra (Ahirbudhnyasaf!1hita, 11.63b-64a). 

2 The term karmabimba ("image for actions") is the technical term used in the Pâncarâtra 
Agamic context to refer to bronze processional images. Utsava-mOrti or utsavabera are 
the terms used in contemporary ritual practice. 

3 A detailed description of these is not possible here, but typical examples of Pâncarâtra 
injunctions for these images include the following (1 have translated these from Smith 
1969,183): 

devasya dak$itJe parsve lak$mïf!1 vame vasundharam 1 (Visvamitrasaf!1hita, 22.57a) 
To the right side of the Lord [should be] Lak!?mï, and to the left, Vasundharâ (Bhümi) 
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srïdak$i!)e dhara vame devasya parikalpayet 1 (SrïpraSnasaf!1hita, 14.21 a) 
Fix Sri to the right of the Lord and Oharâ (Bhümi) to the left. 

4 Though it is not possible for us to look into the process that have marginalized 
representations of the figure of Nappinnai-Nilâ, Hudson (1982), Hardy (1983, 221-25) 
and Venkatachari (1998) have contributed significantly to the study of this figure. 
Hudson has suggested her relationship to the goddess Kâtyâyani or Ourgâ (1982,258-
61). Hardy has clearly established that she is certainly not Râdhâ as many earlier 
scholars had suggested (1983, 221-22). Venkatachari notes that in Tamil textual 
sources, "Nappinnai is sometimes given even greater importance than RukmiOi or 
Satyabhâmâ" (1998,148). In the Bhagavatapura!)a (10.58), Kr~oa wins the hand of 
King Nagnajit's daughter Satyâ (not to be confused with Satyabhâmâ) in marriage, after 
successfully taming the seven bulls. This myth is generally accepted as a Sanskritized 
from of earlier Nappinnai myths. Nappinnai is thus brought into the Sanskrit pantheon 
as Satyâ or Nagnajïti, one of Kr~oa's eight principal wives. 

5 For example, Smith cites dhyanas on Kr~oa from Pâncarâtra texts such as the 
Padmasaf!1hita and Vi$f)u Tantra that mention descriptions of Kr~oa with RukmiOi and 
Satyabhâmâ (1969,153-158). 

6 Vi$!)udharmottarapuraf)a, 3.85.74-75. 

daya sa rohi!)ï mata satyabhama dhareti vai 1 

aghasuro mahavyadhi/) kali/) kaf!1sa/) sa bhüpati/) Il 

8 The oldest and perhaps most influential commentary on the Bhagavatapuraf)a is 
attributed to Sridhara Svâmin (c. 1300-1350). Maheswar Neog notes that in this 
commentary called Bhavartha-dïpika, there is a reference to Satyabhâmâ as an 
incarnation of Bhümi in the context of the Naraka episode (Bhavartha-dïpika 10.59.2 
cited in Neog 1965, 203-04). 

9 Interestingly, the later tradition of depicting the Nâyanârs (Saiva bhakti saints) in the 
form of bronze images borrows heavily from the earlier Vai~oava bronzes (Oehejia 1988, 
59-60). Thus, depictions of the Saiva saint Cuntaramürtti Nâyanâr beginning in the 
eleventh century and especially those produced between the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, look almost exactly like those of Kr~oa as Mannanâr. Just as Lak~mi is 
identified with RukmiOi, and Bhümi with Satyabhâmâ, Cuntaramürtti's two wives, Carikili 
and Paravai are imaged in the same places as RukmiOi and Satyabhâmâ respectively. 
It is interesting to note that Paravai, Cuntaramürtti's most beloved wife, is also a temple
woman (ruttirakannikal) according to the Periya Pura!)am of Cëkkilâr (Ghose 1996, 212; 
233). This parallels the image of Satyabhâmâ as Krsna's favourite wife, and in sorne 
ways also parallels the depiction of Satyabhâmâ as a devadasï among contemporary 
kalavantula women in coastal Andhra. In addition, just as Satyabhâmâ as been singled 
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out in the Andhra cultural context as opposed to RukmiOï, so also Paravai has had 
independent images built in her honour, whereas Carikili has not (Dehejia 1988, 61). 

10 According to Champakalakshmi, one of the distinguishing characteristics of the 
iconography of Satyabhâmâ is the lack of the kucabandha (breast band) and the 
presence of the yajfiopavïta (1981,143). Most images of Bhümi are represented without 
the kucabandha and with a yajfiopavïta as weil. 
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APPENDIX 2 
Satyabhâmâ in Mithila, Assam and Bengal 

The earliest court dramas dealing specifically with the character of Satyabhâmâ come to 

us from Tirhut (present-day Mithila), in the fourteenth century. Maithili language is 

thought to have descended trom Purbeli Prakrit. Court dramas were popular in this 

period, and were composed in Sanskrit, strewn with songs in Prakrit. Sometime in the 

early fourteenth century, a minister-poet in the court of King HarasilTlha of Mithila (c. 

1324)1 named Umâpati Upâdhyâya wrote a drama called ParijataharafJa-nataka ("Drama 

of the Theft of the Pârijâta T ree") also known by the name Nava-parijata-mangala 

("Auspicious [Songs of the] New Pârijâta"). This work is actually a cluster of twenty-one 

songs linked together with dialogue in Sanskrit. V. Raghavan has noted the similarity of 

Umâpati's work with the later South Indian yak$agana (Raghavan 1934, 17). Umâpati's 

work is subsequently thought to have been an inspiration for the writings of the most 

famous of Maithili poets, Vidyâpati Thâkura.2 ln Umâpati's ParijataharafJa-nataka, then, 

we have the first attempt to capture the story of the parijata tree in dramatic form. 

Another important dramatic re-configuration of Satyabhâmâ cornes from 

sixteenth-century Assam. Sarikaradeva (1499-1568), a radical Vai~r:tava devotee, went 

to great lengths to reform Vai~r:tava spiritual practice, even to the extent of denouncing 

image-worship.3 However, somewhat ironically, Sarikaradeva is also remembered for 

his emphasis on aesthetic experience and spirituality. Sarikaradeva is the creator of an 

Assamese form of drama called ankiya nat (also known today as sattriya). The word 

anka in Sanskrit means "act" and its singular form (in the word ankiya) indicates that 

Sarikaradeva's plays are short, one-act plays. They are not written in Sanskrit, but in 

Brajabuli (also called Brajâvalïbhâ~â), a poetic language that Sarikaradeva created, 

which eventually became popular in parts of Bengal, Assam, Nepal and Bihar. 

Sarikaradeva is accredited with the composition of seven major dramas: Cihna

yatra (" Procession with Paintings", the narrative content of which is unknown); Rama

vijaya ("The Victory of Râma", based on the RamayafJa); Kali-damana-nata ("The 

Subjugation of the Serpent Kâliya"); Patni-prasada-na.ta ("The Favours Shown by Kr~r:ta 

to the wives [of Brâhmar:tas]"); Rasa-kriçJa ("Kr~r:ta's Love Play"); RukmifJi-harafJa-nata 
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("The Abduction of Rukmil)ï"); and, parijata-hara(la-na.ta ("The Theft of the Pârijâta 

Tree"). 

Aflkïya na.t continue to be performed today in the traditional sattras or Vai$l)ava 

monasteries of Assam. Farley Richmond, who studied aflkïya na.t performances in 

Nowgong and Puranigudam Parghat villages in 1970, notes that in very few 

performances are the female characters given importance. The one exception he notes 

is the parijata-haral)a-na.ta: 

More unusual is Sarikaradeva's parijata-hara(la-na.ta (The Theft of the Flowering 
Pârijâta Tree). In it, the female roles also occupy an importance equal to that of 
the male. The play centers on the jealousy of Satyabhâmâ, one of K[!?l)a's 
wives. Satyabhâmâ thinks that K[$l)a loves Rukmil)ï more th an he does her 
because he has given Rukmil)i a beautiful, fragrant flower from the heavenly 
parijata tree. To satisfy Satyabhâmâ that she holds an equal if not greater place 
in his affections, K[$l)a agrees to bring her the whole tree as a gift. Obviously the 
incident provides ample opportunity for an actress to show the strong contrasts in 
the heroine's temperament and Sarikaradeva has not hesitated to write these 
into her part (Richmond 1974,162 n. 20). 

Sarikaradeva's plays, however, were not meant to be enacted by "actresses" at 

ail. Instead, the Vai$l)ava monks of the monasteries enact the plays, and these monk

actors are known by the name bhavarïya (one who can represent another)4. They 

present the dramas to the accompaniment of a large drum called kho/ and two sets of 

cymbals called patita/ and borata/. This is a living tradition that continues into the present 

in sattras in various parts of Assam, although today a reworked form of the dance is also 

presented by young female dancers on metropolitan stages throughout Northern India. 

