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I INTRODUCTION

I.1 The Object of  Study !

{
I.l.a,Yak$ag5né is a dance drama fdrm popular in éhe
Malenad region in Karnataka.1 It has not been possigle
to trace its origin and history with accuracy, although
authentic records of its existence for atleast five
hundred vyears have been established.2 Yaksagdna has

some similarities with other traditional theatre fqg¥ms

1

of South India. M.Prabhakara Joshi, an astute Yaksagana
critic, argues that all these different forms must hgve
evolved from one proto form. "The traditional theatre
forms of South India like Terekiithu of Tamil Nadu, Vithi
Nataka of Andhra, Kathakali of Kerala and Mudalapaya -
Paduvalapaya [Yaksagdana)] have many similarities and . it

is clear that they have all branched out from the same
source".3

Though Yaksagana evolved as a folk form, it would
be more accurate to describe its present form as folk-
classical. Certain of its aspects like music, dance and

costume have a highly developed and codified structure

that have evolved over centuries though they do not base

s
themselves on any (written) authoritative texts (Sastra



Grantha). At the same time, its folk origin can be seen
in certain other aspects as well as in the similarity
between Yaksagana and some forms of spirit _worsh%@
prevalent in ‘the rural areas of South Kanara distrigt
even tbday. Like most theatre forms the world over,
Yaksagana's origin was also in religious worship. T@e
religious links are strong even today. Most troupes are
organised in the names of temples. Oniy recently . are
troupes being organised on a commercial basis. |

To understand the cultural life of a peéple, it is
necessary to relate it to the socioc geographic situa-
tion. The following quotation gives an idea of the
geographical situation of the coastal regions of Karna-
taka, where Yaksagana has its strongest roots. "The'
coastal districts of Karnataka have the roaring Arabian
sea on the west, the Sahyadri ranges on the east. The
land mass is dotted with hills and valleys. Four months
in a year, heavy monsoon rains:; then sunshine followed
by pleasant winter; then comes the scorching summer.
The life oflthe people here is shaped by the features of

the landmass that is known as the creation of Parasura-
4

ma . Yaksagana performances are normally held from
November to May, with a break in the rainy season- (June
to October). The main occupation of the people in rural

areas 1is agriculture. These villagers form the largest

§



base of Yaksadgana eveﬁ today. The troupes mov e from
village to village giﬁing one performance in each plaée
either 1in open space or in temporarily erected tents.
Each troupe has about thirty-forty members. |

A large part of the audience is not merely rural

but also i1lliterate (in the formal sense of the term).

The same can be said of the performers too.. BuL,,their,
knowledge of the form and of the mythological worid
depicted in the performance is very deep indeed. The
thémes of Yaksagéna performance are from the ancient
Indian epics and Purénas. The universe presented .in

Yaksagana discourse 1is aptly described by Martha B.

Ashton and Bruce Christie : i

il

The plays are set in era when Lords éiva and
Visnu in their manifest human forms walked
the earth. It was a time when holy men were
holy, when good eventually and always over-
came evil; when Garuda flew the skies bearing
Lord Krsna in splendour on his many heroic
and epic exploits when aerial chariots
whisked not only gods and celestial musicians
through out the heavens but also bore the
treacherous Ravana and the kidnaped Sita to
his island kingdom. There are the heroes,
Arjuna, Bhima, Bhisma and Karna: the villains
Duryodhana, Rukma: the hideous but mighty
demon R&vana; the scheming demoness Surpa-
nakhi;_ the beautious and delicate Draupadi
and Sita and the mischievous and playful
5 .

gandharvas.

Over the years many regional variations developed

in Yaksagana, so that today we have three different

styles within Yaksagana. The normal practice is to



divide it into two styles - Tenku (Southern) and. Badagu
(Northern). Within the northern style, we have another
subcategory (North Kanara) which is distinct from %he
other two in acting, singing and the use of muarés ;nd
gestures. So it would be more appropriate to say that
there are three styles prevalent today. These sty%es
differ from one another in costume, dance and the use of
the percussion instrqments. At the same time, their
similarities are also quite distinct. They all, fbr
example, wuse the same written scripts (Prasangas) .
Tﬁese different styles are located in different geo-
graphical areas. 1In the southern part of South Kanara
district we have the southern style and in the northern
part of the same district we have the northern style.-
Further north, in North Kanara district, we find the far
Norhtern variety (See map). The differences between thé
first two styles are more marked than between the two
northern styles.

Apart from these geographical differences, we have
to make one ﬁore cléssification based on the way the
troupes are organised as this has a direct bearing on
the performance text and thus the discourse. Earlier,
all performances used to be in the open) with the shéw
being sponsored by some patron, as an offering to the

gods. The religious context and motive were foremost
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for .
the artists as we:: ag the spectators. Later some

troupes began'to be organised along commercial iihes,
the showe being performed in temporarily erected tents
and admission fee charged. Both fypes of troupes func-
tion today.  If the religious context 1is still maiﬁ—

tained in the troupes that perform in the open, commer-

cial compulsions gain prominence in the latter.

I.1.b The present study is an attempt at studying t%e
distinctive mode of semiosis of Yaksagana. Just as the
discourse 1in literature is coetained in the writﬁen
text, the discourse of a theatrical presentation is con
tained in the performance text. The performance text
includes not merely the written text but every other
aspect that partakes in the process of signification on
the stage. It changes from performance to performance
because each performance 1is a one time event; this
condition may be to some extent overcome in case of
"repeat performances, though not entirely. As this study
mainly concerns with Yaksagana as a theatrical medium, I
have taken the performance texts as my primary material.
References to the written texts of Yaksagana which are
called prasangas, are made only as part of this perform-
ance text. The purpose of this study is to analyse éhe
process of signification - the sign logic that operates

in Yaksagana. Thus it is mainly a synehronic study of



the system. So, highly debated questions like th;
origin or evolution of Yaksagana, have not been tackled
here. The focus of the study is mainly on the system
underlying or the rétionale behind the | suBstance{

!
Diachronic details are taken up only when they help in
understanding the synchronicity.

Of the three styles of Yaksagana mentioned earli-
er, the North Kanara style is taken up for study here.
The analysis of this particular style, no doubt, throws
light on the other styles also, as they share many
common features, but the details, unless otherwi{}

specified, belong to this particular style. In addi}
tion, the structﬁral details mentioned here, are of
commercially organised troupes. This choice has been
made for two reasons:

1) this development along commercial lines of the fofm
that evolved essentially in a religious context, has
opened up interesting vistas for study.

2) I do not necessarily share the opinion of some tﬁét
commercialisation itself has led to the destruction of
‘the artistic qualitieé of the medium. At least some of
these troupes have not merely maintained the tradition
but have also succeeded in popularising Yaksagana in
towns and cities where they were rarely witnessed earli-

er.



Yaksagana, 1in its process of signification, uti-
lises different media like dance, music, costume, writ-
ten text, improvised dialogue et cetera. Many of these

are independent artistic forms in themselves. Yaksagana

makes wuse of all these multimedia and a study of their

functions in the semiosis of Yaksagana, will need an
exhaustive analysis. But this analysis being a repre-
sentational one, I have concentrated only on éertéin
aspects. Other aspects are touched upon dnly to the

extent necessary for understanding the functioning of
the form as a whole. For example, I have not dealt
with the thematic aspects (except in Chapter IV). The
study of music or dance is also incomplete. So, this
study 1s restricted to certain aspects and their funC—-
tions in the process of semiosis. Other aspects of this
complex process, like the ones mentioned above are only
touched upon and their functioning hinted at.

The main body of the analysis will be in Chaptefs
IT and III. Chapter II Qill deal with the structure of
a Yaksagana performanée. Eaéh performance has certain
features that are fixed and invariable and certain
others that vary from performance to performance and
thus allow scope for improvisation. The study will
concentrate on the functioning of these features and

their hierarchical configuration at the syntagmatic a%d



paradigmatic levels. Along with this, the chapter 'will
also study certain general questions like the manner of
representation and the role played by the unwritten
convention. In the last part of the second chapter
(Secularisation), an attempt has been made to réIAEé‘EEEM__
changes taking place in the form to the socio religious
context to observe how the social changes of the last
three or four decades have changed the discourse of
Yaksagana.

Chapter ITI deals with histrionic representation -
the role of the actor. Jiri Veltrusky, the »theatfe
semiotician says, "The stage figure created by the actof
endows all signs with unity".7 The question of the
actor as a sign is tackled first and then the analysis
concentrates on the specific features of Yaksagana
acting. Through a study of this, an attempt has also
been made to theorise on an Indian approach to acting as
differentiated from some of the Western schools of
acting. Different aspecté of histrionic representation

in Yaksagana, like dance, improvised dialogues, gestures

and mwudras and their significatory processes are also

/_ . . ‘
studied. The Natya Sastra, the authoritative work on
dramaturgy from ancient India, includes aspects 1like
costume, make-up and stage props in abhinaya and <calls

8
it aharva. This study has also followed the same



approach and so costume and make-up are studied as part
of abhinava 1in this chapter. Costume and make-up con-
stitute one of the most attractive features of Yaksaga-
na. They are highly codified ahd posit not merely
different categories of characters but also project the
internal moral qualities. I have tried to decode this
costume make-up code with the help of many photographs.
Chapter IV is. the analysis of one particular
performance text. The different aspects, studied in
isolation in the earlier chapters, are studied in unison
here as they function in the performance text. . The
observations made 1n chapters II and III are applied to
one performance text, to observe how all these aspects
function together to create a new discourse. Comment
has also been made on certain aspects of signification
not referred to earlier like the use of space as a
semiotic device. The main concern of this chapter is to
analyse_ How all these discrete elements lead to the
constitution of the discourse at the manifest and the

immanent level.

1.2 The Method of Study
Semiotics is a science that studies the sign
systems. As an independent discipline, its development

‘took place mainly in the second half of twentieth cen-



N

tury. Its forefathers were the Swiss linguist Ferdenand

de Saussure and the American philosopher'CharlesmSandgrs

Peirce. Saussure's influence has been pervasive not
merely on linguistics but on such diverse fields as
anthropology, culture studies and psychology. Attempts
have also been made to apply the principles of semioticé
to the study of literature. The study of narrative
specially, has received great attention. The semiotics
‘of theatre in comparison has received lesser attention,
though the effort started with the Prague Structural-
ists. An early attempt at analysing a 'spectacle' can
be seen 1in Roland Barthes "The World of Wrestling"
(1952).9 Unfortunately this beginning“was never fol-
lowed wup and so never led to a comprehensive theory of
theatre semiotics. Later semiotic approaches to thea-

tre, have drawn elements from different (often conflict-

ing) sources. Keir Elam, in his book, The Semiotics of

Theatre and Drama sums up the situation, "Given the

unsettled and largely undefined nature of territory 1in
view here, the examination that follows is inevitably
extremely eclectic, taking into account sources ranging
from classical formalism, information theory to recent
linguistic philosophical, logical and sociological

research. The result is undoubtedly uneven, but this is

11



perhaps symptomatic of the present state of semiotics at
10
large".

But of late, changes are taking place in the
semiotic approaches to theatre that reflect changes
taking place in other fields of semiotics. As Marx De
Mey says, "Recently, in the wake of similar changes
brought about in other fields of semiotics, there began
to emerge the coordinates of a pragmatic approach to the
theatrical performance, an approach in which it was
proposed to study the spectacular text in relation to
its cultural context on the one hand and on the other in
relation to its conditions of enunciation and of recep-
tion“.ll This study has also adopted a similar approach
with regard to Yaksagana. The question of semiosis has
been studied with»constant references to the cultural

context.

Semiotics draws 1ts conceptual framework as well

as the tools of analysis from linguistics, which are
applied to the study of non linguistic signs. The
assumption behind this 1s explained by Jonathan
Culler:

The notion that linguistics might be useful .
in studying other cultural -phenomena is. based_.
on two fundamental insights: first that
social and cultural phenomena are not simply
material objects or event but objects and
events with meaning and hence signs; and
second that they do not have essences but are

12



defined by a network of relations, both
internal and external. Stress may fall on
one or the other of these propositions... but
the fact that the two are inseparable, for in
studying signs one must investigate the
system of relations that enables meanings to
be produced and reciprocally one can only
determine what are the pertinent relations
12
among items by considering them as signs.
Any new work of art should lead to the creaton of
a new significance. The artist may create the new
significance either by restructuring a known narrative
or by making use of a new one. Any study of a work of
art will in turn be an enquiry into the new significance
and the process by which it is created. So, it has to
tackle two fundamental questions: how 1is meaning gener-
ated and how is it communicated. Any semiotic study
will have to concentrate on these two aquestions but
these two are no doubt interrelated. The creation of a -
new meaning necessarily involves a new structuration
which - in turn will be the result of a conscious effort
at communication. But in the study of a theatrical-
performance, the question of reception also becomes
important because of the live interaction between the
actor and the audience, where the audience response will

have an immediate impact on the communicative process:

itself.

i
4

So, these are the questions one has to tackié-rin§

i

the semiotic study of a theatrical medium like Yaksaga-

na. Some of the semiotic concepts wused in tackling



these questioné are explained below.

I.2.a Sign - Signifier - Signified

"Signs are particuiar forms taag mediaﬁe betwéeﬂ
the sﬁbstance of thought and the physicél expressién.
Saussure uses the term signifier (signifiant) for the
physical manifestation and the term signifed (signifie)
for the conceptual aspect of the sign. The sign 1is a
union of the signifier and the signified. The sign is
thus’ a two faced entity linking the signifier and Ehe
signified and Saussure insists that the relation ;is
strictly dyadic. In conventional signs the relation
between the two is arbitrary and hence one cannot ex-
élain individual signs but must study them as part of a
structure. In studying the structure, one must look for
oppositions between signs which pbint fo the paradigmat-
ic relations and combinations of signs to form larger
units which point to the syntagmatic relations.

I In theatre-semiotics, the Prague school semioti-
cians thought of the entire performance text as a macro
sign, "whose signified is the 'aesthetic object' resia—
ing in the collective consciousness of the . pub_lic".13
Later semioticians realised that the 'macro-sign' has to
be broken up into smaller signifying units for any re%ﬂ

analysis. So, the performance was thought of not as a

14



macro sign but as a network of signifying units.

I1.2.b Icon, Tndex and Symbol

If Saussure insists on a dyadic relatiohship
between signifier and signified, Peirce thinks of theh
as a triadic relationship. In his analysis of signs, he
distinguishes ten trichotomies whereby signs can b
classified. Of these, this study has made use éf the
trichotomy from the point of view of the object: icon),
index and symbol. The distinction between these sign§

may be briefly stated as follows:

(1) 1If the sign denotes its object by virtue of a
real similarity that holds between physical
properties (cf. Firstness) of the sign and
physical properties of its object, Peirce

designates that sign as an icon.

(2) If the sign denotes its object by virtue of a
real cause and effect link (cf. Secondnessd
that holds between the sign and opject,
Peirce designates that sign as an index. |

(3) If the sign denotes its object by virtue of a
general association of ideas that is in the
nature of a habit or convention (cf. Third-

ness), Peirce designates that sign as a
14
symbol.

15



Thus icons represent the signified by virtue of

similitude. Diagrams, maps, onomatopoeic words are
examples of iconic signs. It should be realised that in
some cases, the similarity is hard to maintain, but

similitude in any form is enough for the sign to become
iconic. In theatre, representation 1s largely iconic in
nature. Jan Kott, who was among the first to apply thé
Peircian model to the_theapge,Acqmmenting_qn_the_pglgugf_
the actor says, "In the theatre, the basic icon is the
body and voice of the actor“,.15 But the question of the
iconicity of the actor becomes more complex, when, (as
in Yaksagana for example), we have the actor playing the
role of a demon or when female roles are played by men.
Thus 1icons can nevef be pure and even similitude is many
a time culturally conditioned. |
Index on the other hand represents by -a reaﬁ
physical connection. Stockings denoting legs, smoke
denoting fire <can be cited as examples of indexical
signs. Peirce includes the pointing finger also in the
category of indexical signs. Pointing or drawing atten-
tion to particular signifying aspects, is a techniqdé
frequently resorted to, in theatre. Keir Elam points to

the important role of indexical signs in theatre. "The

category of index 1s so broad that every aspect of

le



performance can be considered in some sense
indexical".l6 Kinesics - the stuéy of body motion as ja
communicative medium and Proxemics - the study of spa-
tial distance as signs, can also be included in this
category.

In a symbol, the relation between the object and
the sign is conventional and arbitrary. (For Saussure,
symbol represents natural iconic signs.f Man maﬁe
codes, algebraic systems are examples of symbolé. THe
most famous example of a symbol is of <course language
(spoken and written). In certain forms of theatrgl
symbol rather than index or icon becomes the primafy
mode of signification. Yaksagéha belongs to that ' cate-
gory. The use of mudras is one instance of the use of
syﬁbols.

These three categories of signs never exist in a
pure form. In any given instance, each sign has more
than one quality and the guestion is only one of éredom—
inence. So, one has to guard against any absolutist -

application of these categories.

I.2.c Jacobsoen's Communication Theory

Roman Jacobson, one of the influential thinkers of
the present century, drawing from information theory,

posits a theory of communication in which he recognises

17



six elements in any linguistic communication. The
six elements that Jacobson mentions in his theory, and
their relative positions are presented by him 1in the

17
form of the following diagram.

Code

Medium Medium

Sender —-—-—m——————-— Message --—-—-——~——————-— Receiver

- e

Referent

In any form of communication, a message 1is trans-
mitted from a sender to a receiver. Apart from .these
obvious aspeclts, communication involves other elements
as well.’ This communication has to be through a medium;
it has to be framed in a code. The message is abhout
something; the thing spoken about is the referent. égch
message 1s framed 1in a code and a ‘knowledge of “the
particular code is a prerequistic for effective communi-

cation. But still the message 1s not to be confused

with the meaning of the communication. "The message' 1is

not the meaning. Meaning lies at the end of the speech

event, which giﬁes the verbal formulé of the messagéuits
life and colour".18

Related to these six elements, Jacobson also
identifies six functions of communication.

1) The referential‘function

This function "is the basis of all communication; it

18



defines the relation between the message énd the object
to which it refers. The fundamental problem 1is to .
formulate true, i.e. objective, observabligand verifia-
ble information concerning the referent". This func-
tion 1is predominent in the language wused 1in vari?us
sciences where any confusion between the signA‘and Ehe

encoded message is reduced to the minimum.

2) The emotive function -

This "defines the rélation between the message and 1he
emitter”.zo If the referential function e*press ideas
and observations regarding the referent, the emotive
function expresses the sender's attitudes or feelings
regarding the referent. 1In this function, Jacobson does
not include spontaneous expressions of emotion because
they do not have a communicative intention. But, we may
include them also in this category so far as theatrical
communication goes, because in theatre everything haé a
communicative purpose. (Even non pﬁrpose actionsv -
involuntary physiological reactions for example - .are
taken as purposive by the spectators.)

The referential and emotive functions represent
two distinctly opposite uses of language like
.objective/subjective, cognitive/affective.

3) The conative or injunctive function

This function "defines the relation between the message

19



and the receiver, the aim of all comm;gication‘being .éo
elicit a reaction from the latter". This funct%pn
demands a reaction from the receiver which may be fefeg—
ential or emotive {(referring back to the oppositi@n
between the two mentioned earlier). Military commanés
belong to the former category whereas in advertising the
second function (of motivating the receiver), becomes
important.
4) The poetic or aesthetic function

This function "is defined by Jacobson as the relation
between the message and itself. This is the aestheﬁ?c

U

function par excellence:; in the arts the referent is the
message which thus ceases to be instrument of communic;—
2
tion and becomes 1its object".'2 This function, as can
be expected, is predominent in literature and the arts.
But even in poetry, the poetic function is not the only
function nor is the poetic function totally absent 1%n
other forms of communication. As Jacobson says, "Poetic
function is not the sole function of verbal art but oniy
its dominent determining function, whereas in all other
verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary accessory
constituent. This function, by promoting the palpabili-
ty of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs

23
and objects".

20
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5) The phatic function ‘Gf é§ %{
- . . A§/ ;
This, "affirms, maintains or halts communk.Mmrog... The

accentuation of the contact - the phatic function . gan
give rise to a profuse ritual exchange, even to whole
dialogues whose sole aim is to prolong the -

24

conversation”. This function is utilised to draw .the

attention of the receiver or to establish or prolong the

communication. The talk of lovers where the same words

are repeated only to prolong the contact 1is a fine
example of this. Such ritualistic exchanges play ~an
important role in many social occasions. Communication
itself becomes the réferent of the message here.
6) The metalinguistic function

This function "defines the meaning of any signs which
may not be understood by the receiver... and here -the
referent of the message is the code itself".25 The
metalinguistic sign frames the message often referring
back to the code from which the message derives .its
meaning; Underlining of words, putting them in inverted
commas are examples of the metalinguistic function. As

P. Guiraud says, quite often, the title of a book refers
to the code rather than to the content.
All these functions are concurrent in any communi-

cation. One functon may be dominent but other functions

are also present.
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Jacobson's communication theory deals basigaliy”
with language but the elements and functions of communi—
cation that he enumerates in his theory are applicable
to non linguistic communication as well. In this study,
it will be applied basically for the study of non 1lin-

guistic modes of communication.

I.2.d Denotation - coennotation Y

I

3

The word denotation has been used in so mahy

different senses that Umberto Eco quoting Geach says

that the term, "denotation 'should be withdrawn from

philosophical currency' since it has produced a ‘'sad
26

tale of confusion'". These two terms are used here in

the sense in which they were used by Barthes (and struc-
tural semiotics in general), where denotation suggests
the primary meaning of a sign and by connotation is
meant, "all the second and more or less periphefal
meanings or content units that a given code or subcode
assign to the denotative one. Thus the word dog denotes

canine {(or other zoological properties) and connotes

27
according to given cultural conventions, 'fidelity'".
Connotative meanings are often more powerful tﬁén
the denotative ones, and they are dependent on

the world knowledge of a cultural group. Bogaﬁy—

rev, the Russian formalist, who was among the ear}i-
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est to apply the principles of semiotics to theatye
says,'what exactly is a theatrical costume or a set that
represents a house on stage? When used in a play; both
the theatrical costume and the house set are often signs
that point to- one of the signs characterising the coé—
tume or the house in the play. Infact each is a sign -of
a sign and not the sign of a material thing".28 In
theatre, this sign-signifier chain leads to multiple
layers of meanings. Thus the theatre is able to genér—
ate an infinite range of signifieds by employing:- a
limited repertory of signifiers.

Connotation is not unigue to theatrical presenta-
tion. . Other forms of signs also have the
denotation/connotation structure. But one may not
become aware of these multiple layers of meanings 1in
real life situations, but on the stage, due to osten-
sion, these layers of meanings are forcefully brought. to

the attention of the spectator.

I.2.e Ostension
Theatrical representation makes use of another

3

mode of representation that differentiates it from

literature or painting and that is ostension. Umberto
Eco says, "Ostension has been studied by medieval 1logi-
cians, by Wittgenstein, by contemporary theorists of

23



theatre... Ostension is one of the various ways of

signifying consisting in de-realising a given object in
order to make 1t stand for an entire class. But osten-

sion 1s at the same time, the most basic instance of
, 29 :

performance”.
For example, 1f a teacher, in order to explain

what a prism is, holds a prism in hand and tells her

students, 'This is a prism,' she is ostending it. The
prism in the hand then stands for the entire class pf

which it is a member. Thus the particular prism becomes
!

!
!

de-realised. Often on the stage, several aspects are

I
ostended making fthem stand for the entire class. In
i' .
addition, the endire theatrical performance is itself a

case of ostension and thus all signs on stage become

derealised.

I.2.f Rasa theory
In the cbmments on methodology so far, different

approaches Lo the quesltions of signification and commu-

nication, that 1s how meanings are generated and ex-
changed, have been discussed. Now, two other questions
have to be asked. 1) In theatrical presentation, what

exactly 1is it that is communicated? 2) What .is tle

effect or impact of the communicated 'message' on the
spectators? ., The problem in answering these questions
is, as Jonathan Culler says, 'the difficulty of sayi%g
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precisely what 'is communicated is here accompanied by

the fact that/ signification 1is indubitably taking
30 :
place". In tkrms of practical utility, the 'value' of

i

the message communicated is minimal because it does not
t

relate to the immediate needs of the spectator. Stil%,

H
i :

! . . S
he goes to the theatre again and again because he con-

i

siders the eﬂperience worthwhile. How to account for

{

the aesthetic lexperience derived from a work of art - in
' <

the case of oﬁr study here, a theatrical performance.

The que%tion of aesthetic experience has been the
| . -

t
1

great enigma;that‘aestheticians, both Eastern and West-

ern, have tr#ed to tackle from different philosophical,
theoretical %tand points. 1In this study, an attempt has
been made té integrate the Rasa theory of 1Indian aeé—
thetics to; the semiotic approach already mentioned.
This attempt may appear strange but it is not so. It is_
now generally accepted that the semiotic concerns were
pervasive 1in many Indian systems of thought. As R.N.
Srivastava ‘and K. Kapoor say, "Although semiotics as an
independené discipline came to be identified with C.S.
Peirce (1839-1914) and Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913)
and as an orgahised academic undertaking became visible
only in the second half of the twentieth century, as a

_theoretical speculation, its origin may be traced in

ancient 1India to a number of thinkers belonging to
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different schoois of thought".
f .

Thus, the use of Rasa theory in the study here,

I
can be thought of as an extension of the semiotic con-

1

cepts but with a different terminology. In addition,

traditional

ndian theatre forms have all been 1influ-

!
enced by The /Natya Sastra, at some stage or other 1in

the process of their evolution. The influence has been
! L
|

both deep and pervasive. For example, in Yaksagana, the

manifestationh of this 1influence can be seen in the
1 .
{

structural &spects'of a performance text. The approach
! .
] :

to acting in classical Indian theatre is also moulded

largely by/ Rasa theory. So an understanding of the
functioning of Yaksagana, becomes impossible without

reference to Rasa theory.

' /
The | Natya Sastra defines Rasa thus, "out of ‘the

union of; the Determinants (vibhava), the Consequentﬁ
| e

! o
[anubhaval and the Transitory Mental States
) 32
[Vyabhicari], The birth of Rasa takes place". This

famous aphorism has been interpreted in various ways by

i

the later commentators. Bharata himself explains the
statemen£ on Rasa by using the analogy of.the taste oné
gets from food made of different ingredients.” It 1is
said that just as well disposed persons, while eating

food cooked with many kinds of spice enjoy its _tastes[

and attain pleasure and satisfaction, so the cultured

26



people taste the Durable psychological states [sthé?i
bhava] while they see them represented by an expression
of the various psychological states with words, g;;tures
and satt&a and derive pleasure and satisfaction”.