The full title of Sarikaradeva's drama is Naraka-vadha-parijata-hara(la-/ï/a-na.taka 

("The Drama Depicting the Deeds of the Slaying of Naraka and the Theftof the 

Pârijâta"). As in the Bhagavatapura(la, K[$l)a's slaying of Naraka is sequentially linked 

to the parijata episode in Sarikaradeva's drama. The classic study of Assamese 

Vai$l)avism continues to be Maheswar Neog's Early History of the Vai$l)ava Faith and 

Movement in Assam. In a section devoted to the literary works of Sarikaradeva, Neog 

notes the influence of the Harivaf!1sa on the parijata-hara(la-na.ta (Neog 1965, 203). In 

Sarikaradeva's text, we do not find any narrative innovations in terms of the parijata 

episode (it is nearly the same as the Harivaf!1sa version), but it is significant that this is 
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the only one of the ankïya na! performances where room is accorded to the 

representation of female characters, specifically through the figure of Satyabhâmâ. 

Another major source of Satyabhâmâ-oriented drama comes from the Gauc;Hya 

Vai~l')ava context of the sixteenth century. In the Prakrit and Sanskrit drama Lalita

madhava of Rüpa Gosvâmi (c. 1500-1550), Satyabhâmâ is completely identified with 

Râdhâ, and throughout the play, the two names are used interchangeably. Satyabhâmâ 

makes her appearance, in fact, as an incarnation of Râdhâ. The setting of the play 

moves from the union of Râdhâ and Kr~l')a in Vrridâvana ta their separation in 

Navavrridâvana (New Vrridâvana), where Râdhâ has been barn as Satyabhâmâ, the 

daughter of King Satrâjit. Using the familiar Indic rhetorical device of rebirth, Rüpa 

recasts the dramatis personae of Vrridâvana (Candravati [Râdhâ's sister], Râdhâ and 

the other gopïs) as Kr~l')a's traditional partners in Dvârakâ (Rukmil')i, Satyabhâmâ and 

the other queens). By Rüpa Gosvâmi's time, the figure of Satyabhâmâ is already well

known from Sanskrit, Prakrit, Brajabuli and even Telugu sources. His lin king of the 

character of Satyabhâmâ with that of Râdhâ is significant; in a sense, it legitimates 

Satyabhâmâ in the context of the emergent Vai~oava theology of erotic, devotional 

aesthetics (what Rüpa himself calls madhura bhaktirasa). However, this legitimization is 

never complete. 

Satyabhâmâ, unlike the Râdhâ of the Gauc;Hya tradition, does not become a 

goddess. Though later imaged as a model devotee, Satyabhâmâ does not become the 

subject of an independent "theology" in the same way as Râdhâ does. The Gauc;Hya and 

more esoteric Sahajiya traditions use terms such as hladinï sakti ("power of bliss") ta 

refer ta Râdhâ. As June McDaniel clearly notes, the Gauc;Hya theological stance on 

Râdhâ as Sakti is almost Tantric, or Sâktâdvaitic: 

Râdhâ is Krishna's power of bliss, his hladinï-sakti, in its fullest form as pürfJa
sakti. By means of hladinï-sakti, Krishna is bliss itself, becomes blissful, and 
causes bliss in the devotee. This is the most powerful sakti, which incorporates 
bath the energy of existence (saf!1dhinï saktl) and the knowledge or 
consciousness of existence (saf!1vit saktl) within il... Râdhâ and Krishna are bath 
different and non-different, like flame and fire. However, together they form a 
whole, and Krishna without Râdhâ is imperfect (apürfJa). (McDaniel 2000, 132) 

Sushil Kumar De also notes that in terms of literary style, the Lalita-madhava contains a 

high level of descriptive content, but very little narrative action. As in the Telugu 
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kalapam texts, "comparatively little happens, though much is said" (De 1961, 590). The 

reason for this is again because Gauçlïya religio-aesthetic texts are primarily meant as 

literary and theological expositions. They adhere meticulously (and sometimes 

painstakingly) to tenets of Nâtyasâstra and other literary theory. At the same time, their 

devotional scenes often mirror the long passages describing the devotee (he roi ne) and 

the deity (hero) found in texts such as the Bhligavatapurlif)a in order to articulate 

particular theological ideas about the nature of devotion, the nature of God, and 

soteriological process. As Donna Wulff points out, Gauçlïya Vai!?lJava devotees, the 

traditional enjoyers of Rüpa's works, are themselves rasika bhaktas, or "devotees who 

are connoisseurs of aesthetics" (1984, 43). She continues, 

Rüpa's theory refers not simply to earthly dramas, but to a cosmic play: the 
eternal li/li of Kr!?lJa with Râdhâ and the other inhabitants of Vrridâvana. It is in a 
state of constant absorption in this eternal drama, which is ultimate reality for the 
Gauçlïya Vai!?lJava, that the devotee is to live each day. The subject of Rüpa's 
work is thus not primarily aesthetic experience ... but rather religious experience in 
an aesthetic mode, bhakti toward the Lord conceived largely through the 
categories of dramatic analysis (Wulff 1984, 26-27). 

Rüpa's image of Râdhâ as Satyabhâmâ, then, while legitimating the character of 

Satyabhâmâ as an af!lsa (manifestation) of Râdhâ, has as its primary goal the elevation 

of the figure of Râdhâ as an aspect of ultimate reality. However, it is a seminal work in 

the sense that it applies to Satyabhâmâ the categories of classical aesthetics. Like 

Râdhâ, Satyabhâmâ pines for Kr!?lJa in archetypal klivya or poetic situations. She is 

depicted as suffering through love-in-separation (vipralaf!lbha s(nglira) for much of the 

play, but even this is framed by the rhetoric of bhaktirasa (what Wulff calls "religious 

experience in an aesthetic mode"). In the later Telugu works beginning in the 

Vijayanagara period and reaching their high-point in Nâyaka culture, the paradigm has 

been reversed - aesthetic experience is cast in a religious mode. The courtly culture of 

the Nâyaka period is rooted in a telos of bhoga, "the domain of sensual delight" which 

has become "feminized and eroticised to an unprecedented degree" (Narayana Rao, 

Shulman and Subrahmanyam, 1992, 188). 

We must also remember that the character of SatyabhâmâlRâdhâ in the Gauçlïya 

texts is created in aesthetic categories in order to facilitate the Gauçlïya adept's 

undertaking of a spiritual practice called rliglinugli bhakti slidhanéf. The Vrridâvana-liIâ 
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described above is a kind of parallel world, to be imitated or "enacted" by real devotees. 

ln this process of role-playing, the devotee is able to inhabit the world of Kr!?Qa. Among 

Rüpa's other major works is the Bhaktirasamrtasindhu, essentially a text on rasa. 

However, as opposed to most other Nâ1Yasâstra-derived texts on aesthetics that posit 

s(ngara-rasa or the sentiment of erotic enjoyment as the primary rasa6
, Rüpa posits 

bhakti as the source of ail other rasas. It is only in Vrridâvana, amidst the iIIicit love-play 

between Kr!?t:!a, Râdhâ and the gopis in the parallel world of the drama that bhaktirasa 

can be realized. De describes the Lalita-madhava as preoccupied with theological 

concern to demonstrate the "superiority of the Vrridâvana-lilâ" (1961, 589). Interestingly, 

it is in the Vrridâvana-liIâ, where Kr!?t:!a's dalliances with the gopis and Râdhâ are 

described, that Gauçliya tradition asserts that the Lord engages with madhurya (illicit, 

erotic) love, whereas the Dvârakâ-liIâ, where Kr!?Qa lives as a married man with his eight 

wives in the city of Dvârakâ is only the site for svakiya (non-illicit) love. It is not 

surprising, then, that Satyabhâmâ and Kr!?t:!a's others wives are not the objects of 

Gauçliya Vai!?Qava theological reflection. However, as we shall see, Telugu court poetry 

that evolves contemporaneously with Rüpa's works, in fact does centre on Satyabhâmâ, 

primarily because the focus here is not on theology as aesthetics, but rather on the 

courtly aesthetics of s(ngara (eroticism) on its own terms. The Telugu emphasis on 

courtly srngara is not centred in a mystic aesthetic theology such as raganuga bhakti 

sadhana. Rather, it is based on ideologies of royal enjoyment (bhoga) and indulgence. 

It is a world inhabited by the imperial patron and the various women around him. 

As we move further in the history of Gauçliya Vaisnava literary works, we find 

sorne more stray references to Satyabhâmâ. Though it is not possible to survey ail of 

these appreances here, let us look at one representative example. In the Caitanya 

Caritamrta of Kr!?t:!adâsa Kavirâja, the principal late seventeenth-century Bengali 

hagiography of the fifteenth-century saint Caitanya, one of Caitanya's closest 

associates, Jagadânanda Pat:!çlita, is compared to Satyabhâmâ. His love for Caitanya 

(recognized as a form of Kr!?Qa) is said to be of vamya-svabhava (lit. left-oriented or 

"perverse" disposition), like that of Satyabhâmâ7
. This left-oriented disposition of course 

refers to Satyabhâmâ's argumentative, intransigent, and dominant nature. Indeed, this 

type of love marks Jagadânanda as one of Caitanya's (or Kr!?t:!a's) most beloved 

devotees. 
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ln the three early dramatic contexts of Assam, Mithila and Bengal, then, we find 

sorne references to Satyabhâmâ that begin to place her in new contexts. We see that 

she has been brought into the realm of literary representation with Umâpati's work, 

dramatic representation with Salikaradeva's work, and devotional representation through 

Rüpa Gosvâmi's text. As Telugu literary culture evolves, sorne of these types of 

representations are selectively retained, while others recede to the background. 