Bharata distinguishes between four types of bhé&a

or mental states : vibhava (Determinents), anubhava

(Consequents), Sancari or Vyabicari bhava (Transitory

mental states), sthayi bhava(Fundamental mental states).

These concepts are central to the theory of Rasa.
Bharata further classifies these and explains how they

lead to the enjoyment of the appropriate Rasa by the

spectator (who has the necessary qualification). The

meaning of these terms and how they lead to Rasa can be

perceived in the following summation of Bharata's opin-

ions by Raniero Gnoli :

4

According to the Natya Sastra, eight funda-
mental feelings, 1instincts, emotions or
mental states called bhava or sthayi bhava
can be distinguished in the human soul :
Delight (rati), Laughter (h@sa), Sorrow
($dka), Anger (Krodha), Heroism (utsaha),
Fear (bhaya), Disgust (jigupasd) and Wonder
(vismaya). These eight states are inborn in
man's heart. They permanently exist in the
mind of every man in the form of latent
impression (vasana) derived from actual
experiences 1in the present 1life or from
inherited instincts, and, as such, they are
ready to emerge into his consciousness on any
occasion... These eight bhavas indeed do not
appear in a pure form. The various wmodula-
tions of our mental states are extremely
complex, and each of the fundamental states

27



appears in association with other concomitant
mental states, as Discouragement, Weakness,
Apprehension and so on. These occasional
transitory impermanent states -are, according
to Bharata thirty six. These same causes
etc, being acted on the stage or described in
poetry, not lived 1in real 1life give the
spectators, the particular pleasure to which
Bharata gives the name of Rasa. The funda-
mental mental states being eight in number,
there are also eight Rasas 1i.e.,the Erotic

(srngara), the Comic (hasya), the Pathetic
(karuna), the Furious (raudra), the Heroic

(vira), the Terrible (bhayanaka), the 0dious
(bibhatsa) and the Marvelous (adbhuta).
Later speculation generally admits a ninth
permanent feeling Serenity (%ama), the corre-
sponding Rasa is the Quietistic (&anta).
When they are not part of real life but are
elements of poetic expression, even the
causes effects and concomitant elements, just
as the permanent mental states take another
name and are called respectively Determinants
(vibhava) Consequents (anubh3va) and Transi-
tory mental states (vyabhicari bhava). of
course, from the audience's point of view,
the consequents do not follow the feeling as
they do in ordinary life, but they act as a
sort of causes which intensify and prolong
the feeling brought about by the determi-
34 .

nants. .
Thus we can observe that in artistic creation the

bhavas follow a reverse order from that in which they
appear 1in real life. The vibhava and the anubhava

become the signifiers through which the spectators reach

the signified which is the sthayi bhava. The sthayi

bhava leads him to the enjoyment of the Rasa. The Natya

—

Sastra's approach to the guestion of Rasa is simple and

straight forward as can be seen from the example of food
&»:.

and its relishment. But as Rangacharya says, "Laler

writes, particularly his [Bharata's] admirers and cém—
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mentators have tried to make this idea as abstruse &s
[ -— 3 5 - . — et — A__,. —
possible". Questions like the number of Rasas or 1if
dantarasa can be depicted on the stage have not been

taken up here as they do not concern this study. By and

large the Natya Sastra's approach to Rasa theory has

been followed. The Sanskrit terminology itself has been
used instead of the English'translations of these terms.

v
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IT THE STRUCTURE OF A YAK@AGKNA PERFORMANCE

To understand any given system of signification,
it is necessary to study the sign process. These siéns
in turn are not expressions that point to méanings
outside them . They are part of a network of relations
where the meaning of individual signs has to be found in
correlation or opposition to other signs in the = stric-

an

%,

ture. Only a study of the structure will give us |

P

f
understanding of the sigpificatory process. | é
The structure of any Yaksagdna performance 'gas
certain featﬁres that are fixed and invariable for gll
performances and o;hers that vary from performance to
performancé. A study of the syntagmatic and paradigmat-
ic relations of these features will reveal the way the
system functions as a whole. So a study of these fea-
tures - fixed and variable - and their relations thr%@gh
conjunction or disjunction is made in the beginning; of
this chapter. This is followed by a consideration of
certain global questions with regard to the mode of
representation and the religious/cultural context of

Yaksagana.
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A Yaksagana performance normally spreads from 9.30
‘ 1 .
p.m. till sunrise the next morning. The entire night's

performance tan be divided into three parts

i) Purva ranga or the preliminary part of a perform-
ance
ii) The prasanga or the particular episode enacted

iii) Mangala or the auspicious closure

I1.1 Purva ranga - The preliminary part of a perform-

ance.

This consists of certain items that are performed
prior to the commencement of the show as well as the
songs and dances performed in the beginning of every
show. The items performed prior to the actual commence;
ment of the show, situate the performance as a whole and

~

indicate the strong religious influence on Yaksagénéz

They consist of the following. R
I1.1.a Preliminarieé performed prior to the actual
show.

An hour or two prior to the actual commencement of
the show, the musicians playbon the percussion instru=
ments, cande and maddale. There is no song and thg
singer just plays on the cymbals to keep the rhythm.
The rhythms played are in different talas consisting of

different rhythmic patterns and their permutations.
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This is called 5%}3.' This affords great freedom to the
percussionists to show their talent.

For shows in the open air, the sharp sound of
cande, which can be heard from a great distance also
acts as an advertisement for the show, attracting peopl@
from the nearby villages. But in the changed context oE
tent shows which use modern means of advertisement, the
significance of this Keli is vastly reduced.

The next part of the preliminaries is performed in
the greenroom. The greenroom is normally Jjust behind
the acting area (see sketch). There, Lord Ganapati is.
worshipped just before the commencement of the show.
All the <crowns, to be used as headdresses later in the;
show, are also worshipped. (The significance of the
crown will be discussed 1ater.) A song in praise of
Lord Ganapati is sung by the bhagavata accompanied by
the instrumentalists. Given below is the first stanza
of the song.

"To the leader of Lord éiva's attendants,

To the one who has the féce of an elephant,

To the Dbeautiful one who is worshipped in the

three worlds,

Let us wave the sacred flame"



Plan and Elevation of the Yaksagana Stage and Auditorium
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This worship in the greenroom is performed as part
of every Yaksagana performance, irrespective of the
context or the form. Though many of the overtly reli-
gious aspects have been given up now due to the process
of secularisation, this worship has not undergone aﬁy

change. This 1is not something wunique to Yaksagana

either . Almpst all t§adi§igpallpﬁe§;;e f9gms of Indié
follow this practice. This connotes the fact that th;
entire performance is considered as a form of worship;
After the worship the singer asks, "Is there Géd‘s
permission to go on the stage?" The buffoon, who nor-
mally does the worship nods; playing on the instruments,
the singer and the instrumentalists take their place on
the stage.3 .
II.l.b Preliminaries with which the show commences
What has been described so far deals with the
parts performed prior to the actual commencement of the
show. The show begins around 9.30. p.m. Each and evefy
performance begins with a set of pattern irrespective of
the prasanga (episode) to be performed. These prelimi-

4
/
naries are called pGrvaranga in Bharata's Natya Sastra..

In Yaksagana, they are given the name Sabha Laksana.

In open air performances, they are performed in great
detail, but in the form of Yaksagana under study, they

are retained in a shortened form.
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The Sabha Laksana contains songs in praise of

gods. It also describes the qualities to be possessea
by the Dbhagavata, the instrumentalists and even the
spectators. The measurements and the shape of the stage
are also describea. The songs also prescribe the quali-
ties of sruti (base pitch), the buffoon , the dancers
and énds with a polite note about the performers.
"Though we are small, the praise of God that we do
[through the performance] is not small".5 These songs
are sung before the entry of the dancers when the stage
is bare. 1In present day performances they are used in a
curtailedvform..

These songs are in Sanskrit, thqugh\most of the

other songs in the Sabh3d Laksana and the prasanga are in

Kannada. They become pure signs having an incantatory
magical effect on the spectators. The atmosphere of
ritual and worship is evoked by these. Their verbal
meaning 1is not understood by many in the audience .and
therein precisely lies 1its power as a pure sign liké
that of the mantras'chahtéé-dufinwadrship; Théyhnélgé
point to the strong influence of sanskrit dramaturgy on
what originated essentially as a folk form.

IT.1l.c The b3lagdpalas

The dance portion of the pUrvaranga begins with

the entry of two young actors called balagdpalas. Their
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costume ‘is that of the young heroes, as indicated ‘by
their half sleeve shirt and head dress (Fig 1 and 2)..
Their dance is very elaborate and contains many of the
‘steps and features that are used in the performance of
the prasanga. Gestures and mudras are also used. The

only difference between the purvaranga and the prasanga

proper, 1is that the former does not contain improvised

dialogues. After the detailed dance, the balagdpalas

bring a crown and place it on the seat in deep stage.
The. crown represents the idol of God in Yaksagana.
After the worship with the sacred flame, they dance for
a short while again and then exit with the crown by the
right of the bhagavata.

The crown being used as an object of worship may
appear strange but it is 6né example of the symbolic
style of representation in Yaksagana. It is not thé
crown the object that is worshipped here. The crown
becomes a signifier. By tying the waist ornament to the
crown 1t becomes an iconic sign of Lord Ganesh and his
elephant trunk. (See Fig 3. This is used by one partic-
ular troupe.) This is one example of the way the si&b
process works in Yaksagdna. A limited number of stagé
properties are used for signifying a whole range of

signifieds.
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The crown no doubt denotes what 1s worshipped.
Does it also connote conceptually, the value system and
social structure of an age when not merely the crown but
the wearers of the crown (kings) were objects 6f wor-

ship? If we look at the discourse of Yaksagana as p

i

whole, the answer appears to be in the affirmati?é.

These two boys are supposed to represent Balarama
and Krsna in their youth.6 But they are not individuags
lised nor the characters they represent clearly definedi

It 1is kept vague and indistinct. This vagueness has a’

great significance so far as the function of plrvaranga

is concerned which will be analysed later. It also
plays an important part in the training process of young
Yaksagana artists, which will be discussed in Ch.TII.
Suffice it to say here that any young boy hoping ¢to
become a Yaksagana artist starts his career as a balagd-

pala.

I1.1.4d §£F1vésa ~ Female characters

After the exit of the balagdpalas enter two female

characters (All female roles in Yaksagana are played by
men) . Their dance also follows the same pattern of
songs and dance without improvised dialogues. If in the
earlier dance, the most prominent feature was the viril-

ity represented by the fast footwork and quick turns
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emphasizing body lines and angles, the dance of the
female characters represents grace and feminity f,lésyag
This aspect of dance in Yaksagana is found only in the
dance of the female characters. The costumés of femalé'
_characters resemble the dress of present day middle
class women and does not confirm to the structural
pattern of Yaksagana costumés (Fig 4).

The 1identity of these characters also, like that

of the Dbalagdpalas is left unclear. The songs sung

during their dance deal mostly with Krysna. Shivaram
Karant says that they may be Rukmini and Satyabhama, the
wives of Krspa. A similar practice is said to have
existed in kuchupudi - the classical dance of Andhra as
well. In Yaksagdna, they are normally referred to- és
strivésa.

The next feature odddlaga (the formal entry of
characters) is the connecting link, so to say, between
the plrvaranga. and the actual episode to be enacted.

Like the preliminaries, the oddBlaga is also a fixed

feature, but if in the former there is no narrative, the
narrative of the prasanga (the episode to be performed)
begins with the odddlaga. So syntagmatically it can be
seen as the pért of the preliminaries because it 1is ‘a
fixed feature and as the introductory part of the actuéi

story'to be performed. As such it will be taken up for
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, . : £
analysis separately after a brief study of the function

and manner of signification of purvaranga. .

IT.1l.e The Function of Purvaranga

Purvaranga is no doubt part of the tradition of

classical 1Indian theatre as can be seen from the Natya

Sastra. Yaksagana has evolved its own purvaranga in
conformity with its own form and structure but inspired

4 R
by Bharata's Natya Sastra. But what function do these

preliminaries perform in the discourse of the perform-
ance text as a whole? As there is no apparent 1link
between them and the main narrative, are they funection-
ally irrelevant?

Recently, .in Udayavani, one of the Kannada news-
papers, there was a heated debate precisely on this
guestion and whether they should be maintained or dig—
carded. The debate took the form of tradition versus
modernity. Even the apologists of tradition failed in

)

ennunciating how purvaranga is functionally relevaht

apart from stating that it helped in creating the atmos-
‘phere. But how it was achieved was never debated. But
if we analyse the communicative process involved by
applying the theoretical concepts of semiotics, the

function and significance of purvaranga becomes clear.
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Yaksagana, in its process of communication uses a
highly codified system. So for a proper communicatiq?
between the sender and the receiver of the message%
knowledge of the code and the sign logic becomes absoi
lutely essential. The traffic signals,. for example, are
perfectly clear to one who is familiar with the code bu£
mean nothing to another who is unfamiliar with the code.
(That is why, perhaps, attempts to popularise Yaksagana
outside its limited geographical area have had 1limited
success. People in other parts of Karnataka understand
the language - that is Kannada - but are unable to
understand the 'language’' of Yakéagéna's sign ©process.)
Even for spectators who are familiar with the code of
Yaksagana, a reminder of the code system 1is necessary
before they are ready to receive the discourse proper.
Proper communication of the discourse 1s possible onlY

after this 'contact' is established. Purvarangz does

precisely this function of establishing the contact by
familiarising the spectators with the code. Borrowing
from Roman Jacobson's linguistic functions, we can cal;
this the phatic function, "the essential function of
which is to establish... cémmunication, to verify wheth-

9
er or not the circuit is still in operation".
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Purvaranga accomplishes this function by drawing

attention to the code itself. As has already been

pointed out, the purvaranga does not contain any narra-

tive; the identity of the characters is vague and indis-
tinct. So the attention of the spectators is drawn not
to any referential or emotive content but to the code

and the sign process itself. The balagdpalas and the

- female characters utilise almost all aspects of the

Yaksagana signifying process,- costumes, make-up, dance,
gestures and music; Even the songs contain only a few
words and more of rhythmic patterns. Thus all aspects
of thebcode to be utilised later in creating the dis-
course are used but without the discourse itself.

The entire attention of the spectator 1is thus
focussed on the signifiers which themselves become %he
referent of the message. The 'unidentifiable' quality
of the characters represented by the actors greatly aids
in drawing our attention to the codes themselves because
they are characters withouf a context. The referential
and emotive functions are also reduced to a minimum as
there 1is no narrative. Because of these reasons, ''in
what is communicated by the actors, "the referent of the
message [becomes] the code itself," to use Jacobson's

10

terms again. This he classifies as the metalinguistic

function which defines the meaning of any sign that may
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not be understood by the receiver by 'framing' it prop-

i

erly. (Underlining or the use of quotation marks for any
‘words used in a special sense are éiémgiéé' of these.)
Purvaranga functions as that frame within which the main
discourse 1is to be viewed. If we understand the func-
tion of ©purvaranga in this light, Shivaram Karant's
efforts at fixing the identity of these characters, seem
misplaced‘ because their "unidentifia?ility" itself

allows them to perform these functions. By familig}

rising the code, purvaranga prepares the spectator to

‘receive the discourse in the code already thus familia-

rised.

II.2 0dddlaga - The First Entry of Characters

The lexical meaning of the word odddlaga is .a
king's <court. Dr. F. Kittel in his authoritative dic-
tionary of Kannada gives this meaning, "A great assem;
bly; a royal audience, darbar".l2 The narrative of
every Yaksagana performance'begins with the oddélaga -
the scene of a king's court. 0Odddlaga acts as a link

between the preliminaries and the main narrative to be

performed. So 1in its structure it has elements that

relate it to the purvaranga as well as those that relate
it to the main prasanga.

The First entry of a main character is always with
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~the odddlaga. This may occur in the beginning of a
prasanga or in the middle. Thus the odddlagas may
broadly be divided into two classes :
a) Oddolagas that are performed in the beginning
of a prasanga
o) Oddolagas that are performed during the
course of the prasanga
These two vary a great deal in structural aetails

as well as 1in signification. To bégin with let wus
it

consider the first one.

I1.2.a The oddolaga performed in the beginning of a
prasanga 1is a detailed, highly choreographed part.
Depending on the story to be performed, it may be that
of the Pandavas, or of Indra, Kysna, Rama, Dagratha, =~ or
Vishnu. Sometimes even Kau€ava's oddolaga is also held.
But it has to be of a god or a royal personage (only df
those characters wearing a crown or mundasa). "THe
tradition lays down that in the beginning only a god or
a king has to enter the étagé. Demons, monkey characters
or sages do not enter the stage in the beginning".%3
The tradition also lays down that the prasanga can not
start with a person who is going to die in the prasanga.

Karna parva for example starts with Kaurava's odddlaga

but Gadayuddha (Kaurava's final encounter with Bhima)

begins with that of the Pandavas. Of all the odddlagas,
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that of the Pandavas has a special attraction of its
own. Following 1is a description of it by Shivaram

Karant :

In odddlaga, two stage hands stand to the
left of the bh3gavata in the deep stagid
holding the two edges of a curtain.  This
curtain is a red cloth [usually six feet by
eight feet]... . As soon as the bhagavata,
begins saying the rhythmic patterns for the
entry, Sahadéva, the vyoungest among the
Pandavas, comes behind the curtain, payp
obeisance to the stage and bhagavata by
touching the ground and then stands with his
back to the curtain [Fig 5]. At that moment
only his  feet_and head are visible to  -the
spectators. Then he begins dancing in tune
with the song and rhythm. Then he dances
with his face towards the audience. Pressing
the curtain a little he shows his profile.
After he exits, the actor, playing Nakula
does the same dance routine. Arjuna, Bhima
and Dharmaraja also come one after the other,
dance behind the curtain and depart. Then
all five Pandavas come and stand behind the
curtain. They show their back and profile
[Fig 6]. They dance with their face towards
the audience. Pressing the curtain down;,
they show the body from the waist upwards
[Fig 7]}. They move forwards and backwards
pushing the curtain with them as they move.
Then they turn, facing each other, and demon-
strate different dancing steps and hand ges

tures. All the while, because of the cur-
tain, the bottom half of their body remains
hidden. ‘

As they reveal themselves like this, stage by
stagé, the curiosity of the spectators goes
on increasing. After arousing the curiosity
like this, Sahadsva, the last of the Panda-
vas, pushes the curtain aside, enters the
stage dancing, exhibits his valour and hero-
ism, and departs by the right of the bh3dgava-
ta. Similarly Nakula, Arijuna, BhIma and
Dharmaraja come one after the other, do these
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forceful dances and exit. Then all of them
come together on the stage, stand in a semi-
circle and dance moving left and right. They
then move in a circle [Fig 8]. They may juiip
or collapse and jump again. All these mové—
ments are done together. The sound of mad-
dale and cande increases the spirit and tempo
of the dance. To show the odddlaga dance in

14

its entirety it may even take half an hour.

IT.2.b The other oddolagas that appear in the course of

a prasanga may be that of hunters, gods and other impor-

tant pefsonages of the narrative. The entry of a banna-

da vég“g‘(demon) is done differently. A long rhythmic

pattern on the cande 1s followed by the actor's hiéh
pitched shout from green room itself. After shouting
twiée like this,'tﬁe actor enters the stage behind the
hand held curtain. The morning ablutions and rites like
washing the face and worshipping Lord ékiva‘s Lingam are .
all shown through gestures and mimes. All his steps and
movements are broad, slow and measured. He punctuat#%
his dance with the same shrill shout. To quote
K.S.Karant again, | "the entry of demons arouses the
curiosity and anticipation of the audience to the higfhi-
est pitch, mucﬁ more than the entry of a king or a

15
god".

Characters 1like Candi in Ratikalyana (Candi here

is the terrible side of Draupadi who comes as a destruc-

tive force) or Narasimha in Prahlada Caritre make their
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entries through the audience. They are brought on Vt%e
stage by holding flaming torches on both sides. Tﬁe
audience also . participates in this procession wiﬁh
religious fervour. But in the present commercial
troupes su;h entries are rarely seen. This is one more
example of secularisation where the religious motif and
the audience's participation in it is decreasing.

After the detailed dance, the main character h
begins speaking. As per the tradition the bhégavgﬁa
speaks to him and introduces him, though the practice is
decreasing now a days. The main character's speech,
specially in the beginning of a prasanga,is like a

prologue. The stories of the prasangas are taken from

Indian myths, specially the Ramayan, the Mahabharat and

the Bhagavata. One night's performance deals with any
one particular incident or episode. (Prasanga - lexi-

cally means an incident.) Lankadahana, for examplé;

deals with Hanuman going to Lanka in search of Sita and
the subsequent burning of Lanka. In the oddolaga
speech, the 1lead actor gives a brief resume of the
events in the epic upto the scene that is going to be
performed.

This speech provides the background, wiphout ?a
knowledge of which the ensuing performance's narrative
can not be understood. So this is the section with the

<

46



maximum information. But, most of the spectators,
being already familiar with it, pay very little atten-
tion to it; This resume situates the discourse to be
performed in the largér context of the epic world.

Oddolaga is a set pilece with which every prasaggé
begins in Yaksagana. As has already been observed the
entry of wmwajor characters during the course of the
prasanga 1s also heralded by the odddlaga. Its fixed
rhythmic patterns and steps act as indiéators to the
audience about the entry of a major character and as‘ a
device for drawing their attention.

Compared to other theatre forms, great importance
is attached to the entry of characters 1in Yaksagana.
The actor is supposedvfo eétablish‘abchargéter; w;eéééi

the personality and the sthayi bhava of that character

in the first appearance itself. So the first appearance
of the main character is always with a flourish. Some
times, to create a powerful impact even the convention
of oddolaga is given up and the character enters at a

moment of climax. Bhisma's entry in Bhigma Vijaya or

«

that of Jarasandha in Magadha Vadhe can be <cited as

instances. Why is the first appearance of a character
given such great importance in Yaksagana?
Yaksagana works within the known myth structures

and a prior knowledge of the myths is assumed. The
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creation of a new significance takes place within the
parameters of this shared knowledge between the actor
and the. audience. The artist uses this shared informa;
tion as a foundation for the creation of the new signif-
icance. The stylised and formalised entry asserts and

exchanges this shared information.

II.é.c The hand held curtain becomes a highi?
charged sign. The curtain is not merely a physical
device which separates the stage from the spectators.
It 1is a sign that designates and demarcates the two
worlds : the real world of "the spectators and thé new
universe created on the stage. 1In present day theatri-
cal practice, the curtain is used more as a physical
object and 1ts power as a sign has diminished to a very
great extent. It has become opaqgue litefally as well as
semiotically. The front curtain in a modern auditorium
opens and closes with such a finality that Brecht calléj
it guillotine.16

The hand held curtain used in Yaksagana on the
other hand bristles with semiotic potentialities. The
actor emerges from behind the curtain in stages and the
character is born right in front of our evyes. The

pushing and pulling of the curtain from behind by the

actor signifies his struggle to be 'born'.
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The highly elaborate play with the curtain also
connotes 'the fact of performance'. It brings to the
focus of the audience that there is an actor behind the
curtain who is going to give a performance. Thus Yaksa-
gana flaunts its own theatricality. This is what Brecht
in his theories on the theatre called ”Verfremdungs@f—

fekt" or alienation effect whereby the spectator s

agaln and again made aware of the fact the he is in a
theatre and witnessing a play. ~Yaksagana can be said to
be so rich in this alienation effect that it dares to
play with the curtain itself which bifurcates the 'never
to be crossed' boundary between the performer and the
spectator.

The hand held curtain alsc acts as a 'cioseub'
device. Behind the curtain only the top of the head
gear and feet of the actor are visible to the audience
(Fog 9). The attention is drawn to the only portion of
the actor's body visible-his feet. Then step by step as
the actor begins to reveal himself, the spectator's

interest will be focussed on those parts that are re-
i

i
'

vealed. Thus it functions in the same way in which ‘a
closeup shot functions in cinema. In this process »of
revealing, the actor begins with the least signifying -
the back and by stages moves to the most signifying -

the front- when all the intricate designs and colours of
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make-up and costume become visible. To one ' familiar
with the costume and make-up code of Yaksagana, these
detaiis reveal not merely the catégory to which the
character belongs but also.his internal qualities.
Another intéresting aspect connected with the
curtain relates to the two stage hands who hold the
curtain. They are present on the stage but never become
part of Yaksagéna's universe of signification as. pro-
jected by the costumes worn by the actors. These two
stage hands are in everydayvcostumes which demarcates
them as not belonging to the world created in the per-
0
formance. So, they nonchalantly hold the curtain shoé-
ing no involvement with what is going on the stage.
Even their movement on the stage and their exit makes it
clear that they are not signifiers. The audience algo
accepts - their role (as such) and pays no attention to

them.

IT.2.4 Returning to the semiosis of the odddlaga, it
performs a double function simultaneously :
a) The character (as represented by the particular
actor) is introduced to the audience
b) The actor also 'enters' into the character during
the performance of the odddlaga
The second function (that of the actor 'becoming '

the character) takes place on the stage itself in full
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view of the audience. 1In regular theatrical practice,

one of the advices given to an actor is not to 'assume'
the character after he enters the stage but to do so {n
the wings Jjust before he enters the stage. Thus it

o

tries to hide the fact that the universe created on the
stage 1s an artifice. By hiding the fact of ‘'represen-
tation', it tries to gain an aura of reality. This
factor lies behind all the theoretical constructs of the
'realistic stage' of the Stanislavskian variety. Yaksa-
gadna, on the other hand , like most traditional and folk
theatres, declares itself to be an artifice, and thds
prepares the sbectators to accept the new reality creat-
ed on the stage.

For the actor also, the dance and the fast rhythm
with the related excitement, higher pulse rate and the
physical exertion helps him in 'becoming' the character.
This can be compared to the practice in spirit worshi%.
The 'medium' Dbegins dancing and swaying to the music
which aids him in entering into a trance when the medium
'becomes' the spirit. This coincides with the music
rising to a crescendo. The only difference is that the
Yaksagana actor is all the time conscious of his' real
self and of the fact of répresentation. This is related

to the dialectic of actor/character which will be dealt

with in Chapter TII.



The Prasanga

The main discourse of the performance text 1is
contained in this part. This is naturally the longest
part and also has the most variety of form. The per-
formers too have great freedom for improvisation heré.
The structure and narratology of the prasanga will be

analysed in the separate section IT1.4.

II.3 Mangala-

This is the last section with which the pérform—
ance draws to a close. Mangala can be roughly tran§—
latéd as the auspicious ending. Martha Bush Ashton agd

Bruce Christie describe the performance of Mangala thus:

The mangalam dance 1introduces the highly
stylised finale. This is usually danced by a
male dancer playing a female character or
strivésa to songs eulogizing the beauty,
virtue and grace of the Mother Goddess,
Durga, and 1in praise of Lord Vishnu... .
When this is completed, the striv&sa pays
respect to the maddale, tdla (cymbals) and
cande by touching them with his right hand.
Then the singer, drummers, the strivésa and
the stage hands proceed to the dressing room
(cauka) . On the way the singer sings about
young Krsna and his brother Balarama. In the
cauka the final worship of Lord Ganapati 1is
performed. The flaming oil-lamp 1is waved
before the image and the singer, accompanied
by drummers, sings songs in praise of Gana-
pati and Goddess Durga. The performers then
shout in unison "Govinda" and the performance
17
is finished.
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Just as the opening structure is fixed and invar-
iable, the end also falls within same pattern.. The song
sung in the cauka points to the strong influence of
Bhagavata tradition on Yaksagana. "Rama and Krsna have
come home, open the door; It is as 1f Kamadhénu has

£
come, derive all pleasure”.la The religious motif in

this is pretty obvious. What has so far been witnessed

is the lila (divine play) of God. Having witnessed the

divine play, we now return to our routine mundane world,
tired no doubt but at the same time blessed and enter-
tained, having witnessed the titanic characters arnd

their confrontations.

I1.4 Prasanga and Nade: The written text and the um-
written convention.

Just as there 1s a musical score for a musical
performance, every theatrical perfeormance has a perform-
ance score. The performance score 1s not to be confused
with the written (received) text. Even forms that do

not have a received text like Commedia dell'arte where

they <create their own text during the performance, do
have a performance score. As Phillip Zarelli says, fA'
performance score consists of all the created and/or
received conventions which collectively constitute the

19
complete composition performed". A performance score
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may be ‘open' as in modern theatrical productions where
relatively new scores are created for each production or
it may be 'closed' or 'set' where improvisations and
variations are possible only in subtle details. Thus an
open score leads to great differences from production to
production whereas in a 'closed' system the variation is
minimal. Yaksagana's performance score has elements o&
both - certain aspects are set while certain others
(like improvised dialogues), provide great scope for
creating a new performance score. b

The starting point of the performance score is the
received text which pfoviééé the parametér within which
all other elements of the form work to set the perform—
ance score. The présanga or the written text 1is oniy
one part of the received text in Yaksagana. The per-
formance of the written text is always guided.and con-
trolled by the unwritten tradition - regarding perform-
ance 1in general as well as the performance of the
particular prasanga - which has been built up over the
centuries. This unbroken tradition regarding the per-
formances of individual text is called Nade (The lexical
meaning of nade is walk. It is used more or less in tHe
meaning in which the word chaal is used in music; the
meaning in Yaksagana is more encompassing because of the

multi-media involved). This section will analyse the
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narrative structure of the written text first. After a
brief comment on the unwritten tradition, the analysis

will concentrate on the significance of the narrative

mode. i

I1.4.a Prasanga: The written text ¢
The written text in Yaksagana belongs to a special

genre that is both poetry and drama. It 1is different -

from classical Sanskrit drama that uses both poetry and

prose. It 1s also different from the Western concept of
poetic drama. It is more like a poem that has all thé
elements necessary for a theatrical performance. To any

one accustomed to Qestern or even Sanskrit drama, a look
at the printed copy of a prasanga presents a strange
sight indeed. It is a long continuum of songs not even
split 1into dialogues of characters with absolutely no
stage directions (in the sense in which we find them in
regular drama). Most songs are those that lead to the
generation of improvised dialogues. The informatio%
regarding who‘speaks the dialogue is also given the song
itself.

The complete prasanga contains more than four
hundred songs. Of these only one hundred fifty to two
hundred are used in any performance. The written text
is never considered sacrosanct in Yaksagana. 01ld

prasangas are frequently revised and some times new
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texts are evolved based on the old ones. Even during
the course of a performance the bhagavata may decide to
skip some songs. Some times, songs from other prasangas
are also used.

Depending on the function they perform, the poems
of the written text can be cléssified under three heads:

a) poems that describe the locale and the con-

text

‘b) poems that indicate stage business

¢) poems that lead to dialoéﬁe and conversation

In regular dramatic literature a and b appear as
stage directions and only ¢ is thought of as drama@}c
literature pfoper. In Yaksagana all three are intef—
spersed. Take the following example from Parti Subba's
Pancavati.

"O sage, please tell us what Rama and Laksm;;a
did. What happened to Surpanakhi? Make. known to us."
When the two kids prayed him, the sége [Valmiki] embr;f—
ing them, told them the next incident of Vanajanabha's
[Rama's] life.

The stage action begins with the next song which
introduces Surpanakhi entering Ravana's court.
"Beating her head, eyes overflowing with tears in a rage

like burning embers, telling her story to the asuras.
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Dasakantha saw his sister, called her ggd spoke with her
and heard about how she was insulted”.d

The story of Sita's capture by Ravana begins thus.
As can be seen in the preceding song, the stage direc-
tions, indicating the stage business of éﬁrpanakhi and
Ravana are found in the song itself. The last few words
also hint to the improvised dialogue that will follow
the dance and abhinavya. The entire song is sung by the
bhagavata and so the spectators not merely see the stqge
action but also hear it described. This creates %a
strange ambience whose significance will be discuss;d
later.

Elaborate descriptions are rarely found as they do
not suit acting. Wherever description are used, they are.
always short and pithy. The literature of the written
text can be divided intd three types :

a) Vacana - prose renderings.

/
b) Songs in particular metres ( Kanda, Satpadi) which

are sung without rhythm or the percussion instru-
ments.
c) Songs set to rhythm. The major portion of any

prasanga will be in this category.

a) - 0f these the first, Vacanas or prose renderings,

are used to link different scenes. They are
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spoken by the bhadgavata after the completion of
one scene and before the commencement of another
when the stage is bare. 1In any prasanga, the use

of wvacana is rare and in present day productionls

w5

their use has almost been given up. N
These songs are elaborated and sung but without
any rhythmic pattern. This gives freedom to the
bhégavata to elaborate on certain musical notes.
Tﬁe actor does not dance and doées only abhinaya
for these songs. It is difficult to say wheh
exactly such songs are used. Inlthe opinion of
P.V. Hasyagar, "It can be said to be used where
the story advances but does not have ‘'actable'
parts".21 This provides variety bofh'to the actor
and to the audience.

In the presentation of these songs, the
referential function rather than emotive or aes-
thetic function becomes predominant. The atten-
tion of the audience is drawn more towaras thé
words and their gestural representation as other
elements like rhythm and dance are not used. Thg
cognitive element becomes dominant and the emotive
minimal.

The corpus of a prasanga comprises of the third

type - songs sung to a rhythm. These songs are
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mostly used for dialogue though they are also used
for all the three functions mentioned earlier.
They lend themselves to dance and to the expres-

sion of bhava.

IT.4.b Structure of a Prasanga

The beginning of any prasanga has a fixed struC—'
ture. The first few songs are the poet's prayer to
different gods. The poet may even reveal his identity.

The themes of the first few songs are as follows :

Song 1. . Pays homage to the poet's favdurite God

Song 2. In praise of Lord Ganapati

Song 3. In praise of Goddess Sarada

Song 4. In praise of the poet's teacher

Song 5. The present episode - its narrative history

(The details regarding who narrated this story for the
first time and to whomj
These songs are not used in the performance usual-

ly as the songs paying homage to gods will have been

sung in the purvaranga. The incidentmaééiéted”‘iﬁ the
prasanga 1is taken up directly as can be seen in the
example quoted from  Panchavati. (The main actor of
Oddblaéa in his introductory speech will have given a
brief resume of the past events leading up to the inci-

dents to be enacted.) A prior knowledge of the epics is
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assumed

he is dramatising.

ic

and the poet starts directly with the incident

The structure of any prasanga is loose and episod-

(in the Brechtian sense of the term). The linear

progression

of the narrative is broken frequently by

detours 1into the related episodes. 1In fact importance

is never attached to the progression of the narrative.

The spectator's familiarity with the story is assumed.

So

bhavas

the emphasis

is on the establishment of certain

and in the elaboration of some songs which lend

theméelves to such elaboration, through dance, abhinaya

L . . .
or improvised dialogues. These are not necessarily the

moments of climax. Because the emphasis in such moments

is not on the progression of the narrative, the referen-

tial element is minimal. The normal question that
readers or spectators ask in curiosity, "what happens
next" 1s made irrelevant here. This gives the artists

freedom to dwell on the present existential moment in a

leisurely fashion.

to

war 1in the Mahabharat)

the

Krsna's

One example from

Kaurava's court as

climax,

feet.

Kaurava

Krsna Sandhana, (where Kgsﬁa ga}s

the emissary of peace before the
22 -

will make the point clear. In

falls down from the throne on

Krsna makes fun of Kaurava and pretends

as though his foot is hurt. The performance of this one
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bit, may take as iong as fifteen to twenty minuté%r
(The immanent discourse 1in this episode and in tﬁ;
entire prasanga is Krsna's attempt to break Kaurava's
ego. Kaurava is psychologically defeated by Krsna even
before the actual war starts.) The audience waits for
these moments and relishes these elaborations which are
thouéht of as the.high ﬁéints of iﬁterest. Soﬁetiﬁ;s
these elaborations and/or the sharp arguments between
the characters take such a long time that the rounding
up of the story is cursorily dismissed in a few lineé.
This clearly shows what is considered significant and
what is not, in Yaksagana.

By its very nature and specially because of the
time duration of the performance (from 9.30.p.m. to
6.a.m.) the performance text will not be of uniform
interest. There are high and low points. The audience
is not merely familiar with the story, but with the
performance score as well. So they wait for these high
points with great 'interest. At other moments they may
just stroll out or even take a nap. The elaboration of
theée high points, refers back to nade or the unwritten
tradition regarding performance. The written script 1is
suitably edited to highlight these points. The casua%—

ness of approach of the spectators may appear rude to

any - one not accustomed to witnessing a Yaksagana per-
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formance. But in analysing the semiotic functioning of
the form, it gives a clue to the significaﬁce attached
to different scenes by the spectators.

The mangala or the auspicious finale of every
performance has alfeady been referred to. The clue .éo
this finale is found in the prasanga itself. All pra-
sangas end in happiness. As Shivaram Karant says "The
mangala that @ comes at the end may be because of g%e
reunion of husband and wife:; may be because of victory
to Dharma and the defeat of Adharma; whatever the reason
the mangala song has to come at the end... The bhaga-

2
vata ends the show in this fixed structure only".

Thematically, most prasangas deal with war or

marriage. Most classical Indian dance forms lay a great

emphasis on the depiction of érngéra rasa (the erotic).:
In Yaksagana, on the other hand the dominant rasa is

vira (the heroic). These two different approaches can

be traced to Bharaté's classification of dance into
lasya (originating from Sakti) and tandava (originating
from Siva).24_ To present the vzrarasa, the stories
chosen are mostly those that deal with battles; even in

prasangas that deal with marriage, it is usually preced-

ed by fights. Minaksi Kalyana for example, ends in

marriage, but is famous for its fast tempo where one

fight follows another. There are a few prasangas with
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no fights at all like Candravali and Kysna Sandhana but

they are the exceptions rather than the rule. The theme
usually decides the tempo of the performance as well.

Prasangas like Hariscandra have a slow templ as opposed

fo those with Jlots of fights and clashes 1like Devi

+

Mahatme, which have to be played fast.

In the structure of a prasanga, certain set scenes
like.jalakride (bathing in a river) are used. Even the
characters are archetypal rather than individualised. A
Sabara (hunter) remains the same with the same gharacé
teristics whatever be the prasanga. In fact Yaksagana
aims at creating these archetypes rather than individua-

lised characters. ' 5

Il.4.c Narrative Technique

The style of narration used in Yaksagana texts
resembles <closely the Harikatha tradition. This 1is a
popular form found in different parts of 1India under

names like Kirtan and Katha kalaksépa. It is a solo

.performance where the singer himself becomes the narra-

tor, character, commentator et cetera. He mostly
'narrates' the story acting out small bits here and
there. So the narratology in Harikatha was evolved

keeping the special needs of the form in mind. Yaksagana

(specially the written text), is said to have originated
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25
from the Harikatha tradition. Even though Yaksagana

is a performing art, the conventions of Harikatha narra-
tion were retained. Synchronically this has led to :a
very interesting form of the narrative in the dramatic
medium where third personal narration is used. 1In the

beginning of any prasanga the poet says that now he is
going to 'tell' such and such a story. Whenever a
character's dialogue is giveh in a song, iF is qualified
with terms like 'said Krsna', "declared Indrajitu".
Even the stage directions indicating the business on the
stage appear aé songs and are sung by the bhagavata. ‘An
eXample of both can be found in the following song from

Kicaka Vadhe.

"As the lotus faced [woman - Draupadi]l was
coming towards Kicaka in a hurry, he saw her from a
distance and wondering said to himself”.26
The semiotic significance of such narration in
third person will be taken up after a brief study of the
other part of the performance score -~ the unwritten
tradition regarding the performance of individual pra-

sangas or nade.

I1.4.4d The unwritten Tradition - Nade

As has already been pointed out, nade 1is tﬁe

tradition built up over centuries regarding the perfora-
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ance of individual prasangas. The written text providés
very little details regarding the performance.. These
are supplied by the unyritten tradition and hence its
importance in the performance score. Strangely enoudh
no writer on Yaksagana seems to have written about its
importénce. (Is it because the unwritten tradition
never gets the respect that the written word commands?)
The prasanga contains just a 'series ofA songé.
Even the indications regarding exit qpq_entry”.gy VFEe
change of scenes are not to be found in it. So, the
performance is guided as much by the songs in the writ-
ten text as by the unwritten convention developed over
the centuries. Without a knowledge of nade, it is not
possible to get any idea regardiné the staging of the
text. To cite an instance : the hasyagara (buffoog)
plays a very important role in any Yaksagana perfogﬁ—
ance. He plays all the sundry roles making fun of tﬁe
high and the low. Even gods are not beyond the orbit of
his humour. 1In the conceptual configuration, he almosﬁ
becomes the arch anarchist for whom nothing is respect-
able. But the written text makes almost no mention of
him. ﬁe may not even have any songs. His role in the
discourse is to be found only in the unwritten tradition

and not in the written text.



The entry and exit of characters, the way in which
a character is developed, the general progression of the
performance are all directed by the unwritten tradition.

An actor who is performing a new role, will do so only

after learning the nade. Nade is not to be taken as
static. It is vibrant and evolving all the time. FAr
_the _same prasandga, therewmay_be”morewMthanwuonewwgggg;ﬁ
There are also geographical and regional variations.
For a proper study of the performance score, the study

of both the texts is necessary.

Il.4.e The Significance of the narratolgy

In dramatic literature and in reqgular theatrical
productions the verbal details regarding stage busineg%
and action are hidden from the audience, only the action
being shown. But when the linguistic description 1is
also given along with the visual representation, it
performs a double function : that of explanation as well
as that of 'alienation'. The second function is per-
formed by reminding the audience that what they are
witnessing is only a representation of the story narratf
ed to them through the visual/verbal medium. Any illu-
sion of reality that is created by the visual is broken
through the verbal reminder that it is only art and not

reality. Thus the narrative mode adopted, connotes. the
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presence of art. By declaring itself as ‘'unreal', i&
creates a nevaaradigm whereby this 'reality of a dif—.
ferent order' of the discourse is received. To use
Roland Barthes' words, "It is a lie made manifest, §%'
delineates an area of plausibility which reveals 7the
possible in the very act of unmasking.it asvfalse".2
This act of unmasking the art and presenting it as
an artifice is.brought out forcefully through another
convention. In the beginning of each‘ prasanga (song
five or six) the poet declares that he is 'telling' the
story as was originally narrated by 'X' to 'Y' for the-

first time. The stories from the Mahabharat are pre-

sented as told by sage Vaisampayan to king Janameéjaya.
(This 1is a tradition not unique to Yaksagana but taken‘
from the original Sanskrit epics). The stories from the
ghégavata‘are presented as narrated by Suka Yogendra to
king Pariksit. Those from the Ramayan are presented as
narrated by Sage Valmiki to Lava and Kusha (sometimes to
éaunaka and others). This assuhption appears not only
in the beginning but is reiterated several times in the
course of the prasanga as well. What does this signi-
fy? 1Is it merely to establish the antiquity and aﬁtheh—
ticity of the narrative?

The poet, even in the-process of .Qriting,“ kéébsn

this imaginary listner in mind, making it clear that his
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creation 1is a discourse from one person (the beet) go
others (listeners,readers and viewers, of his time and
of the future). The communicative purpose of hisaende%—
vour is thus clearly stated in the beginning itseif
(clarifying this to himself as well as to the readers).
He refers back to this ‘'prime' 1listener repeatedly
during the course of the discourse as well. Thus again
and again the art unmasks itself drawing attention to
the communicative function. The ‘'prime' listener,
Janamejaya for example, becomes the archetype for all
listeners and spectators.

Barthes wuses the term 'Writing Degree Zero' fer
any narrative which unmasks itself and makes the story
plausible by declaring it to be a lie. His arguments
regarding the ideal of his semiotic ideology of art can
be summed up as under :

a) an art that does not pretend to be 'mimetic'

of actual reality;

b) an art that thrives on the paradox of signifi-

cation;

c) an art that signals its artificiality:

d) an art that is understood to be (tolerably and

plausibly) contrived;

e) an art that creates its own 'reality' “by™

endowing the artifice with an illusion of natural-
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ness;

f) an art whi
‘moral' to allow
his own imaginati
embodies (in fact
public 'myth',
personal 'myths')

g) an art that

(even if 'euphoric') that are neither risable noﬁ%

ideologically.rep

Yaksagana never
artifice, creating a n
reality (in the Aristo

creating a new universe

ch remains vague enocugh in 1its

i
the consumer to recreate, throughé
i
on, the details of the 'myth' ité
i

+ there is then no precise single.

but rather a cluster of related

produces psychological effects

\y

.8
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rehensible.

o

pretends to be anything but an
ew significance not by imitating

talian sense of the term) but by

. of signification. This process

is closely related to the 'symbolic' style of represen—

tation as opposed to th

29
IT.5 Music

e mimetic.

Music performs a unifying function controlling all

the other elements of
songs (playved on the pe
timings of the dance
(singer) is described
artistic control of the

late this control has

Yaksagana. The rhythms of . the
rcussion instruments)vdictate the .
and abhinava. Th; bhagavata
as the first actor because the

i
entire show is in his hands. (Of*%

passed on to other hands. See
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comments on secularisation).

Yaksagana music belongs to a special category that
is neither Hindustani nor Karnatak, the two main catego-
ries of classical music in India. References to Yaksé—
gana style of music can be found as early as 1llth cen-
tury A.D.BO (The theatre form evolved several centuries
later.) This musical form as an independent entity
seems to have died out under the growing prestige 6f
Karnatak music. This has perhaps helped it in surviving
as theatre music. As Martha B. Ashton and B. Christie
say, "Although Yaksagana style is not considered as a
classical style, this by no means reduces its potential
for achieving beauty and power.b On the other hand, the
fact that Yaksagana is not considered a classical style
of music frees it from the bondage of rules and allo%s

31
it the freedom necessary for a living art form".

-

The instruments used in Yaksagana are tala, mad-

dale cande and éguti. Tala is a pair of small metal
cymbals that the singer himself plays. Maddale reseﬁ—
bles the mridangam of Karnataka music, though it is
smaller and the strokes totally different. Cande is a
cylindrical drum played with two sticks. This has a
high pitched sharp sound and is not used continuousié.

It is used mostly to suggest vira or raudra rasas. “
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The two fundamental elements of any musical system
are melody and rhythm. Rhythm gains precedence in
Yaksagadna music sometimes even at the expense of melody.

K. Manjunatha Bhagavata, one of the leading bhagavatas

today, explains the reasons for this predominance of

rhythm. "Because the rasas like vzra, érmgéra, adbhuta

-

and raudra have to be expressed and also because dance

is a major aspect of Yaksagana, the singer has to pay
32 :

the greatest attention to rhythm".
Yaksagana uses a higher éguti (basic pitch).  The
singing moves mostly in the higher saptaka (a group of
seven notes used as the basis for all music in India)

and sometimes in the middle saptaka and almost never

comes to the lower saptaka (mandra). Because of  the

high pitch it sometimes sounds shrill and when sung 1in
the fast tempo the words become unintelligible. At sudﬁ
moments the communicative function is performed more b;
the 'power' of singing and the fast rhythm on instru-
ments rather than the words themselves. At other mo-
ments also, the meaning of words is many a time lost,
either due to the demands of rhythm or due to the exces-
sive sound of percussion instruments. Only the first
line (which is also used as the refrain) is clear. A.J.

Greimas' remarks on the significance of refrain apply to
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such songs. "[Sometimes there is] deformation of signi—
fiers because of rhythm. Because of the illegiﬁility of
words the refrain appears as a possible guardian of the
significance".33 |
Seven talas (rhythmic permutations) are used in
Yaksagana. Each of these talas have fixed muktayas

(endings beats). These muktayas play an important role

in signifying a change of mood, topic, context et cet-

era. In the course of a song or mere play of percussign
instruments; the muktaya may appear in the beginniég
middle or end of a song. Muktaya functions like a
punctuation mark in a written composition. Muktaya also

has fixed foot steps in the dance structure. These two

together create a closure (may be even for a short

duration). This closure is indicative of the changé.

Sometimes the pause between the closure and the next

movement may be so infinitesimal that it is not even
noticed. But it still functions as a sign for the shift

or change.

As this study is only a representational one,
Yaksagana music has not been taken for detailed analy-
sis. Only certain aspects necessary for an undergtand-
ing of the fofm as a whole have been dealt with. The
foregoing remarks highlight only those signifying as-

pects.
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IT.6 Symbolic Representation

Theatrical semiosis always involves ostension.
Every thing on the stage is 'projected' or ‘'held up?t
however insignificant that object may be. But as soon
as an object is 'projected' it becomes 'de—realiéed“;
It stands for something else. As Jiri Veltrusky of the
Prague School of Structuralists says, "All that 1is on
the stage is a sigh".34 A chair kept on the stage ié
not a mere chair; it denotes the abstract notion of
‘chair' and becomes a signifier for the class. It may
also <connote the abstract notion of power or \position;
But the same chair, used differently, can be made to
become a sign for a wall, a ladder or even heaven. Both
are signs but they belong to different hierarchy in the
typology of signs. Using the typology of signs providea
by the American semiotician C.S. Peirce, we can say that
the first instance (a chair representing Cﬁair) the sign
is iconic whereas in the second instance (a chair stand-
ing for a wall or heaven) the chair is a symbol. In the
first instance, the psychic impact of the sign is lesser
than in the second. The first instance leads to realis-
tic or metonymic representation. The second woulé be :a

symbolic or metaphoric one.
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The theatrical medium always has the power gﬁ
. creating an illusion. The creation of the illusion gf
reality in the theatre began to attain greater impor-
tance 1in western theatre in the previous century; A
drawing room for instance, was represented by placing 55
many real life objects as possible. When it was impoS—
sible to bring real life objects such as a houser of-‘a
mountain, painted curtains, sets or cut-outs (iconic
signs) that had the quality of verisimilitude were used.
It was not realised that even real life objects 'lose'
their reality,and become signs. Mimesis and the creé—
tion of the illusion of reality came to be regarded as
the highest achievement. This factor was closely asso-
ciated with the growth of the poscenium theatfe, with
the stage being enclosed on three sides and only one
side being open to the audience. This search for real-
ism was carried on to such an extent, that the very fact
of 'enactment' was tended to be .denied. The actor was
supposed not to acknowledge the presence of the specta-
tors. This growth of 'realism' was closely allied to
two other developments: 'the well knit play' and the
school of acting inspired by Stanislavsky - the Russian
director.

Even 1in painting, verisimilitude was regarded as

the highest achievement. Technological innovations

74



(camara for example) revealed the futility of the search
for verisimilitude. Painting had to search for a new
significance. Expressionism was the result.

In Western theatre, many attempts were made in the
thirties and forties of this century to break from the
‘realistic - iconic’ mould of which perhaps the most
famous example 1s that of Brecht. The modern aestheti—(
cian E.H. Gombrich in his essay, "Meditations on a Hobby
Horse" posits an interesting argument regarding the
realistic/symbolic dichotomy:

Pliny and innumerable writers after him, have
regarded it as the greatest triumph of natu-
ralistic - art for a painter to have deceived
sparrows or horses. The implications of
these anecdotes 1is that a human beholder
easily recognises a bunch of grapes 1in a

painting because for him recognition is an
intellectual act. But for birds to fly at a

painting is a sign of complete 'objective'
illusion. It is a plausible idea but a wrong
one. The merest outline of a cow seems

sufficient for a tsetse trap, for somehow it
sets the apparatus of attraction in motion
and ‘'deceives' the fly. To the fly, we might
say, the crude trap had 'significant' form -
biocologically significant that is. It appeatrs
that wvisual stimuli of this kind play an

important part - in the  animal -world. By -

varying the shapes of 'dummies' to which
animals were seen to respond, 'the minimum'
image that still sufficed to release a spe-
cific reaction has been ascertained. Thus
little birds will open their beaks when they
see the parent approaching the nest, but they
will also do so when they are shown two
darkish roundels of different size, the
silhouette of the head and body of the bird
'represented' in its most general form... .



The 'first' hobby horse (to use eighteenth
century language) was probably no . image ~at
all, Just a stick which qgualified as. a
horse because one could ride on it. The
common factor was function rather than form.
Or more precisely that formal aspect which
fulfilled the minimum requirement for the
performance of the function for any ridable
35

object could serve as a horse.

Classical or folk theatres in India never consider
realistic presentation as their goal. The same is also
true of other Oriental theatres like Chinese opera _or
Noh theatre of Japan. Symbolic and suggestive represen-
tation is their forte. According to Indian aesthetics
the goél of art is the evocation of rasas. As J.C.
Mathur in his study of drama in rural India says, "If
many characters in rural drama do not resemble real life
human beings, it 1s because they are not meant to do so.
Infact Indian dramatic tradition does not regard drama
as imitation (anukaran) or even as creation (utpatti).
It is the revelation and manifestation of aesthetic

36
pleasure (rasa) through the process of suggestivity".