1 The dates of both Umâpati and Vidyâpati have long been debated by scholars. In tact, 
there are even controversies as to who came first. 1 am relying here on the dates put 
forth by Sukumar Sen (1971). 

2 It is popularly believed that Vidyâpati was born in a village called Bispi in the Mithila 
region in the middle of the fourteenth century. When Siva Sirytha of Tirhut ascended the 
throne in the year 1400, Vidyapati was made court poet. Siva Sirytha and his wife 
Lakl?mi were both patrons of poetry and music. Vidyâpati composed many songs under 
their patronage. His works are thought to have acted as a catalyst for the development 
of Brajabuli, a language that became the poetic vehicle par excellence in Bengal, 
Assam, Nepal and parts of Bihar. The works of Jayadeva, BaQu CaQQidâsa and 
Vidyâpati appear to have been the primary Vail?Qava devotional songs-texts of pre
Caitanya North India. It is also thought that Caitanya was himself a great admirer of his 
songs. For details on Vidyâpati, and the devanagari transcription and English 
translations of sorne of his poems, see Jha (1954). For other translations of Vidyâpati's 
poems, see Bhattacharya (1987) and Dimock and Levertov (1967). 

3 Interestingly, even today, Krl?Qa's presence is symbolized and recognized in sattras in 
the form of a written copy of the Bhagavatapuraf)a, which is enshrined on a wooden 
throne in the central prayer hall called nam-ghar(Richmond 1974,151). 

4 According to Neog, the monk-actors were earlier known as na!uva, a term that bears 
an uncanny resemblance to the Tamil na!!uva (>na!!uvanar, "dance-master"). 
Apparently, this name was abandoned in favour of the term bhavarïya, and today, the 
dance of young boy-dancers (similar to the go.tipüas of Orissa) is known as 'na!uva-nac', 
and is considered by the monks to be a lower, degenerate form of performance (Neog 
1965,268). 

5 Most of my material on raganuga bhakti sadhana is taken from David L. Haberman's 
excellent study of Rüpa Gosvami's Bhaktirasamrtasindhu (Haberman 1988). 

6 Most notable among the Sanskrit texts that posit srngara as the primary rasa is 
perhaps Bhoja's monumental eleventh-century theoretical treatise on literary criticism 
and aesthetics, Srngaraprakasa. V. Raghavan's study of the Srngaraprakasa remains 
the classic work on this text (Raghavan 1978). 
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7 Caitanya Caritamrta, Antya-liIà, 7.142: 

jagadananda paf)çtitera suddha gaçtha bhava 1 

satyabhama praya prema 'vamya-svabhava Il 
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APPENDIX 3 
The Tafijâvür Brothers, the Java!; and Colonial Modernity in the Tanjavur Court1 

The TarijâvOr Brothers (Tarn. tancai na/var, Skt. sodara catu$.taya)2 - Cirmaiyâ (b. 1802 

or 1803), Poooaiyâ (b. 1804), Civâoantam (b. 1808) and Valivël (b. 1810) - descended 

from a clan of musicians who were patronized by the Nâyaka and Marâlhâ courts. Their 

earliest traceable ancestor is one Kôpâla Nal1uvaoâr (b. 1638) who served in the 

Râjagopâlasvâmi temple at MalJlJârguc;li, and was the asthana vidvan of the court of King 

Vijayarâghava Nâyaka (r. 1631-1663)3. At the decline of the Nâyaka ru le in TarijâvOr, 

this family moved to Madurai, and later to Tirunelveli. During the rule of King Tu!ajâ Il (r. 

1763-1787), three descendants of the family -- the brothers Makâtëvao (1734-1791), 

Karikaimuttu (1737-1798)4 and Râmalirikam (dates unknown) -- were invited back to the 

TarijâvOr court. The present home of K.P. Kittappa Pillai on West Main Street in 

TarijâvOr was gifted to the family at this time by Tu!ajâ II. Karikaimuttu had two sons, 

Cupparâyao (1758-1814)5 and Citamparam (dates unknown). At around the age of 

twenty, Citamparam renounced the family at TarijâvOr. Under his initiation name 

Cidambaranâtha Yogi, he left for Varanasi. One of his music disciples was the 

composer Muttusvâmi Dïk~itar (1775-1835)6, who was in turn the guru of Poooaiyâ and 

Valivël of the TarijâvOr Brothers. The si$ya-parafTIpara of music in the family of the 

TarijâvOr brothers thus re-circulates through the person of Dïk~itar.7 

Ciooaiyâ (1802-1856), the eldest of the four brothers, was a great teacher of 

dance, and in addition, was supposed to have been one of the few males who actually 

performed the dance. He later moved to the Mysore court of Kr~lJarâja U!aiyâr III (r. 

1811-68). We can thus surmise that of ail the extant compositions attributed to the 

TarijâvOr Brothers, the few dedicated to Kr~lJarâja Ulaiyâr 1118 are the creations of 

Ciooaiyâ. He also wrote a Tamil text called Apinaya Lafcal)am, a re-working of the 

Sanskrit Abhinayadarpal)a of Nandikesvara. The colophon of this text reads "as dictated 

by Cupparâyao". 9 

Poooaiyâ (1804-1864) was perhaps the most prolific composer among the 

brothers, and to him is credited the systematization of the catir kaccëri (concert dance 

repertoire). Most of the compositions by the brothers on Brhadïsvara as weil as several 

nrtta compositions Uatisvarams and tillanas) are attributed to him. Poooaiyâ also set the 
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menu (tunes) for the Carapëntira Püpala Ku[avanci. This text was written by Kottayio 

Civakoluntu Tècikar, a medical specialist in Sarabhoji Il's Dhanvantari Mahal (hospital), 

and esteemed poet. He also established the two-fold rehearsal schedule of ci[][]a and 

periya ottikai ('small' and 'big' dress rehearsals) for the ku[avanci performance, and 

deemed that it be performed on a small platform inside the Brhadïsvara temple complex, 

which was subsequently referred to as ku[avanci mëtai ("stage for the ku[avancI')10. 

This ku[avanci continued to be performed here weil into the twentieth century on the 

a$!ako!i day (the nineth day when eight flags are ceremoniously hoisted and the 

Somâskanda image is taken on procession) of the annual eighteen-day long cittirai 

brahmotsava in April-May.11 

Civâoantam (1808-1863) was both an expert in abhinaya (interpretive 

representation, mime) and a master of the vïfJa. He is thought to have been a very close 

associate of Sarabhoji Il (Higgins 1973, 27). Vativèl (1810-1847), was both the youngest 

of the brothers, and the one with the shortest life-span. In his 37 years, adapted the 

Western violin for use in Karl)âlak music, which he learnt at a young age from Christian 

Frederick Schwartz, a German missionary who came to Tamilnadu in 1750.12 ln 1834, 

Vativèl and his brothers were invited to perform at the court of Svâti Tirunâl (1813-1846), 

King of Travancore. Svâti Tirunâl, impressed by Valivèl's mastery of music in general 

and the violin in particular, appointed him as one of the resident (asthana) musicians of 

his court. 13 Thus ail of the compositions referring to Vil?I)U as Padmanâbha of 

Tiruvanantapuram (tutelary deity of the royal house of Travancore) can be attributed to 

Valivèl. 

Reconstructing biographical details about the Taiijâvür Brothers is an 

exceedingly difficult task. Oral accounts have proven to be particularly problematic 

because of conflicting ideas about the pattern and time-line of their movement in and out 

of Taiijâvür, through Madurai, Tirunelveli, Travancore and Mysore. Until recently, the 

Taiijâvür Palace Records in Modi script had not been consulted for this purpose. One 

bundle of the palace records consulted by B.M. Sundaram, however, appears to confirm 

the basic oral accounts of the lives of the brothers provided by K.P. Sivanandam and 

K.P. Kittappa. Sundaram's recent work (1997) indicates that the brothers were exiled 

from Taiijâvür because of a confrontation with Sarabhoji Il: 
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The service of the brothers continued for only a few years under this nominal 
ruler [Sarabhoji Il]. During that time, they composed a few varnams honouring 
the new king. Ponnayya also composed music to Sarabhenda Bhoopa/a 
Kuravanji and Manmatha Vi/asam and staged them in the Brihadeesvara temple 
each year. But the situation gradually deteriorated. Serfoji Il, a ward of 
Reverend Schwartz, had been educated in English by him ... but Western 
music was more pleasing to his ears. He passed orders that ail his court 
musicians must learn Western music and even went to the extent of fining his 
own minister, Varahappayya, "because he was not ready to perform Western 
music,,14. On one occasion, Serfoji sent for the Quartet and declared that he 
planned to appoint a person for daily service in the Brihadeesvara temple in 
addition to them. The person was none other th an the son of Serfoji's concubine 
and trained, to sorne extent, by the brothers themselves. The brothers submitted 
that the Raja should keep in mind the age and talents of the appointee before 
taking a decision. But Serfoji promulgated a firman [official order] by which the 
new incumbent would not only be appointed in the temple, but would also have 
exclusive right to temple honours such as parivattam [the ritual honour of wearing 
the cloth of the deity around one's head]. This was an insult to the brothers so 
they left Tanjavur. (Sundaram 1997,34) 

This information would account for Ciooaiyâ and Vativèl taking up permanent residence 

in Mysore and Travancore respectively until their deaths. In addition, it attests to the 

presence of the 'Tanjore Palace Band' in the court, made up of violin, piano, clarinet, 

bass-drum, tambourine and harp, mentioned in the letters of Silvestre De Costa around 

1802 and in Lord Va/entia's Travels, published in London in 1809.15 Furthermore, 

Sundaratn also states that it was Sarabhoji Il's heir Sivâji Il who asked the brothers to 

return to Tanjâvür: 

When Sivaji, son of Serfoji and the last Maratha ruler of Tanjavur ascended the 
throne in 1832, he sent messages to ail the brothers to come back to Tanjavur. 
He apologized for the errors of his late father. After sorne reluctance, Ponnayya 
and Sivanandam returned and were reinstated in the temple and the court. 
(Sundaram 1997, 34) 

This explains why if the brothers did leave the services of the Tanjâvür court and temple 

at sorne point, their descendants continue to ho Id hereditary ritual privileges (mariyata/)16 

there. 

One of the fundamental contributions to the hybridity of the catir dance in the 

nineteenth-century court culture was made by the chief patron of the Tanjâvür Brothers, 

Sarabhoji II. In the following two sections, 1 propose to examine Sarabhoji's involvement 

in the production of culture from two parallel trajectories: first, reading Sarabhoji Il as an 
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agent for cultural transformation, and second, as a patron of cultural continuity. As an 

English-educated aristocrat born into a multilingual kingdom about to dissolve its identity 

into British coloniality, Sarabhoji Il pushed the cultural boundaries of Tarijâvür kingdom 

by officially injecting the presence of the English language into public (educational) and 

private (Iiterary, artistic) discursive fields. A symbol for the emergent 'new culture,' 

Sarabhoji aptly gave his new educational centers titles beginning with phrases such as 

"nava vidyâ" or "nava sikl?â," and in these centers implemented public education in bath 

Tamil and Marathi as weil as English. Proudly reminiscing about his ancestor, A. 

Krishnaswami Raje Mahadik writes of Sarabhoji Il: 

The meeting of the Western and Eastern currents of thought produced far
reaching effect on the development of Serfoji's life. He did not, in the impact and 
clash of differing cultures, despise anything for the mere reason that it was Indian 
or foreign nor was he reluctant to adopt readily or eschew as readily anything 
either of the time-honoured culture of our country or of the new-path opened by 
the western culture for the proper reason. Thus he carefully made a judicious 
selection of the best in both cultures and guarded and enriched the ancient 
heritage of native culture assiduously cultivated by his famous ancestors. He 
was a zealous student of ancient knowledge and arts of our country, as he was 
anxious to utilise the contribution of the Western culture and art. No wonder that 
he thought that a synthesis of both the cultures was necessary in the interest of 
his people in diverse spheres of life, social, religious, educational and fine arts. 
His ambition was to combine ail that was best in the cultures of the East and 
West so as to be beneficial to him as weil as to the future generation. 17 

The 'Tanjore Palace Band,' a permanent fixture in Sarabhoji Il's court, consisted of 

Hindustâni (North Indian), Karl)afak (South Indian) and Western Instruments. The North 

Indian presence was due in large part to the reputation of the twin courts of Tarijâvür 

(ruled by Sarabhoji) and Tiruvitaimarutür (ruled by the exiled King AmarasiJTIha). The 

visits of Hindustâni musicians of repute to the Tarijâvür kingdom th us became frequent 

in the early nineteenth century. Mahârâjâ Svâti Tirunâl, King of Travancore and chief 

patron of Vativël, not only invited North Indian (Hindustanij musicians to his court, but 

also is said to have learnt music from them and composed several compositions in the 

North Indian concert genre called bhajan. 18 

ln addition, Sarabhoji appears to have been fascinated with popular performance 

traditions, and S. Seetha writes that he "encouraged Kuravai, Kuravanji, Modi dance, 

Kinjini, Terukkuttu, dummy horse shows and fifty varieties of Pinnal kolattam." (Seetha 

1981: 115) He was particularly fond of laval)i, a rustic form of improvisational group 
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singing performed by women around the time of the holi festival in Maharashtra (Rege 

1996)19. Erotic compositions in this genre are also intimately connected with the 

community of female dancers in Maharashtra called kalavantïfls (Kadam 1997: 64). 

Sarabhoji's pilgrimage to North India is documented in the form of memoirs in the lavafli 

genre, while his pilgrimage to the south is composed by his traveling poet, Sri Siva also 

in the form of Marathi lavafli? Writing in 1951, the descendant of the royal house who 

edited Sarabhoji's lavaflis for publication by the Saraswati Mahal Library observes that 

"Lavanis have captured the imagination of the Tamil[s] so much that it has [sic] 

practically supplanted the usual indigenous types of folk-songs and to-day the most 

widespread and living type of folk-music in the Tamil District is the Lavani which are 

sung during the 'Kaman' festival (Holi festival)"21. A mural painting on the south wall of a 

room attached to the SubrahmaQya shrine in the 8rhadisvara temple depicts Sarabhoji Il 

enjoying court dance performed by a Hindustâni kalavantïfl on the one hand, and a local 

cinna me/am artist on the other. 1 suggest that there may be a possibility that the 

presence of North Indian dancing women in Sarabhoji's court was due to the quantitative 

proliferation and increasing visibility of these women at the Maratha court in Satârâ (the 

8hosala dynasty's capital in Maharashtra) itself. V.S. Kadam22 has traced the history of 

the visibility of these women in Satârâ immediately before the rule of Sarabhoji Il in 

Tarijâvür, and it would not be surprising if these women were brought into Tarijâvür 

during his rule, and represented as 'Hindustâni' dancers by the people of Tarijâvür, while 

being indiscriminately groujJed together with the indigenous cinna me/am community as 

'nautch-girls' in the colonial eye. Their specialization in the lavafli genre coupled with 

Sarabhoji's personal interest in it, may have been responsible for the popularization of 

this form in the Tamil country. The asthana vidvan during the last days of Sarabhoji's 

son Sivâji Il was 'LâvaQi' Verikala Râvu (dates unknown). He was a prolific composer of 

lavaflis, and was responsible for the 'classicization' of the genre with his bahattara me!a

ragamalika, a lavafli composed in the 72 me!a ragas23
. 

Sarabhoji's own major contributions to the dance repertoire are his compositions 

in the nrtya nirupafla genre. These are narrative works written specifically for dance in 

one raga only, and consist of various sub-genres. For example, the Mahadevaci 

Prarthana Nirupafla (suddha saveri raga, ata [khaflçJajati) tala), a simple story in which 

Pârvati expresses her devotion to Siva, consists of several dance genres that are 
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founded in early twentieth century devadasi dance repertoires in many parts of South 

India: Jaya Jaya and sarafJu (found in the bhajana saf!1pradaya and bhagavata më/a as 

weil), sabdam, varfJam, padam, svarajati, til/ana (with sahitya), abhinaya padam 

(srngara-based), jakkini (mostly svara, with 1 line of sahitya and collukattu), gita (svara 

only), prabandha (a strange configuration of svara with vowel sounds - "u ü," "i l'etc.), 

s/oka-varfJa (sahitya and svara), kautta (collukattu and sahitya), and mangala. 

While the promotion of Marathi-Ianguage materials in the multilingual T anjâvür 

was certainly not new in Sarabhoji's time, the weaving of the English language into the 

already multivocal fabric of court life was. The official acceptance of the English 

language into the discursive field of cultural performance is the 'rupture' described by 

Meduri (Meduri 1996). Sarabhoji sought to expand the linguistic canvas of the court to 

include Western music and literature as weil. The early education provided to him 

under Christian Frederick Schwartz (1726-1799), tutor and "guardian" of the young 

prince is weil known.24 Schwartz, who originally arrived at Tiruchirapalli for a Tamil 

Bible-translation project in 1750, taught English in Tanjavur to brahmins and vetta/ars 

who were seeking employment with the East India Company. Schwartz had been a 

long-time friend of Sarabhoji Il's father Tulajâjï Il, and was "unofficially" Sarabhoji's 

guardian until his coronation in 1798. 