The symbolism of Yaksagana is an integral part of
its ©process of intellection. It starts with the dis-
course itself. The myth structure it deals with moves
in the three worlds of gods, human beings and ‘demons.
Even the human beings who appear here; have many quali-

ties common to the gods or the demons, which make them
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also superhuman. These worlds being outside the normal
human experience, a new universe of signification has to
be created for their representation which sets these
characters apart from the universe of the spectators.
(The immanent discourse has to become meaningful Culti-
mately only in terms of the universe of the spectators -
but that 1is beside the point here.) No realistic or
mimetic presentation can create this new universe 'of
signification. Shivaram Karant makes this point explic—
it |

The world ofv§h§se .epic :_stories is not

that of our empirical experience. The char-

acters and the problems that appear there
have a symbolic nature. We cannot picturise

them in a realistic mode in-the theatre. - -~In--

needs certain qualities opposed to realism.
Even the conflicts that appear in Yaksagana
can not be compared to the conflicts of our
daily life. 1Invisible forces are at work in
such stories. The lives of these imaginary
characters are controlled by some curse, boon
or Fate. Even the solution to their problems

is through some 'unrealistic' means - divine
intervention, play of destiny or some other
supernatural means. The heroes of these

stories have qualities beyond the human.
Some have got such power by some god or *he
other. Even the villains are blessed w¥th
such powers by the gods. So these charactérs
dance according to the tunes of the gods.
This being the basic nature of the story, how
can it be pictured realistically? Such
characters can be brought on the stage only
after providing them with adequate imaginary
37
representation and not otherwise.
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This 1ideological concept is the basis of all the
tails of theatrical presentation in Yaksagana, be it the
stage props, the costume, acting and to a limited extent
even language. A brief look at these details will make
this conceptual framework of Yaksagana clear.

II.6.a Stage

The stage used in Yaksagana is a bare platform
open on three sides with a curtain at the back (see
sketch) . In the deep stage next to the curtain, the
musicians sit on a table or a platform. Next to them,
in the deep stage again, is a simple bench like stréL—
ture called ratha or chariot. (Earlier it used to have
small wheels - now a days 1t has begun to resemble a
throne more and more). This bare platform, the place of
action, ‘'becomes' any locale - heaven, King's court, war
field, forest, river - just by a mention or a gesture by
the actor. The power of its pplyvalence lies in its
openness. A change of locale is suggested by an exit
and an entry. Sometimes, Jjust by going one round on the
stage, the change of locale is indicated. The locales
are indicated not by projecting any detail of the locale
itself but by how human beings interact with it.' For
example a river is suggested by the gestures of swimming

and playing in water; plucking flowers becomes a sign

f
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for a garden. Thus the indistinctness of the stage
itself becomes its strong point making for its easy
transformation from one locale to another. The potenti-
ality of spatial representation on such a stage becomqs
very great inspite of the smaller physical dimensionéi
Reneta Berg—Pan, comparing the Chinese traditional
theatre (which follows a similar system of representa-
tion) with modern stage, highlights this point.
"[Inspite of the stage props and devices in modern
stage], psychologically speaking, the place of action
has beéome even smaller, compared to the empty stage o£
the Chinese theatre, because the actual potentialities
for overcoming that space - the action shown by actors -
remains the same... The suggestive type of acting and
the barely hinted stage props in the Chinese theatre are
guite superior to the realistic method generally used in
European theatre because they allow for greater freedom

38
on the part of the actor as well as the audience".

i
ki
1

The bench like structure in the deep stage, is the

only stage prop used. It can become a sign for anything

‘elevated'. Its most common use is as a seat or a

5
throne. It can also become a bed, a mountain or the
sky. In sequences of war, it is used as a chariot. It

is also’™ sometimes used as a sign for abstract mental

states - for example an elevated mood. ‘Kicaka on seeing
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Sairandhri  (Draupadi in disguise) feels extremely joy-
ous. He conveys this joy by jumping on to the seat and

dancing on it (Fig. 10).

I1I.6.b Stage Properties

The shape of weapons that the actors use are also
fine examples of semiotic devices. The weapons used are
bow and arrow, sword, mace and eakra. The bow 1is not
bow shaped but straight like a stick (Fig.12). The
arrow is a short thick piece made of wocd. 1In scenes of
battle the arrow never leaves the hand. The arrow is
turﬁed in the hand and it creates a sharp snapping sound
as it hits the bow. This sound acts as a signifer for
the release of the arrow. The semiosis functions hére
in an interesting way drawing from two different codes
altogether, because an arrow released from a real bow
never makes any distinct sound. The bow is also used as
a support while standing on one leg (a posture used fre-
guently in Yaksagd@na). The Cakra (a weapon _usedvﬁby
Vishnu and Krsna) is also represented in a way that is
appropriate to the symbolic structure. It has a grip or
handle attached to it tangentially. But weapons as. a
whole are thought of as obstacles to dance and gestural
expressions. So the actors normally keep it on the seat

in the deep stage at the first opportunity.
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A  few other interesting examples of the use of
objects as signs can be cited. Reference has already
been made to the use of crown as an object of worship.
The symbolic representation can be said to start from

there itself - the God worshipped. In Paduka Pattébhi§é~

ka (Rama handing over his padukas to his brother Bha%a—
ta), the cymbals afe used as signs for the padukas.
Yaksagana makes wuse of limited stage properties to
signify the entire range of signifieds, which leads to a

polyvalence of signs.

I71.6.c Costume and Makeup

Costumg and make-up play a very significant rﬁle
in the semiosis of Yaksagana in creating a new world. of
signification for these gods, human beings and demons
that move about on the stage. Broad classifications
among characters are also signified by the costume and
make-up. As A. Someshwar sayé, "The internal gqualities
of the characte;; can be to a great extent recognise% by
their make-up". But a detailed analysis of the signi—
fying process of costume and make-up will be taken up in
the next chapter. Only a few examples to show tgeir
"symbolic' nature will be mentioned here.

Costume and make-up project'not merely the catego-

ry to which the character belongs but also his internal
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characteristics - his gunadharma. To take an 'examplé:
Ravana and Vibhzsaga are brothers but Ravana is present-

oy

ed as a bannada vésa (the category of costume and maka-

up that designates him as a demon) but Vibhigapa is
presented as a human being because of his mild nature.
‘RSma and Laksmana continue to be princes even when they
are in the forest. So they are presehted in fegal
costumes only and not in the costume worn by sages or
forest dwellers. Prof. H.S. Gill in a different context
explains the rationale behind such a representation.
"If a prince becomes a yogi or a cowherd or a washerman
he remains mentally a prince and the story teller keeps
on reminding the audience of the spiritual transforma-
tion. As a matter of fact, a yogi-prince or pfincé—
cowherd is culturally at a higher status than the ordi-
40 :

nary Prince". Yaksagana shows this intrinsic charac-

& A
b

i

ter through visual means - the costume and make-up.
dabara (hunter) wears the same costume that isAQorn by
the other heroic personages (except for the headgear).
This signifies his bravery. He wears some mango leazgs
on his breast to show that he is a forest dweller. %
Certain basic colours like green, red, black énd
white are used for make-up. Each signifies a particular

aspect of the character. Green, for instance, stands

for the erotic (érngéra) red for courage and anger.
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This applies not merely to the make-up but also to the
colour of the garment worn. The relationship between
the colours and their signification is largely culture

determined and part of the code system of Yaksagana.

I1.6.d Character

The actor 'represents' a character on the stage.
He becomes the sign for the charécter. But the person-
ality of the actor continues to ‘'intrude' upon the
character. This actor/character dialectic will be dealt
with in the III.1. A few instances relevant 'to the

topic under study are cited here. We have perhaps seen

g

instances in theatrical productions where onz actbr
performs more than one role in one performance. In
Yaksagana we witness the opposite, where the same role

is. performed by more than one actor. 1In a performance

of Hariscandra that I witnessed recently, Hariscandra's
role.was performed in the first half by one actor and in
the second half by another, thus providing two alterna-
tive signifiers for the same signified. (That the signi-
fied - the character - also changes because of the
different actor is a point which T shall not enter into
here.) A telling example of character as a sign can be

seen in Repuka Mahatme. Sage Jamadagni's rage is pre-

sented as a character who enters into an argument with

Jamadagni himself. A realistic theatre bound by the
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limits of verisimilitude can never think of presenting a

state of mind in visual concrete terms as a character.

II.6.e Dance and Gestures

Dance has great suggestive power and Yaksagana

utilises this to the maximum in its 'symbolic' communi-

cation. Dance in Yaksagana is highly developed in .the

delineation of certain rasas, specially vira (heroic).
The power and force of the movements themselves communi-

cate the heroism of the character. Events like journey

or playing in water (jala Krida) have a set choreography ¢

which are part of the code. War is also presented in a
highly stylised manner. The actors do not even touch
each other except at the end of the fight. A fine

example of the way in which symbolic representation

functions can be seen in the following illustration from

Nala Damayanti: Nala is disguised as Bahuka and he acts

as a charioteer and takes another King in mandvéga

(speed of the mind) to the proposed marriage of Damayan-
ti. The speéd of their journey 1s represented through
dance - not the movémént itself but by the‘ waves of
their body they suggest the buffeting wind and thereby
the speéd in which they are traveling (Fig.1l1l). This
more or less typifies one of the significatory processes

of dance in Yaksagana.
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Gestures and mudras also form part of the symbolic
representation but with one difference. Dance 1is not
bound by the linguistic limits whereas gesturés and
mudras are anéther set of codes that emphasize and
elaborated on what language is communicating.

T

To sum up: Yaksagana never resorts to mimetic or
realistic representation. It thrives on symbolic repre-
sentation where the réléﬁiénéhip befween signifer vaad
signified is rarely iconic and is quite often arbitrary.
That 1s why it becomes a codified system and a knowledge

of the code becomes necessary for proper communication

to take place.

II.7 Secularisation of Yaksagana: The Progression from

Religious Worship to Secular Art.

Most theatre forms both classical and folk, have
their origins in religion. They mostly started as
various forms of worship. We also observe that from
these reiigious origins they usually undergo a process
of secularisation and emerge as 'pure' art forms. The
development of Greek drama from Dionysian worship 1is
perhaps the most famous example of this progression.
But in the case of many Indian art forms, the religious
significance continues to operate on the form and con-
tent. All the same the process of secularisation can be

recognised in the immanent discourse though perhaps not
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in the manifest discourse. A stﬁdy of this précess in
Yaksagana 1is very fascinating because it is undergoing
this ©process right now and the religious motif 1in the
discourse is still quite strong.

The origin of Yaksagana is clearly in religioﬁs
worship. Some writers like K.S. Karant trace it ﬁo
certain forms of worship of spirits prevalent in oﬁe
district of Karnataké even today. It also has close

links with the worship of the snake (Nagamandala). An

interesting argument regarding Yaksagana's origin and
overtly religious function 1is éosited by M. Mahabala
Bhat. It is worth quoting though his arguments are not
commonly accepted:

The Portugese 1in Goa, not satisfied with
political power began to convert the Hindus
by force... The common people were filled
with great terror of this forced convertion
and began fleeing from Goa. It is a histori-
cally recorded fact that many came to South
Kanara also... Yaksagana was born out of
this tension and challenge before society.
The Hindus, noticing the threat to their
religion, realised the necessity of strength-
ening the faith among the people. Men of
imagination, using the local systems of song;,
dance, costumes and dialogue evolved Yaksaga-
na. They wrote prasangas in simple language
and metre that could be understood even by

common men. And what better stories than
from the Puranas to increase the faith,
41

belief and interest among people.

The religious links of Yaksagana run very deep

indeed and is manifested in all its aspects -~ its per-
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formance structure, its organisational setup and the
attitude of the performers and the spectators. ‘As has
already been analysed, the entire performance, starting
from the prayer in the green room to the mangala at the
end, 1is modelled as a form of worship. Traditionall&
the entire thrust of the discourse was to show God's

1ila (Divine play) through one of his incarnations. Two

other names by which Yaksagana is known will make its

religious motif clear: Dasavantara ata (The performance

of the ten incarnations) and Bhagavatara ata (The per-

formance of the Bhagavata - the story of Krsna's life).
Organisationally, Yaksagana troupes have always
been associated with temples. Even today of the thirt&
odd professional troupes only one does not bear the name
of any temple. Most of the performances were previously
performed within the precincts of temples. Admission to
‘the performance was free (bayalata) and were sponsoréd
by individuals as a form of offering to the Gods (Eé:

rake). Yaksagana has survived in the last few centuries

only because of this kind of patronage. Even today

there are quite a few troupes which perform only these

open air shows. The devotees take an oath (harake) of
bearing the entire cost of a performance. This gs
considered a sacred duty and a form of worship. The

i

spectators also watch the performance in the same mental
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frame in which they would listen to a religious dis—_
course. In some temples, in the list of different kinas
of service to the deity (S&ve), the performance of
Yaksagana 1is also mentioned. Infact, bthere is one
temple in North Kanara district (Gundabala), where this
service ofvpaying for a Yaksagdna performance, has beén
booked for the next ten years.

Taking part in a performance is also considered a
way of wérship. In the temple referred to earliér
(Gﬁndabéla), devotees also take oaths of taking part in
a performance. This is called "wearing a mark on the
forehead".. Even 1f the devotee is not a Yaksagéna
aftist, he wears the mark on the forehead and just walks
on the stage once. ... . . .

Thus the entire ethos was a religious one. The
artists as well as the spectators had a feeling of
partaking in the sacred work.

The séene began to change around the fortiés and
fifties of this century. 'Troupes began to be organised

on commercial lines. Performances began to be given .in

i
Ve

temporarily erected tents with admission fee being
charged. In the case of many troupes, this becgme
necessary as the number of sponsors and patrons began
dwindling. With this drastic change in the 'performance

space' and 'performance context', a sudden rupture from
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the religious context took place. Now most troupes are
organised along commercial lines though they still carry
the names of temples. One obvious reason fof%the progl
ess of secularisation that is'taking place now is the
fact of commercialisation itself - the “'box officé'
pressures. Due to the changed performance context, the

psychic attitude of both thevaftists and the spectators |

also changed. The performancé was no more in the dei-

ty's service. It was a commercial venture performed
before paid audiences.

This rupture naturally changedlthe discourse ds
well. The external structure of the earlier 'religious'
performances is maintained even today but the discourse
is not the same anymoré. I shall take up for analysis
two. examples of this process in operation. One is the
search for new plots; the other is a subtle and some

times not so subtle shift in the treatment of old pra-

sangas whereby a new significance is created.

II.7.a To take up the first point: there was commercial

“- compulsion to present atleast one new production in the

tour itinerary every vyear to attract the audience.

Writers 'were assigned to write new prasangas. In the

R

beginning of these 'tent"shows, (that”is about 30-40

years ago), the new prasangas followed the traditional

format. Episodes from the puranas that had not already
e - s -

89



been presented in Yaksag@na were chosen and éresentea.
Some prasangas, with one character, from the epics as
the centre, were also atteﬁpted; For exampie, there ére
two traditional prasangas on th§ma's life: thsma
Vijaya - dealing with Bhisma bringing the three daugh-
ters of the King of Kasi and the subsequent clash with

P

Ambe; and Bhisma Parva which deals with his role in the

Kuruksetra war. A new prasanga, Samagra Bhisma dealing

with the entire life of Bhisma was written. But in
course of time totally new stories having no connection
with the puranas were chosen. It is interesting to note
that in some>bf these prasangas we can see borrowings

from western classics. For example the prasanga, Papan-

na Vijaya bears a close resemblance to King Lear. The
break from the religious motif becomes quite manifest in
these new prasangas and their performance. The value
syétem of the o0ld works is still accepted without qués—
tion and the temporal context of a bygone age main-
tained, but the main thrust of the performance-score is
on theatricality and the possibility for attractive

visuals.

I1.7.b The second example referred to earlier - the
reinterpretation of o0ld and traditional prasangas -

presents a fascinating study of the process of seculari-
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sation in operation. The same texts are used_ﬁut by a
shift of emphasis the focus of attention has shifted
from the 'good' characters like Arjuna or Rama to the
‘wicked' 5nes like Kaurava, Ravana, Kamsa or Kicaka.
These 'wicked' characters become the object of the
discourse and‘ are presented in such a way that the
sympathy of the audience is with them. This shift of
foqus has taken place in such a subtle and imperceptible
manner that the spectators and many a time even the
actors are not clearly aware of all its ramifications.
But it is certainly a process that is still going on.
The following is a short list of some of the characters
(with the names of the prasangas) which have undergone

this process.

Characters -Prasangas
1. Bhasmasura Bhasmasura Mohini
2. Kaurava : Gada Yuddha
3. Jarasandha Mégadha Vadhe i
4. Kamsa Kamsa Vadhe :
5. Karna Karnarjuna Xalaga& Karna Parva
6. Kicaka Virata Parva
7. Salva Bhisma Vijavya
8. Dusta Buddhi Candrahasa
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In the traditional conceptual framework all thesé
are 'wicked/evil' characters. In the written texts they
are presented as such. The main thrust in the prasangaé
is the destruction of these evil forces and the victory
to Dharma. The religious motif of the discourse 1is thus
evident.

In the last twenty-thirty years, the actors play-
ing these 'evil' characters began to 'humanise' and
elevate these characters. They began to represent them
as characters with a generous nature having one fla;;

—.which led them to the path_they had chosen-thus .g_i_v_igg_,;cl__
tragic dimension to these characters. By treating them
almost as tragic characters, the audience were made to
sympathise with them. Thus the religious motif got
subverted. The artists themselves do not seem to be
completely aware of this connotation.

One or two examples would reveal how this reinter-

Yo
}

pretatioh/recreation is accomplished in the performance
text. Kicaka was earlier presented as a drunken lout
who tried to seduce Sairandhri. (His make-up also re-
vealed him as belonging to the 'wicked' class.) But now
he is presented as a 'romantic' hero who is attracted by
a woman only twice in his life: once in Draupadi's
swayamvara (marriage) and a second time when he seéé

Sairandhri. He does not realise that Sairandhri herself
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is Draupadi. The make?up”is also slightly alteréd to
reduce his ‘'wickedness’.

The written text 1s also edited and shortened
suitably to highlight these characters. 1In the prasan-

gas, these 'wicked' characters are not the protagonists}

They appear as part of a larger canvass where the value
system against which they are to be judged 1is presented.
But with the omission of those parts, these characters
posit a value system of their own in the light of which
they have to be judged. I shall illustrate this point

from Gada.Yuddha :

The written text of Gadad Yuddha (after the tradi-

tional 0Oddolaga), begins with a confrontation between
Dharmaraya and éalya in which éalya is killed; this 1is
followed by the sight of the desolate Kaurava who comes
across the innumerable dead bodies on the battle field.
He meets Aswathama who promises to kill the Pandavas.

Kaurava hides in a lake; he is forced to come out by the

insults hurled at him by the Pandavas specially mBhEma. o

They fight. Kaurava falls with his thigh broken.

Aswathama in the meanwhile uses the Brahmastra against

tﬁe Pandavas. Krsna diverts the weapon against the
Upapandavas, the children of Pandavas, who are killed.
Aswathama 1is publicly disgraced for killing the chil-
dren. The prasanga ends with Krsna presiding over the

I
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coronation of Dharmarava.

But ‘the performance text cuts the first and the
last portions (where the greatness of Krsna is high;
lighted). Only the incidents dealing with Kaurava and
Aswathama are performed. 1In fact in some recent produc-
tions even the Aswathama episode is deleted. Thus the
entire focus of attention of the audience-is on the last
moments of Kaurava, who achieves the dimensjon of a
tragic hero. Krsna who is presented in the prasanga as
guiding and protecting the Péndévas and upholding Dharma
is sidelined. With this new significance created, the
religious motif gets totallyvaltered°

The actors make use of the freedom of speech that
the tofally improvised dialogue offers, to ;humanise'
and glorify these characters. For example, Kaurava in
the instance given earlier, looks at the dead bodies {n
the battlefield and recognises his dear ones. But He
also recognises Abhimahyﬁdand.méﬁrhétwfofb.his 'éégtﬁl
Suddenly Kaurava's character gets 'elevated' and the
spectators in turn begin to sympathise with him.

Through their speech, the actors intellectuélise
the characters and provide a frame work for the under-
standing of the character. If in the traditional pre-
sangas the cenceptval opposition is between geod Qﬁd

eril wiv ., the destruction of evil at the end, in the ngw



f rame wqu built up through the performance text, the
opposition itself gets changed. The abstract entities
of good and evil represented by these characters vanish
and the opposition becomes the one between two individu-
als. Moreover the positions of the being and the other
become reversed. As the focus of the discourse shifts
from the good character to the wicked one, the wicked
character becomes the being and the good character fhe
other. Thus the religious motif gets totally subverted.
As the wicked.character becomes the being, the crux of
the discourse also gets totally altered; it becomes the
struggle and fall of a brave and proud character with
some streaks of wickedness in him. This change opens up
the possibility of viewing the new discourse as a trage-
dy in the Aristotalian sense. .No doubt the original
stories of the epics contain all the ingredients wheré@y
a Kaurava, a Karna or a Ravana can be easily fitted iﬁto
this mould. Thus out of the very traditional structure
of Yaksagana we are perhaps witnessing in indigenous
form of tragedy emerging.

This change taking place in the immanent discourse
of Yaksagana, becomes central to any synchronic undeér-
standing of the form because the small and seemingly
insignificant changes taking place in the structure of

Yaksagana, have to be paradigmatically related to the
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process of secularisation. Perceived in this 1light,
these 'insignificant' details become the most signifi-

cant signs of the change.
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I11 ABHINAYA - HISTRIONIC REPRESENTATION

0

, ¥
The N&tya Sastra describes the word Abhinaya

i

etymologically. "It is from the root ~‘'to carry' . with

the preposition abhi meaning 'towards'; that which

carries the meaning (lit. the performance) to the audi-
ence is called Abhinaya" Bharata further classifies

Abhinavya into four kinds: Angika(bodily acting),

Vacika{verbal), ﬁhgrya(dress,makeup,etc.)' and
2
Satvika(temperamental). It 1is clear from this that

Abhinaya includes not merely what we mean by acting but
also costumes, make-up, stage props and all those things
that help in carrying the meaning to the audience.

This chapter will make a study of these aspects of
abhinaya with reference to Yaksagana and make an enquiry
into how these factors function in ‘'carrying' the mean-
ing to the audience, We can begin the enquiry with the

fundamental question of the actor himself.

III.1 Actor as a Sign

The actor who appears on the stage - what does he
represent? He no doubt has a real-life existence with a
persona of his own. But he claims to represent ~another —

entity -~ the character or dramatis persona who may or
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may not

short but

. . Ny e e
be a person with a real existence. In _his

incisive article "Semiotics of Theatrical

Performance", Umberto Eco analyses the semiotic func-

tioning of

a human being as a sign. He takes the simgle

example of a drunkard exposed in a public place by the

Salvation

temperance

Army in order to advertise the advantages of

As soon as he has been. put on the platform
and shown to the audience, the drunken man

has 1lost his original nature of "real" body
among real bodies. -He -is no more a world
object among world objects - he has become a

semiotic . device; he is now a sign. A sign,
accerding to Peirce, is something that stands

to somebody for something else in some
respect or capaclty - a physical presence
referring back to something absent.  What 1is
our drunken man referring back to? To a
drunken man. But not to the drunk who he is,
but to a drunk. The present drunk - in so
far as he is the member of a class ~ is
referring wus back to the class of which he
is a member. He stands for the category he
belongs to. There 1is no difference, in

principle, between our intoxicated character
and the world "drunk."

Apparently this drunk stands for the equiva-
lent expression "There is a drunken man", but
things are not that simple. The physical
presence of the human body along with its
characteristics could stand either for the
phrase "There is a drunken man in this pre-
cise place and in this precise moment,"; or
for the one "Once upon a time there was a
drunken man":; it could also mean, "There are
many drunken men in the world". As a matter
of fact, in the example I am giving, and
according to Peirce's suggestion, the - third
alternative 1is the case. To interpret this
physical presence 1in one or in another
sense 1s a matter of convention, and a more
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sophisticated theatrical Performance would
establish this convention by means of other
semiotic media - for instance, words. But at
the point we are, our tipsy sign is open t@
any interpretation. He stands for all theé
existing drunken men in our real world and in
every possible world. He is an open expres-
sion (or sign vehicle) referring back to an
open range of possible contents.

[V
Nevertheless, there is a way in which this
presence is different from the presence of a
word or of a picture. It has not been active-
ly produced (as one produces a word or draws
an image) - it has been picked up among the
existing physical bodies and it has been
shown or ostended. It is the result of a

) 3

particular mode of sign production.

The actor thus has a real presence of his own and
it 1is only this real presence that allows him to func;
tion as a sign and represent something that i1s absent.
He 1s ‘performing both fuﬁctions vsimu1taneously.. To

quote Eco agéin :

Nevertheless there is something that distin-
guishes our drunkard from a word. A word is
a sign, but it does not conceal 1its sign
.quality. We conventionally accept that
through words someone speaks about reality,
but we do not confuse words with things
(except in cases of mental 1illness). When
speaking, we are conscious that something
impalpable stands for something presumably
palpable. But not every sign-system follows
the same rule as others. In the case of our
elementary model of mise-en-scene, the drunk
is a sign, but he is a sign that pretends not
to be such. The drunkard is playing a double
game : in order to be accepted as a sign, he

has to be recognised as a '"real" spatio
temporal event, a real human body. In thea-=
tre, there 1is a "square semiosis". With

words, a phonic object stands for other
objects made with different stuff. . In. the.
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mise-en-scene, an object, first recognised as
a real object is then assumed as a sign in
order to refer back to another object (or to
a class of objects) whose constitutive stuff
is the same as that of the representing

4
obiect.

The issue touched upon by Eco in the last sentence
of the passage Jjust quoted, leads us to one of the
fundamental gquestions regarding histrionic representa-
tion. The actor in the process of representing the
character 1is also representing himself. . He c¢laims ¢to
represent another reality but the actor's real self
(belonging to the world of the spectators; every day
experience) 1is also projected, thus reoresgnting two
'realities® at the same tiﬁe. These twov levels vof
reality - do they work in opposition or are they comple-
méntary? How is the tension between the two strata of

reality resolved in theatrical semiosis? This leads us

to the next question.

IIT.1l.a Actor/ Character Dialectic

The actor and the represented character - these
two coexist in any theatrical performance as we have.
just now seen. A character created on the stage will
always be the 'character as represented by the particu-
lar aqtor'. Thus the sign can never be the actor per se

or the character per se. It will always be a dialectic
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between the two. Different theatre forms resolve this
dialectic emphasizing the one or the other.

To illustrate this point, I shall take up two
extreme examples. The first 1is tﬁe puppet theatre. The
puppet does not have a persona of its own. (It is an
intentional sign created -solely for the ©purpose of
signification). All its features are inﬁentional signs.
There are no physiologicai details that are not signifi-
cant. As Jiri Veltrusky observes," A -puppet which
répresents a character has only those features of a real
person which are needed for the given dramatic situa-
ticn; all the components of a puppet are intentional
signs. By contrast, the stage figure . created by an
actof is shaped not only by the artistic intention but
also by physiological necessity. The movements of the
facial muscles, for instance, are controlled both by the
semiotic and by the physiolegical functions... . Yet the
audience perceives all the elements of the stage figure
as signs...[the stage figure] oscillates between being a
sign, that is, a reality standing for another reality
and being a reality in its own right”.5 Thus the puppet
comes closest to 'being' the signified-the character.