One example of the introduction of the English language into catir culture was 

brought to my attention by K.P. Kittappa Pillai. In Kol1ayio Civako!untu Tëcikar's 

Carapëntira Püpa/a KUlavanci, the kUla woman describes how she has been 

approached by women from various places who ask her to read their palms. A verse 

describes the English woman's request, "Look my hand" (ofJfJuta/ perum inkili$ matu 

orutti /uk mai hafJ! eDla!- .. ). Whether this song {beginning with the words CODDa 

kUlika/um in A. Srinivasan's edition of the text)25 was part of the Brhadisvara temple 

performances is questionable, as we are not yet aware of which parts of the text were 

performed prior to ca. 1900. 

Of the various dance genres developed for court performances by the Quartet, 

the java/i appears to have had taken on a special contour in the culture of the Andhra 

devadasis. The etymology of the word javafi is dubious. V. Raghavan (in Brinda 1960, 

i-ii) notes the possibility of connecting it with the Sanskrit word capa/a or the Kannada 

java/a. The Madras Tamil Lexicon (3874) lists java!i as derived from the Urdu jhwa/i, 
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though here there is no Persian or Urdu source mentioned. According to R. 

Sathyanarayana, java!; "is a purely Kannada term; java!a in this language means a 

common and vulgar man and has been used in this sense over the ... centuries by the 

kannadiga in colloquy and in literature." (Sathyanarayana 1969, 202). Though many 

scholars claim that the genre is of Kannada origin, by the late nineteenth century, it had 

become an almost completely Telugu-language genre. The earliest existing java!; is in 

Telugu, and is attributed to Valivël of the Tanjavur Quartet (or sometimes his patron, 

Svâti Tirunâl)26. The structure of the java!; is likely modeled after that of the Telugu 

padam, with the three sections pallavï, anupallavi and carafJam. Java!;s appear to be 

composed in both rakt; ("pleasing") and des; or desya ("country" or "folk") ragas27
. As a 

musical genre specifically created for use in dance, the javafi came to represent dance 

culture as a whole particularly in the early twentieth century. C.R. Day, an Orientalist 

musicologist writing in 1891, attests to the popularity of java!;s as visible signs of the 

culture of the "dancing girls" of Southern India: 

Javadis are songs of a light and pleasing nature, such as love songs, 
cradle songs, &c. They are sung by both Nautch girls and ail, especially women, 
of the higher classes in domestic life. They are of two kinds - ordinary ballads 
and songs of a more or less indelicate nature, sung during the performance of a 
peculiar dance called Kârwar. Javadis consist usually of a pallevi, anupallevi, 
and stanzas, sung in the usual manner as described before, and are chiefly in 
popular ragas. The tempo is in accordance with the words, and not too slow, the 
favourite measure being Rupacca. Consequently, many of these songs bear a 
resemblance to a waltz, only that they are taken at a slightly slower pace. 

The words of javadis are often very beautiful; and those upon the loves of 
Krishna and Radha are always popular. Musicians as a rule sing these songs in 
their naked form, and with less grace than is their usual custom. Each stanza is 
sung to the same air. 

These songs are of comparatively recent introduction, being first sung by the 
Kanarese musicians of the Court of Surapuri, a petty state near the celebrated 
Humpé ruins. The popularity of songs of this kind increases rapidly, and they are 
now to be heard throughout almost the whole of Southern India, where they take 
the place of the Tappa of Hindustan. 

Among the following examples the air "Anthalone Telavari" is perhaps the 
most popular - the accompanying rhythm of the tâla falls upon the first and 
second beat of each bar; this is noticed when it is accompanied by instruments, 
such as the small tinkling cymbals and drums, which mark the time strongly. 
This song seems to be known throughout Southern India - the version varies 
slightly in different places, but on the whole, the air is much the same 
everywhere. 
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Pallevi, { T âla Rupacca. • 
::;;Il:::l:g Anupallevi. ,.. ---
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The use of the English language in KarlJâtak (South Indian) music is also linked to the 

javafi. The engineered, but seemingly 'organic' adaptation of the English language into 

the multilingual discourse of the Tarïjâvür court continued in the areas of music and 

dance weil beyond Sarabhoji's time, and is likely indicative of the influence that 

Sarabhoji's court had on the creation of 'new' music and dance immediately after the 

annexation of Tarïjâvür to the British in 1856. Several composers adopted the new 

idioms created by the Tarïjâvür Brothers and inspired by their ingenuity, augmented the 

hybridity of the catir dance. Panâbhirâmayyâ (1863-?), a taluk clerk from Tiruppananda! 

near Kumbhakonam, composed four javafis in the English language, the most famous 

being a translation of his Telugu javafi "ni ma/ale mayanur§' (pOrvikalyal)i raga, adi tala), 

beginning with the words "What Has Become of Thy Promise?"28 During his brief stay in 

Madras, his students included women from devadasïfamilies (Jayammal [mother of the 

famous dancer Balasaraswati] and Mylapore Gauri), and this could weil account for the 

popularity of his compositions in the modern 'Bharatanâtyam' repertoire,29 Another 

composer of javafis named Civarâmayyâ from Karur (dates unknown) who was a 

contemporary of Panâbhirâmayyâ, composed in a hybrid (mal)ipravafa) language 

alternating between English and Telugu phrases: 

My Lovely Lalanâ (kharaharapriya raga, adi tala) 
Pail av; 
Oh! My Lovely Lalanâ, elane pommal)ti 

Anupallavï 
emoyani al)ti kamini ninnu 
Caranam 1 
ituval),ti step - is it fit to take? 
Sit awhile here - let me convince you 
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Caranam 2 
ewarivaddanu don't be angry 
sivaramuni padamulu paçltl° 

Perhaps following the lead of composers such as Tiruppananda! Pat1âbhirâmayyâ in 

Madras, several Telugu poets in the coastal Andhra region began to compose java!is for 

the kalavantula community sometime in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. These men were usually high-caste, educated poets who often had 

relationships with the kalavantula women themselves. The majority of these composers 

have gone unnamed, although their java!is, usually bearing their makutam or "signature" 

still survive in the kalavantula community. 

These java!is, however, represent a significant departure from those attributed to 

the Tanjavur Quartet or the "Madras" java!is composed by men such as 

Pat1âbhirâmayyâ. They are completely unabashed in terms of their uses of and 

commentaries on sexuality, which raises the issue of whether scholars composed these 

songs in consultation with kalavantula women. Certainly this was the case with 

Bhamakalapam texts composed for individual women by 8rahmin men in the early 

twentieth century. 

ln the Marâthâ-period, in the Tanjavur court, the practice of dance, particularly 

the court traditions, known variously as më!am ('band'), catir or caduru ('performed in 

public') or këlikkai ('performance'), had been fostered with great care. For our purposes, 

it is important to know thélt the cultural transformations ushered in by the T anjavur court 

reverberated throughout much of South India, including the coastal Andhra region. 

During my fieldwork with devadasïs in coastal Andhra in 2002, 1 observed that many of 

the compositions, particularly those in the genres known as varlJam and salam-daru, had 

been taken directly from the Tanjavur court. For example, the Telugu varIJamSJ1 

composed by the Tanjavur Quartet in praise of the Maratha rulers, as weil as "salutation" 

songs32 on the kings Pratâpasi'11ha (r. 1740-63) and Sarabhoji " (r. 1798-1832)33 seem 

to have been regularly performed by the women and their ancestors, even in the 

nineteenth century. The Tanjavur court dance of nineteenth century South India has a 

long and complex socio-artistic history that dates back to the Nâyaka period. It was 

also a hybrid dance culture that brought together aspects of indigenous Tamil culture, 
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the new Maratha culture of the Bhosala dynasty from Satârâ, Telugu literary practice, 

and eventually colonial modernity. 

ln the mid-nineteenth century, four brothers known as the Tanjavur Quartet 

systematized the court dance traditions of Tanjavur, including both repertoire and the 

abstract dance technique represented by units of movement called atavus. Building on 

the already existing genres such as the padams of Kl?etrayya, the Tanjavur Brothers 

created a systematized format for the hitherto diffused and somewhat unstructured 

presentation of court (or "concert") dance. Their re-visioning of the court repertoire 

consisted of seven primary genres: alarippu, jatisvaram, sabdam, varlJam, padam, j{wa/i 

and til/ana. The ethos of this repertoire, like that of the padams of Kl?etrayya, situated 

itself very much within the realm of bhoga (enjoyment), with the primary agent in the 

narratives being the dancing woman herself. The brothers were initially patronized by 

Sarabhoji Mahârâja, and later moved on to serve in the courts of Travancore and 

Mysore. 

1 Much of this work has been done in collaboration with Hari Krishnan of Wesleyan 
University. Sorne of this work is being published as Krishnan (forthcoming). 

2 Though the Tamil term tancai na/var is frequently used in popular discourse, 1 have 
only heard the Sanskrit term sodara catu$taya being used by musicologist B.M. 
Sundaram. 

3 Personal communication, B.M. Sundaram, January 1998. 

4 This is not the same Karikaimuttu NanUvaDâr who was the author of the text Natanati 
Vattiya Rancanam. The author of this text came from Pacuvantanai, a village near 
Tirunelveli. The text was first published in Tirunelveli by the Union Central Press in 
1898. According to B.M. Sundaram, the two were "collateral relatives, and there has 
been great confusion about their identities" (Personal communication, January 1998). 
However, the kavutvam compositions found in the Na.tanati Vattiya Rancanam might in 
fact be those of Karikaimuttu of the T afijâvür court. 

5 According to T. Sankaran, Cupparayan was a musician who was highly respected by 
his peers including Më!anür Vërikatarâma Sâstri, Muttusvâmi Dïkl?itar and Syâma Sâstri. 
T. Sankaran cited in Higgins (1973, 26). 

6 Muttusvâmi Dïkl?itar's father, Râmasvami Dïkl?itar (1735-1817) is thought to have 
studied music with the devadasïs of the Tyâgarâjasvâmi temple at Tiruvârür. He was 
responsible for the systematization of the nagasvara (ritual oboe) repertoire at Tiruvârür. 
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Ali other Saiva temples in Tamilnadu subsequently followed his system and repertoire in 
rendering music on the nagasvaram. See Kersenboom (1987,42). 

7 Dik~itar's own interactions with the cinna më!am community were well-known. 
According to P.R. Thilagam, the last of the kOlJfi-paraf!1para devadasis attached to the 
Tiruvârür temple, one of her ancestors Kamalamuttu had the Telugu composition ni safi 
daivamandu (srirafijani raga) composed for her by Dik~itar, who was also her music 
guru (Personal communication, January 1999). It is often erroneously stated that 
Dik~itar's son was intimate with Kamalamuttu. See for example, Parthasarathy (1976, 
28). For details on Dik~itar's musical style, particularly his emphasis on "place," see 
Peterson (1986) and Emmie Te Nijenhuis and Sanjukta Gupta (1987). 

8 There is sorne discrepancy about the dates of Cirmaiyâ. Many of the compositions 
attributed to him are dedicated to Câmarâjendra Utaiyâr (r. 1868-1894), son of Kr~t:larâja 
Utaiyâr III. However, Câmarâjendra only ascended the throne in 1868, and Ciooaiyâ is 
thought to have passed away sometime in the 1860's. K.P. Kittappa has insisted tha1 
ail of the compositions on Câmarâjendra are in fact by Ciooaiyâ, and that he may have 
been al ive weil into the rule of Câmarâjendra. 

9 The text is currently being edited by musicologist B.M. Sundaram and should be 
available in the next two years. 

10 Personal communication, late K.P. Kittappa Pillai (1919-1999), December 1997. K.P. 
Kittappa was the last of the descendants of the Tanjavur Brothers to have accompanied 
devadasi dance as a musician. Much of my information about performance culture in 
Tanjavur cornes from studying under his guidance. 

11 The last time the ku[avaficiwas performed in the Brhadïsvara temple was ca. 1947, 
when K.P. Kittappa Pillai provided vocal music for it. In 1994, he edited the musical 
notation of the entire text, and this was subsequently published by the Tamil University, 
Taiijâvür. This text was erased from contemporary performances of "Bharatanâtyam" 
dance, deemed too "base" by revivalists such as Rukmini Arundale. See Peterson 
(1998) for an excellent critical study of the ku[avafici genre in transition. 

12 For a detailed description of Schwartz's interaction with the Marâthâ rulers of 
Tanjavur, see Jackson (1991, 83-90), and Peterson (1999). Generally, for excellent 
studies of Sarabhoji Il and complex and hybrid cultural life of nineteenth-century 
Tanjavur, see the work of Peterson (1995, 1999,2002). 

13 For details, see Subramaniam (1986, 47). In the year 1834, Svâti Tirunâl gave Vativël 
an ivory violin, which today is considered a family heirloom in the West Main Street 
home of the descendants of the brothers in Taiijâvür. 

14 This is a reference to Varâhappa Dik~ita Pat:lçlita (1795-1869). Eventually, he became 
one of the most respected musicians of Sarabhoji's court. He was a master of the piano 

226 



and violin and is said to have performed for Western audiences in the court. For details, 
see Seetha (1981), pp. 257-259. 

15 Details are found in Seetha, (1981), p. 111-116, and Valentia (1809). 

16 To this day, male members of K.P. Kittappa's family must be present to play the 
cymbals (tli/am) during the lirudra festival (tiruvlitirai in December-January) as the 
image of Natarâja is taken on procession. Five deities, the paflca-devatlis of the cluster 
of paflcamürti kavutvams (Gal)esa, Murukao, Natarâja, and the nliyaDlirs Campantar 
and Cal)Qikesvara) are supposed to be invoked at this point. 1 witnessed this in 
December 1998 when Kittappa's son Chandrasekhar performed the ritual. Apparently 
this event was earlier the site for the recitation of these kavutvams (Personal 
communication, K.P. Kittappa Pillai, December 1998). 

17 A. Krishnaswami Raje Mahadik in his Introduction to SrT Gaf}esalTllirf}ava Nli!aka and 
Na!esa Vi/lisa Nli!aka (1988), p. xiv. 

18 The Hindustâni music bhajans of Svâti Tirunâl were compiled and published with 
musical notation by a committee of the Sree Swati Tirunal Sangeetha Sabha, 
Trivandrum, in 1972 under the title Mahlirlijli SrT Svliti Tirunli/ Ke Racit HindT Bhajan 
HindustlinT Rligom Mem Svarlipi Baddh. 

19 For a comprehensive and critical study of the social contexts of /livaf}i performances in 
Maharashtra, see Sharmila Rege's recent work, 'The Hegemonie Appropriation of 
Sexuality: The Case of the Lavani Performers of Maharashtra.' (Rege 1996). 

20 Both Sarabhoji's own t rave 1 memoirs and Sri Siva's "documentation" are published as 
Tristha!i Ylitrecyli Llivaf}yli and Sarabhendra TTrthliva!i, edited by A. Krishnaswami 
Mahadik Rao Sahib (1951 ). 

21 Ibid., p. 3. 

22 Kadam (1997) is a thorough work on the history of dancing women in the Marathi
speaking region in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

23 Details about 'Lâval)i' Verikata Râvu and his compositions can be found in Seetha 
(1981), pp. 254-256. 

24 For details on Schwartz's interaction with the Marâthâ rulers, see Jackson (1991), pp. 
83-90. 

25 Carapëntira Püpli/a Ku[avaflci, ed. A. Srinivasan (1988), song 43. 

26 This is the jliva/i" i!u slihasamu/ti' (rliga Saindhavi). For details see Arudra (1986a, 
143-44). 
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27 Examples of rakti râgas include the most popular ragas used in contemporary concert 
music, such as Anandabhairavï, Bhairavï, Devagândhâri, KalyâQï, Kâmbhoji, 
Kedâragaula, Mukhâri, POrvikalyâQï, SarikarâbharaQam, $aQmukhapriyâ, Sâveri and 
Toçii. Generally, today the term desi or desya has become synonymous with ragas 
identified as either (a) being inspired by "folk" culture in South India, or (b) borrowed 
from North Indian music. Thus ragas such as JhanjhOli, Kuranci, Nïlâmbari and 
Punnâgavarâ!i are thought to be desya ragas inspired from "folk" music, while ragas 
such as Bâgesrï, Brridâvana-sârariga, Des, Dvijâvanti, Darbâri-kânaçia, Huseni, 
Khamâs, Paras, and Sindhu-bhairavï are desya ragas thought to have been adapted 
from North India. 

2BThe following are the pallavi, anupallavi and the first caraf)am of Pallâbhirâmayyâ's 
English version of ni matalu e mayenura: 

Pallavï 
What has become of thy promise, tell me dear friend. 
Anupallavï 
Whatf Does thou forget your inducing and honeyed words? 
Caranam 
Why can't you be a gentleman? Kissing the beautiful cheek, 
Promising diamond jewels proved to be false in the end. 