On the other hand let us take the case of a popu-
lar filﬁ star of the commercial circuit (preferably of

the Bombay variety). When this film star acts in a
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film, he more or less represents himself. The charactef
he represents is intentionally left amorphous, because
the purpose is to project the 'star image' which remains
the same, whatever be the character he is representing.
Thus, the film star, to a large extent, projects himself
or to be precise his 'star-image', in every character
that he depicts.

These two examples are two polarities of the
actor/character dialectic. Most other theatre forms
fall between these two extremes. Even in these extreme

examples, the dialectic does not get totally resolved:

the ‘'stiffness' of the puppet, for example, rubs onto -

the character; the film star even to project the star
image needs the alibi of a character.v This dialectic
works in varying degrees and depends on several factors
- the form of the theatre, the actor's" ;me£hod', the
personal knowledge or intimacy of the spectators with
the actor's real life et cetera. Different theatre
forms resolve this dialectic in different ways. In
realistic theatre, for example, the attempt would be to
reduce the dialectic to the minimum, whereby the actor
tries to 'become' the character to the extent possible:
whereas Brecht, exploited this dialectic in his theatre;
stating that the actor should represent the character as

well as himself. VYaksagana utilises this dialectic in a
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unique way making use of the freedom afforded by the
totally improvised dialogues. But before that question
can be tackled, it is essential to know Yaksagana's

approach to acting

ITI.1.b Acting in Yaksagana - Form and Essence

There are various theories and schools propounding
divergent approaches to acting. The western approach to -
this guestion has been variedl Two basically opposite
approaches that became highly influential can be seen in
the theatrical postulates of Stanislavsky and Brecht.
The first approach aimed at total internalisation of the
character. The actor was asked to draw from his person-
al experience, similar situations or from similar per-
sons that he had come across and then to present them on
the stage. :The assumption was that perfect internalisa-
tion would lead to perfect repreéentation of tﬁe charac;A
ter. Brecht tried a different approach whereby the
actor was asked not to identify himself totally with the
character but to maintain a distance and> present the
character critically. The approach of Yaksagana and
most other classical dance/drama forms of India, to this
question is integrally different.

Acting involves the création/presentation of a

+

character. But this creation 1is the essence that can
!

not be done without the form or the signifier. The form
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here is the body (and voice) of the actor and the con-
trol that he exercises over it: the movements of the
facial muscles, eyes, limbs et cetera including the
minutest ripple of the muscles. Stanislavsky's view 1is
that if the actor does Eroper internalisation and learns
to 1live the role, the form will take care of itself.
The traditional Indian approéch ig that without achiev-
ing a perfect control over the form (in this case, the
acﬁor‘s body and its constituents along with the styli-
sation of the particular form), conveying the essence

becomes impossible. That perhaps is the reason why the

- ’—‘ . . . :
Natya Sastra describes abhinaya in the minutest de-

tail: thirteen types of head movement, thirty six ex-
pressions of the eyes and so.on.

In Yaksagana, in the iﬁitial stages of the train-
ing process, the neophyte actor is made to master the
form. He does not bother about the signified or the
essence at this stage. By continuous p?actice and
correction the form becomes second nature to the actor.

.Phillip Zarelli's comments on the training process in
Kathakali makes this clear. "The Kathakali student
simply does the exercise repetitiously attempting to
master the exercise to the point where it .is agtomati—

cally at hand as part of his in body knowledge". When

this actor begins performing on the stage his earliest
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roles are in Purvaranga and Oddolaga where, as has been

observed 1in Chapter II, the roles are without any spe-
cific context. The depiction of these roles involve

nytta, mere dance steps and movements without an emotive

7
content. According to the Nafya Sastra, such a dance is -

not supposed to have any meaning though it pleases by
its beauty.7 These roles in the preliminaries, help the
young actor in achieving total mastery over form without
concerning himself about the essence. Because in these

roles, the essence is the expression of the form - the

referent of the message being the code itself. 1In these

roles, the actor need not have to do any internalisa-

tion. All he is concerned about is the expression of
the form. Thus the performance of these roles 1is a
continuation of the process of training.

When the actor becomes more mature and takes other

roles, he 1is supposed to internalise the role. This

process of internalisation or emotionally filling out
the role also follows.a process of objectification. To
quote Phillip Zarelli again, "Jusﬁ as the external in-
body process of Kathakali acting is a process of objec-
tification which is non-perscnal, the internal side of
actor training and performance shares in the development
of this process of objectification. Even though, the

emotional states are extremely important in Kathakali,
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these emotional states are objectified and non personal
experiences".8 These comments on acting in Kathakali
apply equally truly to most Indian classical dance drama
forms including Yaksagana.

The actor no doubt draws from his personal experi-
ence in delineating a character or a situation but what
he looks for and reproduces is not verisimilitude. The
emotional states may be innumerable but they are broadly

classified under different bhavas. The actor recognises

the sth3yi bhava of a character. This is the main

emotional state of a character - one of the eight or
nine as classified by the Indian aestheticians. Keeping

this sthayi bhava as the central focus, he recognises

the passing emotional phases or the sancari bhavas.

Thus what he draws from his personal experience is not
an individualised experience but an objectified classi-

fied form -~ the Sthayi bhava. Apart from the sthayi

bhavas, the concomitant fleeting emotional states or the

sancari bhavas are also cognised by the actor. For

example in Sri Rama Pattdbhiséka(the story of Rama's

coronation, when he 1s forced by Kaikeye, to go to the
forest), the emotional state of Dasaratha, when he is
sending his son Rama with Sita and Laksmana can be

taken. The Sthayi bhava here is sorrow. At the same

time he also expresses anger at Kaikeye and his own
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helplessness. These become the sancari bhavas.

Thus acting 1in Yaksagana begins with the form.
Only after achieving masfery over it does the actor
begin to internalise the role. (This process can be
compared to the process of learning in Indian classical
music where alsc internalisation and expression \of
emotion comes only after the 'form' has been thoroughly
mastered). This internalisation is also not of personal
experiences but the generalised form of emotional

states (sthayi bhava) for which the actor finds counter-

parts in his personal experience. This leads to the

creation of the archetypal characters of our epicé.

III.1.c Stylisation

3

. Acting in Yaksagana is highly stylised. By
'stylised» acting' we mean a system where gestures,
expressions and body movements from day - today usage
are chosen and then exaggerated and ostended in a par-
ticular form. These then become so distinct from the
gestures and expressions of daily life that they becomé
stylised. Any expressive sign used by the actor has to
be in conformity with this stylisation.

In theatre forms which use gestures and expres4
sions in a mimetic way, even purely physiological acts

which are unintended and nonpurposive are apt to be
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mistaken as signifiers. "Groucho Marx illustrates the
point in his amazement at the écratches on Julie Har-
ris's legs in a performance of I am a Camera: 'At first
we thought this had something to do with the plot and we
waited for these scratches to come to life. But ... it
waé never mentioned in the play and we finally came to
the «conclusion that either she had been shaving too
close or she'd been kicked around in the dressing room

9
by her boyfriend".

1]

- Whereas 1in a stylised form like Yaksag3na, tﬁe
unintentional non purposive components, immediately
'stand out' because these are not framed in the code
(stylisation) and so are simply neglected by the»spect&}
tors as not being part of the signifying system. An
actor on stage adjusts his crown, keeps or picks up the
weapon, adjusts the costume or ornaments but these are
not considered signifiers. Thus, what may appear as an
impropriety in realistic theatre is never considered so
in Yaksagana.

Now let us return to the question of actor-charac-
ter dialectic and see how it functions in Yaksagana. It
is necessary to know a little about the Yaksagana actors’
and the vpopularity they énjoy to understand how the

dialectic functions. The Yak§agéna actors (the leading

ones at least), are very popular and have a -'star'
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following which can rival even that of the filﬁ stars
though the geographical area of their popularity is
limited. The spectators have a prior knowledge of the
personal life of the actors, their professional rival-
ries and problems.

The actors in their improvised dialogues make use
of this 'information' through the use of double entendre
dialogues. In fact this style of speaking - which
generates two specific meanings - is an expertise . that
most Yaksagana artists develop. In their dialogue they
quite often refer to the personal 1ives of the actors;é
This may appear as a rupture in the character-sign but
it is never taken as a break either by the actors or by
the spectators. They hugely enjoy these references and:
accept the existence of the two realities simultaneous-
ly. Thus the dialectic acts not as an oppositionl but

becomes complementary; one complementing the other.

JITI.2 Dance

Since time immemorial dance has been a spontaneous
mode through which man has expressed his emotions.
Dance as.a mode of instinctive expréssion goes back to a
time even before language. We see this mode of instinc;
tive expression even among animals. A very functional

use of dance as a means of communication among bees has
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| 10
been studied in great detail by Karl von Frish. Dance

has Dbeen one of man's basi; modes of expression. To
gquote Shivaram Karant, "Ever since man evolved as a
social ©being, dance must be among the first to be used
by him to express his emotions. This is a universal
phenomenon. We can never say who first discovered
dance. When man is filled with Jjoy or exuberance it
gets expressed through his body. It shows itself nof
merely on the face but in his body movementii rhythmic
steps, jumps and in throwihg the limbs out".

When dance becomes a mode of artistic expression,
it gets bound in a form and structure. Dance formed an
integral part of dramatic performance in the,‘India%
tradition. Ancient TIndian aestheticians divided the

dance wused 1in dramatic performance into three types:

nrtta, nrtya and natya. The difference between thz

three cén be understood form the following guotation by
Apparao. "The physical movements of the body have &n
equal importance in both nrtya and’nrtta. While nrtta
retains the pure dance form only, nrtya incorporates the
song and histrionic expression in addition to pure
dance. Similarly nrtya and natya have equal predomi=

nance of of abhinaya with the difference that nrtya

concentrates on dngika abhinaya (bodily acting) while

ndtya concentrates on Vacika abhinaya (voice control)
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and Satvika abhinaya (temperamental acting) in addition
12 :
to a well - knit plot" Nrtta 1is .pure dance without

rasa or bhava where the rhythm as predominant. Nrtya on

the other hand 1is born of Nrtta in which music and
acting 1is used for the expression of bhava. Natya 1is
the elaborate form of Nrtya where all the four ingredi-

ents of abhinaya - angika, vaecika, aharya and satvika

are used. 1In the form of scenes it develops the narra;
tive and by the expression of bhava leads to the enjoy-
ment of rasa. fYaksagéna makes use of all these three
types in its dance and an understanding of the distinc-
tién between the three 1s necessary to understand the

way dance functions in the signifying process of Yak§a4

gana. 4

Dance 1is one of the most attractive featufes of
Yaksagana. It is very difficult to describe in words

the fascination of this dance. Yaksagana dance has

-t

certain features that differentiate it from other clas-
sical dance forms of India. Great emphasis is laid qﬁ
the foot work. The dance is usually brisk and vigorous.
There are choreographed items of great polish and beauty
thbugh some aspects do also have a rough edge.

The actor dances to the song being sung by thé
bhagavata. Usually the first half of the song is used

for pure dance and the second half for abhinaya. Rarely
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are they done together. But there are no strict rules

regarding this and the actor has a great deal of freedom
to develop his dance in whatever way ﬁe desires and it
mostly depends on the actor's strong points and his
understanding with the bhagavata.

Gestural vrepresentation and abhinaya are aléo
performed along with the dance. The lines are repeated
several times by the bhégavata to allow the actor to
berform geétural representation, as well as abhinayé,
moving to the rhythm and keeping the lava. The pure
dance or nrtta is done either between the two halves of
a song or at the end of the“song. After this puﬁ%
dance, the song ends with the refrain.

To understand how a song is depicted using dance
and abhinaya, I give below the transcript' of 8
workshop/seminar coﬁducted by Shivaram Karant to Yaksa-
gana artists. In it he explains to the actors how -a
song should be developed and represented on the stage.

The song is taken from the prasanga, Ratikalyana (the

episode of the marriage of Krsna's son Pradyumma to
Rati). Krsna takes an oath with Rukmini that he can
arrange the marriage in eight days. Unseen difficulties
arise because of which he feels that the oath can not be
fulfilled. The song analysed, depicts his sense of

defeat.

112



"O God ' why did I take the challenge witﬂ queeﬁ
Rukmini? All my strivings have been in vain and I am
unable to arrange the marriage of Smara [Krsna's son]".

This 1is the translation of the entire poem which
will help 1in understanding the way it is depicted 1in
dance and abhinaya line by line: |

The bhagavata sings the first line

Hara Hara Pattadarasi Rukminiyolu
[Exclamation throne queen Rukmini
addressed to [Case ending show-
God] Hara ing his challenge with]
Karant: (to the actors), The entire song depicts. the

tone of despair. This despair and tiredness should bg
depicted in the abhinaya. 1Intone the firét two words
'Hara Hara' with the bh3agavata. Let your voice alsg
convey the déspair... Show the feeling, "I gave the
promise to the gueen but I could not fulfill it".  In
the first two words show the intense devotion with which

you are praying to God.

(Asks the bhégavata to sing the first line several

times), In vyour prayer your helplessness should be
established... 1lift both your hands; it denotes devotion

and respect. If vyou lift one hand the devotion 1is
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decreased... 1let your hands be away from the 1lines of

the body.

Next line

Rukuminivyoleéke Panthavesegideno

Rukmini with why’ - Challenge took [verb

ending of first person]

Karant: 'Rukmini' It is necessary to show her grace and
delicacy. A definite abhinaya is required for 'why'.
To make the bhava clear, the beats of the maddale, the
bhagavata's voice, cymbals the dancer's foot work: and
gestures should all participate in the abhinaya. The
sense of rhythm is fundamental.. . The sense of defeat
and despondency should be shown in your dance and act-
ing.

Next line

Smaranige Vivaha racisal@rade

Smara to ‘marriage arrange

(negative ending)

Karant: How to show Smara [Madana - The God of Love]
in acting. His daintiness should be show in your steps.
After seeing your acting we should feel as though Smara
has appeared before our eyes. Gesturally demonstrate

marriage by bringing the two hands together gracefully
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and slowly...[Fig.17] (to the actor), don't do it so

fast, that looks like oxen yoked by force.

Last Line

~

baride balaluvudaytu

mere v striving happened.

Karant: 1In your steps and movements show the tirédnesé
of defeat. The arms naturally sag down in defeat. But
the arms should sag behind the body in despair, not in
vfront of the body.14
This detailed analysis will perhaps gi&é an 1idea

of how abhinaya is performed and how dance becomes the
medium of that abhinaya. The dances performed'in.Yak$a§
gana can be broadly classified into two types:

a) dance with songs: natya and ngxtya

b) dance for the mere fhythmic patterns played on the

percussion instruments - nrtta

The functional use d% both are different. The first is
used basically for the elaboration of a song through
gestures and expressions added to the footwork of the
dance. This affords the greatest opportunity for i@—
provisation. There are no set dance scores for these
songs. As Martha Ashton and Bruce Christie say, "[These
are] dances that neither follow a conventional pattefn

nor have specifically programmed steps and these are
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danced to songs that actually tell the story. - During
this time the dancer chooses any steps in his repertoiré
that display the emotion or the situation and fit the
musical timing. The dancér is also free to create igeps
as long as he keeps within the style of thé dance".

The second type on the other hand, is pure -dance
nrtta which is done without any emotional representa-

I
]

tion. It usually is danced in the middle or end.  of a!

song. It also includes fixed features like the intro-

ductory dances (0ddolaga), journey, war and such other

' .
AN

dénces which are also done only to the ‘beat of the
percussion instruments. If nrtta is done during a song
the shift from the one to the other type of dancé is
indicated by the actor circling the stage once and the
muktdya beats which punctuate this change. (See 1II.5

Music on mukt3ya)

I17.2.b In terms of emotional states that they convey

a different typology can be used for the .classificatiod

of types of dance. They «can be grouped under three

heads: |

(1) Lasya: Light gracefull dance delineating érngéra
or the erotic.

(2) Hasya: Dance that elicits humour.

(
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(3)

(2)

Dances that depict the XEEE (heroic) or raudra
(furious).

Lisya(the graceful) 1is said to have originated
from Parvati (just as its counter point tandava isf
said to have originated from Shiva).16 This type
of dance is mostly used in the depiction of §£,n-
gézi.' Most Indian dance  forms are greatly de- .
veloped in the depiction of lasya. In Yaksagana
in the other hand, lasya is found only 1in the
dance of the female characters. (Is it because,
in the dance forms well developed in the depiction
of lasya, the dances were performed by women

whereas Yakgsagana has remained an all male

domain).

Hasya(the humorous) 1s performed only by . the.
buffoon and rarely by the main characters. (The

role of Uttara Kumara in Virata Parva 1is one such

rare example). The buffoon normally uses the same
footwork but gives an odd twist or two making it
appear humorous. He dances as though he is fight-
ing against gravity, as though he is about to fall
down. (Even the apparently uncontrolled falling is
in reality very controlled.) This adds to the

humour.
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(3) The real strength of Yaksagana dance can be seen

in the depiction of vzra and raudra. Most of the

steps are virile and fast and are naturally suited

to convey the heroism or the forcefulness of he

characteré. .

The raw material for the dance is usually th%
actions and emotions of the characters. The psychologi-
cal state of the character can be depicted in dance.

3

III.2.c" The Function 9£ Dance

What and how does dance communicate? Is its func-
tion only aesthetic? The communicative function of
natvya and nrtya can be recognised because of
their emotional and psychological purport. Let us
consider nrtta (pure dance) which does not seem to have

any specific significance apart from the aesthetic. The

. 7
Natya Sastra itself states, "It is true nrtta does not

give any meaning; but it is used simply because it
creates beauty”.l7 Because nrtta is done as a pure dance
with no emotional purport, it appears as though it has
only the aésthetig function. Is it really so? If true,
what then is the reason for ﬁhe great impact that nrtta

alwéys has on the audience. Let me analyse this further

with the help of an example from Kicaka Vadhe. Kicaka
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forces his sister to send Sairandhri to his palaée.
Sairandhri is forced to take a bowl of honey to Kicaka.
When Kicaka sees her he is so greatly filled with joy at
having got her that an elaborate nytta is done during
the song, "“"To which universe does this beauty belong?"18
The dance 1is brisk and vigorous and at the same time
graceful. The dance, no doubt, has a great impact on
the audience but what does it signify?

We can understand the way dance functions here by
comparing it with the way cinema makes use of montége.:
In ?inema many a time neutral shots are used. These are
shofs without any emotional or psychological purport.
But thése neutral shots become loaded with 'meaning'
because of montage; the preceding or the followingu shot
leaves 1is imprint on the neutral shotvso that it also
becomes loaded with the purport of the other shots.

In the preceding example, Kicaka's yearﬁing for
Sairandhfi and his exuberance on seeing her are already
communiéated by words and abhinaya prior to the nrtta.
Thus when the pure dance is performed, it naturally’
relates paradigmatically to his entire relationship with
Sairandhri (his desire and lust for her, her strong
refusal, the present sense of victory, the anticipated

sexual union with her and also the sudden memory of

Draupadi's marriage). All these criss cross references
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become 'loaded' on to the pure dance which itself .at the

manifest level communicates nothing.

There is another way also in which dance partakes’

in semiosis. The sheer physical force of the movement

and foot work connote the sense of urgency, the intensi- -

ty of desire or sometimes even the power. To take an
example, 1in any dance depicting war or confrontafion,
one partiéular type of dance mandi or pirouetting on the
knees is always performed (Fig. 13). The audience also
eagerly expects this dance and cheers the dancers lusti-
ly. While performing this dance the actor literaily
'goes down on his knees'. In the normal parlance of
signification this posture of bending down is taken as a
siénv of defeat or accepféﬁcé of the superiority of the
opponent. But in mandi dance the signified meaning 1is
exactly. the opposite - challenge and show of strength.
How does the same posture get the opposite significa-
tion? Doing this dance involves great physical energy
and 1t is this flow of energy that connotes the energy

of the character.

Thus all the three types of dance nrtta, nrtya and

natya take part in the semiotic process of Yaksagana.

They also partake 1in the very raison d'etre of the

entire performance, rasanubhava or aesthetic experience.
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I H-33 4o

TI1T.3 GESTURES and MUDRAS

Gestures form an integral part of the activity of
speaking. Gesture and gesticulations complete the
significatory process of speech. Some cultural groups
or communities may use gestures more than others, but nb
speech activity 1is truly devoid of the use of these
(unless where the emitter of the message 1s absent).
Most theatre forms also make prominent use of gestures.

In 'realistic' theatre, the gestures used are those that

are taken from daily life. The only difference gggmb
A
on stage they are ostended. g 5 T
e, & Gl
Gestures and mudras are used prominently»A.*uﬁéhy

Indian dance forms. But their use differs from the
‘mimetic’ use of gestures of realistic theatre. MudrSg
form an almost complete code system in themselves whicﬂ
are used along with the speech(song)., to emphasize or
clarify the semantic significance of the word. The word
mudra has a ritualistic signification too. 19"The hand

symbols used by Tantrics were called mudrad". They are

used as a part of angika abhinaya(bodily acting) to aid

in the communication of bhava. The Natya Sastra and

NandiKeshwara's Abhinaya Darpapa give a detailed list
of the different mudrds and their uses. Dance forms
like Bharat Natyam and Kathakali make detailed use of

mudras.
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. A word about the use of the two words-gestures and

JE

mudras. I have . used these two words to denote two

slightly different ways in which hastabhinaya(hand
acting) is used in Yaksagana. By mudras, I mean .thoée
hand gestures that are part of the code system (where
the vrelation between signifier and signified is mostly
arbitrary) and so are unintelligible to any one n%t
familiaf with the code. Gesture on the other hand,
refers to that part of 'hand acting' which is taken from
every day conversation and is understood even by tho?e
not familiar with the code. Yaksagdna makes use of .
both in its 'hand-acting’. : | -

As has been explained in the introduction, Yaksa-

gdna has three regional variations:; Tenku(south), bada~
gu(north) and extreme badagu (North Kanara). Of these ,
only the last mentioned, uses mudras to a large extent.
In the other two variations, the use of mudras can be
seen only in the preliminaries but not in the acting of

the main prasanga. The use of gestures and mudras
énalysed here 1s of the North-Kanara variety, where
according to P.V.Hasyagara. "There were many actors in
the past who could express every word through mudra in
‘North-Kanara. Even now, this is the speciality that

20
distinguishes actors of North from South Kanara".
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Yaksagana uses some of the mudras used in other classi-

cal Indian dances, but the number of mudras in Yaksagana

is limited. Also, the use of these mudras is based not

on .any authoritative text ($3stra-Grantha), but only on’

unwritten tradition. A& number of gestures used in every

day conversation are also used. As Shambhu Hegde says,’

"Yakgsagdana does not have mudras to suffice all the

;4
il

emotions. So, many gestures are taken from daily life._

Thus an actor can create his own mudras. For example,

urgency or quickness can be demonstrated by a snap of

NF

the finger with the -thumb. Whatever -the mudra, -its-

effectiveness lies in its capacity to- communicate the
bhava to the aﬁdience".z1

Some mudras have a polyvaieqce of signification as
the same mudra is used to signify a number of meanings.
For example one mudra(Fig 14) is used to signify king,
kingdom, power, position, personality, riches. The
gestures used for verbs are the actions indicated by the
verbs themselves. The gesture used is of course a
stylised form of that action (See Fig 15 "Listen").
Some nouns are also represented by their (verbal) ac-
tion. ‘Thevact Qf blossoming' represents a flower; a
bee can be signified by its aét of hovering round of

filower. At the same time, some mudras are part of the

codified system for which verisimilitude between the

123



sign vehicle and signified can not be found. The mudras
for hatred and friendshié (Figs 16 and 17) can be seen
as examples of these. Their 'meaning'! can not be rea-
lised in isolation. Only in opposition, when they are
taken as part of the structure, does their signification
become clear. Many a time these mudras became emblemat-
ic gestures standing for a complete spoken utterance.
The gestures and mudras can be classified wusing

Peirce's triad of icon, index and symbol. Those wmudri:s

T

that represent the object by virtue of similarity can

be classified iconic signs. According to Peirce, iconic

signs are those where the éign denotes its object by
virtue of a similarity between the physical property of
the sign and the physical property of the object.22 The
mudra for a horse (Fig 18) is an example of the iconic
sign. The similarity between the object designated and
the sign may not be very obvious(the shape of the head
of a horse), but the basis of the sign is the similarity
of éppearance.

Index: According to Peirce, indexical signs- - are
those signs that denote the object’by a cause and effect:
link. "An index is a sign that refers to the object
that it denot;s by virtue of being really affected bx

23 #

that object". The mudra for Rama can be cited as an"

example of this (Fig. 17). The mudra is an iconic sign
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of an archer with a bow and arrow. This bow and arrow
in turn designates Rama the celebrated archer.

Symbol: In the Peircian triad, in a symbol the

\

relation between sign vehicle and signified is conven-

tional and arbitrary. Signs that are artificial man
made codes, signalling systems and language are all
symbols. Most of the mudras fall into this category.

The mudras for forest (Fig.20) and the one for Krsna
(Fig.21) can be cited as instances of this.

Shambhu Hegde in his study of the. gestures and
mudras in Yaksagana uses another classification.24 He
also classifies them into three categories. His catego-
ries bear a close resemblance to Peirce's, only the
second being of slightly different.

a) mudras that denote by a similarity of shape.

b) mudras that suggest by representing the
action (eg: blossoming for a flower)

c) mudrés that communicate only because of a

prior understanding between the performer and

the spectator.

Of these a and c correspond closely to an icon and a

symbol, b alone differs from an index in that it does
not necessarily involve a cause and effect relation.
Whatever be the classification it should also be

remembered that there can not be exclusivity. A single

125



mudra many have elements of two kinds (or more) which
perform simultaneously.

The wuse of mudras and gestures in forms like
Bharat natyam and Kathakali may have been necessitatéd
by the fact that they do not use Vacika (speech) except

for the song sung in the background. But Yakasgagana

uses Vacikdbhinaya alsc in the form of improvised dia-

logues. As such, some writers on Yaksagana, are of. the
opinion that the use of gestures and hudrés in Yaksagana
is redundant and that it has no functional role to
perform. Shivaram Karant also expresses the same opin:
ion. "This task [communication] is done by language§
Why should dance do the same again? Can the mudras and

25
gestures be more easily understood than language?"

g

Are gestures and mudras in Yaksagana redundant%
Do they merely perform the same function as thaﬁ of
speech replacing sound with hand gestures? What kié
their function in the total configuration of signifi-
cance as a whole?