The Telugu original is as follows: 

Pallavï 
ni ma.talu e mayanura sami balkara 
Anupallavï 
ememo bodhiflci nanne mecci yaçJina 
Caranam 1 
cakkani sami vale cekkili nokki [rave] 
mukkera ni kiccenani takkulace sokkiflcina 

29 The home of Vina Dhanammal in Madras, was a place where several java!is that are 
popular today were composed. It is weil known that Vina Dhanammal herself had 
relationships with java!i composers Uavafikartas) such as Dharmapuri Subbayyar (b. 
1864). These java!is became exceedingly popular when the devadasi dance of 
Tamilnadu was re-named "Bharatanâtyam" in Madras city in the 19305. Many of these 
"Madras" java!is, as 1 cali them, were performed by Dhanammal's descendants, T. 
Balasaraswati and T. Viswananthan, and were popularized largely through their 
performances. Many of these have been edited by Balasaraswati's cousin T. Brinda, 
and published by the Madras Music Academy in 1960 under the title Javalis of Patnam 
Subrahmanya Iyer, Tiruppanandal Pattabhiramayya, Dharmapuri Subbarayar, Tirupati 
Narayanaswami and Others. In this collection, there is one javafi by Vidyala 
Narayanasvami Nayudu, in the raga Behâg (vagalaçJi bodhanalaku), which is not one of 
the "Madras" compositions. However, we should al 50 note that there seems to be a 
small amount of overlap between the Andhra and Madras java!i repertoires. So while 
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the java/i by Narayanasvami Nayudu is found in the repertoire of the descendants of 
Vina Dhannamal, 1 also witnessed the performance of a Madras java/i written by Patnam 
Subrahmanya Ayyar (1845-1902) among the kalavantulu of coastal Andhra. This was 
the java/i in raga Khamâs, apuçJumanasu, performed by Saride Maithili on March 12, 
2002. 

30 1 am grateful to the late Arudra for this text. 

31 The varl)am or padavarl)am is a music genre that figures prominently in the devadasi 
dance repertoire in present-day Tamilnadu, Andhra and Kerala. The Tanjavur Brothers 
composed several padavarl)ams for dance, usually addressed to localized deities such 
as Siva-Brhadïsvara of Tanjavur or Krl?Qa-Râjagopâla of Mannargudi. Below is an 
example of the text of a padavarl)am. This particular varl)am, in the raga Bhairavï is 
well-known in its Tamil form, beginning with the words m6hamaDa eDmïtil (filled with the 
intoxication [of love] ... ). This composition, dedicated to the god Siva in his local form of 
Tyâgarâja enshrined in the city of Tiruvarur, forms the subject of Saskia Kersenboom's 
book, Word, Sound, Image: The Lite of a Tamil Text. However, in coastal Andhra, 1 
found that the Telugu version of this song (beginning with the words ni safi dora), 
dedicated to the King Sarabhoji Il, is still very much a part of the living (or rather 
remembered) performance culture of the kalavantulu: 

Pallavï 
1 believed that there was no King equal to Vou. 
Listen to me at this time [now], my Lord. 

Anupallavi 
o Son of King Tu!ajâjï Il, of the Bhosala clan, 
King Sarabhoji Il, one who engages in sensual enjoyment like the King of the 
gods. 

Muktayi Svara-sâhitya 
[1 thought] 1 was a befitting woman for Vou, so 1 came before Vou [into your 
presence]. 
Now Vou must protect me and look after me. 
1 am in love with Vou, 1 can't [afford to] be tired; 1 can't be separated from Vou for 
even a minute. 
Great Lover, l've come to actualize the techniques of the Manuals of Erotics! 

Caranam 
Manmantha has come here, 1 can't bear it! 

Carana Svara-sâhitya 
[Manmantha] has begun to release his flowery arrows upon my breast, 
At this time, the [harsh] moonbeams dart forcefully [towards me]. 
The kokila birds are incessantly making the sound "kil'. This is the time [for 
union]. Come, don't be stubborn, come, don't be angry, come now. 
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Why this anger [towards me]? One full of beautiful qualities, rise, for 1 will not 
leave you even for a minute. Take me in your embrace, and give me the sweet 
nectar (rasa) from your lips. Why are you not granting me the pleasures of love
making (ratulu)? 1 am waiting! Listen to the pleas of my heart, let us live in 
happiness, let us have union! 
1 thought you were a great King, so 1 came [to you]. You are the one [who will] 
protect me, you alone are like a husband to me. 
1 have been waiting for 50 long, 1 cannot bear it, 0 Ocean of Compassion! 
Please oblige me. Take your hand and press it on my heavy breast! 
This is the time to show me your charms in love-making! 
Let me experience the beauty of your love. Akala! What you are doing now is 
not befitting. Please listen to me. 

32 These are the salam-darus, al 50 called tala-colkattu or sabdam. Usually addressed to 
a king of a local deity, they involve the recitation of rhythmic utterances (colkattu) and 
epithets of the hero. They usually end with Urdu words like salam (hence the name of 
the genre, salam-daru) or sabas ("weil done!" or "bravo!"), reflective of the multilingual 
nature of the Tanjavur court. For details, see N. Visvanathan's Tamil work (1985), 
Sabdam alias Tala Solkattu of Bharatam Kasinathakavi, King Sahaji and Bharatam 
Narana Kavi [Captam eooum tâ!accorkanu paratam kâcinâtakavi, maooar cakaci, 
paratam naral'.lakavi âkiyôr iyarriyavai]. 

33 King Sarabhoji Il's contribution to the evolution of the systematized concert-dance 
repertoire in Tanjavur is significant. He was the author and/or patron of a cluster of 
Marathi texts for dance called nirüpafJa in the Marathi language that presented a series 
of new dance genres such as serva, tara na and tripula along with existing genres such 
as var!)am, abhinaya pada and sabda, couched in the context of a linear narrative 
presentation similar to the Telugu yak$agana court-dramas of the Nâyaka and early 
Marâthâ periods. These were written down in the form of Marathi texts referred to by 
their Tamil name, kc5rvai ("links" or "chain"). For details see Krishnan (forthcoming). 
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APPENDIX4 
Translated Examples of Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Javalis Performed by 

Kalâvantula Women 

A Woman ta Her Lover 

1. 0 Great Lover! l'm applying fragrant sandalpaste to your body! 
Leave your doubts behind, my beloved, and come! 

Don't you have any love for me? Come to look after my needs, come! 
Leave your doubts behind 

We can live like a pair of love-birds in our love nest, come! 
Leave your doubts behind 

Let's go for a spin in your Motor Car! 
Leave your doubts behind 

We can make a boat of jasmine flowers, and sleep in it! 
Leave your doubts behind 

mândara gandham 
râga: seiicurut!i, tâla: tisragati âdi 
As sung by Kotipalli Haimavati, Murmanda village 

A Woman ta Her Lover 

2. Why are you in such a hurry, beautiful one? 
1 will have union with you, just wail... 

You should know that in the evening, my in-Iaws are around. 
We can't make love here! 

l'II come [out of my house and meet you] at our speciallove-nest, 
and we will be able to make love on a large wooden bed fit for a king! 

Don't follow me around! 
l'm telling you, 1'11 come to meet you! 
Alas, it seems as though you don't believe me! 

You place your hand on my breast (calJ!l) and body (valJ!I), 
and speak such sweet words to me. 
But, if my husband's eye falls on us, we're in big trouble! 

l've told you not to do it in my house, 
and my heart aches because of that. 
1 will be yours in one hour. But for now, please go-
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look, there's the road to your house. 

It's been so long since l've been with you-
1 can't leave you! 

My heart trembles with fear. 
But, what will my "agent" (yejaf)fu - English word - i.e. husband) think? 

You are so intelligent, such a connoisseur, an expert in the arts of love 
just like the God of Love, and full of lustre-

1 will certainly come and make love to you! 
Oh King Ananda of the Gajapati lineage, salutations to you (bhafire)! 

ënduki tondara 
raga: anandabhairavï, tala: misracapu 
As sung by Saride Seshachalam in Duwa village, West Godavari district 

A Woman ta Her Lover 

3. Why are you coming now? 
It's morning already! 

You insulted me in front of everyone, 
and immersed yourself in total pleasure 

With that lady of beautifullimbs! 

Have you brought 
Those beautiful marks of union 

To show me? 
Did you enjoy her body? 

Why are you coming now? 

On that full-moon night 
When we were out on the bed strewn with flowers, 
You made love to me 
ln a variety of ways, 

And said so many things. 

But yesterday, 
you walked away in broad daylight 
and got together with that bitch! 
Now, my eyes 
can't even stand the sight of you! Akata! 

Why are you coming now? 
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What can 1 say, 
Lord Gopâla of Navapuri? 
This is an insult, 
and ail my eager anticipation 
has been wasted. 

Last night 
1 was so intoxicated by memories of you ... 
my desire was ever-increasing, 
1 couldn't sleep. 
Enough! This humiliation is too much! 
Don't even laya hand on me! 

Why are you coming now? 

endukipuçie râM 
râga: unknown, tâla: câpu 
As performed by Saride Mythili, Duwa village, West Godavari district 

A Woman to Her Lover 

4. Is this fair, Lord? 
You're making love to others! 

Is this fair? 

Wh en 1 was young, 
you took my hand. 
You told me you wouldn't leave me. 

but those words meant nothing. 

Is this fair? 

With such passion 
You made love to me, 

And did a lot of wonderous things. 
But 1 was so young, 
you tricked me and went away. 

Is this fair? 