The function of gestures and mudras can not be
seen in isolation. It has to be understood 1in thé
context of all the other media used in a performance.
All other aspects of Yaksagana like the text, singing;_

costumes acting and dancing are all being used simulta-

neouslv. Thus their signification has to be understood
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in /the context of this multi media where each aids the
other and also draws from it and thus creates a total
configuration of éignification. Certain - words get
emphasized and elaborated upon by the mudras. Aﬁ the

same time the mudra acts on the signification of the

word also giving it a visual shape. For example, the
mudra for forest (Fig.20), focusses the spectator's
attention on one particular aspect of the forest -  its

denseness as signified by the crossed hands. The mudra.
thus alters the semantic range of the word - either
restricting it or enhancing it.

All the same it should also be realised thag
mudras act within the linguistic boundary. They can not

exceed the boundary because like the Morse code or the

b}
NG

gesture language of the deaf and the dumb, the sigrn
refers back to the word itself. Their role is one of
mediation between the word (distorted by music) and the

signified.

I11.4 IMPROVISED DIALOGUES

Dramatic literature 1in Yaksagana involves two
totally different kinds of linguistic usages:; one is the
prasanaga (written text) comprising of songs. (See 11.4
for details). The second type is the improvised dia-

logues that the actors create on the stage itself.
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These impromptu dialogueé are based on the literéry text
no doubt, but barely so. It affords the greatest freeQ
dom as well as the greatest challenge to the actor.
The>Yak§agéna artist is supposed to be not merely
a good dancer and actor but is also expected to Dbe
fluent in speech, have a mastery over the language, with
a good knowledge of the epics and the Purdnas along with
the faculty to creéte a character through speech alone.
The primary function of the improvised dialogue is té
provide the links of the narrative. . Speech can communi-
cate the story easily to one and all. Along with it the
actors also provide tﬁe framework within which the?
develop the character. The framework is not merely of
the narrative but of the emotional, psychological param-
eters of the character. This they normally do ;n th%
first entry of the character. Sometimes it is done at
the end, whereby they round up the character. Through
their speeéh,-fhey not merely delineate the action oY
the character, but they also try to provide a philosoph-
ical paradigm where these actions be;ome justifiable.
The following is an ekample of how the dialogue is
developed from a song, which many a time provides only

the barest details. The song is from Rati KXalyana.

Draupadi 1s sleeping and she wakes up and feels that

Krsna is calling her:
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Raga Bhairavi Tripude Tala (song)

Here 1in Gajapura [Hastin3dpura], Draupadi was 1in
her bedroom at this time.
Draupadi: It is mid night and I am in the bed-chamber
with Partha [Arjunal. I hear someone'’s voice and so I
arise but I don't see anyone. Dharma and Bhima are
asleep. Who would call me? Even if I listen atten-
tively, I can't make out the voice but the voice is not
strange to me. Ah ! It must be my brother Kpépa'é
.voice. But why should he call me so late in the night?
This can not be true. I was thinking about him before I
went to bed. Unless Lord Krsna had shown his grace upoﬁ
us we would never have regained our.position: thevkaura—
vas would never have been destroyed. How cén I forget
his kindness. Though I am queen of Hastinapura now
Lord Krsna 1is all prevading in our various states of

sleeping and awakening. Let me listen, . carefully
26

now.

Yaksagdna artists are capable of showing great creativi-
ty in developing a character through the use of speech.
The characters being the well known characters of the
myth, the new creation should show a new flash in the
interpretation/recreation of the character. In other
words, it should lead to the creation of a new signifi-

cance.
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IIT.4.a This new creation is not merely a creatign
but also a criticism of the character. Normally in tge
arts, the creative and critical faculties are supposed
to be exclusive one coming into operation after the
other has completed the work. But in improvised dia-
logues they take place simultaneously. The répresenta—
tion of the character also involves the art of inter-
preting the character, coming close to Brecht's concept
of acting that it should be a criticism of the character
at the same time.27r Sheni Gopalakrishna Bhat, recog-

nised as one of the experts in this art of 'telling the

meaning' (arthadhari), expresses his attitude to the

- creation of a character. "The written script is the raw
material. Mere explanation of this raw material is nqt
the work of the artist. To me it is the creation gf
another work of art based on the original work... One
role enacted several times will remain the same 1in
larger details. But each day's creation' is a new ore
depending on the mood and psychic state of that dagé..'l
should think as.the character and also as myself":

This creative_/ critical facult? together helps in
the <creation of the character. Perhaps it is for this

reason that in the improvised speech, the emotive func-

tion is minimal and the referential function the maxi—
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mum. No doubt in songs depicting Eiﬁi (heroic) or Karqna
(pathetic) rasa, speech is used for communicating the
bhava effectively. But, except in such intense mo-
ments, the speeéh is used moré for the purpose of analy-
sis and information rather than for conveying the emo-
tion. (The significance of this non-emotive speech will
be discuésed later).

The language used by the actors is special regis-
ter developed over hundred of years. It is slightly
archaic, bookish and with a liberal use of Sanskri£
words. It clearly stands out. from spoken dialect but at
the same time is easily communicable. To quote M.
Prabhakar Joshi, "The language should be such as ¢to
create the atmosphere of antiquity. At the same time,
because the speech is improvised, many words, inflec-
tional endings and phrases of spoken dialect also ap-

pear. But the contrast between spoken dialect and

&
bookish language does not become prominent because of

the special dialectical vériety used in the coastal
district".29 (The common language used in South Kanara
is Tulu and so the Kannada spoken there is considered
slightly bookish). This special register, helps in
creating the temporal distance for the mythological

characters without losing in communicability. It be-

comes a sign that demarcates the universe of signifi-
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cance created on the stage from the universe of the’
spectators. |

The actors usually begin and end their speech at a .
particular pitch. This pitch is the base pitch (éruti)‘
of the singer. Even during the speech the pitch is
maintained so that there will not be a Jjarring shift
from the song to the speech. This also maintains the
musical atmosphere of the performance.

At the same time, the speech results in a kind of
a monotone.  Yaksagana artists normally do not use
intonation ‘as a signifying device unlike 5ther theatre
forms where the meaning and emotions are often communi-
cated by intonation alone. This monotone also restrains

the speech from becoming emotive and thus an expressive:

vehicle for bhava. Structurally this aspect is thus

related to the 'non-emotive' function of speech referred
to earlier.

There 1is another point of interest regarding the
improvised dialogues. I have been using the word
'dialogue' but these imprévised speeches are more in thé
form of monologues. When two characters speak, one
usually becomes a passive listener. The active speaker?
(to whom the preceding song belongs) engages in a mono—;
logue. The passive actor reacts only in the forms of

monosyllabic interjections like 'oho' or ‘'huh'. This
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passive actor begins speaking only when his turn ‘comes
which is normally with the next song. When he begins
speaking, the hitherto active speaker becomes passive.
So what we call dialogues are really alternating mono-
logues. The songs are also usually composed similarly
yith different sdngs for different character. So the
passiVe actor usually waits for his song-dance sequence
to give his reply which will again be another monologue.

The influence of Hari Kath3d tradition on the structure

of the written text has already been discussed (II.4 on
Prasanga). 1Its influence even on improvised speech can

be recognised here. It is not to be assumed that this

is the only format of improvised dialogue. Some times — -

sharp exchanges of.dialogues do take place and these are
usually in the form of sharp ‘arguments and altercations.
In these exchanges each actor tries to score a point
over the other.

Quite often, the actors make use of dialogues that
have a double sense. They use this double entendre for |
making a comment on the present political or social
situétion. Keeping within the framework of the mytholo-
gies, they are thus able to make the contemporary sig-
nificance clear. By using double entendre, they are
able to refer to the past as well as to the present

simultaneously. Many actor also use this as a means of
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>gaining easy popularity by giving a sexual undertone fo
their éiélogues. Some even forget to subterfuge of the
myth and begin a direct speech on present day affairs.
AThe 'freedom of speech' also leads to another
development. As has been pointed out earlier, thel
dialogue can often lead to sharp argument and counter
argument. If done in‘a proper spirit it caﬁ become very
interesting.’ But often the actors forget the
actor/character dialectic. They feel that any defeaﬁ in
the - argument is a defeat to their realselves. At such
moments comes a real rupture between the sign and the
sign vehicle. Kaurava may be defeated in the fight with
Bhima but the actor who plays Kaurava refuses to be
defeated 1in argument. As Shivaram Karant says, "Indi-
vidual pride and spite has destfoyed the beauty...[of
the performance] as nothing else. For some, the pér—
formances become a place to show off their scholarship
and belittle others".30 | -
Fach prasanga as we have seen, deals with one
small incident taken from the larget discourse of the
epics. So, in these dialogues a great deal of intertex-
tuality comes into play. For example, there are a good
number of prasangas in which Krsna appears as a - charac-
ter. While depicting his character in any one prasanéa,

references are often made to, other prasangas by the
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actors. This intertextuality helps in making the dis-"
course explicit as well as in placing the present dis-
course in the larger cohtext of the universe of Puranas .
as a whole. The audience is thus reminded “that this
character in this particular prasanga has a past and a
future and what is being witnessed, is only a slice of

that larger discourse.

"III.4.b- Double Articulation in Acting

n Yakéaqén? acting, we witness a special feature,
which is perhaps rarely witnessed in any other tﬁeatre,
form. Each bhava and each action is acted out twice.
It is not é question of mere repetition. The 'content'
is performed twice. When a song is being sung by the’
bhagavata, the actor dances and enacts, sometimes using'
mudras also along with the danée. During the song,. ﬁﬁé
actor concentrates on the expression of bhdva contained
in the song. After the song-dance sequence, the actor
normally becomes static and begins his spéech. In his

speech, he communicates 'verbally' what has already been

enacted through dance and abhinavya. Thus the same

. . . , {0
'theme' 1is enacted twice, the first time through dancev
and abhinaya, and a second time through speech. Thiss

results in a double articulated acting that is rarely

witnessed in any other theatre form.
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Does this double articulation result in redundan«l
cy? How does‘Yakgagéna overéome fhis‘ daﬁger? If we
analyse the way the two different media - dancing and .
speech are functionally utilised, we get the answer to
the question. Dance is used mainly for thel expression
of bh3dava or the emotional state. Dialogue on the other
hand 1is used mainly for its referential/semantic func-
tion. |

Yaksagdna has thus functionally separated the two
types of acting. During the song the emotive/affective
function becomes predominant. 1In dialogue it is chiefly
the referential/cognitive function that operates (excep-
tions to this have already been mentioned). The analy-
sis  of the song in the form of improvised ‘dialogue
carries maximum information value and so its power as a
sign vehicle of emotion is minimised. The monotonal
delivery of speech also emphasizes the referential
function.

The double articulation can also be gauged by the
way the 'passive' actor shows his reaction. He reacts-
to the other actor only during his speech and not during
his dance/abhinaya. But it is not to be assumed that
these two functions are exclusive. The emphasis is only
a question of degree. For example in scenes of anger or

show of heroism, the speech is also used to convey the
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emotion. On the other hand, in Karuna rasa, the actors

normally do not dance at all. The emotion 1is mostly
expressed through speech, though facial expressions also
play their part. But by and large the exclusivity of

the two is maintained. Thus the double articulation of

acting does not become redundant. The functions of the’

two media (dance and speech) become separate and so each

becomes meaningful and communicative in a different way.

IIT.5 COSTUME and MAKEUP

Costume and make-up constitute the sign vehicles
which providé a 'texture' as well as context to the
characters on the stage. fadeusz Kowzan, in his study
of thé semiotics of the theatre, classifies all the sign
systems of the theatre into thirteen types:; three of the
types mentioned by him - make-up, headdress and costume

A 31
- belong to the category under study. All these three

play a very prominent role in the significatory process

/
of Yakasagana. The Natya Sastra considers costume and

, _ 32
make-up as part of abhinaya and calls it “aharva,

(which includes even stage props). As has already been
pointed out (II.6), costume and make-up in Yaksagana do
not follow a realistic mode of representation. Shiva-
ram Karant says, "For the depiction of these superhuman

characters [the characters from Indian mythology], a
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realistic style 1is never helpful... When we have to
show the courage, bravery, largesse of heart or tenacity
of these <characters, which are beyond the size and?
measure of ordinary mortals, we have to take recourse to
imagination and not to realism... Where the theme or
personality is not from everyday life, the artist has to
Cross thg boundary of reality and make use of his imagi-
nation 1in such a creation. Yaksagdna is an excellent
example of such a creation".33

The costumes in Yaksagdna create a new universe of
significance. They at once differentiate the actors on
the stage from the world of the spectators. These
costumes denote that the actors clad in these costumes
are going to create a new 'reality' on the stage for
which the‘costumes provide the 'frame' separating this
new universe from that of the spectators. It is also to
be remembered that apart from its denotative and conno-
tative fﬁnctions, the costumes also participate in the
aesthetic function because the visual appeal (the ac-
tor's body + costume and makeup) 1itself becomes an
object of aesthetic pleasure.

These visual representational aspects (costume and

make-up) not merely create a new universe of signifi-

cance but they also partake in another important semiot-

ic function: they project differences within- this new
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universe of signification. So on the one hand they
demarcate the performers ffom the spectators and on the
other they also posit differenf categories (of charac-
ters) from amongst the participants of this new uni-
verse. To understand their sign logic it 1is necessary
to decode these intra distinctions. The individual
details of costume, 1f studied in isclation, will not
provide the <clue to their understanding. The entire
array of costume and make-up is to be taken as a system,
where each detail from the smallest to the biggest,
becomes a part of that structure. Only a study of the
entire structure, with the hierarchy of each seme and
its syntagmatic and paradigmatic relation within the
structure will lead to an understanding of its function-
ing ds a whole.

We can perhaps find a model of this kind of analy-
sis of visual signs iﬁ Claude Lévi-Strauss' study of Red
Indian masks. His conclusions are highly iiluminating.
“I have thus demongtrated ... [that these masks] can not

be interpreted each for itself and considered in isola-

tion. They are parts of a system within which they ..

transform each other. As is the case with myths, the

masks ... become ihtelligible only through their rela-
34

tionships that unite them". In this structural pat-

tern, each small detail attains a significance. The
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importance 1lies not merely in what is represented bu

also in what is chosen not to be represented. To quot;
Lévi - Strauss again, "A mask is not primarily what it
represents but what it transforms, that is to say;, wha;
it chooses not to represent. Like a myth, a mask denieé
as much as it affirms. It is not made solely of what3%t
says or thinks it 1is saying but of what it excludes".
For a proper understanding of the significatory
process of costume and make-up it 1s necessary to unde:—
stand the structure. The structure in turn can be
understood only after it is broken down into minimal
signifying units and a typology posited. This typology
can not be merely of the details -that constitute the
costume. It has to be a typology of the characters as
represented by the costume and make-up becéuse these 1in
turn are themselves part of the larger semiosis of
performanée where the actor represents "the dynamic
unity of an entire sget of signs".36
I1T.5.a The traditional classification of roles done

in Yaksagana will perhaps provide us with a starting

point. It can be briefly stated as follows:

1. Second role: the main role (hero ?) of the
prasanga
2. Opposite role: he is the one usually opposite

140



the mailn role

v e
)\ I3

[also called Purusa vega] W
3. Third role: the next important role; this
may also include. K&dige mandale  (young
heroes)
4. Preliminary roles: the acﬁors who appear in

the 0Oddolaga and in several smaller roles

during the performance

5. Bannada Véga: Demons and demonesses
6. Hasyagara : the buffoon who plays several
roles such as servant, watchman, aide et

cetera during a single night's performance,

and his assistants

7. Stri Vésa: Female characters (played by

actors who have specialised in it).

(It may be noted that the 'first' role has nof
been mentioned. In any troupe, the bhagavata. 5r thé
main singer 1s assumed to be the first role and the
leader of the troupe). o

This typology shows certain broad classification;
like lead roles, demons and servants. But on closer
observation, we realise that this typology points to the
classification of actors rather than the characters they

represent. Any troupe has to have actors specialised in

these roles. So the purpose of this <classification
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seems to be to facilitate the distribution of roles. It
also does not clarify the intra-distinctions of charad-
ters. So another typology of characters as represented
by the distinctions in costumes and make-up has to be
posited, because these distinctions are expressive of
the character types'--not merely of their status q?d
social standing but also of their mental/emotionél
makeup. This * in turn is related to the fundament;l
conceptualisation of costume representation in Yaksaga-
na. In the words of Mahabala Bhat, "The fundamental
principle of costume designing in Yaksagana is that the
internal qualities of a character'llike his naturg,
conduct and character can be represented by externalis-
ing them through costumes".37‘ In the last chaptef,
reference has already been made to how Rama, Sita and
Laksmana are presented in royal costumes even when they

are 1in the forest. 1In one of the regional variants of

Yaksagana, Bhima is presented as a Baﬁbda V&sa (demon),
™

specially in the scene where he kills Dusyadsana, though
the other Pandavas are presented as human beings. Th%s
points to the fact that Bhima, though a Pandava, h;s
qualities similar to demons (his marriage to Hidimbe,
his drinking of Dusydsana's blood, his extraordinary

Y

physical prowess can be cited as instances of this).
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III.5.b The personages that people the world of
Yaksagana ‘can be broadly classified into three catego@

ries: gods, human beings and demons. But in the Yak?aj

gana representational system, this three way division is

made binary. Human beings are presented as belonging
either to the world of gods or of demons. To quote
Mahabala Bhat again, the two categories are, "1) Gods

and human beings who have godly qualities; 2) Demons and.
human beings with similar qualities. 1In the first group
we have Indra, Visnu, Rama, Dharmaraya, Arjuna and
others. Tt also includes characters with a slightly
angry or wicked temperament 1like Karpa, Duryodhana,
Parasurama and Kértavzrya. In the second group we have
characters like Ravana, Mahir3vana, Kamsa, Jardsandha,
Bhima, Kumbhakarna et cetera".38 (This classifiéation
if of one tittu{style) of Yaksagana. The actual list o%
characters differs slightly in other styles). )
Based on this broad grouping;we can evolve the
following typology as represented by costumes and make}
up. %
1) Gods, Kings and other royal personages . 4Thi§
group can again be divided into three sub catego-
ries based on their headdress.

a) wearers of crown

b) wearers of mundasa
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<) wearers of Kedige Mandale

2) Kirata— hunters

3) Sages, brahmihs, Fisis

4) gggz vega- Female characters
a) Warrior queens

b) Others

5) Hasyagira- roles played by the buffoon

6) Bannada vésa-~ Demons and demonesses

7) Characters 1like Hanumantha, Garuda, Narasimha et
cetera.

Now I shall deal_with these categories and sub-
categories in detail to get an understanding of their
significatory processes as well as the relations of each
within the structure.

1) Gods, Kings and other royal personages

This 1is the major category that covers most of thé
important characters that appear in Yaksagana. These
are either Gods (Indra for example) or Kings. (Dasara- i
tha, Hariscandra). They are bold and courageous. and

belong to the warrior class. This category also in-

cludes other characters, who share these gualities but «

are not kings themselves. The basic costume for all
characters coming under this category remains the same. .
But a further sub-classification as represented by their

headgears can be made
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a) Wearers of crown ~ Fig.22 .

The crown represents position of authoritYf
Only kings and a few of the Gods can wéar a crownf
Ar-iuna is an exception to this. He weérs a crown
even though he is not a King. (This is so in the
style of Yaksagdna under study. It differs in
other variants). The theme of Yaksagana being the
epics, it is natural that many of the importanf
characters are wearers of the crown. Thé signifi-

cance attached to the crown has already been dealt

with in the earlier chapter.

b) Mundasa - Fig.23
This is a special headgear found only in
Yaksagana. Its shape 1is somewhat similar to

'hearts' in a pack of cards. This 1s worn by;

royal personages who are not kings 1like 'karna,
Gandharva, ministers and others. §élya, though a
King, comes in this category. The decorations on,
top or in front will be removed to suggest a lowef

status. It has two base colqurs - red and black.

c) Kedige mandale - Fig.24 (character on the right)

This headdress 1is worn by vyoung heroes.
Abhimanyu, Sudhanva, Nakula and Sahadeva come 1in

this subcategory. The balagopalas also wear this.

145



The headdress is similar to mundasa but smaller in

size. These characters wear half sleeve shirts énd
do not have a moustache. The front of the head-
gear is decorated with a golden coloured ornament.
Krspna 1s also represented in this category as a
symbol of his eternal vouth (Fig.25).
Thus we notice that the primary categorisation 1is
provided by the costume which remains the same for all

three subcategories (ekéept for the half-sleeve shirt

for the young heroic types). Further subcategorisation

i1s denoted by the headgear. The mundasa as well as the
Kédige mandale, 1is a very fascinating headgear. The

basic colour is red or black and this provides a subtler
distinction. (The signification of colours will be
discussed later). The lines that project from the face
provide a beautiful geometrical pattern. Shining ribbon
of different colours is used to get this geometrical
pattern. Shivaram Karant comments on this, "The head-
gear looks like a halo and thus gives a special getup...
drawing the spectator's attention to the actor's
face".39 During the dance also, the actors give a whirl
to the headgear, when it sparkles in its brilliance.
These three subcategories show how it is impdssi—

ble to get the 'meaning' of these headgears in isola-

tion. It is only in their opposition and correlation
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that - their significance becomes clear. A fine example
of this can be seen in Fig.26. The scene depicted is of
Dasaratha sending his sons Bharata and éatrughna tgz
their grandfather's house. Dasaratha is wearing thei

crown, the two young princes are wearing Keédigemandale.

The minister at extreme left 1is wearing the mundasa.
The sage at the back is Vasi@fha (his headdress as also
that of the Strivé§a will be discussea later). * The
correlation and opposition of these become very pro-

nounced when several such characters are on the stage

together.

2) Kirata (hunter) - " Fig.27
He is related to the first category as shown

by his costume but is greatly removed from them in

social standing, which is also connoted by the
costume. His headgear is similar to that of
mundasa but there are important distinctions. Itf
is worn at a slantéd’angle. The slant 1is so

pronounced that the difference is made obvious.
The difference is enhanced by the long red line?
that he draws from the tip of the nose to the
forehead. He also does not wear the chest orna-
men¥, instead of which he wears some mango leavesv
Bg 1fAfigalke fhab he iz a forest dweller, (This is



not so in the photo as also in one or two perform—?
ances that I saw recently. One wonders 1if the‘
recent ecological movements have changed = the
significatory process of Yaksagana costume as’
well).

The Kirata 'is also a bold courageous fighter
as denoted by his costume. In most prasangas the .
hunters show great courage only to be defeated at

the end.

3) Sages and brahmins - Fig.28

If the earlier categories discussed so far
were the bold warlike characters, this group of
sages. and brahmins stands out as belng ‘different
and belonging to another social strata. This
difference 1is at once recognisable in the visual
pattern. The ornaments depicting valour are not
worn by them. Their head-dress is also different.
It is indicative of the long uncut hair tied in a
knot on top of the head and is called éikhe. They
wear hqrizontal ash marks on the forehead unlike:
most of the other characters of the first two
categories who wear vertical marks. The two sages
seen in Fig.28- are Vigwémitra and  Vasistha.
Viswamitra is known for his rdajasa (quick tempered

- ready to pick up a challenge or a fight) quali-
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ties whereas Vasistha is known for his éﬁtvika;
(pious) qualities. This difference is 1indicated
by the colour of the headgear (black and red) as
well as the colour of the beard (black and white).

A subcategory can be pointed in this category
also. Characters - like Drona, Parasurama and

Aswathama are brahmins by birth but their nature

b
v

is different. As K. S. Karant says, "They are-
brahmins by birth but their action and behaviour
is that of Ksatriyas - their nature is heroic and
warlike“.40 To show their inherent nature, the
costume of these characters is similar to ﬁhat of
other heroic types(category 1). The only change
will be their headgear. Théy wear dikhe, the head“
gear of sages. In some instances Paragurama also-

wears a crown. Agni(Fire God) is represented with

/!
a three pronged Eikhe.

Ordinary brahmins do not come in this catego-
ry. They come mostly in the category of roles

played by the buffoon(category 5.

4) Stri vesa - Female characters - Fig 29
The costume of female characters has been a
matter of great controversy. It 1is generally

conceded that the traditional costume for these _
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characters is 'lost'. The costumes now worn
resemble that of present day middle class women ..
Thus, it does not confirm to the structural pat-

tern of Yaksagana costumes. The headdress worn,

Vi
vy

now (see Fig 29) was a recent invention that was-
designed on the model of male headdresses. This’

is now commonly used by all stri vesas.

One wonders why the costumes of female " char-
acters have changed so much, when Yaksagana as a
rule has so zealously guarded its costume struc-
ture. It may be because the male actors playing‘
these female roles tried to mimic the women of-
their times. It looks like the result of a
problem of gender identity .

Female characters éan also be divided into
two subcategories. Most characters come in the
category whose costume can be seen in Fig 29. On
the other hand, there are some female characters

who take part in wars exhibiting their courage andf

heroism. Minaksi in Minaksgi Kalyana is one such
character. The sari is worn by them in a differ-
ent manner (facilitating dance steps in  war’

scenes). The ornaments worn are also different.

150



5) Hasvagara - (buffoon) - Fig 30

Hasyagiara 1is an actor category and not a
character 'éategory. But there are varied sundry
roles 1like tha; of servant, messenger, aide or
commoner played by the buffoon or his assistants,
the Kodangis. To identify all these characters I
have used the actor categorisation itself. In the

'past, they usually wore simple white garments (as

opposed to the gorgeous ones worn by other charac-

ters). But now a days the costume that they wear

is a medley. Thus, these characters (as repre-
sented by their costumes) are a bridge between the
world of the spectators and the world of the other
characters at the paradigmatic level. Their
function 1is also many a time to bridge the two
worlds.

An interesting subcategorisation can be added
to .this. What happens when a king or ‘'hero' |is
forced to become an ordinary man due to force of
circumstances? Fig 31 shows Hariscandra after he
becomes a watchman in a cremation ground. His
costume, specially the black coarse woolen blanket
on his shoulder indicates his ordinary status. At
‘the same time the 1long vyellow <cloth (silk?)

round his neck denotes his intrinsic quality, his
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'Kingliness'.

6) Bannada Vésa (Demons) - Fig 32

This category stands in direct opposition to

the ‘'good' characters. This category includes not -
only merely demons (raksasa) like Ravana, Hiranya’
Kasapﬁ or Bakasura but also human beings with
demon like qualities like Kamsa and Jarasandha.
As has Dbeen pointed out earlier, Bhima is also

presented as a bannada vesa in one style of Yaksa-

gana. This again points forcefully to the
basics of costume and make-up 1in Yaksagana : they
represent not the birth or caste of a <character
but his mental make up.

The costume and specially make-up design of
these characters is an elaborate field demanding a
detailed analysis. As such an analysis is beyond
the scope ofythis study, I shall confine myself to
only some of the signifying aspects. As can be
seen from the photograph, the entire costume
design is very different from that of the charac-
ters seen so far. On the visual level the empha-
sis 1is on creating the impression of a huge size
as denoted by the shoulder .ornaménts and head

dress. Of very special interest is the make-up.
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What 1looks like a mask is actually a very elabo-

rate make-up. The emphasis is on the expression

of cruelty. The colours used are black and red

and these are highlighted with white dots. The

pattern of these dots chahges from character to
41

character. The white border to the face makes

the face appear bigger. 1In some cases, the real

eyes are hidden and artificial eyes written on the

forehead. The crown worn is also bigger with a

different design. It has a huge circular shape

behind the crown which adds to the physical dimen-

sion of the character. The head dress 1in the

photo is that of a demoness.

Now a days, due to the process of secularisa-:

tion, many of the characters that were previously
depicted as demons are now projected as belonging
to category 1. This change in the categorisation
of characters has transformed the immanent dis-

course. The moment one sees a bapnada vésa, one

expects an angry, wicked and excessively proud
character whose destruction by the good forces at

the end 1s certailn. But when the same character

(with the same qualities) is presented as a char-

acter belongin§ to the first category, the reli-

gious motif becomes ambivalent and thus the wvalue
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system represented also undergoes a change. The
implication of this change at the level of dis—.
course has been dealt with in I.7. |

In this last category we can add characters from
the animal world like Hanumantha(Fig 33), vali,
Garuda, Jambuvanta and such others. Here again,
in the representation, the emphasis 1is not on
verisimilitude. In the representation of these
birds and animals, the 'human' structure of the
actor 1s retained for the most part. The demar-
cation is shown by the makeup and small details of
costume which act as signs signifying the entire
animal . For example, two horns on the head andt
thé ~proper -colour combination on the face signi—;
fies Nandi, the bull ($iva's Vehicle).

In this category can also be included certain
terrible forms like Narasimha or Candi that the
gods have to take to destroy the evil forces. The
make-up of these characters (though not the cos-

tume) is very similar to that of bannada veésas

v
A4

(demons). Structurally, this presents us with a’
very interesting configuration. These terrible®
forms are those that thé gods have assumed and so
syntagmatically they are related to the World of

gods; at the same time in their appearance they
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are similar to demons and thus paradigmétically
they are related to the World of demons. To-
destroy the demons the gods have to becpme equally
fearful and terribie. Thus the opposition becomes
reversed.

These seven categories cover the gamut of 'all the

characters that appear 1n Yaksagana, which aims at:

'éreating not”individualiéé&ﬂcﬁafécﬁefé buf‘mgréheégéeé.'
These archetypal categcries becdme clear to the specta-
tors the moﬁent they see their costume and make-up.
Shambhu Hegde puts it accurately, "Much before dance,
speech or acting, the first recognition that the audi-
ence gets of the characters is through costume and

make-up". N

>

IIT.5.c We can now turn to some of the details
of costume and make-up and study their significatory
process. The peacock feathers on top of the crown
(Fig.22) are indicative of a fully 'blossomed' personal-
ity. The crown of the demons does not have the feathers
but it has a ball like top, which éan also be seen on
the crown worn by Hanuman (Fig.33), which denotes his"
monkey-man nature. (The tall peacock feathers in
Fig.32, belong to a different signifying process alto-

gether.)
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The shoulder ornament is of two types -~ .compare
the ones worn by the two characters in Fig.24. Ofigi—
nally these two types were only regional vériations and
the distinction was not semiotically significant. But
nowadays the shoulder ornament with smaller blunt nee-

..mdles—._{(worn by. the character on . .the-right)—is-—worn—oenly

by K&dige mandale characters (young heroes). This is an

example of how new signs keep emerging even in this very
codified system of cosﬁume signification.

The shoulder ornament and breast plate are indica~
tive of armour and‘so of warlike quality. The waist
ornament in Figs.22 to 27, resembles a phallic symbok
denoting 'masculinity' and so courage and strength. Th;
cloth worn Dbehind these shining ornaments has a dulf
non-shining texture, which helps in highlighting these
ornaments.

The mark worn on the forehead 1is an important
significatory element. There are two types - the verti-
cal one and the horizontal one (subtler distinctions'
within each type can also be made). The horizontal mark
denotes a cruel wicked character (Fig.34 - Indrajitu and
Ravana). Kicaka Salva and Kamsa are some of the others
who wear this mark. These horizontal lines make - the
face appear broader and when combined with the red

colouring round the eyes, give a cruel look to the face.
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But it also functions connotatively because these marks
are culture specific signs in real 1life representing .
Saivism and Vaisnavism - the vertical mark is the symbol
of the devotees of Vignu; the horizontal ones of the
devotees of éiva. Prabhakara Joshi comments on thel{
significance of these, "This indicates that Yaksagana,
in the past must have come under the deep influence of
VaTignavism. The Yak$aééna literature as a whole de~
picts the equality of the Trimirtis Brahma, Visnu,
Mahé§wara... but the slant of early literature is to-
wards Vaignavism. This must be the reason why thé main
roles wear vertical mark and the vi%lainous roles have a
4

horizontal mark on the forehead". These marks thus

become signs for the motif of the discourse itself.

I11.5.4 Colour Signification

The basic colours used for make-up are green, red,
black, white and yellow, whereas the basic colours in
costume are red, green and black. The signification of
these colours is cultured determined and where the
colour «code is not strong, its interpretation becomes
hermeneutic. We can evolve certain generalisation based
on practice. Red usually denotes heroism and courage.
It can even indicate anger or rage. For guick tempered

and choleric characters, red colour is usually applied
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around the eyes. Such characters also wear red shirts. .
But colours also signify as much by inclusion as by
exclusion. The shirts are usually green or red. Greenﬁ
denotes éyngéra (erotic). So if a’character wears a red .
shirt, it not merely denotes his heroism but also his;
lack of eroticism ({in that particular prasanga at
least).

Black signifies in two differentkways in make-up
and in costume. Black lines on the face give a cruel
look. It is used for villainous characters. The black
lihes may be dark or light depending on the cruelty and -
wickedness of the character. On the other hand, black
in costume denotes pathos, tragedy, death and other
concomitant emotions. Fig 35 shows Kalapurusa (Time)
with Rama. He wears a black shirt. Fig 23 shows Karna.
The base colour of his headgear is black. Infact Karna
is the only character who wears a black mundasa. These
are only a few example of the way colour significationi
works in Yaksagana.

In Yaksagana, every actor has to do his own make-
up . This rule is followed from the youngest actors to§7
the most senior ones. The make-up, as we have already
seen, projects the internal gqualities of the charaéter
to the spectators. For the actor also, the process of

internalisation of the character begins with the make-up
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itself. Even as he does the make-up, with its colours
and lines, his hénds and mind lead him to the essence of
the character. That is perhaps why an actor who can not

do his make-up is considered no actor at all.

In conclusion, the signifying process 5f costume
and make-up in Yaksagana is codified and complex having
evolved as a continuous tradition over hundreds of
years. New Significations also keep emerging (as seen
in the example of the shoulder ornaments). The remarks
in this section can only be a pointer to this vast and
fascinating field.of signs and signification. It shows
how each detail, from the smallest to the largest is a
result of intellection and a conscious effort at signi-
fication. We can end this study with the remarks of
Shivaram Karant about the original artist whé might have

created these costumes and make-up. "Some greatly tal-

ented artist ... who must have had the qualities of a
painter, sculptor and costume designer in addition to
44

his great flights of fancy".

159



IV

THE ANALYSIS OF A PERFORMANCE TEXT



IV THE ANALYSIS OF A PERFORMANCE TEXT

The Last scene of Jarasandha

In the preceding chapters, we have looked at the
various aspects of Yaksagana and their signifying prqb—y
esses. But each of these aspects has been studied in
isolation. In an actual performance all these aspects
work in unison and contribute in the building up of Ehe
discourse. This discourse, will in turn have a signify-
ing process which is made up of these discrete.parts and
yet 1is not a mere sum of all these. Each of the dis-
crete parts, alters the others and is also altered by
them. So, a study of how all these aspects together
1eaé to the performance discourse is the purpose of this
chapter. My attempt will be to study how these multime-
dia lead to the creation of a new significance. Accoyd—
ing to Indian aesthetics, the ultimate aim of all art is

rasanubhava - aesthetic experience. This chapter will

also try to study how the performance discourse wﬁll

lead to rasanubhava. i

T - - — e - H

The performance text chosen for

sandha. Jarasandha's story appears in The Mahabharat.

In Yaksagana literature, there are several prasangas on
the same theme. Two prasangas, one by Hattiangadi Rama

Bhatta (17th century) and another by Bhima (18th cen-
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tury) dealing with Jarasandha's story have the same

title Rajasuya. Two other versions belong to the nine-

teenth century : Rajasuyadhwara by an unknown poet of
' 1
Taleppadi and Agrapuje by Bishtappa Kavi. The perform
2
ance under study is of Agrapuje by Bishtappa Kavi.

The prasanga is about the Rajasuya Yaga performed

by the Pandavas, of which Jarasandha's story forms only
a part. As has been pointed out in II.7, many prasangas
depicting the wicked characters have, in recent times,
undergone a change (through editing) whereby only the
wicked characfers get highlighted. The present perform—
ancevis‘also an example of that process. This change of
emphasis can be observed in the changes that have taken
place in'the‘different titles given to the performances
of the prasanga. Earlier it used to be performed inHEhe

same name as that of the prasanga, Agrapdje. Later it

came to be called Magadha Vadhe (The killing of
+

Magadha) . Now a days it is performed just under the
N

name Jarasandha. Thus the shift of emphasis is made

®

explicit in the name itself. e e C e

The preéent analysis is based on a performance? of
this prasanga in Bahrain by Sri Idagunji Mahééanapati
Yaksagana Mandali, Keremane N.K. I have used a video
recording of this performance to facilitate my study.

It was performed in a modern auditorium before specta-
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tors, many of whom were not familiar with Yaksagana.
The changed performance space and context have no doubt
subtly changed the performance text but for the purpose
of my analysis, I have considered these changes ‘'non-

significant'. Due to the constraints of space, I have

taken only a part of the performance for study, but I

hope it will present an adequate picture of the perform-
ance score.

Iv.l.a Résumé of the narrative up to the scene

analysed.

The story is taken from The Mahabharata, and deals

with the killing of Jarasandha, the king of Magadha.
The prasanga begins with the 0Oddolaga{court) of Dharma-
raya 1in Indraprastha. N&drada tells the Pandavas that

they should perform Rajasuya Yaga whereby their father's

soul would be purified. Dhérmarﬁya asks his Dbrothers'
opinions regarding the performing of the Y3ga. They all
agree that they can undertake this Yaga provided Vasu-
déva is in favour of it. So, Indraséna 1is sent to
Dwaraka to bring Krsna to Indraprastha.

The scene shifts to Krsna's court where Indraséna
comes as the emissary. Krsna agrees to come and decides
to make use 0f this opportunity to kill his §ld enemy

Jarasandha. He meets Satyabhama and tells her that he

162

LNl

i



has received pleas from innumerable kings who have been
arrested by Jarasandha. He is going to free them now.
She asks humorously how Krsna can save them when{ihe
himself had to turn away from his place seventeen t{%es
because of Jarasandha. He says that he will get Jéré—
sandha killed by Bhima and thus he will get the Kings
released.

Kr@na comes to Indraprastha. After honouring Him,
Dharmaja tells him of his decision to perform Rajasuya. .
Krsna tells him of the difficulties. Unless. all the
kings accept his suzerainty and pay himvtribute, Réja—

suya can not be performed. He lists the names of kings

who will not accept the Pandavas' suzerainty. Apart
- (. -

from the Kauravas, there are Jarasandha, Sisupala,.

4

Salva, who are all brave and famed warriors. Specially

Jarasanda would never agree, because he is Krsna's ehémy
(Krsna had killed Kamsa, the son-in-law of Jarésandhg).
He tells thém that he was himself defeated several tfmes
by Jarasandha. In order to arouse their anger, he says
that he can not see any brave warrior amongst them wwho

can defeat Jarasandha and without defeating him, Raja-

suya can never be performed. Bhima, pricked by this

innuendo, declares that with Krsna's blessings, he will
kill Magadha (Jarasandha). These are the words for

which Krsna is waiting. He happily says that he is now

163



confident and leads Bhima and Arjuna ' to Jarasandha's

capital Magadha.

Outside the town, on a hill, they see three Hﬁge

H

drums. Arjuna asks Kgsna. how Jarasandha . got tb;sewwwm

drums. Krsna tell them the story of how éiva killed%the
demon M&gha and cutoff his three heads. Mégﬁa‘s brother
Vrasa confronted éiva and éiva, out of his skin made
three drums and played on them. :arﬁsandha's father got
these drums from éiva and placed them on the hill Giriv-
raja. The drums, when struck, cause such terror in P;t:he
hearts of enemies that they surrender without a fi;ht.
Jarasandha, wusing these drums had defeated innumerable
kings and had put them all‘in prison.

Krsna tells Bhima and Arjuna that the destruction
of the drums is necessary in order to defeat Jarasandha.
So, those two, destroy the drums. It creates such a
terrible din that Jarasandha's 'world' shakes. Thiém is
the first appearance of Jarasandha, who enters the stage
as though he is spinning, with fear and worry writ lérge
on his face. He is advised by the brahmins to perform
éénti - a religious ceremony for peace.

In the next scene, we see Jarasandha inviting thé
brahmins for the ceremony. Krsna Bhima and Arjuna enter
in the guise of brahmins. Jarasandha is slightly won-

\

derstruck 1looking at these three brahmins . who have
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entered by the back door. They also refuse the seats
offered to them. At first, he thinks that these brahmins
may not have been properly treated by his servants: but
their continued reticence arouses doubts in his mind.

The sight of three brahmins together is supposed to be a

bad omen. They do not even bless. This arouses his
susplcion. ‘The section analysed begins from here.
Iv.1l.b Costume and Make-~up

The conceptual basis of costume and make-up ﬁin
Yaksagana has alrecady been discussed in ITI.5. .Here,,we
have a fine example of how costumes denote the internal
qualities of a character and not the present sta%e.
Krsna, Bhima and Arjuna are supposed to have the entered
Jarasandha's court disguised as brahmins. But they .. do

not change theilr costume. Infact they continue to wear

the same costumes which denote them as royal personages.

Krsna wears a Kédige mandale headdress [Fig.37]. Bhima
3 :
wears a mundasa and Arjuna a crown.

Jardsandha's role was traditionally presented as a

bannada vésa (demon). But in the performance under
study, he is not presented so, which is another example
of the process of secularisation. But the crown worn by
him is different from the crown of kings. It has a

circle behind the crown, denoting thereby his demonic

qualities because only the crown of a demon has such a
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circle. This crown worn by Jarasandha is not  part of
the traditional head dresses of Yaksagana, but was
davised by Sri Shambhu Hegde (the actor who plays Jéré—
sandha;s role 1in this performance). He has wused the
traditional crown worn by kings and has added the circle
of the crown worn by demons(Fig 36). This is a ifine
instance of individual creative talent, working within
the conventions of Yaksagana and using the codés for a
new signification.

Jarasandha's make-up also denotes his cruelty. -

The horizc.tal marks on the forehead and the colour

around his eyes denote 1t. All othe. s wear vertical
marks ,on . the forehead. The significance of these is
discussed in III.5.c. Jardsandha also wears a -long

cloth on his shoulders, which signifies that he 1is

engaged in performing the religious ceremony for peace.

IVv.2 The Analysis

The analysis will concentrate mainly on the pro-
gression of the discourse in the performance text and to
see how the different media function together in ' the
creation of that diécourse. Media like dance and music:
are basically non-linguistic and the 'meaning' they
generate is also largely non-linguistic and so only

their broad outlines may be indicated in language.
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. i
The part of the performance taken up for analysis

contains thirty songs starting from the moment of actual
encounter between Jarasandha and the other three kKrsha,
Bhima and Arjuna). It ends with the killing of Jara-
sandha by Bhima and the final summation of Krsna. For
the purpose of analysis I have divided the episode taken
into five ensembles. This division is based on the
linear progression of the performance. Each ensemble is
also divided into subensembles and each song has béen
taken as a supnensemble. The songs have been numbered in
serial order for easy identification. The development
of the discourse/narrative in the five ensembles can be
briefly summed up as follows :
1) Jarésqndha's thoughts on seeing the three men in
disguise
- songs 1 to 6
2) Initial skirmish - Krsna's challenge:; identity not
yet revealed
- songs 7 to 15
3) Identity revealed:; Jarasandha's mockery of Kr$n;
- songs 16 to 20
4) Challenge for a duel; Jarasandha's choice of Bhima
- songs 21 to 27
5) The duel and the finale

- songs 28 to 30
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The analysis will concentrate on the progression
of the discourse through all these ensembles. The
paradigmatic relations of the discourse will also be
pointed out. The effort will also be to relate to an
actual performance, many of the general comments, .re-
garding different aspects of Yaksagana, made in Chapters

II and TIITI.

-

IV.2.a Ensemble 1 (Songs 1 to 6) !

(The translation of songs from fhe written text is
given in the beginning of each ensemble followed by “the
analysis) ?

1. He reflected and thought that these [persons]

are not immortals  of the earth [brahmins].

2. What a wonder O God! These three are not the

immortals of the earth.

3. On closer observation, they are kings who have

come for a fight with me.

4. Now, who has the temerity in this world [to

challenge me]. The Kings of Nagapura [Kaurayas]

are my friends: Dharmaja is not a villain

5. Yadavas are my old enemies; among them the

cowherd; what to say of the other Kings of this

earth.

6. The other rulers of this wide world are [like]
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pearls that have been used and discarded. -The4

arrival of these men in disguise is strange in-
5
deed.

Y

These songs are like Jarasandha's soliloquy. He
looks at Krsné Bhima and Arjuna and sees through their
disguise. He realises that they are not brahmins. His
state of mind starts with doubt and suspense. His seﬁ;e
of security and self confidence have already been shaken

by the destruction of the drums. Now the arrival of

A
L

these men in disguise fills him with fresh doubt. From

]

doubt he moves on to wonder which becomes the Sthayi

L3

" bhava (Durable psychological state:. In Yaksaganas ﬁhe——

Sthayi and othér bhavas are cognised not merely for ghe
character as a whole but also for separate phases énd
even songs of the prasanga). The actor performs a fine
swaying dance to communicate this sense of wonder, which
1s born out of his supreme self confidence. He is
certain that nobody is left on earth.who can challeﬁge
him. To him, the kings of this earth are like clot%es
he has used and discarded. Along with the word 'd;s—
card' he exhibits an attitude of contempt. His ego and

his disregard for all others come through in the brief

dance and the stance that he assumes after a sharp
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muktaya (ending beats and steps). So, from wonder, h}s
emotions become heroic leading to virarasa (heroic).
The only kings he respects are the Kauravas and the
Pandavas. But the Kauravas are his friends and he 1is
certain that the Pandavas would not indulge in warfare
with him, without reason.

Then he remembers the Yadavas, specially Krsna.
They have been his enemies whom he has defeated seven-

teen times. In the improvised dialogue he says, "That
£

4
4

group of cowherds and their leader Krsna! Couldri't they
6 ,
find a proper leader even?" The crux of the discourse

is established here. The major thematic opposition‘ is

2e)

between the forces of good and evil as represented $by
Krsna and Jarasandha. Apparently Jarasandha has nothing
but contempt for Krsna. But deep wiﬁhin>him, “he yhas
fear and admiration for him. This also gets established
in the é&ting. The linear progression'is thus broken
and paradigmatically the tension between the two, estab-
lished. It also has intertextual connotations that téke
us outside the prasanga to the larger discourse of the
epic world.

So the songs move from one bhava (sentiment) to
another and these are enacted by the actor through his
dance and abhinaya. For example, the sense of wonder is

expressed 1in the eyes, hands and the entire body pPOS-—.
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ture, where the actor kneels on the seat with one foot
on it. VZrarasa is expressed in gestures of fight as
well as in the dance where the energy of the da@ce
itself becomes a sign for valour and braver?. M;ny
words.are gesturally represented. The actor emphasises
certain other words by intonihg them along with +he
bhagavata. |
In the improvised speeches for these songs, _the
bhégévata reacts to Jarasandha's speech in monosylla-
bles. The other characters, though they are present on
the stage, do not react. The speech pattern can vbe
compared to an 'aside' in Western drama. But the ques-
tion of aside or soliloquy does not arise in Yaksagana
because the bhagavata is supposed to be omnipresent and
the - characters speak to him in such situations. Thus
the bh3gavata becomes not merely the controller of all
the action on the stage but also the confidant, sharing

the innermost thoughts of the characters. To some

extent, the bhagavata's role can be compared to that of

the chorus in a Greek tragedy.

| This ensemble introduces the first encounter
between Jardsandha on the one hand and Krsna, Bhima and
Arjuna on the other. 1In the presentation of the songs,
the singer and the actor elaborate on some songs. The

different emotions are developed and established at a
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leisurely pace. The emphasis is never on the progres-
sion of the narrative. The 'moment' becomes important

allowing scope for leisurely expansion of the sthayi and

i

sancari bhavas through song, dance and acting. The

4
H
!

representation through gestures and mudras also add ~to =~~~

'

the elaboration.

Iv.2.b Ensembie 2 (Songs 7 to 15)

7. "Who can oppose me?" thought the king and
then addressed Krsna, Arjuna and Vrakddara re-
spectfully.

8. And said, "why have you come to my townéfin
the guise of the immortals of the earth? 1In sﬁch
a disquise proper for respectful men? Speak out
qdickly".

9. "Will persons enter the house of enemies
except in disguise? O king, we have come for
confrontation with the enemy" spoke the destroyer

of the demons' race.

10. "0 diva! am I your enemy? And my place the
house of an opponent? What may be the reason for
our enmity?"

11 & 12 The one worshipped by Gods Spoke, "You
have put in prison several kings. Give up your

adamant posture. Hearing their cry for help® we
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have come to release them".

13. "Are you grandson, friend, son or the wife's
brother of these kings? What 1s vyour ﬁeartburngif
I imprison them? Tell me" said [Jarasandhal. |
14. "To kill the wicked and to protect those that

have come under my shelter and thereby uphgld

Dharma 1s my task. Stop your vituperation".

15. "Siva $iva!l are you the consecrated individu-

al [Dzkgit] for punishing the guilty and protect-

ing the innocent? Have you come hearing the cry

off the kings to get them released? I have wit-

nessed the greatest wonder in the world today.

But why the reluctance to reveal your identity?"

Spoke [Jarésandha].7

If the first ensemble represented the thoughts of
Jardsandha, Lthis ensemble presents the actual encounter.
Jarasandha confronts the three and asks them for their
identification. The challenges and the counter chal-
lenges are like the initial thrusts of a fencing bout
Qhere each is testing the other. Jardsandha 1is still
exhibiting his supreme confidence that almost amounts to
arrogance.

Song 7 is an example of how the song contains not

merely the ~dialogues but also stage directions. -The
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songs contain not merely the speeches of characters but-
also words like ‘'said', 'spoke' or 'wondered' which one
does not usually come across in dramatic literature.
Jarasandha's mood is one of mockery which he brings out
in his acting. In song 8, sitting on one knee, he
indicates the three with his left hand and with the
right suggests that the disguise cannot cheat him. | In

the improvised dialogue he calls them bad actors (veé-

sadhari), because he can see through their disguise.
The word Késadhéri, means the wearer of a dress or
disguise. The same word is also used for Yaksagana
artists. . Thus, based on this pun, an interesting dia-
logue ensues. This is an examplevof a direct reference

to the actor, and not to the character that he is repre-

senting. This has been discussed in the actor/character

dialectic in chapter III.l.a. Such references never
intrude wupon the actor's presence as a sign. It only
highlights the existence of the double-reality - the

actor as a person and the actor as a sign.

Krsna's reply (song 9), starts with an elaborate
dance. The dance highlights-Kpsna's character as a
whole, as a protector of Dharma and also the present .

challenge that he throws to Jarasandha. Several words in
: ' !

the\ song like ‘'enemy',‘'enter' and 'confrontation' are _

représented byi mudr3s. After the first half of the
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song, only rhythmic beats are played on the instruments
for which the actor does nrtta (pure dance). This dénce
conveys.Kygqa's grace and charm. |

In this ensemble, we see the typical structure of.
a prasanga when two charactérs confront each other. The
songs alternate Dbetween the two characters . This
-structure of the written script also determines the way
such confrontations are presented on the stage. The
confrontation does not take place simultanéously but
follows a cyclical pattern as indicated by the songs.
In VYaksagana, the right side of the stage is the %'ac—
tive' side and the left 'passiQe’. (The indications of
left and right are from the point of view of the actors.
In dramatic literature, the common practice is to indi-
cate them from the audience's point of view, but -that
practice has not been followed here as the Yaksagéna
stage has spectators on all three sides.)

The relation between two persons can often be
gauged by the spatial distance they maintain between
‘them 1in different social cultural contexts. E.T. Hall
has studied the use of these spatial codes 1in society
and he . calls such a study proxemics.8 In theatre}
proxemics 1s used as avpowerful sign. The distance
between characters, their movements towards or away from

ii
someone, the position they occupy on the stage - i all
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signify a certain meaning. But in Yaksagana, proxemics

as a signifying device works in a different way. The

1

character who 1s enacting the song is always on the

right. As soon as his song begins, the other character

(who may have just finished his speech sequence) moves. |

left and the ‘active' character occupies the right.
This space convention 15 fixed and does not change. In
some cases, if the character is a king in his own court,

or 1f he is a person of a very high status (a sage for

example), he sits on the seat at the back after his song

instead of moving left. Jarasandha, in the present
instance, sits on the seat after each of his songs and

it is only Krsna who moves right for each of his songs

until the active involvement of Bhima and Arjuna when

the spatial relations get a different dimension.

Songs 11 and 12 represent Krsna's challenge. The .

songs are in faster tempi (k&la) where Krsna tries to

enrage Jarasandha. The mandikunita (pirouetting on the

knees, Fig 13) is always used to signify this challenge.

He taunts and irritates Jarasandha. The virabhava .

(heroism) exhibited by Krsna is to be understood in the

larger context of his personality. He is only exhibit-

ing the heroism to annoy and enrage Jarasandha. Jar5~ 

sahdha falls to Kxsna's trap. He accepts the challenge

(as represented by his pirouetting on the knees).
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Song 14 contains the religious motif of the pra&

sanga—-Krgna as the upholder of Dharma. In his dia-

logues, Krsna has already emphasised how Jardsandha has

broken the Raja Dharma by arresting the kings who had
surrendered to him. So he declares that he has come to
fulfill the motto of his life - punishing the wicked.
Songs which contain éuch ostensible religious motif are
not usually elaborated in performances now a days (as va
result of the process of secularisation).