Lord Gopabâla, praised by the Sivalirigam,1 
1 couldn't imagine your deceptions 
even in a dream! 

Is this fair? 
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idi nyayama 
raga: unknown, tala: adi 
Sung by Saride Anusuya, Duwa village, West Godavari district 

A Woman to Her Friend 

5. Friend, did you really see Him in her house? 
My Lord, Janardanasvami (Krl?r:ta), 

beautiful as Kama? 

Did you really see Him? 

Did you see the flute in His hand? 
Wasn't he afraid to into her house in broad daylight? 
[Alright, le1's make a plan.] 
1 will secretly stand beside her house tomorrow afternoon -

will you show him to me? 

Did you really see Him? 

On this earth, he is the one who lives in the city of Penugor:tc;ta. 
Could such a God 

be the same one who is worshipped by the poet Hari? 

Did you really see Him? 

nijamuga jücitiva 
raga: khamas, tala: adi 
As performed by Saride Mythili, Duwa village, West Godavari district 

A Woman to Her Friend 

6. Friend, how can my heart remain still? 
What kind of talk is this? 

Even if my lover is very intelligent, 
my fickle heart will not be steady. 

How can my heart remain still? 

What, with ail these beautiful men and women around, 
talking and making erotic glances with their eyes! 

How can my heart remain still? 
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When the Lord Varada-Verikatesa (Kr~r:ta) was telling me 
about the various ways of making love, 
at that very time, the God of Desire shot his arraws 
into my heart like a torrent. 

How can my heart remain still? 

apuçJu manasu nilacuna!e 
raga: khamas, tala: adi 
As performed by Saride Mythili, Duwa village 

A Woman ta Her Lover 

7. Hey! Handsome! Why are you late? 
1 can't stand this agony, quick, embrace me, darling! 

Hey! Handsome! 

1 desire you, the one with a brilliant body! 
l've come with lots of love to give, don't you feel even a little compassion? 
Why this indifference? Enough! Get out of here! 

Hey! Handsome! 

Fulfill this lady's desire, oh beloved. 
1 know that soon you'lI be giving me a kiss! 
l've desired you deep down in my heart, haven't I? 
Immerse me in love-play, since 1 have such strong sexual prawess. 
Come, and drink fram these lips! 

Hey! Handsome! 

1 thought you were an expert at lovemaking, so 1 asked a lot of you. 
Do you only have this much stuff? 
Ah, now 1 know you! Get out of here! 
You're not what you seem. 
Alas! My desire still remains unquenched even after seeing you! 

Hey! Handsome! 

On this earth, you live in Jagannâthapura [Puri, Orissa], and you are the child 
Kr~r:ta who protects the poet Nârâyar:ta. 

Hey! Handsome! 
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o ho ho sundaruçfa 
folk melody, tala: tisragati adi 
As performed by Saride Mythili, Duwa village, West Godavari district 

A Woman ta her Lover 

8. Come back tomorrow, 
it's morning in the east, please go for now! 

Come back tomorrow 

My husband will give me trouble if he sees you, 
And today my family will face great difficulties. 

Come back tomorrow 

Let go of this anger, and free me 
of the burden of desire. 
1 will give you great pleasure, 0 Gopâlabâla of Naupuri. 

Come back tomorrow 

repu i5ttuvugani 
raga: bhairavi, tala: capu 
Sung by Kotipalli Sitaramalakshmi, Muramanda village 

1 This is a reference to the Sivalitigam behind the Western wall of the Ballipâçiu 
Madanagopâlasvâmi temple. The unusual placement of a lingam within a Vai~r:tava 
temple complex is explained by devotees as indicative of Siva's desire to eternally sing 
the praises of Lord Madanagopâlasvâmi. 
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Fig. 1 

P.S. Ratna Bai as Satyabhâmâ holding a sword 
in the Tamil film Bhama Vijayam (1934) 

(Still tram The Hindu, January 24, 2002) 
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Fig. 2 

VCD jacket for the Telugu film "Dipavali" (1960), 
showing the popular actress Jamuna as Satyabhâmâ, holding a bow. 
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a b 

Fig. 3 (a & b) 

Bontalakoti Jagannadam, one of the last Türupu Bhâgavatam artists from the 
Godavari delta as Satyabhâmâ in Bhamakalapam 

(Photos courtesy Sangeet Natak Academy) 
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Fig. 4 

Chindula Yellamma with her troupe, c. 1998 
(Venkateswara Rao, Steps to Liberate the Steps, 1999, p. 32) 
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Fig. 5 

Saride Manikyam at her present home in Kapileswarapuram, East Godavari, 
January, 2002 
(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 6 
Madanagopalasvami Temple, Ballipadu 

(view from South side) 
(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 7 
Sri RukmiQi-Satyabhama Sameta 

Sri Madanagopalasvami, Ballipadu, West Godavari 
(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 8 
Marampalli Induvadana and Chittajallu Vaidehi 

Hyderabad, 1958. 
(Courtesy the Sangeet Natak Academy) 
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Fig. 9 

The late Annabhattula Buli Venkataratnam 
in a me/am performance of Gollakalapam (c. 1950?) 

(Photo Courtesy Sunil Kothari Dance Collection) 
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Fig. 10 
Kuntimâdhavasvâmi, Pithapuram 

East Godavari 
(Photo by Author) 

247 



Fig. 11 

The mahamafJçlapam of the Kuntimâdhavasvâmi Temple, Pithapuram 
The site where performances of navajanardana parijata used to take place. 

The roof was added to the structure in the year 1961. 
(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 12 

Saride Seshachalam performing a java!; during a me!am performance at her 
home in Duwa, West Godavari, March 2002 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 13 

Maddula Janakamma depicts one of the rati-hastas depicting sexual union while 
singing a padam. 

An outdoor me/am performance at the home of Maddula Mohana in Manepalli 
village, East Godavari, February, 2002. 

(Photo by Author) 
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a b 

c 

Fig. 14 (a, b, c) 

Maddula Venkataratnam performs a javafi and depicts the nayika (a) parting, (b) 
combing, and (c) tying her hair. 

An outdoor me/am performance at the home of Maddula Mohana in Manepalli 
village, East Godavari, February, 2002. 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 15 

A "red-light" street in the town of Peddapuram, where descendants of the 
kalavantuJu live and work. 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 16 
Devulapalli Viraraghavamurti Sastri, 
author of Abhinaya Svayambodhini 
(From the frontispiece of the 1915 edition) 
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Fig. 17 

Saride Anusuya accompanies her sisters by singing and playing the ta!am during 
a me!am performance at her home in Duvva, West Godavari, March 2002 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 18 

Saride Maithili, performing the java!i "ceragu mase" during a me/am performance 
at her home in Duwa, West Godavari, March 2002 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 19 

Saride Varahalu sings a padyam trom her notebook during a me/am performance 
at her home in Duwa, West Godavari, March 2002 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 20 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma outside his home in Kuchipudi, June 1995 
(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 21 

Vedantam Parvatisam reciting Bhamakalapam in front of the 
Râmalirigesvarasvâmi temple, Kuchipudi, June 1995 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 22 

Chintavari Melam, Kuchipudi, c. 1952. 
(Photo Courtesy Sunil Kothari Dance Collection) 
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Fig. 23 

A performance of Bhamakalapam outside the shrine to the Goddess 
Bâlatripurasundarï in Kuchipudi village, artist unknown, ca. 1940s (?) 

(Photo Courtesy Sunil Kothari Dance Collection) 
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Fig. 24 

Contemporary portrait of Siddhendrayogi 
(With Kr~Qa and Satyabhâmâ depicted in upper left corner) 

(Photo by Author) 
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Fig. 25 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma as Satyabhâmâ in front of the 
Bâlatripurasundari shrine, Kuchipudi village, c. 1955. 

(Photo Courtesy Sunil Kothari Dance Collection) 
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Fig. 26 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma in Bhamakalapam, ca. 1960. 
(Photo Courtesy Sangeet Natak Academy) 
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Fig. 27 

Vedantam Satyanarayana Sarma in Bhamakalapam 
with Chinta Krishnamurti in sütradhari-vesam, ca. 1960. 

(Photo Courtesy Sangeet Natak Academy) 
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Fig. 28 

Kr~r:1a as Râjamaooâr, with Rukmir:'ll and Satyabhâmâ 
Cola, location unknown, 12th Century 
(Dehejia, Slaves of the Lord, 1988, Fig. 29) 
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Fig. 29 
Kr~r)a with Devi (Satyabhâmâ?) 

Côla, c. 11 th_12th Century 
(Gopinatha Rao, Elements of Hindu Iconography, 1914,204) 
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Fig. 30 

The utsava-mDrti of Sri Râjagopâlasvâmi, Mannargudi 
(Photo Courtesy Rajagopalasvami Devasthanam, Mannargudi) 
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Fig. 31 

Sri Râjagopâlasvâmi, Mannargudi, flanked by Rukmil')i and Satyabhâmâ 
(Popular Calendar Print) 
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