The written texht consists mostly of songs that are
sung to rhythm and also some that are sung without a
rhythmic pattern and so without the percussion instru-
mants. Song 15 is one such example. The song begins in
mockery of the claims of Krsna by Jarasandha, that his
task is to punish the guilty and protect the good. The
ﬁockery here takes the form of vismaya (wonder). The
actor communicates this through his eyes and posture.
Th= dance that follows enhance this mood. The song ends
with a sudden rush of anger and a posture of confronta-
tion with Krsna.

Behind all these emotions, the fear of death which

is the sthayi bhava is also present and all the boast-

ing of Jarasandha and his mockery of Krsna have to ' be

understood in this light. '
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iv.2.c Ensemble 3 (Songs 16 to 20)

16. "I am the God worshipped by gods. I am also

the destroyer of asuras [demons]:; this here is the

son of the Wind God; the other, Partha. Choose
one of us for a fight".

17. The king, listening to the words of Acyﬁta,

was filled with wonder and drowning and floating

in the s=2a of massive mirth spoke thus to his
people.

18. "Do you know who this person 1s, he 1is my own

kin, the nephew of Kamsa; so he becomes my grand-

son";

19. "Know his <caste vyou all and know his

conduct".

20. "O cowherd listen, having defeated the weak

kings vyou have become head strong. Do you con-

front me with that courage? Kudos to you brave
mant"

The identity of the strangers is revealed in the
first song of this ensemble. The rest of it deals with
Jarasandha's reaction when their identity is revealed.
He is not for the moment concerned with Bhima or Arjuna.
His concern is only with Krspa - his true foe. Jara-

sandha's longstanding enmity and hatred of Krsna are
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also revealed.

Song 16 provides a fine 1illustration of how the

performance text differs from the written text. 1In the
song Krsna reveals his identity first and that of the
other two, later. But in the performance, during the
speech,; he introduces Bhima and Arjuna first and does

not introduce himself until Jaradsandha qguestions him
w?th a meaningful gesture and glance. This adds tov‘the
theatrical impact.

This song also provides an example of certain
problems posed by the double articulation of acting.
Tha identity of the three is revealed twice - first in
the song and again later in the dialogue. When should
Jarasandha react? The expression of shock and surprise
is very important as it leads directly to his reac;ion
as revealed in the next song. During the song dance se-
quence, Jatasandha does not react at all. He remains
totally 'indifferent'. It is only during the speech of
Krsna that h2 shows his reaction. The audience also
does not feel 'éheated' because the suspense has already
been revealed in the song. Infact what appears-like a
suspense 1s not a secrét at all. It is part of the
shared common knowledge based on which the discourse is
built up. Thus. the attention.of the spectators ié

directed not towards knowing the sacret but towards
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knowing Jarasandha's reaction, when the identity 1is
revealed. The attention is thus focussed on the dis-
éourse and the narrative becomes secondary. Because " of
this 'shared common knowledge' the structure of the
discourse is radically altered.

It has already been observed that from the wusual
Xak@agéna spectator's point of view, a performance has

high and low moments. Song 17 is one such 'high' momént

eagerly awaited for, by the spectators. This song is

one of the most famous in the prasanga. The song does
not contain any dialégue but only stage direction (in
the usual sense of the term). This song shows how even
the 'stage direction' can be dramatically very powerfhl.

The expression of 'masgsive mirth' is the essence
"of action here. The mirth is expressed in the wh@le
body. Jarasandha stumbles from the seat, swaying éis
whole body and laughing loudly. 1In the dance also, he
depicts the tumbling motion as though he is about to
fall down in his 'massive mirth'. One of the distinc-
tions between classical and folk theatfe forms can -be

perceived here. If the classical forms insist on .re-

straint, the folk forms allow for exaggeration and ‘'gay
abandon' for which this enactment is an example. This
abandon c¢reates a different order of semiosis. The

entire body of the actor becomes a sign for mirth and
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laughter. For the moment of the song, the actor ceases
to be the character and becomes 'mirth' - a personifica;
tion of it asvit were. Theatrical presentation quite
often makes use of a part of an object to stand for a
whole (a door frame representing a house for _exampﬁe).
Semioticians of theatre have called such deviées,
scenic synecdoches taking the term from classical rheto-
ric.lo What has been discussed so far, perhaps presgnts
the opposite method of signification where the whole -
(tﬁe actor's entire body) is made to represent a>part;
This gay abandon in Jarasandha's 1life 1is also

perhaps his last before his end.

Breaking the linear progression,; songs 18 and - 19

deal with the past life of Krsna. Jarasandha derides
him and calls him a thief. "He is a born thief, no, he
was born in theft. He was born in the place of thieves

- a prison". He makes fun of Krsna's relation with
gopies in a tone of mockery. But at the immanent level
we also recognise the coﬁflicting emotions of rage,
appreciation and fear. Jarésandﬁa's hatred of Kgsna. is
so intenée that he unknowingly becomes the 'other'. In
his words like Ivmy own kin' this double sense can be
perceived. On the one hand Krsna is related to him
througﬁ his own son in law Kamsa. In the philosophical

sense too it is true that Krspa has come to 'do good' to
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Jarasandha.

Song 20 is the challenge thrown by Jarﬁsandhé to
Krsna. The song is sung in a fast tempo and isi not
elaborated. Anger being the main emotion here, it_;doesﬂ
not allow for elaboration or even for gestural représen-

tation. The tension begins building up leading to the

final scene of the fight.

Iv.2.d Ensemble 4 (Songs 21 to 27)
21. "Which 1is the ornament for the brave - mere
boasting or the clahg of sharp swords? If@ you

are all that brave, challenge us for a éight
without fear" said the father of Mara [Madana].
22. "Cowboy listen, [I shall]l quench the fire of
the sorrow of Kamsa's queens with your blood".

23. "Do the strong show their strength in ‘mere
blabber? If you have the strength in your shoul-
ders show us. Are you better than the lotus eyed
protector of cows?" remonstrated Phalaguna [Arju~
nal quivering in rage.

"24. Listen M3gadha, have you become victorious
éver Bhima and others Jjust because you have de-
feated [Bala]> Rama?" scolded the lifter of the
mouﬁtain. |
25. "0 evil man, listen, you proudly decl?red

i

that you would lay low all three of us; let éhat
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be; I shall reckon your courage if you defeat one
of us" said [Krsna]l.

26. "You are courageous in running [away from ghe
battle field]. I can never equal you in [such a]
fight; so today, I am afraid of fighting with
vou'.

27. The courageous warrior then said that Bhima
was his equal in strength and offered to fight
“with him.ll

i
|
|

In th:. ensemble, the confrontation really heafs_
up with'charges and counter charges bejgg exchanged. We
also get to know the reason for Jarasandha's hatred of
Krsna. It ends with Jardsandha choosing Bhima for the
fight which is the theme of the next ensemble.

Song 21 shows Krsna challenging Jar3sandha to'shbw
his mettle in battle and not in mere boasting. 1In his
speech, he also defends his past actions. Moét wér
scenes in Yaksagana have a fixed structure of challenge
and counter challenge, charge and counter charge before
the actual fight. Here also we see the same structufe'
with a change. All these challenges -are made by Krsna,
but the actual 'challenger' for the duel is Bhima and
not himself. That 1is because the opposition of the

discourse 1is between Krsna and Jarasandha and Bhima acts
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only as Krsna's agent.

o

The motive behind Jarasandha's hatred of Krsna ©1s

Lo

revealed in song 22. His daughters have become widows
because of Krsna. Jarasandha declares that he is going

to quench the fire of their sorrow with Krsna's blood.

His wrath is expressed here. 1If we use The Natya éés—
tra's approach, Jarasandha's daughter's sorrow becomes
the vibhava (lit. the cause of the bhava or

determinant); the actor's glaring eyes, the clencﬁed
fists and the quivering body become the anubhava (conse-
guents) which transmit the sentiment of Krodha (rage) to

the spectators in whom 1t becomes the raudra rasa (the

furious). This act of 'carrying the meaning' 1is the
task of the actor. As Rangacharya says, "Abhinaya .1is
nothing but the acting of the anubhava and vyabhicari

12
phéva”.

In the improvised dialogue after this song, Jara-
sandha addresses Bhima and Arjuna. He 'says that as
Ksatriyas, they deserved greater respect from hiﬁ. "th
you have come in support of the cowherd who has no
respect and so0 you also>did not get the respect vyou
- deserved. Krsna has come desiring his death. Leave him
to me and go back". The written script gives no clue to

Jardasandha's address to Bhima and Arjuna, but these

words give a link to the next song which 1is Arjuna's
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reaction. Details like these are part of the.'unwritten
tradition regarding the perforﬁance of the prasanga
called nade (see II.4 for details). This shows _the
importance of nade in the performance score. :

Proxemics as a signifying element has already been
referred to. 1In the preceding songs from 9 to 21 Krsna
moved left whenever Jarasandha had songs to enacted.
But in this song Krsna does not move left. This places
Jarasandha in the centre, Krsna on the right and Bhima
and Arijuna on the left. This spatial positioning be-
comes a powerful visual sign as Jarasandha tries . to
bring a schism between them.

That his strategy of 'divide and rule' does not
succeed 1is made manifest in the next song (23) not
merely in words but even in the positioning, because
Arjuna crosses right and stands beside Krsna. In songs
23, 24 and 25 we find that Jarasandha's reactions are
not indicated in the songs. This is because those songs
are left out in the performance though the written
script contains them. Taking this kind of freedom wiéh
the written script is accepted in Yak@aééna. The 1link
beﬁween these songs is provided in the improvised di@—

logues by the actors. Infact their words are supposéd

to lead to the next song. -For example; just befote song

24, Jarasandha says, "Arjuna, for a trial of strength, I
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need not fight with you. In the past, I have defeated
Balarama, Krsna's brother". This is the clue for the
bhagavata to start the next song,24, which is Krsna's
reply to Jarasandha. .
Krsna brings Jarasandha to the present, telling
him to choose one among them. But Jarasandha, harps _to
the past again to make fun of Krsna now. He says Krsna
has become famous for running away from the . battle
field.Irony and mockery is the chief note of the song.
The act of "running away" 1is presented in the dance 1in
different ways and for this purpose the lines of the
n
song are also repeated. Whenever the elaboration of ﬁny

one moment takes place in this manner, the progression

of the narrative stops. The spectators also expect and

]

eagerly await for such elaborations. During such mo-
ments the progression of the narrative almost become
"non significant". Infact, moments of mere prdgression'
of the narrative are considered "low" moments by the
spectators, many of whom simply stroll out for a cup vof
tea during such moments.

This song again provides an example of spatial
relations on the stage. The Yaksagana code not merely
specifies that the "active" character should be on ﬁhe
right but also that the 'passive recepient' of the song,

that is the character to whom the song 1is addressed
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should always be to the left of the 'active' character.
Before song 26, Krsna and Arjuna are both to the riéht
of Jarasandha. A§ soon as the song begins, Krsna cross-
es left as he is the 'passive recepient' of the song
though Arjuna continues to stand on the right.

After rejecting to fight with either Krsna or
Arjuna, Jarasandha selects Bhima for the duel. He also

expresses appreciation for Bhima and his strength. This

ensemble thus leads to the duel.

Iv.2.e Ensemble 5 (Songs 28 to 30 and the duel).
28. Having spoken thus, king Magadha, happily
pléced dress and weapohs before Hari, Bhima and
Partha. He also dressed suitaﬁly for the fight.
29. "O king, weapons like bow arrow and axe may
be necessafy in warfare for vyou:; fight me with
bare hands if you have for capacity" said the son
of wind. |
30. "O son of wind, listen, it is said that :we
two are equal in strength in this world. Now ;we
shall see if it is true ornfalse“.'l'3
This ensemble presents the actual duel and the

summation done at the end by Krspa. Song 28 is in the

metre Bhamini. TLike song 15, this is also sung without

percussion 1instruments. But if the earlier song was
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Jarasandha's speech, this one is a stage direction.
Bhamini is used mostly for this purpose. After enacting
the stage direction and the dialogue, Jarasndha efits.
After his exit, Krsna expresses his joy because his ploy
has succeeded. He tells Bhima that he will give him
proper directions during the fight at appropriate mo-
ments. Then these three alsc make their exit.

A1l four enter again. The costume remains ° the
same , but the implication is that they are now properly
attired for the duel. Bhima prefers to fight with bare
hands. Songs 28 and 29 are to be seen as part of the
formal structure of a fight. It is verbal duel before
the actual duel.

The Duel

As has been pointed out in II.6, duels and fights
are presented in a stylised way in accordance with t*he
symbolic mode of representation of Yaksagana. The dance

representing .war is one of the few fixed choreographic

items in Yaksagana. The actors do not have freedom for
improvisation here. The particular footwork and move-
ments depend on the weapons used . Bhima and Jarasandha

fight with Dbare hands here. This kind of fight 1is

called malla yuddha (a type of wrestling). During the

entire fight, there is no song. The music consists@ of

only rhythmic patterns played on cymbals and percussion
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instruments.

Just as the fight is about to begin, Krsna stands
on the seat in the deep centre stage. He is thus
'heightened'. The denotative meaning 1s that he stands
there to give guidance to Bhima during the fight. But
the connotative meaning 1is far more complex. His
heightened position becomes a sign for.his Godly status.
He stands in a posture of benediction as though he is

presiding over the fight. What is taking place infront

of him is only part of his lila (Divine play). Infagt

the entire performance becomes his lila.

The fight begins with an apparent show of strength
by the two contestants. This 1s conveyed by slapping
the inner things and arms (the typical gestures used by
wrestlers). Then they extend their arms in show of
readiness for the fight. “The actual fight 1is 'demon~
strated' by mimes and gestures. They first take a round
of - the stage 1in broad steps and come back to their
original place. Then they cross each other with ges-
tures of fisticuffs though they are quite at a distance
from each other. After this, they take half a round.
This 1is followed by the actual contact when they hola
hands (as in a wrestling bout) and take a smaller round
of the inner stage. They hold each others' throats and

Bhima pushes Jarasandha off stage through the exit.
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(Exit is always by the right of the bhagavata just .as
entry if ffom the left of the bhagavata. This practice
is almost never broken.) The exit of one of the contest-
ants after aAfight ié a“éignifier fér é'deféat.éf aéQEhf
What exactly it is, can be known only in the improviéed
speech.

Battle scenes are well developed choreographic
items in Yaksagana, but in this performance, it is shéwn
very Dbriefly. Many aspects of the war dance are left
out. This is also another facet of secularisation. gAs
Jarasandha 1is projected in sympathetic terms, the pyn-
ishment meted out to him 1is also minimised in visual
presentation. Thus the fight comes to a sudden end.

Krspna 1n his speech after the duel, sums up the
entire proceedings including the duel. He touches upon
Jarasandha's strange birth and how Bhima had to --be
guided by him to kill Jarasandha. 1In the original epic
narrative, these details are given great prominenée.
But 1in Yaksagana, many a time, such narrative details
are dismissed in just a few words as is the case here.
We also see how improvised dialogue provides. great .
freedom to elaborate on certain aspects and to compress
others. Krsna's sbeech at the end gives an idea of how
the end is compressed. "This is the end of Jarasandha.

But the throne here, has to be handed over to his son
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Sahadeva, who has also agreed to pay the ransom and help

you in your RajasUya Yaga. All the Kings in the prison
have been released. Tﬁey have also agreed to come to
the vyaga. Our work here is over. Then why wait? We
shall proceed". All three depart in style wusing the
dance representing Jjourney.

A traditional Yakgagna performance should end with
mangala (the auspicious <closure with prayers being
offered to gods). But because of the totally different
performance context (it was performed in a foreign

country), it is dispensed with here.

IV.3 Conclusion

What has been analysed so far, forms only a part
of the performance text. But, this I hope is sufficient
to give us an idea of how the different media function

together in the creation of a new  significance. The

creation of the new significance is the basis of all
B
creative activity. It is this new significance that

11
leads to aesthetic pleasure or rasanubhava-. e e

3

Perhaps one way of understanding how this new
significance 1is created is to see its correlations and
differences with the prasanga or the written text, which
the performance uses as its foundation. The motif  of

this prasanga, like that of most other old prasangas 1is
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religious. Even thé present performance at the manifest
level keeps this religious motif. It is only at the
immanent level of the discourse that we observe <the
changes. Because Yak§ag5né has a continuous unbroken
tradition of centuries, the new significance is créated
not by a total break from the prasanga (or the perform-
ance texts of the past), but by a shift of 4emphasis
within the frame work of the-writﬁen text. Thus 1if ih
the written text the emphasis 1is on an overtly religious
motif, the ©present day performances try to find the
meaning within the human context. This aspect cang be
related to the process of secularisation referred to, in
I1.7. At the same time, it should be kept in mind that
the performance text can not féke the freedom of af&er—
ing the narrative. All the elements contained in the
prasanga (which in turnm are drawn from the original‘epic
narrative) are maintained. But the significance 1is
altered by emphasising and highlighting certain aspécts
(already extant in the prasanga) and by underemphasiéing
others.

In the written text Agrapuje, the opposition in
the discourse is between good and evil. Kysna and Jérs—
sanda are projected as the representatives of these two
abstract concepts. But in the performance text under

study, they do not belong to such black and white cate-
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gories. Jarasandha remains wicked but other aspects of
his character also get highlighted. 1In Krsna's charac-
ter on the other hand, his shrewdness, and his diplo%acy
-get- -highlighted -rather than‘his*godly'Sfﬁtds"éé"é““fYBT““
tector of Eﬁéﬁﬂi' -

Améﬁﬂiﬁdj@>tradition, Jarasandha should be presented

as belonging to the category of demons (bannada v@ésa).

The shift of emphasis of the present performance is made
visually manifest in the costume. Here we have a
'humanised' Jarasandha. His psychic state and{éthe
highly complex emotional tension that exists betweenihim
and Krsna, become the crux of the discourse. Jarésaﬁdha
gets the greatest shock of his life when the drums are
destroyed. The drums are a sign for his invincibility
and their destruction 'shakes' his world. The presénce
of the three persons in disgﬁise fills him with doubt
and this is to be seen in conjunction with the earlier
happening. Through a small mention in song 5, Jarésénd—
ha's ‘'other' in the configuration of the discourse,
Krsna, is introduced. Jardsandha's changing sentimenﬁs
of scorn, wonder, mockery, rage and hatred are to be
understood in the light of his complex relation with
Krsna. These emotions are also to be seen as a defence
mechanism whereby he tries to cover the fear of death

i
induced by the destruction of the drums. Thus we see
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‘Jarasandha, the human being, rather than Jarasandha, the
embodiment of wickedness.

In Krsna, the 'other' of the discourse, we havejaﬁ
astute statesman who defeats Jarasandha in the psycho-
logical duel between them;, much before Bhima kills him
in the physical duel. Kgsna decides to 'use' Bhima to
get rid of his old enemy. He irritates and enrages
Jarasandha to accept to the duei - not with him but with
thma. All the while he keeps his cool and this enrages
Jarasandha even further. He knows that the real defeéat
of Jarasandha 1is ﬁot so much in the physical duel but - in
the psychological duel that he fights with him.

Thus the discourse becomes a clash between two

personalities =~ Krsna and Jarasandha, and not between

i
b

the abstract concepts of good and evil. The audience?in

- gt
&
—

turn 1s made to sympathise with this 'humanised' Jara-
sandha. The framework of the written text is maintained
but the shift of emphasis leads to the creation of a new

significance.
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V CONCLUSION

FE

V.1 The fascination of Yaksagana is so great to - ™3
one who has been initiated into it, that the moment one
hears- the rhythmic beats of cande and maddale, one is
drawn to the place of the performance. Anyone who has
been brought up in the Malenad region of Karnataka kno&s
how strong this attraction of Yak@égéna is. This un-
doubtedly is part of the reason for its great popularity
even today, in the region of its activity. This popu-
larity 1is not restricted to any one class or group. A
look at the variety of spectators one comes across in
any Yaksagana performance would reveal its wide appeal.

"The audience 1is a pot pourri of college professors,

doctors, lawyers, school teachers,; merchants,  students,
house wives, fishermen, construction . workers, factory
workers, farmers and servants."1 This mingling of
people of all classes and age groubs is typical of the
patronage that Yaksagana has received over the ages. It
has grown amongst the people and has become an important
part of their cultural life. Yaksagana has never become
elitist either in its -approach or in its appeal. It has
always survived on the support of the common people and

does so even today. Therein perhaps lies the reason for

its strong appeal to one and all.
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Yaksagana undoubtédly deserves to be ranked among
other classical dance fo;ms of India like Bharat Natyam,
Kathakali or Odissi. But unfortunately, it has " not
received the recognition that it so richly deserves.
Even today, not many outside Karnataka know of VYaksaga-
na. The reasons are not hard to seek. Improvised
dialogue is one of the unique features that distinguish-
es Yakgsagana from other dance drama forms of India.
This uniqueness itself has perhaps come in the way of
its Dbecoming popular in ﬁoa;Kannada speaking regions.
Shivaram Karant tried to overcome this handicap ~in an
experimental troupe that he organised KYak@aranga) where
he got rid of improQised dialogues altogether. This
experimental succeeded in reaching the non-Kannada
speaking audience nodoubt, but was not generally accepted
by the traditional Yaksagana viewers because they felt
that the uniqueness of the medium was lost.

At the present moment, Yaksagana is truly in a
state of flux. There are more than thirty pfofessional—
ly organised troupes and a good number of amateur = ones.
New pfasangas are written every year and changes at
different‘leveis are taking place at a fast pace. Thus
the code and strucﬁure of Yaksagana are getting altered.

Commercialisation has also played its part in this
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process of change by encouraging what may be termed?
'consumer art'.

.At the same time, a new awareness of the need to.
study and maintain tradition has also grown. There have’
been attempts at institutionalising the training of
young artists. Several such institutions are now im-
parting training in different aspects of Yakgagéna like,
music( dance and make-up. Several books 6n different
aspects of Yaksagana have been published. The credit
for this new awareness and awakening should go primaril?
to Shivaram Karant, the famous Kannada writer and social
activist, who, for the last forty years, has been in-
volved in the ressuruction of Yaksagana in various
capacities. The present study can also be seen as part

of this new awakening so far as Yaksagana 1s concerned.

V.2 The main purpose of the present study has been to
anaiyse the significatory process of Yak$agéna by relat-
ing it to the culture context. As one who has been
witnessing Yaksagana performances for more than twenty
years, I can definitely say that the study came as ;a
revelation to me. It opened my eyes to innumerable
aspects of Yaksagéna at the micro and macro level of
which I was not aware earlier. It also increased my

respect for Yaksagana, because the study made me realise
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that each small detail is a product of inteliection{
Some of the findings of this study, I am sure, will be
of great interest to all those who are interested 1in
Yaksagana, which includes not only the Yaksagana critics
but the performers and the ordinary spectators as well{
Some of the salient features of the study are listed
below.

As has been mentioned in Chapter II, there was a

heated debate recently as to whether Purva-ranga (the

preliminary portion of a performance) should be main-
tained or discarded. Even those who were in favour of

maintaining it, never said how purvaranga was function-

ally important. This study concentrated on that aspect

"and was able to reason out how pﬁrvarangé'playé a func-

tional role in the performance. The 0dddlaga (entry of
characters) becomes important because it. functions in
two ways : the character is introduced to the audience
and at the same time the actor also 'enters' the charac-

ter. These two functions take place simultaneously

bringing home forcefully to the spectators the actor'é
function as a sign. The narratology of 'the writteé
texts and its relation to another medium like Harikath%}
has also been highlighted. The principle underlying the

system of representation in Yaksagdna was studied in

'symbolic representation' by contrasting it with the
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assumptions behind a realistic representation. Thé
changes taking place in Yaksag3na have been studied in
the context of the social and cultural changes in the
last part of chapter II. These changes have been seen
as central to aAsynchronic understanding of Yakgagana.
Chapter III has been focussed on abhinaya and the
role of the actor in the semiotié process. Certain
unidue features of Yaksagana acting vliké- itsv double
—articulation have been recognised. Attémpt has also
been made to relate Yaksagana's approach tovacting to an

Indian theory of acting. To my knowledge, no separate

—study has been—doneon-acting—inYaksagina so—far+—This—
is perhaps the first instance of a study of the procéss
of acting in Yaksag@na by seeing it in the perspective
of different approaches to acting.

The integrative approach of semiotics haé taught
me to view seemingly isolated factors as part of a
larger process. For example, changes taking place ‘n
costume and make-up are seen by many critics as isolatéd
instances resulting out of the carelessness or wearine;s
of the actor. But this study, has seen these changes in
the larger perspective of the changes being brought
about in the medium as a wholé as a result of seculari-
sation. When viewed in this light, these small aqd

apparently insignificant details become part of a new
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structuration that alters the discourse as a whole.
These new developments can thus be understood properly,
only when they are studied in relation to the cultural
context. These changes can then be seen as signs for
the changed perspective of the society as a whole. The
study thus concentrates not merely on the performance

text but also on the spectator response. The Rasa

theory of Indian aesthetics has been integrated into the
semiotic study for this purpose.

Chapter IV has tried to integrate the isolated
aspects studied earlier by relating them to one specific
performance text, because in theatre, it is the performjg
ance text alone that leads to the creation of the dis{

course and rasanubhava. Attempt has been made to show

how the different aspects of Yaksagana lead to the
discourse at the manifest and the immanent levels.

The study, has of necessity, been an incomplete
one. I am %eenly aware of.the limitations inherent in
making dgenevralisation on a form based only on a repre-
sentational analysis. Perhaps the most glaring Omissidn
in this study has been the role of music. But the
study of music would have necessitated a different
methodology. In addition, the semiotic approach 1if
applied mechanically may lead to many pitfalls. In

search for signs and the process of signification,



semiotics of theatre has the danger of seeing the per-
formance as static. 1Infact the semiotic approach to:

theatre has often been accused of freezing "the actor,:

the performance space and the event into a system where
everything 1is foreseen, where every element is semiot-
ized -~ trapped in the grip of an infernal signifying

2
machine". But in theatre, guite often, the unpredict-

able takes place, because in theatre one normally know;
what will happen but can never predict how it will
happen. Added to this is the response / participatiog
of the audience which varies from performance to peré
formance which nodoubt conditions the actor's cfeative
process as well. So the present study has tried to
integrate through Rasa theory'the spectator response as
an essential part of the interpretative process. I
shall end this study by quoting the opinions of Patrice

Pavis regarding the future course which semiotics of

theatre should adopt. "If semiotics wants to do justice

to the event-structure of theatrical performance it must
be open to hermeneutics and to the aesthetics of audi-
ence participation... From now on, in addition to the
precise methods of linguistics, the semiotician of the
theatre must develop an wunderstanding of rhetorical
stage movements, a flexible model that takes into aci

count the subjectivity of the spectator and finally thé
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capacity to apply the semiotic approach to the mecha-
3 O

nisms of cognition and ideology". N

The present -study has been an attempt in thate

direction.
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